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Chicago, Illinois — Chandlers birthplace
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Chicago in 1888, the year Chandler was born
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Chandler as a young man, c. 1910


The Big Sleep (1939) 
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This famous novel was commissioned in 1938 by the publisher Alfred A. Knopf, at the behest of literary agent Sydney Sanders, who had read and been impressed by Chandlers pulp fiction short stories. Knopf was the ideal publisher for the novel, as they had experience of publishing pulp writers Dashiell Hammett and James M. Cain; indeed, Knopf saw Chandler as their next great discovery and publicised him as such with full page newspaper advertisements. It was Chandlers first attempt at a full length novel, as previously he had worked only on short works for pulp fiction magazines like Dime Detective. The first draft was ready by May of that year; Chandler completed the project in only three months, partly because some of the material in it was drawn from two of his already completed novelettes, Killer in the Rain (1935) and The Curtain (1936). In writing this novel Chandler was determined to create his own style as a noir writer, but also he felt that the existing library of such novels were not the best they could be; he therefore set out to add a quality to his writing that would make his work stand out. The book went on sale in February 1939 with Knopf and sold 10,000 copies at $2.00 each; it was published by Hamish Hamilton in Britain in March 1939. Sales were particularly healthy in Britain, but overall it was not universally liked; the reviewer for the New York Times found aspects of it rather unpleasant and the reviewer in the New York Herald suggested that Chandler needed a good talking to about his misuse of his talents! This was a disappointment to Chandler, who saw his novel as a hard boiled detective story of course, but with ambitions towards literary fiction too. Despite this, Chandler was encouraged enough to plan out the next few years of his life based around writing similar novels. 

The Big Sleep was the novel in which private investigator Philip Marlowe makes his debut. However, Chandler had previously written numerous short stories of the noir/pulp fiction type, which he later adapted to include Marlowe, so it could be said that the timeline for the character, in a sense, began as early as 1933 with Blackmailers Dont Shoot and a protagonist named Mallory. It is not known what inspired Chandlers choice of Philip Marlowe for the name for his iconic detective. This ongoing creative development of style and character could account for the success of the full length novels and the emergence of Marlowe as a mature and well rounded character from the start. Chandler freely admitted that Marlowe was not the first of his type – a tough guy, hard-boiled private investigator – Dashiell Hammett had already created many such characters in pulp fiction and his detective character, Sam Spade, had appeared in his novel The Maltese Falcon in 1930. Other similar characters were offered by authors such as John Dalmas and John Evans. However, Marlowe has not so much a softer side to him than his predecessors, but perhaps a more thoughtful side – he is not so searingly cynical and he can act in a principled way rather than being entirely driven by money or raw adrenaline seeking — he refuses all divorce work and implies that he would do better in life if he were less principled: You cant make much money at this trade, if youre honest. Marlowe wakes up with a hangover if he gets drunk; if he is beaten up, he gets hurt; his feelings too can be hurt. Unlike Mike Hammer, Mickey Spillanes detective creation, Marlowe is all too human and vulnerable. Perhaps this stemmed from the assertion made by Chandlers editor, Joseph Shaw, that Chandler came increasingly to feel a connection with his character and perceived him as an alter-ego — the person he would have liked to be if he could have chosen his own character traits. One might even say that Chandler had a level of hero worship for his character, at one time referring to him as the embodiment of the American mind. In 1957 Chandler also offered this assessment of his character: 

…a character of some nobility, of scorching wit, sad, but not defeated, lonely, but never really sure of himself.

This scorching wit was something that Chandler was determined to have stand out in his fiction. In order to monitor how punchy his prose was throughout the writing process, he used what we would now refer to as A5 sheets of paper and he wrote triple spaced on his typewriter, allowing a maximum of 125-150 words per sheet. He would then read it back to make sure the content was as he planned: If there isnt a little meat on each [page], theres something wrong. (Letter to W J Smith, 1st October 1958). Such was his close-up attention to detail that as Chandler crafted his stories scene by scene, he rarely knew where the plot was going to take him. 

The fact that Chandler grew up in England and that culture was his first and closest influence might have helped his observational skills – he could employ a level of the detachment of the outsider when observing aspects of American society and culture. As an student of American slang he had been collecting and using examples of it for a decade and he put it to good use in this novel, offering a version of the speech of the underworld that was pronounced, but not exaggerated to the point of pastiche. The city of Los Angeles itself is vividly depicted, almost becoming a character in its own right; as an outsider, Chandler was able to show its charm and glamour, but alongside a lonely, seedy and dangerous place where threats seemed to lurk unseen. 

Chandler drops various clues in the stories to hint at Marlowes background. We learn he was born around 1905 in North Carolina and grew up in Santa Rosa as an only child, whose parents were both deceased by the time he was in his early twenties. It is about this age he begins his career as a private investigator. Like his creator, he has suffered a broken nose in his youth whilst playing sport. Marlowe is also educated — he has studied at a university. Although he has never been a police officer, he has worked as an investigator for an insurance company and for a District Attorney. A tall and well built man with brown hair and eyes, when he makes the effort, he can look smart and neat in his blue suit and black brogues; he will readily accept alcohol, but Chandler offers contradictory information as to whether Marlowe is an alcoholic or just a man who likes a drink. One can leave the stories to tell of Marlowes personality, which is multi-faceted and complex despite his sometimes flippant demeanour, yet Chandler refused to take all the credit for his creation. In a letter to actor and producer John Houseman, he wrote I didnt create him at all. [in real life] Ive seen dozens like him in all essentials except the few colourful qualities needed to be in a book. An overly modest opinion surely, as Chandler did add just the right colourful qualities to set Marlowe in the right situations for him to flourish as a literary character of his type. 

In a wonderfully sharp, vivid yet concise description, the first paragraph of the story introduces the reader to private investigator, Philip Marlowe. On a damp October day, he has an important call to make and he is carefully and smartly dressed– neat, clean, shaved and sober and I didnt care who knew it. I was everything the well-dressed private detective ought to be. I was calling on four million dollars, a fortune that belongs to the elderly General Sternwood. As one of the family was later to say, this is a dysfunctional family – All the Sternwoods like losing games, like roulette and marrying men that walk out on them and riding steeplechases at fifty-eight years old and being rolled on by a jumper and crippled for life. As Marlowe waits in the house to meet his potential client, he encounters a young girl, pretty enough, but hard looking, who tries every trick to flirt with him, gestures supposed to make me roll over on my back with all four paws in the air. They didnt work on the older, world-weary sleuth and Marlowe suspects there is something dysfunctional about the girl, who turns out to be Carmen Sternwood, one of the Generals two daughters; the other is Vivian, who according to her father is spoiled, exacting, smart and quite ruthless and whose wastrel husband, former bootlegger Rusty Regan, has absconded. When Marlowe does meet the General, he is surprised to find him frail, but personable. Sternwood wants Marlowe to deal with a bookseller, Arthur Gwynn Geiger, who is trying to blackmail Carmen. She had previously been blackmailed by a man named Joe Brody. Marlowe meets Vivian on his way out, but refuses to confirm what his assignment is, leaving her to wonder if he has been charged with finding her husband. His refusal to reveal his task infuriates her; it seems that she is volatile, where her sister is coy and manipulative. In fact, the General has given Marlowe carte blanche to deal with the situation as he pleases.

Marlowe visits Geigers antiquarian bookshop and suspects it is a front for a pornography lending library, a fact confirmed by a genuine bookseller nearby. The bookseller also gives him a description of Geiger and he is able to follow the man to his house – only to witness Carmen go in there as he sits in watch over the property with a bottle of whisky for company. It has rained heavily and the road in which Geiger lives is quiet and suburban – It seemed like a nice neighborhood to have bad habits in. After some time, Marlowe sees the flash of white light in Geigers house and then hears a crazy scream. He rushes to the house and hears three gunshots, a soft thud as if a body had fallen, the sounds of people escaping and two cars speeding away. In the house, Marlowe finds Geiger very dead; Carmen is still there, wearing a pair of long jade earrings. They were nice earrings and had probably cost a couple of hundred dollars. She wasnt wearing anything else. She was in some form of drugged state and in front of her is an empty camera (this had been the cause of the flash of light). Marlowe struggles to dress Carmen and has to carry her out to his car and then takes her back to the Sternwood mansion. 

Marlowe returns to the Geiger house to investigate further, but is shocked to find Geigers body is gone, along with some decorative items. This is not the work of the police, who would have been there still, just about getting warmed up with their pieces of string and chalk and their cameras and dusting powders and their nickel cigars. This is the work of someone lawless, who means business. He quickly leaves. The next morning, Marlowe is contacted by Bernie Ohls, the District Attorneys chief investigator, who tells him the Sternwoods car was found driven off a pier, with the chauffeur, Owen Taylor, dead inside. 

Marlowe stakes out the Geigers bookshop and witnesses boxes of stock being moved to an apartment – an apartment that belongs to Joe Brody, the blackmailer. Having noted this, he returns to his office to find Vivian Sternwood there. She tells Marlowe that Taylor had once wanted to marry Carmen and had genuinely loved her. However, her real reason for visiting Marlowe is on another matter regarding her sister. Carmen is being blackmailed with the stolen nude photos from the previous night and $5,000 must be paid immediately to retrieve the negatives and other prints or they give the stuff to some scandal sheet. She also mentions playing roulette – and losing — at the casino of one Eddie Mars the man whose wife, Mona, ran away with Rusty Regan.

Useful though this information is, Marlowe still has to investigate Geigers death and returns to the dead mans house for clues that could also lead to the blackmailer. To his irritation, Carmen is there with the same idea; she is exhausted and emotional and tiresome to the point where Marlowe slaps her – again. Another visitor arrives — Eddie Mars. Mars is composed, well groomed, tidily dressed and looks physically fit, altogether a greater challenge to the average man than the chaotic Sternwoods. He claims to be Geigers landlord and wants to know what has happened to his tenant and tries to intimidate Marlowe into revealing what he knows. He fails and Marlowe, having faced the man down, leaves unhindered.

In another twist of the convoluted relationships of the story, Marlowe goes to Brodys home and finds him with Agnes, the bookshop assistant. All the people he has encountered seem to know each other and are either threatening each other or having affairs and Marlowe comes up with a plan to force the hand of whoever is behind the whole blackmail and murder racket and blow open the tangle of plots and criminal acts… 

As a first outing for Philip Marlowe, this is a strong, even classic depiction of the sleuth as he calls himself. The prose is sharp and the characters tough and classic pulp fiction personalities, but with a Chandler touch. One can easily see here an almost cinematic structure to the plot, with the string of interconnected scenes making up highly visual acts in a wider performance; little wonder that film companies saw such potential in Chandlers writing. Chandler goes beyond basic tough guy prose, however. There are some wonderful pieces of sardonic observation of the idle rich. The chauffeur at the Sternwood mansion dusts the Packard convertible, suggesting it is already so immaculate it needs no work at all. The framed military pennants in the gallery are either battle damaged, or have moth holes. Chandler may offend today with some of his language and archaic attitudes — at one point, Marlowe slaps Carmen to wake her out of a drugged stupor and then when it does not work, tells the reader in a matter of fact way I slapped her around a little more. She didnt mind the slaps. Many have imitated Chandler and copied Marlowe, but few have had the audacity to write with such a raw take on humanity.

The iconic film adaptation of The Big Sleep, starring Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall, was directed by Howard Hawks for Warner Brothers. Bogart was Warners leading male star at the time and had experience of playing similar characters in previous films such as The Maltese Falcon (1941). Bogart was also by this time in a romantic relationship with his co-star Bacall and this added a genuinely sensual frisson to their on screen scenes together. Chandler was delighted by the choices of actor and director. Of Hawks he wrote:

…if you see The Big Sleep, you will realize what can be done with this sort of story by a director with a gift of atmosphere and the requisite touch of hidden sadism. (to his British publisher, Hamish Hamilton).

A quality team was hired to write the script, comprising William Faulkner, Leigh Brackett and Jules Furthman; they were able to use and also amplify the clever prose in the original novel for the benefit of the dialogue. 

Chandler felt Bogart was ideal casting, declaring him to be the genuine article…He can be tough without a gun…Also he has a sense of humor that contains that grating tone of contempt. Bogart was of course considerably shorter than Marlowe is described, by a good eight inches, but film makers are adept at compensating for such discrepancies and Bogarts on screen charisma as Marlowe is a ready distraction from such details. On his side, Bogart was puzzled that a character like Marlowe, always with an eye for the ladies, never went all out to seduce them and asked the author why that was. Chandlers reply was that his character would lose something by being promiscuous…Ive never wanted the sex bit to dominate either him or the story, whilst at the same time admitting he couldnt go on forever denying his character a sexual relationship. Chandler was less flattering about Bacalls performance, preferring that of Martha Vickers who played the delinquent sister, Carmen. 

The film was an instant success on its release in August 1946, the profit for Warner Brothers vastly exceeding the amount it cost them to make the movie. This was in fact the second release of the film, as one had been released in 1945, which better explained the plot, but was not so strong on characterisation. Warner Brothers revamped the film to make the relationship between Bogart and Bacalls characters more central; it was this second version that has become the popular noir classic.

The reader may find the mystery story side of the narrative somewhat complex, but should not feel a sense of inadequacy. When Hawks was filming the novel, he became confused as to who murdered one of the characters and he cabled Chandler to ask for a direct answer – who dunnit? Chandler replied by cable: NO IDEA. Chandler felt that characterisation and atmosphere and the process of an investigation, were more important than plot. Also missing from the film, if not the book, are the references to nudity and homosexuality, aspects of the story that had to be excluded because of the draconian restrictions on movie content at the time.

The later film adaptation starring Robert Mitchum, Joan Collins and Edward Fox was released in 1978 and was directed by Michael Winner. The story was relocated to a contemporary London and Mitchum was a considerably older Marlowe than in the book. The film received somewhat lukewarm reviews and has never been a rival to the 1945/6 version as the iconic adaptation. 
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Alfred A. Knopf in 1935, photograph by Carl van Vechten
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The original poster for the 1946 film adaptation
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Humphrey Bogart in the trailer for The Big Sleep, 1946
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IT WAS ABOUT eleven oclock in the morning, mid October, with the sun not shining and a look of hard wet rain in the clearness of the foothills. I was wearing my powder-blue suit, with dark blue shirt, tie and display handkerchief, black brogues, black wool socks with dark blue clocks on them. I was neat, clean, shaved and sober, and I didnt care who knew it. I was everything the well-dressed private detective ought to be. I was calling on four million dollars.

The main hallway of the Sternwood place was two stories high. Over the entrance doors, which would have let in a troop of Indian elephants, there was a broad stained-glass panel showing a knight in dark armor rescuing a lady who was tied to a tree and didnt have any clothes on but some very long and convenient hair. The knight had pushed the vizor of his helmet back to be sociable, and he was fiddling with the knots on the ropes that tied the lady to the tree and not getting anywhere. I stood there and thought that if I lived in the house, I would sooner or later have to climb up there and help him. He didnt seem to be really trying.

There were French doors at the back of the hall, beyond them a wide sweep of emerald grass to a white garage, in front of which a slim dark young chauffeur in shiny black leggings was dusting a maroon Packard convertible. Beyond the garage were some decorative trees trimmed as carefully as poodle dogs. Beyond them a large greenhouse with a domed roof. Then more trees and beyond everything the solid, uneven, comfortable line of the foothills.

On the east side of the hall a free staircase, tile-paved, rose to a gallery with a wrought-iron railing and another piece of stained-glass romance. Large hard chairs with rounded red plush seats were backed into the vacant spaces of the wall round about. They didnt look as if anybody had ever sat in them. In the middle of the west wall there was a big empty fireplace with a brass screen in four hinged panels, and over the fireplace a marble mantel with cupids at the corners. Above the mantel there was a large oil portrait, and above the portrait two bullet-torn or moth-eaten cavalry pennants crossed in a glass frame. The portrait was a stiffly posed job of an officer in full regimentals of about the time of the Mexican war. The officer had a neat black imperial, black mustachios, hot hard coal-black eyes, and the general look of a man it would pay to get along with. I thought this might be General Sternwoods grandfather. It could hardly be the General himself, even though I had heard he was pretty far gone in years to have a couple of daughters still in the dangerous twenties.

I was still staring at the hot black eyes when a door opened far back under the stairs. It wasnt the butler coming back. It was a girl.

She was twenty or so, small and delicately put together, but she looked durable. She wore pale blue slacks and they looked well on her. She walked as if she were floating. Her hair was a fine tawny wave cut much shorter than the current fashion of pageboy tresses curled in at the bottom. Her eyes were slate-gray, and had almost no expression when they looked at me. She came over near me and smiled with her mouth and she had little sharp predatory teeth, as white as fresh orange pith and as shiny as porcelain. They glistened between her thin too taut lips. Her face lacked color and didnt look too healthy.

Tall, arent you? she said.

I didnt mean to be.

Her eyes rounded. She was puzzled. She was thinking. I could see, even on that short acquaintance, that thinking was always going to be a bother to her.

Handsome too, she said. And I bet you know it.

I grunted.

Whats your name?

Reilly, I said. Doghouse Reilly.

Thats a funny name. She bit her lip and turned her head a little and looked at me along her eyes. Then she lowered her lashes until they almost cuddled her cheeks and slowly raised them again, like a theater curtain. I was to get to know that trick. That was supposed to make me roll over on my back with all four paws in the air.

Are you a prizefighter? she asked, when I didnt.

Not exactly. Im a sleuth.

A — a— She tossed her head angrily, and the rich color of it glistened in the rather dim light of the big hall. Youre making fun of me.

Uh-uh.

What?

Get on with you, I said. You heard me.

You didnt say anything. Youre just a big tease. She put a thumb up and bit it. It was a curiously shaped thumb, thin and narrow like an extra finger, with no curve in the first joint. She bit it and sucked it slowly, turning it around in her mouth like a baby with a comforter.

Youre awfully tall, she said. Then she giggled with secret merriment. Then she turned her body slowly and lithely, without lifting her feet. Her hands dropped limp at her sides. She tilted herself towards me on her toes. She fell straight back into my arms. I had to catch her or let her crack her head on the tessellated floor. I caught her under her arms and she went rubber-legged on me instantly. I had to hold her close to hold her up. When her head was against my chest she screwed it around and giggled at me.

Youre cute, she giggled. Im cute too.

I didnt say anything. So the butler chose that convenient moment to come back through the French doors and see me holding her.

It didnt seem to bother him. He was a tall, thin, silver man, sixty or close to it or a little past it. He had blue eyes as remote as eyes could be. His skin was smooth and bright and he moved like a man with very sound muscles. He walked slowly across the floor towards us and the girl jerked away from me. She flashed across the room to the foot of the stairs and went up them like a deer. She was gone before I could draw a long breath and let it out.

The butler said tonelessly: The General will see you now, Mr. Marlowe.

I pushed my lower jaw up off my chest and nodded at him. Who was that?

Miss Carmen Sternwood, sir.

You ought to wean her. She looks old enough.

He looked at me with grave politeness and repeated what he had said.
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WE WENT OUT at the French doors and along a smooth red-flagged path that skirted the far side of the lawn from the garage. The boyish-looking chauffeur had a big black and chromium sedan out now and was dusting that. The path took us along to the side of the greenhouse and the butler opened a door for me and stood aside. It opened into a sort of vestibule that was about as warm as a slow oven. He came in after me, shut the outer door, opened an inner door and we went through that. Then it was really hot. The air was thick, wet, steamy and larded with the cloying smell of tropical orchids in bloom. The glass walls and roof were heavily misted and big drops of moisture splashed down on the plants. The light had an unreal greenish color, like light filtered through an aquarium tank. The plants filled the place, a forest of them, with nasty meaty leaves and stalks like the newly washed fingers of dead men. They smelled as overpowering as boiling alcohol under a blanket.

The butler did his best to get me through without being smacked in the face by the sodden leaves, and after a while we came to a clearing in the middle of the jungle, under the domed roof. Here, in a space of hexagonal flags, an old red Turkish rug was laid down and on the rug was a wheel chair, and in the wheel chair an old and obviously dying man watched us come with black eyes from which all fire had died long ago, but which still had the coal-black directness of the eyes in the portrait that hung above the mantel in the hall. The rest of his face was a leaden mask, with the bloodless lips and the sharp nose and the sunken temples and the outward-turning earlobes of approaching dissolution. His long narrow body was wrapped — in that heat — in a traveling rug and a faded red bathrobe. His thin claw like hands were folded loosely on the rug, purple-nailed. A few locks of dry white hair clung to his scalp, like wild flowers fighting for life on a bare rock.

The butler stood in front of him and said: This is Mr. Marlowe, General.

The old man didnt move or speak, or even nod. He just looked at me lifelessly. The butler pushed a damp wicker chair against the backs of my legs and I sat down. He took my hat with a deft scoop.

Then the old man dragged his voice up from the bottom of a well and said: Brandy, Norris. How do you like your brandy, sir?

Any way at all, I said.

The butler went away among the abominable plants. The General spoke again, slowly, using his strength as carefully as an out-of-work showgirl uses her last good pair of stockings.

I used to like mine with champagne. The champagne as cold as Valley Forge and about a third of a glass of brandy beneath it. You may take your coat off, sir. Its too hot in here for a man with blood in his veins.

I stood up and peeled off my coat and got a handkerchief out and mopped my face and neck and the backs of my wrists. St. Louis in August had nothing on that place. I sat down again and I felt automatically for a cigarette and then stopped. The old man caught the gesture and smiled faintly.

You may smoke, sir. I like the smell of tobacco.

I lit the cigarette and blew a lungful at him and he sniffed at it like a terrier at a rathole. The faint smile pulled at the shadowed comers of his mouth.

A nice state of affairs when a man has to indulge his vices by proxy, he said dryly. You are looking at a very dull survival of a rather gaudy life, a cripple paralyzed in both legs and with only half of his lower belly. Theres very little that I can eat and my sleep is so close to waking that it is hardly worth the name. I seem to exist largely on heat, like a newborn spider, and the orchids are an excuse for the heat. Do you like orchids?

Not particularly, I said.

The General half-closed his eyes. They are nasty things. Their flesh is too much like the flesh of men. And their perfume has the rotten sweetness of a prostitute.

I stared at him with my mouth open. The soft wet heat was like a pall around us. The old man nodded, as if his neck was afraid of the weight of his head. Then the butler came pushing back through the jungle with a teawagon, mixed me a brandy and soda, swathed the copper ice bucket with a damp napkin, and went away softly among the orchids. A door opened and shut behind the jungle.

I sipped the drink. The old man licked his lips watching me, over and over again, drawing one lip slowly across the other with a funereal absorption, like an undertaker dry-washing his hands.

Tell me about yourself, Mr. Marlowe. I suppose I have a right to ask?

Sure, but theres very little to tell. Im thirty-three years old, went to college once and can still speak English if theres any demand for it. There isnt much in my trade. I worked for Mr. Wilde, the District Attorney, as an investigator once. His chief investigator, a man named Bernie Ohls, called me and told me you wanted to see me. Im unmarried because I dont like policemens wives.

And a little bit of a cynic, the old man smiled. You didnt like working for Wilde?

I was fired. For insubordination. I test very high on insubordination, General.

I always did myself, sir. Im glad to hear it. What do you know about my family?

Im told you are a widower and have two young daughters, both pretty and both wild. One of them has been married three times, the last time to an ex-bootlegger who went in the trade by the name of Rusty Regan. Thats all I heard, General.

Did any of it strike you as peculiar?

The Rusty Regan part, maybe. But I always got along with bootleggers myself.

He smiled his faint economical smile. It seems I do too. Im very fond of Rusty. A big curly-headed Irishman from Clonmel, with sad eyes and a smile as wide as Wilshire Boulevard. The first time I saw him I thought he might be what you are probably thinking he was, an adventurer who happened to get himself wrapped up in some velvet.

You must have liked him, I said. You learned to talk the language.

He put his thin bloodless hands under the edge of the rug. I put my cigarette stub out and finished my drink.

He was the breath of life to me — while he lasted. He spent hours with me, sweating like a pig, drinking brandy by the quart and telling me stories of the Irish revolution. He had been an officer in the I.R.A. He wasnt even legally in the United States. It was a ridiculous marriage of course, and it probably didnt last a month, as a marriage. Im telling you the family secrets, Mr. Marlowe.

Theyre still secrets, I said. What happened to him?

The old man looked at me woodenly. He went away, a month ago. Abruptly, without a word to anyone. Without saying good-by to me. That hurt a little, but he had been raised in a rough school. I1l hear from him one of these days. Meantime I am being blackmailed again.

I said: Again?

He brought his hands from under the rug with a brown envelope in them. I should have been very sorry for anybody who tried to blackmail me while Rusty was around. A few months before he came — that is to say about nine or ten months ago — I paid a man named Joe Brody five thousand dollars to let my younger daughter Carmen alone.

Ah, I said.

He moved his thin white eyebrows. That means what?

Nothing, I said.

He went on staring at me, half frowning. Then he said: Take this envelope and examine it. And help yourself to the brandy.

I took the envelope off his knees and sat down with it again. I wiped off the palms of my hands and turned it around. It was addressed to General Guy Sternwood, 3765 Alta Brea Crescent, West Hollywood, California. The address was in ink, in the slanted printing engineers use. The envelope was slit. I opened it up and took out a brown card and three slips of stiff paper. The card was of thin brown linen, printed in gold: Mr. Arthur Gwynn Geiger. No address. Very small in the lower left-hand corner: Rare Books and De Luxe Editions. I turned the card over. More of the slanted printing on the back. Dear Sir: In spite of the legal uncollectibility of the enclosed, which frankly represent gambling debts, I assume you might wish them honored. Respectfully, A. G. Geiger.

I looked at the slips of stiffish white paper. They were promissory notes filled out in ink, dated on several dates early in the month before, September. On Demand I promise to pay to Arthur Gwynn Geiger or Order the sum of One Thousand Dollars ($1000.00) without interest. Value Received. Carmen Sternwood.

The written part was in a sprawling moronic handwriting with a lot of fat curlicues and circles for dots. I mixed myself another drink and sipped it and put the exhibit aside.

Your conclusions? the General asked.

I havent any yet. Who is this Arthur Gwynn Geiger?

I havent the faintest idea.

What does Carmen say?

I havent asked her. I dont intend to. If I did, she would suck her thumb and look coy.

I said: I met her in the hall. She did that to me. Then she tried to sit in my lap.

Nothing changed in his expression. His clasped hands rested peacefully on the edge of the rug, and the heat, which made me feel like a New England boiled dinner, didnt seem to make him even warm.

Do I have to be polite? I asked. Or can I just be natural?

I havent noticed that you suffer from many inhibitions, Mr. Marlowe.

Do the two girls run around together?

I think not. I think they go their separate and slightly divergent roads to perdition. Vivian is spoiled, exacting, smart and quite ruthless. Carmen is a child who likes to pull wings off flies. Neither of them has any more moral sense than a cat. Neither have I. No Sternwood ever had. Proceed.

Theyre well educated, I suppose. They know what theyre doing.

Vivian went to good schools of the snob type and to college. Carmen went to half a dozen schools of greater and greater liberality, and ended up where she started. I presume they both had, and still have, all the usual vices. If I sound a little sinister as a parent, Mr. Marlowe, it is because my hold on life is too slight to include any Victorian hypocrisy. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes, then opened them again suddenly. I need not add that a man who indulges in parenthood for the first time at the age of fifty-four deserves all he gets.

I sipped my drink and nodded. The pulse in his lean gray throat throbbed visibly and yet so slowly that it was hardly a pulse at all. An old man two thirds dead and still determined to believe he could take it.

Your conclusions? he snapped suddenly.

Id pay him.

Why?

Its a question of a little money against a lot of annoyance. There has to be something behind it. But nobodys going to break your heart, if it hasnt been done already. And it would take an awful lot of chiselers an awful lot of time to rob you of enough so that youd even notice it.

I have pride, sir, he said coldly.

Somebodys counting on that. Its the easiest way to fool them. That or the police. Geiger can collect on these notes, unless you can show fraud. Instead of that he makes you a present of them and admits they are gambling debts, which gives you a defense, even if he had kept the notes. If hes a crook, he knows his onions, and if hes an honest man doing a little loan business on the side, he ought to have his money. Who was this Joe Brody you paid the five thousand dollars to?

Some kind of gambler. I hardly recall. Norris would know. My butler.

Your daughters have money in their own right, General?

Vivian has, but not a great deal. Carmen is still a minor under her mothers will. I give them both generous allowances.

I said: I can take this Geiger off your back, General, if thats what you want. Whoever he is and whatever he has. It may cost you a little money, besides what you pay me. And of course it wont get you anything. Sugaring them never does. Youre already listed on their book of nice names.

I see. He shrugged his wide sharp shoulders in the faded red bathrobe. A moment ago you said pay him. Now you say it wont get me anything.

I mean it might be cheaper and easier to stand for a certain amount of squeeze. Thats all.

Im afraid Im rather an impatient man, Mr. Marlowe. What are your charges?

I get twenty-five a day and expenses — when Im lucky.

I see. It seems reasonable enough for removing morbid growths from peoples backs. Quite a delicate operation. You realize that, I hope. Youll make your operation as little of a shock to the patient as possible? There might be several of them, Mr. Marlowe.

I finished my second drink and wiped my lips and my face. The heat didnt get any less hot with the brandy in me. The General blinked at me and plucked at the edge of his rug.

Can I make a deal with this guy, if I think hes within hooting distance of being on the level?

Yes. The matter is now in your hands. I never do things by halves.

Ill take him out, I said. Hell think a bridge fell on him.

Im sure you will. And now I must excuse myself. I am tired. He reached out and touched the bell on the arm of his chair. The cord was plugged into a black cable that wound along the side of the deep dark green boxes in which the orchids grew and festered. He closed his eyes, opened them again in a brief bright stare, and settled back among his cushions. The lids dropped again and he didnt pay any more attention to me.

I stood up and lifted my coat off the back of the damp wicker chair and went off with it among the orchids, opened the two doors and stood outside in the brisk October air getting myself some oxygen. The chauffeur over by the garage had gone away. The butler came along the red path with smooth light steps and his back as straight as an ironing board. I shrugged into my coat and watched him come.

He stopped about two feet from me and said gravely: Mrs. Regan would like to see you before you leave, sir. And in the matter of money the General has instructed me to give you a check for whatever seems desirable.

Instructed you how?

He looked puzzled, then he smiled. Ah, I see, sir. You are, of course, a detective. By the way he rang his bell.

You write his checks?

I have that privilege.

That ought to save you from a paupers grave. No money now, thanks. What does Mrs. Regan want to see me about?

His blue eyes gave me a smooth level look. She has a misconception of the purpose of your visit, sir.

Who told her anything about my visit?

Her windows command the greenhouse. She saw us go in. I was obliged to tell her who you were.

I dont like that, I said.

His blue eyes frosted. Are you attempting to tell me my duties, sir?

No. But Im having a lot of fun trying to guess what they are.

We stared at each other for a moment. He gave me a blue glare and turned away.
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THIS ROOM WAS too big, the ceiling was too high, the doors were too tall, and the white carpet that went from wall to wall looked like a fresh fall of snow at Lake Arrowhead. There were full-length mirrors and crystal doodads all over the place. The ivory furniture had chromium on it, and the enormous ivory drapes lay tumbled on the white carpet a yard from the windows. The white made the ivory look dirty and the ivory made the white look bled out. The windows stared towards the darkening foothills. It was going to rain soon. There was pressure in the air already.

I sat down on the edge of a deep soft chair and looked at Mrs. Regan. She was worth a stare. She was trouble. She was stretched out on a modernistic chaise-longue with her slippers off, so I stared at her legs in the sheerest silk stockings. They seemed to be arranged to stare at. They were visible to the knee and one of them well beyond. The knees were dimpled, not bony and sharp. The calves were beautiful, the ankles long and slim and with enough melodic line for a tone poem. She was tall and rangy and strong-looking. Her head was against an ivory satin cushion. Her hair was black and wiry and parted in the middle and she had the hot black eyes of the portrait in the hall. She had a good mouth and a good chin. There was a sulky droop to her lips and the lower lip was full.

She had a drink. She took a swallow from it and gave me a cool level stare over the rim of the glass.

So youre a private detective, she said. I didnt know they really existed, except in books. Or else they were greasy little men snooping around hotels.

There was nothing in that for me, so I let it drift with the current. She put her glass down on the flat arm of the chaise-longue and flashed an emerald and touched her hair. She said slowly: How did you like Dad?

I liked him, I said.

He liked Rusty. I suppose you know who Rusty is?

Uh-huh.

Rusty was earthy and vulgar at times, but he was very real. And he was a lot of fun for Dad. Rusty shouldnt have gone off like that. Dad feels very badly about it, although he wont say so. Or did he?

He said something about it.

Youre not much of a gusher, are you, Mr. Marlowe? But he wants to find him, doesnt he?

I stared at her politely through a pause. Yes and no, I said.

Thats hardly an answer. Do you think you can find him?

I didnt say I was going to try. Why not try the Missing Persons Bureau? They have the organization. Its not a one-man job.

Oh, Dad wouldnt hear of the police being brought into it. She looked at me smoothly across her glass again, emptied it, and rang a bell. A maid came into the room by a side door. She was a middle-aged woman with a long yellow gentle face, a long nose, no chin, large wet eyes. She looked like a nice old horse that had been turned out to pasture after long service. Mrs. Regan waved the empty glass at her and she mixed another drink and handed it to her and left the room, without a word, without a glance in my direction.

When the door shut Mrs. Regan said: Well, how will you go about it then?

How and when did he skip out?

Didnt Dad tell you?

I grinned at her with my head on one side. She flushed. Her hot black eyes looked mad. I dont see what there is to be cagey about, she snapped. And I dont like your manners.

Im not crazy about yours, I said. I didnt ask to see you. You sent for me. I dont mind your ritzing me or drinking your lunch out of a Scotch bottle. I dont mind your showing me your legs. Theyre very swell legs and its a pleasure to make their acquaintance. I dont mind if you dont like my manners. Theyre pretty bad. I grieve over them during the long winter evenings. But dont waste your time trying to cross-examine me.

She slammed her glass down so hard that it slopped over on an ivory cushion. She swung her legs to the floor and stood up with her eyes sparking fire and her nostrils wide. Her mouth was open and her bright teeth glared at me. Her knuckles were white.

People dont talk like that to me, she said thickly.

I sat there and grinned at her. Very slowly she closed her mouth and looked down at the spilled liquor. She sat down on the edge of the chaise-longue and cupped her chin in one hand.

My God, you big dark handsome brute! I ought to throw a Buick at you.

I snicked a match on my thumbnail and for once it lit. I puffed smoke into the air and waited.

I loathe masterful men, she said. I simply loathe them.

Just what is it youre afraid of, Mrs. Regan?

Her eyes whitened. Then they darkened until they seemed to be all pupil. Her nostrils looked pinched.

That wasnt what he wanted with you at all, she said in a strained voice that still had shreds of anger clinging to me. About Rusty. Was it?

Better ask him.

She flared up again. Get out! Damn you, get out!

I stood up. Sit down! she snapped. I sat down. I flicked a finger at my palm and waited.

Please, she said. Please. You could find Rusty — if Dad wanted you to.

That didnt work either. I nodded and asked: When did he go?

One afternoon a month back. He just drove away in his car without saying a word. They found the car in a private garage somewhere.

They?

She got cunning. Her whole body seemed to go lax. Then she smiled at me winningly. He didnt tell you then. Her voice was almost gleeful, as if she had outsmarted me. Maybe she had.

He told me about Mr. Regan, yes. Thats not what he wanted to see me about. Is that what youve been trying to get me to say?

Im sure I dont care what you say.

I stood up again. Then Ill be running along. She didnt speak. I went over to the tall white door I had come in at. When I looked back She had her lip between her teeth and was worrying it like a puppy at the fringe of a rug.

I went out, down the tile staircase to the hall, and the butler drifted out of somewhere with my hat in his hand. I put it on while he opened the door for me.

You made a mistake, I said. Mrs. Regan didnt want to see me.

He inclined his silver head and said politely; Im sorry, sir. I make many mistakes. He closed the door against my back.

I stood on the step breathing my cigarette smoke and looking down a succession of terraces with flowerbeds and trimmed trees to the high iron fence with gilt spears that hemmed in the estate. A winding driveway dropped down between retaining walls to the open iron gates. Beyond the fence the hill sloped for several miles. On this lower level faint and far off I could just barely see some of the old wooden derricks of the oilfield from which the Sternwoods had made their money. Most of the field was public park now, cleaned up and donated to the city by General Sternwood. But a little of it was still producing in groups of wells pumping five or six barrels a day. The Sternwoods, having moved up the hill, could no longer smell the stale sump water or the oil, but they could still look out of their front windows and see what had made them rich. If they wanted to. I didnt suppose they would want to.

I walked down a brick path from terrace to terrace, followed along inside the fence and so out of the gates to where I had left my car under a pepper tree on the street. Thunder was crackling in the foothills now and the sky above them was purple-black. It was going to rain hard. The air had the damp foretaste of rain. I put the top up on my convertible before I started downtown.

She had lovely legs. I would say that for her. They were a couple of pretty smooth citizens, she and her father. He was probably just trying me out; the job he had given me was a lawyers job. Even if Mr. Arthur Gwynn Geiger, Rare Books and De Luxe Editions, turned out to be a blackmailer, it was still a lawyers job. Unless there was a lot more to it than met the eye. At a casual glance I thought I might have a lot of fun finding out.

I drove down to the Hollywood public library and did a little superficial research in a stuffy volume called Famous First Editions. Half an hour of it made me need my lunch.
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A. G. GEIGERS place was a store frontage on the north side of the boulevard near Las Palmas. The entrance door was set far back in the middle and there was a copper trim on the windows, which were backed with Chinese screens, so I couldnt see into the store. There was a lot of oriental junk in the windows. I didnt know whether it was any good, not being a collector of antiques, except unpaid bills. The entrance door was plate glass, but I couldnt see much through that either, because the store was very dim. A building entrance adjoined it on one side and on the other was a glittering credit jewelry establishment. The jeweler stood in his entrance, teetering on his heels and looking bored, a tall handsome white-haired Jew in lean dark clothes, with about nine carats of diamond on his right hand. A faint knowing smile curved his lips when I turned into Geigers store. I let the door close softly behind me and walked on a thick blue rug that paved the floor from wall to wall. There were blue leather easy chairs with smoke stands beside them. A few sets of tooled leather bindings were set out on narrow polished tables, between book ends. There were more tooled bindings in glass cases on the walls. Nice-looking merchandise, the kind a rich promoter would buy by the yard and have somebody paste his bookplate in. At the back there was a grained wood partition with a door in the middle of it, shut. In the corner made by the partition and one wall a woman sat behind a small desk with a carved wooden lantern on it.

She got up slowly and swayed towards me in a tight black dress that didnt reflect any light. She had long thighs and she walked with a certain something I hadnt often seen in bookstores. She was an ash blonde with greenish eyes, beaded lashes, hair waved smoothly back from ears in which large jet buttons glittered. Her fingernails were silvered. In spite of her get-up she looked as if she would have a hall bedroom accent.

She approached me with enough sex appeal to stampede a business mens lunch and tilted her head to finger a stray, but not very stray, tendril of softly glowing hair. Her smile was tentative, but could be persuaded to be nice.

Was it something? she inquired.

I had my horn-rimmed sunglasses on. I put my voice high and let a bird twitter in it. Would you happen to have a Ben Hur 1860?

She didnt say: Huh? but she wanted to. She smiled bleakly. A first edition?

Third, I said. The one with the erratum on page 116.

Im afraid not — at the moment.

How about a Chevalier Audubon 1840 — the full set, of course?

Er — not at the moment, she purred harshly. Her smile was now hanging by its teeth and eyebrows and wondering what it would hit when it dropped.

You do sell books? I said in my polite falsetto.

She looked me over. No smile now. Eyes medium to hard. Pose very straight and stiff. She waved silver fingernails at the glassed-in shelves. What do they look like — grapefruit? she inquired tartly.

Oh, that sort of thing hardly interests me, you know. Probably has duplicate sets of steel engravings, tuppence colored and a penny plain. The usual vulgarity. No. Im sorry. No.

I see. She tried to jack the smile back up on her face. She was as sore as an alderman with the mumps. Perhaps Mr. Geiger — but hes not in at the moment. Her eyes studied me carefully. She knew as much about rare books as I knew about handling a flea circus.

He might be in later?

Im afraid not until late.

Too bad, I said. Ah, too bad. Ill sit down and smoke a cigarette in one of these charming chairs. I have rather a blank afternoon. Nothing to think about but my trigonometry lesson.

Yes, she said. Ye-es, of course.

I stretched out in one and lit a cigarette with the round nickel lighter on the smoking stand. She still stood, holding her lower lip with her teeth, her eyes vaguely troubled. She nodded at last, turned slowly and walked back to her little desk in the corner. From behind the lamp she stared at me. I crossed my ankles and yawned. Her silver nails went out to the cradle phone on the desk, didnt touch it, dropped and began to tap on the desk.

Silence for about five minutes. The door opened and a tall hungry-looking bird with a cane and a big nose came in neatly, shut the door behind him against the pressure of the door closer, marched over to the corner and placed a wrapped parcel on the desk. He took a pinseal wallet with gold corners from his pocket and showed the blonde something. She pressed a button on the desk. The tall bird went to the door in the paneled partition and opened it barely enough to slip through.

I finished my cigarette and lit another. The minutes dragged by. Horns tooted and grunted on the boulevard. A big red interurban car grumbled past. A traffic light gonged. The blonde leaned on her elbow and cupped a hand over her eyes and stared at me behind it. The partition door opened and the tall bird with the cane slid out. He had another wrapped parcel, the shape of a large book. He went over to the desk and paid money. He left as he had come, walking on the balls of his feet, breathing with his mouth open, giving me a sharp side glance as he passed.

I got to my feet, tipped my hat to the blonde and went out after him. He walked west, swinging his cane in a small tight arc just above his right shoe. He was easy to follow. His coat was cut from a rather loud piece of horse robe with shoulders so wide that his neck stuck up out of it like a celery stalk and his head wobbled on it as he walked. We went a block and a half. At the Highland Avenue traffic signal I pulled up beside him and let him see me. He gave me a casual, then a suddenly sharpened side glance, and quickly turned away. We crossed Highland with the green light and made another block. He stretched his long legs and had twenty yards on me at the comer. He turned right. A hundred feet up the hill he stopped and hooked his cane over his arm and fumbled a leather cigarette case out of an inner pocket. He put a cigarette in his mouth, dropped his match, looked back when he picked it up, saw me watching him from the corner, and straightened up as if somebody had booted him from behind. He almost raised dust going up the block, walking with long gawky strides and jabbing his cane into the sidewalk. He turned left again. He had at least half a block on me when I reached the place where he had turned. He had me wheezing. This was a narrow tree-lined street with a retaining wall on one side and three bungalow courts on the other.

He was gone. I loafed along the block peering this way and that. At the second bungalow court I saw something. It was called The La Baba, a quiet dim place with a double row of tree-shaded bungalows. The central walk was lined with Italian cypresses trimmed short and chunky, something the shape of the oil jars in Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves. Behind the third jar a loud-pattered sleeve edge moved.

I leaned against a pepper tree in the parkway and waited. The thunder in the foothills was rumbling again. The glare of lightning was reflected on piled-up black clouds off to the south. A few tentative raindrops splashed down on the sidewalk and made spots as large as nickels. The air was as still as the air in General Sternwoods orchid house.

The sleeve behind the tree showed again, then a big nose and one eye and some sandy hair without a hat on it. The eye stared at me. It disappeared. Its mate reappeared like a woodpecker on the other side of the tree. Five minutes went by. It got him. His type are half nerves. I heard a match strike and then whistling started. Then a dim shadow slipped along the grass to the next tree. Then he was out on the walk coming straight towards me, swinging the cane and whistling. A sour whistle with jitters in it. I stared vaguely up at the dark sky. He passed within ten feet of me and didnt give me a glance. He was safe now. He had ditched it.

I watched him out of sight and went up the central walk of the La Baba and parted the branches of the third cypress. I drew out a wrapped book and put it under my arm and went away from there. Nobody yelled at me.
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BACK ON THE boulevard I went into a drugstore phone booth and looked up Mr. Arthur Gwynn Geigers residence. He lived on Laverne Terrace, a hillside street off Laurel Canyon Boulevard. I dropped my nickel and dialed his number just for fun. Nobody answered. I turned to the classified section and noted a couple of bookstores within blocks of where I was.

The first I came to was on the north side, a large lower floor devoted to stationery and office supplies, a mass of books on the mezzanine. It didnt look the right place. I crossed the street and walked two blocks east to the other one. This was more like it, a narrowed cluttered little shop stacked with books from floor to ceiling and four or five browsers taking their time putting thumb marks on the new jackets. Nobody paid any attention to them. I shoved on back into the store, passed through a partition and found a small dark woman reading a law book at a desk.

I flipped my wallet open on her desk and let her look at the buzzer pinned to the flap. She looked at it, took her glasses off and leaned back in her chair. I put the wallet away. She had the fine-drawn face of an intelligent Jewess. She stared at me and said nothing.

I said: Would you do me a favor, a very small favor?

I dont know. What is it? She had a smoothly husky voice.

You know Geigers store across the street, two blocks west?

I think I may have passed it.

Its a bookstore, I said. Not your kind of a bookstore. You know darn well.

She curled her lip slightly and said nothing. You know Geiger by sight? I asked.

Im sorry. I dont know Mr. Geiger.

Then you couldnt tell me what he looks like?

Her lip curled some more. Why should I?

No reason at all. If you dont want to, I cant make you.

She looked out through the partition door and leaned back again. That was a sheriffs star, wasnt it?

Honorary deputy. Doesnt mean a thing. Its worth a dime cigar.

I see. She reached for a pack of cigarettes and shook one loose and reached for it with her lips. I held a match for her. She thanked me, leaned back again and regarded me through smoke. She said carefully:

You wish to know what he looks like and you don?t want to interview him?

Hes not there, I said.

I presume he will be. After all, its his store.

I dont want to interview him just yet, I said.

She looked out through the open doorway again. I said: Know anything about rare books?

You could try me.

Would you have a Ben Hur, 1860, Third Edition, the one with the duplicated line on page 116?

She pushed her yellow law book to one side and reached a fat volume up on the desk, leafed it through, found her page, and studied it. Nobody would, she said without looking up. There isnt one.

Right.

What in the world are you driving at?

The girl in Geigers store didnt know that.

She looked up. I see. You interest me. Rather vaguely.

Im a private dick on a case. Perhaps I ask too much. It didnt seem much to me somehow.

She blew a soft gray smoke ring and poked her finger through. It came to pieces in frail wisps. She spoke smoothly, indifferently. In his early forties, I should judge. Medium height, fattish. Would weigh about a hundred and sixty pounds. Fat face, Charlie Chan moustache, thick soft neck. Soft all over. Well dressed, goes without a hat, affects a knowledge of antiques and hasnt any. Oh yes. His left eye is glass.

Youd make a good cop, I said.

She put the reference book back on an open shelf at the end of her desk, and opened the law book in front of her again. I hope not, she said. She put her glasses on.

I thanked her and left. The rain had started. I ran for it, with the wrapped book under my arm. My car was on a side street pointing at the boulevard almost opposite Geigers store. I was well sprinkled before I got there. I tumbled into the car and ran both windows up and wiped my parcel off with my handkerchief. Then I opened it up.

I knew about what it would be, of course. A heavy book, well bound, handsomely printed in handset type on fine paper. Larded with full-page arty photographs. Photos and letterpress were alike of an indescribable filth. The book was not new. Dates were stamped on the front endpaper, in and out dates. A rent book. A lending library of elaborate smut.

I rewrapped the book and locked it up behind the seat. A racket like that, out in the open on the boulevard, seemed to mean plenty of protection. I sat there and poisoned myself with cigarette smoke and listened to the rain and thought about it.
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RAIN FILLED THE gutters and splashed knee-high off the sidewalk. Big cops in slickers that shone like gun barrels had a lot of fun carrying giggling girls across the bad places. The rain drummed hard on the roof of the car and the burbank top began to leak. A pool of water formed on the floorboards for me to keep my feet in. It was too early in the fall for that kind of rain. I struggled into a trench coat and made a dash for the nearest drugstore and bought myself a pint of whiskey. Back in the car I used enough of it to keep warm and interested. I was long overparked, but the cops were too busy carrying girls and blowing whistles to bother about that.

In spite of the rain, or perhaps even because of it, there was business done at Geigers. Very nice cars stopped in front and very nice-looking people went in and out with wrapped parcels. They were not all men.

He showed about four oclock. A cream-colored coupe stopped in front of the store and I caught a glimpse of the fat face and the Charlie Chan moustache as he dodged out of it and into the store. He was hatless and wore a belted green leather raincoat. I couldnt see his glass eye at that distance. A tall and very good-looking kid in a jerkin came out of the store and rode the coupe off around the comer and came back walking, his glistening black hair plastered with rain.

Another hour went by. It got dark and the rain-clouded lights of the stores were soaked up by the black street. Street-car bells jangled crossly. At around five-fifteen the tall boy in the jerkin came out of Geigers with an umbrella and went after the cream-colored coupe. When he had it in front Geiger came out and the tall boy held the umbrella over Geigers bare head. He folded it, shook it off and handed it into the car. He dashed back into the store. I started my motor.

The coupe went west on the boulevard, which forced me to make a left turn and a lot of enemies, including a motorman who stuck his head out into the rain to bawl me out. I was two blocks behind the coupe before I got in the groove. I hoped Geiger was on his way home. I caught sight of him two or three times and then made him turning north into Laurel Canyon Drive. Halfway up the grade he turned left and took a curving ribbon of wet concrete which was called Laverne Terrace. It was a narrow street with a high bank on one side and a scattering of cabin-like houses built down the slope on the other side, so that their roofs were not very much above road level. Their front windows were masked by hedges and shrubs. Sodden trees dripped all over the landscape.

Geiger had his lights on and I hadnt. I speeded up and passed him on a curve, picked a number off a house as I went by and turned at the end of the block. He had already stopped. His car lights were tilted in at the garage of a small house with a square box hedge so arranged that it masked the front door completely. I watched him come out of the garage with his umbrella up and go in through the hedge. He didnt act as if he expected anybody to be tailing him. Light went on in the house. I drifted down to the next house above it, which seemed empty but had no signs out. I parked, aired out the convertible, had a drink from my bottle, and sat. I didnt know what I was waiting for, but something told me to wait. Another army of sluggish minutes dragged by.

Two cars came up the hill and went over the crest. It seemed to be a very quiet street. At a little after six more bright lights bobbed through the driving rain. It was pitch black by then. A car dragged to a stop in front of Geigers house. The filaments of its lights glowed dimly and died. The door opened and a woman got out. A small slim woman in a vagabond hat and a transparent raincoat. She went in through the box maze. A bell rang faintly, light through the rain, a closing door, silence.

I reached a flash out of my car pocket and went downgrade and looked at the car. It was a Packard convertible, maroon or dark brown. The left window was down. I felt for the license holder and poked light at it. The registration read: Carmen Sternwood, 3765 Alta Brea Crescent, West Hollywood. I went back to my car again and sat and sat. The top dripped on my knees and my stomach burned from the whiskey. No more cars came up the hill. No lights went on in the house before which I was parked. It seemed like a nice neighborhood to have bad habits in.

At seven-twenty a single flash of hard white light shot out of Geigers house like a wave of summer lightning. As the darkness folded back on it and ate it up a thin tinkling scream echoed out and lost itself among the rain-drenched trees. I was out of the car and on my way before the echoes died.

There was no fear in the scream. It had a sound of half-pleasurable shock, an accent of drunkenness, an overtone of pure idiocy. It was a nasty sound. It made me think of men in white and barred windows and hard narrow cots with leather wrist and ankle straps fastened to them. The Geiger hideaway was perfectly silent again when I hit the gap in the hedge and dodged around the angle that masked the front door. There was an iron ring in a lions mouth for a knocker. I reached for it, I had hold of it. At that exact instant, as if somebody had been waiting for the cue, three shots boomed in the house. There was a sound that might have been a long harsh sigh. Then a soft messy thump. And then rapid footsteps in the house — going away.

The door fronted on a narrow run, like a footbridge over a gully, that filled the gap between the house wall and the edge of the bank. There was no porch, no solid ground, no way to get around to the back. The back entrance was at the top of a flight of wooden steps that rose from the alley-like street below. I knew this because I heard a clatter of feet on the steps, going down. Then I heard the sudden roar of a starting car. It faded swiftly into the distance. I thought the sound was echoed by another car, but I wasnt sure. The house in front of me was as silent as a vault. There wasnt any hurry. What was in there was in there.

I straddled the fence at the side of the runway and leaned far out to the draped but unscreened French window and tried to look in at the crack where the drapes came together. I saw lamplight on a wall and one end of a bookcase. I got back on the runway and took all of it and some of the hedge and gave the front door the heavy shoulder. This was foolish. About the only part of a California house you cant put your foot through is the front door. All it did was hurt my shoulder and make me mad. I climbed over the railing again and kicked the French window in, used my hat for a glove and pulled out most of the lower small pane of glass. I could now reach in and draw a bolt that fastened the window to the sill. The rest was easy. There was no top bolt. The catch gave. I climbed in and pulled the drapes off my face.

Neither of the two people in the room paid any attention to the way I came in, although only one of them was dead.


7

[image: img26.jpg]

IT WAS A wide room, the whole width of the house. It had a low beamed ceiling and brown plaster walls decked out with strips of Chinese embroidery and Chinese and Japanese prints in grained wood frames. There were low bookshelves, there was a thick pinkish Chinese rug in which a gopher could have spent a week without showing his nose above the nap. There were floor cushions, bits of odd silk tossed around, as if whoever lived there had to have a piece he could reach out and thumb. There was a broad low divan of old rose tapestry. It had a wad of clothes on it, including lilac-colored silk underwear. There was a big carved lamp on a pedestal, two other standing lamps with jade-green shades and long tassels. There was a black desk with carved gargoyles at the corners and behind it a yellow satin cushion on a polished black chair with carved arms and back. The room contained an odd assortment of odors, of which the most emphatic at the moment seemed to be the pungent aftermath of cordite and the sickish aroma of ether.

On a sort of low dais at one end of the room there was a high-backed teakwood chair in which Miss Carmen Sternwood was sitting on a fringed orange shawl. She was sitting very straight, with her hands on the arms of the chair, her knees close together, her body stiffly erect in the pose of an Egyptian goddess, her chin level, her small bright teeth shining between her parted lips. Her eyes were wide open. The dark slate color of the iris had devoured the pupil. They were mad eyes. She seemed to be unconscious, but she didnt have the pose of unconsciousness. She looked as if, in her mind, she was doing something very important and making a fine job of it. Out of her mouth came a tinny chuckling noise which didnt change her expression or even move her lips.

She was wearing a pair of long jade earrings. They were nice earrings and had probably cost a couple of hundred dollars. She wasnt wearing anything else.

She had a beautiful body, small, lithe, compact, firm, rounded. Her skin in the lamplight had the shimmering luster of a pearl. Her legs didnt quite have the raffish grace of Mrs. Regans legs, but they were very nice. I looked her over without either embarrassment or ruttishness. As a naked girl she was not there in that room at all. She was just a dope. To me she was always just a dope.

I stopped looking at her and looked at Geiger. He was on his back on the floor, beyond the fringe of the Chinese rug, in front of a thing that looked like a totem pole. It had a profile like an eagle and its wide round eye was a camera lens. The lens was aimed at the naked girl in the chair. There was a blackened flash bulb clipped to the side of the totem pole. Geiger was wearing Chinese slippers with thick felt soles, and his legs were in black satin pajamas and the upper part of him wore a Chinese embroidered coat, the front of which was mostly blood. His glass eye shone brightly up at me and was by far the most lifelike thing about him. At a glance none of the three shots I heard had missed. He was very dead.

The flash bulb was the sheet lightning I had seen. The crazy scream was the doped and naked girls reaction to it. The three shots had been somebody elses idea of how the proceedings might be given a new twist. The idea of the lad who had gone down the back steps and slammed into a car and raced away. I could see merit in his point of view.

A couple of fragile gold-veined glasses rested on a red lacquer tray on the end of the black desk, beside a potbellied flagon of brown liquid. I took the stopper out and sniffed at it. It smelled of ether and something else, possibly laudanum. I had never tried the mixture but it seemed to go pretty well with the Geiger menage.

I listened to the rain hitting the roof and the north windows. Beyond was no other sound, no cars, no siren, just the rain beating. I went over to the divan and peeled off my trench coat and pawed through the girls clothes. There was a pale green rough wool dress of the pull-on type, with half sleeves. I thought I might be able to handle it. I decided to pass up her underclothes, not from feelings of delicacy, but because I couldnt see myself putting her pants on and snapping her brassiere. I took the dress over to the teak chair on the dais. Miss Sternwood smelled of ether also, at a distance of several feet. The tinny chuckling noise was still coming from her and a little froth oozed down her chin. I slapped her face. She blinked and stopped chuckling. I slapped her again.

Come on, I said brightly. Lets be nice. Lets get dressed.

She peered at me, her slaty eyes as empty as holes in a mask. Gugutoterell, she said.

I slapped her around a little more. She didnt mind the slaps. They didnt bring her out of it. I set to work with the dress. She didnt mind that either. She let me hold her arms up and she spread her fingers out wide, as if that was cute. I got her hands through the sleeves, pulled the dress down over her back, and stood her up. She fell into my arms giggling. I set her back in the chair and got her stockings and shoes on her.

Lets take a little wa1k, I said. Lets take a nice little walk.

We took a little walk. Part of the time her earrings banged against my chest and part of the time we did the splits in unison, like adagio dancers. We walked over to Geigers body and back. I had her look at him. She thought he was cute. She giggled and tried to tell me so, but she just bubbled. I walked her over to the divan and spread her out on it. She hiccuped twice, giggled a little and went to sleep. I stuffed her belongings into my pockets and went over behind the totem pole thing. The camera was there all right, set inside it, but there was no plateholder in the camera. I looked around on the floor, thinking he might have got it out before he was shot. No plateholder. I took hold of his limp chilling hand and rolled him a little. No plateholder. I didnt like this development.

I went into a hall at the back of the room and investigated the house. There was a bathroom on the right and a locked door, a kitchen at the back. The kitchen window had been jimmied. The screen was gone and the place where the hook had pulled out showed on the sill. The back door was unlocked. I left it unlocked and looked into a bedroom on the left side of the hall. It was neat, fussy, womanish. The bed had a flounced cover. There was perfume on the triple-mirrored dressing table, beside a handkerchief, some loose money, a mans brushes, a keyholder. A mans clothes were in the closet and a mans slippers under the flounced edge of the bed cover. Mr. Geigers room. I took the keyholder back to the living room and went through the desk. There was a locked steel box in the deep drawer. I used one of the keys on it. There was nothing in it but a blue leather book with an index and a lot of writing in code, in the same slanting printing that had written to General Sternwood. I put the notebook in my pocket, wiped the steel box where I had touched it, locked the desk up, pocketed the keys, turned the gas logs off in the fireplace, wrapped myself in my coat and tried to rouse Miss Sternwood. It couldnt be done. I crammed her vagabond hat on her head and swathed her in her coat and carried her out to her car. I went back and put all the lights out and shut the front door, dug her keys out of her bag and started the Packard. We went off down the hill without lights. It was less than ten minutes drive to Alta Brea Crescent. Carmen spent them snoring and breathing ether in my face. I couldnt keep her head off my shoulder. It was all I could do to keep it out of my lap.
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THERE WAS DIM light behind narrow leaded panes in the side door of the Sternwood mansion. I stopped the Packard under the porte-cochere and emptied my pockets out on the seat. The girl snored in the corner, her hat tilted rakishly over her nose, her hands hanging limp in the folds of the raincoat. I got out and rang the bell. Steps came slowly, as if from a long dreary distance. The door opened and the straight, silvery butler looked out at me. The light from the hall made a halo of his hair.

He said: Good evening, sir, politely and looked past me at the Packard. His eyes came back to look at my eyes.

Is Mrs. Regan in?

No, sir.

The General is asleep, I hope?

Yes. The evening is his best time for sleeping.

How about Mrs. Regans maid?

Mathilda? Shes here, sir.

Better get her down here. The job needs the womans touch. Take a look in the car and youll see why.

He took a look in the car. He came back. I see, he said. Ill get Mathilda.

Mathilda will do right by her, I said.

We all try to do right by her, he said.

I guess you have had practice, I said.

He let that one go. Well, good-night, I said. Im leaving it in your hands.

Very good, sir. May I call you a cab?

Positively, I said, not. As a matter of fact Im not here. Youre just seeing things.

He smiled then. He gave me a duck of his head and I turned and walked down the driveway and out of the gates.

Ten blocks of that, winding down curved rain-swept streets, under the steady drip of trees, past lighted windows in big houses in ghostly enormous grounds, vague clusters of eaves and gables and lighted windows high on the hillside, remote and inaccessible, like witch houses in a forest. I came out at a service station glaring with wasted light, where a bored attendant in a white cap and a dark blue windbreaker sat hunched on a stool, inside the steamed glass, reading a paper. I started in, then kept going. I was as wet as I could get already. And on a night like that you can grow a beard waiting for a taxi. And taxi drivers remember.

I made it back to Geigers house in something over half an hour of nimble walking. There was nobody there, no car on the street except my own car in front of the next house. It looked as dismal as a lost dog. I dug my bottle of rye out of it and poured half of what was left down my throat and got inside to light a cigarette. I smoked half of it, threw it away, got out again and went down to Geigers. I unlocked the door and stepped into the still warm darkness and stood there, dripping quietly on the floor and listening to the rain. I groped to a lamp and lit it.

The first thing I noticed was that a couple of strips of embroidered silk were gone from the wall. I hadnt counted them, but the spaces of brown plaster stood out naked and obvious. I went a little farther and put another lamp on. I looked at the totem pole. At its foot, beyond the margin of the Chinese rug, on the bare floor another rug had been spread. It hadnt been there before. Geigers body had. Geigers body was gone.

That froze me. I pulled my lips back against my teeth and leered at the glass eye in the totem pole. I went through the house again. Everything was exactly as it had been. Geiger wasnt in his flounced bed or under it or in his closet. He wasnt in the kitchen or the bathroom. That left the locked door on the right of the hall. One of Geigers keys fitted the lock. The room inside was interesting, but Geiger wasnt in it. It was interesting because it was so different from Geigers room. It was a hard bare masculine bedroom with a polished wood floor, a couple of small throw rugs in an Indian design, two straight chairs, a bureau in dark grained wood with a mans toilet set and two black candles in foot-high brass candlesticks. The bed was narrow and looked hard and had a maroon batik cover. The room felt cold. I locked it up again, wiped the knob off with my handkerchief, and went back to the totem pole. I knelt down and squinted along the nap of the rug to the front door. I thought I could see two parallel grooves pointing that way, as though heels had dragged. Whoever had done it had meant business. Dead men are heavier than broken hearts.

It wasnt the law. They would have been there still, just about getting warmed up with their pieces of string and chalk and their cameras and dusting powders and their nickel cigars. They would have been very much there. It wasnt the killer; He had left too fast. He must have seen the girl. He couldnt be sure she was too batty to see him. He would be on his way to distant places. I couldnt guess the answer, but it was all right with me if somebody wanted Geiger missing instead of just murdered. It gave me a chance to find out if I could tell it leaving Carmen Sternwood out. I locked up again, choked my car to life and rode off home to a shower, dry clothes and a late dinner. After that I sat around in the apartment and drank too much hot toddy trying to crack the code in Geigers blue indexed notebook. All I could be sure of was that it was a list of names and addresses, probably of the customers. There were over four hundred of them. That made it a nice racket, not to mention any blackmail angles, and there were probably plenty of those. Any name on the list might be a prospect as the killer. I didnt envy the police their job when it was handed to them.

I went to bed full of whiskey and frustration and dreamed about a man in a bloody Chinese coat who chased a naked girl with long jade earrings while I ran after them and tried to take a photograph with an empty camera.
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THE NEXT MORNING was bright, clear and sunny. I woke up with a motormans glove in my mouth, drank two cups of coffee and went through the morning papers. I didnt find any reference to Mr. Arthur Gwynn Geiger in either of them. I was shaking the wrinkles out of my damp suit when the phone rang. It was Bernie Ohls, the D.A.s chief investigator, who had given me the lead to General Sternwood.

Well, hows the boy? he began. He sounded like a man who had slept well and didnt owe too much money.

Ive got a hangover, I said.

Tsk, tsk. He laughed absently and then his voice became a shade too casual, a cagey cop voice. Seen General Sternwood yet?

Uh-huh.

Done anything for him?

Too much rain, I answered, if that was an answer.

They seem to be a family things happen to. A big Buick belonging to one of them is washing about in the surf off Lido fish pier.

I held the telephone tight enough to crack it. I also held my breath.

Yeah, Ohls said cheerfully. A nice new Buick sedan all messed up with sand and sea water.... Oh, I almost forgot. Theres a guy inside it.

I let my breath out so slowly that it hung on my lip. Regan? I asked.

Huh? Who? Oh, you mean the ex-legger the eldest girl picked up and went and married. I never saw him. What would he be doing down there?

Quit stalling. What would anybody be doing down there?

I dont know, pal. Im dropping down to look see. Want to go along?

Yes.

Snap it up, he said. Ill be in my hutch.

Shaved, dressed and lightly breakfasted I was at the Hall of Justice in less than an hour. I rode up to the seventh floor and went along to the group of small offices used by the D.A.s men. Ohls was no larger than the others, but he had it to himself. There was nothing on his desk but a blotter, a cheap pen set, his hat and one of his feet. He was a medium-sized blondish man with stiff white eyebrows, calm eyes and well-kept teeth. He looked like anybody you would pass on the street. I happened to know he had killed nine men — three of them when he was covered, or somebody thought he was.

He stood up and pocketed a flat tin of toy cigars called Entractes, jiggled the one in his mouth up and down and looked at me carefully along his nose, with his head thrown back.

Its not Regan, he said. I checked. Regans a big guy, as tall as you and a shade heavier. This is a young kid.

I didnt say anything.

What made Regan skip out? Ohls asked. You interested in that?

I dont think so, I said.

When a guy out of the liquor traffic marries into a rich family and then waves good-by to a pretty dame and a couple million legitimate bucks — thats enough to make even me think. I guess you thought that was a secret.

Uh-huh.

Okey, keep buttoned, kid. No hard feelings. He came around the desk tapping his pockets and reaching for his hat.

Im not looking for Regan, I said.

He fixed the lock on his door and we went down to the official parking lot and got into a small blue sedan. We drove out Sunset, using the siren once in a while to beat a signal. It was a crisp morning, with just enough snap in the air to make life seem simple and sweet, if you didnt have too much on your mind. I had.

It was thirty miles to Lido on the coast highway, the first ten of them through traffic. Ohls made the run in three quarters of an hour. At the end of that time we skidded to a stop in front of a faded stucco arch and I took my feet out of the floorboards and we got out. A long pier railed with white two-by-fours stretched seaward from the arch. A knot of people leaned out at the far end and a motorcycle officer stood under the arch keeping another group of people from going out on the pier. Cars were parked on both sides of the highway, the usual ghouls, of both sexes. Ohls showed the motorcycle officer his badge and we went out on the pier, into a loud fish smell which one nights hard rain hadnt even dented.

There she is — on the power barge, Ohls said, pointing with one of his toy cigars.

A low black barge with a wheelhouse like a tugs was crouched against the pilings at the end of the pier. Something that glistened in the morning sunlight was on its deck, with hoist chains still around it, a large black and chromium car. The arm of the hoist had been swung back into position and lowered to deck level. Men stood around the car. We went down slippery steps to the deck.

Ohls said hello to a deputy in green khaki and a man in plain clothes. The barge crew of three men leaned against the front of the wheelhouse and chewed tobacco. One of them was rubbing at his wet hair with a dirty bath-towel. That would be the man who had gone down into the water to put the chains on.

We looked the car over. The front bumper was bent, one headlight smashed, the other bent up but the glass still unbroken. The radiator shell had a big dent in it, and the paint and nickel were scratched up all over the car. The upholstery was sodden and black. None of the tires seemed to be damaged.

The driver was still draped around the steering post with his head at an unnatural angle to his shoulders. He was a slim dark-haired kid who had been good-looking not so long ago. Now his face was bluish white and his eyes were a faint dull gleam under the lowered lids and his open mouth had sand in it. On the left side of his forehead there was a dull bruise that stood out against the whiteness of the skin.

Ohls backed away, made a noise in his throat and put a match to his little cigar. Whats the story?

The uniformed man pointed up at the rubbernecks on the end of the pier. One of them was fingering a place where the white two-by-fours had been broken through in a wide space. The splintered wood showed yellow and clean, like fresh-cut pine.

Went through there. Must have hit pretty hard. The rain stopped early down here, around nine p.m. The broken woods dry inside. That puts it after the rain stopped. She fell in plenty of water not to be banged up worse, not more than half tide or shed have drifted farther, and not more than half tide going out or shed have crowded the piles. That makes it around ten last night. Maybe nine-thirty, not earlier. She shows under the water when the boys come down to fish this morning, so we get the barge to hoist her out and we find the dead guy.

The plainclothesman scuffed at the deck with the toe of his shoe. Ohls looked sideways along his eyes at me, and twitched his little cigar like a cigarette.

Drunk? he asked, of nobody in particular.

The man who had been toweling his head went over to the rail and cleared his throat in a loud hawk that made everybody look at him. Got some sand, he said, and spat. Not as much as the boy friend got — but some.

The uniformed man said: Could have been drunk. Showing off all alone in the rain. Drunks will do anything.

Drunk, hell, the plainclothesman said. The hand throttles set halfway down and the guys been sapped on the side of the head. Ask me and Ill call it murder.

Ohls looked at the man with the towel. What do you think, buddy?

The man with the towel looked flattered. He grinned. I say suicide, Mac. None of my business, but you ask me, I say suicide. First off the guy plowed an awful straight furrow down that pier. You can read his tread marks all the way nearly. That puts it after the rain like the Sheriff said. Then he hit the pier hard and clean or he dont go through and land right side up. More likely turned over a couple of times. So he had plenty of speed and hit the rail square. Thats more than half-throttle. He could have done that with his hand falling and he could have hurt his head falling too.

Ohls said: You got eyes, buddy. Frisked him? he asked the deputy. The deputy looked at me, then at the crew against the wheelhouse. Okey, save that, Ohls said.

A small man with glasses and a tired face and a black bag came down the steps from the pier. He picked out a fairly clean spot on the deck and put the bag down. Then he took his hat off and rubbed the back of his neck and stared out to sea, as if he didnt know where he was or what he had come for.

Ohls said: Theres your customer, Doc. Dove off the pier last night. Around nine to ten. Thats all we know.

The small man looked in at the dead man morosely. He fingered the head, peered at the bruise on the temple, moved the head around with both hands, felt the mans ribs. He lifted a lax dead hand and stared at the fingernails. He let it fall and watched it fall. He stepped back and opened his bag and took out a printed pad of D.O.A. forms and began to write over a carbon.

Broken necks the apparent cause of death, he said, writing. Which means there wont be much water in him. Which means hes due to start getting stiff pretty quick now hes out in the air. Better get him out of the car before he does. You wont like doing it after.

Ohls nodded. How long dead, Doc?

I wouldnt know.

Ohls looked at him sharply and took the little cigar out of his mouth and looked at that sharply. Pleased to know you, Doc. A coroners man that cant guess within five minutes has me beat.

The little man grinned sourly and put his pad in his bag and clipped his pencil back on his vest. If he ate dinner last night, Ill tell you — if I know what time he ate it. But not within five minutes.

How would he get that bruise — falling?

The little man looked at the bruise again. I dont think so. That blow came from something covered. And it had already bled subcutaneously while he was alive.

Blackjack, huh?

Very likely.

The little M.E.s man nodded, picked his bag off the deck and went back up the steps to the pier. An ambulance was backing into position outside the stucco arch. Ohls looked at me and said: Lets go. Hardly worth the ride, was it?

We went back along the pier and got into Ohls sedan again. He wrestled it around on the highway and drove back towards town along a three-lane highway washed clean by the rain, past low rolling hills of yellow-white sand terraced with pink moss. Seaward a few gulls wheeled and swooped over something in the surf and far out a white yacht looked as if it was hanging in the sky.

Ohls cocked his chin at me and said: Know him?

Sure. The Sternwood chauffeur. I saw him dusting that very car out there yesterday.

I dont want to crowd you, Marlowe. Just tell me, did the job have anything to do with him?

No. I dont even know his name.

Owen Taylor. How do I know? Funny about that. About a year or so back we had him in the cooler on a Mann Act rap. It seems he run Sternwoods hotcha daughter, the young one, off to Yuma. The sister ran after them and brought them back and had Owen heaved into the icebox. Then next day she comes down to the D.A. and gets him to beg the kid off with the U. S. cutor. She says the kid meant to marry her sister and wanted to, only the sister cant see it. All she wanted was to kick a few high ones off the bar and have herself a party. So we let the kid go and then darned if they dont have him come back to work. And a little later we get the routine report on his prints from Washington, and hes got a prior back in Indiana, attempted hold-up six years ago. He got off with a six months in the county jail, the very one Dillinger bust out of. We hand that to the Sternwoods and they keep him on just the same. What do you think of that?

They seem to be a screwy family, I said. Do they know about last night?

No. I gotta go up against them now.

Leave the old man out of it, if you can.

Why?

He has enough troubles and hes sick.

You mean Regan?

I scowled. I dont know anything about Regan, I told you. Im not looking for Regan. Regan hasnt bothered anybody that I know of.

Ohls said: Oh, and stared thoughtfully out to sea and the sedan nearly went off the road. For the rest of the drive back to town he hardly spoke. He dropped me off in Hollywood near the Chinese Theater and turned back west to Alta Brea Crescent. I ate lunch at a counter and looked at an afternoon paper and couldnt find anything about Geiger in it.

After lunch I walked east on the boulevard to have another look at Geigers store.
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THE LEAN BLACK-EYED credit jeweler was standing in his entrance in the same position as the afternoon before. He gave me the same knowing look as I turned in. The store looked just the same. The same lamp glowed on the small desk in the corner and the same ash blonde in the same black suede-like dress got up from behind it and came towards me with the same tentative smile on her face.

Was it — ? she said and stopped. Her silver nails twitched at her side. There was an overtone of strain in her smile. It wasnt a smile at all. It was a grimace. She just thought it was a smile.

Back again, I chirped airily, and waved a cigarette. Mr. Geiger in today?

Im — Im afraid not. No — Im afraid not. Let me see — you wanted ...?

I took my dark glasses off and tapped them delicately on the inside of my left wrist. If you can weigh a hundred and ninety pounds and look like a fairy, I was doing my best.

That was just a stall about those first editions, I whispered. I have to be careful. Ive got something hell want. Something hes wanted for a long time.

The silver fingernails touched the blond hair over one small jet-buttoned ear. Oh, a salesman, she said. Well — you might come in tomorrow. I think hell be here tomorrow.

Drop the veil, I said. Im in the business too.

Her eyes narrowed until they were a faint greenish glitter, like a forest pool far back in the shadow of trees. Her fingers clawed at her palm. She stared at me and chopped off a breath.

Is he sick? I could go up to the house, I said impatiently. I havent got forever.

You — a — you — a— her throat jammed. I thought she was going to fall on her nose. Her whole body shivered and her face fell apart like a brides pie crust. She put it together again slowly, as if lifting a great weight, by sheer will power. The smile came back, with a couple of comers badly bent.

No, she breathed. No. Hes out of town. That — wouldnt be any use. Cant you — come in — tomorrow?

I had my mouth open to say something when the partition door opened a foot. The tall dark handsome boy in the jerkin looked out, pale-faced and tight-lipped, saw me, shut the door quickly again, but not before I had seen on the floor behind him a lot of wooden boxes lined with newspapers and packed loosely with books. A man in very new overalls was fussing with them. Some of Geigers stock was being moved out.

When the door shut I put my dark glasses on again and touched my hat. Tomorrow, then. Id like to give you a card, but you know how it is.

Ye-es. I know how it is. She shivered a little more and made a faint sucking noise between her bright lips. I went out of the store and west on the boulevard to the corner and north on the street to the alley which ran behind the stores. A small black truck with wire sides and no lettering on it was backed up to Geigers place. The man in the very new overalls was just heaving a box up on the tailboard. I went back to the boulevard and along the block next to Geigers and found a taxi standing at a fireplug. A fresh-faced kid was reading a horror magazine behind the wheel. I leaned in and showed him a dollar: Tail job?

He looked me over. Cop?

Private.

He grinned. My meat, Jack. He tucked the magazine over his rear view mirror and I got into the cab. We went around the block and pulled up across from Geigers alley, beside another fireplug.

There were about a dozen boxes on the truck when the man in overalls closed the screened doors and hooked the tailboard up and got in behind the wheel.

Take him, I told my driver.

The man in overalls gunned his motor, shot a glance up and down the alley and ran away fast in the other direction. He turned left out of the alley. We did the same. I caught a glimpse of the truck turning east on Franklin and told my driver to close in a little. He didnt or couldnt do it. I saw the truck two blocks away when we got to Franklin. We had it in sight to Vine and across Vine and all the way to Western. We saw it twice after Western. There was a lot of traffic and the fresh-faced kid tailed from too far back. I was telling him about that without mincing words when the truck, now far ahead, turned north again. The street at which it turned was called Brittany Place. When we got to Brittany Place the truck had vanished.

The fresh-faced kid made comforting sounds at me through the panel and we went up the hill at four miles an hour looking for the truck behind bushes. Two blocks up, Brittany Place swung to the east and met Randall Place in a tongue of land on which there was a white apartment house with its front on Randall Place and its basement garage opening on Brittany. We were going past that and the fresh-faced kid was telling me the truck couldnt be far away when I looked through the arched entrance of the garage and saw it back in the dimness with its rear doors open again.

We went around to the front of the apartment house and I got out. There was nobody in the lobby, no switchboard. A wooden desk was pushed back against the wall beside a panel of gilt mailboxes. I looked the names over. A man named Joseph Brody had Apartment 405. A man named Joe Brody had received five thousand dollars from General Sternwood to stop playing with Carmen and find some other little girl to play with. It could be the same Joe Brody. I felt like giving odds on it.

I went around an elbow of wall to the foot of tiled stairs and the shaft of the automatic elevator. The top of the elevator was level with the floor. There was a door beside the shaft lettered Garage. I opened it and went down narrow steps to the basement. The automatic elevator was propped Open and the man in new overalls was grunting hard as he stacked heavy boxes in it. I stood beside him and lit a cigarette and watched him. He d1dnt like my watching him.

After a while I said: Watch the weight, bud. Shes only tested for half a ton. Wheres the stuff going?

Brody, four-o-five, he grunted. Manager?

Yeah. Looks like a nice lot of loot.

He glared at me with pale white rimmed eyes. Books, he snarled. A hundred pounds a box, easy, and me with a seventy-five pound back.

Well, watch the weight, I said.

He got into the elevator with six boxes and shut the doors. I went back up the steps to the lobby and out to the street and the cab took me downtown again to my office building. I gave the fresh-faced kid too much money and he gave me a dog-eared business card which for once I didnt drop into the majolica jar of sand beside the elevator bank.

I had a room and a half on the seventh floor at the back. The half-room was an office split in two to make reception rooms. Mine had my name on it and nothing else, and that only on the reception room. I always left this unlocked, in case I had a client, and the client cared to sit down and wait.

I had a client.
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SHE WORE BROWNISH speckled tweeds, a mannish shirt and tie, hand-carved walking shoes. Her stockings were just as sheer as the day before, but she wasnt showing as much of her legs. Her black hair was glossy under a brown Robin Hood hat that might have cost fifty dollars and looked as if you could have made it with one hand out of a desk blotter.

Well, you do get up, she said, wrinkling her nose at the faded red settee, the two odd semi-easy chairs, the net curtains that needed laundering and the boys size library table with the venerable magazines on it to give the place a professional touch. I was beginning to think perhaps you worked in bed, like Marcel Proust.

Whos he? I put a cigarette in my mouth and stared at her. She looked a little pale and strained, but she looked like a girl who could function under a strain.

A French writer, a connoisseur in degenerates. You wouldnt know him.

Tut, tut, I said. Come into my boudoir.

She stood up and said: We didnt get along very well yesterday. Perhaps I was rude.

We were both rude, I said. I unlocked the communicating door and held it for her. We went into the rest of my suite, which contained a rust-red carpet, not very young, five green filing cases, three of them full of California climate, an advertising calendar showing the Quints rolling around on a sky-blue floor, in pink dresses, with seal-brown hair and sharp black eyes as large as mammoth prunes. There were three near-walnut chairs, the usual desk with the usual blotter, pen set, ashtray and telephone, and the usual squeaky swivel chair behind it.

You dont put on much of a front, she said, sitting down at the customers side of the desk.

I went over to the mail slot and picked up six envelopes, two letters and four pieces of advertising matter. I hung my hat on the telephone and sat down.

Neither do the Pinkertons, I said. You cant make much money at this trade, if youre honest. If you have a front, youre making money — or expect to.

Oh — are you honest? she asked and opened her bag. She picked a cigarette out of a French enamel case, lit it with a pocket lighter, dropped case and lighter back into the bag and left the bag open.

Painfully.

How did you get into this slimy kind of business then?

How did you come to marry a bootlegger?

My God, lets not start quarreling again. Ive been trying to get you on the phone all morning. Here and at your apartment.

About Owen?

Her face tightened sharply. Her voice was soft. Poor Owen, she said. So you know about that.

A D.A.s man took me down to Lido. He thought I might know something about it. But he knew much more than I did. He knew Owen wanted to marry your sister — once.

She puffed silently at her cigarette and considered me with steady black eyes. Perhaps it wouldnt have been a bad idea, she said quietly. He was in love with her. We dont find much of that in our circle.

He had a police record.

She shrugged. She said negligently: He didnt know the right people. Thats all a police record means in this rotten crime-ridden country.

I wouldnt go that far.

She peeled her right glove off and bit her index finger at the first joint, looking at me with steady eyes. I didnt come to see you about Owen. Do you feel yet that you can tell me what my father wanted to see you about?

Not without his permission.

Was it about Carmen?

I cant even say that. I finished filling a pipe and put a match to it. She watched the smoke for a moment. Then her hand went into her open bag and came out with a thick white envelope. She tossed it across the desk.

Youd better look at it anyway, she said.

I picked it up. The address was typewritten to Mrs. Vivian Regan, 3765 Alta Brea Crescent, West Hollywood. Delivery had been by messenger service and the office stamp showed 8.35 a.m. as the time out. I opened the envelope and drew out the shiny 4 1/4 by 3 1/4 photo that was all there was inside.

It was Carmen sitting in Geigers high-backed teakwood chair on the dais, in her earrings and her birthday suit. Her eyes looked even a little crazier than as I remembered them. The back of the photo was blank. I put it back in the envelope.

How much do they want? I asked.

Five thousand — for the negative and the rest of the prints. The deal has to be closed tonight, or they give the stuff to some scandal sheet.

The demand came how?

A woman telephoned me, about half an hour after this thing was delivered.

Theres nothing in the scandal sheet angle. Juries convict without leaving the box on that stuff nowadays. What else is there?

Does there have to be something else?

Yes.

She stared at me, a little puzzled. There is. The woman said there was a police jam connected with it and Id better lay it on the line fast, or Id be talking to my little sister through a wire screen.

Better, I said. What kind of jam?

I dont know.

Where is Carmen now?

Shes at home. She was sick last night. Shes still in bed, I think.

Did she go out last night?

No. I was out, but the servants say she wasnt. I was down at Las Olindas, playing roulette at Eddie Mars Cypress Club. I lost my shirt.

So you like roulette. You would.

She crossed her legs and lit another cigarette. Yes. I like roulette. All the Sternwoods like losing games, like roulette and marrying men that walk out on them and riding steeplechases at fifty-eight years old and being rolled on by a jumper and crippled for life. The Sternwoods have money. All it has bought them is a rain check.

What was Owen doing last night with your car?

Nobody knows. He took it without permission. We always let him take a car on his night off, but last night wasnt his night off. She made a wry mouth. Do you think — ?

He knew about this nude photo? How would I be able to say? I dont rule him out. Can you get five thousand in cash right away?

Not unless I tell Dad — or borrow it. I could probably borrow it from Eddie Mars. He ought to be generous with me, heaven knows.

Better try that. You may need it in a hurry.

She leaned back and hung an arm over the back of the chair. How about telling the police?

Its a good idea. But you wont do it.

Wont I?

No. You have to protect your father and your sister. You dont know what the police might turn up. It might be something they couldnt sit on. Though they usually try in blackmail cases.

Can you do anything?

I think I can. But I cant tell you why or how.

I like you, she said suddenly. You believe in miracles. Would you have a drink in the office?

I unlocked my deep drawer and got out my office bottle and two pony glasses. I filled them and we drank. She snapped her bag shut and pushed her chair back.

Ill get the five grand, she said. Ive been a good customer of Eddie Mars. Theres another reason why he should be nice to me, which you may not know. She gave me one of those smiles the lips have forgotten before they reach the eyes. Eddies blonde wife is the lady Rusty ran away With.

I didnt say anything. She stared tightly at me and added: That doesnt interest you?

It ought to make it easier to find him — if I was looking for him. You dont think hes in this mess, do you?

She pushed her empty glass at me. Give me another drink. Youre the hardest guy to get anything out of. You dont even move your ears.

I filled the little glass. Youve got all you wanted out of me — a pretty good idea Im not looking for your husband.

She put the drink down very quickly. It made her gasp — or gave her an opportunity to gasp. She let a breath out slowly.

Rusty was no crook. If he had been, it wouldnt have been for nickels. He carried fifteen thousand dollars, in bills. He called it his mad money. He had it when I married him and he had it when he left me. No-Rustys not in on any cheap blackmail racket.

She reached for the envelope and stood up. Ill keep in touch with you, I said. If you want to leave me a message, the phone girl at my apartment house will take care of it.

We walked over to the door. Tapping the white envelope against her knuckles, she said: You still feel you cant tell me what Dad—

Id have to see him first.

She took the photo out and stood looking at it, just inside the door. She has a beautiful little body, hasnt she?

Uh-huh.

She leaned a little towards me. You ought to see mine, she said gravely.

Can it be arranged?

She laughed suddenly and sharply and went halfway through the door, then turned her head to say coolly: Youre as cold-blooded a beast as I ever met, Marlowe. Or can I call you Phil?

Sure.

You can call me Vivian.

Thanks, Mrs. Regan.

Oh, go to hell, Marlowe. She went on out and didnt look back.

I let the door shut and stood with my hand on it, staring at the hand. My face felt a little hot. I went back to the desk and put the whiskey away and rinsed out the two pony glasses and put them away.

I took my hat off the phone and called the D.A.s office and asked for Bernie Ohls.

He was back in his cubbyhole. Well, I let the old man alone, he said. The butler said he or one of the girls would tell him. This Owen Taylor lived over the garage and I went through his stuff. Parents at Dubuque, Iowa. I wired the Chief of Police there to find out what they want done. The Sternwood family will pay for it.

Suicide? I asked.

No can tell. He didnt leave any notes. He had no leave to take the car. Everybody was home last night but Mrs. Regan. She was down at Las Olindas with a playboy named Larry Cobb. I checked on that. I know a lad on one of the tables.

You ought to stop some of that flash gambling, I said.

With the syndicate we got in this county? Be your age, Marlowe. That sap mark on the boys head bothers me. Sure you can?t help me on this?

I liked his putting it that way. It let me say no without actually lying. We said good-by and I left the office, bought all three afternoon papers and rode a taxi down to the Hall of justice to get my car out of the lot. There was nothing in any of the papers about Geiger. I took another look at his blue notebook, but the code was just as stubborn as it had been the night before.
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THE TREES ON the upper side of Laverne Terrace had fresh green leaves after the rain. In the cool afternoon sunlight I could see the steep drop of the hill and the flight of steps down which the killer had run after his three shots in the darkness. Two small houses fronted on the street below. They might or might not have heard the shots.

There was no activity in front of Geigers house or anywhere along the block. The box hedge looked green and peaceful and the shingles on the roof were still damp. I drove past slowly, gnawing at an idea. I hadnt looked in the garage the night before. Once Geigers body slipped away I hadnt really wanted to find it. It would force my hand. But dragging him to the garage, to his own car and driving that off into one of the hundred odd lonely canyons around Los Angeles would be a good way to dispose of him for days or even for weeks. That supposed two things: a key to his car and two in the party. It would narrow the sector of search quite a lot, especially as I had had his personal keys in my pocket when it happened.

I didnt get a chance to look at the garage. The doors were shut and padlocked and something moved behind the hedge as I drew level. A woman in a green and white check coat and a small button of a hat on soft blond hair stepped out of the maze and stood looking wild-eyed at my car, as if she hadnt heard it come up the hill. Then she turned swiftly and dodged back out of sight. It was Carmen Sternwood, of course.

I went on up the street and parked and walked back. In the daylight it seemed an exposed and dangerous thing to do. I went in through the hedge. She stood there straight and silent against the locked front door. One hand went slowly up to her teeth and her teeth bit at her funny thumb. There were purple smears under her eyes and her face was gnawed white by nerves.

She half smiled at me. She said: Hello, in a thin, brittle voice. Wha — what — ? That tailed off and she went back to the thumb.

Remember me? I said. Doghouse Reilly, the man that grew too tall. Remember?

She nodded and a quick jerky smile played across her face.

Lets go in, I said. Ive got a key. Swell, huh?

Wha — wha — ?

I pushed her to one side and put the key in the door and opened it and pushed her in through it. I shut the door again and stood there sniffing. The place was horrible by daylight. The Chinese junk on the walls, the rug, the fussy lamps, the teakwood stuff, the sticky riot of colors, the totem pole, the flagon of ether and laudanum — all this in the daytime had a stealthy nastiness, like a fag party.

The girl and I stood looking at each other. She tried to keep a cute little smile on her face but her face was too tired to be bothered. It kept going blank on her. The smile would wash off like water off sand and her pale skin had a harsh granular texture under the stunned and stupid blankness of her eyes. A whitish tongue licked at the corners of her mouth. A pretty, spoiled and not very bright little girl who had gone very, very wrong, and nobody was doing anything about it. To hell with the rich. They made me sick. I rolled a cigarette in my fingers and pushed some books out of the way and sat on the end of the black desk. I lit my cigarette, puffed a plume of smoke and watched the thumb and tooth act for a while in silence. Carmen stood in front of me, like a bad girl in the Principals office.

What are you doing here? I asked her finally.

She picked at the cloth of her coat and didnt answer.

How much do you remember of last night?

She answered that — with a foxy glitter rising at the back of her eyes. Remember what? I was sick last night. I was home. Her voice was a cautious throaty sound that just reached my ears.

Like hell you were.

Her eyes flicked up and down very swiftly.

Before you went home, I said. Before I took you home. Here. In that chair— I pointed to it— on that orange shawl. You remember all right.

A slow flush crept up her throat. That was something. She could blush. A glint of white showed under the clogged gray irises. She chewed hard on her thumb.

You — were the one? she breathed.

Me. How much of it stays with you?

She said vaguely: Are you the police?

No. Im a friend of your fathers.

Youre not the police?

No.

She let out a thin sigh. Wha — what do you want?

Who killed him?

Her shoulders jerked, but nothing more moved in her face. Who else — knows?

About Geiger? I dont know. Not the police, or theyd be camping here. Maybe Joe Brody.

It was a stab in the dark but it got a yelp out of her. Joe Brody! Him!

Then we were both silent. I dragged at my cigarette and she ate her thumb.

Dont get clever, for Gods sake, I urged her. This is a spot for a little old-fashioned simplicity. Did Brody kill him?

Kill who?

Oh, Christ, I said.

She looked hurt. Her chin came down an inch. Yes, she said solemnly. Joe did it.

Why?

I dont know. She shook her head, persuading herself that she didnt know.

Seen much of him lately?

Her hands went down and made small white knots. Just once or twice. I hate him.

Then you know where he lives.

Yes.

And you dont like him any more?

I hate him!

Then youd like him for the spot.

A little blank again. I was going too fast for her. It was hard not to. Are you willing to tell the police it was Joe Brody? I probed.

Sudden panic flamed all over her face. If I can kill the nude photo angle, of course, I added soothingly.

She giggled. That gave me a nasty feeling. If she had screeched or wept or even nosedived to the floor in a dead faint, that would have been all right. She just giggled. It was suddenly a lot of fun. She had had her photo taken as Isis and somebody had swiped it and somebody had bumped Geiger off in front of her and she was drunker than a Legion convention, and it was suddenly a lot of nice clean fun. So she giggled. Very cute. The giggles got louder and ran around the corners of the room like rats behind the wainscoting. She started to go hysterical. I slid off the desk and stepped up close to her and gave her a smack on the side of the face.

Just like last night, I said. Were a scream together. Reilly and Sternwood, two stooges in search of a comedian.

The giggles stopped dead, but she didnt mind the slap any more than last night. Probably all her boy friends got around to slapping her sooner or later. I could understand how they might. I sat down on the end of the black desk again.

Your name isnt Reilly, she said seriously. Its Philip Marlowe. Youre a private detective. Viv told me. She showed me your card. She smoothed the cheek I had slapped. She smiled at me, as if I was nice to be with.

Well, you do remember, I said. And you came back to look for that photo and you couldnt get into the house. Didnt you?

Her chin ducked down and up. She worked the smile. I was having the eye put on me. I was being brought into camp. I was going to yell Yippee! in a minute and ask her to go to Yuma.

The photos gone, I said. I looked last night, before I took you home. Probably Brody took it with him. Youre not kidding me about Brody?

She shook her head earnestly.

Its a pushover, I said. You dont have to give it another thought. Dont tell a soul you were here, last night or today. Not even Vivian. Just forget you were here. Leave it to Reilly.

Your name isnt— she began, and then stopped and shook her head vigorously in agreement with what I had said or with what she had just thought of. Her eyes became narrow and almost black and as shallow as enamel on a cafeteria tray. She had had an idea. I have to go home now, she said, as if we had been having a cup of tea.

Sure.

I didnt move. She gave me another cute glance and went on towards the front door. She had her hand on the knob when we both heard a car coming. She looked at me with questions in her eyes. I shrugged. The car stopped, right in front of the house. Terror twisted her face. There were steps and the bell rang. Carmen stared back at me over her shoulder, her hand clutching the door knob, almost drooling with fear. The bell kept on ringing. Then the ringing stopped. A key tickled at the door and Carmen jumped away from it and stood frozen. The door swung open. A man stepped through it briskly and stopped dead, staring at us quietly, with complete composure.
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HE WAS A gray man, all gray, except for his polished black shoes and two scarlet diamonds in his gray satin tie that looked like the diamonds on roulette layouts. His shirt was gray and his double-breasted suit of soft, beautifully cut flannel. Seeing Carmen he took a gray hat off and his hair underneath it was gray and as fine as if it had been sifted through gauze. His thick gray eyebrows had that indefinably sporty look. He had a long chin, a nose with a hook to it, thoughtful gray eyes that had a slanted look because the fold of skin over his upper lid came down over the comer of the lid itself.

He stood there politely, one hand touching the door at his back, the other holding the gray hat and flapping it gently against his thigh. He looked hard, not the hardness of the tough guy. More like the hardness of a well-weathered horseman. But he was no horseman. He was Eddie Mars.

He pushed the door shut behind him and put that hand in the lap-seamed pocket of his coat and left the thumb outside to glisten in the rather dim light of the room. He smiled at Carmen. He had a nice easy smile. She licked her lips and stared at him. The fear went out of her face. She smiled back.

Excuse the casual entrance, he said. The bell didnt seem to rouse anybody. Is Mr. Geiger around?

I said: No. We dont know just where he is. We found the door a little open. We stepped inside.

He nodded and touched his long chin with the brim of his hat. Youre friends of his, of course?

Just business acquaintances. We dropped by for a book.

A book, eh? He said that quickly and brightly and, I thought, a little slyly, as if he knew all about Geigers books. Then he looked at Carmen again and shrugged.

I moved towards the door. Well trot along now, I said. I took hold of her arm. She was staring at Eddie Mars. She liked him.

Any message — if Geiger comes back? Eddie Mars asked gently.

We wont bother you.

Thats too bad, he said, with too much meaning. His gray eyes twinkled and then hardened as I went past him to open the door. He added in a casual tone: The girl can dust. Id like to talk to you a little, soldier.

I let go of her arm. I gave him a blank stare. Kidder, eh? he said nicely. Dont waste it. Ive got two boys outside in a car that always do just what I want them to.

Carmen made a sound at my side and bolted through the door. Her steps faded rapidly downhill. I hadnt seen her car, so she must have left it down below. I started to say: What the hell — !

Oh, skip it, Eddie Mars sighed. Theres something wrong around here. Im going to find out what it is. If you want to pick lead out of your belly, get in my way.

Well, well, I said, a tough guy.

Only when necessary, soldier. He wasnt looking at me any more. He was walking around the room, frowning, not paying any attention to me. I looked out above the broken pane of the front window. The top of a car showed over the hedge. Its motor idled.

Eddie Mars found the purple flagon and the two gold-veined glasses on the desk. He sniffed at one of the glasses, then at the flagon. A disgusted smile wrinkled his lips. The lousy pimp, he said tonelessly.

He looked at a couple of books, grunted, went on around the desk and stood in front of the little totem pole with the camera eye. He studied it, dropped his glance to the floor in front of it. He moved the small rug with his foot, then bent swiftly, his body tense. He went down on the floor with one gray knee. The desk hid him from me partly. There was a sharp exclamation and he came up again. His arm flashed under his coat and a black Luger appeared in his hand. He held it in long brown fingers, not pointing it at me me, not pointing it at anything.

Blood, he said. Blood on the floor there, under the rug. Quite a lot of blood.

Is that so? I said, looking interested.

He slid into the chair behind the desk and hooked the mulberry-colored phone towards him and shifted the Luger to his left hand. He frowned sharply at the telephone, bringing his thick gray eyebrows close together and making a hard crease in the weathered skin at the top of his hooked nose. I think well have some law, he said.

I went over and kicked at the rug that lay where Geiger had lain. Its old blood, I said. Dried blood.

Just the same well have some law.

Why not? I said.

His eyes went narrow. The veneer had flaked off him, leaving a well-dressed hard boy with a Luger. He didnt like my agreeing with him.

Just who the hell are you, soldier?

Marlowe is the name. Im a sleuth.

Never heard of you. Whos the girl?

Client. Geiger was trying to throw a loop on her with some black-mail. We came to talk it over. He wasnt here. The door being open we walked in to wait. Or did I tell you that?

Convenient, he said. The door being open. When you didnt have a key.

Yes. How come you had a key?

Is that any of your business, soldier?

I could make it my business.

He smiled tightly and pushed his hat back on his gray hair. And I could make your business my business.

You wouldnt like it. The pays too small.

All right, bright eyes. I own this house. Geiger is my tenant. Now what do you think of that?

You know such lovely people.

I take them as they come. They come all kinds. He glanced down at the Luger, shrugged and tucked it back under his arm. Got any good ideas, soldier?

Lots of them. Somebody gunned Geiger. Somebody got gunned by Geiger, who ran away. Or it was two other fellows. Or Geiger was running a cult and made blood sacrifices in front of that totem pole. Or he had chicken for dinner and liked to kill his chickens in the front parlor.

The gray man scowled at me.

I give up, I said. Better call your friends downtown.

I dont get it, he snapped. I dont get your game here.

Go ahead, call the buttons. Youll get a big reaction from it.

He thought that over without moving. His lips went back against his teeth. I dont get that, either, he said tightly.

Maybe it just isnt your day. I know you, Mr. Mars. The Cypress Club at Las Olindas. Flash gambling for flash people. The local law in your pocket and a well-greased line into L.A. In other words, protection. Geiger was in a racket that needed that too. Perhaps you spared him a little now and then, seeing hes your tenant.

His mouth became a hard white grimace. Geiger was in what racket?

The smut book racket.

He stared at me for a long level minute. Somebody got to him, he said softly. You know something about it. He didnt show at the store today. They dont know where he is. He didnt answer the phone here. I came up to see about it. I find blood on the floor, under a rug. And you and a girl here.

A little weak, I said. But maybe you can sell the story to a willing buyer. You missed a little something, though. Somebody moved his books out of the store today — the nice books he rented out.

He snapped his fingers sharply and said: I should have thought of that, soldier. You seem to get around. How do you figure it?

I think Geiger was rubbed. I think that is his blood. And the books being moved out gives a motive for hiding the body for a while. Somebody is taking over the racket and wants a little time to organize.

They cant get away with it, Eddie Mars said grimly.

Who says so? You and a couple of gunmen in your car outside? This is a big town now, Eddie. Some very tough people have checked in here lately. The penalty of growth.

You talk too damned much, Eddie Mars said. He bared his teeth and whistled twice, sharply. A car door slammed outside and running steps came through the hedge. Mars flicked the Luger out again and pointed it at my chest. Open the door.

The knob rattled and a voice called out. I didnt move. The muzzle of the Luger looked like the mouth of the Second Street tunnel, but I didnt move. Not being bullet proof is an idea I had had to get used to.

Open it yourself, Eddie. Who the hell are you to give me orders? Be nice and I might help you out.

He came to his feet rigidly and moved around the end of the desk and over to the door. He opened it without taking his eyes off me. Two men tumbled into the room, reaching busily under their arms. One was an obvious pug, a good-looking pale-faced boy with a bad nose and one ear like a club steak. The other man was slim, blond, deadpan, with close-set eyes and no color in them.

Eddie Mars said: See if this bird is wearing any iron.

The blond flicked a short-barreled gun out and stood pointing it at me. The pug sidled over flatfooted and felt my pockets with care. I turned around for him like a bored beauty modeling an evening gown.

No gun, he said in a burry voice.

Find out who he is.

The pug slipped a hand into my breast pocket and drew out my wallet. He flipped it open and studied the contents. Names Philip Marlowe, Eddie. Lives at the Hobart Arms on Franklin. Private license, deputys badge and all. A shamus. He slipped the wallet back in my pocket, slapped my face lightly and turned away.

Beat it, Eddie Mars said.

The two gunmen went out again and closed the door. There was the sound of them getting back into the car. They started its motor and kept it idling once more.

All right. Talk, Eddie Mars snapped. The peaks of his eyebrows made sharp angles against his forehead.

Im not ready to give out. Killing Geiger to grab his racket would be a dumb trick and Im not sure it happened that way, assuming he has been killed. But Im sure that whoever got the books knows whats what, and Im sure that the blonde lady down at his store is scared batty about something or other. And I have a guess who got the books.

Who?

Thats the part Im not ready to give out. Ive got a client, you know.

He wrinkled his nose. That— he chopped it off quickly.

I expected you would know the girl, I said.

Who got the books, soldier?

Not ready to talk, Eddie. Why should I?

He put the Luger down on the desk and slapped it with his open palm. This, he said. And I might make it worth your while.

Thats the spirit. Leave the gun out of it. I can always hear the sound of money. How much are you clinking at me?

For doing what?

What did you want done?

He slammed the desk hard. Listen, soldier. I ask you a question and you ask me another. Were not getting anywhere. I want to know where Geiger is, for my own personal reasons. I didnt like his racket and I didnt protect him. I happen to own this house. Im not so crazy about that right now. I can believe that whatever you know about all this is under glass, or there would be a flock of johns squeaking sole leather around this dump. You havent got anything to sell. My guess is you need a little protection yourself. So cough up.

It was a good guess, but I wasnt going to let him know it. I lit a cigarette and blew the match out and flicked it at the glass eye of the totem pole. Youre right, I said. If anything has happened to Geiger, Ill have to give what I have to the law. Which puts it in the public domain and doesnt leave me anything to sell. So with your permission I1l just drift.

His face whitened under the tan. He looked mean, fast and tough for a moment. He made a movement to lift the gun. I added casually: By the way, how is Mrs. Mars these days?

I thought for a moment I had kidded him a little too far. His hand jerked at the gun, shaking. His face was stretched out by hard muscles. Beat it, he said quite softly. I dont give a damn where you go or what you do when you get there. Only take a word of advice, soldier. Leave me out of your plans or youll wish your name was Murphy and you lived in Limerick.

Well, thats not so far from Clonmel, I said. I hear you had a pal came from there.

He leaned down on the desk, frozen-eyed, unmoving. I went over to the door and opened it and looked back at him. His eyes had followed me, but his lean gray body had not moved. There was hate in his eyes. I went out and through the hedge and up the hill to my car and got into it. I turned it around and drove up over the crest. Nobody shot at me. After a few blocks I turned off, cut the motor and sat for a few moments. Nobody followed me either. I drove back into Hollywood.
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IT WAS TEN minutes to five when I parked near the lobby entrance of the apartment house on Randall Place. A few windows were lit and radios were bleating at the dusk. I rode the automatic elevator up to the fourth floor and went along a wide hall carpeted in green and paneled in ivory. A cool breeze blew down the hall from the open screened door to the Ere escape.

There was a small ivory pushbutton beside the door marked 405. I pushed it and waited what seemed a long time. Then the door opened noiselessly about a foot. There was a steady, furtive air in the way it opened. The man was long-legged, long-waisted, high-shouldered and he had dark brown eyes in a brown expressionless face that had learned to control its expressions long ago. Hair like steel wool grew far back on his head and gave him a great deal of domed brown forehead that might at a careless glance have seemed a dwelling place for brains. His somber eyes probed at me impersonally. His long thin brown lingers held the edge of the door. He said nothing.

I said: Geiger?

Nothing in the mans face changed that I could see. He brought a cigarette from behind the door and tucked it between his lips and drew a little smoke from it. The smoke came towards me in a lazy, contemptuous puff and behind it words in a cool, unhurried voice that had no more inflection than the voice of a faro dealer.

You said what?

Geiger. Arthur Gwynn Geiger. The guy that has the books.

The man considered that without any haste. He glanced down at the tip of his cigarette. His other hand, the one that had been holding the door, dropped out of sight. His shoulder had a look as though his hidden hand might be making motions.

Dont know anybody by that name, he said. Does he live around here?

I smiled. He didnt like the smile. His eyes got nasty. I said: Youre Joe Brody?

The brown face hardened. So what? Got a grift, brother — or just amusing yourself?

So youre Joe Brody, I said. And you dont know anybody named Geiger. Thats very funny.

Yeah? You got a funny sense of humor maybe. Take it away and play on it somewhere else.

I leaned against the door and gave him a dreamy smile. You got the books, Joe. I got the sucker list. We ought to talk things over.

He didnt shift his eyes from my face. There was a faint sound in the room behind him, as though a metal curtain ring clicked lightly on a metal rod. He glanced sideways into the room. He opened the door wider.

Why not — if you think youve got something? he said coolly. He stood aside from the door. I went past him into the room.

It was a cheerful room with good furniture and not too much of it. French windows in the end wall opened on a stone porch and looked across the dusk at the foothills. Near the windows a closed door in the west wall and near the entrance door another door in the same wall. This last had a plush curtain drawn across it on a thin brass rod below the lintel.

That left the east wall, in which there were no doors. There was a davenport backed against the middle of it, so I sat down on the davenport. Brody shut the door and walked crab-fashion to a tall oak desk studded with square nails. A cedarwood box with gilt hinges lay on the lowered leaf of the desk. He carried the box to an easy chair midway between the other two doors and sat down. I dropped my hat on the davenport and waited.

Well, Im listening, Brody said. He opened the cigar box and dropped his cigarette stub into a dish at his side. He put a long thin cigar in his mouth. Cigar? He tossed one at me through the air.

I reached for it. Brody took a gun out of the cigar box and pointed it at my nose. I looked at the gun. It was a black Police.38. I had no argument against it at the moment.

Neat, huh? Brody said. Just kind of stand up a minute. Come forward just about two yards. You might grab a little air while youre doing that. His voice was the elaborately casual voice of the tough guy in pictures. Pictures have made them all like that.

Tsk, tsk, I said, not moving at all. Such a lot of guns around town and so few brains. Youre the second guy Ive met within hours who seems to think a gat in the hand means a world by the tail. Put it down and dont be silly, Joe.

His eyebrows came together and he pushed his chin at me. His eyes were mean.

The other guys name is Eddie Mars, I said. Ever hear of him?

No. Brody kept the gun pointed at me.

If he ever gets wise to where you were last night in the rain, hell wipe you off the way a check raiser wipes a check.

What would I be to Eddie Mars? Brody asked coldly. But he lowered the gun to his knee.

Not even a memory, I said.

We stared at each other. I didnt look at the pointed black slipper that showed under the plush curtain on the doorway to my left.

Brody said quietly: Dont get me wrong. Im not a tough guy — just careful. I dont know hells first whisper about you. You might be a lifetaker for all I know.

Youre not careful enough, I said. That play with Geigers books was terrible.

He drew a long slow breath and let it out silently. Then he leaned back and crossed his long legs and held the Colt on his knee.

Dont kid yourself I wont use this heat, if I have to, he said. Whats your story?

Have your friend with the pointed slippers come on in. She gets tired holding her breath.

Brody called out without moving his eyes off my stomach. Come on in, Agnes.

The curtain swung aside and the green-eyed, thigh-swinging ash blonde from Geigers store joined us in the room. She looked at me with a kind of mangled hatred. Her nostrils were pinched and her eyes had darkened a couple of shades. She looked very unhappy.

I knew damn well you were trouble, she snapped at me. I told Joe to watch his step.

Its not his step, its the back of his lap he ought to watch, I said.

I suppose thats funny, the blonde squealed.

It has been, I said. But it probably isnt any more.

Save the gags, Brody advised me. Joes watchin his step plenty. Put some light on so I can see to pop this guy, if it works out that way.

The blonde snicked on a light in a big square standing lamp. She sank down into a chair beside the lamp and sat stiffly, as if her girdle was too tight. I put my cigar in my mouth and bit the end off. Brodys Colt took a close interest in me while I got matches out and lit the cigar. I tasted the smoke and said:

The sucker list I spoke of is in code. I havent cracked it yet, but there are about five hundred names. You got twelve boxes of books that I know of. You should have at least five hundred books. Therell be a bunch more out on loan, but say five hundred is the full crop, just to be cautious. If its a good active list and you could run it even fifty per cent down the line, that would be one hundred and twenty-five thousand rentals. Your girl friend knows all about that. Im only guessing. Put the average rental as low as you like, but it wont be less than a dollar. That merchandise costs money. At a dollar a rental you take one hundred and twenty-five grand and you still have your capital. I mean, you still have Geigers capital. Thats enough to spot a guy for.

The blonde yelped; Youre crazy, you goddam egg-headed — !

Brody put his teeth sideways at her and snarled: Pipe down, for Chrissake. Pipe down!

She subsided into an outraged mixture of slow anguish and bottled fury. Her silvery nails scraped on her knees.

Its no racket for bums, I told Brody almost affectionately. It takes a smooth worker like you, Joe. Youve got to get confidence and keep it. People who spend their money for second-hand sex jags are as nervous as dowagers who cant find the rest room. Personally I think the blackmail angles are a big mistake. Im for shedding all that and sticking to legitimate sales and rentals.

Brodys dark brown stare moved up and down my face. His Colt went on hungering for my vital organs. Youre a funny guy, he said tonelessly. Who has this lovely racket?

You have, I said. Almost.

The blonde choked and clawed her ear. Brody didnt say anything. He just looked at me.

What? the blonde yelped. You sit there and try to tell us Mr. Geiger ran the kind of business right down on the main drag? Youre nuts!

I leered at her politely. Sure I do. Everybody knows the racket exists. Hollywoods made to order for it. If a thing like that has to exist, then right out on the street is where all practical coppers want it to exist. For the same reason they favor red light districts. They know where to flush the game when they want to.

My God, the blonde wailed. You let this cheesehead sit there and insult me, Joe? You with a gun in your hand and him holding nothing but a cigar and his thumb?

I like it, Brody said. The guys got good ideas. Shut your trap and keep it shut, or Ill slap it shut for you with this. He flicked the gun around in an increasingly negligent manner.

The blonde gasped and turned her face to the wall. Brody looked at me and said cunningly; How have I got that lovely racket?

You shot Geiger to get it. Last night in the rain. It was dandy shooting weather. The trouble is he wasnt alone when you whiffed him. Either you didnt notice that, which seems unlikely, or you got the wind up and lammed. But you had nerve enough to take the plate out of his camera and you had nerve enough to come back later on and hide his corpse, so you could tidy up on the books before the law knew it had a murder to investigate.

Yah, Brody said contemptuously. The Colt wobbled on his knee. His brown face was as hard as a piece of carved wood. You take chances, mister. Its kind of goddamned lucky for you I didnt bop Geiger.

You can step off for it just the same, I told him cheerfully. Youre made to order for the rap.

Brodys voice rustled. Think you got me framed for it?

Positive.

How come?

Theres somebody wholl tell it that way. I told you there was a witness. Dont go simple on me, Joe.

He exploded then. That goddamned little hot pants! he yelled. She would, god damn her! She would —— just that!

I leaned back and grinned at him. Swell. I thought you had those nude photos of her.

He didnt say anything. The blonde didnt say anything. I let them chew on it. Brodys face cleared slowly, with a sort of grayish relief. He put his Colt down on the end table beside his chair but kept his right hand close to it. He knocked ash from his cigar on the carpet and stared at me with eyes that were a tight shine between narrowed lids.

I guess you think Im dumb, Brody said.

Just average, for a grifter. Get the pictures.

What pictures?

I shook my head. Wrong play, Joe. Innocence gets you nowhere. You were either there last night, or you got the nude photo from somebody that was there. You knew she was there, because you had your girl friend threaten Mrs. Regan with a police rap. The only ways you could know enough to do that would be by seeing what happened or by holding the photo and knowing where and when it was taken. Cough up and be sensible.

Id have to have a little dough, Brody said. He turned his head a little to look at the green-eyed blonde. Not now green-eyed and only superficially a blonde. She was as limp as a fresh-killed rabbit.

No dough, I said.

He scowled bitterly. Howd you get to me?

I flicked my wallet out and let him look at my buzzer. I was working on Geiger — for a client. I was outside last night, in the rain. I heard the shots. I crashed in. I didnt see the killer. I saw everything else.

And kept your lip buttoned, Brody sneered.

I put my wallet away. Yes, I admitted. Up till now. Do I get the photos or not?

About these books, Brody said. I dont get that.

I tailed them here from Geigers store. I have a witness.

That punk kid?

What punk kid?

He scowled again. The kid that works at the store. He skipped out after the truck left. Agnes dont even know where he flops.

That helps, I said, grinning at him. That angle worried me a little. Either of you ever been in Geigers house — before last night?

Not even last night, Brody said sharply. So she says I gunned him, eh?

With the photos in hand I might be able to convince her she was wrong. There was a little drinking being done.

Brody sighed. She hates my guts. I bounced her out. I got paid, sure, but Id of had to do it anyway. Shes too screwy for a simple guy like me. He cleared his throat. How about a little dough? Im down to nickels. Agnes and me gotta move on.

Not from my client.

Listen—

Get the pictures, Brody.

Oh, hell, he said. You win. He stood up and slipped the Colt into his side pocket. His left hand went up inside his coat. He was holding it there, his face twisted with disgust, when the door buzzer rang and kept on ringing.
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HE DIDNT LIKE that. His lower lip went in under his teeth, and his eyebrows drew down sharply at the corners. His whole face became sharp and foxy and mean.

The buzzer kept up its song. I didnt like it either. If the visitors should happen to be Eddie Mars and his boys, I might get chilled off just for being there. If it was the police, I was caught with nothing to give them but a smile and a promise. And if it was some of Brodys friends — supposing he had any — they might turn out to be tougher than he was.

The blonde didnt like it. She stood up in a surge and chipped at the air with one hand. Nerve tension made her face old and ugly.

Watching me, Brody jerked a small drawer in the desk and picked a bone-handled automatic out of it. He held it at the blonde. She slid over to him and took it, shaking.

Sit down next to him, Brody snapped. Hold it on him low down, away from the door. If he gets funny use your own judgment. We aint licked yet, baby.

Oh, Joe, the blonde wailed. She came over and sat next to me on the davenport and pointed the gun at my leg artery. I didnt like the jerky look in her eyes.

The door buzzer stopped humming and a quick impatient rapping on the wood followed it. Brody put his hand in his pocket, on his gun, and walked over to the door and opened it with his left hand. Carmen Sternwood pushed him back into the room by putting a little revolver against his lean brown lips.

Brody backed away from her with his mouth working and an expression of panic on his face. Carmen shut the door behind her and looked neither at me nor at Agnes. She stalked Brody carefully, her tongue sticking out a little between her teeth. Brody took both hands out of his pockets and gestured placatingly at her. His eyebrows designed themselves into an odd assortment of curves and angles. Agnes turned the gun away from me and swung it at Carmen. I shot my hand out and closed my fingers down hard over her hand and jammed my thumb on the safety catch. It was already on. I kept it on. There was a short silent tussle, to which neither Brody nor Carmen paid any attention whatever. I had the gun. Agnes breathed deeply and shivered the whole length of her body. Carmens face had a bony scraped look and her breath hissed. Her voice said without tone:

I want my pictures, Joe.

Brody swallowed and tried to grin. Sure, kid, sure. He said it in a small flat voice that was as much like the voice he had used to me as a scooter is like a ten-ton truck.

Carmen said: You shot Arthur Geiger. I saw you. I want my pictures. Brody turned green.

Hey, wait a minute, Carmen, I yelped.

Blonde Agnes came to life with a rush. She ducked her head and sank her teeth in my right hand. I made more noises and shook her off.

Listen, kid, Brody whined. Listen a minute—

The blonde spat at me and threw herself on my leg and tried to bite that. I cracked her on the head with the gun, not very hard, and tried to stand up. She rolled down my legs and wrapped her arms around them. I fell back on the davenport. The blonde was strong with the madness of love or fear, or a mixture of both, or maybe she was just strong.

Brody grabbed for the little revolver that was so close to his face. He missed. The gun made a sharp rapping noise that was not very loud. The bullet broke glass in a folded-back French window. Brody groaned horribly and fell down on the floor and jerked Carmens feet from under her. She landed in a heap and the little revolver went skidding off into a corner. Brody jumped up on his knees and reached for his pocket.

I hit Agnes on the head with less delicacy than before, kicked her off my feet, and stood up. Brody flicked his eyes at me. I showed him the automatic. He stopped trying to get his hand into his pocket.

Christ! he whined. Dont let her kill me!

I began to laugh. I laughed like an idiot, without control. Blonde Agnes was sitting up on the floor with her hands Hat on the carpet and her mouth wide open and a wick of metallic blond hair down over her right eye. Carmen was crawling on her hands and knees, still hissing. The metal of her little revolver glistened against the baseboard over in the corner. She crawled towards it relentlessly.

I waved my share of the guns at Brody and said: Stay put. Youre all right.

I stepped past the crawling girl and picked the gun up. She looked up at me and began to giggle. I put her gun in my pocket and patted her on the back. Get up, angel. You look like a Pekinese.

I went over to Brody and put the automatic against his midriff and reached his Colt out of his side pocket. I now had all the guns that had been exposed to view. I stuffed them into my pockets and held my hand out to him.

Give.

He nodded, licking his lips, his eyes still scared. He took a fat envelope out of his breast pocket and gave it to me. There was a developed plate in the envelope and five glossy prints.

Sure these are all?

He nodded again. I put the envelope in my own breast pocket and turned away. Agnes was back on the davenport, straightening her hair. Her eyes ate Carmen with a green distillation of hate. Carmen was up on her feet too, coming towards me with her hand out, still giggling and hissing. There was a little froth at the corners of her mouth. Her small white teeth glinted close to her lips.

Can I have them now? she asked me with a coy smile.

Ill take care of them for you. Go on home.

Home?

I went to the door and looked out. The cool night breeze was blowing peacefully down the hall. No excited neighbors hung out of doorways. A small gun had gone off and broken a pane of glass, but noises like that dont mean much any more. I held the door open and jerked my head at Carmen. She came towards me, smiling uncertainly.

Go on home and wait for me, I said soothingly.

She put her thumb up. Then she nodded and slipped past me into the hall. She touched my cheek with her fingers as she went by. Youll take care of Carmen, wont you? she cooed.

Check.

Youre cute.

What you see is nothing, I said. Ive got a Bali dancing girl tattooed on my right thigh.

Her eyes rounded. She said: Naughty, and wagged a finger at me. Then she whispered: Can I have my gun?

Not now. Later. Ill bring it to you.

She grabbed me suddenly around the neck and kissed me on the mouth. I like you, she said. Carmen likes you a lot. She ran off down the hall as gay as a thrush, waved at me from the stairs and ran down the stairs out of my sight.

I went back into Brodys apartment.
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I WENT OVER to the folded-back French window and looked at the small broken pane in the upper part of it. The bullet from Carmens gun had smashed the glass like a blow. It had not made a hole. There was a small hole in the plaster which a keen eye would find quickly enough. I pulled the drapes over the broken pane and took Carmens gun out of my pocket. It was a Bankers Special,.22 caliber, hollow point cartridges. It had a pearl grip, and a small round silver plate set into the butt was engraved: Carmen from Owen. She made saps of all of them.

I put the gun back in my pocket and sat down close to Brody and stared into his bleak brown eyes. A minute passed. The blonde adjusted her face by the aid of a pocket mirror. Brody fumbled around with a cigarette and jerked: Satisfied?

So far. Why did you put the bite on Mrs. Regan instead of the old man?

Tapped the old man once. About six, seven months ago. I figure maybe he gets sore enough to call in some law.

What made you think Mrs. Regan wouldnt tell him about it?

He considered that with some care, smoking his cigarette and keeping his eyes on my face. Finally he said: How well you know her?

Ive met her twice. You must know her a lot better to take a chance on that squeeze with the photo.

She skates around plenty. I figure maybe she has a couple of soft spots she dont want the old man to know about. I figure she can raise five grand easy.

A little weak, I said. But pass it. Youre broke, eh?

I been shaking two nickels together for a month, trying to get them to mate.

What you do for a living?

Insurance. I got desk room in Puss Walgreens office, Fulwider Building, Western and Santa Monica.

When you open up, you open up. The books here in your apartment?

He snapped his teeth and waved a brown hand. Confidence was oozing back into his manner. Hell, no. In storage.

You had a man bring them here and then you had a storage outfit come and take them away again right afterwards?

Sure. I dont want them moved direct from Geigers place, do I?

Youre smart, I said admiringly. Anything incriminating in the joint right now?

He looked worried again. He shook his head sharply.

Thats fine, I told him. I looked across at Agnes. She had finished fixing her face and was staring at the wall, blank-eyed, hardly listening. Her face had the drowsiness which strain and shock induce, after their first incidence.

Brody flicked his eyes warily. Well?

Howd you come by the photo?

He scowled. Listen, you got what you came after, got it plenty cheap. You done a nice neat job. Now go peddle it to your top man. Im clean. I dont know nothing about any photo, do I, Agnes?

The blonde opened her eyes and looked at him with vague but uncomplimentary speculation. A half smart guy, she said with a tired sniff. Thats all I ever draw. Never once a guy thats smart all the way around the course. Never once.

I grinned at her. Did I hurt your head much?

You and every other man I ever met.

I looked back at Brody. He was pinching his cigarette between his fingers, with a sort of twitch. His hand seemed to be shaking a little. His brown poker face was still smooth.

Weve got to agree on a story, I said. For instance, Carmen wasnt here. Thats very important. She wasnt here. That was a vision you saw.

Huh! Brody sneered. If you say so, pal, and if — ? he put his hand out palm up and cupped the lingers and rolled the thumb gently against the index and middle fingers.

I nodded. Well see. There might be a small contribution. You wont count it in grands, though. Now where did you get the picture?

A guy slipped it to me.

Uh-huh. A guy you just passed in the street. You wouldnt know him again. You never saw him before.

Brody yawned. It dropped out of his pocket, he leered.

Uh-huh. Got an alibi for last night, poker pan?

Sure. I was right here. Agnes was with me. Okey, Agnes?

Im beginning to feel sorry for you again, I said.

His eyes flicked wide and his mouth hung loose, the cigarette balanced on his lower lip.

You think youre smart and youre so goddamned dumb, I told him. Even if you dont dance off up in Quentin, you have such a bleak long lonely time ahead of you.

His cigarette jerked and dropped ash on his vest.

Thinking about how smart you are, I said.

Take the air, he growled suddenly. Dust. I got enough chinning with you. Beat it.

Okey. I stood up and went over to the tall oak desk and took his two guns out of my pockets, laid them side by side on the blotter so that the barrels were exactly parallel. I reached my hat off the floor beside the davenport and started for the door.

Brody yelped: Hey!

I turned and waited. His cigarette was jiggling like a doll on a coiled spring. Everythings smooth, aint it? he asked.

Why, sure. This is a free country. You dont have to stay out of jail, if you dont want to. That is, if youre a citizen. Are you a citizen?

He just stared at me, jiggling the cigarette. The blonde Agnes turned her head slowly and stared at me along the same level. Their glances contained almost the exact same blend of foxiness, doubt and frustrated anger. Agnes reached her silvery nails up abruptly and yanked a hair out of her head and broke it between her fingers, with a bitter jerk.

Brody said tightly: Youre not going to any cops, brother. Not if its the Sternwoods youre working for. Ive got too much stuff on that family. You got your pictures and you got your hush. Go and peddle your papers.

Make your mind up, I said. You told me to dust, I was on my way out, you hollered at me and I stopped, and now Im on my way out again. Is that what you want?

You aint got anything on me, Brody said.

Just a couple of murders. Small change in your circle.

He didnt jump more than an inch, but it looked like a foot. The white cornea showed all around the tobacco-colored iris of his eyes. The brown skin of his face took on a greenish tinge in the lamplight.

Blonde Agnes let out a low animal wail and buried her head in a cushion on the end of the davenport. I stood there and admired the long line of her thighs.

Brody moistened his lips slowly and said: Sit down, pal. Maybe I have a little more for you. Whats that crack about two murders mean?

I leaned against the door. Where were you last night about seven-thirty, Joe?

His mouth drooped sulkily and he stared down at the floor. I was watching a guy, a guy who had a nice racket I figured he needed a partner in. Geiger. I was watching him now and then to see had he any tough connections. I figure he has friends or he dont work the racket as open as he does. But they dont go to his house. Only dames.

You didnt watch hard enough, I said. Go on.

Im there last night on the street below Geigers house. Its raining hard and Im buttoned up in my coupe and I dont see anything. Theres a car in front of Geigers and another car a little way up the hill. Thats why I stay down below. Theres a big Buick parked down where I am and after a while I go over and take a gander into it. Its registered to Vivian Regan. Nothing happens, so I scram. Thats all. He waved his cigarette. His eyes crawled up and down my face.

Could be, I said. Know where that Buick is now?

Why would I?

In the Sheriffs garage. It was lifted out of twelve feet of water off Lido fish pier this a.m. There was a dead man in it. He had been sapped and the car pointed out the pier and the hand throttle pulled down.

Brody was breathing hard. One of his feet tapped restlessly. Jesus, guy, you cant pin that one on me, he said thickly.

Why not? This Buick was down back of Geigers according to you. Well, Mrs. Regan didnt have it out. Her chauffeur, a lad named Owen Taylor, had it out. He went over to Geigers place to have words with him, because Owen Taylor was sweet on Carmen, and he didnt like the kind of games Geiger was playing with her. He let himself in the back way with a jimmy and a gun and he caught Geiger taking a photo of Carmen without any clothes on. So his gun went off, as guns will, and Geiger fell down dead and Owen ran away, but not without the photo negative Geiger had just taken. So you ran after him and took the photo from him. How else would you have got hold of it?

Brody licked his lips. Yeah, he said. But that dont make me knock him off. Sure, I heard the shots and saw this killer come slamming down the back steps into the Buick and off. I took out after him. He hit the bottom of the canyon and went west on Sunset. Beyond Beverly Hills he skidded oil the road and had to stop and I came up and played copper. He had a gun but his nerve was bad and I sapped him down. So I went through his clothes and found out who he was and I lifted the plate-holder, just out of curiosity. I was wondering what it was all about and getting my neck wet when he came out of it all of a sudden and knocked me off the car. He was out of sight when I picked myself up. Thats the last I saw of him.

How did you know it was Geiger he shot? I asked gruffly.

Brody shrugged. I figure it was, but I can be wrong. When I had the plate developed and saw what was on it, I was pretty damn sure. And when Geiger didnt come down to the store this morning and didnt answer his phone I was plenty sure. So I figure its a good time to move his books out and make a quick touch on the Sternwoods for travel money and blow for a while.

I nodded. That seems reasonable. Maybe you didnt murder anybody at that. Where did you hide Geigers body?

He jumped his eyebrows. Then he grinned. Nix, nix. Skip it. You think Id go back there and handle him, not knowing when a couple carloads of law would come tearing around the corner? Nix.

Somebody hid the body, I said.

Brody shrugged. The grin stayed on his face. He didnt believe me. While he was still not believing me the door buzzer started to ring again. Brody stood up sharply, hard-eyed. He glanced over at his guns on the desk.

So shes back again, he growled.

If she is, she doesnt have her gun, I comforted him. Dont you have any other friends?

Just about one, he growled. I got enough of this puss in the corner game. He marched to the desk and took the Colt. He held it down at his side and went to the door. He put his left hand to the knob and twisted it and opened the door a foot and leaned into the opening, holding the gun tight against his thigh.

A voice said: Brody?

Brody said something I didnt hear. The two quick reports were muffled. The gun must have been pressed tight against Brodys body. He tilted forward against the door and the weight of his body pushed it shut with a bang. He slid down the wood. His feet pushed the carpet away behind him. His left hand dropped off the knob and the arm slapped the floor with a thud. His head was wedged against the door. He didnt move. The Colt clung to his right hand.

I jumped across the room and rolled him enough to get the door open and crowd through. A woman peered out of a door almost opposite. Her face was full of fright and she pointed along the hall with a clawlike hand.

I raced down the hall and heard thumping feet going down the tile steps and went down after the sound. At the lobby level the front door was closing itself quietly and running feet slapped the sidewalk outside. I made the door before it was shut, clawed it open again and charged out.

A tall hatless figure in a leather jerkin was running diagonally across the street between the parked cars. The figure turned and flame spurted from it. Two heavy hammers hit the stucco wall beside me. The figure ran on, dodged between two cars, vanished.

A man came up beside me and barked: What happened?

Shooting going on, I said.

Jesus! He scuttled into the apartment house.

I walked quickly down the sidewalk to my car and got in and started it. I pulled out from the curb and drove down the hill, not fast. No other car started up on the other side of the street. I thought I heard steps, but I wasnt sure about that. I rode down the hill a block and a half, turned at the intersection and started back up. The sound of a muted whistling came to me faintly along the sidewalk. Then steps. I double parked and slid out between two cars and went down low. I took Carmens little revolver out of my pocket.

The sound of the steps grew louder, and the whistling went on cheerfully. In a moment the jerkin showed. I stepped out between the two cars and said: Got a match, buddy?

The boy spun towards me and his right hand darted up to go inside the jerkin. His eyes were a wet shine in the glow of the round electroliers. Moist dark eyes shaped like almonds, and a pallid handsome face with wavy black hair growing low on the forehead in two points. A very handsome boy indeed, the boy from Geigers store.

He stood there looking at me silently, his right hand on the edge of the jerkin, but not inside it yet. I held the little revolver down at my side.

You must have thought a lot of that queen, I said.

Go —— yourself, the boy said softly, motionless between the parked cars and the five-foot retaining wall on the inside of the sidewalk.

A siren wailed distantly coming up the long hill. The boys head jerked towards the sound. I stepped in close and put my gun into his jerkin.

Me or the cops? I asked him.

His head rolled a little sideways as if I had slapped his face. Who are you? he snarled.

Friend of Geigers.

Get away from me, you son of a bitch.

This is a small gun, kid. Ill give it you through the navel and it will take three months to get you well enough to walk. But youll get well. So you can walk to the nice new gas chamber up in Quentin.

He said: Go —— yourself. His hand moved inside the jerkin. I pressed harder on his stomach. He let out a long soft sigh, took his hand away from the jerkin and let it fall limp at his side. His wide shoulders sagged. What you want? he whispered.

I reached inside the jerkin and plucked out the automatic. Get into my car, kid.

He stepped past me and I crowded him from behind. He got into the car.

Under the wheel, kid. You drive.

He slid under the wheel and I got into the car beside him. I said: Let the prowl car pass up the hill. Theyll think we moved over when we heard the siren. Then turn her down hill and well go home.

I put Carmens gun away and leaned the automatic against the boys ribs. I looked back through the window. The whine of the siren was very loud now. Two red lights swelled in the middle of the street. They grew larger and blended into one and the car rushed by in a wild flurry of sound.

Lets go, I said.

The boy swung the car and started off down the hill.

Lets go home, I said. To Laverne Terrace.

His smooth lips twitched. He swung the car west on Franklin. Youre a simple-minded lad. Whats your name?

Carol Lundgren, he said lifelessly.

You shot the wrong guy, Carol. Joe Brody didnt kill your queen.

He spoke three words to me and kept on driving.
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A MOON HALF gone from the full glowed through a ring of mist among the high branches of the eucalyptus trees on Laverne Terrace. A radio sounded loudly from a house low down the hill. The boy swung the car over to the box hedge in front of Geigers house, killed the motor and sat looking straight before him with both hands on the wheel. No light showed through Geigers hedge.

I said: Anybody home, son?

You ought to know.

How would I know?

Go —— yourself.

Thats how people get false teeth.

He showed me his in a tight grin. Then he kicked the door open and got out. I scuttled out after him. He stood with his fists on his hips, looking silently at the house above the top of the hedge.

All right, I said. You have a key. Lets go on in.

Who said I had a key?

Dont kid me, son. The fag gave you one. Youve got a nice clean manly little room in there. He shooed you out and locked it up when he had lady visitors. He was like Caesar, a husband to women and a wife to men. Think I cant figure people like him and you out?

I still held his automatic more or less pointed at him, but he swung on me just the same. It caught me flush on the chin. I backstepped fast enough to keep from falling, but I took plenty of the punch. It was meant to be a hard one, but a pansy has no iron in his bones, whatever he looks like.

I threw the gun down at the kids feet and said: Maybe you need this.

He stooped for it like a flash. There was nothing slow about his movements. I sank a fist in the side of his neck. He toppled over sideways, clawing for the gun and not reaching it. I picked it up again and threw it in the car. The boy came up on all fours, leering with his eyes too wide open. He coughed and shook his head.

You dont want to fight, I told him. Youre giving away too much weight.

He wanted to fight. He shot at me like a plane from a catapult, reaching for my knees in a diving tackle. I sidestepped and reached for his neck and took it into chancery. He scraped the dirt hard and got his feet under him enough to use his hands on me where it hurt. I twisted him around and heaved him a little higher. I took hold of my right wrist with my left hand and turned my right hipbone into him and for a moment it was a balance of weights. We seemed to hang there in the misty moonlight, two grotesque creatures whose feet scraped on the road and whose breath panted with effort.

I had my right forearm against his windpipe now and all the strength of both arms in it. His feet began a frenetic shuffle and he wasnt panting any more. He was ironbound. His left foot sprawled off to one side and the knee went slack. I held on half a minute longer. He sagged on my arm, an enormous weight I could hardly hold up. Then I let go. He sprawled at my feet, out cold. I went to the car and got a pair of handcuffs out of the glove compartment and twisted his wrists behind him and snapped them on. I lifted him by the armpits and managed to drag him in behind the hedge, out of sight from the street. I went back to the car and moved it a hundred feet up the hill and locked it.

He was still out when I got back. I unlocked the door, dragged him into the house, shut the door. He was beginning to gasp now. I switched a lamp on. His eyes fluttered open and focused on me slowly.

I bent down, keeping out of the way of his knees and said: Keep quiet or youll get the same and more of it. Just lie quiet and hold your breath. Hold it until you cant hold it any longer and then tell yourself that you have to breathe, that youre black in the face, that your eyeballs are popping out, and that youre going to breathe right now, but that youre sitting strapped in the chair in the clean little gas chamber up in San Quentin and when you take that breath youre fighting with all your soul not to take it, it wont be air youll get, it will be cyanide fumes. And thats what they call humane execution in our state now.

Go —— yourself, he said with a soft stricken sigh.

Youre going to cop a plea, brother, dont ever think youre not. And youre going to say just what we want you to say and nothing we dont want you to say.

Go —— yourself.

Say that again and Ill put a pillow under your head.

His mouth twitched. I left him lying on the floor with his wrists shackled behind him and his cheek pressed into the rug and an animal brightness in his visible eye. I put on another lamp and stepped into the hallway at the back of the living room. Geigers bedroom didnt seem to have been touched. I opened the door, not locked now, of the bedroom across the hall from it. There was a dim flickering light in the room and a smell of sandalwood. Two cones of incense ash stood side by side on a small brass tray on the bureau. The light came from the two tall black candles in the foot-high candlesticks. They were standing on straight-backed chairs, one on either side of the bed.

Geiger lay on the bed. The two missing strips of Chinese tapestry made a St. Andrews Cross over the middle of his body, hiding the blood-smeared front of his Chinese coat. Below the cross his black-pajamad legs lay stiff and straight. His feet were in the slippers with thick white felt soles. Above the cross his arms were crossed at the wrists and his hands lay flat against his shoulders, palms down, fingers close together and stretched out evenly. His mouth was closed and his Charlie Chan moustache was as unreal as a toupee. His broad nose was pinched and white. His eyes were almost closed, but not entirely. The faint glitter of his glass eye caught the light and winked at me.

I didnt touch him. I didnt go very near him. He would be as cold as ice and as stiff as a board.

The black candles guttered in the draft from the open door. Drops of black wax crawled down their sides. The air of the room was poisonous and unreal. I went out and shut the door again and went back to the living room. The boy hadnt moved. I stood still, listening for sirens. It was all a question of how soon Agnes talked and what she said. If she talked about Geiger, the police would be there any minute. But she might not talk for hours. She might even have got away.

I looked down at the boy. Want to sit up, son?

He closed his eye and pretended to go to sleep. I went over to the desk and scooped up the mulberry-colored phone and dialed Bernie Ohls office. He had left to go home at six oclock. I dialed the number of his home. He was there.

This is Marlowe, I said. Did your boys find a revolver on Owen Taylor this morning?

I could hear him clearing his throat and then I could hear him trying to keep the surprise out of his voice. That would come under the heading of police business, he said.

If they did, it had three empty shells in it.

How the hell did you know that? Ohls asked quietly.

Come over to 7244 Laverne Terrace, off Laurel Canyon Boulevard. Ill show you where the slugs went.

Just like that, huh?

Just like that.

Ohls said: Look out the window and youll see me coming round the corner. I thought you acted a little cagey on that one.

Cagey is no word for it, I said.
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OHLS STOOD LOOKING down at the boy. The boy sat on the couch leaning sideways against the wall. Ohls looked at him silently, his pale eyebrows bristling and stiff and round like the little vegetable brushes the Fuller Brush man gives away.

He asked the boy: Do you admit shooting Brody?

The boy said his favorite three words in a muffled voice.

Ohls sighed and looked at me. I said: He doesnt have to admit that. I have his gun.

Ohls said: I wish to Christ I had a dollar for every time Ive had that said to me. Whats funny about it?

Its not meant to be funny, I said.

Well, thats something, Ohls said. He turned away. Ive called Wilde. Well go over and see him and take this punk. He can ride with me and you can follow on behind in case he tries to kick me in the face.

How do you like whats in the bedroom?

I like it fine, Ohls said. Im kind of glad that Taylor kid went off the pier. Id hate to have to help send him to the deathhouse for rubbing that skunk.

I went back into the small bedroom and blew out the black candles and let them smoke. When I got back to the living room Ohls had the boy up on his feet. The boy stood glaring at him with sharp black eyes in a face as hard and white as cold mutton fat.

Lets go, Ohls said and took him by the arm as if he didnt like touching him. I put the lamps out and followed them out of the house. We got into our cars and I followed Ohls twin tail-lights down the long curving hill. I hoped this would be my last trip to Laverne Terrace.

Taggart Wilde, the District Attorney, lived at the comer of Fourth and Lafayette Park, in a white frame house the size of a carbarn, with a red sandstone porte-cochere built on to one side and a couple of acres of soft rolling lawn in front. It was one of those solid old-fashioned houses which it used to be the thing to move bodily to new locations as the city grew westward. Wilde came of an old Los Angeles family and had probably been born in the house when it was on West Adams or Figueroa or St. James Park.

There were two cars in the driveway already, a big private sedan and a police car with a uniformed chauffeur who leaned smoking against his rear fender and admired the moon. Ohls went over and spoke to him and the chauffeur looked in at the boy in Ohls car.

We went up to the house and rang the bell. A slick-haired blond man opened the door and led us down the hall and through a huge sunken living room crowded with heavy dark furniture and along another hall on the far side of it. He knocked at a door and stepped inside, then held the door wide and we went into a paneled study with an open French door at the end and a view of dark garden and mysterious trees. A smell of wet earth and flowers came in at the window. There were large dim oils on the walls, easy chairs, books, a smell of good cigar smoke which blended with the smell of wet earth and flowers.

Taggart Wilde sat behind a desk, a middle-aged plump man with clear blue eyes that managed to have a friendly expression without really having any expression at all. He had a cup of black coffee in front of him and he held a dappled thin cigar between the neat careful fingers of his left hand. Another man sat at the corner of the desk in a blue leather chair, a cold-eyed hatchet-faced man, as lean as a rake and as hard as the manager of a loan office. His neat well-kept face looked as if it had been shaved within the hour. He wore a well-pressed brown suit and there was a black pearl in his tie. He had the long nervous fingers of a man with a quick brain. He looked ready for a fight.

Ohls pulled a chair up and sat down and said: Evening, Cronjager. Meet Phil Marlowe, a private eye whos in a jam. Ohls grinned.

Cronjager looked at me without nodding. He looked me over as if he was looking at a photograph. Then he nodded his chin about an inch. Wilde said: Sit down, Marlowe. Ill try to handle Captain Cronjager, but you know how it is. This is a big city now.

I sat down and lit a cigarette. Ohls looked at Cronjager and asked: What did you get on the Randall Place killing?

The hatchet-faced man pulled one of his fingers until the knuckle cracked. He spoke without looking up. A stiff, two slugs in him. Two guns that hadnt been fired. Down on the street we got a blonde trying to start a car that didnt belong to her. Hers was right next to it, the same model. She acted rattled so the boys brought her in and she spilled. She was in there when this guy Brody got it. Claims she didnt see the killer.

That all? Ohls asked.

Cronjager raised his eyebrows a little. Only happened about an hour ago. What did you expect — moving pictures of the killing?

Maybe a description of the killer, Ohls said.

A tall guy in a leather jerkin — if you call that a description.

Hes outside in my heap, Ohls said. Handcuffed. Marlowe put the arm on him for you. Heres his gun. Ohls took the boys automatic out of his pocket and laid it on a corner of Wildes desk. Cronjager looked at the gun but didnt reach for it.

Wilde chuckled. He was leaning back and puffing his dappled cigar without letting go of it. He bent forward to sip from his coffee cup. He took a silk handkerchief from the breast pocket of the dinner jacket he was wearing and touched his lips with it and tucked it away again.

Theres a couple more deaths involved, Ohls said, pinching the soft flesh at the end of his chin.

Cronjager stiffened visibly. His surly eyes became points of steely light.

Ohls said: You heard about a car being lifted out of the Pacific Ocean off Lido pier this a.m. with a dead guy in it?

Cronjager said: No, and kept on looking nasty.

The dead guy in the car was chauffeur to a rich family, Ohls said. The family was being blackmailed on account of one of the daughters. Mr. Wilde recommended Marlowe to the family, through me. Marlowe played it kind of close to the vest.

I love private dicks that play murders close to the vest, Cronjager snarled. You dont have to be so goddamned coy about it.

Yeah, Ohls said. I dont have to be so goddamned coy about it. Its not so goddamned often I get a chance to be coy with a city copper. I spend most of my time telling them where to put their feet so they wont break an ankle.

Cronjager whitened around the corners of his sharp nose. His breath made a soft hissing sound in the quiet room. He said very quietly: You havent had to tell any of my men where to put their feet, smart guy.

Well see about that, Ohls said. This chauffeur I spoke of thats drowned off Lido shot a guy last night in your territory. A guy named Geiger who ran a dirty book racket in a store on Hollywood Boulevard. Geiger was living with the punk I got outside in my car. I mean living with him, if you get the idea.

Cronjager was staring at him levelly now. That sounds like it might grow up to be a dirty story, he said.

Its my experience most police stories are, Ohls growled and tumed to me, his eyebrows bristling. Youre on the air, Marlowe. Give it to him.

I gave it to him.

I left out two things, not knowing just why, at the moment, I left out one of them. I left out Carmens visit to Brodys apartment and Eddie Mars visit to Geigers in the afternoon. I told the rest of it just as it happened.

Cronjager never took his eyes off my face and no expression of any kind crossed his as I talked. At the end of it he was perfectly silent for a long minute. Wilde was silent, sipping his coffee, puffing gently at his dappled cigar. Ohls stared at one of his thumbs.

Cronjager leaned slowly back in his chair and crossed one ankle over his knee and rubbed the ankle bone with his thin nervous hand. His lean face wore a harsh frown. He said with deadly politeness:

So all you did was not report a murder that happened last night and then spend today foxing around so that this kid of Geigers could commit a second murder this evening.

Thats all, I said. I was in a pretty tough spot. I guess I did wrong, but I wanted to protect my client and I hadnt any reason to think the boy would go gunning for Brody.

That kind of thinking is police business, Marlowe. If Geigers death had been reported last night, the books could never have been moved from the store to Brodys apartment. The kid wouldnt have been led to Brody and wouldnt have killed him. Say Brody was living on borrowed time. His kind usually are. But a life is a life.

Right, I said. Tell that to your coppers next time they shoot down some scared petty larceny crook running away up an alley with a stolen spare.

Wilde put both his hands down on his desk with a solid smack. Thats enough of that, he snapped. What makes you so sure, Marlowe, that this Taylor boy shot Geiger? Even if the gun that killed Geiger was found on Taylors body or in the car, it doesnt absolutely follow that he was the killer. The gun might have been planted — say by Brody, the actual killer.

Its physically possible, I said, but morally impossible. It assumes too much coincidence and too much thats out of character for Brody and his girl, and out of character for what he was trying to do. I talked to Brody for a long time. He was a crook, but not a killer type. He had two guns, but he wasnt wearing either of them. He was trying to find a way to cut in on Geigers racket, which naturally he knew all about from the girl. He says he was watching Geiger off and on to see if he had any tough backers. I believe him. To suppose he killed Geiger in order to get his books, then scrammed with the nude photo Geiger had just taken of Carmen Sternwood, then planted the gun on Owen Taylor and pushed Taylor into the ocean off Lido, is to suppose a hell of a lot too much. Taylor had the motive, jealous rage, and the opportunity to kill Geiger. He was out in one of the family cars without permission. He killed Geiger right in front of the girl, which Brody would never have done, even if he had been a killer. I cant see anybody with a purely commercial interest in Geiger doing that. But Taylor would have done it. The nude photo business was just what would have made him do it.

Wilde chuckled and looked along his eyes at Cronjager. Cronjager cleared his throat with a snort. Wilde asked: Whats this business about hiding the body? I don?t see the point of that.

I said: The kid hasnt told us, but he must have done it. Brody wouldnt have gone into the house after Geiger was shot. The boy must have got home when I was away taking Carmen to her house. He was afraid of the police, of course, being what he is, and he probably thought it a good idea to have the body hidden until he had removed his effects from the house. He dragged it out of the front door, judging by the marks on the rug, and very likely put it in the garage. Then he packed up whatever belongings he had there and took them away. And later on, Sometime in the night and before the body stiffened, he had a revulsion of feeling and thought he hadnt treated his dead friend very nicely. So he went back and laid him out on the bed. Thats all guessing, of course.

Wilde nodded. Then this morning he goes down to the store as if nothing had happened and keeps his eyes open. And when Brody moved the books out he found out where they were going and assumed that whoever got them had killed Geiger just for that purpose. He may even have known more about Brody and the girl than they suspected. What do you think, Ohls?

Ohls said: Well find out — but that doesnt help Cronjagers troubles. Whats eating him is all this happened last night and hes only just been rung in on it.

Cronjager said sourly: I think I can find some way to deal with that angle too. He looked at me sharply and immediately looked away again.

Wilde waved his cigar and said: Lets see the exhibits, Marlowe. I emptied my pockets and put the catch on his desk: the three notes and Geigers card to General Sternwood, Cam1ens photos, and the blue notebook with the code list of names and addresses. I had already given Geigers keys to Ohls.

Wilde looked at what I gave him, puffing gently at his cigar. Ohls lit one of his own toy cigars and blew smoke peacefully at the ceiling. Cronjager leaned on the desk and looked at what I had given Wilde.

Wilde tapped the three notes signed by Carmen and said: I guess these were just a come-on. If General Sternwood paid them, it would be through fear of something worse. Then Geiger would have tightened the screws. Do you know what he was afraid of? He was looking at me.

I shook my head.

Have you told your story complete in all relevant details?

I left out a couple of personal matters. I intend to keep on leaving them out, Mr. Wilde.

Cronjager said: Hah! and snorted with deep feeling.

Why? Wilde asked quietly.

Because my client is entitled to that protection, short of anything but a Grand Jury. I have a license to operate as a private detective. I suppose that word private has some meaning. The Hollywood Division has two murders on its hands, both solved. They have both killers. They have the motive, the instrument in each case. The blackmail angle has got to be suppressed, as far as the names of the parties are concerned.

Why? Wilde asked again.

Thats okey, Cronjager said dryly. Were glad to stooge for a shamus of his standing.

I said: Ill show you. I got up and went back out of the house to my car and got the book from Geigers store out of it. The uniformed police driver was standing besides Ohls car. The boy was inside it, leaning back sideways in the corner.

Has he said anything? I asked.

He made a suggestion, the copper said and spat. Im letting it ride.

I went back into the house, put the book on Wildes desk and opened up the wrappings. Cronjager was using a telephone on the end of the desk. He hung up and sat down as I came in.

Wilde looked through the book, wooden-faced, closed it and pushed it towards Cronjager. Cronjager opened it, looked at a page or two, shut it quickly. A couple of red spots the size of half dollars showed on his cheekbones.

I said: Look at the stamped dates on the front endpaper.

Cronjager opened the book again and looked at them. Well?

If necessary, I said, Ill testify under oath that that book came from Geigers store. The blonde, Agnes, will admit what kind of business the store did. Its obvious to anybody with eyes that that store is just a front for something. But the Hollywood police allowed it to operate, for their own reasons. I dare say the Grand Jury would like to know what those reasons are.

Wilde grinned. He said: Grand Juries do ask those embarrassing questions sometimes — in a rather vain effort to find out just why cities are run as they are run.

Cronjager stood up suddenly and put his hat on. Im one against three here, he snapped. Im a homicide man. If this Geiger was running indecent literature, thats no skin off my nose. But Im ready to admit it wont help my division any to have it washed over in the papers. What do you birds want?

Wilde looked at Ohls. Ohls said calmly: I want to turn a prisoner over to you. Lets go.

He stood up. Cronjager looked at him fiercely and stalked out of the room. Ohls went after him. The door closed again. Wilde tapped on his desk and stared at me with his clear blue eyes.

You ought to understand how any copper would feel about a cover-up like this, he said. Youll have to make statements of all of it — at least for the files. I think it may be possible to keep the two killings separate and to keep General Sternwoods name out of both of them. Do you know why Im not tearing your ear off?

No. I expected to get both ears torn off.

What are you getting for it all?

Twenty-five dollars a day and expenses.

That would make fifty dollars and a little gasoline so far.

About that.

He put his head on one side and rubbed the back of his left little finger along the lower edge of his chin.

And for that amount of money youre willing to get yourself in Dutch with half the law enforcement of this county?

I dont like it, I said. But what the hell am I to do? Im on a case. Im selling what I have to sell to make a living. What little guts and intelligence the Lord gave me and a willingness to get pushed around in Order to protect a client. Its against my principles to tell as much as Ive told tonight, without consulting the General. As for the cover-up, Ive been in police business myself, as you know. They come a dime a dozen in any big city. Cops get very large and emphatic when an outsider tries to hide anything, but they do the same things themselves every other day, to oblige their friends or anybody with a little pull. And Im not through. Im still on the case. Id do the same thing again, if I had to.

Providing Cronjager doesnt get your license, Wilde grinned. You said you held back a couple of personal matters. Of what import?

Im still on the case, I said, and stared straight into his eyes.

Wilde smiled at me. He had the frank daring smile of an Irishman. Let me tell you something, son. My father was a close friend of old Sternwood. Ive done all my office permits — and maybe a good deal more — to save the old man from grief. But in the long run it cant be done. Those girls of his are bound certain to hook up with something that cant be hushed, especially that little blonde brat. They ought not to be running around loose. I blame the old man for that. I guess he doesnt realize what the world is today. And theres another thing I might mention while were talking man to man and I dont have to growl at you. Ill bet a dollar to a Canadian dime that the Generals afraid his son-in-law, the ex-bootlegger, is mixed up in this somewhere, and what he really hoped you would find out is that he isnt. What do you think of that?

Regan didnt sound like a blackmailer, what I heard of him. He had a soft spot where he was and he walked out on it.

Wilde snorted. The softness of that spot neither you nor I could judge. If he was a certain sort of man, it would not have been so very soft. Did the General tell you he was looking for Regan?

He told me he wished he knew where he was and that he was all right. He liked Regan and was hurt the way he bounced off without telling the old man good-by.

Wilde leaned back and frowned. I see, he said in a changed voice. His hand moved the stuff on his desk around, laid Geigers blue notebook to one side and pushed the other exhibits toward me. You may as well take these, he said. Ive no further use for them.
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IT WAS CLOSE to eleven when I put my car away and walked around to the front of the Hobart Arms. The plate-glass door was put on the lock at ten, so I had to get my keys out. Inside, in the square barren lobby, a man put a green evening paper down beside a potted palm and {licked a cigarette butt into the tub the palm grew in. He stood up and waved his hat at me and said: The boss wants to talk to you. You sure keep your friends waiting, pal.

I stood still and looked at his flattened nose and club steak ear.

What about?

What do you care? Just keep your nose clean and everything will be jake. His hand hovered near the upper buttonhole of his open coat.

I smell of policemen, I said. Im too tired to talk, too tired to eat, too tired to think. But if you think Im not too tired to take orders from Eddie Mars — try getting your gat out before I shoot your good ear off.

Nuts. You aint got no gun. He stared at me levelly. His dark wiry brows closed in together and his mouth made a downward curve.

That was then, I told him. Im not always naked.

He waved his left hand. Okey. You win. I wasnt told to blast anybody. Youll hear from him.

Too late will be too soon, I said, and turned slowly as he passed me on his way to the door. He opened it and went out without looking back. I grinned at my own foolishness, went along to the elevator and upstairs to the apartment. I took Carmens little gun out of my pocket and laughed at it. Then I cleaned it thoroughly, oiled it, wrapped it in a piece of canton flannel and locked it up. I made myself a drink and was drinking it when the phone rang. I sat down beside the table on which it stood.

So youre tough tonight, Eddie Mars voice said.

Big, fast, tough and full of prickles. What can I do for you?

Cops over there — you know where. You keep me out of it?

Why should I?

Im nice to be nice to, soldier. Im not nice not to be nice to.

Listen hard and youll hear my teeth chattering.

He laughed dryly. Did you — or did you?

I did. Im damned if I know why. I guess it was just complicated enough without you.

Thanks, soldier. Who gunned him?

Read it in the paper tomorrow — maybe.

I want to know now.

Do you get everything you want?

No. Is that an answer, soldier?

Somebody you never heard of gunned him. Let it go at that.

If thats on the level, someday I may be able to do you a favor.

Hang up and let me go to bed.

He laughed again. Youre looking for Rusty Regan, arent you?

A lot of people seem to think I am, but Im not.

If you were, I could give you an idea. Drop in and see me down at the beach. Any time. Glad to see you.

Maybe.

Be seeing you then. The phone clicked and I sat holding it with a savage patience. Then I dialed the Sternwoods number and heard it ring four or live times and then the butlers suave voice saying: General Sternwoods residence.

This is Marlowe. Remember me? I met you about a hundred years ago — or was it yesterday?

Yes, Mr. Marlowe. I remember, of course.

Is Mrs. Regan home?

Yes, I believe so. Would you—

I cut in on him with a sudden change of mind. No. You give her the message. Tell her I have the pictures, all of them, and that everything is all right.

Yes ... yes....  The voice seemed to shake a little. You have the pictures — all of them — and everything is all right.... Yes, sir. I may say — thank you very much, sir.

The phone rang back in five minutes. I had finished my drink and it made me feel as if I could eat the dinner I had forgotten all about; I went out leaving the telephone ringing. It was ringing when I came back. It rang at intervals until half-past twelve. At that time I put my lights out and opened the windows up and muffled the phone bell with a piece of paper and went to bed. I had a bellyful of the Sternwood family.

I read all three of the morning papers over my eggs and bacon the next morning. Their accounts of the affair came as close to the truth as newspaper stories usually come — as close as Mars is to Saturn. None of the three connected Owen Taylor, driver of the Lido Pier Suicide Car, with the Laurel Canyon Exotic Bungalow Slaying. None of them mentioned the Sternwoods, Bernie Ohls or me. Owen Taylor was chauffeur to a wealthy family. Captain Cronjager of the Hollywood Division got all the credit for solving the two slayings in his district, which were supposed to arise out of a dispute over the proceeds from a wire service maintained by one Geiger in the back of the bookstore on Hollywood Boulevard. Brody had shot Geiger and Carol Lundgren had shot Brody in revenge. Police were holding Carol Lundgren in custody. He had confessed. He had a bad record — probably in high school. Police were also holding one Agnes Lozelle, Geigers secretary, as a material witness.

It was a nice write-up. It gave the impression that Geiger had been killed the night before, that Brody had been killed about an hour later, and that Captain Cronjager had solved both murders while lighting a cigarette. The suicide of Taylor made Page One of Section II. There was a photo of the sedan on the deck of the power lighter, with the license plate blacked out, and something covered with a cloth lying on the deck beside the running board. Owen Taylor had been despondent and in poor health. His family lived in Dubuque, and his body would be shipped there. There would be no inquest.
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CAPTAIN GREGORY OF the Missing Persons Bureau laid my card down on his wide flat desk and arranged it so that its edges exactly paralleled the edges of the desk. He studied it with his head on one side, grunted, swung around in his swivel chair and looked out of his window at the barred top floor of the Hall of Justice half a block away. He was a burly man with tired eyes and the slow deliberate movements of a night watchman. His voice was toneless, flat and uninterested.

Private dick, eh? he said, not looking at me at all, but looking out of his window. Smoke wisped from the blackened bowl of a briar that hung on his eye tooth. What can I do for you?

Im working for General Guy Sternwood, 3765 Alta Brea Crescent, West Hollywood.

Captain Gregory blew a little smoke from the corner of his mouth without removing the pipe. On what?

Not exactly on what youre working on, but Im interested. I thought you could help me.

Help you on what?

General Sternwoods a rich man, I said. Hes an old friend of the D.A.s father. If he wants to hire a full-time boy to run errands for him, thats no reflection on the police. Its just a luxury he is able to afford himself.

What makes you think Im doing anything for him?

I didnt answer that. He swung around slowly and heavily in his swivel chair and put his large feet flat on the bare linoleum that covered his floor. His office had the musty smell of years of routine. He stared at me bleakly.

I dont want to waste your time, Captain, I said and pushed my chair back — about four inches.

He didnt move. He kept on staring at me out of his washed-out tired eyes. You know the D.A.?

Ive met him. I worked for him once. I know Bernie Ohls, his chief investigator, pretty well.

Captain Gregory reached for a phone and mumbled into it: Get me Ohls at the D.A.s office.

He sat holding the phone down on its cradle. Moments passed. Smoke drifted from his pipe. His eyes were heavy and motionless like his hand. The bell tinkled and he reached for my card with his left hand. Ohls? ... Al Gregory at headquarters. A guy named Philip Marlowe is in my office. His card says hes a private investigator. He wants information from me.... Yeah? What does he look like? ... Okey, thanks.

He dropped the phone and took his pipe out of his mouth and tamped the tobacco with the brass cap of a heavy pencil. He did it carefully and solemnly, as if that was as important as anything he would have to do that day. He leaned back and stared at me some more.

What you want?

An idea of what progress youre making, if any.

He thought that over. Regan? he asked finally.

Sure.

Know him?

I never saw him. I hear hes a good-looking Irishman in his late thirties, that he was once in the liquor racket, that he married General Sternwoods older daughter and that they didnt click. Im told he disappeared about a month back.

Sternwood oughta think himself lucky instead of hiring private talent to beat around in the tall grass.

The General took a big fancy to him. Such things happen. The old man is crippled and lonely. Regan used to sit around with him and keep him company.

What you think you can do that we cant do?

Nothing at all, in so far as finding Regan goes. But theres a rather mysterious blackmail angle. I want to make sure Regan isnt involved. Knowing where he is or isnt might help.

Brother, Id like to help you, but I dont know where he is. He pulled down the curtain and thats that.

Pretty hard to do against your organization, isnt it, Captain?

Yeah — but it can be done — for a while. He touched a bell button on the side of his desk. A middle-aged woman put her head in at a side door. Get me the file on Terence Regan, Abba.

The door closed. Captain Gregory and I looked at each other in some more heavy silence. The door opened again and the woman put a tabbed green file on his desk. Captain Gregory nodded her out, put a pair of heavy horn-rimmed glasses on his veined nose and turned the papers in the file over slowly. I rolled a cigarette around in my fingers.

He blew on the 16th of September, he said. The only thing important about that is it was the chauffeurs day off and nobody saw Regan take his car out. It was late afternoon, though. We found the car four days later in a garage belonging to a ritzy bungalow court place near the Sunset Towers. A garage man reported it to the stolen car detail, said it didnt belong there. The place is called the Casa de Oro. Theres an angle to that Ill tell you about in a minute. We couldnt find out anything about who put the car in there. We print the car but dont find any prints that are on file anywhere. The car in that garage dont jibe with foul play, although theres a reason to suspect foul play. It jibes with something else Ill tell you about in a minute.

I said: That jibes with Eddie Mars wife being on the missing list.

He looked annoyed. Yeah. We investigate the tenants and find shes living there. Left about the time Regan did, within two days anyway. A guy who sounds a bit like Regan had been seen with her, but we dont get a positive identification. Its goddamned funny in this police racket how an old woman can look out of a window and see a guy running and pick him out of a line-up six months later, but we can show hotel help a clear photo and they just cant be sure.

Thats one of the qualifications for good hotel help, I said.

Yeah. Eddie Mars and his wife didnt live together, but they were friendly, Eddie says. Heres some of the possibilities. First off Regan carried fifteen grand, packed it in his clothes all the time. Real money, they tell me. Not just a top card and a bunch of hay. Thats a lot of jack but this Regan might be the boy to have it around so he could take it out and look at it when somebody was looking at him. Then again maybe he wouldnt give a damn. His wife says he never made a nickel off of old man Sternwood except room and board and a Packard 120 his wife gave him. Tie that for an ex-legger in the rich gravy.

It beats me, I said.

Well, here we are with a guy who ducks out and has fifteen grand in his pants and folks know it. Well, thats money. I might duck out myself, if I had fifteen grand, and me with two kids in high school. So the first thought is somebody rolls him for it and rolls him too hard, so they have to take him out in the desert and plant him among the cactuses. But I dont like that too well. Regan carried a gat and had plenty of experience using it, and not just in a greasy-faced liquor mob. I understand he commanded a whole brigade in the Irish troubles back in 1922 or whenever it was. A guy like that wouldnt be white meat to a heister. Then, his car being in that garage makes whoever rolled him know he was sweet on Eddie Mars wife, which he was, I guess, but it aint something every poolroom bum would know.

Got a photo? I asked.

Him, not her. Thats funny too. Theres a lot of funny angles to this case. Here. He pushed a shiny print across the desk and I looked at an Irish face that was more sad than merry and more reserved than brash. Not the face of a tough guy and not the face of a man who could be pushed around much by anybody. Straight dark brows with strong bone under them. A forehead wide rather than high, a mat of dark clustering hair, a thin short nose, a wide mouth. A chin that had strong lines but was small for the mouth. A face that looked a little taut, the face of a man who would move fast and play for keeps. I passed the print back. I would know that face, if I saw it.

Captain Gregory knocked his pipe out and refilled it and tamped the tobacco down with his thumb. He lit it, blew smoke and began to talk again.

Well, there could be people who would know he was sweet on Eddie Mars frau. Besides Eddie himself. For a wonder he knew it. But he dont seem to give a damn. We check him pretty thoroughly around that time. Of course Eddie wouldnt have knocked him off out of jealousy. The set-up would point to him too obvious.

It depends how smart he is, I said. He might try the double bluff.

Captain Gregory shook his head. If hes smart enough to get by in his racket, hes too smart for that. I get your idea. He pulls the dumb play because he thinks we wouldnt expect him to pull the dumb play. From a police angle thats wrong. Because hed have us in his hair so much it would interfere with his business. You might think a dumb play would be smart. I might think so. The rank and file wouldnt. Theyd make his life miserable. Ive ruled it out. If Im wrong, you can prove it on me and Ill eat my chair cushion. Till then Im leaving Eddie in the clear. jealousy is a bad motive for his type. Top-flight racketeers have business brains. They learn to do things that are good policy and let their personal feelings take care of themselves. Im leaving that out.

What are you leaving in?

The dame and Regan himself. Nobody else. She was a blonde then, but she wont be now. we dont find her car, so they probably left in it. They had a long start on us — fourteen days. Except for that car of Regans I dont figure wed have got the case at all. Of course Im used to them that way, especially in good-class families. And of course everything Ive done has had to be under the hat.

He leaned back and thumped the arms of his chair with the heels of his large heavy hands.

I dont see nothing to do but wait, he said. Weve got readers out, but its too soon to look for results. Regan had fifteen grand we know of. The girl had some, maybe a lot in rocks. But theyll run out of dough some day. Regan will cash a check, drop a marker, write a letter. Theyre in a strange town and theyve got new names, but theyve got the same old appetites. They got to get back in the fiscal system.

What did the girl do before she married Eddie Mars?

Torcher.

Cant you get any old professional photos?

No. Eddie must of had some, but he wont loosen up. He wants her let alone. I cant make him. Hes got friends in town, or he wouldnt be what he is. He grunted. Any of this do you any good?

I said: Youll never find either of them. The Pacific Ocean is too close.

What I said about my chair cushion still goes. Well find him. It may take time. It could take a year or two.

General Sternwood may not live that long, I said.

Weve done all we could, brother. If he wants to put out a reward and spend some money, we might get results. The city dont give me the kind of money it takes. His large eyes peered at me and his scratchy eyebrows moved. You serious about thinking Eddie put them both down?

I laughed. No. I was just kidding. I think what you think, Captain. That Regan ran away with a woman who meant more to him than a rich wife he didnt get along with. Besides, she isnt rich yet.

You met her, I suppose?

Yes. Shed make a jazzy week-end, but shed be wearing for a steady diet.

He grunted and I thanked him for his time and information and left. A gray Plymouth sedan tailed me away from the City Hall. I gave it a chance to catch up with me on a quiet street. It refused the offer, so I shook it off and went about my business.
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I DIDNT GO near the Sternwood family. I went back to the office and sat in my swivel chair and tried to catch up on my footdangling. There was a gusty wind blowing in at the windows and the soot from the oil burners of the hotel next door was down-drafted into the room and rolling across the top of the desk like tumbleweed drifting across a vacant lot. I was thinking about going out to lunch and that life was pretty flat and that it would probably be just as flat if I took a drink and that taking a drink all alone at that time of day wouldnt be any fun anyway. I was thinking this when Norris called up. In his carefully polite manner he said that General Sternwood was not feeling very well and that certain items in the newspaper had been read to him and he assumed that my investigation was now completed.

Yes, as regards Geiger, I said. I didnt shoot him, you know.

The General didnt suppose you did, Mr. Marlowe.

Does the General know anything about those photographs Mrs. Regan was worrying about?

No, sir. Decidedly not.

Did you know what the General gave me?

Yes, sir. Three notes and a card, I believe.

Right. I1l return them. As to the photos I think Id better just destroy them.

Very good, sir. Mrs. Regan tried to reach you a number of times last night—

I was out getting drunk, I said.

Yes. Very necessary, sir, Im sure. The General has instructed me to send you a check for five hundred dollars. Will that be satisfactory?

More than generous, I said.

And I presume we may now consider the incident closed?

Oh sure. Tight as a vault with a busted time lock.

Thank you, sir. I am sure we all appreciate it. When the General is feeling a little better — possibly tomorrow — he would like to thank you in person.

Fine, I said. Ill come out and drink some more of his brandy, maybe with champagne.

I shall see that some is properly iced, the old boy said, almost with a smirk in his voice.

That was that. We said good-by and hung up. The coffee shop smell from next door came in at the windows with the soot but failed to make me hungry. So I got out my office bottle and took the drink and let my self-respect ride its own race.

I counted it up on my fingers. Rusty Regan had run away from a lot of money and a handsome wife to go wandering with a vague blonde who was more or less married to a racketeer named Eddie Mars. He had gone suddenly without good-bys and there might be any number of reasons for that. The General had been too proud, or, at the first interview he gave me, too careful, to tell me the Missing Persons Bureau had the matter in hand. The Missing Persons people were dead on their feet on it and evidently didnt think it worth bothering over. Regan had done what he had done and that was his business. I agreed with Captain Gregory that Eddie Mars would have been very unlikely to involve himself in a double murder just because another man had gone to town with the blonde he was not even living with. It might have annoyed him, but business is business, and you have to hold your teeth clamped around Hollywood to keep from chewing on stray blondes. If there had been a lot of money involved, that would be different. But fifteen grand wouldnt be a lot of money to Eddie Mars. He was no two-bit chiseler like Brody.

Geiger was dead and Carmen would have to find some other shady character to drink exotic blends of hootch with. I didnt suppose she would have any trouble. All she would have to do would be to stand on the corner for five minutes and look coy. I hoped that the next grifter who dropped the hook on her would play her a little more smoothly, a little more for the long haul rather than the quick touch.

Mrs. Regan knew Eddie Mars well enough to borrow money from him. That was natural, if she played roulette and was a good loser. Any gambling house owner would lend a good client money in a pinch. Apart from this they had an added bond of interest in Regan. He was her husband and he had gone off with Eddie Mars wife.

Carol Lundgren, the boy killer with the limited vocabulary, was out of circulation for a long, long time, even if they didnt strap him in a chair over a bucket of acid. They wouldnt, because he would take a plea and save the county money. They all do when they dont have the price of a big lawyer. Agnes Lozelle was in custody as a material witness. They wouldnt need her for that, if Carol took a plea, and if he pleaded guilty on arraignment, they would turn her loose. They wouldnt want to open up any angles on Geigers business, apart from which they had nothing on her.

That left me. I had concealed a murder and suppressed evidence for twenty-four hours, but I was still at large and had a five-hundred-dollar check coming. The smart thing for me to do was to take another drink and forget the whole mess.

That being the obviously smart thing to do, I called Eddie Mars and told him I was coming down to Las Olindas that evening to talk to him. That was how smart I was.

I got down there about nine, under a hard high October moon that lost itself in the top layers of a beach fog. The Cypress Club was at the far end of the town, a rambling frame mansion that had once been the summer residence of a rich man named De Cazens, and later had been a hotel. It was now a big dark outwardly shabby place in a thick grove of wind-twisted Monterey cypresses, which gave it its name. It had enormous scrolled porches, turrets all over the place, stained-glass trims around the big windows, big empty stables at the back, a general air of nostalgic decay. Eddie Mars had left the outside much as he had found it, instead of making it over to look like an MGM set. I left my car on a street with sputtering arc lights and walked into the grounds along a damp gravel path to the main entrance. A doorman in a double-breasted guards coat let me into a huge dim silent lobby from which a white oak staircase curved majestically up to the darkness of an upper floor. I checked my hat and coat and waited, listening to music and confused voices behind heavy double doors. They seemed a long way off, and not quite of the same world as the building itself. Then the slim pasty-faced blond man who had been with Eddie Mars and the pug at Geigers place came through a door under the staircase, smiled at me bleakly and took me back with him along a carpeted hall to the bosss office.

This was a square room with a deep old bay window and a stone fireplace in which a fire of juniper logs burned lazily. It was wainscoted in walnut and had a frieze of faded damask above the paneling. The ceiling was high and remote. There was a smell of cold sea.

Eddie Mars dark sheenless desk didnt belong in the room, but neither did anything made after 1900. His carpet had a Florida suntan. There was a bartop radio in the corner and a Sévres china tea set on a copper tray beside a samovar. I wondered who that was for. There was a door in the corner that had a time lock on it.

Eddie Mars grinned at me sociably and shook hands and moved his chin at the vault. Im a pushover for a heist mob here except for that thing, he said cheerfully. The local johns drop in every morning and watch me open it. I have an arrangement with them.

You hinted you had something for me, I said. What is it?

Whats your hurry? Have a drink and sit down.

No hurry at all. You and I havent anything to talk about but business.

Youll have the drink and like it, he said. He mixed a couple and put mine down beside a red leather chair and stood crosslegged against the desk himself, one hand in the side pocket of his midnight-blue dinner jacket, the thumb outside and the nail glistening. In dinner clothes he looked a little harder than in gray flannel, but he still looked like a horse-man. We drank and nodded at each other.

Ever been here before? he asked.

During prohibition. I dont get any kick out of gambling.

Not with money, he smiled. You ought to look in tonight. One of your friends is outside betting the wheels. I hear shes doing pretty well. Vivian Regan.

I sipped my drink and took one of his monogrammed cigarettes.

I kind of liked the way you handled that yesterday, he said. You made me sore at the time but I could see afterwards how right you were. You and I ought to get along. How much do I owe you?

For doing what?

Still careful, eh? I have my pipe line into headquarters, or I wouldnt be here. I get them the way they happen, not the way you read them in the papers. He showed me his large white teeth.

How much have you got? I asked.

Youre not talking money?

Information was the way I understood it.

Information about what?

You have a short memory. Regan.

Oh, that. He waved his glistening nails in the quiet light from one of those bronze lamps that shoot a beam at the ceiling. I hear you got the information already. I felt I owed you a fee. Im used to paying for nice treatment.

I didnt drive down here to make a touch. I get paid for what I do. Not much by your standards, but I make out. One customer at a time is a good rule. You didnt bump Regan off, did you?

No. Did you think I did?

I wouldnt put it past you.

He laughed. Youre kidding.

I laughed. Sure, Im kidding. I never saw Regan, but I saw his photo. You havent got the men for the work. And while were on that subject dont send me any more gun punks with orders. I might get hysterical and blow one down.

He looked through his glass at the fire, set it down on the end of the desk and wiped his lips with a sheer lawn handkerchief.

You talk a good game, he said. But I dare say you can break a hundred and ten. Youre not really interested in Regan, are you?

No, not professionally. I havent been asked to be. But I know somebody who would like to know where he is.

She doesnt give a damn, he said.

I mean her father.

He wiped his lips again and looked at the handkerchief almost as if he expected to find blood on it. He drew his thick gray eyebrows close together and lingered the side of his weatherbeaten nose.

Geiger was trying to blackmail the General, I said. The General wouldnt say so, but I figure he was at least half scared Regan might be behind it.

Eddie Mars laughed. Uh-uh. Geiger worked that one on everybody. It was strictly his own idea. Hed get notes from people that looked legal — were legal, I dare say, except that he wouldnt have dared sue on them. Hed present the notes, with a nice flourish, leaving himself empty-handed. If he drew an ace, he had a prospect that scared and he went to work. If he didnt draw an ace, he just dropped the whole thing.

Clever guy, I said. He dropped it all right. Dropped it and fell on it. How come you know all this?

He shrugged impatiently. I wish to Christ I didnt know half the stuff thats brought to me. Knowing other peoples business is the worst investment a man can make in my circle. Then if it was just Geiger you were after, youre washed up on that angle.

Washed up and paid off.

Im sorry about that. I wish old Sternwood would hire himself a soldier like you on a straight salary, to keep those girls of his home at least a few nights a week.

Why?

His mouth looked sulky. Theyre plain trouble. Take the dark one. Shes a pain in the neck around here. If she loses, she plunges and I end up with a fistful of paper which nobody will discount at any price. She has no money of her own except an allowance and whats in the old mans will is a secret. If she wins, she takes my money home with her.

You get it back the next night, I said.

I get some of it back. But over a period of time Im loser.

He looked earnestly at me, as if that was important to me. I wondered why he thought it necessary to tell me at all. I yawned and finished my drink.

Im going out and look the joint over, I said.

Yes, do. He pointed to a door near the vault door. That leads to a door behind the tables.

Id rather go in the way the suckers enter.

Okey. As you please. Were friends, arent we, soldier?

Sure. I stood up and we shook hands.

Maybe I can do you a real favor some day, he said. You got it all from Gregory this time.

So you own a piece of him too.

Oh not that bad. Were just friends.

I stared at him for a moment, then went over to the door I had come in at. I looked back at him when I had it open.

You dont have anybody tailing me around in a gray Plymouth sedan, do you?

His eyes widened sharply. He looked jarred. Hell, no. Why should I?

I couldnt imagine, I said, and went on out. I thought his surprise looked genuine enough to be believed. I thought he even looked a little worried. I couldnt think of any reason for that.
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IT WAS ABOUT ten-thirty when the little yellow-sashed Mexican orchestra got tired of playing a low-voiced, prettied-up rhumba that nobody was dancing to. The gourd player rubbed his finger tips together as if they were sore and got a cigarette into his mouth almost with the same movement. The other four, with a timed simultaneous stoop, reached under their chairs for glasses from which they sipped, smacking their lips and flashing their eyes. Tequila, their manner said. It was probably mineral water. The pretense was as wasted as the music. Nobody was looking at them.

The room had been a ballroom once and Eddie Mars had changed it only as much as his business compelled him. No chromium glitter, no indirect lighting from behind angular cornices, no fused glass pictures, or chairs in violent leather and polished metal tubing, none of the pseudo-modernistic circus of the typical Hollywood night trap. The light was from heavy crystal chandeliers and the rose-damask panels of the wall were still the same rose damask, a little faded by time and darkened by dust, that had been matched long ago against the parquetry floor, of which only a small glass-smooth space in front of the little Mexican orchestra showed bare. The rest was covered by a heavy old-rose carpeting that must have cost plenty. The parquetry was made of a dozen kinds of hardwood, from Burma teak through half a dozen shades of oak and ruddy wood that looked like mahogany, and fading out to the hard pale wild lilac of the California hills, all laid in elaborate patterns, with the accuracy of a transit.

It was still a beautiful room and now there was roulette in it instead of measured, old-fashioned dancing. There were three tables close to the far wall. A low bronze railing joined them and made a fence around the croupiers. All three tables were working, but the crowd was at the middle one. I could see Vivian Regans black head close to it, from across the room where I was leaning against the bar and turning a small glass of bacardi around on the mahogany.

The bartender leaned beside me watching the cluster of well-dressed people at the middle table. Shes pickin em tonight, right on the nose, he said. That tall blackheaded frail.

Who is she?

I wouldnt know her name. She comes here a lot though.

The hell you wouldnt know her name.

I just work here, mister, he said without any animosity. Shes all alone too. The guy was with her passed out. They took him out to his car.

Ill take her home, I said.

The hell you will. Well, I wish you luck anyways. Should I gentle up that bacardi or do you like it the way it is?

I like it the way it is as well as I like it at all, I said.

Me, Id just as leave drink croup medicine, he said.

The crowd parted and two men in evening clothes pushed their way out and I saw the back of her neck and her bare shoulders in the opening. She wore a low-cut dress of dull green velvet. It looked too dressy for the occasion. The crowd closed and hid all but her black head. The two men came across the room and leaned against the bar and asked for Scotch and soda. One of them was flushed and excited. He was mopping his face with a black-bordered handkerchief. The double satin stripes down the side of his trousers were wide enough for tire tracks.

Boy, I never saw such a run, he said in a jittery voice. Eight wins and two stand-offs in a row on that red. Thats roulette, boy, thats roulette.

lt gives me the itch, the other one said. Shes betting a grand at a crack. She cant lose. They put their beaks in their drinks, gurgled swiftly and went back.

So wise the little men are, the barkeep drawled. A grand a crack, huh. I saw an old horseface in Havana once—

The noise swelled over at the middle table and a chiseled foreign voice rose above it saying: If you will just be patient a moment, madam. The table cannot cover your bet. Mr. Mars will be here in a moment.

I left my bacardi and padded across the carpet. The little orchestra started to play a tango, rather loud. No one was dancing or intending to dance. I moved through a scattering of people in dinner clothes and full evening dress and sports clothes and business suits to the end table at the left. It had gone dead. Two croupiers stood behind it with their heads together and their eyes sideways. One moved a rake back and forth aimlessly over the empty layout. They were both staring at Vivian Regan.

Her long lashes twitched and her face looked unnaturally white. She was at the middle table, exactly opposite the wheel. There was a disordered pile of money and chips in front of her. It looked like a lot of money. She spoke to the croupier with a cool, insolent, ill-tempered drawl.

What kind of a cheap outfit is this, Id like to know. Get busy and spin that wheel, highpockets. I want one more play and Im playing table stakes. You take it away fast enough Ive noticed, but when it comes to dishing it out you start to whine.

The croupier smiled a cold polite smile that had looked at thousands of boors and millions of fools. His tall dark disinterested manner was flawless. He said gravely: The table cannot cover your bet, madam. You have over sixteen thousand dollars there.

Its your money, the girl jeered. Dont you want it back?

A man beside her tried to tell her something. She turned swiftly and spat something at him and he faded back into the crowd red-faced. A door opened in the paneling at the far end of the enclosed place made by the bronze railing. Eddie Mars came through the door with a set indifferent smile on his face, his hands thrust into the pockets of his dinner jacket, both thumbnails glistening outside. He seemed to like that pose. He strolled behind the croupiers and stopped at the corner of the middle table. He spoke with lazy calm, less politely than the croupier.

Something the matter, Mrs. Regan?

She turned her face to him with a sort of lunge. I saw the curve of her cheek stiffen, as if with an almost unbearable inner tautness. She didnt answer him.

Eddie Mars said gravely: If youre not playing any more, you must let me send someone home with you.

The girl flushed. Her cheekbones stood out white in her face. Then she laughed off-key. She said bitterly:

One more play, Eddie. Everything I have on the red. I like red. Its the color of blood.

Eddie Mars smiled faintly, then nodded and reached into his inner breast pocket. He drew out a large pinseal wallet with gold corners and tossed it carelessly along the table to the croupier. Cover her bet in even thousands, he said, if no one objects to this turn of the wheel being just for the lady.

No one objected, Vivian Regan leaned down and pushed all her winnings savagely with both hands on to the large red diamond on the layout.

The croupier leaned over the table without haste. He counted and stacked her money and chips, placed all but a few chips and bills in 3 neat pile and pushed the rest back off the layout with his rake. He opened Eddie Mars wallet and drew out two flat packets of thousand-dollar bills. He broke one, counted six bills out, added them to the unbroken packet, put the four loose bills in the wallet and laid it aside as carelessly as if it had been a packet of matches. Eddie Mars didnt touch the wallet. Nobody moved except the croupier. He spun the wheel lefthanded and sent the ivory ball skittering along the upper edge with a casual flirt of his wrist. Then he drew his hands back and folded his arms.

Vivians lips parted slowly until her teeth caught the light and glittered like knives. The ball drifted lazily down the slope of the wheel and bounced on the chromium ridges above the numbers. After a long time and then very suddenly motion left it with a dry click. The wheel slowed, carrying the ball around with it. The croupier didnt unfold his arms until the wheel had entirely ceased to revolve.

The red wins, he said formally, without interest. The little ivory ball lay in Red 25, the third number from the Double Zero. Vivian Regan put her head back and laughed triumphantly.

The croupier lifted his rake and slowly pushed the stack of thousand-dollar bills across the layout, added them to the stake, pushed everything slowly out of the field of play.

Eddie Mars smiled, put his wallet back in his pocket, turned on his heel and left the room through the door in the paneling.

A dozen people let their breath out at the same time and broke for the bar. I broke with them and got to the far end of the room before Vivian had gathered up her winnings and turned away from the table. I went out into the large quiet lobby, got my hat and coat from the check girl, dropped a quarter in her tray and went out on the porch. The doorman loomed up beside me and said: Can I get your car for you, sir?

I said: Im just going for a walk.

The scrollwork along the edge of the porch was wet with the fog. The fog dripped from the Monterey cypresses that shadowed off into nothing towards the cliff above the ocean. You could see a scant dozen feet in any direction. I went down the porch steps and drifted off through the trees, following an indistinct path until I could hear the wash of the surf licking at the fog, low down at the bottom of the cliff. There wasnt a gleam of light anywhere. I could see a dozen trees clearly at one time, another dozen dimly, then nothing at all but the fog. I circled to the left and drifted back towards the gravel path that went around to the stables where they parked the cars. When I could make out the outlines of the house I stopped. A little in front of me I had heard a man cough.

My steps hadnt made any sound on the soft moist turf. The man coughed again, then stifled the cough with a handkerchief or a sleeve. While he was still doing that I moved forward closer to him. I made him out, a vague shadow close to the path. Something made me step behind a tree and crouch down. The man turned his head. His face should have been a white blur when he did that. It wasnt. It remained dark. There was a mask over it.

I waited, behind the tree.
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LIGHT STEPS, THE steps of a woman, came along the invisible pathway and the man in front of me moved forward and seemed to lean against the fog. I couldnt see the woman, then I could see her indistinctly. The arrogant carriage of her head seemed familiar. The man stepped out very quickly. The two figures blended in the fog, seemed to be part of the fog. There was dead silence for a moment. Then the man said:

This is a gun, lady. Gentle now. Sound carries in the fog. Just hand me the bag.

The girl didnt make a sound. I moved forward a step. Quite suddenly I could see the foggy fuzz on the mans hat brim. The girl stood motionless. Then her breathing began to make a rasping sound, like a small file on soft wood.

Yell, the man said, and Ill cut you in half.

She didnt yell. She didnt move. There was a movement from him, and a dry chuckle. It better be in here, he said. A catch clicked and a fumbling sound came to me. The man turned and came towards my tree. When he had taken three or four steps he chuckled again. The chuckle was something out of my own memories. I reached a pipe out of my pocket and held it like a gun.

I called out softly: Hi, Lanny.

The man stopped dead and started to bring his hand up. I said: No. I told you never to do that, Lanny. Youre covered.

Nothing moved. The girl back on the path didnt move. I didnt move. Lanny didnt move.

Put the bag down between your feet, kid, I told him. Slow and easy.

He bent down. I jumped out and reached him still bent over. He straightened up against me breathing hard. His hands were empty.

Tell me I cant get away with it, I said. I leaned against him and took the gun out of his overcoat pocket. Somebodys always giving me guns, I told him. Im weighted down with them till I walk all crooked. Beat it.

Our breaths met and mingled, our eyes were like the eyes of two tomcats on a wall. I stepped back.

On your way, Lanny. No hard feelings. You keep it quiet and I keep it quiet. Okey?

Okey, he said thickly.

The fog swallowed him. The faint sound of his steps and then nothing. I picked the bag up and felt in it and went towards the path. She still stood there motionless, a gray fur coat held tight around her throat with an ungloved hand on which a ring made a faint glitter. She wore no hat. Her dark parted hair was part of the darkness of the night. Her eyes too.

Nice work, Marlowe. Are you my bodyguard now? Her voice had a harsh note.

Looks that way. Heres the bag.

She took it. I said: Have you a car with you?

She laughed. I came with a man. What are you doing here?

Eddie Mars wanted to see me.

I didnt know you knew him. Why?

I dont mind telling you. He thought I was looking for somebody he thought had run away with his wife.

Were you?

No.

Then what did you come for?

To find out why he thought I was looking for somebody he thought had run away with his wife.

Did you find out?

No.

You leak information like a radio announcer, she said. I suppose its none of my business — even if the man was my husband. I thought you werent interested in that.

People keep throwing it at me.

She clicked her teeth in annoyance. The incident of the masked man with the gun seemed to have made no impression on her at all. Well, take me to the garage, she said. I have to look in at my escort.

We walked along the path and around a corner of the building and there was light ahead, then around another corner and came to a bright enclosed stable yard lit with two floodlights. It was still paved with brick and still sloped down to a grating in the middle. Cars glistened and a man in a brown smock got up off a stool and came forward.

Is my boy friend still blotto? Vivian asked him carelessly.

Im afraid he is, miss. I put a rug over him and run the windows up. Hes okey, I guess. Just kind of resting.

We went over to a big Cadillac and the man in the smock pulled the rear door open. On the wide back seat, loosely arranged, covered to the chin with a plaid robe, a man lay snoring with his mouth open. He Seemed to be a big blond man who would hold a lot of liquor.

Meet Mr. Larry Cobb, Vivian said. Mister Cobb — Mister Marlowe.

I grunted.

Mr. Cobb was my escort, she said. Such a nice escort, Mr. Cobb. So attentive. You should see him sober. I should see him sober. Somebody should see him sober. I mean, just for the record. So it could become a part of history, that brief flashing moment, soon buried in time, but never forgotten — when Larry Cobb was sober.

Yeah, I said.

Ive even thought of marrying him, she went on in a high strained voice, as if the shock of the stick-up was just beginning to get to her. At odd times when nothing pleasant would come into my mind. We all have those spells. Lots of money, you know. A yacht, a place on Long Island, a place at Newport, a place at Bermuda, places dotted here and there all over the world probably — just a good Scotch bottle apart. And to Mr. Cobb a bottle of Scotch is not very far.

Yeah, I said. Does he have a driver to take him home?

Dont say yeah. Its common. She looked at me with arched eyebrows. The man in the smock was chewing his lower lip hard. Oh, undoubtedly a whole platoon of drivers. They probably do squads right in front of the garage every morning, buttons shining, harness gleaming, white gloves immaculate — a sort of West Point elegance about them.

Well, where the hell is this driver? I asked.

He drove hisself tonight, the man in the smock said, almost apologetically. I could call his home and have somebody come down for him.

Vivian turned around and smiled at him as if he had just presented her with a diamond tiara. That would be lovely, she said. Would you do that? I really wouldnt want Mr. Cobb to die like that — with his mouth open. Someone might think he had died of thirst.

The man in the smock said: Not if they sniffed him, miss.

She opened her bag and grabbed a handful of paper money and pushed it at him. Youll take care of him, Im sure.

Jeeze, the man said, pop-eyed. I sure will, miss.

Regan is the name, she said sweetly. Mrs. Regan. Youll probably see me again. Havent been here long, have you?

Nom. His hands were doing frantic things with the fistful of money he was holding.

Youll get to love it here, she said. She took hold of my arm. Lets ride in your car, Marlowe.

Its outside on the street.

Quite all right with me, Marlowe. I love a nice walk in the fog. You meet such interesting people.

Oh, nuts, I said.

She held on to my arm and began to shake. She held me hard all the way to the car. She had stopped shaking by the time we reached it. I drove down a curving lane of trees on the blind side of the house. The lane opened on De Cazens Boulevard, the main drag of Las Olindas. We passed under the ancient sputtering arc lights and after a while there was a town, buildings, dead-looking stores, a service station with a light over a nightbell, and at last a drugstore that was still open.

You better have a drink, I said.

She moved her chin, a point of paleness in the corner of the seat. I turned diagonally into the curb and parked. A little black coffee and a smattering of rye would go well, I said.

I could get as drunk as two sailors and love it.

I held the door for her and she got out close to me, brushing my cheek with her hair. We went into the drugstore. I bought a pint of rye at the liquor counter and carried it over to the stools and set it down on the cracked marble counter.

Two coffees, I said. Black, strong and made this year.

You cant drink liquor in here, the clerk said. He had a washed-out blue smock, was thin on top as to hair, had fairly honest eyes and his chin would never hit a wall before he saw it.

Vivian Regan reached into her bag for a pack of cigarettes and shook a couple loose just like a man. She held them towards me.

Its against the law to drink liquor in here, the clerk said.

I lit the cigarettes and didnt pay any attention to him. He drew two cups of coffee from a tarnished nickel urn and set them in front of us. He looked at the bottle of rye, muttered under his breath and said wearily: Okey, Ill watch the street while you pour it.

He went and stood at the display window with his back to us and his ears hanging out.

My hearts in my mouth doing this, I said, and unscrewed the top of the whiskey bottle and loaded the coffee. The law enforcement in this town is terrific. All through prohibition Eddie Mars place was a night club and they had two uniformed men in the lobby every night — to see that the guests didnt bring their own liquor instead of buying it from the house.

The clerk turned suddenly and walked back behind the counter and went in behind the little glass window of the prescription room.

We sipped our loaded coffee. I looked at Vivians face in the mirror back of the coffee urn. It was taut, pale, beautiful and wild. Her lips were red and harsh.

You have wicked eyes, I said. Whats Eddie Mars got on you?

She looked at me in the mirror. I took plenty away from him tonight at roulette — starting with five grand I borrowed from him yesterday and didnt have to use.

That might make him sore. You think he sent that loogan after you?

Whats a loogan?

A guy with a gun.

Are you a loogan?

Sure, I laughed. But strictly speaking a loogan is on the wrong side of the fence.

I often wonder if there is a wrong side.

Were losing the subject. What has Eddie Mars got on you?

You mean a hold on me of some sort?

Yes.

Her lip curled. Wittier, please, Marlowe. Much wittier.

Hows the General? I dont pretend to be witty.

Not too well. He didnt get up today. You could at least stop questioning me.

I remember a time when I thought the same about you. How much does the General know?

He probably knows everything.

Norris would tell him?

No. Wilde, the District Attorney, was out to see him. Did you burn those pictures?

Sure. You worry about your little sister, dont you — from time to time.

I think shes all I do worry about. I worry about Dad in a way, to keep things from him.

He hasnt many illusions, I said, but I suppose he still has pride.

Were his blood. Thats the hell of it. She stared at me in the mirror with deep, distant eyes. I dont want him to die despising his own blood. It was always wild blood, but it wasnt always rotten blood.

Is it now?

I guess you think so.

Not yours. Youre just playing the part.

She looked down. I sipped some more coffee and lit another cigarette for us. So you shoot people, she said quietly. Youre a killer.

Me? How?

The papers and the police fixed it up nicely. But I dont believe everything I read.

Oh, you think I accounted for Geiger — or Brody — or both of them.

She didnt say anything. I didnt have to, I said. I might have, I suppose, and got away with it. Neither of them would have hesitated to throw lead at me.

That makes you just a killer at heart, like all cops.

Oh, nuts.

One of those dark deadly quiet men who have no more feelings than a butcher has for slaughtered meat. I knew it the first time I saw you.

Youve got enough shady friends to know different.

Theyre all soft compared to you.

Thanks, lady. Youre no English muffin yourself.

Lets get out of this rotten little town.

I paid the check, put the bottle of rye in my pocket, and we left. The clerk still didnt like me.

We drove away from Las Olindas through a series of little dank beach towns with shack-like houses built down on the sand close to the rumble of the surf and larger houses built back on the slopes behind. A yellow window shone here and there, but most of the houses were dark. A smell of kelp came in off the water and lay on the fog. The tires sang on the moist concrete of the boulevard. The world was a wet emptiness.

We were close to Del Rey before she spoke to me for the first time since we left the drugstore. Her voice had a muffled sound, as if something was throbbing deep under it.

Drive down by the Del Rey beach club. I want to look at the water. Its the next street on the left.

There was a winking yellow light at the intersection. I turned the car and slid down a slope with a high bluff on one side, interurban tracks to the right, a low straggle of lights far off beyond the tracks, and then very far off a glitter of pier lights and a haze in the sky over a city. That way the fog was almost gone. The road crossed the tracks where they turned to run under the bluff, then reached a paved strip of waterfront highway that bordered an open and uncluttered beach. Cars were parked along the sidewalk, facing out to sea, dark. The lights of the beach club were a few hundred yards away.

I braked the car against the curb and switched the headlights off and sat with my hands on the wheel. Under the thinning fog the surf curled and creamed, almost without sound, like a thought trying to form itself on the edge of consciousness.

Move closer, she said almost thickly.

I moved out from under the wheel into the middle of the seat. She turned her body a little away from me as if to peer out of the window. Then she let herself fall backwards, without a sound, into my arms. Her head almost struck the wheel. Her eyes were closed, her face was dim. Then I saw that her eyes opened and flickered, the shine of them visible even in the darkness.

Hold me close, you beast, she said.

I put my arms around her loosely at first. Her hair had a harsh feeling against my face. I tightened my arms and lifted her up. I brought her face slowly up to my face. Her eyelids were flickering rapidly, like moth wings.

I kissed her tightly and quickly. Then a long slow clinging kiss. Her lips opened under mine. Her body began to shake in my arms.

Killer, she said softly, her breath going into my mouth.

I strained her against me until the shivering of her body was almost shaking mine. I kept on kissing her. After a long time she pulled her head away enough to say: Where do you live?

Hobart Arms. Franklin near Kenmore.

Ive never seen it.

Want to?

Yes, she breathed.

What has Eddie Mars got on you?

Her body stiffened in my arms and her breath made a harsh sound. Her head pulled back until her eyes, wide open, ringed with white, were staring at me.

So thats the way it is, she said in a soft dull voice.

Thats the way it is. Kissing is nice, but your father didnt hire me to sleep with you.

You son of a bitch, she said calmly, without moving.

I laughed in her face. Dont think Im an icicle, I said. Im not blind or without senses. I have warm blood like the next guy. Youre easy to take — too damned easy. What has Eddie Mars got on you?

If you say that again, Ill scream.

Go ahead and scream.

She jerked away and pulled herself upright, far back in the comer of the car.

Men have been shot for little things like that, Marlowe.

Men have been shot for practically nothing. The first time we met I told you I was a detective. Get it through your lovely head. I work at it, lady. I dont play at it.

She fumbled in her bag and got a handkerchief out and bit on it, her head turned away from me. The tearing sound of the handkerchief came to me. She tore it with her teeth, slowly, time after time.

What makes you think he has anything on me? she whispered, her voice muffled by the handkerchief.

He lets you win a lot of money and sends a gunpoke around to take it back for him. Youre not more than mildly surprised. You didnt even thank me for saving it for you. I think the whole thing was just some kind of an act. If I wanted to flatter myself, Id say it was at least partly for my benefit.

You think he can win or lose as he pleases.

Sure. On even money bets, four times out of five.

Do I have to tell you I loathe your guts, Mister Detective?

You dont owe me anything. Im paid off.

She tossed the shredded handkerchief out of the car window. You have a lovely way with women.

I liked kissing you.

You kept your head beautifully. Thats so flattering. Should I congratulate you, or my father?

I liked kissing you.

Her voice became an icy drawl. Take me away from here, if you will be so kind. Im quite sure Id like to go home.

You wont be a sister to me?

If I had a razor, Id cut your throat — just to see what ran out of it.

Caterpillar blood, I said.

I started the car and turned it and drove back across the interurban tracks to the highway and so on into town and up to West Hollywood. She didnt speak to me. She hardly moved all the way back. I drove through the gates and up the sunken driveway to the portecochere of the big house. She jerked the car door open and was out of it before it had quite stopped. She didnt speak even then. I watched her back as she stood against the door after ringing the bell. The door opened and Norris looked out. She pushed past him quickly and was gone. The door banged shut and I was sitting there looking at it.

I turned back down the driveway and home.
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THE APARTMENT HOUSE lobby was empty this time. No gunman waiting under the potted palm to give me orders. I took the automatic elevator up to my floor and walked along the hallway to the tune of a muted radio behind a door. I needed a drink and was in a hurry to get one. I didnt switch the light on inside the door. I made straight for the kitchenette and brought up short in three or four feet. Something was wrong. Something on the air, a scent. The shades were down at the windows and the street light leaking in at the sides made a dim light in the room. I stood still and listened. The scent on the air was a perfume, a heavy cloying perfume.

There was no sound, no sound at all. Then my eyes adjusted themselves more to the darkness and I saw there was something across the floor in front of me that shouldnt have been there. I backed, reached the wall switch with my thumb and flicked the light on.

The bed was down. Something in it giggled. A blond head was pressed into my pillow. Two bare arms curved up and the hands belonging to them were clasped on top of the blond head. Carmen Sternwood lay on her back, in my bed, giggling at me. The tawny wave of her hair was spread out on the pillow as if by a careful and artificial hand. Her slaty eyes peered at me and had the effect, as usual, of peering from behind a barrel. She smiled. Her small sharp teeth glinted.

Cute, arent I? she said.

I said harshly: Cute as a Filipino on Saturday night.

I went over to a floor lamp and pulled the switch, went back to put off the ceiling light, and went across the room again to the chessboard on a card table under the lamp. There was a problem laid out on the board, a six-mover. I couldnt solve it, like a lot of my problems. I reached down and moved a knight, then pulled my hat and coat off and threw them somewhere. All this time the soft giggling went on from the bed, that sound that made me think of rats behind a wainscoting in an old house.

I bet you cant even guess how I got in.

I dug a cigarette out and looked at her with bleak eyes. I bet I can. You came through the keyhole, just like Peter Pan.

Whos he?

Oh, a fellow I used to know around the poolroom.

She giggled. Youre cute, arent you? she said.

I began to say: About that thumb— but she was ahead of me. I didnt have to remind her. She took her right hand from behind her head and started sucking the thumb and eyeing me with very round and naughty eyes.

Im all undressed, she said, after I had smoked and stared at her for a minute.

By God, I said, it was right at the back of my mind. I was groping for it. I almost had it, when you spoke. In another minute Id have said I bet youre all undressed. I always wear my rubbers in bed myself, in case I wake up with a bad conscience and have to sneak away from it.

Youre cute. She rolled her head a little, kittenishly. Then she took her left hand from under her head and took hold of the covers, paused dramatically, and swept them aside. She was undressed all right. She lay there on the bed in the lamplight, as naked and glistening as a pearl. The Sternwood girls were giving me both barrels that night.

I pulled a shred of tobacco off the edge of my lower lip.

Thats nice, I said. But Ive already seen it all. Remember? Im the guy that keeps finding you without any clothes on.

She giggled some more and covered herself up again. Well, how did you get in? I asked her.

The manager let me in. I showed him your card. Id stolen it from Vivian. I told him you told me to come here and wait for you. I was — I was mysterious She glowed with delight.

Neat, I said. Managers are like that. Now I know how you got in tell me how youre going to go out.

She giggled. Not going — not for a long time.... I like it here. Youre cute.

Listen, I pointed my cigarette at her. Dont make me dress you again. Im tired. I appreciate all youre offering me. Its just more than I could possibly take. Doghouse Reilly never let a pal down that way. Im your friend. I wont let you down — in spite of yourself. You and I have to keep on being friends, and this isnt the way to do it. Now will you dress like a nice little girl?

She shook her head from side to side.

Listen, I plowed on, you dont really care anything about me. Youre just showing how naughty you can be. But you dont have to show me. I knew it already. Im the guy that found—

Put the light out, she giggled.

I threw my cigarette on the floor and stamped on it. I took a handkerchief out and wiped the palms of my hands. I tried it once more.

It isnt on account of the neighbors, I told her. They dont really care a lot. Theres a lot of stray broads in any apartment house and one more wont make the building rock. Its a question of professional pride. You know — professional pride. Im working for your father. Hes a sick man, very frail, very helpless. He sort of trusts me not to pull any stunts. Wont you please get dressed, Carmen?

Your name isnt Doghouse Reilly, she said. Its Philip Marlowe. You cant fool me.

I looked down at the chessboard. The move with the knight was wrong. I put it back where I had moved it from. Knights had no meaning in this game. It wasnt a game for knights.

I looked at her again. She lay still now, her face pale against the pillow, her eyes large and dark and empty as rain barrels in a drought. One of her small five-fingered thumbless hands picked at the cover restlessly. There was a vague glimmer of doubt starting to get born in her somewhere. She didnt know about it yet. Its so hard for women — even nice women — to realize that their bodies are not irresistible.

I said: Im going out in the kitchen and mix a drink. Want one?

Uh-huh. Dark silent mystefied eyes stared at me solemnly, the doubt growing larger in them, creeping into them noiselessly, like a cat in long grass stalking a young blackbird.

If youre dressed when I get back, youll get the drink. Okey?

Her teeth parted and a faint hissing noise came out of her mouth. She didnt answer me. I went out to the kitchenette and got out some Scotch and fizzwater and mixed a couple of highballs. I didnt have anything really exciting to drink, like nitroglycerin or distilled tigers breath. She hadnt moved when I got back with the glasses. The hissing had stopped. Her eyes were dead again. Her lips started to smile at me. Then she sat up suddenly and threw all the covers off her body and reached.

Gimme.

When youre dressed. Not until youre dressed.

I put the two glasses down on the card table and sat down myself and lit another cigarette. Go ahead. I wont watch you.

I looked away. Then I was aware of the hissing noise very sudden and sharp. It startled me into looking at her again. She sat there naked, propped on her hands, her mouth open a little, her face like scraped bone. The hissing noise came tearing out of her mouth as if she had nothing to do with it. There was something behind her eyes, blank as they were, that I had never seen in a womans eyes.

Then her lips moved very slowly and carefully, as if they were artificial lips and had to be manipulated with springs.

She called me a filthy name.

I didnt mind that. I didnt mind what she called me, what anybody called me. But this was the room I had to live in. It was all I had in the way of a home. In it was everything that was mine, that had any association for me, any past, anything that took the place of a family. Not much; a few books, pictures, radio, chessmen, old letters, stuff like that. Nothing. Such as they were they had all my memories.

I couldnt stand her in that room any longer. What she called me only reminded me of that.

I said carefully: Ill give you three minutes to get dressed and out of here. If youre not out by then, Ill throw you out — by force. Just the way you are, naked. And Ill throw your clothes after you into the hall. Now — get started.

Her teeth chattered and the hissing noise was sharp and animal. She swung her feet to the floor and reached for her clothes on a chair beside the bed. She dressed. I watched her. She dressed with stiff awkward fingers — for a woman — but quickly at that. She was dressed in a little over two minutes. I timed it.

She stood there beside the bed, holding a green bag tight against a fur-trimmed coat. She wore a rakish green hat crooked on her head. She stood there for a moment and hissed at me, her face still like scraped bone, her eyes still empty and yet full of some jungle emotion. Then she walked quickly to the door and opened it and went out, without speaking, without looking back. I heard the elevator lurch into motion and move in the shaft.

I walked to the windows and pulled the shades up and opened the windows wide. The night air came drifting in with a kind of stale sweetness that still remembered automobile exhausts and the streets of the city. I reached for my drink and drank it slowly. The apartment house door closed itself down below me. Steps tinkled on the quiet sidewalk. A car started up not far away. It rushed off into the night with a rough clashing of gears. I went back to the bed and looked down at it. The imprint of her head was still in the pillow, of her small corrupt body still on the sheets.

I put my empty glass down and tore the bed to pieces savagely.
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IT WAS RAINING again the next morning, a slanting gray rain like a swung curtain of crystal beads. I got up feeling sluggish and tired and stood looking out of the windows, with a dark harsh taste of Sternwoods still in my mouth. I was as empty of life as a scarecrows pockets. I went out to the kitchenette and drank two cups of black coffee. You can have a hangover from other things than alcohol. I had one from women. Women made me sick.

I shaved and showered and dressed and got my raincoat out and went downstairs and looked out of the front door. Across the street, a hundred feet up, a gray Plymouth sedan was parked. It was the same one that had tried to trail me around the day before, the same one that I had asked Eddie Mars about. There might be a cop in it, if a cop had that much time on his hands and wanted to waste it following me around. Or it might be a smoothie in the detective business trying to get a noseful of somebody elses case in order to chisel a way into it. Or it might be the Bishop of Bermuda disapproving of my night life.

I went out back and got my convertible from the garage and drove it around front past the gray Plymouth. There was a small man in it, alone. He started up after me. He worked better in the rain. He stayed close enough so that I couldnt make a short block and leave that before he entered it, and he stayed back far enough so that other cars were between us most of the time. I drove down to the boulevard and parked in the lot next to my building and came out of there with my raincoat collar up and my hat brim low and the raindrops tapping icily at my face in between. The Plymouth was across the way at a fireplug. I walked down to the intersection and crossed with the green light and walked back, close to the edge of the sidewalk and the parked cars. The Plymouth hadnt moved. Nobody got out of it. I reached it and jerked open the door on the curb side.

A small bright-eyed man was pressed back into the corner behind the wheel. I stood and looked in at him, the rain thumping my back. His eyes blinked behind the swirling smoke of a cigarette. His hands tapped restlessly on the thin wheel.

I said: Cant you make your mind up?

He swallowed and the cigarette bobbed between his lips. I don?t think I know you, he said, in a tight little voice.

Marlowes the name. The guy youve been trying to follow around for a couple of days,

I aint following anybody, doc.

This jalopy is. Maybe you cant control it. Have it your own way. Im now going to eat breakfast in the coffee shop across the street, orange juice, bacon and eggs, toast, honey, three or four cups of coffee and a toothpick. I am then going up to my office, which is on the seventh floor of the building right opposite you. If you have anything thats worrying you beyond endurance, drop up and chew it over. Ill only be oiling my machine gun.

I left him blinking and walked away. Twenty minutes later I was airing the scrubwomans Soirée dAmour out of my office and opening up a thick rough envelope addressed in a fine old-fashioned pointed handwriting. The envelope contained a brief formal note and a large mauve check for five hundred dollars, payable to Philip Marlowe and signed, Guy de Brisay Sternwood, by Vincent Norris. That made it a nice morning. I was making out a bank slip when the buzzer told me somebody had entered my two by four reception room. It was the little man from the Plymouth.

Fine, I said. Come in and shed your coat.

He slid past me carefully as I held the door, as carefully as though he feared I might plant a kick in his minute buttocks. We sat down and faced each other across the desk. He was a very small man, not more than five feet three and would hardly weigh as much as a butchers thumb. He had tight brilliant eyes that wanted to look hard, and looked as hard as oysters on the half shell. He wore a double-breasted dark gray suit that was too wide in the shoulders and had too much lapel. Over this, open, an Irish tweed coat with some badly worn spots. A lot of foulard tie bulged out and was rainspotted above his crossed lapels.

Maybe you know me, he said. Im Harry Jones.

I said I didnt know him. I pushed a flat tin of cigarettes at him. His small neat lingers speared one like a trout taking the fly. He lit it with the desk lighter and waved his hand.

I been around, he said. Know the boys and such. Used to do a little liquor-running down from Hueneme Point. A tough racket, brother. Riding the scout car with a gun in your lap and a wad on your hip that would choke a coal chute. Plenty of times we paid off four sets of law before we hit Beverly Hills. A tough racket.

Terrible, I said.

He leaned back and blew smoke at the ceiling from the small tight comer of his small tight mouth.

Maybe you dont believe me, he said.

Maybe I dont, I said. And maybe I do. And then again maybe I havent bothered to make my mind up. Just what is the build-up supposed to do to me?

Nothing, he said tartly.

Youve been following me around for a couple of days, I said. Like a fellow trying to pick up a girl and lacking the last inch of nerve. Maybe youre selling insurance. Maybe you knew a fellow called Joe Brody. Thats a lot of maybes, but I have a lot on hand in my business.

His eyes bulged and his lower lip almost fell in his lap. Christ, howd you know that? he snapped.

Im psychic. Shake your business up and pour it. I havent got all day.

The brightness of his eyes almost disappeared between the suddenly narrowed lids. There was silence. The rain pounded down on the flat tarred roof over the Mansion House lobby below my windows. His eyes opened a little, shined again, and his voice was full of thought.

I was trying to get a line on you, sure, he said. Ive got something to sell — cheap, for a couple of C notes. Howd you tie me to Joe?

I opened a letter and read it. It offered me a six months correspondence course in fingerprinting at a special professional discount. I dropped it into the waste basket and looked at the little man again. Dont mind me. I was just guessing. Youre not a cop. You dont belong to Eddie Mars outfit. I asked him last night. I couldnt think of anybody else but Joe Brodys friends who would be that much interested in me.

Jesus, he said and licked his lower lip. His face had turned white as paper when I mentioned Eddie Mars. His mouth drooped open and his cigarette hung to the comer of it by some magic, as if it had grown there. Aw, youre kidding me, he said at last, with the sort of smile the operating room sees.

All right. Im kidding you. I opened another letter. This one wanted to send me a daily newsletter from Washington, all inside stuff, straight from the cookhouse. I suppose Agnes is loose, I added.

Yeah. She sent me. You interested?

Well — shes a blonde.

Nuts. You made a crack when you were up there that night — the night Joe got squibbed off. Something about Brody must have known something good about the Sternwoods or he wouldnt have taken the chance on that picture he sent them.

Uh-huh. So he had? What was it?

Thats what the two hundred bucks pays for.

I dropped some more fan mail into the basket and lit myself a fresh cigarette.

We gotta get out of town, he said. Agnes is a nice girl. You cant hold that stuff on her. Its not so easy for a dame to get by these days.

Shes too big for you, I said. Shell roll on you and smother you.

Thats kind of a dirty crack, brother, he said with something that was near enough to dignity to make me stare at him.

I said: Youre right. Ive been meeting the wrong kind of people lately. Lets cut out the gabble and get down to cases. What have you got for the money?

Would you pay for it?

If it does what?

If it helps you find Rusty Regan.

Im not looking for Rusty Regan.

Says you. Want to hear it or not?

Go ahead and chirp. Ill pay for anything I use. Two C notes buys a lot of information in my circle.

Eddie Mars had Regan bumped off, he said calmly, and leaned back as if he had just been made a vice-president.

I waved a hand in the direction of the door. I wouldnt even argue with you, I said. I wouldnt waste the oxygen. On your way, small size.

He leaned across the desk, white lines at the corners of his mouth. He snubbed his cigarette out carefully, over and over again, without looking at it. From behind a communicating door came the sound of a typewriter clacking monotonously to the bell, to the shift, line after line.

Im not kidding, he said.

Beat it. Dont bother me. I have work to do.

No you dont, he said sharply. I aint that easy. I came here to speak my piece and Im speaking it. I knew Rusty myself. Not well, well enough to say Hows a boy? and hed answer me or he wouldnt, according to how he felt. A nice guy though. I always liked him. He was sweet on a singer named Mona Grant. Then she changed her name to Mars. Rusty got sore and married a rich dame that hung around the joints like she couldnt sleep well at home. You know all about her, tall, dark, enough looks for a Derby winner, but the type would put a lot of pressure on a guy. High-strung. Rusty wouldnt get along with her. But Jesus, hed get along with her old mans dough, wouldnt he? Thats what you think. This Regan was a cockeyed sort of buzzard. He had long-range eyes. He was looking over into the next valley all the time. He wasnt scarcely around where he was. I dont think he gave a damn about dough. And coming from me, brother, thats a compliment.

The little man wasnt so dumb after all. A three for a quarter grifter wouldnt even think such thoughts, much less know how to express them.

I said: So he ran away.

He started to run away, maybe. With this girl Mona. She wasnt living with Eddie Mars, didnt like his rackets. Especially the side lines, like blackmail, bent cars, hideouts for hot boys from the east, and so on. The talk was Regan told Eddie one night, right out in the open, that if he ever messed Mona up in any criminal rap, hed be around to see him.

Most of this is on the record, Harry, I said. You cant expect money for that.

Im coming to what isnt. So Regan blew. I used to see him every afternoon in Vardis drinking Irish whiskey and staring at the wall. He dont talk much any more. Hed give me a bet now and then, which was what I was there for, to pick up bets for Puss Walgreen.

I thought he was in the insurance business.

Thats what it says on the door. I guess hed sell you insurance at that, if you tramped on him. Well, about the middle of September I dont see Regan any more. I dont notice it right away. You know how it is. A guys there and you see him and then he aint there and you dont not see him until something makes you think of it. What makes me think about it is I hear a guy say laughing that Eddie Mars woman lammed out with Rusty Regan and Mars is acting like he was best man, instead of being sore. So I tell Joe Brody and Joe was smart.

Like hell he was, I said.

Not copper smart, but still smart. Hes out for the dough. He gets to figuring could he get a line somehow on the two lovebirds he could maybe collect twice — once from Eddie Mars and once from Regans wife. Joe knew the family a little.

Five grand worth, I said. He nicked them for that a while back.

Yeah? Harry Jones looked mildly surprised. Agnes ought to of told me that. Theres a frail for you. Always holding out. Well, Joe and me watch the papers and we dont see anything, so we know old Sternwood has a blanket on it. Then one day I see Lash Canino in Vardis. Know him?

I shook my head.

Theres a boy that is tough like some guys think they are tough. He does a job for Eddie Mars when Mars needs him — trouble-shooting. Hed bump a guy off between drinks. When Mars dont need him he dont go near him. And he dont stay in L.A. Well it might be something and it might not. Maybe they got a line on Regan and Mars has just been sitting back with a smile on his puss, waiting for the chance. Then again it might be something else entirely. Anyway I tell Joe and Joe gets on Caninos tail. He can tail. Me, Im no good at it. Im giving that one away. No charge. And Joe tails Canino out to the Sternwood place and Canino parks outside the estate and a car come up beside him with a girl in it. They talk for a while and Joe thinks the girl passes something over, like maybe dough. The girl beats it. Its Regans wife. Okey, she knows Canino and Canino knows Mars. So Joe figures Canino knows something about Regan and is trying to squeeze a little on the side for himself. Canino blows and Joe loses him. End of Act One.

What does this Canino look like?

Short, heavy set, brown hair, brown eyes, and always wears brown clothes and a brown hat. Even wears a brown suede raincoat. Drives a brown coupe. Everything brown for Mr. Canino.

Lets have Act Two, I said.

Without some dough thats all.

I dont see two hundred bucks in it. Mrs. Regan married an ex-bootlegger out of the joints. Shed know other people of his sort. She knows Eddie Mars well. If she thought anything had happened to Regan, Eddie would be the very man shed go to, and Canino might be the man Eddie would pick to handle the assignment. It that all you have?

Would you give the two hundred to know where Eddies wife is? the little man asked calmly.

He had all my attention now. I almost cracked the arms of my chair leaning on them.

Even if she was alone? Harry Jones added in a soft, rather sinister tone. Even if she never run away with Regan at all, and was being kept now about forty miles from L.A. in a hideout — so the law would keep on thinking she had dusted with him? Would you pay two hundred bucks for that, shamus?

I licked my lips. They tasted dry and salty. I think I would, I said. Where?

Agnes found her, he said grimly. Just by a lucky break. Saw her out riding and managed to tail her home. Agnes will tell you where that is — when shes holding the money in her hand.

I made a hard face at him. You could tell the coppers for nothing, Harry. They have some good wreckers down at Central these days. If they killed you trying, they still have Agnes.

Let em try, he said. I aint so brittle.

Agnes must have something I didnt notice.

Shes a grifter, shamus. Im a grifter, Were all grifters. So we sell each other out for a nickel. Okey. See can you make me. He reached for another of my cigarettes, placed it neatly between his lips and lit it with a match the way I do myself, missing twice on his thumbnail and then using his foot. He puffed evenly and stared at me level-eyed, a funny little hard guy I could have thrown from home plate to second base. A small man in a big mans world. There was something I liked about him.

I havent pulled anything in here, he said steadily. I come in talking two Cs. Thats still the price. I come because I thought Id get a take it or leave it, one right gee to another. Now youre waving cops at me. You oughta be ashamed of yourself.

I said: Youll get the two hundred — for that information. I have to get the money myself first.

He stood up and nodded and pulled his worn little Irish tweed coat tight around his chest. Thats okey. After dark is better anyway. Its a leery job — buckin guys like Eddie Mars. But a guy has to eat. The books been pretty dull lately. I think the big boys have told Puss Walgreen to move on. Suppose you come over there to the office, Fulwider Building, Western and Santa Monica, four-twenty-eight at the back. You bring the money, Ill take you to Agnes.

Cant you tell me yourself? Ive seen Agnes.

I promised her, he said simply. He buttoned his overcoat, cocked his hat jauntily, nodded again and strolled to the door. He went out. His steps died along the hall.

I went down to the bank and deposited my five-hundred-dollar check and drew out two hundred in currency. I went upstairs again and sat in my chair thinking about Harry Jones and his story. It seemed a little too pat. It had the austere simplicity of fiction rather than the tangled woof of fact. Captain Gregory ought to have been able to find Mona Mars, if she was that close to his beat. Supposing, that is, he had tried.

I thought about it most of the day. Nobody came into the office. Nobody called me on the phone. It kept on raining.
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AT SEVEN THE rain had stopped for a breathing spell, but the gutters were still flooded. On Santa Monica the water was level with the sidewalk and a thin film of it washed over the top of the curbing. A traffic cop in shining black rubber from boots to cap sloshed through the flood on his way from the shelter of a sodden awning. My rubber heels slithered on the sidewalk as I turned into the narrow lobby of the Fulwider Building. A single drop light burned far back, beyond an open, once gilt elevator. There was a tarnished and well-missed spittoon on a gnawed rubber mat. A case of false teeth hung on the mustard-colored wall like a fuse box in a screen porch. I shook the rain off my hat and looked at the building directory beside the case of teeth. Numbers with names and numbers without names. Plenty of vacancies or plenty of tenants who wished to remain anonymous. Painless dentists, shyster detective agencies, small sick businesses that had crawled there to die, mail order schools that would teach you how to become a railroad clerk or a radio technician or a screen writer — if the postal inspectors didnt catch up with them first. A nasty building. A building in which the smell of stale cigar butts would be the cleanest odor.

An old man dozed in the elevator, on a ramshackle stool, with a burst-out cushion under him. His mouth was open, his veined temples glistened in the weak light. He wore a blue uniform coat that fitted him the way a stall fits a horse. Under that gray trousers with frayed cuffs, white cotton socks and black kid shoes, one of which was slit across a bunion. On the stool he slept miserably, waiting for a customer. I went past him softly, the clandestine air of the building prompting me, found the fire door and pulled it open. The fire stairs hadnt been swept in a month. Bums had slept on them, eaten on them, left crusts and fragments of greasy newspaper, matches, a gutted imitation-leather pocketbook. In a shadowy angle against the scribbled wall a pouched ring of pale rubber had fallen and had not been disturbed. A very nice building.

I came out at the fourth floor sniffing for air. The hallway had the same dirty spittoon and frayed mat, the same mustard walls, the same memories of low tide. I went down the line and turned a corner. The name: L. D. Walgreen — Insurance, showed on a dark pebbled glass door, on a second dark door, on a third behind which there was a light. One of the dark doors said: Entrance.

A glass transom was open above the lighted door. Through it the sharp birdlike voice of Harry Jones spoke, saying:

Canino? ... Yeah, Ive seen you around somewhere. Sure.

I froze. The other voice spoke. It had a heavy purr, like a small dynamo behind a brick wall. It said: I thought you would. There was a vaguely sinister note in that voice.

A chair scraped on linoleum, steps sounded, the transom above me squeaked shut. A shadow melted from behind the pebbled glass.

I went back to the first of the three doors marked with the name Walgreen. I tried it cautiously. It was locked. It moved in a loose frame, an old door fitted many years past, made of half-seasoned wood and shrunken now. I reached my wallet out and slipped the thick hard window of celluloid from over my drivers license. A burglars tool the law had forgotten to proscribe. I put my gloves on, leaned softly and lovingly against the door and pushed the knob hard away from the frame. I pushed the celluloid plate into the wide crack and felt for the slope of the spring lock. There was a dry click, like a small icicle breaking. I hung there motionless, like a lazy fish in the water. Nothing happened inside. I turned the knob and pushed the door back into darkness. I shut it behind me as carefully as I had opened it.

The lighted oblong of an uncurtained window faced me, cut by the angle of a desk. On the desk a hooded typewriter took form, then the metal knob of a communicating door. This was unlocked. I passed into the second of the three offices. Rain rattled suddenly against the closed window. Under its noise I crossed the room. A tight fan of light spread from an inch opening of the door into the lighted office. Everything very convenient. I walked like a cat on a mantel and reached the hinged side of the door, put an eye to the crack and saw nothing but light against the angle of the wood.

The purring voice was now saying quite pleasantly: Sure, a guy could sit on his fanny and crab what another guy done if he knows what its all about. So you go to see this peeper. Well, that was your mistake. Eddie dont like it. The peeper told Eddie some guy in a gray Plymouth was tailing him. Eddie naturally wants to know who and why, see.

Harry Jones laughed lightly. What makes it his business?

That dont get you no place.

You know why I went to the peeper. I already told you. Account of Joe Brodys girl. She has to blow and shes shatting on her uppers. She figures the peeper can get her some dough. I dont have any.

The purring voice said gently: Dough for what? Peepers dont give that stuff out to punks.

He could raise it. He knows rich people. Harry Jones laughed, a brave little laugh.

Dont fuss with me, little man. The purring voice had an edge, like sand in the bearings.

Okey, okey. You know the dope on Brodys bump-off. That screwy kid done it all right, but the night it happened this Marlowe was right there in the room.

Thats known, little man. He told it to the law.

Yeah — heres what isnt. Brody was trying to peddle a nudist photo of the young Sternwood girl. Marlowe got wise to him. While they were arguing about it the young Sternwood girl dropped around herself — with a gat. She took a shot at Brody. She lets one fly and breaks a window. Only the peeper didnt tell the coppers about that. And Agnes didnt neither. She figures its railroad fare for her not to.

This aint got anything to do with Eddie?

Show me how.

Wheres this Agnes at?

Nothing doing.

You tell me, little man. Here, or in the back room where the boys pitch dimes against the wall.

Shes my girl now, Canino. I dont put my girl in the middle for anybody.

A silence followed. I listened to the rain lashing the windows. The smell of cigarette smoke came through the crack of the door. I wanted to cough. I bit hard on a handkerchief.

The purring voice said, still gentle: From what I hear this blonde broad was just a shill for Geiger. Ill talk it over with Eddie. How much you tap the peeper for?

Two centuries.

Get it?

Harry Jones laughed again. Im seeing him tomorrow. I have hopes.

Wheres Agnes?

Listen—

Wheres Agnes?

Silence.

Look at it, little man.

I didnt move. I wasnt wearing a gun. I didnt have to see through the crack of the door to know that a gun was what the purring voice was inviting Harry Jones to look at. But I didnt think Mr. Canino would do anything with his gun beyond showing it. I waited.

Im looking at it, Harry Jones said, his voice squeezed tight as if it could hardly get past his teeth. And I dont see anything I didnt see before. Go ahead and blast and see what it gets you.

A Chicago overcoat is what it would get you, little man.

Silence.

Wheres Agnes?

Harry Jones sighed. Okey, he said wearily. Shes in an apartment house at 28 Court Street, up on Bunker Hill. Apartment 301. I guess Im yellow all right. Why should I front for that twist?

No reason. You got good sense. You and mell go out and talk to her. All I want is to find out is she dummying up on you, kid. If its the way you say it is, everything is jakeloo. You can put the bite on the peeper and be on your way. No hard feelings?

No, Harry Jones said. No hard feelings, Canino.

Fine. Lets dip the bill. Got a glass? The purring voice was now as false as an usherettes eyelashes and as slippery as a watermelon seed. A drawer was pulled open. Something jarred on wood. A chair squeaked. A scufling sound on the floor. This is bond stuff, the purring voice said.

There was a gurgling sound. Moths in your ermine, as the ladies say.

Harry Jones said softly: Success.

I heard a sharp cough. Then a violent retching. There was a small thud on the floor, as if a thick glass had fallen. My fingers curled against my raincoat.

The purring voice said gently: You aint sick from just one drink, are you, pal?

Harry Jones didnt answer. There was labored breathing for a short moment. Then thick silence folded down. Then a chair scraped.

So long, little man, said Mr. Canino.

Steps, a click, the wedge of light died at my feet, a door opened and closed quietly. The steps faded, leisurely and assured.

I stirred around the edge of the door and pulled it wide and looked into blackness relieved by the dim shine of a window. The comer of a desk glittered faintly. A hunched shape took form in a chair behind it. In the close air there was a heavy clogged smell, almost a perfume. I went across to the corridor door and listened. I heard the distant clang of the elevator.

I found the light switch and light glowed in a dusty glass bowl hanging from the ceiling by three brass chains. Harry Jones looked at me across the desk, his eyes wide open, his face frozen in a tight spasm, the skin bluish. His small dark head was tilted to one side. He sat upright against the back of the chair.

A street-car bell clanged at an almost infinite distance and the sound came buffeted by innumerable walls. A brown half pint of whiskey stood on the desk with the cap off. Harry Jones glass glinted against a castor of the desk. The second glass was gone.

I breathed shallowly, from the top of my lungs, and bent above the bottle. Behind the charred smell of the bourbon another odor lurked, faintly, the odor of bitter almonds. Harry Jones dying had vomited on his coat. That made it cyanide.

I walked around him carefully and lifted a phone book from a hook on the wooden frame of the window. I let it fall again, reached the telephone as far as it would go from the little dead man. I dialed information. The voice answered.

Can you give me the phone number of Apartment 301, 28 Court Street?

One moment, please. The voice came to me borne on the smell of bitter almonds. A silence. The number is Wentworth 2528. It is listed under Glendower Apartments.

I thanked the voice and dialed the number. The bell rang three times, then the line opened. A radio blared along the wire and was muted. A burly male voice said: Hello.

Is Agnes there?

No Agnes here, buddy. What number you want?

Wentworth two-five-two-eight.

Right number, wrong gal. Aint that a shame? The voice cackled.

I hung up and reached for the phone book again and looked up the Wentworth Apartments. I dialed the managers number. I had a blurred vision of Mr. Canino driving fast through rain to another appointment with death.

Glendower Apartments. Mr. Schiff speaking.

This is Wallis, Police Identification Bureau. Is there a girl named Agnes Lozelle registered in your place?

Who did you say you were?

I told him again.

If you give me your number, Ill—

Cut the comedy, I said sharply, Im in a hurry. Is there or isnt there?

No. There isnt. The voice was as stiff as a breadstick.

Is there a tall blonde with green eyes registered in the flop?

Say, this isnt any flop—

Oh, can it, can it! I rapped at him in a police voice. You want me to send the vice squad over there and shake the joint down? I know all about Bunker Hill apartment houses, mister. Especially the ones that have phone numbers listed for each apartment.

Hey, take it easy, officer. Ill cooperate. Theres a couple of blondes here, sure. Where isnt there? I hadnt noticed their eyes much. Would yours be alone?

Alone, or with a little chap about five feet three, a hundred and ten, sharp black eyes, wears a double-breasted dark gray suit and Irish tweed overcoat, gray hat. My information is Apartment 301, but all I get there is the big razzoo.

Oh, she aint there. Theres a couple of car salesmen living in three-o-one.

Thanks, Ill drop around.

Make it quiet, wont you? Come to my place, direct?

Much obliged, Mr. Schiff. I hung up.

I wiped sweat off my face. I walked to the far corner of the office and stood with my face to the wall, patted it with a hand. I turned around slowly and looked across at little Harry Jones grimacing in his chair.

Well, you fooled him, Harry, I said out loud, in a voice that sounded queer to me. You lied to him and you drank your cyanide like a little gentleman. You died like a poisoned rat, Harry, but youre no rat to me.

I had to search him. It was a nasty job. His pockets yielded nothing about Agnes, nothing that I wanted at all. I didnt think they would, but I had to be sure. Mr. Canino might be back. Mr. Canino would be the kind of self-confident gentleman who would not mind returning to the scene of his crime.

I put the light out and started to open the door. The phone bell rang jarringly down on the baseboard. I listened to it, my jaw muscles drawn into a knot, aching. Then I shut the door and put the light on again and went across to it.

Yeah?

A womans voice. Her voice. Is Harry around?

Not for a minute, Agnes.

She waited a while on that. Then she said slowly: Whos talking?

Marlowe, the guy thats trouble to you.

Where is he? sharply.

I came over to give him two hundred bucks in return for certain information. The offer holds. I have the money. Where are you?

Didnt he tell you?

No.

Perhaps youd better ask him. Where is he?

I cant ask him. Do you know a man named Canino?

Her gasp came as clearly as though she had been beside me.

Do you want the two Cs or not? I asked.

I — I want it pretty bad, mister.

All right then. Tell me where to bring it.

I — I— Her voice trailed off and came back with a panic rush. Wheres Harry?

Got scared and blew. Meet me somewhere — anywhere at all — I have the money.

I dont believe you — about Harry. Its a trap.

Oh stuff. I could have had Harry hauled in long ago. There isnt anything to make a trap for. Canino got a line on Harry somehow and he blew. I want quiet, you want quiet, Harry wants quiet. Harry already had it. Nobody could take it away from him. You dont think Id stooge for Eddie Mars, do you, angel?

No-o, I guess not. Not that. Ill meet you in half an hour. Beside Bullocks Wilshire, the east entrance to the parking lot.

Right, I said.

I dropped the phone in its cradle. The wave of almond odor flooded me again, and the sour smell of vomit. The little dead man sat silent in his chair, beyond fear, beyond change.

I left the office. Nothing moved in the dingy corridor. No pebbled glass door had light behind it. I went down the fire stairs to the second floor and from there looked down at the lighted roof of the elevator cage. I pressed the button. Slowly the car lurched into motion. I ran down the stairs again. The car was above me when I walked out of the building.

It was raining hard again. I walked into it with the heavy drops slapping my face. When one of them touched my tongue I knew that my mouth was open and the ache at the side of my jaws told me it was open wide and strained back, mimicking the rictus of death carved upon the face of Harry Jones.
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GIVE ME THE money.

The motor of the gray Plymouth throbbed under her voice and the rain pounded above it. The violet light at the top of Bullocks green-tinged tower was far above us, serene and withdrawn from the dark, dripping city. Her black-gloved hand reached out and I put the bills in it. She bent over to count them under the dim light of the dash. A bag clicked open, clicked shut. She let a spent breath die on her lips. She leaned towards me.

Im leaving, copper. Im on my way. This is a get-away stake and God how I need it. What happened to Harry?

I told you he ran away. Canino got wise to him somehow. Forget Harry. Ive paid and I want my information.

Youll get it. Joe and I were out riding Foothill Boulevard Sunday before last. It was late and the lights coming up and the usual mess of cars. We passed a brown coupe and I saw the girl who was driving it. There was a man beside her, a dark short man. The girl was a blonde. Id seen her before. She was Eddie Mars wife. The guy was Canino. You wouldnt forget either of them, if you ever saw them. Joe tailed the coupe from in front. He was good at that. Canino, the watchdog, was taking her out for air. A mile or so east of Realito a road turns towards the foothills. Thats orange country to the south but to the north its as bare as hells back yard and smack up against the hills theres a cyanide plant where they make the stuff for fumigation. Just off the highway theres a small garage and paintshop run by a gee named Art Huck. Hot car drop, likely. Theres a frame house beyond this, and beyond the house nothing but the foothills and the bare stone outcrop and the cyanide plant a couple of miles on. Thats the place where shes holed up. They turned off on this road and Joe swung around and went back and we saw the car turn off the road where the frame house was. We sat there half an hour looking through the cars going by. Nobody came back out. When it was quite dark Joe sneaked up there and took a look. He said there were lights in the house and a radio was going and just the one car out in front, the coupe. So we beat it.

She stopped talking and I listened to the swish of tires on Wilshire. I said: They might have shifted quarters since then but thats what you have to sell — thats what you have to sell. Sure you knew her?

If you ever see her, you wont make a mistake the second time. Good-by, copper, and wish me luck. I got a raw deal.

Like hell you did, I said, and walked away across the street to my own car.

The gray Plymouth moved forward, gathered speed, and darted around the corner on to Sunset Place. The sound of its motor died, and with it blonde Agnes wiped herself off the slate for good, so far as I was concerned. Three men dead, Geiger, Brody and Harry Jones, and the woman went riding off in the rain with my two hundred in her bag and not a mark on her. I kicked my starter and drove on downtown to eat. I ate a good dinner. Forty miles in the rain is a hike, and I hoped to make it a round trip.

I drove north across the river, on into Pasadena, through Pasadena and almost at once I was in orange groves. The tumbling rain was solid white spray in the headlights. The windshield wiper could hardly keep the glass clear enough to see through. But not even the drenched darkness could hide the flawless lines of the orange trees wheeling away like endless spokes into the night.

Cars passed with a tearing hiss and a wave of dirty spray. The highway jerked through a little town that was all packing houses and sheds, and railway sidings nuzzling them. The groves thinned out and dropped away to the south and the road climbed and it was cold and to the north the black foothills crouched closer and sent a bitter wind whipping down their flanks. Then faintly out of the dark two yellow vapor lights glowed high up in the air and a neon sign between them said: Welcome to Realito.

Frame houses were spaced far back from a wide main street, then a sudden knot of stores, the lights of a drugstore behind fogged glass, the fly-cluster of cars in front of the movie theater, a dark bank on a corner with a clock sticking out over the sidewalk and a group of people standing in the rain looking at its windows, as if they were some kind of a show. I went on. Empty fields closed in again.

Fate stage-managed the whole thing. Beyond Realito, just about a mile beyond, the highway took a curve and the rain fooled me and I went too close to the shoulder. My right front tire let go with an angry hiss. Before I could stop the right rear went with it. I jammed the car to a stop, half on the pavement, half on the shoulder, got out and flashed a spotlight around. I had two flats and one spare. The flat butt of a heavy galvanized tack stared at me from the front tire.

The edge of the pavement was littered with them. They had been swept off, but not far enough off.

I snapped the flash off and stood there breathing rain and looking up a side road at a yellow light. It seemed to come from a skylight. The skylight could belong to a garage, the garage could be run by a man named Art Huck, and there could be a frame house next door to it. I tucked my chin down in my collar and started towards it, then went back to unstrap the license holder from the steering post and put it in my pocket. I leaned lower under the wheel. Behind a weighted flap, directly under my right leg as I sat in the car, there was a hidden compartment. There were two guns in it. One belonged to Eddie Mars boy Lanny and one belonged to me. I took Lannys. It would have had more practice than mine. I stuck it nose down in an inside pocket and started up the side road.

The garage was a hundred yards from the highway. It showed the highway a blank side wall. I played the flash on it quickly. Art Huck — Auto Repairs and Painting. I chuckled, then Harry Jones face rose up in front of me, and I stopped chuckling. The garage doors were shut, but there was an edge of light under them and a thread of light where the halves met. I went on past. The frame house was there, light in two front windows, shades down. It was set well back from the road, behind a thin clump of trees. A car stood on the gravel drive in front. It was dark, indistinct, but it would be a brown coupe and it would belong to Mr. Canino. It squatted there peacefully in front of the narrow wooden porch.

He would let her take it out for a spin once in a while, and sit beside her, probably with a gun handy. The girl Rusty Regan ought to have married, that Eddie Mars couldnt keep, the girl that hadnt run away with Regan. Nice Mr. Canino.

I trudged back to the garage and banged on the wooden door with the butt of my flash. There was a hung instant of silence, as heavy as thunder. The light inside went out. I stood there grinning and licking the rain off my lip. I clicked the spot on the middle of the doors. I grinned at the circle of white. I was where I wanted to be.

A voice spoke through the door, a surly voice: What you want?

Open up. Ive got two flats back on the highway and only one spare. I need help.

Sorry, mister. Were closed up. Realitos a mile west. Better try there.

I didnt like that. I kicked the door hard. I kept on kicking it. Another voice made itself heard, a purring voice, like a small dynamo behind a wall. I liked this voice. It said: A wise guy, huh? Open up, Art.

A bolt squealed and half of the door bent inward. My flash burned briefly on a gaunt face. Then something that glittered swept down and knocked the flash out of my hand. A gun had peaked at me. I dropped low where the flash burned on the wet ground and picked it up.

The surly voice said: Kill that spot, bo. Folks get hurt that way.

I snapped the flash off and straightened. Light went on inside the garage, outlined a tall man in coveralls. He backed away from the open door and kept a gun leveled at me.

Step inside and shut the door, stranger. Well see what we can do.

I stepped inside, and shut the door behind my back. I looked at the gaunt man, but not at the other man who was shadowy over by a workbench, silent. The breath of the garage was sweet and sinister with the smell of hot pyroxylin paint.

Aint you got no sense? the gaunt man chided me. A bank job was pulled at Realito this noon.

Pardon, I said, remembering the people staring at the bank in the rain. I didnt pull it. Im a stranger here.

Well, there was, he said morosely. Some say it was a couple of punk kids and they got em cornered back here in the hills.

Its a nice night for hiding, I said. I suppose they threw tacks out. I got some of them. I thought you just needed the business.

You didnt ever get socked in the kisser, did you? the gaunt man asked me briefly.

Not by anybody your weight.

The purring voice from over in the shadows said: Cut out the heavy menace, Art. This guys in a jam. You run a garage, dont you?

Thanks, I said, and didnt look at him even then.

Okey, okey, the man in the coveralls grumbled. He tucked his gun through a flap in his clothes and bit a knuckle, staring at me moodily over it. The smell of the pyroxylin paint was as sickening as ether. Over in the corner, under a drop light, there was a big new-looking sedan with a paint gun lying on its fender.

I looked at the man by the workbench now. He was short and thick-bodied with strong shoulders. He had a cool face and cool dark eyes. He wore a belted brown suede raincoat that was heavily spotted with rain. His brown hat was tilted rakishly. He leaned his back against the workbench and looked me over without haste, without interest, as if he was looking at a slab of cold meat. Perhaps he thought of people that way.

He moved his dark eyes up and down slowly and then glanced at his fingernails one by one, holding them up against the light and studying them with care, as Hollywood has taught it should be done. He spoke around a cigarette.

Got two flats, huh? Thats tough. They swept them tacks, I thought.

I skidded a little on the curve.

Stranger in town you said?

Traveling through. On the way to L.A. How far is it?

Forty miles. Seems longer this weather. Where from, stranger?

Santa Rosa.

Come the long way, eh? Tahoe and Lone Pine?

Not Tahoe. Reno and Carson City.

Still the long way. A fleeting smile curved his lips.

Any law against it? I asked him.

Huh? No, sure not. Guess you think were nosey. Just on account of that heist back there. Take a jack and get his flats, Art.

Im busy, the gaunt man growled. Ive got work to do. I got this spray job. And its raining, you might have noticed.

The man in brown said pleasantly: Too damp for a good spray job, Art. Get moving.

I said: Theyre front and rear, on the right side. You could use the spare for one spot, if youre busy.

Take two jacks, Art, the brown man said.

Now, listen— Art began to bluster.

The brown man moved his eyes, looked at Art with a soft quiet-eyed stare, lowered them again almost shyly. He didnt speak. Art rocked as if a gust of wind had hit him. He stamped over to the corner and put a rubber coat over his coveralls, a souwester on his head. He grabbed a socket wrench and a hand jack and wheeled a dolly jack over to the doors.

He went out silently, leaving the door yawning. The rain blustered in. The man in brown strolled over and shut it and strolled back to the workbench and put his hips exactly where they had been before. I could have taken him then. We were alone. He didnt know who I was. He looked at me lightly and threw his cigarette on the cement floor and stamped on it without looking down.

I bet you could use a drink, he said. Wet the inside and even up. He reached a bottle from the workbench behind him and set it on the edge and set two glasses beside it. He poured a stiff jolt into each and held one out.

Walking like a dummy I went over and took it. The memory of the rain was still cold on my face. The smell of hot paint drugged the close air of the garage.

That Art, the brown man said. Hes like all mechanics. Always got his face in a job he ought to have done last week. Business trip?

I sniffed my drink delicately. It had the right smell. I watched him drink some of his before I swallowed mine. I rolled it around on my tongue. There was no cyanide in it. I emptied the little glass and put it down beside him and moved away.

Partly, I said. I walked over to the half-painted sedan with the big metal paint gun lying along its fender. The rain hit the flat roof hard. Art was out in it, cursing.

The brown man looked at the big car. Just a panel job, to start with, he said casually, his purring voice still softer from the drink. But the guy had dough and his driver needed a few bucks. You know the racket.

I said: Theres only one thats older. My lips felt dry. I didnt want to talk. I lit a cigarette. I wanted my tires fixed. The minutes passed on tiptoe. The brown man and I were two strangers chance-met, looking at each other across a little dead man named Harry Jones. Only the brown man didnt know that yet.

Feet crunched outside and the door was pushed open. The light hit pencils of rain and made silver wires of them. Art trundled two muddy flats in sullenly, kicked the door shut, let one of the flats fall over on its side. He looked at me savagely.

You sure pick spots for a jack to stand on, he snarled.

The brown man laughed and took a rolled cylinder of nickels out of his pocket and tossed it up and down on the palm of his hand.

Dont crab so much, he said dryly. Fix those flats.

Im fixin them, aint I?

Well, dont make a song about it.

Yah! Art peeled his rubber coat and souwester off and threw them away from him. He heaved one tire up on a spreader and tore the rim loose viciously. He had the tube out and cold-patched in nothing flat. Still scowling, he strode over to the wall beside me and grabbed an air hose, put enough air into the tube to give it body and let the nozzle of the air hose smack against the whitewashed wall.

I stood watching the roll of wrapped coins dance in Caninos hand. The moment of crouched intensity had left me. I turned my head and watched the gaunt mechanic beside me toss the air-stiffened tube up and catch it with his hands wide, one on each side of the tube. He looked it over sourly, glanced at a big galvanized tub of dirty water in the corner and grunted.

The teamwork must have been very nice. I saw no signal, no glance of meaning, no gesture that might have a special import. The gaunt man had the stiffened tube high in the air, staring at it. He half turned his body, took one long quick step, and slammed it down over my head and shoulders, a perfect ringer.

He jumped behind me and leaned hard on the rubber. His weight dragged on my chest, pinned my upper arms tight to my sides. I could move my hands, but I couldnt reach the gun in my pocket.

The brown man came almost dancing towards me across the floor. His hand tightened over the roll of nickels. He came up to me without sound, without expression. I bent forward and tried to heave Art off his feet.

The fist with the weighted tube inside it went through my spread hands like a stone through a cloud of dust. I had the stunned moment of shock when the lights danced and the visible world went out of focus but was still there. He hit me again. There was no sensation in my head. The bright glare got brighter. There was nothing but hard aching white light. Then there was darkness in which something red wriggled like a germ under a microscope. Then there was nothing bright or wriggling, just darkness and emptiness and a rushing wind and a falling as of great trees.
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IT SEEMED THERE was a woman and she was sitting near a lamp, which was where she belonged, in a good light. Another light shone hard on my face, so I closed my eyes again and tried to look at her through the lashes. She was so platinumed that her hair shone like a silver fruit bowl. She wore a green knitted dress with a broad white collar turned over it. There was a sharp-angled glossy bag at her feet. She was smoking and a glass of amber fluid was tall and pale at her elbow.

I moved my head a little, carefully. It hurt, but not more than I expected. I was trussed like a turkey ready for the oven. Handcuffs held my wrists behind me and a rope went from them to my ankles and then over the end of the brown davenport on which I was sprawled. The rope dropped out of sight over the davenport. I moved enough to make sure it was tied down.

I stopped these furtive movements and opened my eyes again and said: Hello.

The woman withdrew her gaze from some distant mountain peak. Her small firm chin turned slowly. Her eyes were the blue of mountain lakes. Overhead the rain still pounded, with a remote sound, as if it was somebody elses rain.

How do you feel? It was a smooth silvery voice that matched her hair. It had a tiny tinkle in it, like bells in a dolls house. I thought that was silly as soon as I thought of it.

Great, I said. Somebody built a filling station on my jaw.

What did you expect, Mr. Marlowe — orchids?

Just a plain pine box, I said. Dont bother with bronze or silver handles. And dont scatter my ashes over the blue Pacific. I like the worms better. Did you know that worms are of both sexes and that any worm can love any other worm?

Youre a little light-headed, she said, with a grave stare.

Would you mind moving this light?

She got up and went behind the davenport. The light went off. The dimness was a benison.

I dont think youre so dangerous, she said. She was tall rather than short, but no bean-pole. She was slim, but not a dried crust. She went back to her chair.

So you know my name.

You slept well. They had plenty of time to go through your pockets. They did everything but embalm you. So youre a detective.

Is that all they have on me?

She was silent. Smoke floated dimly from the cigarette. She moved it in the air. Her hand was small and had shape, not the usual bony garden tool you see on women nowadays.

What time is it? I asked.

She looked sideways at her wrist, beyond the spiral of smoke, at the edge of the grave luster of the lamplight. Ten-seventeen. You have a date?

I wouldnt be surprised. Is this the house next to Art Hucks garage?

Yes.

What are the boys doing — digging a grave?

They had to go somewhere.

You mean they left you here alone?

Her head turned slowly again. She smiled. You dont look dangerous.

I thought they were keeping you a prisoner.

It didnt seem to startle her. It even slightly amused her. What made you think that?

I know who you are.

Her very blue eyes flashed so sharply that I could almost see the sweep of their glance, like the sweep of a sword. Her mouth tightened. But her voice didnt change.

Then Im afraid youre in a bad spot. And I hate killing.

And you Eddie Mars wife? Shame on you.

She didnt like that. She glared at me. I grinned. Unless you can unlock these bracelets, which Id advise you not to do, you might spare me a little of that drink youre neglecting.

She brought the glass over. Bubbles rose in it like false hopes. She bent over me. Her breath was as delicate as the eyes of a fawn. I gulped from the glass. She took it away from my mouth and watched some of the liquid run down my neck.

She bent over me again. Blood began to move around in me, like a prospective tenant looking over a house.

Your face looks like a collision mat, she said.

Make the most of it. It wont last long even this good.

She swung her head sharply and listened. For an instant her face was pale. The sounds were only the rain drifting against the walls. She went back across the room and stood with her side to me, bent forward a little, looking down at the floor.

Why did you come here and stick your neck out? she asked quietly. Eddie wasnt doing you any harm. You know perfectly well that if I hadnt hid out here, the police would have been certain Eddie murdered Rusty Regan.

He did, I said.

She didnt move, didnt change position an inch. Her breath made a harsh quick sound. I looked around the room. Two doors, both in the same wall, one half open. A carpet of red and tan squares, blue curtains at the windows, a wallpaper with bright green pine trees on it. The furniture looked as if it had come from one of those places that advertise on bus benches. Gay, but full of resistance.

She said softly: Eddie didnt do anything to him. I havent seen Rusty in months. Eddies not that sort of man.

You left his bed and board. You were living alone. People at the place where you lived identified Regans photo.

Thats a lie, she said coldly.

I tried to remember whether Captain Gregory had said that or not. My head was too fuzzy. I couldnt be sure.

And its none of your business, she added.

The whole thing is my business. Im hired to find out.

Eddies not that sort of man.

Oh, you like racketeers.

As long as people will gamble there will be places for them to gamble.

Thats just protective thinking. Once outside the law youre all the way outside. You think hes just a gambler. I think hes a pornographer, a blackmailer, a hot car broker, a killer by remote control, and a suborner of crooked cops. Hes whatever looks good to him, whatever has the cabbage pinned to it. Dont try to sell me on any high-souled racketeers. They dont come in that pattern.

Hes not a killer. Her nostrils flared.

Not personally. He has Canino. Canino killed a man tonight, a harmless little guy who was trying to help somebody out. I almost saw him killed.

She laughed wearily.

All right, I growled. Dont believe it. If Eddie is such a nice guy, Id like to get to talk to him without Canino around. You know what Canino will do — beat my teeth out and then kick me in the stomach for mumbling.

She put her head back and stood there thoughtful and withdrawn, thinking something out.

I thought platinum hair was out of style, I bored on, just to keep sound alive in the room, just to keep from listening.

Its a wig, silly. While mine grows out. She reached up and yanked it off. Her own hair was clipped short all over, like a boys. She put the wig back on.

Who did that to you?

She looked surprised. I had it done. Why?

Yes. Why?

Why, to show Eddie I was willing to do what he wanted me to do — hide out. That he didnt need to have me guarded. I wouldnt let him down. I love him.

Good grief, I groaned. And you have me right here in the room with you.

She turned a hand over and stared at it. Then abruptly she walked out of the room. She came back with a kitchen knife. She bent and sawed at my rope.

Canino has the key to the handcuffs, she breathed. I cant do anything about those.

She stepped back, breathing rapidly. She had cut the rope at every knot.

Youre a kick, she said. Kidding with every breath — the spot youre in.

I thought Eddie wasnt a killer.

She turned away quickly and went back to her chair by the lamp and sat down and put her face in her hands. I swung my feet to the floor and stood up. I tottered around, stiff-legged. The nerve on the left side of my face was jumping in all its branches. I took a step. I could still walk. I could run, if I had to.

I guess you mean me to go, I said.

She nodded without lifting her head.

Youd better go with me — if you want to keep on living.

Dont waste time. Hell be back any minute.

Light a cigarette for me.

I stood beside her, touching her knees. She came to her feet with a sudden lurch. Our eyes were only inches apart.

Hello, Silver-Wig, I said softly.

She stepped back, around the chair, and swept a package of cigarettes up off the table. She jabbed one loose and pushed it roughly into my mouth. Her hand was shaking. She snapped a small green leather lighter and held it to the cigarette. I drew in the smoke, staring into her lake-blue eyes. While she was still close to me I said:

A little bird named Harry Jones led me to you. A little bird that used to hop in and out of cocktail bars picking up horse bets for crumbs. Picking up information too. This little bird picked up an idea about Canino. One way and another he and his friends found out where you were. He came to me to sell the information because he knew — how he knew is a long story — that I was working for General Sternwood. I got his information, but Canino got the little bird. Hes a dead little bird now, with his feathers ruffled and his neck limp and a pearl of blood on his beak. Canino killed him. But Eddie Mars wouldnt do that, would he, Silver-Wig? He never killed anybody. He just hires it done.

Get out, she said harshly. Get out of here quick.

Her hand clutched in midair on the green lighter. The fingers strained. The knuckles were as white as snow.

But Canino doesnt know I know that, I said. About the little bird. All he knows is Im nosing around.

Then she laughed. It was almost a racking laugh. It shook her as the wind shakes a tree. I thought there was puzzlement in it, not exactly surprise, but as if a new idea had been added to something already known and it didnt fit. Then I thought that was too much to get out of a laugh.

Its very funny, she said breathlessly. Very funny, because, you see — I still love him. Women— She began to laugh again.

I listened hard, my head throbbing. Just the rain still. Lets go, I said. Fast.

She took two steps back and her face set hard. Get out, you! Get out! You can walk to Realito. You can make it — and you can keep your mouth shut — for an hour or two at least. You owe me that much.

Lets go, I said. Got a gun, Silver-Wig?

You know Im not going. You know that. Please, please get out of here quickly.

I stepped up close to her, almost pressing against her. Youre going to stay here after turning me loose? Wait for that killer to come back so you can say so sorry? A man who kills like swatting a fly. Not much. Youre going with me, Silver-Wig.

No.

Suppose, I said thinly, your handsome husband did kill Regan? Or suppose Canino did, without Eddies knowing it. Just suppose. How long will you last, after turning me loose?

Im not afraid of Canino. Im still his bosss wife.

Eddies a handful of mush, I snarled. Canino would take him with a teaspoon. Hell take him the way the cat took the canary. A handful of mush. The only time a girl like you goes for a wrong gee is when hes a handful of mush.

Get out! she almost spit at me.

Okey. I turned away from her and moved out through the half-open door into a dark hallway. Then she rushed after me and pushed past to the front door and opened it. She peered out into the wet blackness and listened. She motioned me forward.

Good-by, she said under her breath. Good luck in everything but one thing. Eddie didnt kill Rusty Regan. Youll find him alive and well somewhere, when he wants to be found.

I leaned against her and pressed her against the wall with my body. I pushed my mouth against her face. I talked to her that way.

Theres no hurry. All this was arranged in advance, rehearsed to the last detail, timed to the split second. just like a radio program. No hurry at all. Kiss me, Silver-Wig.

Her face under my mouth was like ice. She put her hands up and took hold of my head and kissed me hard on the lips. Her lips were like ice, too.

I went out through the door and it closed behind me, without sound, and the rain blew in under the porch, not as cold as her lips.
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THE GARAGE NEXT door was dark. I crossed the gravel drive and a patch of sodden lawn. The road ran with small rivulets of water. It gurgled down a ditch on the far side. I had no hat. That must have fallen in the garage. Canino hadnt bothered to give it back to me. He hadnt thought I would need it any more. I imagined him driving back jauntily through the rain, alone, having left the gaunt and sulky Art and the probably stolen sedan in a safe place. She loved Eddie Mars and she was hiding to protect him. So he would find her there when he came back, calm beside the light and the untasted drink, and me tied up on the davenport. He would carry her stuff out to the car and go through the house carefully to make sure nothing incriminating was left. He would tell her to go out and wait. She wouldnt hear a shot. A blackjack is just as effective at short range. He would tell her he had left me tied up and I would get loose after a while. He would think she was that dumb. Nice Mr. Canino.

The raincoat was open in front and I couldnt button it, being handcuffed. The skirts flapped against my legs like the wings of a large and tired bird. I came to the highway. Cars went by in a wide swirl of water illuminated by headlights. The tearing noise of their tires died swiftly. I found my convertible where I had left it, both tires fixed and mounted, so it could be driven away, if necessary. They thought of everything. I got into it and leaned down sideways under the wheel and fumbled aside the flap of leather that covered the pocket. I got the other gun, stuffed it up under my coat and started back. The world was small, shut in, black. A private world for Canino and me.

Halfway there the headlights nearly caught me. They turned swiftly off the highway and I slid down the bank into the wet ditch and flopped there breathing water. The car hummed by without slowing. I lifted my head, heard the rasp of its tires as it left the road and took the gravel of the driveway. The motor died, the lights died, a door slammed. I didnt hear the house door shut, but a fringe of light trickled through the clump of trees, as though a shade had been moved aside from a window, or the light had been put on in the hall.

I came back to the soggy grass plot and sloshed across it. The car was between me and the house, the gun was down it my side, pulled as far around as I could get it, without pulling my left arm out by the roots. The car was dark, empty, warm. Water gurgled pleasantly in the radiator. I peered in at the door. The keys hung on the dash. Canino was very sure of himself. I went around the car and walked carefully across the gravel to the window and listened. I couldnt hear any voices, any sound but the swift bong-bong of the raindrops hitting the metal elbows at the bottom of the rain gutters.

I kept on listening. No loud voices, everything quiet and refined. He would be purring at her and she would be telling him she had let me go and I had promised to let them get away. He wouldnt believe me, as I wouldnt believe him. So he wouldnt be in there long. He would be on his way and take her with him. All I had to do was wait for him to come out.

I couldnt do it. I shifted the gun to my left hand and leaned down to scoop up a handful of gravel. I tossed it against the screen of the window. It was a feeble effort. Very little of it reached the glass above the screen, but the loose rattle of that little was like a dam bursting.

I ran back to the car and got on the running board behind it. The house had already gone dark. That was all. I dropped quietly on the running board and waited. No soap. Canino was too cagey.

I straightened up and got into the car backwards, fumbled around for the ignition key and turned it. I reached with my foot, but the starter button had to be on the dash. I found it at last, pulled it and the starter ground. The warm motor caught at once. It purred softly, contentedly. I got out the car again and crouched down by the rear wheels.

I was shivering now but I knew that Canino wouldnt like that last effect. He needed that car badly. A darkened window slid down inch by inch, only some shifting of light on the glass showing it moved. Flame spouted from it abruptly, the blended roar of three swift shots. Glass starred in the coupe. I yelled with agony. The yell went off into a wailing groan. The groan became a wet gurgle, choked with blood. I let the gurgle die sickeningly, one choked gasp. It was nice work. I liked it. Canino liked it very much. I heard him laugh. It was a large booming laugh, not at all like the purr of his speaking voice.

Then silence for a little while, except for the rain and the quietly throbbing motor of the car. Then the house door crawled open, a deeper blackness in the black night. A figure showed in it cautiously, something white around the neck. It was her collar. She came out on the porch stiffly, a wooden woman. I caught the pale shine of her silver wig. Canino came crouched methodically behind her. It was so deadly it was almost funny.

She came down the steps. Now I could see the white stiffness of her face. She started towards the car. A bulwark of defense for Canino, in case I could still spit in his eye. Her voice spoke through the lisp of the rain, saying slowly, without any tone: I cant see a thing, Lash. The windows are misted.

He grunted something and the girls body jerked hard, as though he had jammed a gun into her back. She came on again and drew near the lightless car. I could see him behind her now, his hat, a side of his face, the bulk of his shoulder. The girl stopped rigid and screamed. A beautiful thin tearing scream that rocked me like a left hook.

I can see him! she screamed. Through the window. Behind the wheel, Lash!

He fell for it like a bucket of lead. He knocked her roughly to one side and jumped forward, throwing his hand up. Three more spurts of flame cut the darkness. More glass scarred. One bullet went on through and smacked into a tree on my side. A ricochet whined off into the distance. But the motor went quietly on.

He was low down, crouched against the gloom, his face a grayness without form that seemed to come back slowly after the glare of the shots. If it was a revolver he had, it might be empty. It might not. He had fired six times, but he might have reloaded inside the house. I hoped he had. I didnt want him with an empty gun. But it might be an automatic.

I said: Finished?

He whirled at me. Perhaps it would have been nice to allow him another shot or two, just like a gentleman of the old school. But his gun was still up and I couldnt wait any longer. Not long enough to be a gentleman of the old school. I shot him four times, the Colt straining against my ribs. The gun jumped out of his hand as if it had been kicked. He reached both his hands for his stomach. I could hear them smack hard against his body. He fell like that, straight forward, holding himself together with his broad hands. He fell face down in the wet gravel. And after that there wasnt a sound from him.

Silver-Wig didnt make a sound either. She stood rigid, with the rain swirling at her. I walked around Canino and kicked his gun, without any purpose. Then I walked after it and bent over sideways and picked it up. That put me close beside her. She spoke moodily, as if she was talking to herself.

I — I was afraid youd come back.

I said: We had a date. I told you it was all arranged. I began to laugh like a loon.

Then she was bending down over him, touching him. And after a little while she stood up with a small key on a thin chain.

She said bitterly: Did you have to kill him?

I stopped laughing as suddenly as I had started. She went behind me and unlocked the handcuffs.

Yes, she said softly. I suppose you did.
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THIS WAS ANOTHER day and the sun was shining again.

Captain Gregory of the Missing Persons Bureau looked heavily out of his office window at the barred upper floor of the Hall of Justice, white and clean after the rain. Then he turned ponderously in his swivel chair and tamped his pipe with a heat-scarred thumb and stared at me bleakly.

So you got yourself in another jam.

Oh, you heard about it.

Brother, I sit here all day on my fanny and I dont look as if I had a brain in my head. But youd be surprised what I hear. Shooting this Canino was all right I guess, but I dont figure the homicide boys pinned any medals on you.

Theres been a lot of killing going on around me, I said. I havent been getting my share of it.

He smiled patiently. Who told you this girl out there was Eddie Mars wife?

I told him. He listened carefully and yawned. He tapped his gold-studded mouth with a palm like a tray. I guess you figure I ought to of found her.

Thats a fair deduction.

Maybe I knew, he said. Maybe I thought if Eddie and his woman wanted to play a little game like that, it would be smart — or as smart as I ever get — to let them think they were getting away with it. And then again maybe you think I was letting Eddie get away with it for more personal reasons. He held his big hand out and revolved the thumb against the index and second fingers.

No, I said. I didnt really think that. Not even when Eddie seemed to know all about our talk here the other day.

He raised his eyebrows as if raising them was an effort, a trick he was out of practice on. It furrowed his whole forehead and when it smoothed out it was full of white lines that turned reddish as I watched them.

Im a copper, he said. Just a plain ordinary copper. Reasonably honest. As honest as you could expect a man to be in a world where its out of style. Thats mainly why I asked you to come in this morning. Id like you to believe that. Being a copper I like to see the law win. Id like to see the flashy well-dressed muggs like Eddie Mars spoiling their manicures in the rock quarry at Folsom, alongside of the poor little slum-bred hard guys that got knocked over on their first caper and never had a break since. Thats what Id like. You and me both lived too long to think Im likely to see it happen. Not in this town, not in any town half this size, in any part of this wide, green and beautiful U.S.A. We just dont run our country that way.

I didnt say anything. He blew smoke with a backward jerk of his head, looked at the mouthpiece of his pipe and went on:

But that dont mean I think Eddie Mars bumped off Regan or had any reason to or would have done it if he had. I just figured maybe he knows something about it, and maybe sooner or later something will sneak out into the open. Hiding his wife out at Realito was childish, but its the kind of childishness a smart monkey thinks is smart. I had him in here last night, after the D.A. got through with him. He admitted the whole thing. He said he knew Canino as a reliable protection guy and thats what he had him for. He didnt know anything about his hobbies or want to. He didnt know Harry Jones. He didnt know Joe Brody. He did know Geiger, of course, but claims he didnt know about his racket. I guess you heard all that.

Yes.

You played it smart down there at Realito, brother. Not trying to cover up. We keep a file on unidentified bullets nowadays. Someday you might use that gun again. Then youd be over a barrel.

I played it smart, I said, and leered at him.

He knocked his pipe out and stared down at it broodingly. What happened to the girl? he asked, not looking up.

I dont know. They didnt hold her. We made statements, three sets of them, for Wilde, for the Sheriffs office, for the Homicide Bureau. They turned her loose. I havent seen her since. I dont expect to.

Kind of a nice girl, they say. Wouldnt be one to play dirty games.

Kind of a nice girl, I said.

Captain Gregory sighed and rumpled his mousy hair. Theres just one more thing, he said almost gently. You look like a nice guy, but you play too rough. If you really want to help the Sternwood family — leave em alone.

I think youre right, Captain.

How do you feel?

Swell, I said. I was standing on various pieces of carpet most of the night, being balled out. Before that I got soaked to the skin and beaten up. Im in perfect condition.

What the hell did you expect, brother?

Nothing else. I stood up and grinned at him and started for the door. When I had almost reached it he cleared his throat suddenly and said in a harsh voice: Im wasting my breath, huh? You still think you can find Regan.

I turned around and looked him straight in the eyes. No, I dont think I can find Regan. Im not even going to try. Does that suit you?

He nodded slowly. Then he shrugged. I dont know what the hell I even said that for. Good luck, Marlowe. Drop around any time.

Thanks, Captain.

I went down out of the City Hall and got my car from the parking lot and drove home to the Hobart Arms. I lay down on the bed with my coat off and stared at the ceiling and listened to the traffic sounds on the street outside and watched the sun move slowly across a corner of the ceiling. I tried to go to sleep, but sleep didnt come. I got up and took a drink, although it was the wrong time of day, and lay down again. I still couldnt go to sleep. My brain ticked like a clock. I sat up on the side of the bed and stuffed a pipe and said out loud:

That old buzzard knows something.

The pipe tasted as bitter as lye. I put it aside and lay down again. My mind drifted through waves of false memory, in which I seemed to do the same thing over and over again, go to the same places, meet the same people, say the same words to them, over and over again, and yet each time it seemed real, like something actually happening, and for the first time. I was driving hard along the highway through the rain, with Silver-Wig in the corner of the car, saying nothing, so that by the time we reached Los Angeles we seemed to be utter strangers again. I was getting out at an all night drugstore and phoning Bernie Ohls that I had killed a man at Realito and was on my way over to Wildes house with Eddie Mars wife, who had seen me do it. I was pushing the car along the silent, rain-polished streets to Lafayette Park and up under the porte-cochere of Wildes big frame house and the porch light was already on, Ohls having telephoned ahead that I was coming. I was in Wildes study and he was behind his desk in a flowered dressing-gown and a tight hard face and a dappled cigar moved in his fingers and up to the bitter smile on his lips. Ohls was there and a slim gray scholarly man from the Sheriffs office who looked and talked more like a professor of economics than a cop. I was telling the story and they were listening quietly and Silver-Wig sat in a shadow with her hands folded in her lap, looking at nobody. There was a lot of telephoning. There were two men from the Homicide Bureau who looked at me as if I was some kind of strange beast escaped from a traveling circus. I was driving again, with one of them beside me, to the Fulwider Building. We were there in the room where Harry Jones was still in the chair behind the desk, the twisted stiffness of his dead face and the sour-sweet smell in the room. There was a medical examiner, very young and husky, with red bristles on his neck. There was a fingerprint man fussing around and I was telling him not to forget the latch of the transom. (He found Caninos thumb print on it, the only print the brown man had left to back up my story.)

I was back again at Wildes house, signing a typewritten statement his secretary had run off in another room. Then the door opened and Eddie Mars came in and an abrupt smile flashed to his face when he saw Silver-Wig, and he said: Hello, sugar, and she didnt look at him or answer him. Eddie Mars fresh and cheerful, in a dark business suit, with a fringed white scarf hanging outside his tweed overcoat. Then they were gone, everybody was gone out of the room but myself and Wilde, and Wilde was saying in a cold, angry voice: This is the last time, Marlowe. The next fast one you pull Ill throw you to the lions, no matter whose heart it breaks.

It was like that, over and over again, lying on the bed and watching the patch of sunlight slide down the corner of the wall. Then the phone rang, and it was Norris, the Sternwood butler, with his usual untouchable voice.

Mr. Marlowe? I telephoned your office without success, so I took the liberty of trying to reach you at home.

I was out most of the night, I said. I havent been down.

Yes, sir. The General would like to see you this morning, Mr. Marlowe, if its convenient.

Half an hour or so, I said. How is he?

Hes in bed, sir, but not doing badly.

Wait till he sees me, I said, and hung up.

I shaved, changed clothes and started for the door. Then I went back and got Carmens little pearl-handled revolver and dropped it into my pocket. The sunlight was so bright that it danced. I got to the Sternwood place in twenty minutes and drove up under the arch at the side door. It was eleven-fifteen. The birds in the ornamental trees were crazy with song after the rain, the terraced lawns were as green as the Irish flag, and the whole estate looked as though it had been made about ten minutes before. I rang the bell. It was five days since I had rung it for the Erst time. It felt like a year.

A maid opened the door and led me along a side hall to the main hallway and left me there, saying Mr. Norris would be down in a moment. The main hallway looked just the same. The portrait over the mantel had the same hot black eyes and the knight in the stained-glass window still wasnt getting anywhere untying the naked damsel from the tree.

In a few minutes Norris appeared, and he hadnt changed either. His acid-blue eyes were as remote as ever, his grayish-pink skin looked healthy and rested, and he moved as if he was twenty years younger than he really was. I was the one who felt the weight of the years.

We went up the tiled staircase and turned the opposite way from Vivians room. With each step the house seemed to grow larger and more silent. We reached a massive old door that looked as if it had come out of a church. Norris opened it softly and looked in. Then he stood aside and I went in past him across what seemed to be about a quarter of a mile of carpet to a huge canopied bed like the one Henry the Eighth died in.

General Sternwood was propped up on pillows. His bloodless hands were clasped on top of the sheet. They looked gray against it. His black eyes were still full of light and the rest of his face still looked like the face of a corpse.

Sit down, Mr. Marlowe. His voice sounded weary and a little stiff.

I pulled a chair close to him and sat down. All the windows were shut tight. The room was sunless at that hour. Awnings cut off what glare there might be from the sky. The air had the faint sweetish smell of old age.

He stared at me silently for a long minute. He moved a hand, as if to prove to himself that he could still move it, then folded it back over the other. He said lifelessly:

I didnt ask you to look for my son-in-law, Mr. Marlowe.

You wanted me to, though.

I didnt ask you to. You assume a great deal. I usually ask for what I want.

I didnt say anything.

You have been paid, he went on coldly. The money is of no consequence one way or the other. I merely feel that you have, no doubt unintentionally, betrayed a trust.

He closed his eyes on that. I said: Is that all you wanted to see me about?

He opened his eyes again, very slowly, as though the lids were made of lead. I suppose you are angry at that remark, he said.

I shook my head. You have an advantage over me, General. Its an advantage I wouldnt want to take away from you, not a hair of it. Its not much, considering what you have to put up with. You can say anything you like to me and I wouldnt think of getting angry. Id like to offer you your money back. It may mean nothing to you. It might mean something to me.

What does it mean to you?

It means I have refused payment for an unsatisfactory job. Thats all.

Do you do many unsatisfactory jobs?

A few. Everyone does.

Why did you go to see Captain Gregory?

I leaned back and hung an arm over the back of the chair. I studied his face. It told me nothing. I didnt know the answer to his question — no satisfactory answer.

I said: I was convinced you put those Geiger notes up to me chiefly as a test, and that you were a little afraid Regan might somehow be involved in an attempt to blackmail you. I didnt know anything about Regan then. It wasnt until I talked to Captain Gregory that I realized Regan wasnt that sort of guy in all probability.

That is scarcely answering my question.

I nodded. No. That is scarcely answering your question. I guess I just dont like to admit that I played a hunch. The morning I was here, after I left you out in the orchid house, Mrs. Regan sent for me. She seemed to assume I was hired to look for her husband and she didnt seem to like it. She let drop however that they had found his car in a certain garage. The they could only be the police. Consequently the police must know something about it. If they did, the Missing Persons Bureau would be the department that would have the case. I didnt know whether you had reported it, of course, or somebody else, or whether they had found the car through somebody reporting it abandoned in a garage. But I know cops, and I knew that if they got that much, they would get a little more — especially as your driver happened to have a police record. I didnt know how much more they would get. That started me thinking about the Missing Persons Bureau. What convinced me was something in Mr. Wildes manner the night we had the conference over at his house about Geiger and so on. We were alone for a minute and he asked me whether you had told me you were looking for Regan. I said you had told me you wished you knew where he was and that he was all right. Wilde pulled his lip in and looked funny. I knew just as plainly as though he had said it that by looking for Regan he meant using the machinery of the law to look for him. Even then I tried to go up against Captain Gregory in such a way that I wouldnt tell him anything he didnt know already.

And you allowed Captain Gregory to think I had employed you to find Rusty?

Yeah. I guess I did — when I was sure he had the case.

He closed his eyes. They twitched a little. He spoke with them closed. And do you consider that ethical?

Yes, I said. I do.

The eyes opened again. The piercing blackness of them was startling coming suddenly out of that dead face. Perhaps I dont understand, he said.

Maybe you dont. The head of a Missing Persons Bureau isnt a talker. He wouldnt be in that office if he was. This one is a very smart cagey guy who tries, with a lot of success at first, to give the impression hes a middle-aged hack fed up with his job. The game I play is not spillikins. Theres always a large element of bluff connected with it. Whatever I might say to a cop, he would be apt to discount it. And to that cop it wouldnt make much difference what I said. When you hire a boy in my line of work it isnt like hiring a window-washer and showing him eight windows and saying: Wash those and youre through. You dont know what I have to go through or over or under to do your job for you. I do it my way. I do my best to protect you and I may break a few rules, but I break them in your favor. The client comes first, unless hes crooked. Even then all I do is hand the job back to him and keep my mouth shut. After all you didnt tell me not to go to Captain Gregory.

That would have been rather difficult, he said with a faint smile.

Well, what have I done wrong? Your man Norris seemed to think when Geiger was eliminated the case was over. I dont see it that way. Geigers method of approach puzzled me and still does. Im not Sherlock Holmes or Philo Vance. I dont expect to go over ground the police have covered and pick up a broken pen point and build a case from it. If you think there is anybody in the detective business making a living doing that sort of thing, you dont know much about cops. Its not things like that they overlook, if they overlook anything. Im not saying they often overlook anything when theyre really allowed to work. But if they do, its apt to be something looser and vaguer, like a man of Geigers type sending you his evidence of debt and asking you to pay like a gentleman — Geiger, a man in a shady racket, in a vulnerable position, protected by a racketeer and having at least some negative protection from some of the police. Why did he do that? Because he wanted to find out if there was anything putting pressure on you. If there was, you would pay him. If not, you would ignore him and wait for his next move. But there was something putting a pressure on you. Regan. You were afraid he was not what he had appeared to be, that he had stayed around and been nice to you just long enough to find out how to play games with your bank account.

He started to say something but I interrupted him. Even at that it wasnt your money you cared about. It wasnt even your daughters. Youve more or less written them off. Its that youre still too proud to be played for a sucker — and you really liked Regan.

There was a silence. Then the General said quietly: You talk too damn much, Marlowe. Am I to understand you are still trying to solve that puzzle?

No. Ive quit. Ive been warned off. The boys think I play too rough. Thats why I thought I should give you back your money — because it isnt a completed job by my standards.

He smiled. Quit, nothing, he said. Ill pay you another thousand dollars to find Rusty. He doesnt have to come back. I dont even have to know where he is. A man has a right to live his own life. I dont blame him for walking out on my daughter, nor even for going so abruptly. It was probably a sudden impulse. I want to know that he is all right wherever he is. I want to know it from him directly, and if he should happen to need money, I should want him to have that also. Am I clear?

I said: Yes, General.

He rested a little while, lax on the bed, his eyes closed and dark-lidded, his mouth tight and bloodless. He was used up. He was pretty nearly licked. He opened his eyes again and tried to grin at me.

I guess Im a sentimental old goat, he said. And no soldier at all. I took a fancy to that boy. He seemed pretty clean to me. I must be a little too vain about my judgment of character. Find him for me, Marlowe. Just find him.

I1l try, I said. Youd better rest now. Ive talked your arm off.

I got up quickly and walked across the wide floor and out. He had his eyes shut again before I opened the door. His hands lay limp on the sheet. He looked a lot more like a dead man than most dead men look. I shut the door quietly and went back along the upper hall and down the stairs.
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THE BUTLER APPEARED with my hat. I put it on and said: What do you think of him?

Hes not as weak as he looks, sir.

If he was, hed be ready for burial. What did this Regan fellow have that bored into him so?

The butler looked at me levelly and yet with a queer lack of expression. Youth, sir, he said. And the soldiers eye.

Like yours, I said.

If I may say so, sir, not unlike yours.

Thanks. How are the ladies this morning?

He shrugged politely.

Just what I thought, I said, and he opened the door for me.

I stood outside on the step and looked down the vistas of grassed terraces and trimmed trees and flowerbeds to the tall metal railing at the bottom of the gardens. I saw Carmen about halfway down, sitting on a stone bench, with her head between her hands, looking forlorn and alone.

I went down the red brick steps that led from terrace to terrace. I was quite close before she heard me. She jumped up and whirled like a cat. She wore the light blue slacks she had worn the first time I saw her. Her blond hair was the same loose tawny wave. Her face was white. Red spots flared in her cheeks as she looked at me. Her eyes were slaty.

Bored? I said.

She smiled slowly, rather shyly, then nodded quickly. Then she whispered: Youre not mad at me?

I thought you were mad at me.

She put her thumb up and giggled. Im not. When she giggled I didnt like her any more. I looked around. A target hung on a tree about thirty feet away, with some darts sticking to it. There were three or four more on the stone bench where she had been sitting.

For people with money you and your sister dont seem to have much fun, I said.

She looked at me under her long lashes. This was the look that was supposed to make me roll over on my back. I said: You like throwing those darts?

Uh-huh.

That reminds me of something. I looked back towards the house. By moving about three feet I made a tree hide me from it. I took her little pearl-handled gun out of my pocket. I brought you back your artillery. I cleaned it and loaded it up. Take my tip — dont shoot it at people, unless you get to be a better shot. Remember?

Her face went paler and her thin thumb dropped. She looked at me, then at the gun I was holding. There was a fascination in her eyes. Yes, she said, and nodded. Then suddenly: Teach me to shoot.

Huh?

Teach me how to shoot. Id like that.

Here? Its against the law.

She came close to me and took the gun out of my hand, cuddled her hand around the butt. Then she tucked it quickly inside her slacks, almost with a furtive movement, and looked around.

I know where, she said in a secret voice. Down by some of the old wells. She pointed off down the hill. Teach me?

I looked into her slaty blue eyes. I might as well have looked at a couple of bottle-tops. All right. Give me back the gun until I see if the place looks all right.

She smiled and made a mouth, then handed it back with a secret naughty air, as if she was giving me a key to her room. We walked up the steps and around to my car. The gardens seemed deserted. The sunshine was as empty as a headwaiters smile. We got into the car and I drove down the sunken driveway and out through the gates.

Wheres Vivian? I asked.

Not up yet. She giggled.

I drove on down the hill through the quiet opulent streets with their faces washed by the rain, bore east to La Brea, then south. We reached the place she meant in about ten minutes.

In there. She leaned out of the window and pointed.

It was a narrow dirt road, not much more than a track, like the entrance to some foothill ranch. A wide five-barred gate was folded back against a stump and looked as if it hadnt been shut in years. The road was fringed with tall eucalyptus trees and deeply rutted. Trucks had used it. It was empty and sunny now, but not yet dusty. The rain had been too hard and too recent. I followed the ruts along and the noise of city traffic grew curiously and quickly faint, as if this were not in the city at all, but far away in a daydream land. Then the oil-stained, motionless walking-beam of a squat wooden derrick stuck up over a branch. I could see the rusty old steel cable that connected this walking-beam with a half a dozen others. The beams didnt move, probably hadnt moved for a year. The wells were no longer pumping. There was a pile of rusted pipe, a loading platform that sagged at one end, half a dozen empty oil drums lying in a ragged pile. There was the stagnant, oil-scummed water of an old sump iridescent in the sunlight.

Are they going to make a park of all this? I asked.

She dipped her chin down and gleamed at me.

Its about time. The smell of that sump would poison a herd of goats. This the place you had in mind?

Uh-huh. Like it?

Its beautiful. I pulled up beside the loading platform. We got out. I listened. The hum of the traffic was a distant web of sound, like the buzzing of bees. The place was as lonely as a churchyard. Even after the rain the tall eucalyptus trees still looked dusty. They always look dusty. A branch broken off by the wind had fallen over the edge of the sump and the flat leathery leaves dangled in the water.

I walked around the sump and looked into the pumphouse. There was some junk in it, nothing that looked like recent activity. Outside a big wooden bull wheel was tilted against the wall. It looked like a good place all right.

I went back to the car. The girl stood beside it preening her hair and holding it out in the sun. Gimme, she said, and held her hand out.

I took the gun out and put it in her palm. I bent down and picked up a rusty can.

Take it easy now, I said. Its loaded in all five. Ill go over and set this can in that square opening in the middle of that big wooden wheel. See? I pointed. She ducked her head, delighted. Thats about thirty feet. Dont start shooting until I get back beside you. Okey?

Okey, she giggled.

I went back around the sump and set the can up in the middle of the bull wheel. It made a swell target. If she missed the can, which she was certain to do, she would probably hit the wheel. That would stop a small slug completely. However, she wasnt going to hit even that.

I went back towards her around the sump. When I was about ten feet from her, at the edge of the sump, she showed me all her sharp little teeth and brought the gun up and started to hiss.

I stopped dead, the sump water stagnant and stinking at my back.

Stand there, you son of a bitch, she said.

The gun pointed at my chest. Her hand seemed to be quite steady. The hissing sound grew louder and her face had the scraped bone look. Aged, deteriorated, become animal, and not a nice animal.

I laughed at her. I started to walk towards her. I saw her small finger tighten on the trigger and grow white at the tip. I was about six feet away from her when she started to shoot.

The sound of the gun made a sharp slap, without body, a brittle crack in the sunlight. I didnt see any smoke. I stopped again and grinned at her.

She fired twice more, very quickly. I dont think any of the shots would have missed. There were five in the little gun. She had fired four. I rushed her.

I didnt want the last one in my face, so I swerved to one side. She gave it to me quite carefully, not worried at all. I think I felt the hot breath of the powder blast a little.

I straightened up. My, but youre cute, I said.

Her hand holding the empty gun began to shake violently. The gun fell out of it. Her mouth began to shake. Her whole face went to pieces. Then her head screwed up towards her left ear and froth showed on her lips. Her breath made a whining sound. She swayed.

I caught her as she fell. She was already unconscious. I pried her teeth open with both hands and stuffed a wadded handkerchief in between them. It took all my strength to do it. I lifted her up and got her into the car, then went back for the gun and dropped it into my pocket. I climbed in under the wheel, backed the car and drove back the way we had come along the rutted road, out of the gateway, back up the hill and so home.

Carmen lay crumpled in the corner of the car, without motion. I was halfway up the drive to the house before she stirred. Then her eyes suddenly opened wide and wild. She sat up.

What happened? she gasped.

Nothing. Why?

Oh, yes it did, she giggled. I wet myself.

They always do, I said.

She looked at me with a sudden sick speculation and began to moan.


32
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THE GENTLE-EYED, HORSE-FACED maid let me into the long gray and white upstairs sitting room with the ivory drapes tumbled extravagantly on the floor and the white carpet from wall to wall. A screen stars boudoir, a place of charm and seduction, artificial as a wooden leg. It was empty at the moment. The door closed behind me with the unnatural softness of a hospital door. A breakfast table on wheels stood by the chaise-longue. Its silver glittered. There were cigarette ashes in the coffee cup. I sat down and waited.

It seemed a long time before the door opened again and Vivian came in. She was in oyster-white lounging pajamas trimmed with white fur, cut as flowingly as a summer sea frothing on the beach of some small and exclusive island.

She went past me in long smooth strides and sat down on the edge of the chaise-longue. There was a cigarette in her lips, at the comer of her mouth. Her nails today were copper red from quick to tip, without half moons.

So youre just a brute after all, she said quietly, staring at me. An utter callous brute. You killed a man last night. Never mind how I heard it. I heard it. And now you have to come out here and frighten my kid sister into a fit.

I didnt say a word. She began to fidget. She moved over to a slipper chair and put her head back against a white cushion that lay along the back of the chair against the wall. She blew pale gray smoke upwards and watched it float towards the ceiling and come apart in wisps that were for a little while distinguishable from the air and then melted and were nothing. Then very slowly she lowered her eyes and gave me a cool hard glance.

I dont understand you, she said. Im thankful as hell one of us kept his head the night before last. Its bad enough to have a bootlegger in my past. Why dont you for Christs sake say something?

How is she?

Oh, shes all right, I suppose. Fast asleep. She always goes to sleep. What did you do to her?

Not a thing. I came out of the house after seeing your father and she was out in front. She had been throwing darts at a target on a tree. I went down to speak to her because I had something that belonged to her. A little revolver Owen Taylor gave her once. She took it over to Brodys place the other evening, the evening he was killed. I had to take it away from her there. I didnt mention it, so perhaps you didnt know it.

The black Sternwood eyes got large and empty. It was her turn not to say anything.

She was pleased to get her little gun back and she wanted me to teach her how to shoot and she wanted to show me the old oil wells down the hill where your family made some of its money. So we went down there and the place was pretty creepy, all rusted metal and old wood and silent wells and greasy scummy sumps. Maybe that upset her. I guess youve been there yourself. It was kind of eerie.

Yes — it is. It was a small breathless voice now.

So we went in there and I stuck a can up in a bull wheel for her to pop at. She threw a wingding. Looked like a mild epileptic fit to me.

Yes. The same minute voice. She has them once in a while. Is that all you wanted to see me about?

I guess you still wouldnt tell me what Eddie Mars has on you.

Nothing at all. And Im getting a little tired of that question, she said coldly.

Do you know a man named Canino?

She drew her fine black brows together in thought. Vaguely. I seem to remember the name.

Eddie Mars trigger man. A tough hombre, they said. I guess he was. Without a little help from a lady Id be where he is — in the morgue.

The ladies seem to— She stopped dead and whitened. I cant joke about it, she said simply.

Im not joking, and if I seem to talk in circles, it just seems that way. It all ties together — everything. Geiger and his cute little blackmail tricks, Brody and his pictures, Eddie Mars and his roulette tables, Canino and the girl Rusty Regan didnt run away with. It all ties together.

Im afraid I dont even know what youre talking about.

Suppose you did — it would be something like this. Geiger got his hooks into your sister, which isnt very difficult, and got some notes from her and tried to blackmail your father with them, in a nice way. Eddie Mars was behind Geiger, protecting him and using him for a cats-paw. Your father sent for me instead of paying up, which showed he wasnt scared about anything. Eddie Mars wanted to know that. He had something on you and he wanted to know if he had it on the General too. If he had, he could collect a lot of money in a hurry. If not, he would have to wait until you got your share of the family fortune, and in the meantime be satisfied with whatever spare cash he could take away from you across the roulette table. Geiger was killed by Owen Taylor, who was in love with your silly little sister and didnt like the kind of games Geiger played with her. That didnt mean anything to Eddie. He was playing a deeper game than Geiger knew anything about, or than Brody knew anything about, or anybody except you and Eddie and a tough guy named Canino. Your husband disappeared and Eddie, knowing everybody knew there had been bad blood between him and Regan, hid his wife out at Realito and put Canino to guard her, so that it would look as if she had run away with Regan. He even got Regans car into the garage of the place where Mona Mars had been living. But that sounds a little silly taken merely as an attempt to divert suspicion that Eddie had killed your husband or had him killed. It isnt so silly, really. He had another motive. He was playing for a million or so. He knew where Regan had gone and why and he didnt want the police to have to find out. He wanted them to have an explanation of the disappearance that would keep them satisfied. Am I boring you?

You tire me, she said in a dead, exhausted voice. God, how you tire me!

Im sorry. Im not just fooling around trying to be clever. Your father offered me a thousand dollars this morning to find Regan. Thats a lot of money to me, but I cant do it.

Her mouth jumped open. Her breath was suddenly strained and harsh. Give me a cigarette, she said thickly. Why? The pulse in her throat had begun to throb.

I gave her a cigarette and lit a match and held it for her. She drew in a lungful of smoke and let it out raggedly and then the cigarette seemed to be forgotten between her fingers. She never drew on it again.

Well, the Missing Persons Bureau cant find him, I said. Its not so easy. What they cant do its not likely that I can do.

Oh. There was a shade of relief in her voice.

Thats one reason. The Missing Persons people think he just disappeared on purpose, pulled down the curtain, as they call it. They dont think Eddie Mars did away with him.

Who said anybody did away with him?

Were coming to it, I said.

For a brief instant her face seemed to come to pieces, to become merely a set of features without form or control. Her mouth looked like the prelude to a scream. But only for an instant. The Sternwood blood had to be good for something more than her black eyes and her recklessness.

I stood up and took the smoking cigarette from between her fingers and killed it in an ashtray. Then I took Carmens little gun out of my pocket and laid it carefully, with exaggerated care, on her white satin knee. I balanced it there, and stepped back with my head on one side like a window-dresser getting the effect of a new twist of a scarf around a dummys neck.

I sat down again. She didnt move. Her eyes came down millimeter by millimeter and looked at the gun.

Its harmless, I said. All five chambers empty. She fired them all. She fired them all at me.

The pulse jumped wildly in her throat. Her voice tried to say something and couldnt. She swallowed.

From a distance of five or six feet, I said. Cute little thing, isnt she? Too bad I had loaded the gun with blanks. I grinned nastily. I had a hunch about what she would do — if she got the chance.

She brought her voice back from a long way off. Youre a horrible man, she said. Horrible.

Yeah. Youre her big sister. What are you going to do about it?

You cant prove a word of it.

Cant prove what?

That she fired at you. You said you were down there around the wells with her, alone. You cant prove a word of what you say.

Oh that, I said. I wasnt thinking of trying. I was thinking of another time — when the shells in the little gun had bullets in them.

Her eyes were pools of darkness, much emptier than darkness.

I was thinking of the day Regan disappeared, I said. Late in the afternoon. When he took her down to those old wells to teach her to shoot and put up a can somewhere and told her to pop at it and stood near her while she shot. And she didnt shoot at the can. She turned the gun and shot him, just the way she tried to shoot me today, and for the same reason.

She moved a little and the gun slid off her knee and fell to the floor. It was one of the loudest sounds I ever heard. Her eyes were riveted on my face. Her voice was a stretched whisper of agony. Carmen! ... Merciful God, Carmen! ... Why?

Do I really have to tell you why she shot at me?

Yes. Her eyes were still terrible. Im — Im afraid you do.

Night before last when I got home she was in my apartment. Shed kidded the manager into letting her in to wait for me. She was in my bed — naked. I threw her out on her ear. I guess maybe Regan did the same thing to her sometime. But you cant do that to Carmen.

She drew her lips back and made a half-hearted attempt to lick them. It made her, for a brief instant, look like a frightened child. The lines of her cheeks sharpened and her hand went up slowly like an artificial hand worked by wires and its fingers closed slowly and stiffly around the white fur at her collar. They drew the fur tight against her throat. After that she just sat staring.

Money, she croaked. I suppose you want money.

How much money? I tried not to sneer.

Fifteen thousand dollars?

I nodded. That would be about right. That would be the established fee. That was what he had in his pockets when she shot him. That would be what Mr. Canino got for disposing of the body when you went to Eddie Mars for help. But that would be small change to what Eddie expects to collect one of these days, wouldnt it?

You son of a bitch! she said.

Uh-huh. Im a very smart guy. I havent a feeling or a scruple in the world. All I have the itch for is money. I am so money greedy that for twenty-Eve bucks a day and expenses, mostly gasoline and whiskey, I do my thinking myself, what there is of it; I risk my whole future, the hatred of the cops and of Eddie Mars and his pals, I dodge bullets and eat saps, and say thank you very much, if you have any more trouble, I hope youll think of me, Ill just leave one of my cards in case anything comes up. I do all this for twenty-five bucks a day — and maybe just a little to protect what little pride a broken and sick old man has left in his blood, in the thought that his blood is not poison, and that although his two little girls are a trifle wild, as many nice girls are these days, they are not perverts or killers. And that makes me a son of a bitch. All right. I dont care anything about that. Ive been called that by people of all sizes and shapes, including your little sister. She called me worse than that for not getting into bed with her. I got five hundred dollars from your father, which I didnt ask for, but he can afford to give it to me. I can get another thousand for finding Mr. Rusty Regan, if I could find him. Now you offer me fifteen grand. That makes me a big shot. With fifteen grand I could own a home and a new car and four suits of clothes. I might even take a vacation without worrying about losing a case. Thats fine. What are you offering it to me for? Can I go on being a son of a bitch, or do I have to become a gentleman, like that lush that passed out in his car the other night?

She was as silent as a stone woman.

All right, I went on heavily. Will you take her away? Somewhere far off from here where they can handle her type, where they will keep guns and knives and fancy drinks away from her? Hell, she might even get herself cured, you know. Its been done.

She got up and walked slowly to the windows. The drapes lay in heavy ivory folds beside her feet. She stood among the folds and looked out, towards the quiet darkish foothills. She stood motionless, almost blending into the drapes. Her hands hung loose at her sides. Utterly motionless hands. She turned and came back along the room and walked past me blindly. When she was behind me she caught her breath sharply and spoke.

Hes in the sump, she said. A horrible decayed thing. I did it. I did just what you said. I went to Eddie Mars. She came home and told me about it, just like a child. Shes not normal. I knew the police would get it all out of her. In a little while she would even brag about it. And if dad knew, he would call them instantly and tell them the whole story. And sometime in that night he would die. Its not his dying — its what he would be thinking just before he died. Rusty wasnt a bad fellow. I didnt love him. He was all right, I guess. He just didnt mean anything to me, one way or another, alive or dead, compared with keeping it from dad.

So you let her run around loose, I said, getting into other jams.

I was playing for time. just for time. I played the wrong way, of course. I thought she might even forget it herself. Ive heard they do forget what happens in those fits. Maybe she has forgotten it. I knew Eddie Mars would bleed me white, but I didnt care. I had to have help and I could only get it from somebody like him.... There have been times when I hardly believed it all myself. And other times when I had to get drunk quickly — whatever time of day it was. Awfully damn quickly.

Youll take her away, I said. And do that awfully damn quickly.

She still had her back to me. She said softly now: What about you?

Nothing about me. Im leaving. Ill give you three days. If youre gone by then — okey. If youre not, out it comes. And dont think I dont mean that.

She turned suddenly. I dont know what to say to you. I dont know how to begin.

Yeah. Get her out of here and see that shes watched every minute. Promise?

I promise. Eddie—

Forget Eddie. Ill go see him after I get some rest. Ill handle Eddie.

Hell try to kill you.

Yeah, I said. His best boy couldnt. Ill take a chance on the others. Does Norris know?

Hell never tell.

I thought he knew.

I went quickly away from her down the room and out and down the tiled staircase to the front hall. I didnt see anybody when I left. I found my hat alone this time. Outside the bright gardens had a haunted look, as though small wild eyes were watching me from behind the bushes, as though the sunshine itself had a mysterious something in its light. I got into my car and drove off down the hill.

What did it matter where you lay once you were dead? In a dirty sump or in a marble tower on top of a high hill? You were dead, you were sleeping the big sleep, you were not bothered by things like that. Oil and water were the same as wind and air to you. You just slept the big sleep, not caring about the nastiness of how you died or where you fell. Me, I was part of the nastiness now. Far more a part of it than Rusty Regan was. But the old man didnt have to be. He could lie quiet in his canopied bed, with his bloodless hands folded on the sheet, waiting. His heart was a brief, uncertain murmur. His thoughts were as gray as ashes. And in a little while he too, like Rusty Regan, would be sleeping the big sleep.



On the way downtown I stopped at a bar and had a couple of double Scotches. They didnt do me any good. All they did was make me think of Silver-Wig, and I never saw her again.


Farewell, My Lovely (1940) 
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Chandlers second novel was published in October 1940 by Alfred A Knopf in America. Chandler already had the basis of the story in his previous short fiction — some sections of The Man Who Liked Dogs (first published in Black Mask magazine March 1936) reappear in the novel. He also used two of his other stories, both published in 1937, as source material – Try the Girl (published in Black Mask, January 1937) and Mandarins Jade (published in Dime Detective Magazine, November 1937), as they to deal with the theme of corruption — a strong feature of Farewell my Lovely and summarised in Chandlers own notebook as the corrupt alliance of police and racketeers. Try the Girl provided the initial idea of a gangster looking for his old girlfriend, who has moved on to a more respectable life. Mandarins Jade was the basis for the middle sections about a jewel theft, which may or may not have actually happened, the murder of a blackmailer and a corrupt psychic that works with a crime ring. The Man Who Liked Dogs provided the final part. .

The writing process for this novel, in 1939, was blighted by Chandlers worries over the growing tensions in Europe as war became a distinct possibility. It was not until July of that year that Chandler was able to take up the abandoned draft again, in the quiet and cooler environment of a mountainous holiday home, away from the intense Californian summer heat. Chandler was also working concurrently on another story, The Lady in the Lake, which is seen as a companion novel to Farewell my Lovely, flipping between the two when he needed a break from one. However, by September he had completed the first draft of Farewell my Lovely and began work on revisions, which included changing the storys title several times. Rejected titles included The Girl from Florians and The Second Murderer (taken from Shakespeares Richard III). The final title of Farewell My Lovely is not a reference to, or a quote from, the text and it is not clear where Chandler drew the inspiration from for the title. Chandlers editor, Blanche Knopf, disliked it, but Chandler got his own way, only to face a battle of wills with his text editor, who kept correcting the slang he had deliberately put in the narrative: When I split an infinitive, God damn it, I split it so it stays split. 

When the book was finally published, Knopf had committed to a 7,000 copy print run, but the book did not sell as well as The Big Sleep. Knopf insisted this was because of the overly literary title; Chandler blamed Knopf for not pitching the novel to a more thinking readership. As Chandler regarded this as his finest novel, he found some of the critique of it unfair:

…when I write something that is tough and fast and full of mayhem and murder, I get panned…when I try to tone it down a bit and develop the mental and emotional side…I get panned for what I was panned for putting in the first place.

Chandler uses Shakespeare again in the text itself, referencing Othello to describe Mr Grayle as an old man who loved wisely, but not too well. This is taken from the words of the title character, Act 5, Scene 2: Of one that loved not wisely, but too well. Marlowe also is now endowed with a certain erudition – he comments on the cheap calendar he has, with its poor quality reproduction of a self portrait by Rembrandt – something a lesser man might completely ignore. Marlowes insightful remarks reveal something of his character too and his self deprecating humour – I lit my pipe again. It makes you look more thoughtful when you are not thinking. It is no surprise that Marlowes continued uneasy relationship with the police features in this story – John Wax, the chief of police, is described by Marlowe in acerbic terms –  A hammered down heavyweight with short pink hair and a pink scalp glistening through it. He has small hungry eyes, as restless as fleas. As Chandler said: Marlowe wouldnt be Marlowe if he could really get along with policemen. Chandler has a gift for describing the beautiful in close juxtaposition to the tawdry, indeed the ugly, as if to remind the reader that in Los Angeles, the veneer of the gorgeous has only to be rubbed and beneath one will find the dirty and chaotic – he describes Spring rustling in the air like a paper bag blowing along a concrete sidewalk.

Women are almost caricatures of femaleness in Chandlers stories, with the attractive women described in the appreciative tones of the alpha male and all the rest given short shrift. Velma Grayle  …had a full set of curves which nobody had been able to improve on whereas older woman, Jessie Florian, is as cute as a washtub. 

There has been criticism of Chandler for his relatively frequent and less than flattering references to homosexuality. Biographers are unclear as to whether this stems from prejudice on Chandlers part, a writers need for characters who are in some sense transgressive in order to make Marlowe look more alpha male, or a straightforward commercial decision to keep to the unspoken rules of pulp fiction (even if that format did lead in later years to some of the best known popular lesbian and gay fiction of the post war period). For instance, Lindsay Marriott is described in less than flattering, but unequivocal terms that identify him to the reader as an effeminate homosexual man – He has the general appearance of a lad who would wear a white flannel suit with a violet scarf around his neck and a cornflower in his lapel.. Of another man in a bar: A male cutie [a term that would only apply to a woman] with hennad hair drooped at a bungalow grand piano and tickled the keys lasciviously. Comment has also been made of the latent homoerotic feelings that Marlowe expresses for Moose Molloy – what the detective calls a strange liking. This may be what would be seen today as a close, but not necessarily intimate male friendship or bromance. Whilst it is easy to be indignant at such cutting descriptions (and they were to get even more so as the McCarthy years arrived), one can only accept them as examples of the cultural mores of the times, written for a specific readership, and so regard them as useful examples of representations of queerness within a deeply heteronormative society. 

If one minority group is seemingly given short shrift by Chandler and his characters, it seems logical that others would too. Black people are similarly treated with disdain – when Moose Malloy kills a black man, Marlowe, admittedly with a sense of irony, tells the police I guess thats only a misdemeanour.. All the reader of today can do is to approach such attitudes as historical sources from which to draw lessons for the present times. 

The plot opens with Philip Marlowe investigating a low grade missing husband case in the vicinity of Central Avenue in Los Angeles, when he stops to observe a flamboyantly dressed man. He is tall and heavily built, the sort of imposing male that attracts glances from passers-by – a Guy in loud clothes as big as a house. Intrigued, Chandler follows the man and ends up in conversation with him. The man is looking for a female he refers to as Little Velma, one Velma Valento who was previously his girlfriend and whom he aspired to marry. The tall mans name is Moose Malloy, recently released from prison and his last sighting of Velma was in a drinking joint called the Florians, that is now frequented almost exclusively by black residents. This is the place she used to work, although he has not heard from her in six years. Marlowe and Malloy try to go in the bar to look for Velma, but the bouncer stops them – No white folks, brother. Jes fo the colored people. Malloy forces his way in and insists on having a drink, but naturally, Velma is no longer there. After downing numerous whiskeys, Malloy barges into the managers office to demand the whereabouts of Velma and in the ensuing altercation kills him and then runs away, leaving Marlowe to deal with the police when they arrive. 

Detective-Lieutenant Nulty, of the LAPD, a lean-jawed sourpuss with long yellow hands, is assigned to the case. Unfortunately, he has no interest in it and in fact resents being put in charge. Malloy is known to the police so Nulty puts out an alert for him to the force, but Marlowe thinks he knows how to find him – find Velma and that is where Malloy will be. Nulty isnt interested in that line of enquiry and asks Marlowe as a favour to look for Velma – which despite the lack of material reward, he reluctantly agrees to do.

He tracks down Jessie Florian, the widow of the clubs former owner, who is living in a run down house and is clearly an alcoholic, a slovenly middle aged woman with a face like a bucket of mud. She is wary of Marlowe, but won over by the pint of bourbon he has brought with him: Suspicion fought with thirst and thirst was winning. It always does. Mrs Florian claims Velma is dead, but Marlowe suspects she knows more than she will say.

Shortly after this encounter, Marlowe is commissioned by one Lindsay Marriott, to hand over a ransom payment for a stolen $90,000 jade necklace. Marriott is not Marlowes favourite type of man, as he is affected and effeminate and they do not hit it off, but he takes the job. They are to make the rendezvous in the Purissima canyon, but when the robbers arrive, Marlowe is attacked from behind and left unconscious. He is later rescued by Anne Riordan, the daughter of a former police officer, but at least he has survived – Marriott has been beaten to death.

This time it is a sceptical Lt. Randall in charge of the police investigation, who has doubts about Marlowes version of events and then Marlowe receives a visit from Anne Riordan, who as the daughter of a police officer, likes to play the amateur sleuth. Randall has told Anne Riordan that the stolen jewellery at the heart of the Marriott case belonged to a Mrs Lewin Lockridge Grayle, the young wife of a wealthy and influential Bay City resident. Mrs Grayle is a stunning blonde, who was a singer on a commercial radio station and she married her husband in secret, so as to conceal her less than respectable background. Anne suggests that Marlowe should approach Mrs Grayle and get a commission to track down the jewellery, even though he is convinced that the robbers are ruthless organized crime gang members.

Marlowe also has a new line of enquiry – on Marriotts body he had found a business card for a psychic, Jules Amthor. Whilst it seems an unlikely contact for Marriott, Marlowe decides to follow it up. He now seems to have two separate cases to deal with – the missing Moose Malloy and his girlfriend, Velma; and the case of the stolen jade necklace. However, events will soon reveal that the cases are closer together than he could have anticipated…

The novel is another strong outing for Marlowe, with long scenes filled with crackling dialogue and a consistently sharp and sardonic Marlowe dominating the proceedings. Despite his hard exterior, there are touches of a different Marlowe here and there, in his shy admiration of Anne Riordan for instance, whilst his disgust of Mrs Florian is equally apparent. Clearly, Marlowe feels as his creator did, that pretty and intelligent women should be idolised and admired, a legacy not only of Chandlers early poetry, but of his own complex relationship with the female gender. 

The book has had numerous adaptations for the cinema. The story was initially sold to RKO for $2,000 and a nonsensical adaptation released in 1942 as the renamed The Falcon Takes Over, starring the quintessentially English actor George Sanders as an improbable character named The Falcon, who replaced Marlowe and set in New York. As Chandlers popularity gathered pace, the studio remade it, this time starring a more appropriately cast Dick Powell who was able to use the movie to re-launch his waning career. It was, however, renamed again before release in 1944, as Murder, My Sweet. Chandler was pleased with this remake and liked Powell as Marlowe, even suggesting that he was the closest to the writers own imagined character, although he was a far cry from Chandlers original choice, Cary Grant. The stringent Production Code prevented the use of the more violent scenes and the scriptwriters circumvented this by having Marlowe reflect in voiceovers on fights and escapades he had been in, rather than show them on screen. 

Thirty years on, Robert Mitchum took on the role of Marlowe in 1975 with a remake also starring Charlotte Rampling and Sylvia Miles and directed by Dick Richards. Richards was only willing to direct the film if it was authentically set in 1940s Los Angeles, instead of the contemporary setting that was originally pitched to him. The movie features a very early appearance from a young Sylvester Stallone. The film was well received on the whole, with Mitchum receiving praise for his portrayal of Marlowe and Sylvia Miles was awarded the Academy Award for Best Actress in a Supporting Role. 
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Farewell, My Lovely was the first Philip Marlowe novel to be filmed. In 1942, The Falcon Takes Over, a 65-minute film that was the third in the Falcon series about Michael Arlens gentleman sleuth Gay Lawrence (played by George Sanders), loosely used the plot of Chandlers second novel. 
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IT WAS ONE of the mixed blocks over on Central Avenue, the blocks that are not yet all Negro. I had just come out of a three-chair barber shop where an agency thought a relief barber named Dimitrios Aleidis might be working. It was a small matter. His wife said she was willing to spend a little money to have him come home.

I never found him, but Mrs. Aleidis never paid me any money either.

It was a warm day, almost the end of March, and I stood outside the barber shop looking up at the jutting neon sign of a second floor dine and dice emporium called Florians. A man was looking up at the sign too. He was looking up at the dusty windows with a sort of ecstatic fixity of expression, like a hunky immigrant catching his first sight of the Statue of Liberty. He was a big man but not more than six feet five inches tall and not wider than a beer truck. He was about ten feet away from me. His arms hung loose at his sides and a forgotten cigar smoked behind his enormous fingers.

Slim quiet Negroes passed up and down the street and stared at him with darting side glances. He was worth looking at. He wore a shaggy borsalino hat, a rough gray sports coat with white golf balls on it for buttons, a brown shirt, a yellow tie, pleated gray flannel slacks and alligator shoes with white explosions on the toes. From his outer breast pocket cascaded a show handkerchief of the same brilliant yellow as his tie. There were a couple of colored feathers tucked into the band of his hat, but he didnt really need them. Even on Central Avenue, not the quietest dressed street in the world, he looked about as inconspicuous as a tarantula on a slice of angel food.

His skin was pale and he needed a shave. He would always need a shave. He had curly black hair and heavy eyebrows that almost met over his thick nose. His ears were small and neat for a man of that size and his eyes had a shine close to tears that gray eyes often seem to have. He stood like a statue, and after a long time he smiled.

He moved slowly across the sidewalk to the double swinging doors which shut off the stairs to the second floor. He pushed them open, cast a cool expressionless glance up and down the street, and moved inside. If he had been a smaller man and more quietly dressed, I might have thought he was going to pull a stick-up. But not in those clothes, and not with that hat, and that frame.

The doors swung back outwards and almost settled to a stop. Before they had entirely stopped moving they opened again, violently, outwards. Something sailed across the sidewalk and landed in the gutter between two parked cars. It landed on its hands and knees and made a high keening noise like a cornered rat. It got up slowly, retrieved a hat and stepped back onto the sidewalk. It was a thin, narrow-shouldered brown youth in a lilac colored suit and a carnation. It had slick black hair. It kept its mouth open and whined for a moment. People stared at it vaguely. Then it settled its hat jauntily, sidled over to the wall and walked silently splay-footed off along the block.

Silence. Traffic resumed. I walked along to the double doors and stood in front of them. They were motionless now. It wasnt any of my business. So I pushed them open and looked in.

A hand I could have sat in came out of the dimness and took hold of my shoulder and squashed it to a pulp. Then the hand moved me through the doors and casually lifted me up a step. The large face looked at me. A deep soft voice said to me, quietly:

Smokes in here, huh? Tie that for me, pal.

It was dark in there. It was quiet. From up above came vague sounds of humanity, but we were alone on the stairs. The big man stared at me solemnly and went on wrecking my shoulder with his hand.

A dinge, he said. I just thrown him out. You seen me throw him out?

He let go of my shoulder. The bone didnt seem to be broken, but the arm was numb.

Its that kind of a place, I said, rubbing my shoulder. What did you expect?

Dont say that, pal, the big man purred softly, like four tigers after dinner. Velma used to work here. Little Velma.

He reached for my shoulder again. I tried to dodge him but he was as fast as a cat. He began to chew my muscles up some more with his iron fingers.

Yeah, he said. Little Velma. I aint seen her in eight years. You say this here is a dinge joint?

I croaked that it was.

He lifted me up two more steps. I wrenched myself loose and tried for a little elbow room. I wasnt wearing a gun. Looking for Dimitrios Aleidis hadnt seemed to require it. I doubted if it would do me any good. The big man would probably take it away from me and eat it.

Go on up and see for yourself, I said, trying to keep the agony out of my voice.

He let go of me again. He looked at me with a sort of sadness in his gray eyes. Im feelin good, he said. I wouldnt want anybody to fuss with me. Lets you and me go on up and maybe nibble a couple.

They wont serve you. I told you its a colored joint.

I aint seen Velma in eight years, he said in his deep sad voice. Eight long years since I said goodby. She aint wrote to me in six. But shell have a reason. She used to work here. Cute she was. Lets you and me go on up, huh?

All right, I yelled. Ill go up with you. Just lay off carrying me. Let me walk. Im fine. Im all grown up. I go to the bathroom alone and everything. Just dont carry me.

Little Velma used to work here, he said gently. He wasnt listening to me.

We went on up the stairs. He let me walk. My shoulder ached. The back of my neck was wet.
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TWO MORE SWING doors closed off the head of the stairs from whatever was beyond. The big man pushed them open lightly with his thumbs and we went into the room. It was a long narrow room, not very clean, not very bright, not very cheerful. In the corner a group of Negroes chanted and chattered in the cone of light over a crap table. There was a bar against the right hand wall. The rest of the room was mostly small round tables. There were a few customers, men and women, all Negroes.

The chanting at the crap table stopped dead and the light over it jerked out. There was a sudden silence as heavy as a water-logged boat. Eyes looked at us, chestnut colored eyes, set in faces that ranged from gray to deep black. Heads turned slowly and the eyes in them glistened and stared in the dead alien silence of another race.

A large, thick-necked Negro was leaning against the end of the bar with pink garters on his shirt sleeves and pink and white suspenders crossing his broad back. He had bouncer written all over him. He put his lifted foot down slowly and turned slowly and stared at us, spreading his feet gently and moving a broad tongue along his lips. He had a battered face that looked as if it had been hit by everything but the bucket of a dragline. It was scarred, flattened, thickened, checkered, and welted. It was a face that had nothing to fear. Everything had been done to it that anybody could think of.

The short crinkled hair had a touch of gray. One ear had lost the lobe.

The Negro was heavy and wide. He had big heavy legs and they looked a little bowed, which is unusual in a Negro. He moved his tongue some more and smiled and moved his body. He came towards us in a loose fighters crouch. The big man waited for him silently.

The Negro with the pink garters on his arms put a massive brown hand against the big mans chest. Large as it was, the hand looked like a stud. The big man didnt move. The bouncer smiled gently.

No white folks, brother. Jes fo the colored people. Ise sorry.

The big man moved his small sad gray eyes and looked around the room. His cheeks flushed a little. Shine box, he said angrily, under his breath. He raised his voice. Wheres Velma at? he asked the bouncer.

The bouncer didnt quite laugh. He studied the big mans clothes, his brown shirt and yellow tie, his rough gray coat and the white golf balls on it. He moved his thick head around delicately and studied all this from various angles. He looked down at the alligator shoes. He chuckled lightly. He seemed amused. I felt a little sorry for him. He spoke softly again.

Velma you says? No Velma heah, brother. No hooch, no gals, no nothing. Jes the scram, white boy, jes the scram.

Velma used to work here, the big man said. He spoke almost dreamily, as if he was all by himself, out in the woods, picking johnny-jump-ups. I got my handkerchief out and wiped the back of my neck again.

The bouncer laughed suddenly. Shuah, he said, throwing a quick look back over his shoulder at his public. Velma used to work heah. But Velma dont work heah no mo. She done retied. Haw, Haw.

Kind of take your goddamned mitt off my shirt, the big man said.

The bouncer frowned. He was not used to being talked to like that. He took his hand off the shirt and doubled it into a fist about the size and color of a large eggplant. He had his job, his reputation for toughness, his public esteem to consider. He considered them for a second and made a mistake. He swung the fist very hard and short with a sudden outward jerk of the elbow and hit the big man on the side of the jaw. A soft sigh went around the room.

It was a good punch. The shoulder dropped and the body swung behind it. There was a lot of weight in that punch and the man who landed it had had plenty of practice. The big man didnt move his head more than an inch. He didnt try to block the punch. He took it, shook himself lightly, made a quiet sound in his throat and took hold of the bouncer by the throat.

The bouncer tried to knee him in the groin. The big man turned him in the air and slid his gaudy shoes apart on the scaly linoleum that covered the floor. He bent the bouncer backwards and shifted his right hand to the bouncers belt. The belt broke like a piece of butchers string. The big man put his enormous hands flat against the bouncers spine and heaved. He threw him clear across the room, spinning and staggering and flailing with his arms. Three men jumped out of the way. The bouncer went over with a table and smacked into the baseboard with a crash that must have been heard in Denver. His legs twitched. Then he lay still.

Some guys, the big man said, has got wrong ideas about when to get tough. He turned to me. Yeah, he said. Lets you and me nibble one.

We went over to the bar. The customers, by ones and twos and threes, became quiet shadows that drifted soundless across the floor, soundless through the doors at the head of the stairs. Soundless as shadows on grass. They didnt even let the doors swing.

We leaned against the bar. Whiskey sour, the big man said. Call yours.

Whiskey sour, I said.

We had whiskey sours.

The big man licked his whiskey sour impassively down the side of the thick squat glass. He stared solemnly at the barman, a thin, worried-looking Negro in a white coat who moved as if his feet hurt him.

You know where Velma is?

Velma, you says? the barman whined. I aint seen her round heah lately. Not right lately, nossuh.

How long you been here?

Lets see, the barman put his towel down and wrinkled his forehead and started to count on his fingers. Bout ten months, I reckon. Bout a yeah. Bout—

Make your mind up, the big man said.

The barman goggled and his Adams apple flopped around like a headless chicken.

How longs this coop been a dinge joint? the big man demanded gruffly.

Says which?

The big man made a fist into which his whiskey sour glass melted almost out of sight.

Five years anyway, I said. This fellow wouldnt know anything about a white girl named Velma. Nobody here would.

The big man looked at me as if I had just hatched out. His whiskey sour hadnt seemed to improve his temper.

Who the hell asked you to stick your face in? he asked me.

I smiled. I made it a big warm friendly smile. Im the fellow that came in with you. Remember?

He grinned back then, a flat white grin without meaning. Whiskey sour, he told the barman. Shake them fleas outa your pants. Service.

The barman scuttled around, rolling the whites of his eyes. I put my back against the bar and looked at the room. It was now empty, save for the barman, the big man and myself, and the bouncer crushed over against the wall. The bouncer was moving. He was moving slowly as if with great pain and effort. He was crawling softly along the baseboard like a fly with one wing. He was moving behind the tables, wearily, a man suddenly old, suddenly disillusioned. I watched him move. The barman put down two more whiskey sours. I turned to the bar. The big man glanced casually over at the crawling bouncer and then paid no further attention to him.

There aint nothing left of the joint, he complained. They was a little stage and band and cute little rooms where a guy could have fun. Velma did some warbling. A redhead she was. Cute as lace pants. We was to of been married when they hung the frame on me.

I took my second whiskey sour. I was beginning to have enough of the adventure. What frame? I asked.

Where you figure I been them eight years I said about?

Catching butterflies.

He prodded his chest with a forefinger like a banana. In the caboose. Malloy is the name. They call me Moose Malloy, on account of Im large. The Great Bend bank job. Forty grand. Solo job. Aint that something?

You going to spend it now?

He gave me a sharp look. There was a noise behind us. The bouncer was on his feet again, weaving a little. He had his hand on the knob of a dark door over behind the crap table. He got the door open, half fell through. The door clattered shut. A lock clicked.

Wheres that go? Moose Malloy demanded.

The barmans eyes floated in his head, focused with difficulty on the door through which the bouncer had stumbled.

Tha — thas Mistah Montgomerys office, suh. Hes the boss. Hes got his office back there.

He might know, the big man said. He drank his drink at a gulp. He better not crack wise neither. Two more of the same.

He crossed the room slowly, lightfooted, without a care in the world. His enormous back hid the door. It was locked. He shook it and a piece of the panel flew off to one side. He went through and shut the door behind him.

There was silence. I looked at the barman. The barman looked at me. His eyes became thoughtful. He polished the counter and sighed and leaned down with his right arm.

I reached across the counter and took hold of the arm. It was thin, brittle. I held it and smiled at him.

What you got down there, bo?

He licked his lips. He leaned on my arm, and said nothing. Grayness invaded his shining face.

This guy is tough, I said. And hes liable to go mean. Drinks do that to him. Hes looking for a girl he used to know. This place used to be a white establishment. Get the idea?

The barman licked his lips.

Hes been away a long time, I said. Eight years. He doesnt seem to realize how long that is, although Id expect him to think it a life time. He thinks the people here should know where his girl is. Get the idea?

The barman said slowly: I thought you was with him.

I couldnt help myself. He asked me a question down below and then dragged me up. I never saw him before. But I didnt feel like being thrown over any houses. What you got down there?

Got me a sawed-off, the barman said.

Tsk. Thats illegal, I whispered. Listen, you and I are together. Got anything else?

Got me a gat, the barman said. In a cigar box. Leggo my arm.

Thats fine, I said. Now move along a bit. Easy now. Sideways. This isnt the time to pull the artillery.

Says you, the barman sneered, putting his tired weight against my arm. Says—

He stopped. His eyes rolled. His head jerked.

There was a dull flat sound at the back of the place, behind the closed door beyond the crap table. It might have been a slammed door. I didnt think it was. The barman didnt think so either.

The barman froze. His mouth drooled. I listened. No other sound. I started quickly for the end of the counter. I had listened too long.

The door at the back opened with a bang and Moose Malloy came through it with a smooth heavy lunge and stopped dead, his feet planted and a wide pale grin on his face.

A Colt Army .45 looked like a toy pistol in his hand.

Dont nobody try to fancy pants, he said cozily. Freeze the mitts on the bar.

The barman and I put our hands on the bar.

Moose Malloy looked the room over with a raking glance. His grin was taut, nailed on. He shifted his feet and moved silently across the room. He looked like a man who could take a bank single-handed — even in those clothes.

He came to the bar. Rise up, nigger, he said softly. The barman put his hands high in the air. The big man stepped to my back and prowled me over carefully with his left hand. His breath was hot on my neck. It went away.

Mister Montgomery didnt know where Velma was neither, he said. He tried to tell me — with this. His hard hand patted the gun. I turned slowly and looked at him. Yeah, he said. Youll know me. You aint forgetting me, pal. Just tell them johns not to get careless is all. He waggled the gun. Well so long, punks. I gotta catch a street car.

He started towards the head of the stairs.

You didnt pay for the drinks, I said.

He stopped and looked at me carefully.

Maybe you got something there, he said, but I wouldnt squeeze it too hard.

He moved on, slipped through the double doors, and his steps sounded remotely going down the stairs.

The barman stooped. I jumped around behind the counter and jostled him out of the way. A sawed-off shotgun lay under a towel on a shelf under the bar. Beside it was a cigar box. In the cigar box was a .38 automatic. I took both of them. The barman pressed back against the tier of glasses behind the bar.

I went back around the end of the bar and across the room to the gaping door behind the crap table. There was a hallway behind it, L-shaped, almost lightless. The bouncer lay sprawled on its floor unconscious, with a knife in his hand. I leaned down and pulled the knife loose and threw it down a back stairway. The bouncer breathed stertorously and his hand was limp.

I stepped over him and opened a door marked Office in flaked black paint.

There was a small scarred desk close to a partly boarded-up window. The torso of a man was bolt upright in the chair. The chair had a high back which just reached to the nape of the mans neck. His head was folded back over the high back of the chair so that his nose pointed at the boarded-up window. Just folded, like a handkerchief or a hinge.

A drawer of the desk was open at the mans right. Inside it was a newspaper with a smear of oil in the middle. The gun would have come from there. It had probably seemed like a good idea at the time, but the position of Mr. Montgomerys head proved that the idea had been wrong.

There was a telephone on the desk. I laid the sawed-off shotgun down and went over to lock the door before I called the police. I felt safer that way and Mr. Montgomery didnt seem to mind.

When the prowl car boys stamped up the stairs, the bouncer and the barman had disappeared and I had the place to myself.
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A MAN NAMED Nulty got the case, a lean-jawed sourpuss with long yellow hands which he kept folded over his kneecaps most of the time he talked to me. He was a detective-lieutenant attached to the 77th Street Division and we talked in a bare room with two small desks against opposite walls and room to move between them, if two people didnt try it at once. Dirty brown linoleum covered the floor and the smell of old cigar butts hung in the air. Nultys shirt was frayed and his coat sleeves had been turned in at the cuffs. He looked poor enough to be honest, but he didnt look like a man who could deal with Moose Malloy.

He lit half of a cigar and threw the match on the floor, where a lot of company was waiting for it. His voice said bitterly:

Shines. Another shine killing. Thats what I rate after eighteen years in this mans police department. No pix, no space, not even four lines in the want-ad section.

I didnt say anything. He picked my card up and read it again and threw it down.

Philip Marlowe, Private Investigator. One of those guys, huh? Jesus, you look tough enough. What was you doing all that time?

All what time?

All the time this Malloy was twisting the neck of this smoke.

Oh, that happened in another room, I said. Malloy hadnt promised me he was going to break anybodys neck.

Ride me, Nulty said bitterly. Okey, go ahead and ride me. Everybody else does. Whats another one matter? Poor old Nulty. Lets go on up and throw a couple of nifties at him. Always good for a laugh, Nulty is.

Im not trying to ride anybody, I said. Thats the way it happened — in another room.

Oh, sure, Nulty said through a fan of rank cigar smoke. I was down there and saw, didnt I? Dont you pack no rod?

Not on that kind of a job.

What kind of a job?

I was looking for a barber who had run away from his wife. She thought he could be persuaded to come home.

You mean a dinge?

No, a Greek.

Okey, Nulty said and spit into his wastebasket. Okey. You met the big guy how?

I told you already. I just happened to be there. He threw a Negro out of the doors of Florians and I unwisely poked my head in to see what was happening. So he took me upstairs.

You mean he stuck you up?

No, he didnt have the gun then. At least, he didnt show one. He took the gun away from Montgomery, probably. He just picked me up. Im kind of cute sometimes.

I wouldnt know, Nulty said. You seem to pick up awful easy.

All right, I said. Why argue? Ive seen the guy and you havent. He could wear you or me for a watch charm. I didnt know he had killed anybody until after he left. I heard a shot, but I got the idea somebody had got scared and shot at Malloy and then Malloy took the gun away from whoever did it.

And why would you get an idea like that? Nulty asked almost suavely. He used a gun to take that bank, didnt he?

Consider the kind of clothes he was wearing. He didnt go there to kill anybody; not dressed like that. He went there to look for this girl named Velma that had been his girl before he was pinched for the bank job. She worked there at Florians or whatever place was there when it was still a white joint. He was pinched there. Youll get him all right.

Sure, Nulty said. With that size and them clothes. Easy.

He might have another suit, I said. And a car and a hideout and money and friends. But youll get him.

Nulty spit in the wastebasket again. Ill get him, he said, about the time I get my third set of teeth. How many guys is put on it? One. Listen, you know why? No space. One time there was five smokes carved Harlem sunsets on each other down on East Eighty-four. One of them was cold already. There was blood on the furniture, blood on the walls, blood even on the ceiling. I go down and outside the house a guy that works on the Chronicle, a newshawk, is coming off the porch and getting into his car. He makes a face at us and says, Aw, hell, shines, and gets in his heap and goes away. Dont even go in the house.

Maybe hes a parole breaker, I said. Youd get some co-operation on that. But pick him up nice or hell knock off a brace of prowlies for you. Then youll get space.

And I wouldnt have the case no more neither, Nulty sneered.

The phone rang on his desk. He listened to it and smiled sorrowfully. He hung up and scribbled on a pad and there was a faint gleam in his eyes, a light far back in a dusty corridor.

Hell, they got him. That was Records. Got his prints, mug and everything. Jesus, thats a little something anyway. He read from his pad. Jesus, this is a man. Six five and one-half, two hundred sixty-four pounds, without his necktie. Jesus, thats a boy. Well, the hell with him. They got him on the air now. Probably at the end of the hot car list. Aint nothing to do but just wait. He threw his cigar into a spittoon.

Try looking for the girl, I said. Velma. Malloy will be looking for her. Thats what started it all. Try Velma.

You try her, Nulty said. I aint been in a joy house in twenty years.

I stood up. Okey, I said, and started for the door.

Hey, wait a minute, Nulty said. I was only kidding. You aint awful busy, are you?

I rolled a cigarette around in my fingers and looked at him and waited by the door.

I mean you got time to sort of take a gander around for this dame. Thats a good idea you had there. You might pick something up. You can work under glass.

Whats in it for me?

He spread his yellow hands sadly. His smile was as cunning as a broken mousetrap. You been in jams with us boys before. Dont tell me no. I heard different. Next time it aint doing you any harm to have a pal.

What good is it going to do me?

Listen, Nulty urged. Im just a quiet guy. But any guy in the department can do you a lot of good.

Is this for love — or are you paying anything in money?

No money, Nulty said, and wrinkled his sad yellow nose. But Im needing a little credit bad. Since the last shakeup, things is really tough. I wouldnt forget it, pal. Not ever.

I looked at my watch. Okey, if I think of anything, its yours. And when you get the mug, Ill identify it for you. After lunch. We shook hands and I went down the mud-colored hall and stairway to the front of the building and my car.

It was two hours since Moose Malloy had left Florians with the Army Colt in his hand. I ate lunch at a drugstore, bought a pint of bourbon, and drove eastward to Central Avenue and north on Central again. The hunch I had was as vague as the heat waves that danced above the sidewalk.

Nothing made it my business except curiosity. But strictly speaking, I hadnt had any business in a month. Even a no-charge job was a change.
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FLORIANS WAS CLOSED up, of course. An obvious plainsclothesman sat in front of it in a car, reading a paper with one eye. I didnt know why they bothered. Nobody there knew anything about Moose Malloy. The bouncer and the barman had not been found. Nobody on the block knew anything about them, for talking purposes.

I drove past slowly and parked around the corner and sat looking at a Negro hotel which was diagonally across the block from Florians and beyond the nearest intersection. It was called the Hotel Sans Souci. I got out and walked back across the intersection and went into it. Two rows of hard empty chairs stared at each other across a strip of tan fiber carpet. A desk was back in the dimness and behind the desk a baldheaded man had his eyes shut and his soft brown hands clasped peacefully on the desk in front of him. He dozed, or appeared to. He wore an Ascot tie that looked as if it had been tied about the year 1880. The green stone in his stickpin was not quite as large as an apple. His large loose chin was folded down gently on the tie, and his folded hands were peaceful and clean, with manicured nails, and gray halfmoons in the purple of the nails.

A metal embossed sign at his elbow said: This Hotel is Under the Protection of The International Consolidated Agencies, Ltd. Inc.

When the peaceful brown man opened one eye at me thoughtfully I pointed at the sign.

H.P.D. man checking up. Any trouble here?

H.P.D. means Hotel Protective Department, which is the department of a large agency that looks after check bouncers and people who move out by the back stairs leaving unpaid bills and second-hand suitcases full of bricks.

Trouble, brother, the clerk said in a high sonorous voice, is something we is fresh out of. He lowered his voice four or five notches and added: What was the name again?

Marlowe. Philip Marlowe—

A nice name, brother. Clean and cheerful. Youre looking right well today. He lowered his voice again. But you aint no H.P.D. man. Aint seen one in years. He unfolded his hands and pointed languidly at the sign. I acquired that second-hand, brother, just for the effect.

Okey, I said. I leaned on the counter and started to spin a half dollar on the bare, scarred wood of the counter.

Heard what happened over at Florians this morning?

Brother, I forgit. Both his eyes were open now and he was watching the blur of light made by the spinning coin.

The boss got bumped off, I said. Man named Montgomery. Somebody broke his neck.

May the Lawd receive his soul, brother. Down went the voice again. Cop?

Private — on a confidential lay. And I know a man who can keep things confidential when I see one.

He studied me, then closed his eyes and thought. He reopened them cautiously and stared at the spinning coin. He couldnt resist looking at it.

Who done it? he asked softly. Who fixed Sam?

A tough guy out of the jailhouse got sore because it wasnt a white joint. It used to be, it seems. Maybe you remember?

He said nothing. The coin fell over with a light ringing whirr and lay still.

Call your play, I said. Ill read you a chapter of the Bible or buy you a drink. Say which.

Brother, I kind of like to read my Bible in the seclusion of my family. His eyes were bright, toadlike, steady.

Maybe youve just had lunch, I said.

Lunch, he said, is something a man of my shape and disposition aims to do without. Down went the voice. Come round this here side of the desk.

I went around and drew the flat pint of bonded bourbon out of my pocket and put it on the shelf. I went back to the front of the desk. He bent over and examined it. He looked satisfied.

Brother, this dont buy you nothing at all, he said. But I is pleased to take a light snifter in your company.

He opened the bottle, put two small glasses on the desk and quietly poured each full to the brim. He lifted one, sniffed it carefully, and poured it down his throat with his little finger lifted.

He tasted it, thought about it, nodded and said: This come out of the correct bottle, brother. In what manner can I be of service to you? There aint a crack in the sidewalk round here I dont know by its first name. Yessuh, this liquor has been keepin the right company. He refilled his glass.

I told him what had happened at Florians and why. He stared at me solemnly and shook his bald head.

A nice quiet place Sam run too, he said. Aint nobody been knifed there in a month.

When Florians was a white joint some six or eight years ago or less, what was the name of it?

Electric signs come kind of high, brother.

I nodded. I thought it might have had the same name. Malloy would probably have said something if the name had been changed. But who ran it?

Im a mite surprised at you, brother. The name of that pore sinner was Florian. Mike Florian—

And what happened to Mike Florian?

The Negro spread his gentle brown hands. His voice was sonorous and sad. Daid, brother. Gathered to the Lawd. Nineteen hundred and thirty-four, maybe thirty-five. I aint precise on that. A wasted life, brother, and a case of pickled kidneys, I heard say. The ungodly man drops like a polled steer, brother, but mercy waits for him up yonder. His voice went down to the business level. Damn if I know why.

Who did he leave behind him? Pour another drink.

He corked the bottle firmly and pushed it across the counter. Two is all, brother — before sundown. I thank you. Your method of approach is soothin to a mans dignity...Left a widow. Name of Jessie.

What happened to her?

The pursuit of knowledge, brother, is the askin of many questions. I aint heard. Try the phone book.

There was a booth in the dark corner of the lobby. I went over and shut the door far enough to put the light on. I looked up the name in the chained and battered book. No Florian in it at all. I went back to the desk.

No soap, I said.

The Negro bent regretfully and heaved a city directory up on top of the desk and pushed it towards me. He closed his eyes. He was getting bored. There was a Jessie Florian, Widow, in the book. She lived at 1644 West 54th Place. I wondered what I had been using for brains all my life.

I wrote the address down on a piece of paper and pushed the directory back across the desk. The Negro put it back where he had found it, shook hands with me, then folded his hands on the desk exactly where they had been when I came in. His eyes drooped slowly and he appeared to fall asleep.

The incident for him was over. Halfway to the door I shot a glance back at him. His eyes were closed and he breathed softly and regularly, blowing a little with his lips at the end of each breath. His bald head shone.

I went out of the Hotel Sans Souci and crossed the street to my car. It looked too easy. It looked much too easy.
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1644 WEST 54TH Place was a dried-out brown house with a dried-out brown lawn in front of it. There was a large bare patch around a tough-looking palm tree. On the porch stood one lonely wooden rocker, and the afternoon breeze made the unpruned shoots of last years poinsettias tap-tap against the cracked stucco wall. A line of stiff yellowish half-washed clothes jittered on a rusty wire in the side yard.

I drove on a quarter block, parked my car across the street and walked back.

The bell didnt work so I rapped on the wooden margin of the screen door. Slow steps shuffled and the door opened and I was looking into dimness at a blowsy woman who was blowing her nose as she opened the door. Her face was gray and puffy. She had weedy hair of that vague color which is neither brown nor blond, that hasnt enough life in it to be ginger, and isnt clean enough to be gray. Her body was thick in a shapeless outing flannel bathrobe many moons past color and design. It was just something around her body. Her toes were large and obvious in a pair of mans slippers of scuffed brown leather.

I said: Mrs. Florian? Mrs. Jessie Florian?

Uh-huh, the voice dragged itself out of her throat like a sick man getting out of bed.

You are the Mrs. Florian whose husband once ran a place of entertainment on Central Avenue? Mike Florian?

She thumbed a wick of hair past her large ear. Her eyes glittered with surprise. Her heavy clogged voice said:

Wha-what? My goodness sakes alive. Mikes been gone these five years. Who did you say you was?

The screen door was still shut and hooked.

Im a detective, I said. Id like a little information.

She stared at me a long dreary minute. Then with effort she unhooked the door and turned away from it.

Come on in then. I aint had time to get cleaned up yet, she whined. Cops, huh?

I stepped through the door and hooked the screen again. A large handsome cabinet radio droned to the left of the door in the corner of the room. It was the only decent piece of furniture the place had. It looked brand new. Everything else was junk — dirty overstuffed pieces, a wooden rocker that matched the one on the porch, a square arch into a dining room with a stained table, finger marks all over the swing door to the kitchen beyond. A couple of frayed lamps with once gaudy shades that were now as gay as superannuated streetwalkers.

The woman sat down in the rocker and flopped her slippers and looked at me. I looked at the radio and sat down on the end of a davenport. She saw me looking at it. A bogus heartiness, as weak as a Chinamans tea, moved into her face and voice. All the compny I got, she said. Then she tittered. Mike aint done nothing new, has he? I dont get cops calling on me much.

Her titter contained a loose alcoholic overtone. I leaned back against something hard, felt for it and brought up an empty quart gin bottle. The woman tittered again.

A joke that was, she said. But I hope to Christ theys enough cheap blondes where he is. He never got enough of them here.

I was thinking more about a redhead, I said.

I guess he could use a few of them too. Her eyes, it seemed to me, were not so vague now. I dont call to mind. Any special redhead?

Yes. A girl named Velma. I dont know what last name she used except that it wouldnt be her real one. Im trying to trace her for her folks. Your place on Central is a colored place now, although they havent changed the name, and of course the people there never heard of her. So I thought of you.

Her folks taken their time getting around to it — looking for her, the woman said thoughtfully.

Theres a little money involved. Not much. I guess they have to get her in order to touch it. Money sharpens the memory.

So does liquor, the woman said. Kind of hot today, aint it? You said you was a copper though. Cunning eyes, steady attentive face. The feet in the mans slippers didnt move.

I held up the dead soldier and shook it. Then I threw it to one side and reached back on my hip for the pint of bond bourbon the Negro hotel clerk and I had barely tapped. I held it out on my knee. The womans eyes became fixed in an incredulous stare. Then suspicion climbed all over her face, like a kitten, but not so playfully.

You aint no copper, she said softly. No copper ever bought a drink of that stuff. Whats the gag, mister?

She blew her nose again, on one of the dirtiest handkerchiefs I ever saw. Her eyes stayed on the bottle. Suspicion fought with thirst, and thirst was winning. It always does.

This Velma was an entertainer, a singer. You wouldnt know her? I dont suppose you went there much.

Seaweed colored eyes stayed on the bottle. A coated tongue coiled on her lips.

Man, thats liquor, she sighed. I dont give a damn who you are. Just hold it careful, mister. This aint no time to drop anything.

She got up and waddled out of the room and come back with two thick smeared glasses.

No fixins. Just what you brought is all, she said.

I poured her a slug that would have made me float over a wall. She reached for it hungrily and put it down her throat like an aspirin tablet and looked at the bottle. I poured her another and a smaller one for me. She took it over to her rocker. Her eyes had turned two shades browner already.

Man, this stuff dies painless with me, she said and sat down. It never knows what hit it. What was we talkin about?

A redhaired girl named Velma who used to work in your place on Central Avenue.

Yeah. She used her second drink. I went over and stood the bottle on an end beside her. She reached for it. Yeah. Who you say you was?

I took out a card and gave it to her. She read it with her tongue and lips, dropped it on a table beside her and set her empty glass on it.

Oh, a private guy. You aint said that, mister. She waggled a finger at me with gay reproach. But your liquor says youre an all right guy at that. Heres to crime. She poured a third drink for herself and drank it down.

I sat down and rolled a cigarette around in my fingers and waited. She either knew something or she didnt. If she knew something, she either would tell me or she wouldnt. It was that simple.

Cute little redhead, she said slowly and thickly. Yeah, I remember her. Song and dance. Nice legs and generous with em. She went off somewheres. How would I know what them tramps do?

Well, I didnt really think you would know, I said. But it was natural to come and ask you, Mrs. Florian. Help yourself to the whiskey — I could run out for more when we need it.

You aint drinkin, she said suddenly.

I put my hand around my glass and swallowed what was in it slowly enough to make it seem more than it was.

Wheres her folks at? she asked suddenly.

What does that matter?

Okey, she sneered. All cops is the same. Okey, handsome. A guy that buys me a drink is a pal. She reached for the bottle and set up Number 4. I shouldnt ought to barber with you. But when I like a guy, the ceilings the limit. She simpered. She was as cute as a washtub. Hold onto your chair and dont step on no snakes, she said. I got me an idea.

She got up out of the rocker, sneezed, almost lost the bathrobe, slapped it back against her stomach and stared at me coldly.

No peekin, she said, and went out of the room again, hitting the door frame with her shoulder.

I heard her fumbling steps going into the back part of the house.

The poinsettia shoots tap-tapped dully against the front wall. The clothes line creaked vaguely at the side of the house. The ice cream peddler went by ringing his bell. The big new handsome radio in the corner whispered of dancing and love with a deep soft throbbing note like the catch in a torch singers voice.

Then from the back of the house there were various types of crashing sounds. A chair seemed to fall over backwards, a bureau drawer was pulled out too far and crashed to the floor, there was fumbling and thudding and muttered thick language. Then the slow click of a lock and the squeak of a trunk top going up. More fumbling and banging. A tray landed on the floor. I got up from the davenport and sneaked into the dining room and from that into a short hall. I looked around the edge of an open door.

She was in there swaying in front of the trunk, making grabs at what was in it, and then throwing her hair back over her forehead with anger. She was drunker than she thought. She leaned down and steadied herself on the trunk and coughed and sighed. Then she went down on her thick knees and plunged both hands into the trunk and groped.

They came up holding something unsteadily. A thick package tied with faded pink tape. Slowly, clumsily, she undid the tape. She slipped an envelope out of the package and leaned down again to thrust the envelope out of sight into the right-hand side of the trunk. She retied the tape with fumbling fingers.

I sneaked back the way I had come and sat down on the davenport. Breathing stertorous noises, the woman came back into the living room and stood swaying in the doorway with the tape-tied package.

She grinned at me triumphantly, tossed the package and it fell somewhere near my feet. She waddled back to the rocker and sat down and reached for the whiskey.

I picked the package off the floor and untied the faded pink tape.

Look em over, the woman grunted. Photos. Newspaper stills. Not that them tramps ever got in no newspapers except by way of the police blotter. People from the joint they are. Theyre all the bastard left me — them and his old clothes.

I leafed through the bunch of shiny photographs of men and women in professional poses. The men had sharp foxy faces and racetrack clothes or eccentric clownlike makeup. Hoofers and comics from the filling station circuit. Not many of them would ever get west of Main Street. You would find them in tanktown vaudeville acts, cleaned up, or down in the cheap burlesque houses, as dirty as the law allowed and once in a while just enough dirtier for a raid and a noisy police court trial, and then back in their shows again, grinning, sadistically filthy and as rank as the smell of stale sweat. The women had good legs and displayed their inside curves more than Will Hays would have liked. But their faces were as threadbare as a bookkeepers office coat. Blondes, brunettes, large cowlike eyes with a peasant dullness in them. Small sharp eyes with urchin greed in them. One or two of the faces obviously vicious. One or two of them might have had red hair. You couldnt tell from the photographs. I looked them over casually, without interest and tied the tape again.

I wouldnt know any of these, I said. Why am I looking at them?

She leered over the bottle her right hand was grappling with unsteadily. Aint you looking for Velma?

Is she one of these?

Thick cunning played on her face, had no fun there and went somewhere else. Aint you got a photo of her — from her folks?

No.

That troubled her. Every girl has a photo somewhere, if its only in short dresses with a bow in her hair. I should have had it.

I aint beginnin to like you again, the woman said almost quietly.

I stood up with my glass and went over and put it down beside hers on the end table.

Pour me a drink before you kill the bottle.

She reached for the glass and I turned and walked swiftly through the square arch into the dining room, into the hall, into the cluttered bedroom with the open trunk and the spilled tray. A voice shouted behind me. I plunged ahead down into the right side of the trunk, felt an envelope and brought it up swiftly.

She was out of her chair when I got back to the living room, but she had only taken two or three steps. Her eyes had a peculiar glassiness. A murderous glassiness.

Sit down, I snarled at her deliberately. Youre not dealing with a simple-minded lug like Moose Malloy this time.

It was a shot more or less in the dark, and it didnt hit anything. She blinked twice and tried to lift her nose with her upper lip. Some dirty teeth showed in a rabbit leer.

Moose? The Moose? What about him? she gulped.

Hes loose, I said. Out of jail. Hes wandering, with a forty-five gun in his hand. He killed a nigger over on Central this morning because he wouldnt tell him where Velma was. Now hes looking for the fink that turned him up eight years ago.

A white look smeared the womans face. She pushed the bottle against her lips and gurgled at it. Some of the whiskey ran down her chin.

And the cops are looking for him, she said and laughed. Cops. Yah!

A lovely old woman. I liked being with her. I liked getting her drunk for my own sordid purposes. I was a swell guy. I enjoyed being me. You find almost anything under your hand in my business, but I was beginning to be a little sick at my stomach.

I opened the envelope my hand was clutching and drew out a glazed still. It was like the others but it was different, much nicer. The girl wore a Pierrot costume from the waist up. Under the white conical hat with a black pompom on the top, her fluffed out hair had a dark tinge that might have been red. The face was in profile but the visible eye seemed to have gaiety in it. I wouldnt say the face was lovely and unspoiled, Im not that good at faces. But it was pretty. People had been nice to that face, or nice enough for their circle. Yet it was a very ordinary face and its prettiness was strictly assembly line. You would see a dozen faces like it on a city block in the noon hour.

Below the waist the photo was mostly legs and very nice legs at that. It was signed across the lower right hand corner: Always yours — Velma Valento.

I held it up in front of the Florian woman, out of her reach. She lunged but came short.

Why hide it? I asked.

She made no sound except thick breathing. I slipped the photo back into the envelope and the envelope into my pocket.

Why hide it? I asked again. What makes it different from the others? Where is she?

Shes dead, the woman said. She was a good kid, but shes dead, copper. Beat it.

The tawny mangled brows worked up and down. Her hand opened and the whiskey bottle slid to the carpet and began to gurgle. I bent to pick it up. She tried to kick me in the face. I stepped away from her.

And that still doesnt say why you hid it, I told her. When did she die? How?

I am a poor sick old woman, she grunted. Get away from me, you son of a bitch.

I stood there looking at her, not saying anything, not thinking of anything particular to say. I stepped over to her side after a moment and put the flat bottle, now almost empty, on the table at her side.

She was staring down at the carpet. The radio droned pleasantly in the corner. A car went by outside. A fly buzzed in a window. After a long time she moved one lip over the other and spoke to the floor, a meaningless jumble of words from which nothing emerged. Then she laughed and threw her head back and drooled. Then her right hand reached for the bottle and it rattled against her teeth as she drained it. When it was empty she held it up and shook it and threw it at me. It went off in the corner somewhere, skidding along the carpet and bringing up with a thud against the baseboard.

She leered at me once more, then her eyes closed and she began to snore.

It might have been an act, but I didnt care. Suddenly I had enough of the scene, too much of it, far too much of it.

I picked my hat off the davenport and went over to the door and opened it and went out past the screen. The radio still droned in the corner and the woman still snored gently in her chair. I threw a quick look back at her before I closed the door, then shut it, opened it again silently and looked again.

Her eyes were still shut but something gleamed below the lids. I went down the steps, along the cracked walk to the street.

In the next house a window curtain was drawn aside and a narrow intent face was close to the glass, peering, an old womans face with white hair and a sharp nose.

Old Nosey checking up on the neighbors. Theres always at least one like her to the block. I waved a hand at her. The curtain fell.

I went back to my car and got into it and drove back to the 77th Street Division, and climbed upstairs to Nultys smelly little cubbyhole of an office on the second floor.
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NULTY DIDNT SEEM to have moved. He sat in his chair in the same attitude of sour patience. But there were two more cigar stubs in his ashtray and the floor was a little thicker in burnt matches.

I sat down at the vacant desk and Nulty turned over a photo that was lying face down on his desk and handed it to me. It was a police mug, front and profile, with a fingerprint classification underneath. It was Malloy all right, taken in a strong light, and looking as if he had no more eyebrows than a French roll.

Thats the boy. I passed it back.

We got a wire from Oregon State pen on him, Nulty said. All time served except his copper. Things look better. We got him cornered. A prowl car was talking to a conductor the end of the Seventh Street line. The conductor mentioned a guy that size, looking like that. He got off Third and Alexandria. What hell do is break into some big house where the folks are away. Lots of em there, old-fashioned places too far downtown now and hard to rent. Hell break in one and we got him bottled. What you been doing?

Was he wearing a fancy hat and white golf balls on his jacket?

Nulty frowned and twisted his hands on his kneecaps. No, a blue suit. Maybe brown.

Sure it wasnt a sarong?

Huh? Oh yeah, funny. Remind me to laugh on my day off.

I said: That wasnt the Moose. He wouldnt ride a street car. He had money. Look at the clothes he was wearing. He couldnt wear stock sizes. They must have been made to order.

Okey, ride me, Nulty scowled. What you been doing?

What you ought to have done. This place called Florians was under the same name when it was a white night trap. I talked to a Negro hotelman who knows the neighborhood. The sign was expensive so the shines just went on using it when they took over. The mans name was Mike Florian. Hes dead some years, but his widow is still around. She lives at 1644 West 54th Place. Her name is Jessie Florian. Shes not in the phone book, but she is in the city directory.

Well, what do I do — date her up? Nulty asked.

I did it for you. I took in a pint of bourbon with me. Shes a charming middle-aged lady with a face like a bucket of mud and if she has washed her hair since Coolidges second term, Ill eat my spare tire, rim and all.

Skip the wisecracks, Nulty said.

I asked Mrs. Florian about Velma. You remember, Mr. Nulty, the redhead named Velma that Moose Malloy was looking for? Im not tiring you, am I, Mr. Nulty?

What you sore about?

You wouldnt understand. Mrs. Florian said she didnt remember Velma. Her home is very shabby except for a new radio, worth seventy or eighty dollars.

You aint told me why thats something I should start screaming about.

Mrs. Florian — Jessie to me — said her husband left her nothing but his old clothes and a bunch of stills of the gang who worked at his joint from time to time. I plied her with liquor and she is a girl who will take a drink if she has to knock you down to get the bottle. After the third or fourth she went into her modest bedroom and threw things around and dug the bunch of stills out of the bottom of an old trunk. But I was watching her without her knowing it and she slipped one out of the packet and hid it. So after a while I snuck in there and grabbed it.

I reached into my pocket and laid the Pierrot girl on his desk. He lifted it and stared at it and his lips quirked at the corners.

Cute, he said. Cute enough. I could of used a piece of that once. Haw, haw. Velma Valento, huh? What happened to this doll?

Mrs. Florian says she died — but that hardly explains why she hid the photo.

It dont do at that. Why did she hide it?

She wouldnt tell me. In the end, after I told her about the Moose being out, she seemed to take a dislike to me. That seems impossible, doesnt it?

Go on, Nulty said.

Thats all. Ive told you the facts and given you the exhibit. If you cant get somewhere on this set-up, nothing I could say would help.

Where would I get? Its still a shine killing. Waitll we get the Moose. Hell, its eight years since he saw the girl unless she visited him in the pen.

All right, I said. But dont forget hes looking for her and hes a man who would bear down. By the way, he was in for a bank job. That means a reward. Who got it?

I dont know, Nulty said. Maybe I could find out. Why?

Somebody turned him up. Maybe he knows who. That would be another job he would give time to. I stood up. Well, goodby and good luck.

You walking out on me?

I went over to the door. I have to go home and take a bath and gargle my throat and get my nails manicured.

You aint sick, are you?

Just dirty, I said. Very, very dirty.

Well, whats your hurry? Sit down a minute. He leaned back and hooked his thumbs in his vest, which made him look a little more like a cop, but didnt make him look any more magnetic.

No hurry, I said. No hurry at all. Theres nothing more I can do. Apparently this Velma is dead, if Mrs. Florian is telling the truth — and I dont at the moment know of any reason why she should lie about it. That was all I was interested in.

Yeah, Nulty said suspiciously — from force of habit.

And you have Moose Malloy all sewed up anyway, and thats that. So Ill just run on home now and go about the business of trying to earn a living.

We might miss out on the Moose, Nulty said. Guys get away once in a while. Even big guys. His eyes were suspicious also, insofar as they contained any expression at all. How much she slip you?

What?

How much this old lady slip you to lay off?

Lay off what?

Whatever it is youre layin off from now on. He moved his thumbs from his armholes and placed them together in front of his vest and pushed them against each other. He smiled.

Oh, for Christs sake, I said, and went out of the office, leaving his mouth open.

When I was about a yard from the door, I went back and opened it again quietly and looked in. He was sitting in the same position, pushing his thumbs at each other. But he wasnt smiling any more. He looked worried. His mouth was still open.

He didnt move or look up. I didnt know whether he heard me or not. I shut the door again and went away.
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THEY HAD REMBRANDT on the calendar that year, a rather smeary self-portrait due to imperfectly registered color plate. It showed him holding a smeared palette with a dirty thumb and wearing a tam-o-shanter which wasnt any too clean either. His other hand held a brush poised in the air, as if he might be going to do a little work after a while, if somebody made a down payment. His face was aging, saggy, full of the disgust of life and the thickening effects of liquor. But it had a hard cheerfulness that I liked, and the eyes were as bright as drops of dew.

I was looking at him across my office desk at about four-thirty when the phone rang and I heard a cool, supercilious voice that sounded as if it thought it was pretty good. It said drawlingly, after I had answered:

You are Philip Marlowe, a private detective?

Check.

Oh — you mean, yes. You have been recommended to me as a man who can be trusted to keep his mouth shut. I should like you to come to my house at seven oclock this evening. We can discuss a matter. My name is Lindsay Marriott and I live at 4212 Cabrillo Street, Montemar Vista. Do you know where that is?

I know where Montemar Vista is, Mr. Marriott.

Yes. Well, Cabrillo Street is rather hard to find. The streets down here are all laid out in a pattern of interesting but intricate curves. I should suggest that you walk up the steps from the sidewalk cafe. If you do that, Cabrillo is the third street you come to and my house is the only one on the block. At seven then?

What is the nature of the employment, Mr. Marriott?

I should prefer not to discuss that over the phone.

Cant you give me some idea? Montemar Vista is quite a distance.

I shall be glad to pay your expenses, if we dont agree. Are you particular about the nature of the employment?

Not as long as its legitimate.

The voice grew icicles. I should not have called you, if it were not.

A Harvard boy. Nice use of the subjunctive mood. The end of my foot itched, but my bank account was still trying to crawl under a duck. I put honey into my voice and said: Many thanks for calling me, Mr. Marriott. Ill be there.

He hung up and that was that. I thought Mr. Rembrandt had a faint sneer on his face. I got the office bottle out of the deep drawer of the desk and took a short drink. That took the sneer out of Mr. Rembrandt in a hurry.

A wedge of sunlight slipped over the edge of the desk and fell noiselessly to the carpet. Traffic lights bong-bonged outside on the boulevard, interurban cars pounded by, a typewriter clacked monotonously in the lawyers office beyond the party wall. I had filled and lit a pipe when the telephone rang again.

It was Nulty this time. His voice sounded full of baked potato. Well, I guess I aint quite bright at that, he said, when he knew who he was talking to. I miss one. Malloy went to see that Florian dame.

I held the phone tight enough to crack it. My upper lip suddenly felt a little cold. Go on. I thought you had him cornered.

Was some other guy. Malloy aint around there at all. We get a call from some old window-peeker on West Fifty-four. Two guys was to see the Florian dame. Number one parked the other side of the street and acted kind of cagey. Looked the dump over good before he went in. Was in about an hour. Six feet, dark hair, medium heavy built. Come out quiet.

He had liquor on his breath too, I said.

Oh, sure. That was you, wasnt it? Well, Number Two was the Moose. Guy in loud clothes as big as a house. He come in a car too but the old lady dont get the license, cant read the number that far off. This was about a hour after you was there, she says. He goes in fast and is in about five minutes only. Just before he gets back in his car he takes a big gat out and spins the chamber. I guess thats what the old lady saw he done. Thats why she calls up. She dont hear no shots though, inside the house.

That must have been a big disappointment, I said.

Yeah. A nifty. Remind me to laugh on my day off. The old lady misses one too. The prowl boys go down there and dont get no answer on the door, so they walk in, the front door not being locked. Nobodys dead on the floor. Nobodys home. The Florian dame has skipped out. So they stop by next door and tell the old lady and shes sore as a boil on account of she didnt see the Florian dame go out. So they report back and go on about the job. So about an hour, maybe hour and a half after that, the old lady phones in again and says Mrs. Florian is home again. So they give the call to me and I ask her what makes that important and she hangs up in my face.

Nulty paused to collect a little breath and wait for my comments. I didnt have any. After a moment he went on grumbling.

What you make of it?

Nothing much. The Moose would be likely to go by there, of course. He must have known Mrs. Florian pretty well. Naturally he wouldnt stick around very long. He would be afraid the law might be wise to Mrs. Florian.

What I figure, Nulty said calmly, Maybe I should go over and see her — kind of find out where she went to.

Thats a good idea, I said. If you can get somebody to lift you out of your chair.

Huh? Oh, another nifty. It dont make a lot of difference any more now though. I guess I wont bother.

All right, I said. Lets have it whatever it is.

He chuckled. We got Malloy all lined up. We really got him this time. We make him at Girard, headed north in a rented hack. He gassed up there and the service station kid recognized him from the description we broadcast a while back. He said everything jibed except Malloy had changed to a dark suit. We got county and state law on it. If he goes on north we get him at the Ventura line, and if he slides over to the Ridge Route, he has to stop at Castaic for his check ticket. If he dont stop, they phone ahead and block the road. We dont want no cops shot up, if we can help it. That sound good?

It sounds all right, I said. If it really is Malloy, and if he does exactly what you expect him to do.

Nulty cleared his throat carefully. Yeah. What you doing on it — just in case?

Nothing. Why should I be doing anything on it?

You got along pretty good with that Florian dame. Maybe she would have some more ideas.

All you need to find out is a full bottle, I said.

You handled her real nice. Maybe you ought to kind of spend a little more time on her.

I thought this was a police job.

Oh sure. Was your idea about the girl though.

That seems to be out — unless the Florian is lying about it.

Dames lie about anything — just for practice, Nulty said grimly. You aint real busy, huh?

Ive got a job to do. It came in since I saw you. A job where I get paid. Im sorry.

Walking out, huh?

I wouldnt put it that way. I just have to work to earn a living.

Okey, pal. If thats the way you feel about it, okey.

I dont feel any way about it, I almost yelled. I just dont have time to stooge for you or any other cop.

Okey, get sore, Nulty said, and hung up.

I held the dead phone and snarled into it: Seventeen hundred and fifty cops in this town and they want me to do their leg work for them.

I dropped the phone into its cradle and took another drink from the office bottle.

After a while I went down to the lobby of the building to buy an evening paper. Nulty was right in one thing at least. The Montgomery killing hadnt even made the want-ad section so far.

I left the office again in time for an early dinner.
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I GOT DOWN to Montemar Vista as the light began to fade, but there was still a fine sparkle on the water and the surf was breaking far out in long smooth curves. A group of pelicans was flying bomber formation just under the creaming lip of the waves. A lonely yacht was taking in toward the yacht harbor at Bay City. Beyond it the huge emptiness of the Pacific was purple-gray.

Montemar Vista was a few dozen houses of various sizes and shapes hanging by their teeth and eyebrows to a spur of mountain and looking as if a good sneeze would drop them down among the box lunches on the beach.

Above the beach the highway ran under a wide concrete arch which was in fact a pedestrian bridge. From the inner end of this a flight of concrete steps with a thick galvanized handrail on one side ran straight as a ruler up the side of the mountain. Beyond the arch the sidewalk cafe my client had spoken of, was bright and cheerful inside, but the iron-legged tile-topped tables outside under the striped awning were empty save for a single dark woman in slacks who smoked and stared moodily out to sea, with a bottle of beer in front of her. A fox terrier was using one of the iron chairs for a lamppost. She chided the dog absently as I drove past and gave the sidewalk cafe my business to the extent of using its parking space.

I walked back through the arch and started up the steps. It was a nice walk if you liked grunting. There were two hundred and eighty steps up to Cabrillo Street. They were drifted over with windblown sand and the handrail was as cold and wet as a toads belly.

When I reached the top the sparkle had gone from the water and a seagull with a broken trailing leg was twisting against the offsea breeze. I sat down on the damp cold top step and shook the sand out of my shoes and waited for my pulse to come down into the low hundreds. When I was breathing more or less normally again I shook my shirt loose from my back and went along to the lighted house which was the only one within yelling distance of the steps.

It was a nice little house with a salt-tarnished spiral of staircase going up to the front door and an imitation coachlamp for a porchlight. The garage was underneath and to one side. Its door was lifted up and rolled back and the light of the porchlamp shone obliquely on a huge black battleship of a car with chromium trimmings, a coyote tail tied to the Winged Victory on the radiator cap and engraved initials where the emblem should be. The car had a right-hand drive and looked as if had cost more than the house.

I went up the spiral steps, looked for a bell, and used a knocker in the shape of a tigers head. Its clatter was swallowed in the early evening fog. I heard no steps in the house. My damp shirt felt like an icepack on my back. The door opened silently, and I was looking at a tall blond man in a white flannel suit with a violet satin scarf around his neck.

There was a cornflower in the lapel of his white coat and his pale blue eyes looked faded out by comparison. The violet scarf was loose enough to show that he wore no tie and that he had a thick, soft brown neck, like the neck of a strong woman. His features were a little on the heavy side, but handsome, he had an inch more of height than I had, which made him six feet one. His blond hair was arranged, by art or nature, in three precise blond ledges which reminded me of steps, so that I didnt like them. I wouldnt have liked them anyway. Apart from all this he had the general appearance of a lad who would wear a white flannel suit with a violet scarf around his neck and a cornflower in his lapel.

He cleared his throat lightly and looked past my shoulder at the darkening sea. His cool supercilious voice said: Yes?

Seven oclock, I said. On the dot.

Oh yes. Let me see, your name is— he paused and frowned in the effort of memory. The effect was as phony as the pedigree of a used car. I let him work at it for a minute, then I said:

Philip Marlowe. The same as it was this afternoon.

He gave me a quick darting frown, as if perhaps something ought to be done about that. Then he stepped back and said coldly:

Ah yes. Quite so. Come in, Marlowe. My house boy is away this evening.

He opened the door wide with a fingertip, as though opening the door himself dirtied him a little.

I went in past him and smelled perfume. He closed the door. The entrance put us on a low balcony with a metal railing that ran around three sides of a big studio living room. The fourth side contained a big fireplace and two doors. A fire was crackling in the fireplace. The balcony was lined with bookshelves and there were pieces of glazed metallic looking bits of sculpture on pedestals.

We went down three steps to the main part of the living room. The carpet almost tickled my ankles. There was a concert grand piano, closed down. On one corner of it stood a tall silver vase on a strip of peach-colored velvet, and a single yellow rose in the vase. There was plenty of nice soft furniture, a great many floor cushions, some with golden tassels and some just naked. It was a nice room, if you didnt get rough. There was a wide damask covered divan in a shadowy corner, like a casting couch. It was the kind of room where people sit with their feet in their laps and sip absinthe through lumps of sugar and talk with high affected voices and sometimes just squeak. It was a room where anything could happen except work.

Mr. Lindsay Marriott arranged himself in the curve of the grand piano, leaned over to sniff at the yellow rose, then opened a French enamel cigarette case and lit a long brown cigarette with a gold tip. I sat down on a pink chair and hoped I wouldnt leave a mark on it. I lit a Camel, blew smoke through my nose and looked at a piece of black shiny metal on a stand. It showed a full, smooth curve with a shallow fold in it and two protuberances on the curve. I stared at it. Marriott saw me staring at it.

An interesting bit, he said negligently, I picked it up just the other day. Asta Dials Spirit of Dawn.

I thought it was Klopsteins Two Warts on a Fanny, I said.

Mr. Lindsay Marriotts face looked as if he had swallowed a bee. He smoothed it out with an effort.

You have a somewhat peculiar sense of humor, he said.

Not peculiar, I said. Just uninhibited.

Yes, he said very coldly. Yes — of course. Ive no doubt...Well, what I wished to see you about is, as a matter of fact, a very slight matter indeed. Hardly worth bringing you down here for. I am meeting a couple of men tonight and paying them some money. I thought I might as well have someone with me. You carry a gun?

At times. Yes, I said. I looked at the dimple in his broad, fleshy chin. You could have lost a marble in it.

I shant want you to carry that. Nothing of that sort at all. This is a purely business transaction.

I hardly ever shoot anybody, I said. A matter of blackmail?

He frowned. Certainly not. Im not in the habit of giving people grounds for blackmail.

It happens to the nicest people. I might say particularly to the nicest people.

He waved his cigarette. His aquamarine eyes had a faintly thoughtful expression, but his lips smiled. The kind of smile that goes with a silk noose.

He blew some more smoke and tilted his head back. This accentuated the soft firm lines of his throat. His eyes came down slowly and studied me.

Im meeting these men — most probably — in a rather lonely place. I dont know where yet. I expect a call giving me the particulars. I have to be ready to leave at once. It wont be very far away from here. Thats the understanding.

Youve been making this deal some time?

Three or four days, as a matter of fact.

You left your bodyguard problem until pretty late.

He thought that over. He snicked some dark ash from his cigarette. Thats true. I had some difficulty making my mind up. It would be better for me to go alone, although nothing has been said definitely about my having someone with me. On the other hand Im not much of a hero.

They know you by sight, of course?

I — Im not sure. I shall be carrying a large amount of money and it is not my money. Im acting for a friend. I shouldnt feel justified in letting it out of my possession, of course.

I snubbed out my cigarette and leaned back in the pink chair and twiddled my thumbs. How much money — and what for?

Well, really— it was a fairly nice smile now, but I still didnt like it. I cant go into that.

You just want me to go along and hold your hat?

His hand jerked again and some ash fell off on his white cuff. He shook it off and stared down at the place where it had been.

Im afraid I dont like your manner, he said, using the edge of his voice.

Ive had complaints about it, I said. But nothing seems to do any good. Lets look at this job a little. You want a bodyguard, but he cant wear a gun. You want a helper, but he isnt supposed to know what hes supposed to do. You want me to risk my neck without knowing why or what for or what the risk is. What are you offering for all this?

I hadnt really got around to thinking about it. His cheekbones were dusky red.

Do you suppose you could get around to thinking about it?

He leaned forward gracefully and smiled between his teeth. How would you like a swift punch on the nose?

I grinned and stood up and put my hat on. I started across the carpet towards the front door, but not very fast.

His voice snapped at my back. Im offering you a hundred dollars for a few hours of your time. If that isnt enough, say so. Theres no risk. Some jewels were taken from a friend of mine in a holdup — and Im buying them back. Sit down and dont be so touchy.

I went back to the pink chair and sat down again.

All right, I said. Lets hear about it.

We stared at each other for all of ten seconds. Have you ever heard of Fei Tsui jade? he asked slowly, and lit another of his dark cigarettes.

No.

Its the only really valuable kind. Other kinds are valuable to some extent for the material, but chiefly for the workmanship on them. Fei Tsui is valuable in itself. All known deposits were exhausted hundreds of years ago. A friend of mine owns a necklace of sixty beads of about six carats each, intricately carved. Worth eighty or ninety thousand dollars. The Chinese government has a very slightly larger one valued at a hundred and twenty-five thousand. My friends necklace was taken in a holdup a few nights ago. I was present, but quite helpless. I had driven my friend to an evening party and later to the Trocadero and we were on our way back to her home from there. A car brushed the left front fender and stopped, as I thought, to apologize. Instead of that it was a very quick and very neat holdup. Either three or four men, I really saw only two, but Im sure another stayed in the car behind the wheel, and I thought I saw a glimpse of still a fourth at the rear window. My friend was wearing the jade necklace. They took that and two rings and a bracelet. The one who seemed to be the leader looked the things over without any apparent hurry under a small flashlight. Then he handed one of the rings back and said that would give us an idea what kind of people we were dealing with and to wait for a phone call before reporting to the police or the insurance company. So we obeyed their instructions. Theres plenty of that sort of thing going on, of course. You keep the affair to yourself and pay ransom, or you never see your jewels again. If theyre fully insured, perhaps you dont mind, but if they happen to be rare pieces, you would rather pay ransom.

I nodded. And this jade necklace is something that cant be picked up every day.

He slid a finger along the polished surface of the piano with a dreamy expression, as if touching smooth things pleased him.

Very much so. Its irreplaceable. She shouldnt have worn it out — ever. But shes a reckless sort of woman. The other things were good but ordinary.

Uh-huh. How much are you paying?

Eight thousand dollars. Its dirt cheap. But if my friend couldnt get another like it, these thugs couldnt very easily dispose of it either. Its probably known to every one in the trade, all over the country.

This friend of yours — does she have a name?

Id prefer not to mention it at the moment.

What are the arrangements?

He looked at me along his pale eyes. I thought he seemed a bit scared, but I didnt know him very well. Maybe it was a hangover. The hand that held the dark cigarette couldnt keep still.

We have been negotiating by telephone for several days — through me. Everything is settled except the time and place of meeting. It is to be sometime tonight. I shall presently be getting a call to tell me of that. It will not be very far away, they say, and I must be prepared to leave at once. I suppose that is so that no plant could be arranged. With the police, I mean.

Uh-huh. Is the money marked? I suppose it is money?

Currency, of course. Twenty dollar bills. No, why should it be marked?

It can be done so that it takes black light to detect it. No reason — except that the cops like to break up these gangs — if they can get any co-operation. Some of the money might turn up on some lad with a record.

He wrinkled his brow thoughtfully. Im afraid I dont know what black light is.

Ultra-violet. It makes certain metallic inks glisten in the dark. I could get it done for you.

Im afraid there isnt time for that now, he said shortly.

Thats one of the things that worries me.

Why?

Why you only called me this afternoon. Why you picked on me. Who told you about me?

He laughed. His laugh was rather boyish, but not a very young boy. Well, as a matter of fact Ill have to confess I merely picked your name at random out of the phone book. You see I hadnt intended to have anyone go with me. Then this afternoon I got to thinking why not.

I lit another of my squashed cigarettes and watched his throat muscles. Whats the plan?

He spread his hands. Simply to go where I am told, hand over the package of money, and receive back the jade necklace.

Uh-huh.

You seem fond of that expression.

What expression?

Uh-huh.

Where will I be — in the back of the car?

I suppose so. Its a big car. You could easily hide in the back of it.

Listen, I said slowly. You plan to go out with me hidden in your car to a destination you are to get over the phone some time tonight. You will have eight grand in currency on you and with that you are supposed to buy back a jade necklace worth ten or twelve times that much. What you will probably get will be a package you wont be allowed to open — providing you get anything at all. Its just as likely they will simply take your money, count it over in some other place, and mail you the necklace, if they feel bighearted. Theres nothing to prevent them double-crossing you. Certainly nothing I could do would stop them. These are heist guys. Theyre tough. They might even knock you on the head — not hard — just enough to delay you while they go on their way.

Well, as a matter of fact, Im a little afraid of something like that, he said quietly, and his eyes twitched. I suppose thats really why I wanted somebody with me.

Did they put a flash on you when they pulled the stick-up?

He shook his head, no.

No matter. Theyve had a dozen chances to look you over since. They probably knew all about you before that anyway. These jobs are cased. Theyre cased the way a dentist cases your tooth for a gold inlay. You go out with this dame much?

Well — not infrequently, he said stiffly.

Married?

Look here, he snapped. Suppose we leave the lady out of this entirely.

Okey, I said. But the more I know the fewer cups I break. I ought to walk away from this job, Marriott. I really ought. If the boys want to play ball, you dont need me. If they dont want to play ball, I cant do anything about it.

All I want is your company, he said quickly.

I shrugged and spread my hands. Okey — but I drive the car and carry the money — and you do the hiding in the back. Were about the same height. If theres any question, well just tell them the truth. Nothing to lose by it.

No. He bit his lip.

Im getting a hundred dollars for doing nothing. If anybody gets conked, it ought to be me.

He frowned and shook his head, but after quite a long time his face cleared slowly and he smiled.

Very well, he said slowly. I dont suppose it matters much. Well be together. Would you care for a spot of brandy?

Uh-huh. And you might bring me my hundred bucks. I like to feel money.

He moved away like a dancer, his body almost motionless from the waist up.

The phone rang as he was on his way out. It was in a little alcove off the living room proper, cut into the balcony. It wasnt the call we were thinking about though. He sounded too affectionate.

He danced back after a while with a bottle of Five-Star Martell and five nice crisp twenty-dollar bills. That made it a nice evening — so far.
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THE HOUSE WAS very still. Far off there was a sound which might have been beating surf or cars zooming along a highway, or wind in pine trees. It was the sea, of course, breaking far down below. I sat there and listened to it and thought long, careful thoughts.

The phone rang four times within the next hour and a half. The big one came at eight minutes past ten. Marriott talked briefly, in a very low voice, cradled the instrument without a sound and stood up with a sort of hushed movement. His face looked drawn. He had changed to dark clothes now. He walked silently back into the room and poured himself a stiff drink in a brandy glass. He held it against the light a moment with a queer unhappy smile, swirled it once quickly and tilted his head back to pour it down his throat.

Well — were all set, Marlowe. Ready?

Thats all Ive been all evening. Where do we go?

A place called Purissima Canyon.

I never heard of it.

Ill get a map. He got one and spread it out quickly and the light blinked in his brassy hair as he bent over it. Then he pointed with his finger. The place was one of the many canyons off the foothill boulevard that turns into town from the coast highway north of Bay City. I had a vague idea where it was, but no more. It seemed to be at the end of a street called Camino de la Costa.

It will be not more than twelve minutes from here, Marriott said quickly. Wed better get moving. We only have twenty minutes to play with.

He handed me a light colored overcoat which made me a fine target. It fitted pretty well. I wore my own hat. I had a gun under my arm, but I hadnt told him about that.

While I put the coat on, he went on talking in a light nervous voice and dancing on his hands the thick manila envelope with the eight grand in it.

Purissima Canyon has a sort of level shelf at the inner end of it, they say. This is walled off from the road by a white fence of four-by-fours, but you can just squeeze by. A dirt road winds down into a little hollow and we are to wait there without lights. There are no houses around.

We?

Well, I mean I — theoretically.

Oh.

He handed me the manila envelope and I opened it up and looked at what was inside. It was money all right, a huge wad of currency. I didnt count it. I snapped the rubber around again and stuffed the packet down inside my overcoat. It almost caved in a rib.

We went to the door and Marriott switched off all the lights. He opened the front door cautiously and peered out at the foggy air. We went out and down the salt-tarnished spiral stairway to the street level and the garage.

It was a little foggy, the way it always is down there at night. I had to start up the windshield wiper for a while.

The big foreign car drove itself, but I held the wheel for the sake of appearances.

For two minutes we figure-eighted back and forth across the face of the mountain and then popped out right beside the sidewalk cafe. I could understand now why Marriott had told me to walk up the steps. I could have driven about in those curving, twisting streets for hours without making any more yardage than an angleworm in a bait can.

On the highway the lights of the streaming cars made an almost solid beam in both directions. The big cornpoppers were rolling north growling as they went and festooned all over with green and yellow overhang lights. Three minutes of that and we turned inland, by a big service station, and wound along the flank of the foothills. It got quiet. There was loneliness and the smell of kelp and the smell of wild sage from the hills. A yellow window hung here and there, all by itself, like the last orange. Cars passed, spraying the pavement with cold white light, then growled off into the darkness again. Wisps of fog chased the stars down the sky.

Marriott leaned forward from the dark rear seat and said:

Those lights off to the right are the Belvedere Beach Club. The next canyon is Las Pulgas and the next after that Purissima. We turn right at the top of the second rise. His voice was hushed and taut.

I grunted and kept on driving. Keep your head down, I said over my shoulder. We may be watched all the way. This car sticks out like spats at an Iowa picnic. Could be the boys dont like your being twins.

We went down into a hollow at the inward end of a canyon and then up on the high ground and after a little while down again and up again. Then Marriotts tight voice said in my ear:

Next street on the right. The house with the square turret. Turn beside that.

You didnt help them pick this place out, did you?

Hardly, he said, and laughed grimly. I just happen to know these canyons pretty well.

I swung the car to the right past a big corner house with a square white turret topped with round tiles. The headlights sprayed for an instant on a street sign that read: Camino de la Costa. We slid down a broad avenue lined with unfinished electroliers and weed-grown sidewalks. Some realtors dream had turned into a hangover there. Crickets chirped and bullfrogs whooped in the darkness behind the overgrown sidewalks. Marriotts car was that silent.

There was a house to a block, then a house to two blocks, then no houses at all. A vague window or two was still lighted, but the people around there seemed to go to bed with the chickens. Then the paved avenue ended abruptly in a dirt road packed as hard as concrete in dry weather. The dirt road narrowed and dropped slowly downhill between walls of brush. The lights of the Belvedere Beach Club hung in the air to the right and far ahead there was a gleam of moving water. The acrid smell of the sage filled the night. Then a white painted barrier loomed across the dirt road and Marriott spoke at my shoulder again.

I dont think you can get past it, he said. The space doesnt look wide enough.

I cut the noiseless motor, dimmed the lights and sat there, listening. Nothing. I switched the lights off altogether and got out of the car. The crickets stopped chirping. For a little while the silence was so complete that I could hear the sound of tires on the highway at the bottom of the cliffs, a mile away. Then one by one the crickets started up again until the night was full of them.

Sit tight. Im going down there and have a look see, I whispered into the back of the car.

I touched the gun butt inside my coat and walked forward. There was more room between the brush and the end of the white barrier than there had seemed to be from the car. Someone had hacked the brush away and there were car marks in the dirt. Probably kids going down there to neck on warm nights. I went on past the barrier. The road dropped and curved. Below was darkness and a vague far off sea-sound. And the lights of cars on the highway. I went on. The road ended in a shallow bowl entirely surrounded by brush. It was empty. There seemed to be no way into it but the way I had come. I stood there in the silence and listened.

Minute passed slowly after minute, but I kept on waiting for some new sound. None came. I seemed to have that hollow entirely to myself.

I looked across to the lighted beach club. From its upper windows a man with a good night glass could probably cover this spot fairly well. He could see a car come and go, see who got out of it, whether there was a group of men or just one. Sitting in a dark room with a good night glass you can see a lot more detail than you would think possible.

I turned to go back up the hill. From the base of a bush a cricket chirped loud enough to make me jump. I went on up around the curve and past the white barricade. Still nothing. The black car stood dimly shining against a grayness which was neither darkness nor light. I went over to it and put a foot on the running board beside the drivers seat.

Looks like a tryout, I said under my breath, but loud enough for Marriott to hear me from the back of the car. Just to see if you obey orders.

There was a vague movement behind but he didnt answer. I went on trying to see something besides bushes.

Whoever it was had a nice easy shot at the back of my head. Afterwards I thought I might have heard the swish of a sap. Maybe you always think that — afterwards.
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FOUR MINUTES, THE voice said. Five, possibly six. They must have moved quick and quiet. He didnt even let out a yell.

I opened my eyes and looked fuzzily at a cold star. I was lying on my back. I felt sick.

The voice said: It could have been a little longer. Maybe even eight minutes altogether. They must have been in the brush, right where the car stopped. The guy scared easily. They must have thrown a small light in his face and he passed out — just from panic. The pansy.

There was silence. I got up on one knee. Pains shot from the back of my head clear to my ankles.

Then one of them got into the car, the voice said, and waited for you to come back. The others hid again. They must have figured he would be afraid to come alone. Or something in his voice made them suspicious, when they talked to him on the phone.

I balanced myself woozily on the flat of my hands, listening.

Yeah, that was about how it was, the voice said.

It was my voice. I was talking to myself, coming out of it. I was trying to figure the thing out subconsciously.

Shut up, you dimwit, I said, and stopped talking to myself.

Far off the purl of motors, nearer the chirp of crickets, the peculiar long drawn ee-ee-ee of tree frogs. I didnt think I was going to like those sounds any more.

I lifted a hand off the ground and tried to shake the sticky sage ooze off it, then rubbed it on the side of my coat. Nice work, for a hundred dollars. The hand jumped at the inside pocket of the overcoat. No manila envelope, naturally. The hand jumped inside my own suit coat. My wallet was still there. I wondered if my hundred was still in it. Probably not. Something felt heavy against my left ribs. The gun in the shoulder holster.

That was a nice touch. They left me my gun. A nice touch of something or other — like closing a mans eyes after you knife him.

I felt the back of my head. My hat was still on. I took it off, not without discomfort and felt the head underneath. Good old head, Id had it a long time. It was a little soft now, a little pulpy, and more than a little tender. But a pretty light sapping at that. The hat had helped. I could still use the head. I could use it another year anyway.

I put my right hand back on the ground and took the left off and swivelled it around until I could see my watch. The illuminated dial showed 10.56, as nearly as I could focus on it.

The call had come at 10.08. Marriott had talked maybe two minutes. Another four had got us out of the house. Time passes very slowly when you are actually doing something. I mean, you can go through a lot of movements in very few minutes. Is that what I mean? What the hell do I care what I mean? Okey, better men than me have meant less. Okey, what I mean is, that would be 10.15, say. The Place was about twelve minutes away. 10.27. I get out, walk down in the hollow, spend at the most eight minutes fooling around and come on back up to get my head treated. 10.35. Give me a minute to fall down and hit the ground with my face. The reason I hit it with my face, I got my chin scraped. It hurts. It feels scraped. That way I know its scraped. No, I cant see it. I dont have to see it. Its my chin and I know whether its scraped or not. Maybe you want to make something of it. Okey, shut up and let me think. What with?...

The watch showed 10.56 p.m. That meant I had been out for twenty minutes.

Twenty minutes sleep. Just a nice doze. In that time I had muffed a job and lost eight thousand dollars. Well, why not? In twenty minutes you can sink a battleship, down three or four planes, hold a double execution. You can die, get married, get fired and find a new job, have a tooth pulled, have your tonsils out. In twenty minutes you can even get up in the morning. You can get a glass of water at a night club — maybe.

Twenty minutes sleep. Thats a long time. Especially on a cold night, out in the open. I began to shiver.

I was still on my knees. The smell of the sage was beginning to bother me. The sticky ooze from which wild bees get their honey. Honey was sweet, much too sweet. My stomach took a whirl. I clamped my teeth tight and just managed to keep it down my throat. Cold sweat stood out in lumps on my forehead, but I shivered just the same. I got up on one foot, then on both feet, straightened up, wobbling a little. I felt like an amputated leg.

I turned slowly. The car was gone. The dirt road stretched empty, back up the shallow hill towards the paved street, the end of Camino de la Costa. To the left the barrier of white-painted four-by-fours stood out against the darkness. Beyond the low wall of brush the pale glow in the sky would be the lights of Bay City. And over farther to the right and nearby were the lights of the Belvedere Club.

I went over where the car had stood and got a fountain pen flash unclipped from my pocket and poked the little light down at the ground. The soil was red loam, very hard in dry weather, but the weather was not bone dry. There was a little fog in the air, and enough of the moisture had settled on the surface of the ground to show where the car had stood. I could see, very faint, the tread marks of the heavy ten-ply Vogue tires. I put the light on them and bent over and the pain made my head dizzy. I started to follow the tracks. They went straight ahead for a dozen feet, then swung over to the left. They didnt turn. They went towards the gap at the left hand end of the white barricade. Then I lost them.

I went over to the barricade and shone the little light on the brush. Fresh-broken twigs. I went through the gap, on down the curving road. The ground was still softer here. More marks of the heavy tires. I went on down, rounded the curve and was at the edge of the hollow closed in by brush.

It was there all right, the chromium and glossy paint shining a little even in the dark, and the red reflector glass of the tail-lights shining back at the pencil flash. It was there, silent, lightless, all the doors shut. I went towards it slowly, gritting my teeth at every step. I opened one of the rear doors and put the beam of the flash inside. Empty. The front was empty too. The ignition was off. The key hung in the lock on a thin chain. No torn upholstery, no scarred glass, no blood, no bodies. Everything neat and orderly. I shut the doors and circled the car slowly, looking for a sign and not finding any.

A sound froze me.

A motor throbbed above the rim of the brush. I didnt jump more than a foot. The flash in my hand went out. A gun slid into my hand all by itself. Then headlight beams tilted up towards the sky, then tilted down again. The motor sounded like a small car. It had that contented sound that comes with moisture in the air.

The lights tilted down still more and got brighter. A car was coming down the curve of the dirt road. It came two-thirds of the way and then stopped. A spotlight clicked on and swung out to the side, held there for a long moment, went out again. The car came on down the hill. I slipped the gun out of my pocket and crouched behind the motor of Marriotts car.

A small coupe of no particular shape or color slid into the hollow and turned so that its headlights raked the sedan from one end to the other. I got my head down in a hurry. The lights swept above me like a sword. The coupe stopped. The motor died. The headlights died. Silence. Then a door opened and a light foot touched the ground. More silence. Even the crickets were silent. Then a beam of light cut the darkness low down, parallel to the ground and only a few inches above it. The beam swept, and there was no way I could get my ankles out of it quickly enough. The beam stopped on my feet. Silence. The beam came up and raked the top of the hood again.

Then a laugh. It was a girls laugh. Strained, taut as a mandolin wire. A strange sound in that place. The white beam shot under the car again and settled on my feet.

The voice said, not quite shrilly: All right, you. Come out of there with your hands up and very damned empty. Youre covered.

I didnt move.

The light wavered a little, as though the hand that held it wavered. It swept slowly along the hood once more. The voice stabbed at me again.

Listen, stranger. Im holding a ten shot automatic. I can shoot straight. Both your feet are vulnerable. What do you bid?

Put it up — or Ill blow it out of your hand! I snarled. My voice sounded like somebody tearing slats off a chicken coop.

Oh — a hardboiled gentleman. There was a quaver in the voice, a nice little quaver. Then it hardened again. Coming out? Ill count three. Look at the odds Im giving you — twelve fat cylinders, maybe sixteen. But your feet will hurt. And ankle bones take years and years to get well and sometimes they never do really—

I straightened up slowly and looked into the beam of the flashlight.

I talk too much when Im scared too, I said.

Dont — dont move another inch! Who are you?

I moved around the front of the car towards her. When I was six feet from the slim dark figure behind the flash I stopped. The flash glared at me steadily.

You stay right there, the girl snapped angrily, after I had stopped. Who are you?

Lets see your gun.

She held it forward into the light. It was pointed at my stomach. It was a little gun, it looked like a small Colt vest pocket automatic.

Oh, that, I said. That toy. It doesnt either hold ten shots. It holds six. Its just a little bitty gun, a butterfly gun. They shoot butterflies with them. Shame on you for telling a deliberate lie like that.

Are you crazy?

Me? Ive been sapped by a holdup man. I might be a little goofy.

Is that — is that your car?

No.

Who are you?

What were you looking at back there with your spotlight?

I get it. You ask the answers. He-man stuff. I was looking at a man.

Does he have blond hair in waves?

Not now, she said quietly. He might have had — once.

That jarred me. Somehow I hadnt expected it. I didnt see him, I said lamely. I was following the tire marks with a flashlight down the hill. Is he badly hurt? I went another step towards her. The little gun jumped at me and the flash held steady.

Take it easy, she said quietly. Very easy. Your friend is dead.

I didnt say anything for a moment. Then I said: All right, lets go look at him.

Lets stand right here and not move and you tell me who you are and what happened. The voice was crisp. It was not afraid. It meant what it said.

Marlowe. Philip Marlowe. An investigator. Private.

Thats who you are — if its true. Prove it.

Im going to take my wallet out.

I dont think so. Just leave your hands where they happen to be. Well skip the proof for the time being. Whats your story?

This man may not be dead.

Hes dead all right. With his brains on his face. The story, mister. Make it fast.

As I said — he may not be dead. Well go look at him. I moved one foot forward.

Move and Ill drill you! she snapped.

I moved the other foot forward. The flash jumped about a little. I think she took a step back.

You take some awful chances, mister, she said quietly. All right, go on ahead and Ill follow. You look like a sick man. If it hadnt been for that—

Youd have shot me. Ive been sapped. It always makes me a little dark under the eyes.

A nice sense of humor — like a morgue attendant, she almost wailed.

I turned away from the light and immediately it shone on the ground in front of me. I walked past the little coupe, an ordinary little car, clean and shiny under the misty starlight. I went on, up the dirt road, around the curve. The steps were close behind me and the flashlight guided me. There was no sound anywhere now except our steps and the girls breathing. I didnt hear mine.
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HALFWAY UP THE slope I looked off to the right and saw his foot. She swung the light. Then I saw all of him. I ought to have seen him as I came down, but I had been bent over, peering at the ground with the fountain pen flash, trying to read tire marks by a light the size of a quarter.

Give me the flash, I said and reached back.

She put it into my hand, without a word. I went down on a knee. The ground felt cold and damp through the cloth.

He lay smeared to the ground, on his back, at the base of a bush, in that bag-of-clothes position that always means the same thing. His face was a face I had never seen before. His hair was dark with blood, the beautiful blond ledges were tangled with blood and some thick grayish ooze, like primeval slime.

The girl behind me breathed hard, but she didnt speak. I held the light on his face. He had been beaten to a pulp. One of his hands was flung out in a frozen gesture, the fingers curled. His overcoat was half twisted under him, as though he had rolled as he fell. His legs were crossed. There was a trickle as black as dirty oil at the corner of his mouth.

Hold the flash on him, I said, passing it back to her. If it doesnt make you sick.

She took it and held it without a word, as steady as an old homicide veteran. I got my fountain pen flash out again and started to go through his pockets, trying not to move him.

You shouldnt do that, she said tensely. You shouldnt touch him until the police come.

Thats right, I said. And the prowl car boys are not supposed to touch him until the K-car men come and theyre not supposed to touch him until the coroners examiner sees him and the photographers have photographed him and the fingerprint man has taken his prints. And do you know how long all that is liable to take out here? A couple of hours.

All right, she said. I suppose youre always right. I guess you must be that kind of person. Somebody must have hated him to smash his head in like that.

I dont suppose it was personal, I growled. Some people just like to smash heads.

Seeing that I dont know what its all about, I couldnt guess, she said tartly.

I went through his clothes. He had loose silver and bills in one trouser pocket, a tooled leather keycase in the other, also a small knife. His left hip pocket yielded a small billfold with more currency, insurance cards, a drivers license, a couple of receipts. In his coat loose match folders, a gold pencil clipped to a pocket, two thin cambric handkerchiefs as fine and white as dry powdered snow. Then the enamel cigarette case from which I had seen him take his brown gold-tipped cigarettes. They were South American, from Montevideo. And in the other inside pocket a second cigarette case I hadnt seen before. It was made of embroidered silk, a dragon on each side, a frame of imitation tortoise-shell so thin it was hardly there at all. I tickled the catch open and looked in at three oversized Russian cigarettes under the band of elastic. I pinched one. They felt old and dry and loose. They had hollow mouthpieces.

He smoked the others, I said over my shoulder. These must have been for a lady friend. He would be a lad who would have a lot of lady friends.

The girl was bent over, breathing on my neck now. Didnt you know him?

I only met him tonight. He hired me for a bodyguard.

Some bodyguard.

I didnt say anything to that.

Im sorry, she almost whispered. Of course I dont know the circumstances. Do you suppose those could be jujus? Can I look?

I passed the embroidered case back to her.

I knew a guy once who smoked jujus, she said. Three highballs and three sticks of tea and it took a pipe wrench to get him off the chandelier.

Hold the light steady.

There was a rustling pause. Then she spoke again.

Im sorry. She handed the case down again and I slipped it back in his pocket. That seemed to be all. All it proved was that he hadnt been cleaned out.

I stood up and took my wallet out. The five twenties were still in it.

High class boys, I said. They only took the large money.

The flash was drooping to the ground. I put my wallet away again, clipped my own small flash to my pocket and reached suddenly for the little gun she was still holding in the same hand with the flashlight. She dropped the flashlight, but I got the gun. She stepped back quickly and I reached down for the light. I put it on her face for a moment, then snapped it off.

You didnt have to be rough, she said, putting her hands down into the pockets of a long rough coat with flaring shoulders. I didnt think you killed him.

I liked the cool quiet of her voice. I liked her nerve. We stood in the darkness, face to face, not saying anything for a moment. I could see the brush and light in the sky.

I put the light on her face and she blinked. It was a small neat vibrant face with large eyes. A face with bone under the skin, fine drawn like a Cremona violin. A very nice face.

Your hairs red, I said. You look Irish.

And my names Riordan. So what? Put that light out. Its not red, its auburn.

I put it out. Whats your first name?

Anne. And dont call me Annie.

What are you doing around here?

Sometimes at night I go riding. Just restless. I live alone. Im an orphan. I know all this neighborhood like a book. I just happened to be riding along and noticed a light flickering down in the hollow. It seemed a little cold for young love. And they dont use lights, do they?

I never did. You take some awful chances, Miss Riordan.

I think I said the same about you. I had a gun. I wasnt afraid. Theres no law against going down there.

Uh-huh. Only the law of self preservation. Here. Its not my night to be clever. I suppose you have a permit for the gun. I held it out to her, butt first.

She took it and tucked it down into her pocket. Strange how curious people can be, isnt it? I write a little. Feature articles.

Any money in it?

Very damned little. What were you looking for — in his pockets?

Nothing in particular. Im a great guy to snoop around. We had eight thousand dollars to buy back some stolen jewelry for a lady. We got hijacked. Why they killed him I dont know. He didnt strike me as a fellow who would put up much of a fight. And I didnt hear a fight. I was down in the hollow when he was jumped. He was in the car, up above. We were supposed to drive down into the hollow but there didnt seem to be room for the car without scratching it up. So I went down there on foot and while I was down there they must have stuck him up. Then one of them got into the car and dry-gulched me. I thought he was still in the car, of course.

That doesnt make you so terribly dumb, she said.

There was something wrong with the job from the start. I could feel it. But I needed the money. Now I have to go to the cops and eat dirt. Will you drive me to Montemar Vista? I left my car there. He lived there.

Sure. But shouldnt somebody stay with him? You could take my car — or I could go call the cops.

I looked at the dial of my watch. The faintly glowing hands said that it was getting towards midnight.

No.

Why not?

I dont know why not. I just feel it that way. Ill play it alone.

She said nothing. We went back down the hill and got into her little car and she started it and jockeyed it around without lights and drove it back up the hill and eased it past the barrier. A block away she sprang the lights on.

My head ached. We didnt speak until we came level with the first house on the paved part of the street. Then she said:

You need a drink. Why not go back to my house and have one? You can phone the law from there. They have to come from West Los Angeles anyway. Theres nothing up here but a fire station.

Just keep on going down to the coast. Ill play it solo.

But why? Im not afraid of them. My story might help you.

I dont want any help. Ive got to think. I want to be by myself for a while.

I — okey, she said.

She made a vague sound in her throat and turned on to the boulevard. We came to the service station at the coast highway and turned north to Montemar Vista and the sidewalk cafe there. It was lit up like a luxury liner. The girl pulled over on to the shoulder and I got out and stood holding the door.

I fumbled a card out of my wallet and passed it in to her. Some day you may need a strong back, I said. Let me know. But dont call me if its brain work.

She tapped the card on the wheel and said slowly: Youll find me in the Bay City phone book. 819 Twenty-fifth Street. Come around and pin a putty medal on me for minding my own business. I think youre still woozy from that crack on the head.

She swung her car swiftly around on the highway and I watched its twin tail-lights fade into the dark.

I walked past the arch and the sidewalk cafe into the parking space and got into my car. A bar was right in front of me and I was shaking again. But it seemed smarter to walk into the West Los Angeles police station the way I did twenty minutes later, as cold as a frog and as green as the back of a new dollar bill.
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IT WAS AN hour and a half later. The body had been taken away, the ground gone over, and I had told my story three or four times. We sat, four of us, in the day captains room at the West Los Angeles station. The building was quiet except for a drunk in a cell who kept giving the Australian bush call while he waited to go downtown for sunrise court.

A hard white light inside a glass reflector shone down on the flat topped table on which were spread the things that had come from Lindsay Marriotts pockets, things now that seemed as dead and homeless as their owner. The man across the table from me was named Randall and he was from Central Homicide in Los Angeles. He was a thin quiet man of fifty with smooth creamy gray hair, cold eyes, a distant manner. He wore a dark red tie with black spots on it and the spots kept dancing in front of my eyes. Behind him, beyond the cone of light two beefy men lounged like bodyguards, each of them watching one of my ears.

I fumbled a cigarette around in my fingers and lit it and didnt like the taste of it. I sat watching it burn between my fingers. I felt about eighty years old and slipping fast.

Randall said coldly: The oftener you tell this story the sillier it sounds. This man Marriott had been negotiating for days, no doubt, about this payoff and then just a few hours before the final meeting he calls up a perfect stranger and hires him to go with him as a bodyguard.

Not exactly as a bodyguard, I said. I didnt even tell him I had a gun. Just for company.

Where did he hear of you?

First he said a mutual friend. Then that he just picked my name out of the book.

Randall poked gently among the stuff on the table and detached a white card with an air of touching something not quite clean. He pushed it along the wood.

He had your card. Your business card.

I glanced at the card. It had come out of his billfold, together with a number of other cards I hadnt bothered to examine back there in the hollow of Purissima Canyon. It was one of my cards all right. It looked rather dirty at that, for a man like Marriott. There was a round smear across one corner.

Sure, I said. I hand those out whenever I get a chance. Naturally.

Marriott let you carry the money, Randall said. Eight thousand dollars. He was rather a trusting soul.

I drew on my cigarette and blew the smoke towards the ceiling. The light hurt my eyes. The back of my head ached.

I dont have the eight thousand dollars, I said. Sorry.

No. You wouldnt be here, if you had the money. Or would you? There was a cold sneer on his face now, but it looked artificial.

Id do a lot for eight thousand dollars, I said. But if I wanted to kill a man with a sap, Id only hit him twice at the most — on the back of the head.

He nodded slightly. One of the dicks behind him spit into the wastebasket.

Thats one of the puzzling features. It looks like an amateur job, but of course it might be meant to look like an amateur job. The money was not Marriotts, was it?

I dont know. I got the impression not, but that was just an impression. He wouldnt tell me who the lady in the case was.

We dont know anything about Marriott — yet, Randall said slowly. I suppose its at least possible he meant to steal the eight thousand himself.

Huh? I felt surprised. I probably looked surprised. Nothing changed in Randalls smooth face.

Did you count the money?

Of course not. He just gave me a package. There was money in it and it looked like a lot. He said it was eight grand. Why would he want to steal it from me when he already had it before I came on the scene?

Randall looked at a corner of the ceiling and drew his mouth down at the corners. He shrugged.

Go back a bit, he said. Somebody had stuck up Marriott and a lady and taken this jade necklace and stuff and had later offered to sell it back for what seems like a pretty small amount, in view of its supposed value. Marriott was to handle the payoff. He thought of handling it alone and we dont know whether the other parties made a point of that or whether it was mentioned. Usually in cases like that they are rather fussy. But Marriott evidently decided it was all right to have you along. Both of you figured you were dealing with an organized gang and that they would play ball within the limits of their trade. Marriott was scared. That would be natural enough. He wanted company. You were the company. But you are a complete stranger to him, just a name on a card handed to him by some unknown party, said by him to be a mutual friend. Then at the last minute Marriott decides to have you carry the money and do the talking while he hides in the car. You say that was your idea, but he may have been hoping you would suggest it, and if you didnt suggest it, he would have had the idea himself.

He didnt like the idea at first, I said.

Randall shrugged again. He pretended not to like the idea — but he gave in. So finally he gets a call and off you go to the place he describes. All this is coming from Marriott. None of it is known to you independently. When you get there, there seems to be nobody about. You are supposed to drive down into that hollow, but it doesnt look to be room enough for the big car. It wasnt, as a matter of fact, because the car was pretty badly scratched on the left side. So you get out and walk down into the hollow, see and hear nothing, wait a few minutes, come back to the car and then somebody in the car socks you on the back of the head. Now suppose Marriott wanted that money and wanted to make you the fall guy — wouldnt he have acted just the way he did?

Its a swell theory, I said. Marriott socked me, took the money, then he got sorry and beat his brains out, after first burying the money under a bush.

Randall looked at me woodenly. He had an accomplice of course. Both of you were supposed to be knocked out, and the accomplice would beat it with the money. Only the accomplice double-crossed Marriott by killing him. He didnt have to kill you because you didnt know him.

I looked at him with admiration and ground out my cigarette stub in a wooden tray that had once had a glass lining in it but hadnt any more.

It fits the facts — so far as we know them, Randall said calmly. Its no sillier than any other theory we could think up at the moment.

It doesnt fit one fact — that I was socked from the car, does it? That would make me suspect Marriott of having socked me — other things being equal. Although I didnt suspect him after he was killed.

The way you were socked fits best of all, Randall said. You didnt tell Marriott you had a gun, but he may have seen the bulge under your arm or at least suspected you had a gun. In that case he would want to hit you when you suspected nothing. And you wouldnt suspect anything from the back of the car.

Okey, I said. You win. Its a good theory, always supposing the money was not Marriotts and that he wanted to steal it and that he had an accomplice. So his plan is that we both wake up with bumps on our heads and the money is gone and we say so sorry and I go home and forget all about it. Is that how it ends? I mean is that how he expected it to end? It had to look good to him too, didnt it?

Randall smiled wryly. I dont like it myself. I was just trying it out. It fits the facts — as far as I know them, which is not far.

We dont know enough to even start theorizing, I said. Why not assume he was telling the truth and that he perhaps recognized one of the stick-up men?

You say you heard no struggle, no cry?

No. But he could have been grabbed quickly, by the throat. Or he could have been too scared to cry out when they jumped him. Say they were watching from the bushes and saw me go down the hill. I went some distance, you know. A good hundred feet. They go over to look into the car and see Marriott. Somebody sticks a gun in his face and makes him get out — quietly. Then hes sapped down. But something he says, or some way he looks, makes them think he has recognized somebody.

In the dark?

Yes, I said. It must have been something like that. Some voices stay in your mind. Even in the dark people are recognized.

Randall shook his head. If this was an organized gang of jewel thieves, they wouldnt kill without a lot of provocation. He stopped suddenly and his eyes got a glazed look. He closed his mouth very slowly, very tight. He had an idea. Hijack, he said.

I nodded. I think thats an idea.

Theres another thing, he said. How did you get here?

I drove my car.

Where was your car?

Down at Montemar Vista, in the parking lot by the sidewalk cafe.

He looked at me very thoughtfully. The two dicks behind him looked at me suspiciously. The drunk in the cells tried to yodel, but his voice cracked and that discouraged him. He began to cry.

I walked back to the highway, I said. I flagged a car. A girl was driving it alone. She stopped and took me down.

Some girl, Randall said. It was late at night, on a lonely road, and she stopped.

Yeah. Some of them will do that. I didnt get to know her, but she seemed nice. I stared at them, knowing they didnt believe me and wondering why I was lying about it.

It was a small car, I said. A Chevvy coupe. I didnt get the license number.

Haw, he didnt get the license number, one of the dicks said and spat into the wastebasket again.

Randall leaned forward and stared at me carefully. If youre holding anything back with the idea of working on this case yourself to make yourself a little publicity, Id forget it, Marlowe. I dont like all the points in your story and Im going to give you the night to think it over. Tomorrow Ill probably ask you for a sworn statement. In the meantime let me give you a tip. This is a murder and a police job and we wouldnt want your help, even if it was good. All we want from you is facts. Get me?

Sure. Can I go home now? I dont feel any too well.

You can go home now. His eyes were icy.

I got up and started towards the door in a dead silence. When I had gone four steps Randall cleared his throat and said carelessly:

Oh, one small point. Did you notice what kind of cigarettes Marriott smoked?

I turned. Yes. Brown ones. South American, in a French enamel case.

He leaned forward and pushed the embroidered silk case out of the pile of junk on the table and then pulled it towards him.

Ever see this one before?

Sure. I was just looking at it.

I mean, earlier this evening.

I believe I did, I said. Lying around somewhere. Why?

You didnt search the body?

Okey, I said. Yes, I looked through his pockets. That was in one of them. Im sorry. Just professional curiosity. I didnt disturb anything. After all he was my client.

Randall took hold of the embroidered case with both hands and opened it. He sat looking into it. It was empty. The three cigarettes were gone.

I bit hard on my teeth and kept the tired look on my face. It was not easy.

Did you see him smoke a cigarette out of this?

No.

Randall nodded coolly. Its empty as you see. But it was in his pocket just the same. Theres a little dust in it. Im going to have it examined under a microscope. Im not sure, but I have an idea its marihuana.

I said: If he had any of those, I should think he would have smoked a couple tonight. He needed something to cheer him up.

Randall closed the case carefully and pushed it away.

Thats all, he said. And keep your nose clean.

I went out.

The fog had cleared off outside and the stars were as bright as artificial stars of chromium on a sky of black velvet. I drove fast. I needed a drink badly and the bars were closed.
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I GOT UP at nine, drank three cups of black coffee, bathed the back of my head with ice-water and read the two morning papers that had been thrown against the apartment door. There was a paragraph and a bit about Moose Malloy, in Part II, but Nulty didnt get his name mentioned. There was nothing about Lindsay Marriott, unless it was on the society page.

I dressed and ate two soft boiled eggs and drank a fourth cup of coffee and looked myself over in the mirror. I still looked a little shadowy under the eyes. I had the door open to leave when the phone rang.

It was Nulty. He sounded mean.

Marlowe?

Yeah. Did you get him?

Oh sure. We got him. He stopped to snarl. On the Ventura line, like I said. Boy, did we have fun! Six foot six, built like a coffer dam, on his way to Frisco to see the Fair. He had five quarts of hooch in the front seat of the rent car, and he was drinking out of another one as he rode along, doing a quiet seventy. All we had to go up against him with was two county cops with guns and blackjacks.

He paused and I turned over a few witty sayings in my mind, but none of them seemed amusing at the moment. Nulty went on:

So he done exercises with the cops and when they was tired enough to go to sleep, he pulled one side off their car, threw the radio into the ditch, opened a fresh bottle of hooch, and went to sleep hisself. After a while the boys snapped out of it and bounced blackjacks off his head for about ten minutes before he noticed it. When he began to get sore they got handcuffs on him. It was easy. We got him in the icebox now, drunk driving, drunk in auto, assaulting police officer in performance of duty, two counts, malicious damage to official property, attempted escape from custody, assault less than mayhem, disturbing the peace, and parking on a state highway. Fun, aint it?

Whats the gag? I asked. You didnt tell me all that just to gloat.

It was the wrong guy, Nulty said savagely. This bird is named Stoyanoffsky and he lives in Hemet and he just got through working as a sandhog on the San Jack tunnel. Got a wife and four kids. Boy, is she sore. What you doing on Malloy?

Nothing. I have a headache.

Any time you get a little free time—

I dont think so, I said. Thanks just the same. When is the inquest on the nigger coming up?

Why bother? Nulty sneered, and hung up.

I drove down to Hollywood Boulevard and put my car in the parking space beside the building and rode up to my floor. I opened the door of the little reception room which I always left unlocked, in case I had a client and the client wanted to wait.

Miss Anne Riordan looked up from a magazine and smiled at me.

She was wearing a tobacco brown suit with a high-necked white sweater inside it. Her hair by daylight was pure auburn and on it she wore a hat with a crown the size of a whiskey glass and a brim you could have wrapped the weeks laundry in. She wore it at an angle of approximately forty-five degrees, so that the edge of the brim just missed her shoulder. In spite of that it looked smart. Perhaps because of that.

She was about twenty-eight years old. She had a rather narrow forehead of more height than is considered elegant. Her nose was small and inquisitive, her upper lip a shade too long and her mouth more than a shade too wide. Her eyes were gray-blue with flecks of gold in them. She had a nice smile. She looked as if she had slept well. It was a nice face, a face you get to like. Pretty, but not so pretty that you would have to wear brass knuckles every time you took it out.

I didnt know just what your office hours were, she said. So I waited. I gather that your secretary is not here today.

I dont have a secretary.

I went across and unlocked the inner door, then switched on the buzzer that rang on the outer door. Lets go into my private thinking parlor.

She passed in front of me with a vague scent of very dry sandalwood and stood looking at the five green filing cases, the shabby rust-red rug, the half-dusted furniture, and the not too clean net curtains.

I should think you would want somebody to answer the phone, she said. And once in a while to send your curtains to the cleaners.

Ill send them out come St. Swithins Day. Have a chair. I might miss a few unimportant jobs. And a lot of leg art. I save money.

I see, she said demurely, and placed a large suede bag carefully on the corner of the glass-topped desk. She leaned back and took one of my cigarettes. I burned my finger with a paper match lighting it for her.

She blew a fan of smoke and smiled through it. Nice teeth, rather large.

You probably didnt expect to see me again so soon. How is your head?

Poorly. No, I didnt.

Were the police nice to you?

About the way they always are.

Im not keeping you from anything important, am I?

No.

All the same I dont think youre very pleased to see me.

I filled a pipe and reached for the packet of paper matches. I lit the pipe carefully. She watched that with approval. Pipe smokers were solid men. She was going to be disappointed in me.

I tried to leave you out of it, I said. I dont know why exactly. Its no business of mine any more anyhow. I ate my dirt last night and banged myself to sleep with a bottle and now its a police case: Ive been warned to leave it alone.

The reason you left me out of it, she said calmly, was that you didnt think the police would believe just mere idle curiosity took me down into that hollow last night. They would suspect some guilty reason and hammer at me until I was a wreck.

How do you know I didnt think the same thing?

Cops are just people, she said irrelevantly.

They start out that way, Ive heard.

Oh — cynical this morning. She looked around the office with an idle but raking glance. Do you do pretty well in here? I mean financially? I mean, do you make a lot of money — with this kind of furniture?

I grunted.

Or should I try minding my own business and not asking impertinent questions?

Would it work, if you tried it?

Now were both doing it. Tell me, why did you cover up for me last night? Was it on account of I have reddish hair and a beautiful figure?

I didnt say anything.

Lets try this one, she said cheerfully. Would you like to know who that jade necklace belonged to?

I could feel my face getting stiff. I thought hard but I couldnt remember for sure. And then suddenly I could. I hadnt said a word to her about a jade necklace.

I reached for the matches and relit my pipe. Not very much, I said. Why?

Because I know.

Uh-huh.

What do you do when you get real talkative — wiggle your toes?

All right, I growled. You came here to tell me. Go ahead and tell me.

Her blue eyes widened and for a moment I thought they looked a little moist. She took her lower lip between her teeth and held it that way while she stared down at the desk. Then she shrugged and let go of her lip and smiled at me candidly.

Oh I know Im just a damned inquisitive wench. But theres a strain of bloodhound in me. My father was a cop. His name was Cliff Riordan and he was police chief of Bay City for seven years. I suppose thats whats the matter.

I seem to remember. What happened to him?

He was fired. It broke his heart. A mob of gamblers headed by a man named Laird Brunette elected themselves a mayor. So they put Dad in charge of the Bureau of Records and Identification, which in Bay City is about the size of a tea-bag. So Dad quit and pottered around for a couple of years and then died. And Mother died soon after him. So Ive been alone for two years.

Im sorry, I said.

She ground out her cigarette. It had no lipstick on it. The only reason Im boring you with this is that it makes it easy for me to get along with policemen. I suppose I ought to have told you last night. So this morning I found out who had charge of the case and went to see him. He was a little sore at you at first.

Thats all right, I said. If I had told him the truth on all points, he still wouldnt have believed me. All he will do is chew one of my ears off.

She looked hurt. I got up and opened the other window. The noise of the traffic from the boulevard came in in waves, like nausea. I felt lousy. I opened the deep drawer of the desk and got the office bottle out and poured myself a drink.

Miss Riordan watched me with disapproval. I was no longer a solid man. She didnt say anything. I drank the drink and put the bottle away again and sat down.

You didnt offer me one, she said coolly.

Sorry. Its only eleven oclock or less. I didnt think you looked the type.

Her eyes crinkled at the corners. Is that a compliment?

In my circle, yes.

She thought that over. It didnt mean anything to her. It didnt mean anything to me either when I thought it over. But the drink made me feel a lot better.

She leaned forward and scraped her gloves slowly across the glass of the desk. You wouldnt want to hire an assistant, would you? Not if it only cost you a kind word now and then?

No.

She nodded. I thought probably you wouldnt. Id better just give you my information and go on home.

I didnt say anything. I lit my pipe again. It makes you look thoughtful when you are not thinking.

First of all, it occurred to me that a jade necklace like that would be a museum piece and would be well known, she said.

I held the match in the air, still burning and watching the flame crawl close to my fingers. Then I blew it out softly and dropped it in the tray and said:

I didnt say anything to you about a jade necklace.

No, but Lieutenant Randall did.

Somebody ought to sew buttons on his face.

He knew my father. I promised not to tell.

Youre telling me.

You knew already, silly.

Her hand suddenly flew up as if it was going to fly to her mouth, but it only rose halfway and then fell back slowly and her eyes widened. It was a good act, but I knew something else about her that spoiled it.

You did know, didnt you? She breathed the words, hushedly.

I thought it was diamonds. A bracelet, a pair of earrings, a pendant, three rings, one of the rings with emeralds too.

Not funny, she said. Not even fast.

Fei Tsui jade. Very rare. Carved beads about six carats apiece, sixty of them. Worth eighty thousand dollars.

You have such nice brown eyes, she said. And you think youre tough.

Well, who does it belong to and how did you find out?

I found out very simply. I thought the best jeweler in town would probably know, so I went and asked the manager of Blocks. I told him I was a writer and wanted to do an article on rare jade — you know the line.

So he believed your red hair and your beautiful figure.

She flushed clear to the temples. Well, he told me anyway. It belongs to a rich lady who lives in Bay City, in an estate on the canyon. Mrs. Lewin Lockridge Grayle. Her husband is an investment banker or something, enormously rich, worth about twenty millions. He used to own a radio station in Beverly Hills, Station KFDK, and Mrs. Grayle used to work there. He married her five years ago. Shes a ravishing blonde. Mr. Grayle is elderly, liverish, stays home and takes calomel while Mrs. Grayle goes places and has a good time.

This manager of Blocks, I said. Hes a fellow that gets around.

Oh, I didnt get all that from him, silly. Just about the necklace. The rest I got from Giddy Gertie Arbogast.

I reached into the deep drawer and brought the office bottle up again.

Youre not going to turn out to be one of those drunken detectives, are you? she asked anxiously.

Why not? They always solve their cases and they never even sweat. Get on with the story.

Giddy Gertie is the society editor of the Chronicle. Ive known him for years. He weighs two hundred and wears a Hitler mustache. He got out his morgue file on the Grayles. Look.

She reached into her bag and slid a photograph across the desk, a five-by-three glazed still.

It was a blonde. A blonde to make a bishop kick a hole in a stained glass window. She was wearing street clothes that looked black and white, and a hat to match and she was a little haughty, but not too much. Whatever you needed, wherever you happened to be — she had it. About thirty years old.

I poured a fast drink and burned my throat getting it down. Take it away, I said. Ill start jumping.

Why, I got it for you. Youll want to see her, wont you?

I looked at it again. Then I slid it under the blotter. How about tonight at eleven?

Listen, this isnt just a bunch of gag lines, Mr. Marlowe. I called her up. Shell see you. On business.

It may start out that way.

She made an impatient gesture, so I stopped fooling around and got my battle-scarred frown back on my face. What will she see me about?

Her necklace, of course. It was like this. I called her up and had a lot of trouble getting to talk to her, of course, but finally I did. Then I gave her the song and dance I had given the nice man at Blocks and it didnt take. She sounded as if she had a hangover. She said something about talking to her secretary, but I managed to keep her on the phone and ask her if it was true she had a Fei Tsui jade necklace. After a while she said, yes. I asked if I might see it. She said, what for? I said my piece over again and it didnt take any better than the first time. I could hear her yawning and bawling somebody outside the mouthpiece for putting me on. Then I said I was working for Philip Marlowe. She said So what? Just like that.

Incredible. But all the society dames talk like tramps nowadays.

I wouldnt know, Miss Riordan said sweetly. Probably some of them are tramps. So I asked her if she had a phone with no extension and she said what business was it of mine. But the funny thing was she hadnt hung up on me.

She had the jade on her mind and she didnt know what you were leading up to. And she may have heard from Randall already.

Miss Riordan shook her head. No. I called him later and he didnt know who owned the necklace until I told him. He was quite surprised that I had found out.

Hell get used to you, I said. Hell probably have to. What then?

So I said to Mrs. Grayle: Youd still like it back, wouldnt you? Just like that. I didnt know any other way to say. I had to say something that would jar her a bit. It did. She gave me another number in a hurry. And I called that and I said Id like to see her. She seemed surprised. So I had to tell her the story. She didnt like it. But she had been wondering why she hadnt heard from Marriott. I guess she thought he had gone south with the money or something. So Im to see her at two oclock. Then Ill tell her about you and how nice and discreet you are and how you would be a good man to help her get it back, if theres any chance and so on. Shes already interested.

I didnt say anything. I just stared at her. She looked hurt. Whats the matter? Did I do right?

Cant you get it through your head that this is a police case now and that Ive been warned to stay off it?

Mrs. Grayle has a perfect right to employ you, if she wants to.

To do what?

She snapped and unsnapped her bag impatiently. Oh, my goodness — a woman like that — with her looks — cant you see— She stopped and bit her lip. What kind of man was Marriott?

I hardly knew him. I thought he was a bit of a pansy. I didnt like him very well.

Was he a man who would be attractive to women?

Some women. Others would want to spit.

Well, it looks as if he might have been attractive to Mrs. Grayle. She went out with him.

She probably goes out with a hundred men. Theres very little chance to get the necklace now.

Why?

I got up and walked to the end of the office and slapped the wall with the flat of my hand, hard. The clacking typewriter on the other side stopped for a moment, and then went on. I looked down through the open window into the shaft between my building and the Mansion House Hotel. The coffee shop smell was strong enough to build a garage on. I went back to my desk, dropped the bottle of whiskey back into the drawer, shut the drawer and sat down again. I lit my pipe for the eighth or ninth time and looked carefully across the half-dusted glass to Miss Riordans grave and honest little face.

You could get to like that face a lot. Glamoured up blondes were a dime a dozen, but that was a face that would wear. I smiled at it.

Listen, Anne. Killing Marriott was a dumb mistake. The gang behind this holdup would never pull anything like that. What must have happened was that some gowed-up runt they took along for a gun-holder lost his head. Marriott made a false move and some punk beat him down and it was done so quickly nothing could be done to prevent it. Here is an organized mob with inside information on jewels and the movements of the women that wear them. They ask moderate returns and they would play ball. But here also is a back alley murder that doesnt fit at all. My idea is that whoever did it is a dead man hours ago, with weights on his ankles, deep in the Pacific Ocean. And either the jade went down with him or else they have some idea of its real value and they have cached it away in a place where it will stay for a long time — maybe for years before they dare bring it out again. Or, if the gang is big enough, it may show up on the other side of the world. The eight thousand they asked seems pretty low if they really know the value of the jade. But it would be hard to sell. Im sure of one thing. They never meant to murder anybody.

Anne Riordan was listening to me with her lips slightly parted and a rapt expression on her face, as if she was looking at the Dalai Lhama.

She closed her mouth slowly and nodded once. Youre wonderful, she said softly. But youre nuts.

She stood up and gathered her bag to her. Will you go to see her or wont you?

Randall cant stop me — if it comes from her.

All right. Im going to see another society editor and get some more dope on the Grayles if I can. About her love life. She would have one, wouldnt she?

The face framed in auburn hair was wistful.

Who hasnt? I sneered.

I never had. Not really.

I reached up and shut my mouth with my hand. She gave me a sharp look and moved towards the door.

Youve forgotten something, I said.

She stopped and turned. What? She looked all over the top of the desk.

You know damn well what.

She came back to the desk and leaned across it earnestly. Why would they kill the man that killed Marriott, if they dont go in for murder?

Because he would be the type that would get picked up sometime and would talk — when they took his dope away from him. I mean they wouldnt kill a customer.

What makes you so sure the killer took dope?

Im not sure. I just said that. Most punks do.

Oh. She straightened up and nodded and smiled. I guess you mean these, she said and reached quickly into her bag and laid a small tissue bag package on the desk.

I reached for it, pulled a rubber band off it carefully and opened up the paper. On it lay three long thick Russian cigarettes with paper mouthpieces. I looked at her and didnt say anything.

I know I shouldnt have taken them, she said almost breathlessly. But I knew they were jujus. They usually come in plain papers but lately around Bay City they have been putting them out like this. Ive seen several. I thought it was kind of mean for the poor man to be found dead with marihuana cigarettes in his pocket.

You ought to have taken the case too, I said quietly. There was dust in it. And it being empty was suspicious.

I couldnt — with you there. I — I almost went back and did. But I didnt quite have the courage. Did it get you in wrong?

No, I lied. Why should it?

Im glad of that, she said wistfully.

Why didnt you throw them away?

She thought about it, her bag clutched to her side, her wide-brimmed absurd hat tilted so that it hid one eye.

I guess it must be because Im a cops daughter, she said at last. You just dont throw away evidence. Her smile was frail and guilty and her cheeks were flushed. I shrugged.

Well— the word hung in the air, like smoke in a closed room. Her lips stayed parted after saying it. I let it hang. The flush on her face deepened.

Im horribly sorry. I shouldnt have done it.

I passed that too.

She went very quickly to the door and out.
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I POKED AT one of the long Russian cigarettes with a finger, then laid them in a neat row, side by side and squeaked my chair. You just dont throw away evidence. So they were evidence. Evidence of what? That a man occasionally smoked a stick of tea, a man who looked as if any touch of the exotic would appeal to him. On the other hand lots of tough guys smoked marihuana, also lots of band musicians and high school kids, and nice girls who had given up trying. American hasheesh. A weed that would grow anywhere. Unlawful to cultivate now. That meant a lot in a country as big as the U.S.A.

I sat there and puffed my pipe and listened to the clacking typewriter behind the wall of my office and the bong-bong of the traffic lights changing on Hollywood Boulevard and spring rustling in the air, like a paper bag blowing along a concrete sidewalk.

They were pretty big cigarettes, but a lot of Russians are, and marihuana is a coarse leaf. Indian hemp. American hasheesh. Evidence. God, what hats the women wear. My head ached. Nuts.

I got my penknife out and opened the small sharp blade, the one I didnt clean my pipe with, and reached for one of them. Thats what a police chemist would do. Slit one down the middle and examine the stuff under a microscope, to start with. There might just happen to be something unusual about it. Not very likely, but what the hell, he was paid by the month.

I slit one down the middle. The mouthpiece part was pretty tough to slit. Okey, I was a tough guy, I slit it anyway. See if can you stop me.

Out of the mouthpiece shiny segments of rolled thin cardboard partly straightened themselves and had printing on them. I sat up straight and pawed for them. I tried to spread them out on the desk in order, but they slid around on the desk. I grabbed another of the cigarettes and squinted inside the mouthpiece. Then I went to work with the blade of the pocket knife in a different way. I pinched the cigarette down to the place where the mouthpieces began. The paper was thin all the way, you could feel the grain of what was underneath. So I cut the mouthpiece off carefully and then still more carefully cut through the mouthpiece longways, but only just enough. It opened out and there was another card underneath, rolled up, not touched this time.

I spread it out fondly. It was a mans calling card. Thin pale ivory, just off white. Engraved on that were delicately shaded words. In the lower left hand corner a Stillwood Heights telephone number. In the lower right hand corner the legend, By Appointment Only. In the middle, a little larger, but still discreet: Jules Amthor. Below, a little smaller: Psychic Consultant.

I took hold of the third cigarette. This time, with a lot of difficulty, I teased the card out without cutting anything. It was the same. I put it back where it had been.

I looked at my watch, put my pipe in an ashtray, and then had to look at my watch again to see what time it was. I rolled the two cut cigarettes and the cut card in part of the tissue paper, the one that was complete with card inside in another part of the tissue paper and locked both little packages away in my desk.

I sat looking at the card. Jules Amthor, Psychic Consultant, By Appointment Only, Stillwood Heights phone number, no address. Three like that rolled inside three sticks of tea, in a Chinese or Japanese silk cigarette case with an imitation tortoise-shell frame, a trade article that might have cost thirty-five to seventy-five cents in any Oriental store, Hooey Phooey Sing — Long Sing Tung, that kind of place, where a nice-mannered Jap hisses at you, laughing heartily when you say that the Moon of Arabia incense smells like the girls in Frisco Sadies back parlor.

And all this in the pocket of a man who was very dead, and who had another and genuinely expensive cigarette case containing cigarettes which he actually smoked.

He must have forgotten it. It didnt make sense. Perhaps it hadnt belonged to him at all. Perhaps he had picked it up in a hotel lobby. Forgotten he had it on him. Forgotten to turn it in. Jules Amthor, Psychic Consultant.

The phone rang and I answered it absently. The voice had the cool hardness of a cop who thinks he is good. It was Randall. He didnt bark. He was the icy type.

So you didnt know who that girl was last night? And she picked you up on the boulevard and you walked over to there. Nice lying, Marlowe.

Maybe you have a daughter and you wouldnt like newscameramen jumping out of bushes and popping flashbulbs in her face.

You lied to me.

It was a pleasure.

He was silent a moment, as if deciding something. Well let that pass, he said. Ive seen her. She came in and told me her story. Shes the daughter of a man I knew and respected, as it happens.

She told you, I said, and you told her.

I told her a little, he said coldly. For a reason. Im calling you for the same reason. This investigation is going to be undercover. We have a chance to break this jewel gang and were going to do it.

Oh, its a gang murder this morning. Okey.

By the way, that was marihuana dust in that funny cigarette case — the one with the dragons on it. Sure you didnt see him smoke one out of it?

Quite sure. In my presence he smoked only the others. But he wasnt in my presence all the time.

I see. Well, thats all. Remember what I told you last night. Dont try getting ideas about this case. All we want from you is silence. Otherwise—

He paused. I yawned into the mouthpiece.

I heard that, he snapped. Perhaps you think Im not in a position to make that stick. I am. One false move out of you and youll be locked up as a material witness.

You mean the papers are not to get the case?

Theyll get the murder — but they wont know whats behind it.

Neither do you, I said.

Ive warned you twice now, he said. The third time is out.

Youre doing a lot of talking, I said, for a guy that holds cards.

I got the phone hung in my face for that. Okey, the hell with him, let him work at it.

I walked around the office a little to cool off, bought myself a short drink, looked at my watch again and didnt see what time it was, and sat down at the desk once more.

Jules Amthor, Psychic Consultant. Consultations by Appointment Only. Give him enough time and pay him enough money and hell cure anything from a jaded husband to a grasshopper plague. He would be an expert in frustrated love affairs, women who slept alone and didnt like it, wandering boys and girls who didnt write home, sell the property now or hold it for another year, will this part hurt me with my public or make me seem more versatile? Men would sneak in on him too, big strong guys that roared like lions around their offices and were all cold mush under their vests. But mostly it would be women, fat women that panted and thin women that burned, old women that dreamed and young women that thought they might have Electra complexes, women of all sizes, shapes and ages, but with one thing in common — money. No Thursdays at the County Hospital for Mr. Jules Amthor. Cash on the line for him. Rich bitches who had to be dunned for their milk bills would pay him right now.

A fakeloo artist, a hoopla spreader, and a lad who had his card rolled up inside sticks of tea, found on a dead man.

This was going to be good. I reached for the phone and asked the O-operator for the Stillwood Heights number.
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A WOMANS VOICE answered, a dry, husky-sounding foreign voice: Allo.

May I talk to Mr. Amthor?

Ah no. I regret. I am ver-ry sor-ry. Amthor never speaks upon the telephone. I am hees secretary. Weel I take the message?

Whats the address out there? I want to see him.

Ah, you weesh to consult Amthor professionally? He weel be ver-ry pleased. But he ees ver-ry beesy. When you weesh to see him?

Right away. Sometime today.

Ah, the voice regretted, that cannot be. The next week peraps. I weel look at the book.

Look, I said, never mind the book. You ave the pencil?

But certainly I ave the pencil. I—

Take this down. My name is Philip Marlowe. My address is 615 Cahuenga Building, Hollywood. Thats on Hollywood Boulevard near Ivar. My phone number is Glenview 7537. I spelled the hard ones and waited.

Yes, Meester Marlowe. I ave that.

I want to see Mr. Amthor about a man named Marriott. I spelled that too. It is very urgent. It is a matter of life and death. I want to see him fast. F-a-s-t — fast. Sudden, in other words. Am I clear?

You talk ver-ry strange, the foreign voice said.

No. I took hold of the phone standard and shook it. I feel fine. I always talk like that. This is a very queer business. Mr. Amthor will positively want to see me. Im a private detective. But I dont want to go to the police until Ive seen him.

Ah, the voice got as cool as a cafeteria dinner. You are of the police, no?

Listen, I said. I am of the police, no. I am a private detective. Confidential. But it is very urgent just the same. You call me back, no? You ave the telephone number, yes?

Si. I ave the telephone number. Meester Marriott — he ees sick?

Well, hes not up and around, I said. So you know him?

But no. You say a matter of life and death. Amthor he cure many people—

This is one time he flops, I said. Ill be waiting for a call.

I hung up and lunged for the office bottle. I felt as if I had been through a meat grinder. Ten minutes passed. The phone rang. The voice said:

Amthor he weel see you at six oclock.

Thats fine. Whats the address?

He weel send a car.

I have a car of my own. Just give me—

He weel send a car, the voice said coldly, and the phone clicked in my ear.

I looked at my watch once more. It was more than time for lunch. My stomach burned from the last drink. I wasnt hungry. I lit a cigarette. It tasted like a plumbers handkerchief. I nodded across the office at Mr. Rembrandt, then I reached for my hat and went out. I was halfway to the elevator before the thought hit me. It hit me without any reason or sense, like a dropped brick. I stopped and leaned against the marbled wall and pushed my hat around on my head and suddenly I laughed.

A girl passing me on the way from the elevators back to her work turned and gave me one of those looks which are supposed to make your spine feel like a run in a stocking. I waved my hand at her and went back to my office and grabbed the phone. I called up a man I knew who worked on the Lot Books of a title company.

Can you find a property by the address alone? I asked him.

Sure. We have a cross-index. What is it?

1644 West 54th Place. Id like to know a little something about the condition of the title.

Id better call you back. Whats that number?

He called back in about three minutes.

Get your pencil out, he said. Its Lot 8 of Block 11 of Caradays Addition to the Maplewood Tract Number 4. The owner of record, subject to certain things, is Jessie Pierce Florian, widow.

Yeah. What things?

Second half taxes, two ten-year street improvement bonds, one storm drain assessment bond also ten year, none of these delinquents, also a first trust deed of $2600.

You mean one of those things where they can sell you out on ten minutes notice?

Not quite that quick, but a lot quicker than a mortgage. Theres nothing unusual about it except the amount. Its high for that neighborhood, unless its a new house.

Its a very old house and in bad repair, I said. Id say fifteen hundred would buy the place.

Then its distinctly unusual, because the refinancing was done only four years ago.

Okey, who holds it? Some investment company?

No. An individual. Man named Lindsay Marriott, a single man. Okey?

I forget what I said to him or what thanks I made. They probably sounded like words. I sat there, just staring at the wall.

My stomach suddenly felt fine. I was hungry. I went down to the Mansion House Coffee Shop and ate lunch and got my car out of the parking lot next to my building.

I drove south and east, towards West 54th Place. I didnt carry any liquor with me this time.
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THE BLOCK LOOKED just as it had looked the day before. The street was empty except for an ice truck, two Fords in driveways, and a swirl of dust going around a corner. I drove slowly past No. 1644 and parked farther along and studied the houses on either side of mine. I walked back and stopped in front of it, looking at the tough palm tree and the drab unwatered scrap of lawn. The house seemed empty, but probably wasnt. It just had that look. The lonely rocker on the front porch stood just where it had stood yesterday. There was a throw-away paper on the walk. I picked it up and slapped it against my leg and then I saw the curtain move next door, in the near front window.

Old Nosey again. I yawned and tilted my hat down. A sharp nose almost flattened itself against the inside of the glass. White hair above it, and eyes that were just eyes from where I stood. I strolled along the sidewalk and the eyes watched me. I turned in towards her house. I climbed the wooden steps and rang the bell.

The door snapped open as if it had been on a spring. She was a tall old bird with a chin like a rabbit. Seen from close her eyes were as sharp as lights on still water. I took my hat off.

Are you the lady who called the police about Mrs. Florian?

She stared at me coolly and missed nothing about me, probably not even the mole on my right shoulder blade.

I aint sayin I am, young man, and I aint sayin I aint. Who are you? It was a high twangy voice, made for talking over an eight party line.

Im a detective.

Lands sakes. Why didnt you say so? Whats she done now? I aint seen a thing and I aint missed a minute. Henry done all the goin to the store for me. Aint been a sound out of there.

She snapped the screen door unhooked and drew me in. The hall smelled of furniture oil. It had a lot of dark furniture that had once been in good style. Stuff with inlaid panels and scallops at the corners. We went into a front room that had cotton lace antimacassars pinned on everything you could stick a pin into.

Say, didnt I see you before? she asked suddenly, a note of suspicion crawling around in her voice. Sure enough I did. You was the man that—

Thats right. And Im still a detective. Whos Henry?

Oh, hes just a little colored boy that goes errands for me. Well, what you want, young man? She patted a clean red and white apron and gave me the beady eye. She clicked her store teeth a couple of times for practice.

Did the officers come here yesterday after they went to Mrs. Florians house?

What officers?

The uniformed officers, I said patiently.

Yes, they was here a minute. They didnt know nothing.

Describe the big man to me — the one that had a gun and made you call up.

She described him, with complete accuracy. It was Malloy all right.

What kind of car did he drive?

A little car. He couldnt hardly get into it.

Thats all you can say? This mans a murderer!

Her mouth gaped, but her eyes were pleased. Lands sakes, I wish I could tell you, young man. But I never knew much about cars. Murder, eh? Folks aint safe a minute in this town. When I come here twenty-two years ago we didnt lock our doors hardly. Now its gangsters and crooked police and politicians fightin each other with machine guns, so Ive heard. Scandalous is what it is, young man.

Yeah. What do you know about Mrs. Florian?

The small mouth puckered. She aint neighborly. Plays her radio loud late nights. Sings. She dont talk to anybody. She leaned forward a little. Im not positive, but my opinion is she drinks liquor.

She have many visitors?

She dont have no visitors at all.

Youd know, of course, Mrs.—

Mrs. Morrison. Lands sakes, yes. What else have I got to do but look out of the windows?

I bet its fun. Mrs. Florian has lived here a long time?

About ten years, I reckon. Had a husband once. Looked like a bad one to me. He died. She paused and thought. I guess he died natural, she added. I never heard different.

Left her money?

Her eyes receded and her chin followed them. She sniffed hard. You been drinkin liquor, she said coldly.

I just had a tooth out. The dentist gave it to me.

I dont hold with it.

Its bad stuff, except for medicine, I said.

I dont hold with it for medicine neither.

I think youre right, I said. Did he leave her money? Her husband?

I wouldnt know. Her mouth was the size of a prune and as smooth. I had lost out.

Has anybody at all been there since the officers?

Aint seen.

Thank you very much, Mrs. Morrison. I wont trouble you any more now. Youve been very kind and helpful.

I walked out of the room and opened the door. She followed me and cleared her throat and clicked her teeth a couple more times.

What number should I call? she asked, relenting a little.

University 4-5000. Ask for Lieutenant Nulty. What does she live on — relief?

This aint a relief neighborhood, she said coldly.

I bet that side piece was the admiration of Sioux Falls once, I said, gazing at a carved sideboard that was in the hall because the dining room was too small for it. It had curved ends, thin carved legs, was inlaid all over, and had a painted basket of fruit on the front.

Mason City, she said softly. Yessir, we had a nice home once, me and George. Best there was.

I opened the screen door and stepped through it and thanked her again. She was smiling now. Her smile was as sharp as her eyes.

Gets a registered letter first of every month, she said suddenly.

I turned and waited. She leaned towards me. I see the mailman go up to the door and get her to sign. First day of every month. Dresses up then and goes out. Dont come home till all hours. Sings half the night. Times I could have called the police it was so loud.

I patted the thin malicious arm.

Youre one in a thousand, Mrs. Morrison, I said. I put my hat on, tipped it to her and left. Halfway down the walk I thought of something and swung back. She was still standing inside the screen door, with the house door open behind her. I went back up on the steps.

Tomorrows the first, I said. First of April. April Fools Day. Be sure to notice whether she gets her registered letter, will you, Mrs. Morrison?

The eyes gleamed at me. She began to laugh — a high-pitched old womans laugh. April Fools Day, she tittered. Maybe she wont get it.

I left her laughing. The sound was like a hen having hiccups.
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NOBODY ANSWERED MY ring or knock next door. I tried again. The screen door wasnt hooked. I tried the house door. It was unlocked. I stepped inside.

Nothing was changed, not even the smell of gin. There were still no bodies on the floor. A dirty glass stood on the small table beside the chair where Mrs. Florian had sat yesterday. The radio was turned off. I went over to the davenport and felt down behind the cushions. The same dead soldier and another one with him now.

I called out. No answer. Then I thought I heard a long slow unhappy breathing that was half groaning. I went through the arch and sneaked into the little hallway. The bedroom door was partly open and the groaning sound came from behind it. I stuck my head in and looked.

Mrs. Florian was in bed. She was lying flat on her back with a cotton comforter pulled up to her chin. One of the little fluffballs on the comforter was almost in her mouth. Her long yellow face was slack, half dead. Her dirty hair straggled on the pillow. Her eyes opened slowly and looked at me with no expression. The room had a sickening smell of sleep, liquor and dirty clothes. A sixty-nine cent alarm clock ticked on the peeling gray-white paint of the bureau. It ticked loud enough to shake the walls. Above it a mirror showed a distorted view of the womans face. The trunk from which she had taken the photos was still open.

I said: Good afternoon, Mrs. Florian. Are you sick?

She worked her lips together slowly, rubbed one over the other, then slid a tongue out and moistened them and worked her jaws. Her voice came from her mouth sounding like a worn-out phonograph record. Her eyes showed recognition now, but not pleasure.

You get him?

The Moose?

Sure.

Not yet. Soon, I hope.

She screwed her eyes up and then snapped them open as if trying to get rid of a film over them.

You ought to keep your house locked up, I said. He might come back.

You think Im scared of the Moose, huh?

You acted like it when I was talking to you yesterday.

She thought about that. Thinking was weary work. Got any liquor?

No, I didnt bring any today, Mrs. Florian. I was a little low on cash.

Gins cheap. It hits.

I might go out for some in a little while. So youre not afraid of Malloy?

Why would I be?

Okey, youre not. What are you afraid of?

Light snapped into her eyes, held for a moment, and faded out again. Aw beat it. You coppers give me an ache in the fanny.

I said nothing. I leaned against the door frame and put a cigarette in my mouth and tried to jerk it up far enough to hit my nose with it. This is harder than it looks.

Coppers, she said slowly, as if talking to herself, will never catch that boy. Hes good and hes got dough and hes got friends. Youre wasting your time, copper.

Just the routine, I said. It was practically a self-defense anyway. Where would he be?

She snickered and wiped her mouth on the cotton comforter.

Soap now, she said. Soft stuff. Copper smart. You guys still think it gets you something.

I liked the Moose, I said.

Interest flickered in her eyes. You known him?

I was with him yesterday — when he killed the nigger over on Central.

She opened her mouth wide and laughed her head off without making any more sound than you would make cracking a breadstick. Tears ran out of her eyes and down her face.

A big strong guy, I said. Soft-hearted in spots too. Wanted his Velma pretty bad.

The eyes veiled. Thought it was her folks was looking for her, she said softly.

They are. But shes dead, you said. Nothing there. Where did she die?

Dalhart, Texas. Got a cold and went to the chest and off she went.

You were there?

Hell, no. I just heard.

Oh. Who told you, Mrs. Florian?

Some hoofer. I forget the name right now. Maybe a good stiff drink might help some. I feel like Death Valley.

And you look like a dead mule, I thought, but didnt say it out loud. Theres just one more thing, I said, then Ill maybe run out for some gin. I looked up the title to your house, I dont know just why.

She was rigid under the bedclothes, like a wooden woman. Even her eyelids were frozen half down over the clogged iris of her eyes. Her breath stilled.

Theres a rather large trust deed on it, I said. Considering the low value of property around here. Its held by a man named Lindsay Marriott.

Her eyes blinked rapidly, but nothing else moved. She stared.

I used to work for him, she said at last. I used to be a servant in his family. He kind of takes care of me a little.

I took the unlighted cigarette out of my mouth and looked at it aimlessly and stuck it back in.

Yesterday afternoon, a few hours after I saw you, Mr. Marriott called me up at my office. He offered me a job.

What kind of job? Her voice croaked now, badly.

I shrugged. I cant tell you that. Confidential. I went to see him last night.

Youre a clever son of a bitch, she said thickly and moved a hand under the bedclothes.

I stared at her and said nothing.

Copper-smart, she sneered.

I ran a hand up and down the door frame. It felt slimy. Just touching it made me want to take a bath.

Well, thats all, I said smoothly. I was just wondering how come. Might be nothing at all. Just a coincidence. It just looked as if it might mean something.

Copper-smart, she said emptily. Not a real copper at that. Just a cheap shamus.

I suppose so, I said. Well, goodby, Mrs. Florian. By the way, I dont think youll get a registered letter tomorrow morning.

She threw the bedclothes aside and jerked upright with her eyes blazing. Something glittered in her right hand. A small revolver, a Bankers Special. It was old and worn, but looked business-like.

Tell it, she snarled. Tell it fast.

I looked at the gun and the gun looked at me. Not too steadily. The hand behind it began to shake, but the eyes still blazed. Saliva bubbled at the corners of her mouth.

You and I could work together, I said.

The gun and her jaw dropped at the same time. I was inches from the door. While the gun was still dropping, I slid through it and beyond the opening.

Think it over, I called back.

There was no sound, no sound of any kind.

I went fast back through the hall and dining room and out of the house. My back felt queer as I went down the walk. The muscles crawled.

Nothing happened. I went along the street and got into my car and drove away from there.

The last day of March and hot enough for summer. I felt like taking my coat off as I drove. In front of the 77th Street Station, two prowl car men were scowling at a bent front fender. I went in through the swing doors and found a uniformed lieutenant behind the railing looking over the charge sheet. I asked him if Nulty was upstairs. He said he thought he was, was I a friend of his. I said yes. He said okey, go on up, so I went up the worn stairs and along the corridor and knocked at the door. The voice yelled and I went in.

He was picking his teeth, sitting in one chair with his feet on the other. He was looking at his left thumb, holding it up in front of his eyes and at arms length. The thumb looked all right to me, but Nultys stare was gloomy, as if he thought it wouldnt get well.

He lowered it to his thigh and swung his feet to the floor and looked at me instead of at his thumb. He wore a dark gray suit and a mangled cigar end was waiting on the desk for him to get through with the toothpick.

I turned the felt seat cover that lay on the other chair with its straps not fastened to anything, sat down, and put a cigarette in my face.

You, Nulty said, and looked at his toothpick, to see if it was chewed enough.

Any luck?

Malloy? I aint on it any more.

Who is?

Nobody aint. Why? The guys lammed. We got him on the teletype and they got readers out. Hell, hell be in Mexico long gone.

Well, all he did was kill a Negro, I said. I guess thats only a misdemeanor.

You still interested? I thought you was workin? His pale eyes moved damply over my face.

I had a job last night, but it didnt last. Have you still got that Pierrot photo?

He reached around and pawed under his blotter. He held it out. It still looked pretty. I stared at the face.

This is really mine, I said. If you dont need it for the file, Id like to keep it.

Should be in the file, I guess, Nulty said. I forgot about it. Okey, keep it under your hat. I passed the file in.

I put the photo in my breast pocket and stood up. Well, I guess thats all, I said, a little too airily.

I smell something, Nulty said coldly.

I looked at the piece of rope on the edge of his desk. His eyes followed my look. He threw the toothpick on the floor and stuck the chewed cigar in his mouth.

Not this either, he said.

Its a vague hunch. If it grows more solid, I wont forget you.

Things is tough. I need a break, pal.

A man who works as hard as you deserves one, I said.

He struck a match on his thumbnail, looked pleased because it caught the first time, and started inhaling smoke from the cigar.

Im laughing, Nulty said sadly, as I went out.

The hall was quiet, the whole building was quiet. Down in front the prowl car men were still looking at their bent fender. I drove back to Hollywood.

The phone was ringing as I stepped into the office. I leaned down over the desk and said, Yes?

Am I addressing Mr. Philip Marlowe?

Yes, this is Marlowe.

This is Mrs. Grayles residence. Mrs. Lewin Lockridge Grayle. Mrs. Grayle would like to see you here as soon as convenient.

Where?

The address is Number 862 Aster Drive, in Bay City. May I say you will arrive within the hour?

Are you Mr. Grayle?

Certainly not, sir. I am the butler.

Thats me you hear ringing the door bell, I said.
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IT WAS CLOSE to the ocean and you could feel the ocean in the air but you couldnt see water from the front of the place. Aster Drive had a long smooth curve there and the houses on the inland side were just nice houses, but on the canyon side they were great silent estates, with twelve foot walls and wrought-iron gates and ornamental hedges; and inside, if you could get inside, a special brand of sunshine, very quiet, put up in noise-proof containers just for the upper classes.

A man in a dark blue Russian tunic and shiny black puttees and flaring breeches stood in the half-open gates. He was a dark, good-looking lad, with plenty of shoulders and shiny smooth hair and the peak on his rakish cap made a soft shadow over his eyes. He had a cigarette in the corner of his mouth and he held his head tilted a little, as if he liked to keep the smoke out of his nose. One hand had a smooth black gauntlet on it and the other was bare. There was a heavy ring on his third finger.

There was no number in sight, but this should be 862. I stopped my car and leaned out and asked him. It took him a long time to answer. He had to look me over very carefully. Also the car I was driving. He came over to me and as he came he carelessly dropped his ungloved hand towards his hip. It was the kind of carelessness that was meant to be noticed.

He stopped a couple of feet away from my car and looked me over again.

Im looking for the Grayle residence, I said.

This is it. Nobody in.

Im expected.

He nodded. His eyes gleamed like water. Name?

Philip Marlowe.

Wait there. He strolled, without hurry, over to the gates and unlocked an iron door set into one of the massive pillars. There was a telephone inside. He spoke briefly into it, snapped the door shut, and came back to me.

You have some identification?

I let him look at the license on the steering post. That doesnt prove anything, he said. How do I know its your car?

I pulled the key out of the ignition and threw the door open and got out. That put me about a foot from him. He had a nice breath. Haig and Haig at least.

Youve been at the sideboy again, I said.

He smiled. His eyes measured me. I said:

Listen, Ill talk to the butler over that phone and hell know my voice. Will that pass me in or do I have to ride on your back?

I just work here, he said softly. If I didnt— he let the rest hang in the air, and kept on smiling.

Youre a nice lad, I said and patted his shoulder. Dartmouth or Dannemora?

Christ, he said. Why didnt you say you were a cop?

We both grinned. He waved his hand and I went in through the half open gate. The drive curved and tall molded hedges of dark green completely screened it from the street and from the house. Through a green gate I saw a Jap gardener at work weeding a huge lawn. He was pulling a piece of weed out of the vast velvet expanse and sneering at it the way Jap gardeners do. Then the tall hedge closed in again and I didnt see anything more for a hundred feet. Then the hedge ended in a wide circle in which half a dozen cars were parked.

One of them was a small coupe. There were a couple of very nice two-tone Buicks of the latest model, good enough to go for the mail in. There was a black limousine, with dull nickel louvres and hubcaps the size of bicycle wheels. There was a long sport phaeton with the top down. A short very wide all-weather concrete driveway led from these to the side entrance of the house.

Off to the left, beyond the parking space there was a sunken garden with a fountain at each of the four corners. The entrance was barred by a wrought-iron gate with a flying Cupid in the middle. There were busts on light pillars and a stone seat with crouching griffins at each end. There was an oblong pool with stone waterlilies in it and a big stone bullfrog sitting on one of the leaves. Still farther a rose colonnade led to a thing like an altar, hedged in at both sides, yet not so completely but that the sun lay in an arabesque along the steps of the altar. And far over to the left there was a wild garden, not very large, with a sundial in the corner near an angle of wall that was built to look like a ruin. And there were flowers. There were a million flowers.

The house itself was not so much. It was smaller than Buckingham Palace, rather gray for California, and probably had fewer windows than the Chrysler Building.

I sneaked over to the side entrance and pressed a bell and somewhere a set of chimes made a deep mellow sound like church bells.

A man in a striped vest and gilt buttons opened the door, bowed, took my hat and was through for the day. Behind him in dimness, a man in striped knife-edge pants and a black coat and wing collar with gray striped tie leaned his gray head forward about half an inch and said: Mr. Marlowe? If you will come this way, please—

We went down a hall. It was a very quiet hall. Not a fly buzzed in it. The floor was covered with Oriental rugs and there were paintings along the walls. We turned a corner and there was more hall. A French window showed a gleam of blue water far off and I remembered almost with a shock that we were near the Pacific Ocean and that this house was on the edge of one of the canyons.

The butler reached a door and opened it against voices and stood aside and I went in. It was a nice room with large chesterfields and lounging chairs done in pale yellow leather arranged around a fireplace in front of which, on the glossy but not slippery floor, lay a rug as thin as silk and as old as Aesops aunt. A jet of flowers glistened in a corner, another on a low table, the walls were of dull painted parchment, there was comfort, space, coziness, a dash of the very modern and a dash of the very old, and three people sitting in a sudden silence watching me cross the floor.

One of them was Anne Riordan, looking just as I had seen her last, except that she was holding a glass of amber fluid in her hand. One was a tall thin sad-faced man with a stony chin and deep eyes and no color in his face but an unhealthy yellow. He was a good sixty, or rather a bad sixty. He wore a dark business suit, a red carnation, and looked subdued.

The third was the blonde. She was dressed to go out, in a pale greenish blue. I didnt pay much attention to her clothes. They were what the guy designed for her and she would go to the right man. The effect was to make her look very young and to make her lapis lazuli eyes look very blue. Her hair was of the gold of old paintings and had been fussed with just enough but not too much. She had a full set of curves which nobody had been able to improve on. The dress was rather plain except for a clasp of diamonds at the throat. Her hands were not small, but they had shape, and the nails were the usual jarring note — almost magenta. She was giving me one of her smiles. She looked as if she smiled easily, but her eyes had a still look, as if they thought slowly and carefully. And her mouth was sensual.

So nice of you to come, she said. This is my husband. Mix Mr. Marlowe a drink, honey.

Mr. Grayle shook hands with me. His hand was cold and a little moist. His eyes were sad. He mixed a Scotch and soda and handed it to me.

Then he sat down in a corner and was silent. I drank half of the drink and grinned at Miss Riordan. She looked at me with a sort of absent expression, as if she had another clue.

Do you think you can do anything for us? the blonde asked slowly, looking down into her glass. If you think you can, Id be delighted. But the loss is rather small, compared with having any more fuss with gangsters and awful people.

I dont know very much about it really, I said.

Oh, I hope you can. She gave me a smile I could feel in my hip pocket.

I drank the other half of my drink. I began to feel rested. Mrs. Grayle rang a bell set into the arm of the leather chesterfield and a footman came in. She half pointed to the tray. He looked around and mixed two drinks. Miss Riordan was still playing cute with the same one and apparently Mr. Grayle didnt drink. The footman went out.

Mrs. Grayle and I held our glasses. Mrs. Grayle crossed her legs, a little carelessly.

I dont know whether I can do anything, I said. I doubt it. What is there to go on?

Im sure you can. She gave me another smile. How far did Lin Marriott take you into his confidence?

She looked sideways at Miss Riordan. Miss Riordan just couldnt catch the look. She kept right on sitting. She looked sideways the other way. Mrs. Grayle looked at her husband. Do you have to bother with this, honey?

Mr. Grayle stood up and said he was very glad to have met me and that he would go and lie down for a while. He didnt feel very well. He hoped I would excuse him. He was so polite I wanted to carry him out of the room just to show my appreciation.

He left. He closed the door softly, as if he was afraid to wake a sleeper. Mrs. Grayle looked at the door for a moment and then put the smile back on her face and looked at me.

Miss Riordan is in your complete confidence, of course.

Nobodys in my complete confidence, Mrs. Grayle. She happens to know about this case — what there is to know.

Yes. She drank a sip or two, then finished her glass at a swallow and set it aside.

To hell with this polite drinking, she said suddenly. Lets get together on this. Youre a very good-looking man to be in your sort of racket.

Its a smelly business, I said.

I didnt quite mean that. Is there any money in it — or is that impertinent?

Theres not much money in it. Theres a lot of grief. But theres a lot of fun too. And theres always a chance of a big case.

How does one get to be a private detective? You dont mind my sizing you up a little? And push that table over here, will you? So I can reach the drinks.

I got up and pushed the huge silver tray on a stand across the glossy floor to her side. She made two more drinks. I still had half of my second.

Most of us are ex-cops, I said. I worked for the D.A. for a while. I got fired.

She smiled nicely. Not for incompetence, Im sure.

No, for talking back. Have you had any more phone calls?

Well— She looked at Anne Riordan. She waited. Her look said things.

Anne Riordan stood up. She carried her glass, still full, over to the tray and set it down. You probably wont run short, she said. But if you do — and thanks very much for talking to me, Mrs. Grayle. I wont use anything. You have my word for it.

Heavens, youre not leaving, Mrs. Grayle said with a smile.

Anne Riordan took her lower lip between her teeth and held it there for a moment as if making up her mind whether to bite it off and spit it out or leave it on a while longer.

Sorry, afraid Ill have to. I dont work for Mr. Marlowe, you know. Just a friend. Good-by, Mrs. Grayle.

The blonde gleamed at her. I hope youll drop in again soon. Any time. She pressed the bell twice. That got the butler. He held the door open.

Miss Riordan went out quickly and the door closed. For quite a while after it closed, Mrs. Grayle stared at it with a faint smile. Its much better this way, dont you think? she said after an interval of silence. I nodded. Youre probably wondering how she knows so much if shes just a friend, I said. Shes a curious little girl. Some of it she dug out herself, like who you were and who owned the jade necklace. Some of it just happened. She came by last night to that dell where Marriott was killed. She was out riding. She happened to see a light and came down there.

Oh. Mrs. Grayle lifted a glass quickly and made a face. Its horrible to think of. Poor Lin. He was rather a heel. Most of ones friends are. But to die like that is awful. She shuddered. Her eyes got large and dark.

So its all right about Miss Riordan. She wont talk. Her father was chief of police here for a long time, I said.

Yes. So she told me. Youre not drinking.

Im doing what I call drinking.

You and I should get along. Did Lin — Mr. Marriott — tell you how the holdup happened?

Between here and the Trocadero somewhere. He didnt say exactly. Three or four men.

She nodded her golden gleaming head. Yes. You know there was something rather funny about that holdup. They gave me back one of my rings, rather a nice one, too.

He told me that.

Then again I hardly ever wore the jade. After all, its a museum piece, probably not many like it in the world, a very rare type of jade. Yet they snapped at it. I wouldnt expect them to think it had any value much, would you?

Theyd know you wouldnt wear it otherwise. Who knew about its value?

She thought. It was nice to watch her thinking. She still had her legs crossed, and still carelessly.

All sorts of people, I suppose.

But they didnt know you would be wearing it that night? Who knew that?

She shrugged her pale blue shoulders. I tried to keep my eyes where they belonged.

My maid. But shes had a hundred chances. And I trust her—

Why?

I dont know. I just trust some people. I trust you.

Did you trust Marriott?

Her face got a little hard. Her eyes a little watchful. Not in some things. In others, yes. There are degrees. She had a nice way of talking, cool, half-cynical, and yet not hardboiled. She rounded her words well.

All right — besides the maid. The chauffeur?

She shook her head, no. Lin drove me that night, in his own car. I dont think George was around at all. Wasnt it Thursday?

I wasnt there. Marriott said four or five days before in telling me about it. Thursday would have been an even week from last night.

Well, it was Thursday. She reached for my glass and her fingers touched mine a little, and were soft to the touch. George gets Thursday evening off. Thats the usual day, you know. She poured a fat slug of mellow-looking Scotch into my glass and squirted in some fizz-water. It was the kind of liquor you think you can drink forever, and all you do is get reckless. She gave herself the same treatment.

Lin told you my name? she asked softly, the eyes still watchful.

He was careful not to.

Then he probably misled you a little about the time. Lets see what we have. Maid and chauffeur out. Out of consideration as accomplices, I mean.

Theyre not out by me.

Well, at least Im trying, she laughed. Then theres Newton, the butler. He might have seen it on my neck that night. But it hangs down rather low and I was wearing a white fox evening wrap; no, I dont think he could have seen it.

I bet you looked a dream, I said.

Youre not getting a little tight, are you?

Ive been known to be soberer.

She put her head back and went off into a peal of laughter. I have only known four women in my life who could do that and still look beautiful. She was one of them.

Newton is okey, I said. His type dont run with hoodlums. Thats just guessing, though. How about the footman?

She thought and remembered, then shook her head. He didnt see me.

Anybody ask you to wear the jade?

Her eyes instantly got more guarded. Youre not fooling me a damn bit, she said.

She reached for my glass to refill it. I let her have it, even though it still had an inch to go. I studied the lovely lines of her neck.

When she had filled the glasses and we were playing with them again I said, Lets get the record straight and then Ill tell you something. Describe the evening.

She looked at her wrist watch, drawing a full length sleeve back to do it. I ought to be—

Let him wait.

Her eyes flashed at that. I liked them that way. Theres such a thing as being just a little too frank, she said.

Not in my business. Describe the evening. Or have me thrown out on my ear. One or the other. Make your lovely mind up.

Youd better sit over here beside me.

Ive been thinking that a long time, I said. Ever since you crossed your legs, to be exact.

She pulled her dress down. These damn things are always up around your neck.

I sat beside her on the yellow leather chesterfield. Arent you a pretty fast worker? she asked quietly.

I didnt answer her.

Do you do much of this sort of thing? she asked with a sidelong look.

Practically none. Im a Tibetan monk, in my spare time.

Only you dont have any spare time.

Lets focus, I said. Lets get whats left of our minds — or mine — on the problem. How much are you going to pay me?

Oh, thats the problem. I thought you were going to get my necklace back. Or try to.

I have to work in my own way. This way. I took a long drink and it nearly stood me on my head. I swallowed a little air.

And investigate a murder, I said.

That has nothing to do with it. I mean thats a police affair, isnt it?

Yeah — only the poor guy paid me a hundred bucks to take care of him — and I didnt. Makes me feel guilty. Makes we want to cry. Shall I cry?

Have a drink. She poured us some more Scotch. It didnt seem to affect her any more than water affects Boulder Dam.

Well, where have we got to? I said, trying to hold my glass so that the whiskey would stay inside it. No maid, no chauffeur, no butler, no footman. Well be doing our own laundry next. How did the holdup happen? Your version might have a few details Marriott didnt give me.

She leaned forward and cupped her chin in her hand. She looked serious without looking silly-serious.

We went to a party in Brentwood Heights. Then Lin suggested we run over to the Troc for a few drinks and a few dances. So we did. They were doing some work on Sunset and it was very dusty. So coming back Lin dropped down to Santa Monica. That took us past a shabby looking hotel called the Hotel Indio, which I happened to notice for some silly meaningless reason. Across the street from it was a beer joint and a car was parked in front of that.

Only one car — in front of a beer joint?

Yes. Only one. It was a very dingy place. Well, this car started up and followed us and of course I thought nothing of that either. There was no reason to. Then before we got to where Santa Monica turns into Arguello Boulevard, Lin said, Lets go over the other road and turned up some curving residential street. Then all of a sudden a car rushed by us and grazed the fender and then pulled over to stop. A man in an overcoat and scarf and hat low on his face came back to apologize. It was a white scarf bunched out and it drew my eyes. It was about all I really saw of him except that he was tall and thin. As soon as he got close — and I remembered afterwards that he didnt walk in our headlights at all—

Thats natural. Nobody likes to look into headlights. Have a drink. My treat this time.

She was leaning forward, her fine eyebrows — not daubs of paint — drawn together in a frown of thought. I made two drinks. She went on:

As soon as he got close to the side where Lin was sitting he jerked the scarf up over his nose and a gun was shining at us. Stick-up, he said. Be very quiet and everything will be jake. Then another man came over on the other side.

In Beverly Hills, I said, the best policed four square miles in California.

She shrugged. It happened just the same. They asked for my jewelry and bag. The man with the scarf did. The one on my side never spoke at all. I passed the things across Lin and the man gave me back my bag and one ring. He said to hold off calling the police and insurance people for a while. They would make us a nice smooth easy deal. He said they found it easier to work on a straight percentage. He seemed to have all the time in the world. He said they could work through the insurance people, if they had to, but that meant cutting in a shyster, and they preferred not to. He sounded like a man with some education.

It might have been Dressed-Up Eddie, I said. Only he got bumped off in Chicago.

She shrugged. We had a drink. She went on.

Then they left and we went home and I told Lin to keep quiet about it. The next day I got a call. We have two phones, one with extensions and one in my bedroom with no extensions. The call was on this. Its not listed, of course.

I nodded. They can buy the number for a few dollars. Its done all the time. Some movie people have to change their numbers every month.

We had a drink.

I told the man calling to take it up with Lin and he would represent me and if they were not too unreasonable, we might deal. He said okey, and from then on I guess they just stalled long enough to watch us a little. Finally, as you know, we agreed on eight thousand dollars and so forth.

Could you recognize any of them?

Of course not.

Randall know all this?

Of course. Do we have to talk about it any more? It bores me. She gave me the lovely smile.

Did he make any comment?

She yawned. Probably. I forget.

I sat with my empty glass in my hand and thought. She took it away from me and started to fill it again.

I took the refilled glass out of her hand and transferred it to my left and took hold of her left hand with my right. It felt smooth and soft and warm and comforting. It squeezed mine. The muscles in it were strong. She was a well built woman, and no paper flower.

I think he had an idea, she said. But he didnt say what it was.

Anybody would have an idea out of all that, I said.

She turned her head slowly and looked at me. Then she nodded. You cant miss it, can you?

How long have you known him?

Oh, years. He used to be an announcer at the station my husband owned. KFDK. Thats where I met him. Thats where I met my husband too.

I knew that. But Marriott lived as if he had money. Not riches, but comfortable money.

He came into some and quit radio business.

Do you know for a fact he came into money — or was that just something he said?

She shrugged. She squeezed my hand.

Or it may not have been very much money and he may have gone through it pretty fast, I squeezed her hand back. Did he borrow from you?

Youre a little old-fashioned, arent you? She looked down at the hand I was holding.

Im still working. And your Scotch is so good it keeps me half-sober. Not that Id have to be drunk—

Yes. She drew her hand out of mine and rubbed it. You must have quite a clutch — in your spare time. Lin Marriott was a high-class blackmailer, of course. Thats obvious. He lived on women.

He had something on you?

Should I tell you?

It probably wouldnt be wise.

She laughed. I will, anyhow. I got a little tight at his house once and passed out. I seldom do. He took some photos of me — with my clothes up to my neck.

The dirty dog, I said. Have you got any of them handy?

She slapped my wrist. She said softly:

Whats your name?

Phil. Whats yours?

Helen. Kiss me.

She fell softly across my lap and I bent down over her face and began to browse on it. She worked her eyelashes and made butterfly kisses on my cheeks. When I got to her mouth it was half open and burning and her tongue was a darting snake between her teeth.

The door opened and Mr. Grayle stepped quietly into the room. I was holding her and didnt have a chance to let go. I lifted my face and looked at him. I felt as cold as Finnegans feet, the day they buried him.

The blonde in my arms didnt move, didnt even close her lips. She had a half-dreamy, half-sarcastic expression on her face.

Mr. Grayle cleared his throat slightly and said: I beg your pardon, Im sure, and went quietly out of the room. There was an infinite sadness in his eyes.

I pushed her away and stood up and got my handkerchief out and mopped my face.

She lay as I had left her, half sideways along the davenport, the skin showing in a generous sweep above one stocking.

Who was that? she asked thickly.

Mr. Grayle.

Forget him.

I went away from her and sat down in the chair I had sat in when I first came into the room.

After a moment she straightened herself out and sat up and looked at me steadily.

Its all right. He understands. What the hell can he expect?

I guess he knows.

Well, I tell you its all right. Isnt that enough? Hes a sick man. What the hell—

Dont go shrill on me. I dont like shrill women.

She opened a bag lying beside her and took out a small handkerchief and wiped her lips, then looked at her face in a mirror.

I guess youre right, she said. Just too much Scotch. Tonight at the Belvedere Club. Ten oclock. She wasnt looking at me. Her breath was fast.

Is that a good place?

Laird Brunette owns it. I know him pretty well.

Right, I said. I was still cold. I felt nasty, as if I had picked a poor mans pocket.

She got a lipstick out and touched her lips very lightly and then looked at me along her eyes. She tossed the mirror. I caught it and looked at my face. I worked at it with my handkerchief and stood up to give her back the mirror.

She was leaning back, showing all her throat, looking at me lazily down her eyes.

Whats the matter?

Nothing. Ten oclock at the Belvedere Club. Dont be too magnificent. All I have is a dinner suit. In the bar?

She nodded, her eyes still lazy.

I went across the room and out, without looking back. The footman met me in the hall and gave me my hat, looking like the Great Stone Face.
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I WALKED DOWN the curving driveway and lost myself in the shadow of the tall trimmed hedges and came to the gates. Another man was holding the fort now, a husky in plainclothes, an obvious bodyguard. He let me out with a nod.

A horn tooted. Miss Riordans coupe was drawn up behind my car. I went over there and looked in at her. She looked cool and sarcastic.

She sat there with her hands on the wheel, gloved and slim. She smiled.

I waited. I suppose it was none of my business. What did you think of her?

I bet she snaps a mean garter.

Do you always have to say things like that? She flushed bitterly. Sometimes I hate men. Old men, young men, football players, opera tenors, smart millionaires, beautiful men who are gigolos and almost-heels who are — private detectives.

I grinned at her sadly. I know I talk too smart. Its in the air nowadays. Who told you he was a gigolo?

Who?

Dont be obtuse. Marriott.

Oh, it was a cinch guess. Im sorry. I dont mean to be nasty. I guess you can snap her garter any time you want to, without much of a struggle. But theres one thing you can be sure of — youre a late comer to the show.

The wide curving street dozed peacefully in the sun. A beautifully painted panel truck slid noiselessly to a stop before a house across the street, then backed a little and went up the driveway to a side entrance. On the side of the panel truck was painted the legend: Bay City Infant Service.

Anne Riordan leaned towards me, her gray-blue eyes hurt and clouded. Her slightly too long upper lip pouted and then pressed back against her teeth. She made a sharp little sound with her breath.

Probably youd like me to mind my own business, is that it? And not have ideas you dont have first. I thought I was helping a little.

I dont need any help. The police dont want any from me. Theres nothing I can do for Mrs. Grayle. She has a yarn about a beer parlor where a car started from and followed them, but what does that amount to? It was a crummy dive on Santa Monica. This was a high-class mob. There was somebody in it that could even tell Fei Tsui jade when he saw it.

If he wasnt tipped off.

Theres that too, I said, and fumbled a cigarette out of a package. Either way theres nothing for me in it.

Not even about psychics?

I stared rather blankly. Psychics?

My God, she said softly. And I thought you were a detective.

Theres a hush on part of this, I said. Ive got to watch my step. This Grayle packs a lot of dough in his pants. And law is where you buy it in this town. Look at the funny way the cops are acting. No build-up, no newspaper handout, no chance for the innocent stranger to step in with the trifling clue that turns out to be all important. Nothing but silence and warnings to me to lay off. I dont like it at all.

You got most of the lipstick off, Anne Riordan said. I mentioned psychics. Well, goodby. It was nice to know you — in a way.

She pressed her starter button and jammed her gears in and was gone in a swirl of dust.

I watched her go. When she was gone I looked across the street. The man from the panel truck that said Bay City Infant Service came out of the side door of the house dressed in a uniform so white and stiff and gleaming that it made me feel clean just to look at it. He was carrying a carton of some sort. He got into his panel truck and drove away.

I figured he had just changed a diaper.

I got into my own car and looked at my watch before starting up. It was almost five.

The Scotch, as good enough Scotch will, stayed with me all the way back to Hollywood. I took the red lights as they came.

Theres a nice little girl, I told myself out loud, in the car, for a guy thats interested in a nice little girl. Nobody said anything. But Im not, I said. Nobody said anything to that either. Ten oclock at the Belvedere Club, I said. Somebody said: Phooey.

It sounded like my voice.

It was a quarter to six when I reached my office again. The building was very quiet. The typewriter beyond the party wall was stilled. I lit a pipe and sat down to wait.


20

[image: img31.jpg]

THE INDIAN SMELLED. He smelled clear across the little reception room when the buzzer sounded and I opened the door between to see who it was. He stood just inside the corridor door looking as if he had been cast in bronze. He was a big man from the waist up and he had a big chest. He looked like a bum.

He wore a brown suit of which the coat was too small for his shoulders and his trousers were probably a little tight at the waist. His hat was at least two sizes too small and had been perspired in freely by somebody it fitted better than it fitted him. He wore it about where a house wears a wind vane. His collar had the snug fit of a horse-collar and was of about the same shade of dirty brown. A tie dangled outside his buttoned jacket, a black tie which had been tied with a pair of pliers in a knot the size of a pea. Around his bare and magnificent throat, above the dirty collar, he wore a wide piece of black ribbon, like an old woman trying to freshen up her neck.

He had a big flat face and a highbridged fleshy nose that looked as hard as the prow of a cruiser. He had lidless eyes, drooping jowls, the shoulders of a blacksmith and the short and apparently awkward legs of a chimpanzee. I found out later that they were only short.

If he had been cleaned up a little and dressed in a white nightgown, he would have looked like a very wicked Roman senator.

His smell was the earthy smell of primitive man, and not the slimy dirt of cities.

Huh, he said. Come quick. Come now.

I backed into my office and wiggled my finger at him and he followed me making as much noise as a fly makes walking on the wall. I sat down behind my desk and squeaked my swivel chair professionally and pointed to the customers chair on the other side. He didnt sit down. His small black eyes were hostile.

Come where? I said.

Huh. Me Second Planting. Me Hollywood Indian.

Have a chair, Mr. Planting.

He snorted and his nostrils got very wide. They had been wide enough for mouseholes to start with.

Name Second Planting. Name no Mister Planting.

What can I do for you?

He lifted his voice and began to intone in a deep-chested sonorous boom. He say come quick. Great white father say come quick. He say me bring you in fiery chariot. He say—

Yeah. Cut out the pig Latin, I said. Im no schoolmarm at the snake dances.

Nuts, the Indian said.

We sneered at each other across the desk for a moment. He sneered better than I did. Then he removed his hat with massive disgust and turned it upside down. He rolled a finger around under the sweatband. That turned the sweatband up into view, and it had not been misnamed. He removed a paper clip from the edge and threw a fold of tissue paper on the desk. He pointed at it angrily, with a well-chewed fingernail. His lank hair had a shelf around it, high up, from the too-tight hat.

I unfolded the piece of tissue paper and found a card inside. The card was no news to me. There had been three exactly like it in the mouthpieces of three Russian-appearing cigarettes.

I played with my pipe, stared at the Indian and tried to ride him with my stare. He looked as nervous as a brick wall.

Okey, what does he want?

He want you come quick. Come now. Come in fiery—

Nuts, I said.

The Indian liked that. He closed his mouth slowly and winked an eye solemnly and then almost grinned.

Also it will cost him a hundred bucks as a retainer, I added, trying to look as if that was a nickel.

Huh? Suspicious again. Stick to basic English.

Hundred dollars, I said. Iron men. Fish. Bucks to the number of one hundred. Me no money, me no come. Savvy? I began to count a hundred with both hands.

Huh. Big shot, the Indian sneered.

He worked under his greasy hatband and threw another fold of tissue paper on the desk. I took it and unwound it. It contained a brand new hundred dollar bill.

The Indian put his hat back on his head without bothering to tuck the hatband back in place. It looked only slightly more comic that way. I sat staring at the hundred dollar bill, with my mouth open.

Psychic is right, I said at last. A guy that smart Im afraid of.

Not got all day, the Indian remarked, conversationally.

I opened my desk and took out a Colt .38 automatic of the type known as Super Match. I hadnt worn it to visit Mrs. Lewin Lockridge Grayle. I stripped my coat off and strapped the leather harness on and tucked the automatic down inside it and strapped the lower strap and put my coat back on again.

This meant as much to the Indian as if I had scratched my neck.

Gottum car, he said. Big car.

I dont like big cars any more, I said. I gottum own car.

You come my car, the Indian said threateningly.

I come your car, I said.

I locked the desk and office up, switched the buzzer off and went out, leaving the reception room door unlocked as usual.

We went along the hall and down in the elevator. The Indian smelled. Even the elevator operator noticed it.
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THE CAR WAS a dark blue seven-passenger sedan, a Packard of the latest model, custom-built. It was the kind of car you wear your rope pearls in. It was parked by a fire-hydrant and a dark foreign-looking chauffeur with a face of carved wood was behind the wheel. The interior was upholstered in quilted gray chenille. The Indian put me in the back. Sitting there alone I felt like a high-class corpse, laid out by an undertaker with a lot of good taste.

The Indian got in beside the chauffeur and the car turned in the middle of the block and a cop across the street said: Hey, weakly, as if he didnt mean it, and then bent down quickly to tie his shoe.

We went west, dropped over to Sunset and slid fast and noiseless along that. The Indian sat motionless beside the chauffeur. An occasional whiff of his personality drifted back to me. The driver looked as if he was half asleep but he passed the fast boys in the convertible sedans as though they were being towed. They turned on all the green lights for him. Some drivers are like that. He never missed one.

We curved through the bright mile or two of the Strip, past the antique shops with famous screen names on them, past the windows full of point lace and ancient pewter, past the gleaming new nightclubs with famous chefs and equally famous gambling rooms, run by polished graduates of the Purple Gang, past the Georgian-Colonial vogue, now old hat, past the handsome modernistic buildings in which the Hollywood flesh-peddlers never stop talking money, past a drive-in lunch which somehow didnt belong, even though the girls wore white silk blouses and drum majorettes shakos and nothing below the hips but glazed kid Hessian boots. Past all this and down a wide smooth curve to the bridle path of Beverly Hills and lights to the south, all colors of the spectrum and crystal clear in an evening without fog, past the shadowed mansions up on the hills to the north, past Beverly Hills altogether and up into the twisting foothill boulevard and the sudden cool dusk and the drift of wind from the sea.

It had been a warm afternoon, but the heat was gone. We whipped past a distant cluster of lighted buildings and an endless series of lighted mansions, not too close to the road. We dipped down to skirt a huge green polo field with another equally huge practice field beside it, soared again to the top of a hill and swung mountainward up a steep hillroad of clean concrete that passed orange groves, some rich mans pet because this is not orange country, and then little by little the lighted windows of the millionaires homes were gone and the road narrowed and this was Stillwood Heights.

The smell of sage drifted up from a canyon and made me think of a dead man and a moonless sky. Straggly stucco houses were molded flat to the side of the hill, like bas-reliefs. Then there were no more houses, just the still dark foothills with an early star or two above them, and the concrete ribbon of road and a sheer drop on one side into a tangle of scrub oak and manzanita where sometimes you can hear the call of the quails if you stop and keep still and wait. On the other side of the road was a raw clay bank at the edge of which a few unbeatable wild flowers hung on like naughty children that wont go to bed.

Then the road twisted into a hairpin turn and the big tires scratched over loose stones, and the car tore less soundlessly up a long driveway lined with the wild geraniums. At the top of this, faintly lighted, lonely as a lighthouse, stood an eyrie, an eagles nest, an angular building of stucco and glass brick, raw and modernistic and yet not ugly and altogether a swell place for a psychic consultant to hang out his shingle. Nobody would be able to hear any screams.

The car turned beside the house and a light flicked on over a black door set into the heavy wall. The Indian climbed out grunting and opened the rear door of the car. The chauffeur lit a cigarette with an electric lighter and a harsh smell of tobacco came back to me softly in the evening. I got out.

We went over to the black door. It opened of itself, slowly, almost with menace. Beyond it a narrow hallway probed back into the house. Light glowed from the glass brick walls.

The Indian growled. Huh. You go in, big shot.

After you, Mr. Planting.

He scowled and went in and the door closed after us as silently and mysteriously as it had opened. At the end of the narrow hallway we squeezed into a little elevator and the Indian closed the door and pressed a button. We rose softly, without sound. Such smelling as the Indian had done before was a mooncast shadow to what he was doing now.

The elevator stopped, the door opened. There was light and I stepped out into a turret room where the day was still trying to be remembered. There were windows all around it. Far off the sea flickered. Darkness prowled slowly on the hills. There were paneled walls where there were no windows, and rugs on the floor with the soft colors of old Persians, and there was a reception desk that looked as if it had been made of carvings stolen from an ancient church. And behind the desk a woman sat and smiled at me, a dry tight withered smile that would turn to powder if you touched it.

She had sleek coiled hair and a dark, thin, wasted Asiatic face. There were heavy colored stones in her ears and heavy rings on her fingers, including a moonstone and an emerald in a silver setting that may have been a real emerald but somehow managed to look as phony as a dime store slave bracelet. And her hands were dry and dark and not young and not fit for rings.

She spoke. The voice was familiar. Ah, Meester Marlowe, so ver-ry good of you to come. Amthor he weel be so ver-ry pleased.

I laid the hundred dollar bill the Indian had given me down on the desk. I looked behind me. The Indian had gone down again in the elevator.

Sorry. It was a nice thought, but I cant take this.

Amthor he — he weesh to employ you, is it not? She smiled again. Her lips rustled like tissue paper.

Id have to find out what the job is first.

She nodded and got up slowly from behind the desk. She swished before me in a tight dress that fitted her like a mermaids skin and showed that she had a good figure if you like them four sizes bigger below the waist.

I weel conduct you, she said.

She pressed a button in the paneling and a door slid open noiselessly. There was a milky glow beyond it, I looked back at her smile before I went through. It was older than Egypt now. The door slid silently shut behind me.

There was nobody in the room.

It was octagonal, draped in black velvet from floor to ceiling, with a high remote black ceiling that may have been of velvet too. In the middle of a coal black lustreless rug stood an octagonal white table, just large enough for two pairs of elbows and in the middle of it a milk white globe on a black stand. The light came from this. How, I couldnt see. On either side of the table there was a white octagonal stool which was a smaller edition of the table. Over against one wall there was one more such stool. There were no windows. There was nothing else in the room, nothing at all. On the walls there was not even a light fixture. If there were other doors, I didnt see them. I looked back at the one by which I had come in. I couldnt see that either.

I stood there for perhaps fifteen seconds with the faint obscure feeling of being watched. There was probably a peephole somewhere, but I couldnt spot it. I gave up trying. I listened to my breath. The room was so still that I could hear it going through my nose, softly, like little curtains rustling.

Then an invisible door on the far side of the room slid open and a man stepped through and the door closed behind him. The man walked straight to the table with his head down and sat on one of the octagonal stools and made a sweeping motion with one of the most beautiful hands I have ever seen.

Please be seated. Opposite me. Do not smoke and do not fidget. Try to relax, completely. Now how may I serve you?

I sat down, got a cigarette into my mouth and rolled it along my lips without lighting it. I looked him over. He was thin, tall and straight as a steel rod. He had the palest finest white hair I ever saw. It could have been strained through silk gauze. His skin was as fresh as a rose petal. He might have been thirty-five or sixty-five. He was ageless. His hair was brushed straight back from as good a profile as Barrymore ever had. His eyebrows were coal black, like the walls and ceiling and floor. His eyes were deep, far too deep. They were the depthless drugged eyes of the somnambulist. They were like a well I read about once. It was nine hundred years old, in an old castle. You could drop a stone into it and wait. You could listen and wait and then you would give up waiting and laugh and then just as you were ready to turn away a faint, minute splash would come back up to you from the bottom of that well, so tiny, so remote that you could hardly believe a well like that possible.

His eyes were deep like that. And they were also eyes without expression, without soul, eyes that could watch lions tear a man to pieces and never change, that could watch a man impaled and screaming in the hot sun with his eyelids cut off.

He wore a double-breasted black business suit that had been cut by an artist. He stared vaguely at my fingers.

Please do not fidget, he said. It breaks the waves, disturbs my concentration.

It makes the ice melt, the butter run and the cat squawk, I said.

He smiled the faintest smile in the world. You didnt come here to be impertinent, Im sure.

You seem to forget why I did come. By the way, I gave that hundred dollar bill back to your secretary. I came, as you may recall, about some cigarettes. Russian cigarettes filled with marihuana. With your card rolled in the hollow mouthpieces.

You wish to find out why that happened?

Yeah. I ought to be paying you the hundred dollars.

That will not be necessary. The answer is simple. There are things I do not know. This is one of them.

For a moment I almost believed him. His face was as smooth as an angels wing.

Then why send me a hundred dollars — and a tough Indian that stinks — and a car? By the way, does the Indian have to stink? If hes working for you, couldnt you sort of get him to take a bath?

He is a natural medium. They are rare — like diamonds, and like diamonds, are sometimes found in dirty places. I understand you are a private detective?

Yes.

I think you are a very stupid person. You look stupid. You are in a stupid business. And you came here on a stupid mission.

I get it, I said. Im stupid. It sank in after a while.

And I think I need not detain you any longer.

Youre not detaining me, I said. Im detaining you. I want to know why those cards were in those cigarettes.

He shrugged the smallest shrug that could be shrugged. My cards are available to anybody. I do not give my friends marihuana cigarettes. Your question remains stupid.

I wonder if this would brighten it up any. The cigarettes were in a cheap Chinese or Japanese case of imitation tortoise-shell. Ever see anything like that?

No. Not that I recall.

I can brighten it up a little more. The case was in the pocket of a man named Lindsay Marriott. Ever hear of him?

He thought. Yes. I tried at one time to treat him for camera shyness. He was trying to get into pictures. It was a waste of time. Pictures did not want him.

I can guess that, I said. He would photograph like Isadora Duncan. Ive still got the big one left. Why did you send me the C-note.

My dear Mr. Marlowe, he said coldly, I am no fool. I am in a very sensitive profession. I am a quack. That is to say I do things which the doctors in their small frightened selfish guild cannot accomplish. I am in danger at all times — from people like you. I merely wish to estimate the danger before dealing with it.

Pretty trivial in my case, huh?

It hardly exists, he said politely and made a peculiar motion with his left hand which made my eyes jump at it. Then he put it down very slowly on the white table and looked at it. Then he raised his depthless eyes again and folded his arms.

Your hearing—

I smell it now, I said. I wasnt thinking of him.

I turned my head to the left. The Indian was sitting on the third white stool against the black velvet.

He had some kind of a white smock on him over his other clothes. He was sitting without a movement, his eyes closed, his head bent forward a little, as if he had been asleep for an hour. His dark strong face was full of shadows.

I looked back at Amthor. He was smiling his minute smile.

I bet that makes the dowagers shed their false teeth, I said. What does he do for real money — sit on your knee and sing French songs?

He made an impatient gesture. Get to the point, please.

Last night Marriott hired me to go with him on an expedition that involved paying some money to some crooks at a spot they picked. I got knocked on the head. When I came out of it Marriott had been murdered.

Nothing changed much in Amthors face. He didnt scream or run up the walls. But for him the reaction was sharp. He unfolded his arms and refolded them the other way. His mouth looked grim. Then he sat like a stone lion outside the Public Library.

The cigarettes were found on him, I said.

He looked at me coolly. But not by the police, I take it. Since the police have not been here.

Correct.

The hundred dollars, he said very softly, was hardly enough.

That depends what you expect to buy with it.

You have these cigarettes with you?

One of them. But they dont prove anything. As you said, anybody could get your cards. Im just wondering why they were where they were. Any ideas?

How well did you know Mr. Marriott? he asked softly.

Not at all. But I had ideas about him. They were so obvious they stuck out.

Amthor tapped lightly on the white table. The Indian still slept with his chin on his huge chest, his heavy-lidded eyes tight shut.

By the way, did you ever meet a Mrs. Grayle, a wealthy lady who lives in Bay City?

He nodded absently. Yes, I treated her centers of speech. She had a very slight impediment.

You did a sweet job on her, I said. She talks as good as I do now.

That failed to amuse him. He still tapped on the table. I listened to the taps. Something about them I didnt like. They sounded like a code. He stopped, folded his arms again and leaned back against the air.

What I like about this job everybody knows everybody, I said. Mrs. Grayle knew Marriott too.

How did you find that out? he asked slowly.

I didnt say anything.

You will have to tell the police — about those cigarettes, he said.

I shrugged.

You are wondering why I do not have you thrown out, Amthor said pleasantly. Second Planting could break your neck like a celery stalk. I am wondering myself. You seem to have some sort of theory. Blackmail I do not pay. It buys nothing — and I have many friends. But naturally there are certain elements which would like to show me in a bad light. Psychiatrists, sex specialists, neurologists, nasty little men with rubber hammers and shelves loaded with the literature of aberrations. And of course they are all — doctors. While I am still a — quack. What is your theory?

I tried to stare him down, but it couldnt be done. I felt myself licking my lips.

He shrugged lightly. I cant blame you for wanting to keep it to yourself. This is a matter that I must give thought to. Perhaps you are a much more intelligent man than I thought. I also make mistakes. In the meantime— He leaned forward and put a hand on each side of the milky globe.

I think Marriott was a blackmailer of women, I said. And finger man for a jewel mob. But who told him what women to cultivate — so that he would know their comings and goings, get intimate with them, make love to them, make them load up with the ice and take them out, and then slip to a phone and tell the boys where to operate?

That, Amthor said carefully, is your picture of Marriott — and of me. I am slightly disgusted.

I leaned forward until my face was not more than a foot from his. Youre in a racket. Dress it up all you please and its still a racket. And it wasnt just the cards, Amthor. As you say, anybody could get those. It wasnt the marihuana. You wouldnt be in a cheap line like that — not with your chances. But on the back of each card there is a blank space. And on blank spaces, or even on written ones, there is sometimes invisible writing.

He smiled bleakly, but I hardly saw it. His hands moved over the milky bowl.

The light went out. The room was as black as Carry Nations bonnet.
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I KICKED MY stool back and stood up and jerked the gun out of the holster under my arm. But it was no good. My coat was buttoned and I was too slow. Id have been too slow anyway, if it came to shooting anybody.

There was a soundless rush of air and an earthy smell. In the complete darkness the Indian hit me from behind and pinned my arms to my sides. He started to lift me. I could have got the gun out still and fanned the room with blind shots, but I was a long way from friends. It didnt seem as if there was any point in it.

I let go of the gun and took hold of his wrists. They were greasy and hard to hold. The Indian breathed gutturally and set me down with a jar that lifted the top of my head. He had my wrists now, instead of me having his. He twisted them behind me fast and a knee like a corner stone went into my back. He bent me. I can be bent. Im not the City Hall. He bent me.

I tried to yell, for no reason at all. Breath panted in my throat and couldnt get out. The Indian threw me sideways and got a body scissors on me as I fell. He had me in a barrel. His hands went to my neck. Sometimes I wake up in the night. I feel them there and I smell the smell of him. I feel the breath fighting and losing and the greasy fingers digging in. Then I get up and take a drink and turn the radio on.

I was just about gone when the light flared on again, blood red, on account of the blood in my eyeballs and at the back of them. A face floated around and a hand pawed me delicately, but the other hands stayed on my throat.

A voice said softly, Let him breathe — a little.

The fingers slackened. I wrenched loose from them. Something that glinted hit me on the side of the jaw.

The voice said softly: Get him on his feet.

The Indian got me on my feet. He pulled me back against the wall, holding me by both twisted wrists.

Amateur, the voice said softly and the shiny thing that was as hard and bitter as death hit me again, across the face. Something warm trickled. I licked at it and tasted iron and salt.

A hand explored my wallet. A hand explored all my pockets. The cigarette in tissue paper came out and was unwrapped. It went somewhere in the haze that was in front of me.

There were three cigarettes? the voice said gently, and the shining thing hit my jaw again.

Three, I gulped.

Just where did you say the others were?

In my desk — at the office.

The shiny thing hit me again. You are probably lying — but I can find out. Keys shone with funny little red lights in front of me. The voice said: Choke him a little more.

The iron fingers went into my throat. I was strained back against him, against the smell of him and the hard muscles of his stomach. I reached up and took one of his fingers and tried to twist it.

The voice said softly: Amazing. Hes learning.

The glinting thing swayed through the air again. It smacked my jaw, the thing that had once been my jaw.

Let him go. Hes tame, the voice said.

The heavy strong arms dropped away and I swayed forward and took a step and steadied myself. Amthor stood smiling very slightly, almost dreamily in front of me. He held my gun in his delicate, lovely hand. He held it pointed at my chest.

I could teach you, he said in his soft voice. But to what purpose? A dirty little man in a dirty little world. One spot of brightness on you and you would still be that. Is it not so? He smiled, so beautifully.

I swung at his smile with everything I had left.

It wasnt so bad considering. He reeled and blood came out of both his nostrils. Then he caught himself and straightened up and lifted the gun again.

Sit down, my child, he said softly. I have visitors coming. I am so glad you hit me. It helps a great deal.

I felt for the white stool and sat down and put my head down on the white table beside the milky globe which was now shining again softly. I stared at it sideways, my face on the table. The light fascinated me. Nice light, nice soft light.

Behind me and around me there was nothing but silence.

I think I went to sleep, just like that, with a bloody face on the table, and a thin beautiful devil with my gun in his hand watching me and smiling.
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ALL RIGHT, THE big one said. You can quit stalling now.

I opened my eyes and sat up.

Out in the other room, pally.

I stood up, still dreamy. We went somewhere, through a door. Then I saw where it was — the reception room with the windows all around. It was black dark now outside.

The woman with the wrong rings sat at her desk. A man stood beside her.

Sit here, pally.

He pushed me down. It was a nice chair, straight but comfortable but I wasnt in the mood for it. The woman behind the desk had a notebook open and was reading out loud from it. A short elderly man with a deadpan expression and a gray mustache was listening to her.

Amthor was standing by a window, with his back to the room, looking out at the placid line of the ocean, far off, beyond the pier lights, beyond the world. He looked at it as if he loved it. He half turned his head to look at me once, and I could see that the blood had been washed off his face, but his nose wasnt the nose I had first met, not by two sizes. That made me grin, cracked lips and all.

You got fun, pally?

I looked at what made the sound, what was in front of me and what had helped me get where I was. He was a windblown blossom of some two hundred pounds with freckled teeth and the mellow voice of a circus barker. He was tough, fast and he ate red meat. Nobody could push him around. He was the kind of cop who spits on his blackjack every night instead of saying his prayers. But he had humorous eyes.

He stood in front of me splay-legged, holding my open wallet in his hand, making scratches on the leather with his right thumbnail, as if he just liked to spoil things. Little things, if they were all he had. But probably faces would give him more fun.

Peeper, huh, pally? From the big bad burg, huh? Little spot of blackmail, huh?

His hat was on the back of his head. He had dusty brown hair darkened by sweat on his forehead. His humorous eyes were flecked with red veins.

My throat felt as though it had been through a mangle. I reached up and felt it. That Indian. He had fingers like pieces of tool steel.

The dark woman stopped reading out of her notebook and closed it. The elderly smallish man with the gray mustache nodded and came over to stand behind the one who was talking to me.

Cops? I asked, rubbing my chin.

What do you think, pally?

Policemans humor. The small one had a cast in one eye, and it looked half blind.

Not L.A., I said, looking at him. That eye would retire him in Los Angeles.

The big man handed me my wallet. I looked through it. I had all the money still. All the cards. It had everything that belonged in it. I was surprised.

Say something, pally, the big one said. Something that would make us get fond of you.

Give me back my gun.

He leaned forward a little and thought. I could see him thinking. It hurt his corns. Oh, you want your gun, pally? He looked sideways at the one with the gray mustache. He wants his gun, he told him. He looked at me again. And what would you want your gun for, pally?

I want to shoot an Indian.

Oh, you want to shoot an Indian, pally.

Yeah — just one Indian, pop.

He looked at the one with the mustache again. This guy is very tough, he told him. He wants to shoot an Indian.

Listen, Hemingway, dont repeat everything I say, I said.

I think the guy is nuts, the big one said. He just called me Hemingway. Do you think he is nuts?

The one with the mustache bit a cigar and said nothing. The tall beautiful man at the window turned slowly and said softly: I think possibly he is a little unbalanced.

I cant think of any reason why he should call me Hemingway, the big one said. My name aint Hemingway.

The older man said: I didnt see a gun.

They looked at Amthor. Amthor said: Its inside. I have it. Ill give it to you, Mr. Blane.

The big man leaned down from his hips and bent his knees a little and breathed in my face. What for did you call me Hemingway, pally?

There are ladies present.

He straightened up again. You see. He looked at the one with the mustache. The one with the mustache nodded and then turned and walked away, across the room. The sliding door opened. He went in and Amthor followed him.

There was silence. The dark woman looked down at the top of her desk and frowned. The big man looked at my right eyebrow and slowly shook his head from side to side, wonderingly.

The door opened again and the man with the mustache came back. He picked a hat up from somewhere and handed it to me. He took my gun out of his pocket and handed it to me. I knew by the weight it was empty. I tucked it under my arm and stood up.

The big man said: Lets go, pally. Away from here. I think maybe a little air will help you to get straightened out.

Okey, Hemingway.

Hes doing that again, the big man said sadly. Calling me Hemingway on account of there are ladies present. Would you think that would be some kind of dirty crack in his book?

The man with the mustache said, Hurry up.

The big man took me by the arm and we went over to the little elevator. It came up. We got into it.
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AT THE BOTTOM of the shaft we got out and walked along the narrow hallway and out of the black door. It was crisp clear air outside, high enough to be above the drift of foggy spray from the ocean. I breathed deeply.

The big man still had hold of my arm. There was a car standing there, a plain dark sedan, with private plates.

The big man opened the front door and complained: It aint really up to your class, pally. But a little air will set you up fine. Would that be all right with you? We wouldnt want to do anything that you wouldnt like us to do, pally.

Wheres the Indian?

He shook his head a little and pushed me into the car. I got into the right side of the front seat. Oh, yeah, the Indian, he said. You got to shoot him with a bow and arrow. Thats the law. We got him in the back of the car.

I looked in the back of the car. It was empty.

Hell, he aint there, the big one said. Somebody must of glommed him off. You cant leave nothing in a unlocked car any more.

Hurry up, the man with the mustache said, and got into the back seat. Hemingway went around and pushed his hard stomach behind the wheel. He started the car. We turned and drifted off down the driveway lined with wild geraniums. A cold wind lifted off the sea. The stars were too far off. They said nothing.

We reached the bottom of the drive and turned out onto the concrete mountain road and drifted without haste along that.

How come you dont have a car with you, pally?

Amthor sent for me.

Why would that be, pally?

It must have been he wanted to see me.

This guy is good, Hemingway said. He figures things out. He spit out of the side of the car and made a turn nicely and let the car ride its motor down the hill. He says you called him up on the phone and tried to put the bite on him. So he figures he better have a looksee what kind of guy he is doing business with — if he is doing business. So he sends his own car.

On account of he knows he is going to call some cops he knows and I wont need mine to get home with, I said. Okey, Hemingway.

Yeah, that again. Okey. Well he has a dictaphone under his table and his secretary takes it all down and when we come she reads it back to Mister Blane here.

I turned and looked at Mister Blane. He was smoking a cigar, peacefully, as though he had his slippers on. He didnt look at me.

Like hell she did, I said. More likely a stock bunch of notes they had all fixed up for a case like that.

Maybe you would like to tell us why you wanted to see this guy, Hemingway suggested politely.

You mean while I still have part of my face?

Aw, we aint those kind of boys at all, he said, with a large gesture.

You know Amthor pretty well, dont you, Hemingway?

Mr. Blane kind of knows him. Me, I just do what the orders is.

Who the hell is Mister Blane?

Thats the gentleman in the back seat.

And besides being in the back seat who the hell is he?

Why, Jesus, everybody knows Mr. Blane.

All right, I said, suddenly feeling very weary.

There was a little more silence, more curves, more winding ribbons of concrete, more darkness, and more pain.

The big man said: Now that we are all between pals and no ladies present we really dont give so much time to why you went back up there, but this Hemingway stuff is what really has me down.

A gag, I said. An old, old gag.

Who is this Hemingway person at all?

A guy that keeps saying the same thing over and over until you begin to believe it must be good.

That must take a hell of a long time, the big man said. For a private dick you certainly have a wandering kind of mind. Are you still wearing your own teeth?

Yeah, with a few plugs in them.

Well, you certainly have been lucky, pally.

The man in the back seat said: This is all right. Turn right at the next.

Check.

Hemingway swung the sedan into a narrow dirt road that edged along the flank of a mountain. We drove along that about a mile. The smell of the sage became overpowering.

Here, the man in the back seat said.

Hemingway stopped the car and set the brake. He leaned across me and opened the door.

Well, its nice to have met you, pally. But dont come back. Anyways not on business. Out.

I walk home from here?

The man in the back seat said: Hurry up.

Yeah, you walk home from here, pally. Will that be all right with you?

Sure, it will give me time to think a few things out. For instance you boys are not L.A. cops. But one of you is a cop, maybe both of you. Id say you are Bay City cops. Im wondering why you were out of your territory.

Aint that going to be kind of hard to prove, pally?

Goodnight, Hemingway.

He didnt answer. Neither of them spoke. I started to get out of the car and put my foot on the running board and leaned forward, still a little dizzy.

The man in the back seat made a sudden flashing movement that I sensed rather than saw. A pool of darkness opened at my feet and was far, far deeper than the blackest night.

I dived into it. It had no bottom.
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THE ROOM WAS full of smoke.

The smoke hung straight up in the air, in thin lines, straight up and down like a curtain of small clear beads. Two windows seemed to be open in an end wall, but the smoke didnt move. I had never seen the room before. There were bars across the windows.

I was dull, without thought. I felt as if I had slept for a year. But the smoke bothered me. I lay on my back and thought about it. After a long time I took a deep breath that hurt my lungs.

I yelled: Fire!

That made me laugh. I didnt know what was funny about it but I began to laugh. I lay there on the bed and laughed. I didnt like the sound of the laugh. It was the laugh of a nut.

The one yell was enough. Steps thumped rapidly outside the room and a key was jammed into a lock and the door swung open. A man jumped in sideways and shut the door after him. His right hand reached toward his hip.

He was a short thick man in a white coat. His eyes had a queer look, black and flat. There were bulbs of gray skin at the outer corners of them.

I turned my head on the hard pillow and yawned.

Dont count that one, Jack. It slipped out, I said.

He stood there scowling, his right hand hovering towards his right hip. Greenish malignant face and flat black eyes and gray white skin and nose that seemed just a shell.

Maybe you want some more strait-jacket, he sneered.

Im fine, Jack. Just fine. Had a long nap. Dreamed a little, I guess. Where am I?

Where you belong.

Seems like a nice place, I said. Nice people, nice atmosphere. I guess Ill have me a short nap again.

Better be just that, he snarled.

He went out. The door shut. The lock clicked. The steps growled into nothing.

He hadnt done the smoke any good. It still hung there in the middle of the room, all across the room. Like a curtain. It didnt dissolve, didnt float off, didnt move. There was air in the room, and I could feel it on my face. But the smoke couldnt feel it. It was a gray web woven by a thousand spiders. I wondered how they had got them to work together.

Cotton flannel pajamas. The kind they have in the County Hospital. No front, not a stitch more than is essential. Coarse, rough material. The neck chafed my throat. My throat was still sore. I began to remember things. I reached up and felt the throat muscles. They were still sore. Just one Indian, pop. Okey, Hemingway. So you want to be a detective? Earn good money. Nine easy lessons. We provide badge. For fifty cents extra we send you a truss.

The throat felt sore but the fingers feeling it didnt feel anything. They might just as well have been a bunch of bananas. I looked at them. They looked like fingers. No good. Mail order fingers. They must have come with the badge and the truss. And the diploma.

It was night. The world outside the windows was a black world. A glass porcelain bowl hung from the middle of the ceiling on three brass chains. There was light in it. It had little colored lumps around the edge, orange and blue alternately. I stared at them. I was tired of the smoke. As I stared they began to open up like little portholes and heads popped out. Tiny heads, but alive, heads like the heads of small dolls, but alive. There was a man in a yachting cap with a Johnnie Walker nose and a fluffy blonde in a picture hat and a thin man with a crooked bow tie. He looked like a waiter in a beachtown flytrap. He opened his lips and sneered: Would you like your steak rare or medium, sir?

I closed my eyes tight and winked them hard and when I opened them again it was just a sham porcelain bowl on three brass chains.

But the smoke still hung motionless in the moving air.

I took hold of the corner of a rough sheet and wiped the sweat off my face with the numb fingers the correspondence school had sent me after the nine easy lessons, one half in advance, Box Two Million Four Hundred and Sixty Eight Thousand Nine Hundred and Twenty Four, Cedar City, Iowa. Nuts. Completely nuts.

I sat up on the bed and after a while I could reach the floor with my feet. They were bare and they had pins and needles in them. Notions counter on the left, madam. Extra large safety pins on the right. The feet began to feel the floor. I stood up. Too far up. I crouched over, breathing hard and held the side of the bed and a voice that seemed to come from under the bed said over and over again: Youve got the dts...youve got the dts...youve got the dts.

I started to walk, wobbling like a drunk. There was a bottle of whiskey on a small white enamel table between the two barred windows. It looked like a good shape. It looked about half full. I walked towards it. There are a lot of nice people in the world, in spite. You can crab over the morning paper and kick the shins of the guy in the next seat at the movies and feel mean and discouraged and sneer at the politicians, but there are a lot of nice people in the world just the same. Take the guy that left that half bottle of whiskey there. He had a heart as big as one of Mae Wests hips.

I reached it and put both my half-numb hands down on it and hauled it up to my mouth, sweating as if I was lifting one end of the Golden Gate Bridge.

I took a long untidy drink. I put the bottle down again, with infinite care. I tried to lick underneath my chin.

The whiskey had a funny taste. While I was realizing that it had a funny taste I saw a washbowl jammed into the corner of the wall. I made it. I just made it. I vomited. Dizzy Dean never threw anything harder.

Time passed — an agony of nausea and staggering and dazedness and clinging to the edge of the bowl and making animal sounds for help.

It passed. I staggered back to the bed and lay down on my back again and lay there panting, watching the smoke. The smoke wasnt quite so clear. Not quite so real. Maybe it was just something back of my eyes. And then quite suddenly it wasnt there at all and the light from the porcelain ceiling fixture etched the room sharply.

I sat up again. There was a heavy wooden chair against the wall near the door. There was another door besides the door the man in the white coat had come in at. A closet door, probably. It might even have my clothes in it. The floor was covered with green and gray linoleum in squares. The walls were painted white. A clean room. The bed on which I sat was a narrow iron hospital bed, lower than they usually are, and there were thick leather straps with buckles attached to the sides, about where a mans wrists and ankles would be.

It was a swell room — to get out of.

I had feeling all over my body now, soreness in my head and throat and in my arm. I couldnt remember about the arm. I rolled up the sleeve of the cotton pajama thing and looked at it fuzzily. It was covered with pin pricks on the skin all the way from the elbow to the shoulder. Around each was a small discolored patch, about the size of a quarter.

Dope. I had been shot full of dope to keep me quiet. Perhaps scopolamine too, to make me talk. Too much dope for the time. I was having the French fits coming out of it. Some do, some dont. It all depends how you are put together. Dope.

That accounted for the smoke and the little heads around the edge of the ceiling light and the voices and the screwy thoughts and the straps and bars and the numb fingers and feet. The whiskey was probably part of somebodys forty-eight hour liquor cure. They had just left it around so that I wouldnt miss anything.

I stood up and almost hit the opposite wall with my stomach. That made me lie down and breathe very gently for quite a long time. I was tingling all over now and sweating. I could feel little drops of sweat form on my forehead and then slide slowly and carefully down the side of my nose to the corner of my mouth. My tongue licked at them foolishly.

I sat up once more and planted my feet on the floor and stood up.

Okey, Marlowe, I said between my teeth. Youre a tough guy. Six feet of iron man. One hundred and ninety pounds stripped and with your face washed. Hard muscles and no glass jaw. You can take it. Youve been sapped down twice, had your throat choked and been beaten half silly on the jaw with a gun barrel. Youve been shot full of hop and kept under it until youre as crazy as two waltzing mice. And what does all that amount to? Routine. Now lets see you do something really tough, like putting your pants on.

I lay down on the bed again.

Time passed again. I dont know how long. I had no watch. They dont make that kind of time in watches anyway.

I sat up. This was getting to be stale. I stood up and started to walk. No fun walking. Makes your heart jump like a nervous cat. Better lie down and go back to sleep. Better take it easy for a while. Youre in bad shape, pally. Okey, Hemingway, Im weak. I couldnt knock over a flower vase. I couldnt break a fingernail.

Nothing doing. Im walking. Im tough. Im getting out of here.

I lay down on the bed again.

The fourth time was a little better. I got across the room and back twice. I went over to the washbowl and rinsed it out and leaned on it and drank water out of the palm of my hand. I kept it down. I waited a little and drank more. Much better.

I walked. I walked. I walked.

Half an hour of walking and my knees were shaking but my head was clear. I drank more water, a lot of water. I almost cried into the bowl while I was drinking it.

I walked back to the bed. It was a lovely bed. It was made of rose-leaves. It was the most beautiful bed in the world. They had got it from Carole Lombard. It was too soft for her. It was worth the rest of my life to lie down in it for two minutes. Beautiful soft bed, beautiful sleep, beautiful eyes closing and lashes falling and the gentle sound of breathing and darkness and rest sunk in deep pillows....

I walked.

They built the Pyramids and got tired of them and pulled them down and ground the stone up to make concrete for Boulder Dam and they built that and brought the water to the Sunny Southland and used it to have a flood with.

I walked all through it. I couldnt be bothered.

I stopped walking. I was ready to talk to somebody.
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THE CLOSET DOOR was locked. The heavy chair was too heavy for me. It was meant to be. I stripped the sheets and pad off the bed and dragged the mattress to one side. There was a mesh spring underneath fastened top and bottom by coil springs of black enameled metal about nine inches long. I went to work on one of them. It was the hardest work I ever did. Ten minutes later I had two bleeding fingers and a loose spring. I swung it. It had a nice balance. It was heavy. It had a whip to it.

And when this was all done I looked across at the whiskey bottle and it would have done just as well, and I had forgotten all about it.

I drank some more water. I rested a little, sitting on the side of the bare springs. Then I went over to the door and put my mouth against the hinge side and yelled:

Fire! Fire! Fire!

It was a short wait and a pleasant one. He came running hard along the hallway outside and his key jammed viciously into the lock and twisted hard.

The door jumped open. I was flat against the wall on the opening side. He had the sap out this time, a nice little tool about five inches long, covered with woven brown leather. His eyes popped at the stripped bed and then began to swing around.

I giggled and socked him. I laid the coil spring on the side of his head and he stumbled forward. I followed him down to his knees. I hit him twice more. He made a moaning sound. I took the sap out of his limp hand. He whined.

I used my knee on his face. It hurt my knee. He didnt tell me whether it hurt his face. While he was still groaning I knocked him cold with the sap.

I got the key from the outside of the door and locked it from the inside and went through him. He had more keys. One of them fitted my closet. In it my clothes hung. I went through my pockets. The money was gone from my wallet. I went back to the man with the white coat. He had too much money for his job. I took what I had started with and heaved him on to the bed and strapped him wrist and ankle and stuffed half a yard of sheet into his mouth. He had a smashed nose. I waited long enough to make sure he could breathe through it.

I was sorry for him. A simple hardworking little guy trying to hold his job down and get his weekly pay check. Maybe with a wife and kids. Too bad. And all he had to help him was a sap. It didnt seem fair. I put the doped whiskey down where he could reach it, if his hands hadnt been strapped.

I patted his shoulder. I almost cried over him.

All my clothes, even my gun harness and gun, but no shells in the gun, hung in the closet. I dressed with fumbling fingers, yawning a great deal.

The man on the bed rested. I left him there and locked him in.

Outside was a wide silent hallway with three closed doors. No sounds came from behind any of them. A wine-colored carpet crept down the middle and was as silent as the rest of the house. At the end there was a jog in the hall and then another hall at right angles and the head of a big old-fashioned staircase with white oak bannisters. It curved graciously down into the dim hall below. Two stained glass inner doors ended the lower hall. It was tessellated and thick rugs lay on it. A crack of light seeped past the edge of an almost closed door. But no sound at all.

An old house, built as once they built them and dont build them any more. Standing probably on a quiet street with a rose arbor at the side and plenty of flowers in front. Gracious and cool and quiet in the bright California sun. And inside it who cares, but dont let them scream too loud.

I had my foot out to go down the stairs when I heard a man cough. That jerked me around and I saw there was a half open door along the other hallway at the end. I tiptoed along the runner. I waited, close to the partly open door, but not in it. A wedge of light lay at my feet on the carpet. The man coughed again. It was a deep cough, from a deep chest. It sounded peaceful and at ease. It was none of my business. My business was to get out of there. But any man whose door could be open in that house interested me. He would be a man of position, worth tipping your hat to. I sneaked a little into the wedge of light. A newspaper rustled.

I could see part of a room and it was furnished like a room, not like a cell. There was a dark bureau with a hat on it and some magazines. Windows with lace curtains, a good carpet.

Bed springs creaked heavily. A big guy, like his cough. I reached out fingertips and pushed the door an inch or two. Nothing happened. Nothing ever was slower than my head craning in. I saw the room now, the bed, and the man on it, the ashtray heaped with stubs that overflowed on to a night table and from that to the carpet. A dozen mangled newspapers all over the bed. One of them in a pair of huge hands before a huge face. I saw the hair above the edge of the green paper. Dark, curly — black even — and plenty of it. A line of white skin under it. The paper moved a little more and I didnt breathe and the man on the bed didnt look up.

He needed a shave. He would always need a shave. I had seen him before, over on Central Avenue, in a Negro dive called Florians. I had seen him in a loud suit with white golf balls on the coat and a whiskey sour in his hand. And I had seen him with an Army Colt looking like a toy in his fist, stepping softly through a broken door. I had seen some of his work and it was the kind of work that stays done.

He coughed again and rolled his buttocks on the bed and yawned bitterly and reached sideways for a frayed pack of cigarettes on the night table. One of them went into his mouth. Light flared at the end of his thumb. Smoke came out of his nose.

Ah, he said, and the paper went up in front of his face again.

I left him there and went back along the side hall. Mr. Moose Malloy seemed to be in very good hands. I went back to the stairs and down.

A voice murmured behind the almost closed door. I waited for the answering voice. None. It was a telephone conversation. I went over close to the door and listened. It was a low voice, a mere murmur. Nothing carried that meant anything. There was finally a dry clicking sound. Silence continued inside the room after that.

This was the time to leave, to go far away. So I pushed the door open and stepped quietly in.
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IT WAS AN office, not small, not large, with a neat professional look. A glass-doored bookcase with heavy books inside. A first aid cabinet on the wall. A white enamel and glass sterilizing cabinet with a lot of hypodermic needles and syringes inside it being cooked. A wide flat desk with a blotter on it, a bronze paper cutter, a pen set, an appointment book, very little else, except the elbows of a man who sat brooding, with his face in his hands.

Between the spread yellow fingers I saw hair the color of wet brown sand, so smooth that it appeared to be painted on his skull. I took three more steps and his eyes must have looked beyond the desk and seen my shoes move. His head came up and he looked at me. Sunken colorless eyes in a parchment-like face. He unclasped his hands and leaned back slowly and looked at me with no expression at all.

Then he spread his hands with a sort of helpless but disapproving gesture and when they came to rest again, one of them was very close to the corner of the desk.

I took two steps more and showed him the blackjack. His index and second finger still moved towards the corner of the desk.

The buzzer, I said, wont buy you anything tonight. I put your tough boy to sleep.

His eyes got sleepy. You have been a very sick man, sir. A very sick man. I cant recommend your being up and about yet.

I said: The right hand. I snapped the blackjack at it. It coiled into itself like a wounded snake.

I went around the desk grinning without there being anything to grin at. He had a gun in the drawer of course. They always have a gun in the drawer and they always get it too late, if they get it at all. I took it out. It was a .38 automatic, a standard model not as good as mine, but I could use its ammunition. There didnt seem to be any in the drawer. I started to break the magazine out of his.

He moved vaguely, his eyes still sunken and sad.

Maybe youve got another buzzer under the carpet, I said. Maybe it rings in the Chiefs office down at headquarters. Dont use it. Just for an hour Im a very tough guy. Anybody comes in that door is walking into a coffin.

There is no buzzer under the carpet, he said. His voice had the slightest possible foreign accent.

I got his magazine out and my empty one and changed them. I ejected the shell that was in the chamber of his gun and let it lie. I jacked one up into the chamber of mine and went back to the other side of the desk again.

There was a spring lock on the door. I backed towards it and pushed it shut and heard the lock click. There was also a bolt. I turned that.

I went back to the desk and sat in a chair. It took my last ounce of strength.

Whiskey, I said.

He began to move his hands around.

Whiskey, I said.

He went to the medicine cabinet and got a flat bottle with a green revenue stamp on it and a glass.

Two glasses, I said. I tried your whiskey once. I damn near hit Catalina Island with it.

He brought two small glasses and broke the seal and filled the two glasses.

You first, I said.

He smiled faintly and raised one of the glasses.

Your health, sir — what remains of it. He drank. I drank. I reached for the bottle and stood it near me and waited for the heat to get to my heart. My heart began to pound, but it was back up in my chest again, not hanging on a shoelace.

I had a nightmare, I said. Silly idea. I dreamed I was tied to a cot and shot full of dope and locked in a barred room. I got very weak. I slept. I had no food. I was a sick man. I was knocked on the head and brought into a place where they did that to me. They took a lot of trouble. Im not that important.

He said nothing. He watched me. There was a remote speculation in his eyes, as if he wondered how long I would live.

I woke up and the room was full of smoke, I said. It was just a hallucination, irritation of the optic nerve or whatever a guy like you would call it. Instead of pink snakes I had smoke. So I yelled and a toughie in a white coat came in and showed me a blackjack. It took me a long time to get ready to take it away from him. I got his keys and my clothes and even took my money out of his pocket. So here I am. All cured. What were you saying?

I made no remark, he said.

Remarks want you to make them, I said. They have their tongues hanging out waiting to be said. This thing here— I waved the blackjack lightly, is a persuader. I had to borrow it from a guy.

Please give it to me at once, he said with a smile you would get to love. It was like the executioners smile when he comes to your cell to measure you for the drop. A little friendly, a little paternal, and a little cautious at the same time. You would get to love it if there was any way you could live long enough.

I dropped the blackjack into his palm, his left palm.

Now the gun, please, he said softly. You have been a very sick man, Mr. Marlowe. I think I shall have to insist that you go back to bed.

I stared at him.

I am Dr. Sonderborg, he said, and I dont want any nonsense.

He laid the blackjack down on the desk in front of him. His smile was as stiff as a frozen fish. His long fingers made movements like dying butterflies.

The gun, please, he said softly. I advise strongly—

What time is it, warden?

He looked mildly surprised. I had my wrist watch on now, but it had run down.

It is almost midnight. Why?

What day is it?

Why, my dear sir — Sunday evening, of course.

I steadied myself on the desk and tried to think and held the gun close enough to him so that he might try and grab it.

Thats over forty-eight hours. No wonder I had fits. Who brought me here?

He stared at me and his left hand began to edge towards the gun. He belonged to the Wandering Hand Society. The girls would have had a time with him.

Dont make me get tough, I whined. Dont make me lose my beautiful manners and my flawless English. Just tell me how I got here.

He had courage. He grabbed for the gun. It wasnt where he grabbed. I sat back and put it in my lap.

He reddened and grabbed for the whiskey and poured himself another drink and downed it fast. He drew a deep breath and shuddered. He didnt like the taste of liquor. Dopers never do.

You will be arrested at once, if you leave here, he said sharply. You were properly committed by an officer of the law—

Officers of the law cant do it.

That jarred him, a little. His yellowish face began to work.

Shake it up and pour it, I said. Who put me in here, why and how? Im in a wild mood tonight. I want to go dance in the foam. I hear the banshees calling. I havent shot a man in a week. Speak out, Dr. Fell. Pluck the antique viol, let the soft music float.

You are suffering from narcotic poisoning, he said coldly. You very nearly died. I had to give you digitalis three times. You fought, you screamed, you had to be restrained. His words were coming so fast they were leap-frogging themselves. If you leave my hospital in this condition, you will get into serious trouble.

Did you say you were a doctor — a medical doctor?

Certainly. I am Dr. Sonderborg, as I told you.

You dont scream and fight from narcotic poisoning, doc. You just lie in a coma. Try again. And skim it. All I want is the cream. Who put me in your private funny house?

But—

But me no buts. Ill make a sop of you. Ill drown you in a butt of Malmsey wine. I wish I had a butt of Malmsey wine myself to drown in. Shakespeare. He knew his liquor too. Lets have a little of our medicine. I reached for his glass and poured us a couple more. Get on with it, Karloff.

The police put you in here.

What police?

The Bay City police naturally. His restless yellow fingers twisted his glass. This is Bay City.

Oh. Did this police have a name?

A Sergeant Galbraith, I believe. Not a regular patrol car officer. He and another officer found you wandering outside the house in a dazed condition on Friday night. They brought you in because this place was close. I thought you were an addict who had taken an overdose. But perhaps I was wrong.

Its a good story. I couldnt prove it wrong. But why keep me here?

He spread his restless hands. I have told you again and again that you were a very sick man and still are. What would you expect me to do?

I must owe you some money then.

He shrugged. Naturally. Two hundred dollars.

I pushed my chair back a little. Dirt cheap. Try and get it.

If you leave here, he said sharply, you will be arrested at once.

I leaned back over the desk and breathed in his face. Not just for going out of here, Karloff. Open that wall safe.

He stood up in a smooth lunge, This has gone quite far enough.

You wont open it?

I most certainly will not open it.

This is a gun Im holding.

He smiled, narrowly and bitterly.

Its an awful big safe, I said. New too. This is a fine gun. You wont open it?

Nothing changed in his face.

Damn it, I said. When you have a gun in your hand, people are supposed to do anything you tell them to. It doesnt work, does it?

He smiled. His smile held a sadistic pleasure. I was slipping back. I was going to collapse.

I staggered at the desk and he waited, his lips parted softly.

I stood leaning there for a long moment, staring into his eyes. Then I grinned. The smile fell off his face like a soiled rag. Sweat stood out on his forehead.

So long, I said. I leave you to dirtier hands than mine.

I backed to the door and opened it and went out.

The front doors were unlocked. There was a roofed porch. The garden hummed with flowers. There was a white picket fence and a gate. The house was on a corner. It was a cool, moist night, no moon.

The sign on the corner said Descanso Street. Houses were lighted down the block. I listened for sirens. None came. The other sign said Twenty-third Street. I plowed over to Twenty-fifth Street and started towards the eight-hundred block. No. 819 was Anne Riordans number. Sanctuary.

I had walked a long time before I realized that I was still holding the gun in my hand. And I had heard no sirens.

I kept on walking. The air did me good, but the whiskey was dying, and it writhed as it died. The block had fir trees along it, and brick houses, and looked like Capitol Hill in Seattle more than Southern California.

There was a light still in No. 819. It had a white porte-cochère, very tiny, pressed against a tall cypress hedge. There were rose bushes in front of the house. I went up the walk. I listened before I pushed the bell. Still no sirens wailing. The bell chimed and after a little while a voice croaked through one of those electrical contraptions that let you talk with your front door locked.

What is it, please?

Marlowe.

Maybe her breath caught, maybe the electrical thing just made that sound being shut off.

The door opened wide and Miss Anne Riordan stood there in a pale green slack suit looking at me. Her eyes went wide and scared. Her face under the glare of the porchlight was suddenly pale.

My God, she wailed. You look like Hamlets father!
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THE LIVING ROOM had a tan figured rug, white and rose chairs, a black marble fireplace with very tall brass andirons, high bookcases built back into the walls, and rough cream drapes against the lowered venetian blinds.

There was nothing womanish in the room except a full length mirror with a clear sweep of floor in front of it.

I was half-sitting and half-lying in a deep chair with my legs on a footstool. I had had two cups of black coffee, then I had had a drink, then I had had two soft-boiled eggs and a slice of toast broken into them, then some more black coffee with brandy laced in it. I had had all this in the breakfast room, but I couldnt remember what it looked like any more. It was too long ago.

I was in good shape again. I was almost sober and my stomach was bunting towards third base instead of trying for the centerfield flagpole.

Anne Riordan sat opposite me, leaning forward, her neat chin cupped in her neat hand, her eyes dark and shadowy under the fluffed out reddish-brown hair. There was a pencil stuck through her hair. She looked worried. I had told her some of it, but not all. Especially about Moose Malloy I had not told her.

I thought you were drunk, she said. I thought you had to be drunk before you came to see me. I thought you had been out with that blonde. I thought — I dont know what I thought.

I bet you didnt get all this writing, I said, looking around. Not even if you got paid for what you thought you thought.

And my dad didnt get it grafting on the cops either, she said. Like that fat slob they have for chief of police nowadays.

Its none of my business, I said.

She said: We had some lots at Del Rey. Just sand lots they suckered him for. And they turned out to be oil lots.

I nodded and drank out of the nice crystal glass I was holding. What was in it had a nice warm taste.

A fellow could settle down here, I said. Move right in. Everything set for him.

If he was that kind of fellow. And anybody wanted him to, she said.

No butler, I said. That makes it tough.

She flushed. But you — youd rather get your head beaten to a pulp and your arm riddled with dope needles and your chin used for a backboard in a basketball game. God knows theres enough of it.

I didnt say anything. I was too tired.

At least, she said, you had the brains to look in those mouthpieces. The way you talked over on Aster Drive I thought you had missed the whole thing.

Those cards dont mean anything.

Her eyes snapped at me. You sit there and tell me that after the man had you beaten up by a couple of crooked policemen and thrown in a two-day liquor cure to teach you to mind your own business? Why the thing stands out so far you could break off a yard of it and still have enough left for a baseball bat.

I ought to have said that one, I said. Just my style. Crude. What sticks out?

That this elegant psychic person is nothing but a high-class mobster. He picks the prospects and milks the minds and then tells the rough boys to go out and get the jewels.

You really think that?

She stared at me. I finished my glass and got my weak look on my face again. She ignored it.

Of course I think it, she said. And so do you.

I think its a little more complicated than that.

Her smile was cozy and acid at the same time. I beg your pardon. I forgot for the moment you were a detective. It would have to be complicated, wouldnt it? I suppose theres a sort of indecency about a simple case.

Its more complicated than that, I said.

All right. Im listening.

I dont know. I just think so. Can I have one more drink?

She stood up. You know, youll have to taste water sometime, just for the hell of it. She came over and took my glass. This is going to be the last. She went out of the room and somewhere ice cubes tinkled and I closed my eyes and listened to the small unimportant sounds. I had no business coming here. If they knew as much about me as I suspected, they might come here looking. That would be a mess.

She came back with the glass and her fingers cold from holding the cold glass touched mine and I held them for a moment and then let them go slowly as you let go of a dream when you wake with the sun in your face and have been in an enchanted valley.

She flushed and went back to her chair and sat down and made a lot of business of arranging herself in it.

She lit a cigarette, watching me drink.

Amthors a pretty ruthless sort of lad, I said. But I dont somehow see him as the brain guy of a jewel mob. Perhaps Im wrong. If he was and he thought I had something on him, I dont think Id have got out of that dope hospital alive. But hes a man who has things to fear. He didnt get really tough until I began to babble about invisible writing.

She looked at me evenly. Was there some?

I grinned. If there was, I didnt read it.

Thats a funny way to hide nasty remarks about a person, dont you think? In the mouthpieces of cigarettes. Suppose they were never found.

I think the point is that Marriott feared something and that if anything happened to him, the cards would be found. The police would go over anything in his pockets with a fine-tooth comb. Thats what bothers me. If Amthors a crook, nothing would have been left to find.

You mean if Amthor murdered him — or had him murdered? But what Marriott knew about Amthor may not have had any direct connection with the murder.

I leaned back and pressed my back into the chair and finished my drink and made believe I was thinking that over. I nodded.

But the jewel robbery had a connection with the murder. And were assuming Amthor had a connection with the jewel robbery.

Her eyes were a little sly, I bet you feel awful, she said. Wouldnt you like to go to bed?

Here?

She flushed to the roots of her hair. Her chin stuck out. That was the idea. Im not a child. Who the devil cares what I do or when or how?

I put my glass aside and stood up. One of my rare moments of delicacy is coming over me, I said. Will you drive me to a taxi stand, if youre not too tired?

You damned sap, she said angrily. Youve been beaten to a pulp and shot full of God knows how many kinds of narcotics and I suppose all you need is a nights sleep to get up bright and early and start out being a detective again.

I thought Id sleep a little late.

You ought to be in a hospital, you damn fool!

I shuddered. Listen, I said. Im not very clear-headed tonight and I dont think I ought to linger around here too long. I havent a thing on any of these people that I could prove, but they seem to dislike me. Whatever I might say would be my word against the law, and the law in this town seems to be pretty rotten.

Its a nice town, she said sharply, a little breathlessly. You cant judge—

Okey, its a nice town. So is Chicago. You could live there a long time and not see a Tommygun. Sure, its a nice town. Its probably no crookeder than Los Angeles. But you can only buy a piece of a big city. You can buy a town this size all complete, with the original box and tissue paper. Thats the difference. And that makes me want out.

She stood up and pushed her chin at me. Youll go to bed now and right here. I have a spare bedroom and you can turn right in and—

Promise to lock your door?

She flushed and bit her lip. Sometimes I think youre a world-beater, she said, and sometimes I think youre the worst heel I ever met.

On either count would you run me over to where I can get a taxi?

Youll stay here, she snapped. Youre not fit. Youre a sick man.

Im not too sick to have my brain picked, I said nastily.

She ran out of the room so fast she almost tripped over the two steps from the living room up to the hall. She came back in nothing flat with a long flannel coat on over her slack suit and no hat and her reddish hair looking as mad as her face. She opened a side door and threw it away from her, bounced through it and her steps clattered on the driveway. A garage door made a faint sound lifting. A car door opened and slammed shut again. The starter ground and the motor caught and the lights flared past the open French door of the living room.

I picked my hat out of a chair and switched off a couple of lamps and saw that the French door had a Yale lock. I looked back a moment before I closed the door. It was a nice room. It would be a nice room to wear slippers in.

I shut the door and a little car slid up besde me and I went around behind it to get in.

She drove me all the way home, tight-lipped, angry. She drove like a fury. When I got out in front of my apartment house she said good-night in a frosty voice and swirled the little car in the middle of the street and was gone before I could get my keys out of my pocket.

They locked the lobby door at eleven. I unlocked it and passed into the always musty lobby and along to the stairs and the elevator. I rode up to my floor. Bleak light shone along it. Milk bottles stood in front of service doors. The red fire door loomed at the back. It had an open screen that let in a lazy trickle of air that never quite swept the cooking smell out. I was home in a sleeping world, a world as harmless as a sleeping cat.

I unlocked the door of my apartment and went in and sniffed the smell of it, just standing there, against the door for a little while before I put the light on. A homely smell, a smell of dust and tobacco smoke, the smell of a world where men live, and keep on living.

I undressed and went to bed. I had nightmares and woke out of them sweating. But in the morning I was a well man again.
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I WAS SITTING on the side of my bed in my pajamas, thinking about getting up, but not yet committed. I didnt feel very well, but didnt feel as sick as I ought to, not as sick as I would feel if I had a salaried job. My head hurt and felt large and hot and my tongue was dry and had gravel on it and my throat was stiff and my jaw was not untender. But I had had worse mornings.

It was a gray morning with high fog, not yet warm but likely to be. I heaved up off the bed and rubbed the pit of my stomach where it was sore from vomiting. My left foot felt fine. It didnt have an ache in it. So I had to kick the corner of the bed with it.

I was still swearing when there was a sharp tap at the door, the kind of bossy knock that makes you want to open the door two inches, emit the succulent raspberry and slam it again.

I opened a little wider than two inches. Detective-Lieutenant Randall stood there, in a brown gabardine suit, with a pork-pie lightweight felt on his head, very neat and clean and solemn and with a nasty look in his eye.

He pushed the door lightly and I stepped away from it. He came in and closed it and looked around. Ive been looking for you for two days, he said. He didnt look at me. His eyes measured the room.

Ive been sick.

He walked around with a light springy step, his creamy gray hair shining, his hat under his arm now, his hands in his pockets. He wasnt a very big man for a cop. He took one hand out of his pocket and placed the hat carefully on top of some magazines.

Not here, he said.

In a hospital.

Which hospital?

A pet hospital.

He jerked as if I had slapped his face. Dull color showed behind his skin.

A little early in the day, isnt it — for that sort of thing?

I didnt say anything. I lit a cigarette. I took one draw on it and sat down on the bed again, quickly.

No cure for lads like you, is there? he said. Except to throw you in the sneezer.

Ive been a sick man and I havent had my morning coffee. You cant expect a very high grade of wit.

I told you not to work on this case.

Youre not God. Youre not even Jesus Christ, I took another drag on the cigarette. Somewhere down inside me felt raw, but I liked it a little better.

Youd be amazed how much trouble I could make you.

Probably.

Do you know why I havent done it so far?

Yeah.

Why? He was leaning over a little, sharp as a terrier, with that stony look in his eyes they all get sooner or later.

You couldnt find me.

He leaned back and rocked on his heels. His face shone a little. I thought you were going to say something else. he said. And if you said it, I was going to smack you on the button.

Twenty million dollars wouldnt scare you. But you might get orders.

He breathed hard, with his mouth a little open. Very slowly he got a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket and tore the wrapper. His fingers were trembling a little. He put a cigarette between his lips and went over to my magazine table for a match folder. He lit the cigarette carefully, put the match in the ashtray and not on the floor, and inhaled.

I gave you some advice over the telephone the other day, he said. Thursday.

Friday.

Yes — Friday. It didnt take. I can understand why. But I didnt know at that time you had been holding out evidence. I was just recommending a line of action that seemed like a good idea in this case.

What evidence?

He stared at me silently.

Will you have some coffee? I asked. It might make you human.

No.

I will. I stood up and started for the kitchenette.

Sit down, Randall snapped. Im far from through.

I kept on going out to the kitchenette, ran some water into the kettle and put it on the stove. I took a drink of cold water from the faucet, then another. I came back with a third glass in my hand to stand in the doorway and look at him. He hadnt moved. The veil of his smoke was almost a solid thing to one side of him. He was looking at the floor.

Why was it wrong to go to Mrs. Grayle when she sent for me? I asked.

I wasnt talking about that.

Yeah, but you were just before.

She didnt send for you. His eyes lifted and had the stony look still. And the flush still dyed his sharp cheekbones. You forced yourself on her and talked about scandal and practically blackmailed yourself into a job.

Funny. As I remember it, we didnt even talk job. I didnt think there was anything in her story. I mean, anything to get my teeth into. Nowhere to start. And of course I supposed she had already told it to you.

She had. That beer joint on Santa Monica is a crook hideout. But that doesnt mean anything. I couldnt get a thing there. The hotel across the street smells too. Nobody we want. Cheap punks.

She tell you I forced myself on her?

He dropped his eyes a little. No.

I grinned. Have some coffee?

No.

I went back into the kitchenette and made the coffee and waited for it to drip. Randall followed me out this time and stood in the doorway himself.

This jewel gang has been working in Hollywood and around for a good ten years to my knowledge, he said. They went too far this time. They killed a man. I think I know why.

Well, if its a gang job and you break it, that will be the first gang murder solved since I lived in the town. And I could name and describe at least a dozen.

Its nice of you to say that, Marlowe.

Correct me if Im wrong.

Damn it, he said irritably. Youre not wrong. There were a couple solved for the record, but they were just rappers. Some punk took it for the high pillow.

Yeah. Coffee?

If I drink some, will you talk to me decently, man to man, without wise-cracking?

Ill try. I dont promise to spill all my ideas.

I can do without those, he said acidly.

Thats a nice suit youre wearing.

The flush dyed his face again. This suit cost twenty-seven-fifty, he snapped.

Oh Christ, a sensitive cop, I said, and went back to the stove.

That smells good. How do you make it?

I poured. French drip. Coarse ground coffee. No filter papers. I got the sugar from the closet and the cream from the refrigerator. We sat down on opposite sides of the nook.

Was that a gag, about your being sick, in a hospital?

No gag. I ran into a little trouble — down in Bay City. They took me in. Not the cooler, a private dope and liquor cure.

His eyes got distant. Bay City, eh? You like it the hard way, dont you, Marlowe?

Its not that I like it the hard way. Its that I get it that way. But nothing like this before. Ive been sapped twice, the second time by a police officer or a man who looked like one and claimed to be one. Ive been beaten with my own gun and choked by a tough Indian. Ive been thrown unconscious into this dope hospital and kept there locked up and part of the time probably strapped down. And I couldnt prove any of it, except that I actually do have quite a nice collection of bruises and my left arm has been needled plenty.

He stared hard at the corner of the table. In Bay City, he said slowly.

The names like a song. A song in a dirty bathtub.

What were you doing down there?

I didnt go down there. These cops took me over the line. I went to see a guy in Stillwood Heights. Thats in L. A.

A man named Jules Amthor, he said quietly. Why did you swipe those cigarettes?

I looked into my cup. The damned little fool. It looked funny, him — Marriott — having that extra case. With reefers in it. It seems they make them up like Russian cigarettes down in Bay City with hollow mouthpieces and the Romanoff arms and everything.

He pushed his empty cup at me and I refilled it. His eyes were going over my face line by line, corpuscle by corpuscle, like Sherlock Holmes with his magnifying glass or Thorndyke with his pocket lens.

You ought to have told me, he said bitterly. He sipped and wiped his lips with one of those fringed things they give you in apartment houses for napkins. But you didnt swipe them. The girl told me.

Aw well, hell, I said. A guy never gets to do anything in this country any more. Always women.

She likes you, Randall said, like a polite FBI man in a movie, a little sad, but very manly. Her old man was as straight a cop as ever lost a job. She had no business taking those things. She likes you.

Shes a nice girl. Not my type.

You dont like them nice? He had another cigarette going. The smoke was being fanned away from his face by his hand.

I like smooth shiny girls, hardboiled and loaded with sin.

They take you to the cleaners, Randall said indifferently.

Sure. Where else have I ever been? What do you call this session?

He smiled his first smile of the day. He probably allowed himself four.

Im not getting much out of you, he said.

Ill give you a theory, but you are probably way ahead of me on it. This Marriott was a blackmailer of women, because Mrs. Grayle just about told me so. But he was something else. He was the finger man for the jewel mob. The society finger, the boy who would cultivate the victim and set the stage. He would cultivate women he could take out, get to know them pretty well. Take this holdup a week from Thursday. It smells. If Marriott hadnt been driving the car, or hadnt taken Mrs. Grayle to the Troc or hadnt gone home the way he did, past that beer parlor, the holdup couldnt have been brought off.

The chauffeur could have been driving, Randall said reasonably. But that wouldnt have changed things much. Chauffeurs are not getting themselves pushed in the face with lead bullets by holdup men — for ninety a month. But there couldnt be many stick-ups with Marriott alone with women or things would get talked about.

The whole point of this kind of racket is that things are not talked about, I said. In consideration for that the stuff is sold back cheap.

Randall leaned back and shook his head. Youll have to do better than that to interest me. Women talk about anything. It would get around that this Marriott was a kind of tricky guy to go out with.

It probably did. Thats why they knocked him off.

Randall stared at me woodenly. His spoon was stirring air in an empty cup. I reached over and he waved the pot aside. Go on with that one, he said.

They used him up. His usefulness was exhausted. It was about time for him to get talked about a little, as you suggest. But you dont quit in those rackets and you dont get your time. So this last holdup was just that for him — the last. Look, they really asked very little for the jade considering its value. And Marriott handled the contact. But all the same Marriott was scared. At the last moment he thought he had better not go alone. And he figured a little trick that if anything did happen to him, something on him would point to a man, a man quite ruthless and clever enough to be the brains of that sort of mob, and a man in an unusual position to get information about rich women. It was a childish sort of trick but it did actually work.

Randall shook his head. A gang would have stripped him, perhaps even have taken the body out to sea and dumped it.

No. They wanted the job to look amateurish. They wanted to stay in business. They probably have another finger lined up, I said.

Randall still shook his head. The man these cigarettes pointed to is not the type. He has a good racket of his own. Ive inquired. What did you think of him?

His eyes were too blank, much too blank. I said: He looked pretty damned deadly to me. And theres no such thing as too much money, is there? And after all his psychic racket is a temporary racket for any one place. He has a vogue and everybody goes to him and after a while the vogue dies down and the business is licking its shoes. That is, if hes a psychic and nothing else. Just like movie stars. Give him five years. He could work it that long. But give him a couple of ways to use the information he must get out of these women and hes going to make a killing.

Ill look him up more thoroughly, Randall said with the blank look. But right now Im more interested in Marriott. Lets go back farther — much farther. To how you got to know him.

He just called me up. Picked my name out of the phone book. He said so, at any rate.

He had your card.

I looked surprised. Sure. Id forgotten that.

Did you ever wonder why he picked your name — ignoring that matter of your short memory?

I stared at him across the top of my coffee cup. I was beginning to like him. He had a lot behind his vest besides his shirt.

So thats what you really came up for? I said.

He nodded. The rest, you know, is just talk. He smiled politely at me and waited.

I poured some more coffee.

Randall leaned over sideways and looked along the cream-colored surface of the table. A little dust, he said absently, then straightened up and looked me in the eye. Perhaps I ought to go at this in a little different way, he said. For instance, I think your hunch about Marriott is probably right. Theres twenty-three grand in currency in his safe-deposit box — which we had a hell of a time to locate, by the way. There are also some pretty fair bonds and a trust deed to a property on West Fifty-fourth Place.

He picked a spoon up and rapped it lightly on the edge of his saucer and smiled. That interest you? he asked mildly. The number was 1644 West Fifty-fourth Place.

Yeah, I said thickly.

Oh, there was quite a bit of jewelry in Marriotts box too — pretty good stuff. But I dont think he stole it. I think it was very likely given to him. Thats one up for you. He was afraid to sell it — on account of the association of thought in his own mind.

I nodded. Hed feel as if it was stolen.

Yes. Now that trust deed didnt interest me at all at first, but heres how it works. Its what you fellows are up against in police work. We get all the homicide and doubtful death reports from outlying districts. Were supposed to read them the same day. Thats a rule, like you shouldnt search without a warrant or frisk a guy for a gun without reasonable grounds. But we break rules. We have to. I didnt get around to some of the reports until this morning. Then I read one about a killing of a Negro on Central, last Thursday. By a tough ex-con called Moose Malloy. And there was an identifying witness. And sink my putt, if you werent the witness.

He smiled, softly, his third smile. Like it?

Im listening.

This was only this morning, understand. So I looked at the name of the man making the report and I knew him, Nulty. So I knew the case was a flop. Nulty is the kind of guy — well, were you ever up at Crestline?

Yeah.

Well, up near Crestline theres a place where a bunch of old box cars have been made into cabins. I have a cabin up there myself, but not a box car. These box cars were brought up on trucks, believe it or not, and there they stand without any wheels. Now Nulty is the kind of guy who would make a swell brakeman on one of those box cars.

Thats not nice, I said. A fellow officer.

So I called Nulty up and he hemmed and hawed around and spit a few times and then he said you had an idea about some girl called Velma something or other that Malloy was sweet on a long time ago and you went to see the widow of the guy that used to own the dive where the killing happened when it was a white joint, and where Malloy and the girl both worked at that time. And her address was 1644 West Fifty-fourth Place, the place Marriott had the trust deed on.

Yes?

So I just thought that was enough coincidence for one morning, Randall said. And here I am. And so far Ive been pretty nice about it.

The trouble is, I said, it looks like more than it is. This Velma girl is dead, according to Mrs. Florian. I have her photo.

I went into the living room and reached into my suit-coat and my hand was in midair when it began to feel funny and empty. But they hadnt even taken the photos. I got them out and took them to the kitchen and tossed the Pierrot girl down in front of Randall. He studied it carefully.

Nobody I ever saw, he said. That another one?

No, this is a newspaper still of Mrs. Grayle. Anne Riordan got it.

He looked at it and nodded. For twenty million, Id marry her myself.

Theres something I ought to tell you, I said. Last night I was so damn mad I had crazy ideas about going down there and trying to bust it alone. This hospital is at Twenty-third and Descanso in Bay City. Its run by a man named Sonderborg who says hes a doctor. Hes running a crook hideout on the side. I saw Moose Malloy there last night. In a room.

Randall sat very still, looking at me. Sure?

You couldnt mistake him. Hes a big guy, enormous. He doesnt look like anybody you ever saw.

He sat looking at me, without moving. Then very slowly he moved out from under the table and stood up.

Lets go see this Florian woman.

How about Malloy?

He sat down again. Tell me the whole thing, carefully.

I told him. He listened without taking his eyes off my face. I dont think he even winked. He breathed with his mouth slightly open. His body didnt move. His fingers tapped gently on the edge of the table. When I had finished he said:

This Dr. Sonderborg — what did he look like?

Like a doper, and probably a dope peddler. I described him to Randall as well as I could.

He went quietly into the other room and sat down at the telephone. He dialed his number and spoke quietly for a long time. Then he came back. I had just finished making more coffee and boiling a couple of eggs and making two slices of toast and buttering them. I sat down to eat.

Randall sat down opposite me and leaned his chin in his hand. Im having a state narcotics man go down there with a fake complaint and ask to look around. He may get some ideas. He wont get Malloy. Malloy was out of there ten minutes after you left last night. Thats one thing you can bet on.

Why not the Bay City cops? I put salt on my eggs.

Randall said nothing. When I looked up at him his face was red and uncomfortable.

For a cop, I said, youre the most sensitive guy I ever met.

Hurry up with that eating. We have to go.

I have to shower and shave and dress after this.

Couldnt you just go in your pajamas? he asked acidly.

So the town is as crooked as all that? I said.

Its Laird Brunettes town. They say he put up thirty grand to elect a mayor.

The fellow that owns the Belvedere Club?

And the two gambling boats.

But its in our county, I said.

He looked down at his clean, shiny fingernails.

Well stop by your office and get those other two reefers, he said. If theyre still there. He snapped his fingers. If youll lend me your keys, Ill do it while you get shaved and dressed.

Well go together, I said. I might have some mail.

He nodded and after a moment sat down and lit another cigarette. I shaved and dressed and we left in Randalls car.

I had some mail, but it wasnt worth reading. The two cut up cigarettes in the desk drawer had not been touched. The office had no look of having been searched.

Randall took the two Russian cigarettes and sniffed at the tobacco and put them away in his pocket.

He got one card from you, he mused. There couldnt have been anything on the back of that, so he didnt bother about the others. I guess Amthor is not very much afraid — just thought you were trying to pull something. Lets go.


30

[image: img31.jpg]

OLD NOSEY POKED her nose an inch outside the front door, sniffed carefully as if there might be an early violet blooming, looked up and down the street with a raking glance, and nodded her white head. Randall and I took our hats off. In that neighborhood that probably ranked you with Valentino. She seemed to remember me.

Good morning, Mrs. Morrison, I said. Can we step inside a minute? This is Lieutenant Randall from Headquarters.

Lands sakes, Im all flustered. I got a big ironing to do, she said.

We wont keep you a minute.

She stood back from the door and we slipped past her into her hallway with the side piece from Mason City or wherever it was and from that into the neat living room with the lace curtains at the windows. A smell of ironing came from the back of the house. She shut the door in between as carefully as if it was made of short pie crust.

She had a blue and white apron on this morning. Her eyes were just as sharp and her chin hadnt grown any.

She parked herself about a foot from me and pushed her face forward and looked into my eyes.

She didnt get it.

I looked wise. I nodded my head and looked at Randall and Randall nodded his head. He went to a window and looked at the side of Mrs. Florians house. He came back softly, holding his pork pie under his arm, debonair as a French count in a college play.

She didnt get it, I said.

Nope, she didnt. Saturday was the first. April Fools Day. He! He! She stopped and was about to wipe her eyes with her apron when she remembered it was a rubber apron. That soured her a little. Her mouth got the pruny look.

When the mailman come by and he didnt go up her walk she run out and called to him. He shook his head and went on. She went back in. She slammed the door so hard I figured a windowd break. Like she was mad.

I swan, I said.

Old Nosey said to Randall sharply: Let me see your badge, young man. This young man had a whiskey breath on him tother day. I aint never rightly trusted him.

Randall took a gold and blue enamel badge out of his pocket and showed it to her.

Looks like real police all right, she admitted. Well, aint nothing happened over Sunday. She went out for liquor. Come back with two square bottles.

Gin, I said. That just gives you an idea. Nice folks dont drink gin.

Nice folks dont drink no liquor at all, Old Nosey said pointedly.

Yeah, I said. Come Monday, that being today, and the mailman went by again. This time she was really sore.

Kind of smart guesser, aint you, young man? Cant wait for folks to get their mouth open hardly.

Im sorry, Mrs. Morrison. This is an important matter to us—

This here young man dont seem to have no trouble keepin his mouth in place.

Hes married, I said. Hes had practice.

Her face turned a shade of violet that reminded me, unpleasantly, of cyanosis. Get out of my house afore I call the police! she shouted.

There is a police officer standing before you, madam, Randall said shortly. You are in no danger.

Thats right there is, she admitted. The violet tint began to fade from her face. I dont take to this man.

You have company, madam. Mrs. Florian didnt get her registered letter today either — is that it?

No. Her voice was sharp and short. Her eyes were furtive. She began to talk rapidly, too rapidly. People was there last night. I didnt even see them. Folks took me to the picture show. Just as we got back — no, just after they driven off — a car went away from next door. Fast without any lights. I didnt see the number.

She gave me a sharp sidelong look from her furtive eyes. I wondered why they were furtive. I wandered to the window and lifted the lace curtain. An official blue-gray uniform was nearing the house. The man wearing it wore a heavy leather bag over his shoulder and had a vizored cap.

I turned away from the window, grinning.

Youre slipping, I told her rudely. Youll be playing shortstop in a Class C league next year.

Thats not smart, Randall said coldly.

Take a look out of the window.

He did and his face hardened. He stood quite still looking at Mrs. Morrison. He was waiting for something, a sound like nothing else on earth. It came in a moment.

It was the sound of something being pushed into the front door mail slot. It might have been a handbill, but it wasnt. There were steps going back down the walk, then along the street, and Randall went to the window again. The mailman didnt stop at Mrs. Florians house. He went on, his blue-gray back even and calm under the heavy leather pouch.

Randall turned his head and asked with deadly politeness: How many mail deliveries a morning are there in this district, Mrs. Morrison?

She tried to face it out. Just the one, she said sharply— one mornings and one afternoons.

Her eyes darted this way and that. The rabbit chin was trembling on the edge of something. Her hands clutched at the rubber frill that bordered the blue and white apron.

The morning delivery just went by, Randall said dreamily. Registered mail comes by the regular mailman?

She always got it Special Delivery, the old voice cracked.

Oh. But on Saturday she ran out and spoke to the mailman when he didnt stop at her house. And you said nothing about Special Delivery.

It was nice to watch him working — on somebody else.

Her mouth opened wide and her teeth had the nice shiny look that comes from standing all night in a glass of solution. Then suddenly she made a squawking noise and threw the apron over her head and ran out of the room.

He watched the door through which she had gone. It was beyond the arch. He smiled. It was a rather tired smile.

Neat, and not a bit gaudy, I said. Next time you play the tough part. I dont like being rough with old ladies — even if they are lying gossips.

He went on smiling. Same old story. He shrugged. Police work. Phooey. She started with facts, as she knew facts. But they didnt come fast enough or seem exciting enough. So she tried a little lily-gilding.

He turned and we went out into the hall. A faint noise of sobbing came from the back of the house. For some patient man, long dead, that had been the weapon of final defeat, probably. To me it was just an old woman sobbing, but nothing to be pleased about.

We went quietly out of the house, shut the front door quietly and made sure that the screen door didnt bang. Randall put his hat on and sighed. Then he shrugged, spreading his cool well-kept hands out far from his body. There was a thin sound of sobbing still audible, back in the house.

The mailmans back was two houses down the street.

Police work, Randall said quietly, under his breath, and twisted his mouth.

We walked across the space to the next house. Mrs. Florian hadnt even taken the wash in. It still jittered, stiff and yellowish on the wire line in the side yard. We went up on the steps and rang the bell. No answer. We knocked. No answer.

It was unlocked last time, I said.

He tried the door, carefully screening the movement with his body. It was locked this time. We went down off the porch and walked around the house on the side away from Old Nosey. The back porch had a hooked screen. Randall knocked on that. Nothing happened. He came back off the two almost paintless wooden steps and went along the disused and overgrown driveway and opened up a wooden garage. The doors creaked. The garage was full of nothing. There were a few battered old-fashioned trunks not worth breaking up for firewood. Rusted gardening tools, old cans, plenty of those, in cartons. On each side of the doors, in the angle of the wall a nice fat black widow spider sat in its casual untidy web. Randall picked up a piece of wood and killed them absently. He shut the garage up again, walked back along the weedy drive to the front and up the steps of the house on the other side from Old Nosey. Nobody answered his ring or knock.

He came back slowly, looking across the street over his shoulder.

Back doors easiest, he said. The old hen next door wont do anything about it now. Shes done too much lying.

He went up the two back steps and slid a knife blade neatly into the crack of the door and lifted the hook. That put us in the screen porch. It was full of cans and some of the cans were full of flies.

Jesus, what a way to live! he said.

The back door was easy. A five-cent skeleton key turned the lock. But there was a bolt.

This jars me, I said. I guess shes beat it. She wouldnt lock up like this. Shes too sloppy.

Your hats older than mine, Randall said. He looked at the glass panel in the back door. Lend it to me to push the glass in. Or shall we do a neat job?

Kick it in. Who cares around here?

Here goes.

He stepped back and lunged at the lock with his leg parallel to the floor. Something cracked idly and the door gave a few inches. We heaved it open and picked a piece of jagged cast metal off the linoleum and laid it politely on the woodstone drainboard, beside about nine empty gin bottles.

Flies buzzed against the closed windows of the kitchen. The place reeked. Randall stood in the middle of the floor, giving it the careful eye.

Then he walked softly through the swing door without touching it except low down with his toe and using that to push it far enough back so that it stayed open. The living room was much as I had remembered it. The radio was off.

Thats a nice radio, Randall said. Cost money. If its paid for. Heres something.

He went down on one knee and looked along the carpet. Then he went to the side of the radio and moved a loose cord with his foot. The plug came into view. He bent and studied the knobs on the radio front.

Yeah, he said. Smooth and rather large. Pretty smart, that. You dont get prints on a light cord, do you?

Shove it in and see if its turned on.

He reached around and shoved it into the plug in the baseboard. The light went on at once. We waited. The thing hummed for a while and then suddenly a heavy volume of sound began to pour out of the speaker. Randall jumped at the cord and yanked it loose again. The sound was snapped off sharp.

When he straightened his eyes were full of light.

We went swiftly into the bedroom. Mrs. Jessie Pierce Florian lay diagonally across the bed, in a rumpled cotton house dress, with her head close to one end of the footboard. The corner post of the bed was smeared darkly with something the flies liked.

She had been dead long enough.

Randall didnt touch her. He stared down at her for a long time and then looked at me with a wolfish baring of his teeth.

Brains on her face, he said. That seems to be the theme song of this case. Only this was done with just a pair of hands. But Jesus what a pair of hands. Look at the neck bruises, the spacing of the finger marks.

You look at them, I said. I turned away. Poor old Nulty. Its not just a shine killing any more.
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A SHINY BLACK bug with a pink head and pink spots on it crawled slowly along the polished top of Randalls desk and waved a couple of feelers around, as if testing the breeze for a takeoff. It wobbled a little as it crawled, like an old woman carrying too many parcels. A nameless dick sat at another desk and kept talking into an old-fashioned hushaphone telephone mouthpiece, so that his voice sounded like someone whispering in a tunnel. He talked with his eyes half closed, a big scarred hand on the desk in front of him holding a burning cigarette between the knuckles of the first and second fingers.

The bug reached the end of Randalls desk and marched straight off into the air. It fell on its back on the floor, waved a few thin worn legs in the air feebly and then played dead. Nobody cared, so it began waving the legs again and finally struggled over on its face. It trundled slowly off into a corner towards nothing, going nowhere.

The police loudspeaker box on the wall put out a bulletin about a holdup on San Pedro south of Forty-fourth. The holdup was a middle-aged man wearing a dark gray suit and gray felt hat. He was last seen running east on Forty-fourth and then dodging between two houses. Approach carefully, the announcer said. This suspect is armed with a .32 caliber revolver and has just held up the proprietor of a Greek restaurant at Number 3966 South San Pedro.

A flat click and the announcer went off the air and another one came on and started to read a hot car list, in a slow monotonous voice that repeated everything twice.

The door opened and Randall came in with a sheaf of letter size typewritten sheets. He walked briskly across the room and sat down across the desk from me and pushed some papers at me.

Sign four copies, he said.

I signed four copies.

The pink bug reached a corner of the room and put feelers out for a good spot to take off from. It seemed a little discouraged. It went along the baseboard towards another corner. I lit a cigarette and the dick at the hushaphone abruptly got up and went out of the office.

Randall leaned back in his chair, looking just the same as ever, just as cool, just as smooth, just as ready to be nasty or nice as the occasion required.

Im telling you a few things, he said, just so you wont go having any more brainstorms. Just so you wont go master-minding all over the landscape any more. Just so maybe for Christs sake you will let this one lay.

I waited.

No prints in the dump, he said. You know which dump I mean. The cord was jerked to turn the radio off, but she turned it up herself probably. Thats pretty obvious. Drunks like loud radios. If you have gloves on to do a killing and you turn up the radio to drown shots or something, you can turn it off the same way. But that wasnt the way it was done. And that womans neck is broken. She was dead before the guy started to smack her head around. Now why did he start to smack her head around?

Im just listening.

Randall frowned. He probably didnt know hed broken her neck. He was sore at her, he said. Deduction. He smiled sourly.

I blew some smoke and waved it away from my face.

Well, why was he sore at her? There was a grand reward paid the time he was picked up at Florians for the bank job in Oregon. It was paid to a shyster who is dead since, but the Florians likely got some of it. Malloy may have suspected that. Maybe he actually knew it. And maybe he was just trying to shake it out of her.

I nodded. It sounded worth a nod. Randall went on:

He took hold of her neck just once and his fingers didnt slip. If we get him, we might be able to prove by the spacing of the marks that his hands did it. Maybe not. The doc figures it happened last night, fairly early. Motion picture time, anyway. So far we dont tie Malloy to the house last night, not by any neighbors. But it certainly looks like Malloy.

Yeah, I said. Malloy all right. He probably didnt mean to kill her, though. Hes just too strong.

That wont help him any, Randall said grimly.

I suppose not. I just make the point that Malloy does not appear to me to be a killer type. Kill if cornered — but not for pleasure or money — and not women.

Is that an important point? he asked dryly.

Maybe you know enough to know whats important. And what isnt. I dont.

He stared at me long enough for a police announcer to have time to put out another bulletin about the holdup of the Greek restaurant on South San Pedro. The suspect was now in custody. It turned out later that he was a fourteen-year-old Mexican armed with a water-pistol. So much for eye-witnesses.

Randall waited until the announcer stopped and went on:

We got friendly this morning. Lets stay that way. Go home and lie down and have a good rest. You look pretty peaked. Just let me and the police department handle the Marriott killing and find Moose Malloy and so on.

I got paid on the Marriott business, I said. I fell down on the job. Mrs. Grayle has hired me. What do you want me to do — retire and live on my fat?

He stared at me again. I know. Im human. They give you guys licenses, which must mean they expect you to do something with them besides hang them on the wall in your office. On the other hand any acting-captain with a grouch can break you.

Not with the Grayles behind me.

He studied it. He hated to admit I could be even half right. So he frowned and tapped his desk.

Just so we understand each other, he said after a pause. If you crab this case, youll be in a jam. It may be a jam you can wriggle out of this time. I dont know. But little by little you will build up a body of hostility in this department that will make it damn hard for you to do any work.

Every private dick faces that every day of his life — unless hes just a divorce man.

You cant work on murders.

Youve said your piece. I heard you say it. I dont expect to go out and accomplish things a big police department cant accomplish. If I have any small private notions, they are just that — small and private.

He leaned slowly across the desk. His thin restless fingers tap-tapped, like the poinsettia shoots tapping against Mrs. Jessie Florians front wall. His creamy gray hair shone. His cool steady eyes were on mine.

Lets go on, he said. With what there is to tell. Amthors away on a trip. His wife — and secretary — doesnt know or wont say where. The Indian has also disappeared. Will you sign a complaint against these people?

No. I couldnt make it stick.

He looked relieved. The wife says she never heard of you. As to these two Bay City cops, if thats what they were — thats out of my hands. Id rather not have the thing any more complicated than it is. One thing I feel pretty sure of — Amthor had nothing to do with Marriotts death. The cigarettes with his card in them were just a plant.

Doc Sonderborg?

He spread his hands. The whole shebang skipped. Men from the D.A.s office went down there on the quiet. No contact with Bay City at all. The house is locked up and empty. They got in, of course. Some hasty attempt had been made to clean up, but there are prints — plenty of them. It will take a week to work out what we have. Theres a wall safe theyre working on now. Probably had dope in it — and other things. My guess is that Sonderborg will have a record, not local, somewhere else, for abortion, or treating gunshot wounds or altering finger tips or for illegal use of dope. If it comes under Federal statutes, well get a lot of help.

He said he was a medical doctor, I said.

Randall shrugged. May have been once. May never have been convicted. Theres a guy practicing medicine near Palm Springs right now who was indicted as a dope peddler in Hollywood five years ago. He was as guilty as hell — but the protection worked. He got off. Anything else worrying you?

What do you know about Brunette — for telling?

Brunettes a gambler. Hes making plenty. Hes making it an easy way.

All right, I said, and started to get up. That sounds reasonable. But it doesnt bring us any nearer to this jewel heist gang that killed Marriott.

I cant tell you everything, Marlowe.

I dont expect it, I said. By the way, Jessie Florian told me — the second time I saw her — that she had been a servant in Marriotts family once. That was why he was sending her money. Anything to support that?

Yes. Letters in his safety-deposit box from her thanking him and saying the same thing. He looked as if he was going to lose his temper. Now will you for Gods sake go home and mind your own business?

Nice of him to take such care of the letters, wasnt it?

He lifted his eyes until their glance rested on the top of my head. Then he lowered the lids until half the iris was covered. He looked at me like that for a long ten seconds. Then he smiled. He was doing an awful lot of smiling that day. Using up a whole weeks supply.

I have a theory about that, he said. Its crazy, but its human nature. Marriott was by the circumstances of his life a threatened man. All crooks are gamblers, more or less, and all gamblers are superstitious — more or less. I think Jessie Florian was Marriotts lucky piece. As long as he took care of her, nothing would happen to him.

I turned my head and looked for the pink-headed bug. He had tried two corners of the room now and was moving off disconsolately towards a third. I went over and picked him up in my handkerchief and carried him back to the desk.

Look, I said. This room is eighteen floors above ground. And this little bug climbs all the way up here just to make a friend. Me. My luck piece. I folded the bug carefully into the soft part of the handkerchief and tucked the handkerchief into my pocket. Randall was pie-eyed. His mouth moved, but nothing came out of it.

I wonder whose lucky piece Marriott was, I said.

Not yours, pal. His voice was acid — cold acid.

Perhaps not yours either. My voice was just a voice. I went out of the room and shut the door.

I rode the express elevator down to the Spring Street entrance and walked out on the front porch of City Hall and down some steps and over to the flower beds. I put the pink bug down carefully behind a bush.

I wondered, in the taxi going home, how long it would take him to make the Homicide Bureau again.

I got my car out of the garage at the back of the apartment house and ate some lunch in Hollywood before I started down to Bay City. It was a beautiful cool sunny afternoon down at the beach. I left Arguello Boulevard at Third Street and drove over to the City Hall.
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IT WAS A cheap looking building for so prosperous a town. It looked more like something out of the Bible belt. Bums sat unmolested in a long row on the retaining wall that kept the front lawn — now mostly Bermuda grass — from falling into the street. The building was of three stories and had an old belfry at the top, and the bell still hanging in the belfry. They had probably rung it for the volunteer fire brigade back in the good old chaw-and-spit days.

The cracked walk and the front steps led to open double doors in which a knot of obvious city hall fixers hung around waiting for something to happen so they could make something else out of it. They all had the well-fed stomachs, the careful eyes, the nice clothes and the reach-me-down manners. They gave me about four inches to get in.

Inside was a long dark hallway that had been mopped the day McKinley was inaugurated. A wooden sign pointed out the police department Information Desk. A uniformed man dozed behind a pint-sized PBX set into the end of a scarred wooden counter. A plainclothesman with his coat off and his hogs leg looking like a fire plug against his ribs took one eye off his evening paper, bonged a spittoon ten feet away from him, yawned, and said the Chiefs office was upstairs at the back.

The second floor was lighter and cleaner, but that didnt mean that it was clean and light. A door on the ocean side, almost at the end of the hall, was lettered: John Wax, Chief of Police. Enter.

Inside there was a low wooden railing and a uniformed man behind it working a typewriter with two fingers and one thumb. He took my card, yawned, said he would see, and managed to drag himself through a mahogany door marked John Wax, Chief of Police. Private. He came back and held the door in the railing for me.

I went on in and shut the door of the inner office. It was cool and large and had windows on three sides. A stained wood desk was set far back like Mussolinis, so that you had to walk across an expanse of blue carpet to get to it, and while you were doing that you would be getting the beady eye.

I walked to the desk. A tilted embossed sign on it read: John Wax, Chief of Police. I figured I might be able to remember the name. I looked at the man behind the desk. No straw was sticking to his hair.

He was a hammered-down heavyweight, with short pink hair and a pink scalp glistening through it. He had small, hungry, heavy-lidded eyes, as restless as fleas. He wore a suit of fawn-colored flannel, a coffee-colored shirt and tie, a diamond ring, a diamond-studded lodge pin in his lapel, and the required three stiff points of handkerchief coming up a little more than the required three inches from his outside breast pocket.

One of his plump hands was holding my card. He read it, turned it over and read the back, which was blank, read the front again, put it down on his desk and laid on it a paperweight in the shape of a bronze monkey, as if he was making sure he wouldnt lose it.

He pushed a pink paw at me. When I gave it back to him, he motioned to a chair.

Sit down, Mr. Marlowe. I see you are in our business more or less. What can I do for you?

A little trouble, Chief. You can straighten it out for me in a minute, if you care to.

Trouble, he said softly. A little trouble.

He turned in his chair and crossed his thick legs and gazed thoughtfully towards one of his pairs of windows. That let me see handspun lisle socks and English brogues that looked as if they had been pickled in port wine. Counting what I couldnt see and not counting his wallet he had half a grand on him. I figured his wife had money.

Trouble, he said, still softly, is something our little city dont know much about, Mr. Marlowe. Our city is small but very, very clean. I look out of my western windows and I see the Pacific Ocean. Nothing cleaner than that, is there? He didnt mention the two gambling ships that were hull down on the brass waves just beyond the three-mile limit.

Neither did I. Thats right, Chief, I said.

He threw his chest a couple of inches farther. I look out of my northern windows and I see the busy bustle of Arguello Boulevard and the lovely California foothills, and in the near foreground one of the nicest little business sections a man could want to know. I look out of my southern windows, which I am looking out of right now, and I see the finest little yacht harbor in the world, for a small yacht harbor. I dont have no eastern windows, but if I did have, I would see a residential section that would make your mouth water. No, sir, trouble is a thing we dont have a lot of on hand in our little town.

I guess I brought mine with me, Chief. Some of it at least. Do you have a man working for you named Galbraith, a plainclothes sergeant?

Why yes, I believe I do, he said, bringing his eyes around. What about him?

Do you have a man working for you that goes like this? I described the other man, the one who said very little, was short, had a mustache and hit me with a blackjack. He goes around with Galbraith, very likely. Somebody called him Mister Blane, but that sounded like a phony.

Quite on the contrary, the fat Chief said as stiffly as a fat man can say anything. He is my Chief of Detectives. Captain Blane.

Could I see these two guys in your office?

He picked my card up and read it again. He laid it down. He waved a soft glistening hand.

Not without a better reason than you have given me so far, he said suavely.

I didnt think I could, Chief. Do you happen to know of a man named Jules Amthor? He calls himself a psychic adviser. He lives at the top of a hill in Stillwood Heights.

No. And Stillwood Heights is not in my territory, the Chief said. His eyes now were the eyes of a man who has other thoughts.

Thats what makes it funny, I said. You see, I went to call on Mr. Amthor in connection with a client of mine. Mr. Amthor got the idea I was blackmailing him. Probably guys in his line of business get that idea rather easily. He had a tough Indian bodyguard I couldnt handle. So the Indian held me and Amthor beat me up with my own gun. Then he sent for a couple of cops. They happened to be Galbraith and Mister Blane. Could this interest you at all?

Chief Wax flapped his hands on his desk top very gently. He folded his eyes almost shut, but not quite. The cool gleam of his eyes shone between the thick lids and it shone straight at me. He sat very still, as if listening. Then he opened his eyes and smiled.

And what happened then? he inquired, polite as a bouncer at the Stork Club.

They went through me, took me away in their car, dumped me out on the side of a mountain and socked me with a sap as I got out.

He nodded, as if what I had said was the most natural thing in the world. And this was in Stillwood Heights, he said softly.

Yeah.

You know what I think you are? He leaned a little over the desk, but not far, on account of his stomach being in the way.

A liar, I said.

The door is there, he said, pointing to it with the little finger of his left hand.

I didnt move. I kept on looking at him. When he started to get mad enough to push his buzzer I said: Lets not both make the same mistake. You think Im a small time private dick trying to push ten times his own weight, trying to make a charge against a police officer that, even if it was true, the officer would take damn good care couldnt be proved. Not at all. Im not making any complaints. I think the mistake was natural. I want to square myself with Amthor and I want your man Galbraith to help me do it. Mister Blane neednt bother. Galbraith will be enough. And Im not here without backing. I have important people behind me.

How far behind? the Chief asked and chuckled wittily.

How far is 862 Aster Drive, where Mr. Merwin Lockridge Grayle lives?

His face changed so completely that it was as if another man sat in his chair. Mrs. Grayle happens to be my client, I said.

Lock the doors, he said. Youre a younger man than I am. Turn the bolt knobs. Well make a friendly start on this thing. You have an honest face, Marlowe.

I got up and locked the doors. When I got back to the desk along the blue carpet, the Chief had a nice looking bottle out and two glasses. He tossed a handful of cardamom seeds on his blotter and filled both glasses.

We drank. He cracked a few cardamom seeds and we chewed them silently, looking into each others eyes.

That tasted right, he said. He refilled the glasses. It was my turn to crack the cardamom seeds. He swept the shells off his blotter to the floor and smiled and leaned back.

Now lets have it, he said. Has this job you are doing for Mrs. Grayle anything to do with Amthor?

Theres a connection. Better check that Im telling you the truth, though.

Theres that, he said and reached for his phone. Then he took a small book out of his vest and looked up a number. Campaign contributors, he said and winked. The Mayor is very insistent that all courtesies be extended. Yes, here it is. He put the book away and dialed.

He had the same trouble with the butler that I had. It made his ears get red. Finally he got her. His ears stayed red. She must have been pretty sharp with him. She wants to talk to you, he said and pushed the phone across his broad desk.

This is Phil, I said, winking naughtily at the Chief.

There was a cool provocative laugh. What are you doing with that fat slob?

Theres a little drinking being done.

Do you have to do it with him?

At the moment, yes. Business. I said, is there anything new? I guess you know what I mean.

No. Are you aware, my good fellow, that you stood me up for an hour the other night? Did I strike you as the kind of girl that lets that sort of thing happen to her?

I ran into trouble. How about tonight?

Let me see — tonight is — what day of the week is it for heavens sake?

Id better call you, I said. I may not be able to make it. This is Friday.

Liar. The soft husky laugh came again. Its Monday. Same time, same place — and no fooling this time?

Id better call you.

Youd better be there.

I cant be sure. Let me call you.

Hard to get? I see. Perhaps Im a fool to bother.

As a matter of fact you are.

Why?

Im a poor man, but I pay my own way. And its not quite as soft a way as you would like.

Damn you, if youre not there—

I said Id call you.

She sighed. All men are the same.

So are all women — after the first nine.

She damned me and hung up. The Chiefs eyes popped so far out of his head they looked as if they were on stilts.

He filled both glasses with a shaking hand and pushed one at me.

So its like that, he said very thoughtfully.

Her husband doesnt care, I said, so dont make a note of it.

He looked hurt as he drank his drink. He cracked the cardamom seeds very slowly, very thoughtfully. We drank to each others baby blue eyes. Regretfully the Chief put the bottle and glasses out of sight and snapped a switch on his call box.

Have Galbraith come up, if hes in the building. If not, try and get in touch with him for me.

I got up and unlocked the doors and sat down again. We didnt wait long. The side door was tapped on, the Chief called out, and Hemingway stepped into the room.

He walked solidly over to the desk and stopped at the end of it and looked at Chief Wax with the proper expression of tough humility.

Meet Mr. Philip Marlowe, the Chief said genially. A private dick from L.A.

Hemingway turned enough to look at me. If he had ever seen me before, nothing in his face showed it. He put a hand out and I put a hand out and he looked at the Chief again.

Mr. Marlowe has a rather curious story, the Chief said, cunning, like Richelieu behind the arms. About a man named Amthor who has a place in Stillwood Heights. Hes some sort of crystal-gazer. It seems Marlowe went to see him and you and Blane happened in about the same time and there was an argument of some kind. I forget the details. He looked out of his windows with the expression of a man forgetting details.

Some mistake, Hemingway said. I never saw this man before.

There was a mistake, as a matter of fact, the Chief said dreamily. Rather trifling, but still a mistake. Mr. Marlowe thinks it of slight importance.

Hemingway looked at me again. His face still looked like a stone face.

In fact hes not even interested in the mistake, the Chief dreamed on. But he is interested in going to call on this man Amthor who lives in Stillwood Heights. He would like someone with him. I thought of you. He would like someone who would see that he got a square deal. It seems that Mr. Amthor has a very tough Indian bodyguard and Mr. Marlowe is a little inclined to doubt his ability to handle the situation without help. Do you think you could find out where this Amthor lives?

Yeah, Hemingway said. But Stillwood Heights is over the line, Chief. This just a personal favor to a friend of yours?

You might put it that way, the Chief said, looking at his left thumb. We wouldnt want to do anything not strictly legal, of course.

Yeah, Hemingway said. No. He coughed. When do we go?

The Chief looked at me benevolently. Now would be okey, I said. If it suits Mr. Galbraith.

I do what Im told, Hemingway said.

The Chief looked him over, feature by feature. He combed him and brushed him with his eyes. How is Captain Blane today? he inquired, munching on a cardamom seed.

Bad shape. Bust appendix, Hemingway said. Pretty critical.

The Chief shook his head sadly. Then he got hold of the arms of his chair and dragged himself to his feet. He pushed a pink paw across his desk.

Galbraith will take good care of you, Marlowe. You can rely on that.

Well, youve certainly been obliging, Chief, I said. I certainly dont know how to thank you.

Pshaw! No thanks necessary. Always glad to oblige a friend of a friend, so to speak. He winked at me. Hemingway studied the wink but he didnt say what he added it up to.

We went out, with the Chiefs polite murmurs almost carrying us down the office. The door closed. Hemingway looked up and down the hall and then he looked at me.

You played that one smart, baby, he said. You must got something we wasnt told about.
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THE CAR DRIFTED quietly along a quiet street of homes. Arching pepper trees almost met above it to form a green tunnel. The sun twinkled through their upper branches and their narrow light leaves. A sign at the corner said it was Eighteenth Street.

Hemingway was driving and I sat beside him. He drove very slowly, his face heavy with thought.

How much you tell him? he asked, making up his mind.

I told him you and Blane went over there and took me away and tossed me out of the car and socked me on the back of the head. I didnt tell him the rest.

Not about Twenty-third and Descanso, huh?

No.

Why not?

I thought maybe I could get more co-operation from you if I didnt.

Thats a thought. You really want to go over to Stillwood Heights, or was that just a stall?

Just a stall. What I really want is for you to tell me why you put me in that funnyhouse and why I was kept there?

Hemingway thought. He thought so hard his cheek muscles made little knots under his grayish skin.

That Blane, he said. That sawed-off hunk of shin meat. I didnt mean for him to sap you. I didnt mean for you to walk home neither, not really. It was just an act, on account of we are friends with this swami guy and we kind of keep people from bothering him. Youd be surprised what a lot of people would try to bother him.

Amazed, I said.

He turned his head. His gray eyes were lumps of ice. Then he looked again through the dusty windshield and did some more thinking.

Them old cops get sap-hungry once in a while, he said. They just got to crack a head. Jesus, was I scared. You dropped like a sack of cement. I told Blane plenty. Then we run you over to Sonderborgs place on account of it was a little closer and he was a nice guy and would take care of you.

Does Amthor know you took me there?

Hell, no. It was our idea.

On account of Sonderborg is such a nice guy and he would take care of me. And no kickback. No chance for a doctor to back up a complaint if I made one. Not that a complaint would have much chance in this sweet little town, if I did make it.

You going to get tough? Hemingway asked thoughtfully.

Not me, I said. And for once in your life neither are you. Because your job is hanging by a thread. You looked in the Chiefs eyes and you saw that. I didnt go in there without credentials, not this trip.

Okey, Hemingway said and spat out of the window. I didnt have any idea of getting tough in the first place except just the routine big mouth. What next?

Is Blane really sick?

Hemingway nodded, but somehow failed to look sad. Sure is. Pain in the gut day before yesterday and it bust on him before they could get his appendix out. Hes got a chance — but not too good.

Wed certainly hate to lose him, I said. A fellow like that is an asset to any police force.

Hemingway chewed that one over and spat it out of the car window.

Okey, next question, he sighed.

You told me why you took me to Sonderborgs place. You didnt tell me why he kept me there over forty-eight hours, locked up and shot full of dope.

Hemingway braked the car softly over beside the curb. He put his large hands on the lower part of the wheel side by side and gently rubbed the thumbs together.

I wouldnt have an idea, he said in a far-off voice.

I had papers on me showing I had a private license, I said. Keys, some money, a couple of photographs. If he didnt know you boys pretty well, he might think the crack on the head was just a gag to get into his place and look around. But I figure he knows you boys too well for that. So Im puzzled.

Stay puzzled, pally. Its a lot safer.

So it is, I said. But theres no satisfaction in it.

You got the L.A. law behind you on this?

On this what?

On this thinking about Sonderborg.

Not exactly.

That dont mean yes or no.

Im not that important, I said. The L.A. law can come in here any time they feel like it — two thirds of them anyway. The Sheriffs boys and the D.A.s boys. I have a friend in the D.A.s office. I worked there once. His name is Bernie Ohls. Hes Chief Investigator.

You give it to him?

No. I havent spoken to him in a month.

Thinking about giving it to him?

Not if it interferes with a job Im doing.

Private job?

Yes.

Okey, what is it you want?

Whats Sonderborgs real racket?

Hemingway took his hands off the wheel and spat out of the window. Were on a nice street here, aint we? Nice homes, nice gardens, nice climate. You hear a lot about crooked cops, or do you?

Once in a while, I said.

Okey, how many cops do you find living on a street even as good as this, with nice lawns and flowers? Id know four or five, all vice squad boys. They get all the gravy. Cops like me live in itty-bitty frame houses on the wrong side of town. Want to see where I live?

What would it prove?

Listen, pally, the big man said seriously. You got me on a string, but it could break. Cops dont go crooked for money. Not always, not even often. They get caught in the system. They get you where they have you do what is told them or else. And the guy that sits back there in the nice big corner office, with the nice suit and the nice liquor breath he thinks chewing on them seeds makes him smell like violets, only it dont — he aint giving the orders either. You get me?

What kind of a man is the mayor?

What kind of guy is a mayor anywhere? A politician. You think he gives the orders? Nuts. You know whats the matter with this country, baby?

Too much frozen capital, I heard.

A guy cant stay honest if he wants to, Hemingway said. Thats whats the matter with this country. He gets chiseled out of his pants if he does. You gotta play the game dirty or you dont eat. A lot of bastards think all we need is ninety thousand FBI men in clean collars and brief cases. Nuts. The percentage would get them just the way it does the rest of us. You know what I think? I think we gotta make this little world all over again. Now take Moral Rearmament. There youve got something. M.R.A. There youve got something, baby.

If Bay City is a sample of how it works, Ill take aspirin, I said.

You could get too smart, Hemingway said softly. You might not think it, but it could be. You could get so smart you couldnt think about anything but bein smart. Me, Im just a dumb cop. I take orders. I got a wife and two kids and I do what the big shots say. Blane could tell you things. Me, Im ignorant.

Sure Blane has appendicitis? Sure he didnt just shoot himself in the stomach for meanness?

Dont be that way, Hemingway complained and slapped his hands up and down on the wheel. Try and think nice about people.

About Blane?

Hes human — just like the rest of us, Hemingway said. Hes a sinner — but hes human.

Whats Sonderborgs racket?

Okey, I was just telling you. Maybe Im wrong. I had you figured for a guy that could be sold a nice idea.

You dont know what his racket is, I said.

Hemingway took his handkerchief out and wiped his face with it. Buddy, I hate to admit it, he said. But you ought to know damn well that if I knew or Blane knew Sonderborg had a racket, either we wouldnt of dumped you in there or you wouldnt ever have come out, not walking. Im talking about a real bad racket, naturally. Not fluff stuff like telling old womens fortunes out of a crystal ball.

I dont think I was meant to come out walking, I said. Theres a drug called scopolamine, truth serum, that sometimes makes people talk without their knowing it. Its not sure fire, any more than hypnotism is. But it sometimes works. I think I was being milked in there to find out what I knew. But there are only three ways Sonderborg could have known that there was anything for me to know that might hurt him. Amthor might have told him, or Moose Malloy might have mentioned to him that I went to see Jessie Florian, or he might have thought putting me in there was a police gag.

Hemingway stared at me sadly. I cant even see your dust, he said. Who the hell is Moose Malloy?

A big hunk that killed a man over on Central Avenue a few days ago. Hes on your teletype, if you ever read it. And you probably have a reader of him by now.

So what?

So Sonderborg was hiding him. I saw him there, on a bed reading newspapers, the night I snuck out.

Howd you get out? Wasnt you locked in?

I crocked the orderly with a bed spring. I was lucky.

This big guy see you?

No.

Hemingway kicked the car away from the curb and a solid grin settled on his face. Lets go collect, he said. It figures. It figures swell. Sonderborg was hiding hot boys. If they had dough, that is. His set-up was perfect for it. Good money, too.

He kicked the car into motion and whirled around a corner.

Hell, I thought he sold reefers, he said disgustedly. With the right protection behind him. But hell, thats a small time racket. A peanut grift.

Ever hear of the numbers racket? Thats a small time racket too — if youre just looking at one piece of it.

Hemingway turned another corner sharply and shook his heavy head. Right. And pin ball games and bingo houses and horse parlors. But add them all up and give one guy control and it makes sense.

What guy?

He went wooden on me again. His mouth shut hard and I could see his teeth were biting at each other inside it. We were on Descanso Street and going east. It was a quiet street even in late afternoon. As we got towards Twenty-third, it became in some vague manner less quiet. Two men were studying a palm tree as if figuring out how to move it. A car was parked near Dr. Sonderborgs place, but nothing showed in it. Halfway down the block a man was reading water meters.

The house was a cheerful spot by daylight. Tea rose begonias made a solid pale mass under the front windows and pansies a blur of color around the base of a white acacia in bloom. A scarlet climbing rose was just opening its buds on a fan-shaped trellis. There was a bed of winter sweet peas and a bronze-green humming bird prodding in them delicately. The house looked like the home of a well-to-do elderly couple who liked to garden. The late afternoon sun on it had a hushed and menacing stillness.

Hemingway slid slowly past the house and a tight little smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. His nose sniffed. He turned the next corner, and looked in his rear view mirror and stepped up the speed of the car.

After three blocks he braked at the side of the street again and turned to give me a hard level stare.

L.A. law, he said. One of the guys by the palm tree is called Donnelly. I know him. They got the house covered. So you didnt tell your pal downtown, huh?

I said I didnt.

The Chiefll love this, Hemingway snarled. They come down here and raid a joint and dont even stop by to say hello.

I said nothing.

They catch this Moose Malloy?

I shook my head. Not so far as I know.

How the hell far do you know, buddy? he asked very softly.

Not far enough. Is there any connection between Amthor and Sonderborg?

Not that I know of.

Who runs this town?

Silence.

I heard a gambler named Laird Brunette put up thirty grand to elect the mayor. I heard he owns the Belvedere Club and both the gambling ships out on the water.

Might be, Hemingway said politely.

Where can Brunette be found?

Why ask me, baby?

Where would you make for if you lost your hideout in this town?

Mexico.

I laughed. Okey, will you do me a big favor?

Glad to.

Drive me back downtown.

He started the car away from the curb and tooled it neatly along a shadowed street towards the ocean. The car reached the City Hall and slid around into the police parking zone and I got out.

Come round and see me some time, Hemingway said. Ill likely be cleaning spittoons.

He put his big hand out. No hard feelings?

M.R.A. I said and shook the hand.

He grinned all over. He called me back when I started to walk away. He looked carefully in all directions and leaned his mouth close to my ear.

Them gambling ships are supposed to be out beyond city and state jurisdiction, he said. Panama registry. If it was me that was— he stopped dead, and his bleak eyes began to worry.

I get it, I said. I had the same sort of idea. I dont know why I bothered so much to get you to have it with me. But it wouldnt work — not for just one man.

He nodded, and then he smiled. M.R.A. he said.
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I LAY ON my back on a bed in a waterfront hotel and waited for it to get dark. It was a small front room with a hard bed and a mattress slightly thicker than the cotton blanket that covered it. A spring underneath me was broken and stuck into the left side of my back. I lay there and let it prod me.

The reflection of a red neon light glared on the ceiling. When it made the whole room red it would be dark enough to go out. Outside cars honked along the alley they called the Speedway. Feet slithered on the sidewalks below my window. There was a murmur and mutter of coming and going in the air. The air that seeped in through the rusted screens smelled of stale frying fat. Far off a voice of the kind that could be heard far off was shouting: Get hungry, folks. Get hungry. Nice hot doggies here. Get hungry.

It got darker. I thought, and thought in my mind moved with a kind of sluggish stealthiness, as if it was being watched by bitter and sadistic eyes. I thought of dead eyes looking at a moonless sky, with black blood at the corners of the mouths beneath them. I thought of nasty old women beaten to death against the posts of their dirty beds. I thought of a man with bright blond hair who was afraid and didnt quite know what he was afraid of, who was sensitive enough to know that something was wrong, and too vain or too dull to guess what it was that was wrong. I thought of beautiful rich women who could be had. I thought of nice slim curious girls who lived alone and could be had too, in a different way. I thought of cops, tough cops that could be greased and yet were not by any means all bad, like Hemingway. Fat prosperous cops with Chamber of Commerce voices, like Chief Wax. Slim, smart and deadly cops like Randall, who for all their smartness and deadliness were not free to do a clean job in a clean way. I thought of sour old goats like Nulty who had given up trying. I thought of Indians and psychics and dope doctors.

I thought of lots of things. It got darker. The glare of the red neon sign spread farther and farther across the ceiling. I sat up on the bed and put my feet on the floor and rubbed the back of my neck.

I got up on my feet and went over to the bowl in the corner and threw cold water on my face. After a little while I felt a little better, but very little. I needed a drink, I needed a lot of life insurance. I needed a vacation, I needed a home in the country. What I had was a coat, a hat and a gun. I put them on and went out of the room.

There was no elevator. The hallways smelled and the stairs had grimed rails. I went down them, threw the key on the desk and said I was through. A clerk with a wart on his left eyelid nodded and a Mexican bellhop in a frayed uniform coat came forward from behind the dustiest rubber plant in California to take my bags. I didnt have any bags, so being a Mexican, he opened the door for me and smiled politely just the same.

Outside the narrow street fumed, the sidewalks swarmed with fat stomachs. Across the street a bingo parlor was going full blast and beside it a couple of sailors with girls were coming out of a photographers shop where they had probably been having their photos taken riding on camels. The voice of the hot dog merchant split the dusk like an axe. A big blue bus blared down the street to the little circle where the street car used to turn on a turntable. I walked that way.

After a while there was a faint smell of ocean. Not very much, but as if they had kept this much just to remind people this had once been a clean open beach where the waves came in and creamed and the wind blew and you could smell something besides hot fat and cold sweat.

The little sidewalk car came trundling along the wide concrete walk. I got on it and rode to the end of the line and got off and sat on a bench where it was quiet and cold and there was a big brown heap of kelp almost at my feet. Out to sea they had turned the lights on in the gambling boats. I got back on the sidewalk car the next time it came and rode back almost to where I had left the hotel. If anybody was tailing me, he was doing it without moving. I didnt think there was. In that clean little city there wouldnt be enough crime for the dicks to be very good shadows.

The black piers glittered their length and then disappeared into the dark background of night and water. You could still smell hot fat, but you could smell the ocean too. The hot dog man droned on:

Get hungry, folks, get hungry. Nice hot doggies. Get hungry.

I spotted him in a white barbecue stand tickling wienies with a long fork. He was doing a good business even that early in the year. I had to wait some time to get him alone.

Whats the name of the one farthest out? I asked, pointing with my nose.

Montecito. He gave me the level steady look.

Could a guy with reasonable dough have himself a time there?

What kind of a time?

I laughed, sneeringly, very tough.

Hot doggies, he chanted. Nice hot doggies, folks. He dropped his voice. Women?

Nix. I was figuring on a room with a nice sea breeze and good food and nobody to bother me. Kind of vacation.

He moved away. I cant hear a word you say, he said, and then went into his chant.

He did some more business. I didnt know why I bothered with him. He just had that kind of face. A young couple in shorts came up and bought hot dogs and strolled away with the boys arm around the girls brassiere and each eating the others hot dog.

The man slid a yard towards me and eyed me over. Right now I should be whistling Roses of Picardy, he said, and paused. That would cost you, he said.

How much?

Fifty. Not less. Unless they want you for something.

This used to be a good town, I said. A cool-off town.

Thought it still was, he drawled. But why ask me?

I havent an idea, I said. I threw a dollar bill on his counter. Put it in the babys bank, I said. Or whistle Roses of Picardy.

He snapped the bill, folded it longways, folded it across and folded it again. He laid it on the counter and tucked his middle finger behind his thumb and snapped. The folded bill hit me lightly in the chest and fell noiselessly to the ground. I bent and picked it up and turned quickly. But nobody was behind me that looked like a dick.

I leaned against the counter and laid the dollar bill on it again. People dont throw money at me, I said. They hand it to me. Do you mind?

He took the bill, unfolded it, spread it out and wiped it off with his apron. He punched his cash-register and dropped the bill into the drawer.

They say money dont stink, he said. I sometimes wonder.

I didnt say anything. Some more customers did business with him and went away. The night was cooling fast.

I wouldnt try the Royal Crown, the man said. Thats for good little squirrels, that stick to their nuts. You look like dick to me, but thats your angle. I hope you swim good.

I left him, wondering why I had gone to him in the first place. Play the hunch. Play the hunch and get stung. In a little while you wake up with your mouth full of hunches. You cant order a cup of coffee without shutting your eyes and stabbing the menu. Play the hunch.

I walked around and tried to see if anybody walked behind me in any particular way. Then I sought out a restaurant that didnt smell of frying grease and found one with a purple neon sign and a cocktail bar behind a reed curtain. A male cutie with hennad hair drooped at a bungalow grand piano and tickled the keys lasciviously and sang Stairway to the Stars in a voice with half the steps missing.

I gobbled a dry martini and hurried back through the reed curtain to the dining room.

The eighty-five cent dinner tasted like a discarded mail bag and was served to me by a waiter who looked as if he would slug me for a quarter, cut my throat for six bits, and bury me at sea in a barrel of concrete for a dollar and a half, plus sales tax.
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IT WAS A long ride for a quarter. The water taxi, an old launch painted up and glassed in for three-quarters of its length, slid through the anchored yachts and around the wide pile of stone which was the end of the breakwater. The swell hit us without warning and bounced the boat like a cork. But there was plenty of room to be sick that early in the evening. All the company I had was three couples and the man who drove the boat, a tough-looking citizen who sat a little on his left hip on account of having a black leather hip-holster inside his right hip pocket. The three couples began to chew each others faces as soon as we left the shore.

I stared back at the lights of Bay City and tried not to bear down too hard on my dinner. Scattered points of light drew together and became a jeweled bracelet laid out in the show window of the night. Then the brightness faded and they were a soft orange glow appearing and disappearing over the edge of the swell. It was a long smooth even swell with no whitecaps, and just the right amount of heave to make me glad I hadnt pickled my dinner in bar whisky. The taxi slid up and down the swell now with a sinister smoothness, like a cobra dancing. There was cold in the air, the wet cold that sailors never get out of their joints. The red neon pencils that outlined the Royal Crown faded off to the left and dimmed in the gliding gray ghosts of the sea, then shone out again, as bright as new marbles.

We gave this one a wide berth. It looked nice from a long way off. A faint music came over the water and music over the water can never be anything but lovely. The Royal Crown seemed to ride as steady as a pier on its four hawsers. Its landing stage was lit up like a theater marquee. Then all this faded into remoteness and another, older, smaller boat began to sneak out of the night towards us. It was not much to look at. A converted seagoing freighter with scummed and rusted plates, the superstructure cut down to the boat deck level, and above that two stumpy masts just high enough for a radio antenna. There was light on the Montecito also and music floated across the wet dark sea. The spooning couples took their teeth out of each others necks and stared at the ship and giggled.

The taxi swept around in a wide curve, careened just enough to give the passengers a thrill, and eased up to the hemp fenders along the stage. The taxis motor idled and backfired in the fog. A lazy searchlight beam swept a circle about fifty yards out from the ship.

The taximan hooked to the stage and a sloe-eyed lad in a blue mess jacket with bright buttons, a bright smile and a gangster mouth, handed the girls up from the taxi. I was last. The casual neat way he looked me over told me something about him. The casual neat way he bumped my shoulder clip told me more.

Nix, he said softly. Nix.

He had a smoothly husky voice, a hard Harry straining himself through a silk handkerchief. He jerked his chin at the taximan. The taximan dropped a short loop over a bitt, turned his wheel a little, and climbed out on the stage. He stepped behind me.

No gats on the boat, laddy. Sorry and all that rot, Mess-jacket purred.

I could check it. Its just part of my clothes. Im a fellow who wants to see Brunette, on business.

He seemed mildly amused. Never heard of him, he smiled. On your way, bo.

The taximan hooked a wrist through my right arm.

I want to see Brunette, I said. My voice sounded weak and frail, like an old ladys voice.

Lets not argue, the sloe-eyed lad said. Were not in Bay City now, not even in California, and by some good opinions not even in the U.S.A. Beat it.

Back in the boat, the taximan growled behind me. I owe you a quarter. Lets go.

I got back into the boat. Mess-jacket looked at me with his silent sleek smile. I watched it until it was no longer a smile, no longer a face, no longer anything but a dark figure against the landing lights. I watched it and hungered. The way back seemed longer. I didnt speak to the taximan and he didnt speak to me. As I got off at the wharf he handed me a quarter.

Some other night, he said wearily, when we got more room to bounce you.

Half a dozen customers waiting to get in stared at me, hearing him. I went past them, past the door of the little waiting room on the float, towards the shallow steps at the landward end.

A big redheaded roughneck in dirty sneakers and tarry pants and what was left of a torn blue sailors jersey and a streak of black down the side of his face straightened from the railing and bumped into me casually.

I stopped. He looked too big. He had three inches on me and thirty pounds. But it was getting to be time for me to put my fist into somebodys teeth even if all I got for it was a wooden arm.

The light was dim and mostly behind him. Whats the matter, pardner? he drawled. No soap on the hell ship?

Go darn your shirt, I told him. Your belly is sticking out.

Could be worse, he said. The gats kind of bulgy under the light suit at that.

What pulls your nose into it?

Jesus, nothing at all. Just curiosity. No offense, pal.

Well, get the hell out of my way then.

Sure. Im just resting here.

He smiled a slow tired smile. His voice was soft, dreamy, so delicate for a big man that it was startling. It made me think of another soft-voiced big man I had strangely liked.

You got the wrong approach, he said sadly. Just call me Red.

Step aside, Red. The best people make mistakes. I feel one crawling up my back.

He looked thoughtfully this way and that. He had me angled into a corner of the shelter on the float. We seemed to be more or less alone.

You want on the Monty? Can be done. If you got a reason.

People in gay clothes and gay faces went past us and got into the taxi. I waited for them to pass.

How much is the reason?

Fifty bucks. Ten more if you bleed in my boat.

I started around him.

Twenty-five, he said softly. Fifteen if you come back with friends.

I dont have any friends, I said, and walked away. He didnt try to stop me.

I turned right along the cement walk down which the little electric cars come and go, trundling like baby carriages and blowing little horns that wouldnt startle an expectant mother. At the foot of the first pier there was a flaring bingo parlor, jammed full of people already. I went into it and stood against the wall behind the players, where a lot of other people stood and waited for a place to sit down.

I watched a few numbers go up on the electric indicator, listened to the table men call them off, tried to spot the house players and couldnt, and turned to leave.

A large blueness that smelled of tar took shape beside me. No got the dough — or just tight with it? the gentle voice asked in my ear.

I looked at him again. He had the eyes you never see, that you only read about. Violet eyes. Almost purple. Eyes like a girl, a lovely girl. His skin was as soft as silk. Lightly reddened, but it would never tan. It was too delicate. He was bigger than Hemingway and younger, by many years. He was not as big as Moose Malloy, but he looked very fast on his feet. His hair was that shade of red that glints with gold. But except for the eyes he had a plain farmer face, with no stagy kind of handsomeness.

Whats your racket? he asked. Private eye?

Why do I have to tell you? I snarled.

I kind of thought that was it, he said. Twenty-five too high? No expense account?

No.

He sighed. It was a bum idea I had anyway, he said. Theyll tear you to pieces out there.

I wouldnt be surprised. Whats your racket?

A dollar here, a dollar there. I was on the cops once. They broke me.

Why tell me?

He looked surprised. Its true.

You must have been leveling.

He smiled faintly.

Know a man named Brunette?

The faint smile stayed on his face. Three bingoes were made in a row. They worked fast in there. A tall beak-faced man with sallow sunken cheeks and a wrinkled suit stepped close to us and leaned against the wall and didnt look at us. Red leaned gently towards him and asked: Is there something we could tell you, pardner?

The tall beak-faced man grinned and moved away. Red grinned and shook the building leaning against the wall again.

Ive met a man who could take you, I said.

I wish there was more, he said gravely. A big guy costs money. Things aint scaled for him. He costs to feed, to put clothes on, and he cant sleep with his feet in the bed. Heres how it works. You might not think this is a good place to talk, but it is. Any finks drift along Ill know them and the rest of the crowd is watching those numbers and nothing else. I got a boat with an under-water by-pass. That is, I can borrow one. Theres a pier down the line without lights. I know a loading port on the Monty I can open. I take a load out there once in a while. There aint many guys below decks.

They have a searchlight and lookouts, I said.

We can make it.

I got my wallet out and slipped a twenty and a five against my stomach and folded them small. The purple eyes watched me without seeming to.

One way?

Fifteen was the word.

The market took a spurt.

A tarry hand swallowed the bills. He moved silently away. He faded into the hot darkness outside the doors. The beak-nosed man materialized at my left side and said quietly:

I think I know that fellow in sailor clothes. Friend of yours? I think I seen him before.

I straightened away from the wall and walked away from him without speaking, out of the doors, then left, watching a high head that moved along from electrolier to electrolier a hundred feet ahead of me. After a couple of minutes I turned into a space between two concession shacks. The beak-nosed man appeared, strolling with his eyes on the ground. I stepped out to his side.

Good evening, I said. May I guess your weight for a quarter? I leaned against him. There was a gun under the wrinkled coat.

His eyes looked at me without emotion. Am I goin to have to pinch you, son? Im posted along this stretch to maintain law and order.

Whos dismaintaining it right now?

Your friend had a familiar look to me.

He ought to. Hes a cop.

Aw hell, the beak-nosed man said patiently. Thats where I seen him. Good night to you.

He turned and strolled back the way he had come. The tall head was out of sight now. It didnt worry me. Nothing about that lad would ever worry me.

I walked on slowly.
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BEYOND THE ELECTROLIERS, beyond the beat and toot of the small sidewalk cars, beyond the smell of hot fat and popcorn and the shrill children and the barkers in the peep shows, beyond everything but the smell of the ocean and the suddenly clear line of the shore and the creaming fall of the waves into the pebbled spume. I walked almost alone now. The noises died behind me, the hot dishonest light became a fumbling glare. Then the lightless finger of a black pier jutted seaward into the dark. This would be the one. I turned to go out on it.

Red stood up from a box against the beginning of the piles and spoke upwards to me. Right, he said. You go on out to the seasteps. I gotta go and get her and warm her up.

Waterfront cop followed me. That guy in the bingo parlor. I had to stop and speak to him.

Olson. Pickpocket detail. Hes good too. Except once in a while he will lift a leather and plant it, to keep up his arrest record. Thats being a shade too good, or isnt it?

For Bay City Id say just about right. Lets get going. Im getting the wind up. I dont want to blow this fog away. It doesnt look much but it would help a lot.

Itll last enough to fool a searchlight, Red said. They got Tommyguns on that boat deck. You go on out the pier. Ill be along.

He melted into the dark and I went out the dark boards, slipping on fish-slimed planking. There was a low dirty railing at the far end. A couple leaned in a corner. They went away, the man swearing.

For ten minutes I listened to the water slapping the piles. A night bird whirred in the dark, the faint grayness of a wing cut across my vision and disappeared. A plane droned high in the ceiling. Then far off a motor barked and roared and kept on roaring like half a dozen truck engines. After a while the sound eased and dropped, then suddenly there was no sound at all.

More minutes passed. I went back to the seasteps and moved down them as cautiously as a cat on a wet floor. A dark shape slid out of the night and something thudded. A voice said: All set. Get in.

I got into the boat and sat beside him under the screen. The boat slid out over the water. There was no sound from its exhaust now but an angry bubbling along both sides of the shell. Once more the lights of Bay City became something distantly luminous beyond the rise and fall of alien waves. Once more the garish lights of the Royal Crown slid off to one side, the ship seeming to preen itself like a fashion model on a revolving platform. And once again the ports of the good ship Montecito grew out of the black Pacific and the slow steady sweep of the searchlight turned around it like the beam of a lighthouse.

Im scared, I said suddenly. Im scared stiff.

Red throttled down the boat and let it slide up and down the swell as though the water moved underneath and the boat stayed in the same place. He turned his face and stared at me.

Im afraid of death and despair, I said. Of dark water and drowned mens faces and skulls with empty eyesockets. Im afraid of dying, of being nothing, of not finding a man named Brunette.

He chuckled. You had me going for a minute. You sure give yourself a pep talk. Brunette might be any place. On either of the boats, at the club he owns, back east, Reno, in his slippers at home. That all you want?

I want a man named Malloy, a huge brute who got out of the Oregon State pen a while back after an eight-year stretch for bank robbery. He was hiding out in Bay City. I told him about it. I told him a great deal more than I intended to. It must have been his eyes.

At the end he thought and then spoke slowly and what he said had wisps of fog clinging to it, like the beads on a mustache. Maybe that made it seem wiser than it was, maybe not.

Some of it makes sense, he said. Some not. Some I wouldnt know about, some I would. If this Sonderborg was running a hideout and peddling reefers and sending boys out to heist jewels off rich ladies with a wild look in their eyes, it stands to reason that he had an in with the city government, but that dont mean they knew everything he did or that every cop on the force knew he had an in. Could be Blane did and Hemingway, as you call him, didnt. Blanes bad, the other guy is just tough cop, neither bad nor good, neither crooked nor honest, full of guts and just dumb enough, like me, to think being on the cops is a sensible way to make a living. This psychic fellow doesnt figure either way. He bought himself a line of protection in the best market, Bay City, and he used it when he had to. You never know what a guy like that is up to and so you never know what he has on his conscience or is afraid of. Could be hes human and fell for a customer once in a while. Them rich dames are easier to make than paper dolls. So my hunch about your stay in Sonderborgs place is simply that Blane knew Sonderborg would be scared when he found out who you were — and the story they told Sonderborg is probably what he told you, that they found you wandering with your head dizzy — and Sonderborg wouldnt know what to do with you and he would be afraid either to let you go or to knock you off, and after long enough Blane would drop around and raise the ante on him. Thats all there was to that. It just happened they could use you and they did it. Blane might know about Malloy too. I wouldnt put it past him.

I listened and watched the slow sweep of the searchlight and the coming and going of the water taxi far over to the right.

I know how these boys figure, Red said. The trouble with cops is not that theyre dumb or crooked or tough, but that they think just being a cop gives them a little something they didnt have before. Maybe it did once, but not any more. Theyre topped by too many smart minds. That brings us to Brunette. He dont run the town. He couldnt be bothered. He put up big money to elect a mayor so his water taxis wouldnt be bothered. If there was anything in particular he wanted, they would give it to him. Like a while ago one of his friends, a lawyer, was pinched for drunk driving felony and Brunette got the charge reduced to reckless driving. They changed the blotter to do it, and thats a felony too. Which gives you an idea. His racket is gambling and all rackets tie together these days. So he might handle reefers, or touch a percentage from some one of his workers he gave the business to. He might know Sonderborg and he might not. But the jewel heist is out. Figure the work these boys done for eight grand. Its a laugh to think Brunette would have anything to do with that.

Yeah, I said. There was a man murdered too — remember?

He didnt do that either, nor have it done. If Brunette had that done, you wouldnt have found any body. You never know what might be stitched into a guys clothes. Why chance it? Look what Im doing for you for twenty-five bucks. What would Brunette get done with the money he has to spend?

Would he have a man killed?

Red thought for a moment. He might. He probably has. But hes not a tough guy. These racketeers are a new type. We think about them the way we think about old time yeggs or needled-up punks. Big-mouthed police commissioners on the radio yell that theyre all yellow rats, that theyll kill women and babies and howl for mercy if they see a police uniform. They ought to know better than to try to sell the public that stuff. Theres yellow cops and theres yellow torpedoes — but damn few of either. And as for the top men, like Brunette — they didnt get there by murdering people. They got there by guts and brains — and they dont have the group courage the cops have either. But above all theyre business men. What they do is for money. Just like other business men. Sometimes a guy gets badly in the way. Okey. Out. But they think plenty before they do it. What the hell am I giving a lecture for?

A man like Brunette wouldnt hide Malloy, I said. After he had killed two people.

No. Not unless there was some other reason than money. Want to go back?

No.

Red moved his hands on the wheel. The boat picked up speed. Dont think I like these bastards, he said. I hate their guts.
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THE REVOLVING SEARCHLIGHT was a pale mist-ridden finger that barely skimmed the waves a hundred feet or so beyond the ship. It was probably more for show than anything else. Especially at this time in the evening. Anyone who had plans for hijacking the take on one of these gambling boats would need plenty of help and would pull the job about four in the morning, when the crowd was thinned down to a few bitter gamblers, and the crew were all dull with fatigue. Even then it would be a poor way to make money. It had been tried once.

A taxi curved to the landing stage, unloaded, went back shorewards. Red held his speedboat idling just beyond the sweep of the searchlight. If they lifted it a few feet, just for fun — but they didnt. It passed languidly and the dull water glowed with it and the speedboat slid across the line and closed in fast under the overhang, past the two huge scummy stern hawsers. We sidled up to the greasy plates of the hull as coyly as a hotel dick getting set to ease a hustler out of his lobby.

Double iron doors loomed high above us, and they looked too high to reach and too heavy to open even if we could reach them. The speedboat scuffed the Montecitos ancient sides and the swell slapped loosely at the shell under our feet. A big shadow rose in the gloom at my side and a coiled rope slipped upwards through the air, slapped, caught, and the end ran down and splashed in water. Red fished it out with a boathook, pulled it tight and fastened the end to something on the engine cowling. There was just enough fog to make everything seem unreal. The wet air was as cold as the ashes of love.

Red leaned close to me and his breath tickled my ear. She rides too high. Come a good blow and shed wave her screws in the air. We got to climb those plates just the same.

I can hardly wait, I said, shivering.

He put my hands on the wheel, turned it just as he wanted it, set the throttle, and told me to hold the boat just as she was. There was an iron ladder bolted close to the plates, curving with the hull, its rungs probably as slippery as a greased pole.

Going up it looked as tempting as climbing over the cornice of an office building. Red reached for it, after wiping his hands hard on his pants to get some tar on them. He hauled himself up noiselessly, without even a grunt, and his sneakers caught the metal rungs, and he braced his body out almost at right angles to get more traction.

The searchlight beam swept far outside us now. Light bounced off the water and seemed to make my face as obvious as a flare, but nothing happened. Then there was a dull creak of heavy hinges over my head. A faint ghost of yellowish light trickled out into the fog and died. The outline of one half of the loading port showed. It couldnt have been bolted from inside. I wondered why.

The whisper was a mere sound, without meaning. I left the wheel and started up. It was the hardest journey I ever made. It landed me panting and wheezing in a sour hold littered with packing boxes and barrels and coils of rope and clumps of rusted chain. Rats screamed in dark corners. The yellow light came from a narrow door on the far side.

Red put his lips against my ear. From here we take a straight walk to the boiler room catwalk. Theyll have steam in one auxiliary, because they dont have no Diesels on this piece of cheese. There will be probably one guy below. The crew doubles in brass up on the play decks, table men and spotters and waiters and so on. They all got to sign on as something that sounds like ship. From the boiler room Ill show you a ventilator with no grating in it. It goes to the boat deck and the boat deck is out of bounds. But its all yours — while you live.

You must have relatives on board, I said.

Funnier things have happened. Will you come back fast?

I ought to make a good splash from the boat deck, I said, and got my wallet out. I think this rates a little more money. Here. Handle the body as if it was your own.

You dont owe me nothing more, pardner.

Im buying the trip back — even if I dont use it. Take the money before I bust out crying and wet your shirt.

Need a little help up there?

All I need is a silver tongue and the one I have is like a lizards back.

Put your dough away, Red said. You paid me for the trip back. I think youre scared. He took hold of my hand. His was strong, hard, warm and slightly sticky. I know youre scared, he whispered.

Ill get over it, I said. One way or another.

He turned away from me with a curious look I couldnt read in that light. I followed him among the cases and barrels, over the raised iron sill of the door, into a long dim passage with the ship smell. We came out of this on to a grilled steel platform, slick with oil, and went down a steel ladder that was hard to hold on to. The slow hiss of the oil burners filled the air now and blanketed all other sound. We turned towards the hiss through mountains of silent iron.

Around a corner we looked at a short dirty wop in a purple silk shirt who sat in a wired-together office chair, under a naked hanging light, and read the evening paper with the aid of a black forefinger and steel-rimmed spectacles that had probably belonged to his grandfather.

Red stepped behind him noiselessly. He said gently:

Hi, Shorty. Hows all the bambinos?

The Italian opened his mouth with a click and threw a hand at the opening of his purple shirt. Red hit him on the angle of the jaw and caught him. He put him down on the floor gently and began to tear the purple shirt into strips.

This is going to hurt him more than the poke on the button, Red said softly. But the idea is a guy going up a ventilator ladder makes a lot of racket down below. Up above they wont hear a thing.

He bound and gagged the Italian neatly and folded his glasses and put them in a safe place and we went along to the ventilator that had no grating in it. I looked up and saw nothing but blackness.

Good-by, I said.

Maybe you need a little help.

I shook myself like a wet dog. I need a company of marines. But either I do it alone or I dont do it. So long.

How long will you be? His voice still sounded worried.

An hour or less.

He stared at me and chewed his lip. Then he nodded. Sometimes a guy has to, he said. Drop by that bingo parlor, if you get time.

He walked away softly, took four steps, and came back. That open loading port, he said. That might buy you something. Use it. He went quickly.
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COLD AIR RUSHED down the ventilator. It seemed a long way to the top. After three minutes that felt like an hour I poked my head out cautiously from the hornlike opening. Canvas-sheeted boats were gray blurs near by. Low voices muttered in the dark. The beam of the searchlight circled slowly. It came from a point still higher, probably a railed platform at the top of one of the stumpy masts. There would be a lad up there with a Tommygun too, perhaps even a light Browning. Cold job, cold comfort when somebody left the loading port unbolted so nicely.

Distantly music throbbed like the phony bass of a cheap radio. Overhead a masthead light and through the higher layers of fog a few bitter stars stared down.

I climbed out of the ventilator, slipped my .38 from my shoulder clip and held it curled against my ribs, hiding it with my sleeve. I walked three silent steps and listened. Nothing happened. The muttering talk had stopped, but not on my account. I placed it now, between two lifeboats. And out of the night and the fog, as it mysteriously does, enough light gathered into one focus to shine on the dark hardness of a machine gun mounted on a high tripod and swung down over the rail. Two men stood near it, motionless, not smoking, and their voices began to mutter again, a quiet whisper that never became words.

I listened to the muttering too long. Another voice spoke clearly behind me.

Sorry, guests are not allowed on the boat deck.

I turned, not too quickly, and looked at his hands. They were light blurs and empty.

I stepped sideways nodding and the end of a boat hid us. The man followed me gently, his shoes soundless on the damp deck.

I guess Im lost, I said.

I guess you are. He had a youngish voice, not chewed out of marble. But theres a door at the bottom of the companionway. It has a spring lock on it. Its a good lock. There used to be an open stairway with a chain and a brass sign. We found the livelier element would step over that.

He was talking a long time, either to be nice, or to be waiting. I didnt know which. I said: Somebody must have left the door open.

The shadowed head nodded. It was lower than mine.

You can see the spot that puts us in, though. If somebody did leave it open, the boss wont like it a nickel. If somebody didnt, wed like to know how you got up here. Im sure you get the idea.

It seems a simple idea. Lets go down and talk to him about it.

You come with a party?

A very nice party.

You ought to have stayed with them.

You know how it is — you turn your head and some other guy is buying her a drink.

He chuckled. Then he moved his chin slightly up and down.

I dropped and did a frogleap sideways and the swish of the blackjack was a long spent sigh in the quiet air. It was getting to be that every blackjack in the neighborhood swung at me automatically. The tall one swore.

I said: Go ahead and be heroes.

I clicked the safety catch loudly.

Sometimes even a bad scene will rock the house. The tall one stood rooted, and I could see the blackjack swinging at his wrist. The one I had been talking to thought it over without any hurry.

This wont buy you a thing, he said gravely. Youll never get off the boat.

I thought of that. Then I thought how little youd care.

It was still a bum scene.

You want what? he said quietly.

I have a loud gun, I said. But it doesnt have to go off. I want to talk to Brunette.

He went to San Diego on business.

Ill talk to his stand-in.

Youre quite a lad, the nice one said. Well go down. Youll put the heater up before we go through the door.

Ill put the heater up when Im sure Im going through the door.

He laughed lightly. Go back to your post, Slim. Ill look into this.

He moved lazily in front of me and the tall one appeared to fade into the dark.

Follow me, then.

We moved Indian file across the deck. We went down brassbound slippery steps. At the bottom was a thick door. He opened it and looked at the lock. He smiled, nodded, held the door for me and I stepped through, pocketing the gun.

The door closed and clicked behind us. He said:

Quiet evening, so far.

There was a gilded arch in front of us and beyond it a gaming room, not very crowded. It looked much like any other gaming room. At the far end there was a short glass bar and some stools. In the middle a stairway going down and up this the music swelled and faded. I heard roulette wheels. A man was dealing faro to a single customer. There were not more than sixty people in the room. On the faro table there was a pile of yellowbacks that would start a bank. The player was an elderly white-haired man who looked politely attentive to the dealer, but no more.

Two quiet men in dinner jackets came through the archway sauntering, looking at nothing. That had to be expected. They strolled towards us and the short slender man with me waited for them. They were well beyond the arch before they let their hands find their side pockets, looking for cigarettes of course.

From now on we have to have a little organization here, the short man said. I dont think youll mind?

Youre Brunette, I said suddenly.

He shrugged. Of course.

You dont look so tough, I said.

I hope not.

The two men in dinner jackets edged me gently.

In here, Brunette said. We can talk at ease.

He opened the door and they took me into dock.

The room was like a cabin and not like a cabin. Two brass lamps swung in gimbals hung above a dark desk that was not wood, possibly plastic. At the end were two bunks in grained wood. The lower of them was made up and on the top one were half a dozen stacks of phonograph record books. A big combination radio-phonograph stood in the corner. There was a red leather chesterfield, a red carpet, smoking stands, a tabouret with cigarettes and a decanter and glasses, a small bar sitting cattycorners at the opposite end from the bunks.

Sit down, Brunette said and went around the desk. There were a lot of business-like papers on the desk, with columns of figures, done on a bookkeeping machine. He sat in a tall-backed directors chair and tilted it a little and looked me over. Then he stood up again and stripped off his overcoat and scarf and tossed them to one side. He sat down again. He picked a pen up and tickled the lobe of one ear with it. He had a cat smile, but I like cats.

He was neither young nor old, neither fat nor thin. Spending a lot of time on or near the ocean had given him a good healthy complexion. His hair was nut-brown and waved naturally and waved still more at sea. His forehead was narrow and brainy and his eyes held a delicate menace. They were yellowish in color. He had nice hands, not babied to the point of insipidity, but well-kept. His dinner clothes were midnight blue, I judged, because they looked so black. I thought his pearl was a little too large, but that might have been jealousy.

He looked at me for quite a long time before he said: He has a gun.

One of the velvety tough guys leaned against the middle of my spine with something that was probably not a fishing rod. Exploring hands removed the gun and looked for others.

Anything else? a voice asked.

Brunette shook his head. Not now.

One of the gunners slid my automatic across the desk. Brunette put the pen down and picked up a letter opener and pushed the gun around gently on his blotter.

Well, he said quietly, looking past my shoulder. Do I have to explain what I want now?

One of them went out quickly and shut the door. The other was so still he wasnt there. There was a long easy silence, broken by the distant hum of voices and the deep-toned music and somewhere down below a dull, almost imperceptible throbbing.

Drink?

Thanks.

The gorilla mixed a couple at the little bar. He didnt try to hide the glasses while he did it. He placed one on each side of the desk, on black glass scooters.

Cigarette?

Thanks.

Egyptian all right?

Sure.

We lit up. We drank. It tasted like good Scotch. The gorilla didnt drink.

What I want— I began.

Excuse me, but thats rather unimportant, isnt it?

The soft catlike smile and the lazy half-closing of the yellow eyes.

The door opened and the other one came back and with him was Mess-jacket, gangster mouth and all. He took one look at me and his face went oyster-white.

He didnt get past me, he said swiftly, curling one end of his lips.

He had a gun, Brunette said, pushing it with the letter opener. This gun. He even pushed it into my back more or less, on the boat deck.

Not past me, boss, Mess-jacket said just as swiftly.

Brunette raised his yellow eyes slightly and smiled at me. Well?

Sweep him out, I said. Squash him somewhere else.

I can prove it by the taximan, Mess-jacket snarled.

Youve been off the stage since five-thirty?

Not a minute, boss.

Thats no answer. An empire can fall in a minute.

Not a second, boss.

But he can be had, I said, and laughed.

Mess-jacket took the smooth gliding step of a boxer and his fist lashed like a whip. It almost reached my temple. There was a dull thud. His fist seemed to melt in midair. He slumped sideways and clawed at a corner of the desk, then rolled on his back. It was nice to see somebody else get sapped for a change.

Brunette went on smiling at me.

I hope youre not doing him an injustice, Brunette said. Theres still the matter of the door to the companionway.

Accidentally open.

Could you think of any other idea?

Not in such a crowd.

Ill talk to you alone, Brunette said, not looking at anyone but me.

The gorilla lifted Mess-jacket by the armpits and dragged him across the cabin and his partner opened an inner door. They went through. The door closed.

All right, Brunette said. Who are you and what do you want?

Im a private detective and I want to talk to a man named Moose Malloy.

Show me youre a private dick.

I showed him. He tossed the wallet back across the desk. His wind-tanned lips continued to smile and the smile was getting stagy.

Im investigating a murder, I said. The murder of a man named Marriott on the bluff near your Belvedere Club last Thursday night. This murder happens to be connected with another murder, of a woman, done by Malloy, an ex-con and bank robber and all-round tough guy.

He nodded. Im not asking you yet what it has to do with me. I assume youll come to that. Suppose you tell me how you got on my boat?

I told you.

It wasnt true, he said gently. Marlowe is the name? It wasnt true, Marlowe. You know that. The kid down on the stage isnt lying. I pick my men carefully.

You own a piece of Bay City, I said. I dont know how big a piece, but enough for what you want. A man named Sonderborg has been running a hideout there. He has been running reefers and stick-ups and hiding hot boys. Naturally, he couldnt do that without connections. I dont think he could do it without you. Malloy was staying with him. Malloy has left. Malloy is about seven feet tall and hard to hide. I think he could hide nicely on a gambling boat.

Youre simple, Brunette said softly. Supposing I wanted to hide him, why should I take the risk out here? He sipped his drink. After all Im in another business. Its hard enough to keep a good taxi service running without a lot of trouble. The world is full of places a crook can hide. If he has money. Could you think of a better idea?

I could, but to hell with it.

I cant do anything for you. So how did you get on the boat?

I dont care to say.

Im afraid Ill have to have you made to say, Marlowe. His teeth glinted in the light from the brass ships lamps. After all, it can be done.

If I tell you, will you get word to Malloy?

What word?

I reached for my wallet lying on the desk and drew a card from it and turned it over. I put the wallet away and got a pencil instead. I wrote five words on the back of the card and pushed it across the desk. Brunette took it and read what I had written on it. It means nothing to me, he said.

It will mean something to Malloy.

He leaned back and stared at me. I dont make you out. You risk your hide to come out here and hand me a card to pass on to some thug I dont even know. Theres no sense to it.

There isnt if you dont know him.

Why didnt you leave your gun ashore and come aboard the usual way?

I forgot the first time. Then I knew that toughie in the mess jacket would never let me on. Then I bumped into a fellow who knew another way.

His yellow eyes lighted as with a new flame. He smiled and said nothing.

This other fellow is no crook but hes been on the beach with his ears open. You have a loading port that has been unbarred on the inside and you have a ventilator shaft out of which the grating has been removed. Theres one man to knock over to get to the boat deck. Youd better check your crew list, Brunette.

He moved his lips softly, one over the other. He looked down at the card again. Nobody named Malloy is on board this boat, he said. But if youre telling the truth about that loading port, Ill buy.

Go and look at it.

He still looked down. If theres any way I can get word to Malloy, I will. I dont know why I bother.

Take a look at that loading port.

He sat very still for a moment, then leaned forward and pushed the gun across the desk to me.

The things I do, he mused, as if he was alone. I run towns, I elect mayors, I corrupt police, I peddle dope, I hide out crooks, I heist old women strangled with pearls. What a lot of time I have. He laughed shortly. What a lot of time.

I reached for my gun and tucked it back under my arm.

Brunette stood up. I promise nothing, he said, eyeing me steadily. But I believe you.

Of course not.

You took a long chance to hear so little.

Yes.

Well— he made a meaningless gesture and then put his hand across the desk.

Shake hands with a chump, he said softly.

I shook hands with him. His hand was small and firm and a little hot.

You wouldnt tell me how you found out about this loading port?

I cant. But the man who told me is no crook.

I could make you tell, he said, and immediately shook his head. No. I believed you once. Ill believe you again. Sit still and have another drink.

He pushed a buzzer. The door at the back opened and one of the nice-tough guys came in.

Stay here. Give him a drink, if he wants it. No rough stuff.

The torpedo sat down and smiled at me calmly. Brunette went quickly out of the office. I smoked. I finished my drink. The torpedo made me another. I finished that, and another cigarette.

Brunette came back and washed his hands over in the corner, then sat down at his desk again. He jerked his head at the torpedo. The torpedo went out silently.

The yellow eyes studied me. You win, Marlowe. And I have one hundred and sixty-four men on my crew list. Well— he shrugged. You can go back by the taxi. Nobody will bother you. As to your message, I have a few contacts. Ill use them. Good night. I probably should say thanks. For the demonstration.

Good night, I said, and stood up and went out.

There was a new man on the landing stage. I rode to shore on a different taxi. I went along to the bingo parlor and leaned against the wall in the crowd.

Red came along in a few minutes and leaned beside me against the wall.

Easy, huh? Red said softly, against the heavy clear voices of the table men calling the numbers.

Thanks to you. He bought. Hes worried.

Red looked this way and that and turned his lips a little more close to my ear. Get your man?

No. But Im hoping Brunette will find a way to get him a message.

Red turned his head and looked at the tables again. He yawned and straightened away from the wall. The beak-nosed man was in again. Red stepped over to him and said: Hiya, Olson, and almost knocked the man off his feet pushing past him.

Olson looked after him sourly and straightened his hat. Then he spat viciously on the floor.

As soon as he had gone, I left the place and went along to the parking lot back towards the tracks where I had left my car.

I drove back to Hollywood and put the car away and went up to the apartment.

I took my shoes off and walked around in my socks feeling the floor with my toes. They would still get numb again once in a while.

Then I sat down on the side of the pulled-down bed and tried to figure time. It couldnt be done. It might take hours or days to find Malloy. He might never be found until the police got him. If they ever did — alive.
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IT WAS ABOUT ten oclock when I called the Grayle number in Bay City. I thought it would probably be too late to catch her, but it wasnt. I fought my way through a maid and the butler and finally heard her voice on the line. She sounded breezy and well-primed for the evening.

I promised to call you, I said. Its a little late, but Ive had a lot to do.

Another stand-up? Her voice got cool.

Perhaps not. Does your chauffeur work this late?

He works as late as I tell him to.

How about dropping by to pick me up? Ill be getting squeezed into my commencement suit.

Nice of you, she drawled. Should I really bother? Amthor had certainly done a wonderful job with her centers of speech — if anything had ever been wrong with them.

Id show you my etching.

Just one etching?

Its just a single apartment.

I heard they had such things, she drawled again, then changed her tone. Dont act so hard to get. You have a lovely build, mister. And dont ever let anyone tell you different. Give me the address again.

I gave it to her and the apartment number. The lobby door is locked, I said. But Ill go down and slip the catch.

Thats fine, she said. I wont have to bring my jimmy.

She hung up, leaving me with a curious feeling of having talked to somebody that didnt exist.

I went down to the lobby and slipped the catch and then took a shower and put my pajamas on and lay down on the bed. I could have slept for a week. I dragged myself up off the bed again and set the catch on the door, which I had forgotten to do, and walked through a deep hard snowdrift out to the kitchenette and laid out glasses and a bottle of liqueur Scotch I had been saving for a really high-class seduction.

I lay down on the bed again. Pray, I said out loud. Theres nothing left but prayer.

I closed my eyes. The four walls of the room seemed to hold the throb of a boat, the still air seemed to drip with fog and rustle with sea wind. I smelled the rank sour smell of a disused hold. I smelled engine oil and saw a wop in a purple shirt reading under a naked light bulb with his grandfathers spectacles. I climbed and climbed up a ventilator shaft. I climbed the Himalayas and stepped out on top and guys with machine guns were all around me. I talked with a small and somehow very human yellow-eyed man who was a racketeer and probably worse. I thought of the giant with the red hair and the violet eyes, who was probably the nicest man I had ever met.

I stopped thinking. Lights moved behind my closed lids. I was lost in space. I was a gilt-edged sap come back from a vain adventure. I was a hundred dollar package of dynamite that went off with a noise like a pawnbroker looking at a dollar watch. I was a pink-headed bug crawling up the side of the City Hall.

I was asleep.

I woke slowly, unwillingly, and my eyes stared at reflected light on the ceiling from the lamp. Something moved gently in the room.

The movement was furtive and quiet and heavy. I listened to it. Then I turned my head slowly and looked at Moose Malloy. There were shadows and he moved in the shadows, as noiselessly as I had seen him once before. A gun in his hand had a dark oily business-like sheen. His hat was pushed back on his black curly hair and his nose sniffed, like the nose of a hunting dog.

He saw me open my eyes. He came softly over to the side of the bed and stood looking down at me.

I got your note, he said. I make the joint clean. I dont make no cops outside. If this is a plant, two guys goes out in baskets.

I rolled a little on the bed and he felt swiftly under the pillows. His face was still wide and pale and his deep-set eyes were still somehow gentle. He was wearing an overcoat tonight. It fitted him where it touched. It was burst out in one shoulder seam, probably just getting it on. It would be the largest size they had, but not large enough for Moose Malloy.

I hoped youd drop by, I said. No copper knows anything about this. I just wanted to see you.

Go on, he said.

He moved sideways to a table and put the gun down and dragged his overcoat off and sat down in my best easy chair. It creaked, but it held. He leaned back slowly and arranged the gun so that it was close to his right hand. He dug a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and shook one loose and put it into his mouth without touching it with his fingers. A match flared on a thumbnail. The sharp smell of the smoke drifted across the room.

You aint sick or anything? he said.

Just resting. I had a hard day.

Door was open. Expecting someone?

A dame.

He stared at me thoughtfully.

Maybe she wont come, I said. If she does, Ill stall her.

What dame?

Oh, just a dame. If she comes, Ill get rid of her. Id rather talk to you.

His very faint smile hardly moved his mouth. He puffed his cigarette awkwardly, as if it was too small for his fingers to hold with comfort.

What made you think I was on the Monty? he asked.

A Bay City cop. Its a long story and too full of guessing.

Bay City cops after me?

Would that bother you?

He smiled the faint smile again. He shook his head slightly.

You killed a woman, I said. Jessie Florian. That was a mistake.

He thought. Then he nodded. Id drop that one, he said quietly.

But that queered it, I said. Im not afraid of you. Youre no killer. You didnt mean to kill her. The other one — over on Central — you could have squeezed out of. But not out of beating a womans head on a bedpost until her brains were on her face.

You take some awful chances, brother, he said softly.

The way Ive been handled, I said, I dont know the difference any more. You didnt mean to kill her — did you?

His eyes were restless. His head was cocked in a listening attitude.

Its about time you learned your own strength, I said.

Its too late, he said.

You wanted her to tell you something, I said. You took hold of her neck and shook her. She was already dead when you were banging her head against the bedpost.

He stared at me.

I know what you wanted her to tell you, I said.

Go ahead.

There was a cop with me when she was found. I had to break clean.

How clean?

Fairly clean, I said. But not about tonight.

He stared at me. Okey, how did you know I was on the Monty? He had asked me that before. He seemed to have forgotten.

I didnt. But the easiest way to get away would be by water. With the set-up they have in Bay City you could get out to one of the gambling boats. From there you could get clean away. With the right help.

Laird Brunette is a nice guy, he said emptily. So Ive heard. I never even spoke to him.

He got the message to you.

Hell, theres a dozen grapevines that might help him to do that, pal. When do we do what you said on the card? I had a hunch you were leveling. I wouldnt take the chance to come here otherwise. Where do we go?

He killed his cigarette and watched me. His shadow loomed against the wall, the shadow of a giant. He was so big he seemed unreal.

What made you think I bumped Jessie Florian? he asked suddenly.

The spacing of the finger marks on her neck. The fact that you had something to get out of her, and that you are strong enough to kill people without meaning to.

The johns tied me to it?

I dont know.

What did I want out of her?

You thought she might know where Velma was.

He nodded silently and went on staring at me.

But she didnt, I said. Velma was too smart for her.

There was a light knocking at the door.

Malloy leaned forward a little and smiled and picked up his gun. Somebody tried the doorknob. Malloy stood up slowly and leaned forward in a crouch and listened. Then he looked back at me from looking at the door.

I sat up on the bed and put my feet on the floor and stood up. Malloy watched me silently, without a motion. I went over to the door.

Who is it? I asked with my lips to the panel.

It was her voice all right. Open up, silly. Its the Duchess of Windsor.

Just a second.

I looked back at Malloy. He was frowning. I went over close to him and said in a very low voice: Theres no other way out. Go in the dressing room behind the bed and wait. Ill get rid of her.

He listened and thought. His expression was unreadable. He was a man who had now very little to lose. He was a man who would never know fear. It was not built into even that giant frame. He nodded at last and picked up his hat and coat and moved silently around the bed and into the dressing room. The door closed, but did not shut tight.

I looked around for signs of him. Nothing but a cigarette butt that anybody might have smoked. I went to the room door and opened it. Malloy had set the catch again when he came in.

She stood there half smiling, in the high-necked white fox evening cloak she had told me about. Emerald pendants hung from her ears and almost buried themselves in the soft white fur. Her fingers were curled and soft on the small evening bag she carried.

The smile died off her face when she saw me. She looked me up and down. Her eyes were cold now.

So its like that, she said grimly. Pajamas and dressing gown. To show me his lovely little etching. What a fool I am.

I stood aside and held the door. Its not like that at all. I was getting dressed and a cop dropped in on me. He just left.

Randall?

I nodded. A lie with a nod is still a lie, but its an easy lie. She hesitated a moment, then moved past me with a swirl of scented fur.

I shut the door. She walked slowly across the room, stared blankly at the wall, then turned quickly.

Lets understand each other, she said. Im not this much of a push-over. I dont go for hall bedroom romance. There was a time in my life when I had too much of it. I like things done with an air.

Will you have a drink before you go? I was still leaning against the door, across the room from her.

Am I going?

You gave me the impression you didnt like it here.

I wanted to make a point. I have to be a little vulgar to make it. Im not one of these promiscuous bitches. I can be had — but not just by reaching. Yes, Ill take a drink.

I went out into the kitchenette and mixed a couple of drinks with hands that were not too steady. I carried them in and handed her one.

There was no sound from the dressing-room, not even a sound of breathing.

She took the glass and tasted it and looked across it at the far wall. I dont like men to receive me in their pajamas, she said. Its a funny thing. I liked you. I liked you a lot. But I could get over it. I have often got over such things.

I nodded and drank.

Most men are just lousy animals, she said. In fact its a pretty lousy world, if you ask me.

Money must help.

You think its going to when you havent always had money. As a matter of fact it just makes new problems. She smiled curiously. And you forget how hard the old problems were.

She got out a gold cigarette case from her bag and I went over and held a match for her. She blew a vague plume of smoke and watched it with half-shut eyes.

Sit close to me, she said suddenly.

Lets talk a little first.

About what? Oh — my jade?

About murder.

Nothing changed in her face. She blew another plume of smoke, this time more carefully, more slowly. Its a nasty subject. Do we have to?

I shrugged.

Lin Marriott was no saint, she said. But I still dont want to talk about it.

She stared at me coolly for a long moment and then dipped her hand into her open bag for a handkerchief.

Personally I dont think he was a finger man for a jewel mob, either, I said. The police pretend that they think that, but they do a lot of pretending. I dont even think he was a blackmailer, in any real sense. Funny, isnt it?

Is it? The voice was very, very cold now.

Well, not really, I agreed and drank the rest of my drink. It was awfully nice of you to come here, Mrs. Grayle. But we seem to have hit the wrong mood. I dont even, for example, think Marriott was killed by a gang. I dont think he was going to that canyon to buy a jade necklace. I dont even think a jade necklace was ever stolen. I think he went to that canyon to be murdered, although he thought he went there to help commit a murder. But Marriott was a very bad murderer.

She leaned forward a little and her smile became just a little glassy. Suddenly, without any real change in her, she ceased to be beautiful. She looked merely like a woman who would have been dangerous a hundred years ago, and twenty years ago daring, but who today was just Grade B Hollywood.

She said nothing, but her right hand was tapping the clasp of her bag.

A very bad murderer, I said. Like Shakespeares Second Murderer in that scene in King Richard III. The fellow that had certain dregs of conscience, but still wanted the money, and in the end didnt do the job at all because he couldnt make up his mind. Such murderers are very dangerous. They have to be removed — sometimes with blackjacks.

She smiled. And who was he about to murder, do you suppose?

Me.

That must be very difficult to believe — that anyone would hate you that much. And you said my jade necklace was never stolen at all. Have you any proof of all this?

I didnt say I had. I said I thought these things.

Then why be such a fool as to talk about them?

Proof, I said, is always a relative thing. Its an overwhelming balance of probabilities. And thats a matter of how they strike you. There was a rather weak motive for murdering me — merely that I was trying to trace a former Central Avenue dive singer at the same time that a convict named Moose Malloy got out of jail and started to look for her too. Perhaps I was helping him find her. Obviously, it was possible to find her, or it wouldnt have been worth while to pretend to Marriott that I had to be killed and killed quickly. And obviously he wouldnt have believed it, if it wasnt so. But there was a much stronger motive for murdering Marriott, which he, out of vanity or love or greed or a mixture of all three, didnt evaluate. He was afraid, but not for himself. He was afraid of violence to which he was a part and for which he could be convicted. But on the other hand he was fighting for his meal ticket. So he took the chance.

I stopped. She nodded and said: Very interesting. If one knows what you are talking about.

And one does, I said.

We stared at each other. She had her right hand in her bag again now. I had a good idea what it held. But it hadnt started to come out yet. Every event takes time.

Lets quit kidding, I said. Were all alone here. Nothing either of us says has the slightest standing against what the other says. We cancel each other out. A girl who started in the gutter became the wife of a multimillionaire. On the way up a shabby old woman recognized her — probably heard her singing at the radio station and recognized the voice and went to see — and this old woman had to be kept quiet. But she was cheap, therefore she only knew a little. But the man who dealt with her and made her monthly payments and owned a trust deed on her home and could throw her into the gutter any time she got funny — that man knew it all. He was expensive. But that didnt matter either, as long as nobody else knew. But some day a tough guy named Moose Malloy was going to get out of jail and start finding things out about his former sweetie. Because the big sap loved her — and still does. Thats what makes it funny, tragic-funny. And about that time a private dick starts nosing in also. So the weak link in the chain, Marriott, is no longer a luxury. He has become a menace. Theyll get to him and theyll take him apart. Hes that kind of lad. He melts under heat. So he was murdered before he could melt. With a blackjack. By you.

All she did was take her hand out of her bag, with a gun in it. All she did was point it at me and smile. All I did was nothing.

But that wasnt all that was done. Moose Malloy stepped out of the dressing room with the Colt .45 still looking like a toy in his big hairy paw.

He didnt look at me at all. He looked at Mrs. Lewin Lockridge Grayle. He leaned forward and his mouth smiled at her and he spoke to her softly.

I thought I knew the voice, he said. I listened to that voice for eight years — all I could remember of it. I kind of liked your hair red, though. Hiya, babe. Long time no see.

She turned the gun.

Get away from me, you son of a bitch, she said.

He stopped dead and dropped the gun to his side. He was still a couple of feet from her. His breath labored.

I never thought, he said quietly. It just came to me out of the blue. You turned me into the cops. You. Little Velma.

I threw a pillow, but it was too slow. She shot him five times in the stomach. The bullets made no more sound than fingers going into a glove.

Then she turned the gun and shot at me but it was empty. She dived for Malloys gun on the floor. I didnt miss with the second pillow. I was around the bed and knocked her away before she got the pillow off her face. I picked the Colt up and went away around the bed again with it.

He was still standing, but he was swaying. His mouth was slack and his hands were fumbling at his body. He went slack at the knees and fell sideways on the bed, with his face down. His gasping breath filled the room.

I had the phone in my hand before she moved. Her eyes were a dead gray, like half-frozen water. She rushed for the door and I didnt try to stop her. She left the door wide, so when I had done phoning I went over and shut it. I turned his head a little on the bed, so he wouldnt smother. He was still alive, but after five in the stomach even a Moose Malloy doesnt live very long.

I went back to the phone and called Randall at his home. Malloy, I said. In my apartment. Shot five times in the stomach by Mrs. Grayle. I called the Receiving Hospital. She got away.

So you had to play clever, was all he said and hung up quickly.

I went back to the bed. Malloy was on his knees beside the bed now, trying to get up, a great wad of bedclothes in one hand. His face poured sweat. His eyelids flickered slowly and the lobes of his ears were dark.

He was still on his knees and still trying to get up when the fast wagon got there. It took four men to get him on the stretcher.

He has a slight chance — if theyre .25s, the fast wagon doctor said just before he went out. All depends what they hit inside. But he has a chance.

He wouldnt want it, I said.

He didnt. He died in the night.
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YOU OUGHT TO have given a dinner party, Anne Riordan said, looking at me across her tan figured rug. Gleaming silver and crystal, bright crisp linen — if theyre still using linen in the places where they give dinner parties — candlelight, the women in their best jewels and the men in white ties, the servants hovering discreetly with the wrapped bottles of wine, the cops looking a little uncomfortable in their hired evening clothes, as who the hell wouldnt, the suspects with their brittle smiles and restless hands, and you at the head of the long table telling all about it, little by little, with your charming light smile and a phony English accent like Philo Vance.

Yeah, I said. How about a little something to be holding in my hand while you go on being clever?

She went out to her kitchen and rattled ice and came back with a couple of tall ones and sat down again.

The liquor bills of your lady friends must be something fierce, she said and sipped.

And suddenly the butler fainted, I said. Only it wasnt the butler who did the murder. He just fainted to be cute.

I inhaled some of my drink. Its not that kind of story, I said. Its not lithe and clever. Its just dark and full of blood.

So she got away?

I nodded. So far. She never went home. She must have had a little hideout where she could change her clothes and appearance. After all she lived in peril, like the sailors. She was alone when she came to see me. No chauffeur. She came in a small car and she left it a few dozen blocks away.

Theyll catch her — if they really try.

Dont be like that. Wilde, the D.A. is on the level. I worked for him once. But if they catch her, what then? Theyre up against twenty million dollars and a lovely face and either Lee Farrell or Rennenkamp. Its going to be awfully hard to prove she killed Marriott. All they have is what looks like a heavy motive and her past life, if they can trace it. She probably has no record, or she wouldnt have played it this way.

What about Malloy? If you had told me about him before, Id have known who she was right away. By the way, how did you know? These two photos are not of the same woman.

No. I doubt if even old lady Florian knew they had been switched on her. She looked kind of surprised when I showed the photo of Velma — the one that had Velma Valento written on it — in front of her nose. But she may have known. She may have just hid it with the idea of selling it to me later on. Knowing it was harmless, a photo of some other girl Marriott substituted.

Thats just guessing.

It had to be that way. Just as when Marriott called me up and gave me a song and dance about a jewel ransom payoff it had to be because I had been to see Mrs. Florian asking about Velma. And when Marriott was killed, it had to be because he was the weak link in the chain. Mrs. Florian didnt even know Velma had become Mrs. Lewin Lockridge Grayle. She couldnt have. They bought her too cheap. Grayle says they went to Europe to be married and she was married under her real name. He wont tell where or when. He wont tell what her real name was. He wont tell where she is. I dont think he knows, but the cops dont believe that.

Why wont he tell? Anne Riordan cupped her chin on the backs of her laced fingers and stared at me with shadowed eyes.

Hes so crazy about her he doesnt care whose lap she sat in.

I hope she enjoyed sitting in yours, Anne Riordan said acidly.

She was playing me. She was a little afraid of me. She didnt want to kill me because its bad business killing a man who is a sort of cop. But she probably would have tried in the end, just as she would have killed Jessie Florian, if Malloy hadnt saved her the trouble.

I bet its fun to be played by handsome blondes, Anne Riordan said. Even if there is a little risk. As, I suppose, there usually is.

I didnt say anything.

I suppose they cant do anything to her for killing Malloy, because he had a gun.

No. Not with her pull.

The goldflecked eyes studied me solemnly. Do you think she meant to kill Malloy?

She was afraid of him, I said. She had turned him in eight years ago. He seemed to know that. But he wouldnt have hurt her. He was in love with her too. Yes, I think she meant to kill anybody she had to kill. She had a lot to fight for. But you cant keep that sort of thing up indefinitely. She took a shot at me in my apartment — but the gun was empty then. She ought to have killed me out on the bluff when she killed Marriott.

He was in love with her, Anne said softly. I mean Malloy. It didnt matter to him that she hadnt written to him in six years or ever gone to see him while he was in jail. It didnt matter to him that she had turned him in for a reward. He just bought some fine clothes and started to look for her the first thing when he got out. So she pumped five bullets into him, by way of saying hello. He had killed two people himself, but he was in love with her. What a world.

I finished my drink and got the thirsty look on my face again. She ignored it. She said:

And she had to tell Grayle where she came from and he didnt care. He went away to marry her under another name and sold his radio station to break contact with anybody who might know her and he gave her everything that money can buy and she gave him — what?

Thats hard to say. I shook the ice cubes at the bottom of my glass. That didnt get me anything either. I suppose she gave him a sort of pride that he, a rather old man, could have a young and beautiful and dashing wife. He loved her. What the hell are we talking about it for? These things happen all the time. It didnt make any difference what she did or who she played around with or what she had once been. He loved her.

Like Moose Malloy, Anne said quietly.

Lets go riding along the water.

You didnt tell me about Brunette or the cards that were in those reefers or Amthor or Dr. Sonderborg or that little clue that set you on the path of the great solution.

I gave Mrs. Florian one of my cards. She put a wet glass on it. Such a card was in Marriotts pockets, wet glass mark and all. Marriott was not a messy man. That was a clue, of sorts. Once you suspected anything it was easy to find out other connections, such as that Marriott owned a trust deed on Mrs. Florians home, just to keep her in line. As for Amthor, hes a bad hat. They picked him up in a New York hotel and they say hes an international con man. Scotland Yard has his prints, also Paris. How the hell they got all that since yesterday or the day before I dont know. These boys work fast when they feel like it. I think Randall has had this thing taped for days and was afraid Id step on the tapes. But Amthor had nothing to do with killing anybody. Or with Sonderborg. They havent found Sonderborg yet. They think he has a record too, but theyre not sure until they get him. As for Brunette, you cant get anything on a guy like Brunette. Theyll have him before the Grand Jury and hell refuse to say anything, on his constitutional rights. He doesnt have to bother about his reputation. But theres a nice shakeup here in Bay City. The Chief has been canned and half the detectives have been reduced to acting patrolmen, and a very nice guy named Red Norgaard, who helped me get on the Montecito, has got his job back. The mayor is doing all this, changing his pants hourly while the crisis lasts.

Do you have to say things like that?

The Shakespearean touch. Lets go riding. After weve had another drink.

You can have mine, Anne Riordan said, and got up and brought her untouched drink over to me. She stood in front of me holding it, her eyes wide and a little frightened.

Youre so marvelous, she said. So brave, so determined and you work for so little money. Everybody bats you over the head and chokes you and smacks your jaw and fills you with morphine, but you just keep right on hitting between tackle and end until theyre all worn out. What makes you so wonderful?

Go on, I growled. Spill it.

Anne Riordan said thoughtfully: Id like to be kissed, damn you!
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IT TOOK OVER three months to find Velma. They wouldnt believe Grayle didnt know where she was and hadnt helped her get away. So every cop and newshawk in the country looked in all the places where money might be hiding her. And money wasnt hiding her at all. Although the way she hid was pretty obvious once it was found out.

One night a Baltimore detective with a camera eye as rare as a pink zebra wandered into a night club and listened to the band and looked at a handsome black-haired, black-browed torcher who could sing as if she meant it. Something in her face struck a chord and the chord went on vibrating.

He went back to Headquarters and got out the Wanted file and started through the pile of readers. When he came to the one he wanted he looked at it a long time. Then he straightened his straw hat on his head and went back to the night club and got hold of the manager. They went back to the dressing rooms behind the shell and the manager knocked on one of the doors. It wasnt locked. The dick pushed the manager aside and went in and locked it.

He must have smelled marihuana because she was smoking it, but he didnt pay any attention then. She was sitting in front of a triple mirror, studying the roots of her hair and eyebrows. They were her own eyebrows. The dick stepped across the room smiling and handed her the reader.

She must have looked at the face on the reader almost as long as the dick had down at Headquarters. There was a lot to think about while she was looking at it. The dick sat down and crossed his legs and lit a cigarette. He had a good eye, but he had over-specialized. He didnt know enough about women.

Finally she laughed a little and said: Youre a smart lad, copper. I thought I had a voice that would be remembered. A friend recognized me by it once, just hearing it on the radio. But Ive been singing with this band for a month — twice a week on a network — and nobody gave it a thought.

I never heard the voice, the dick said and went on smiling.

She said: I suppose we cant make a deal on this. You know, theres a lot in it, if its handled right.

Not with me, the dick said. Sorry.

Lets go then, she said and stood up and grabbed up her bag and got her coat from a hanger. She went over to him holding the coat out so he could help her into it. He stood up and held it for her like a gentleman.

She turned and slipped a gun out of her bag and shot him three times through the coat he was holding.

She had two bullets left in the gun when they crashed the door. They got halfway across the room before she used them. She used them both, but the second shot must have been pure reflex. They caught her before she hit the floor, but her head was already hanging by a rag.

The dick lived until the next day, Randall said, telling me about it. He talked when he could. Thats how we have the dope. I cant understand him being so careless, unless he really was thinking of letting her talk him into a deal of some kind. That would clutter up his mind. But I dont like to think that, of course.

I said I supposed that was so.

Shot herself clean through the heart — twice, Randall said. And Ive heard experts on the stand say thats impossible, knowing all the time myself that it was. And you know something else?

What?

She was stupid to shoot that dick. Wed never have convicted her, not with her looks and money and the persecution story these high-priced guys would build up. Poor little girl from a dive climbs to be wife of rich man and the vultures that used to know her wont let her alone. That sort of thing. Hell, Rennenkamp would have half a dozen crummy old burlesque dames in court to sob that theyd blackmailed her for years, and in a way that you couldnt pin anything on them but the jury would go for it. She did a smart thing to run off on her own and leave Grayle out of it, but it would have been smarter to have come home when she was caught.

Oh you believe now that she left Grayle out of it, I said.

He nodded. I said: Do you think she had any particular reason for that?

He stared at me. Ill go for it, whatever it is.

She was a killer, I said. But so was Malloy. And he was a long way from being all rat. Maybe that Baltimore dick wasnt so pure as the record shows. Maybe she saw a chance — not to get away — she was tired of dodging by that time — but to give a break to the only man who had ever really given her one.

Randall stared at me with his mouth open and his eyes unconvinced.

Hell, she didnt have to shoot a cop to do that, he said.

Im not saying she was a saint or even a halfway nice girl. Not ever. She wouldnt kill herself until she was cornered. But what she did and the way she did it, kept her from coming back here for trial. Think that over. And who would that trial hurt most? Who would be least able to bear it? And win, lose or draw, who would pay the biggest price for the show? An old man who had loved not wisely, but too well.

Randall said sharply: Thats just sentimental.

Sure. It sounded like that when I said it. Probably all a mistake anyway. So long. Did my pink bug ever get back up here?

He didnt know what I was talking about.

I rode down to the street floor and went out on the steps of the City Hall. It was a cool day and very clear. You could see a long way — but not as far as Velma had gone.


The High Window (1942)

[image: img27.jpg]

The High Window is the first novel Chandler completed without re-using work from his short stories and he finished it in September 1941. Unhappy with his work, he wrote to his publisher:

Im afraid the book isnt going to be any good to you. No action, no likable characters, no nothing. The detective does nothing.

Chandlers fears were realised; of the 6,000 copies printed by Knopf for release in the autumn of 1941, by October 2,000 were left unsold. Sales were better in Britain than in America and it even merited a review in the Times Literary Supplement. A gloomy Chandler was not surprised, thinking that it did well to sell at all. What irritated the author most was that he felt hemmed in by traditional detective fiction, when he was trying to offer a new perspective on the genre, or even break out of it altogether. In short, he was feeling as typecast as some actors. 

Despite Chandlers reservations, the story does have merit, not least because Marlowe ventures into parts of Los Angeles that Chandler had not used in previous novels. Bunker Hill is a primary example, a decaying and shabby district that was once upmarket, with large Gothic properties subdivided into the equivalent of lodging houses for the disreputable; a place where men with faces like lost battles have nothing to do all day, but sit outside the houses in the sun. Such descriptions sum up the real merit of this story – its incisive portrait of a warts and all Los Angeles, depicting its juxtaposition of the showy and unreal film industry and the harsh reality of life in the poverty stricken suburbs; money and not integrity, is king.

In the plot, Philip Marlowe is hired by wealthy and irascible widow Elizabeth Bright Murdock to recover a missing Brasher Doubloon, a rare and valuable coin. The coin was a centrepiece of her late husbands collection and is worth $10,000. Mrs. Murdock is very quick to name her sons estranged wife, Linda Conquest – A charming girl — and tough as an oak board — as the person most likely to have taken it. Linda had mysteriously moved out a week before, without warning and without leaving a forwarding address. Mrs Murdock would not have missed the coin had not a dealer named Morningstar phoned her the day before Marlowes visit, asking if the Brasher Doubloon was for sale, which suggested that he had been offered one. After a difficult negotiation, Marlowe accepts the commission, but the widow warns him that her son (and the husband of the missing Linda) must not be approached, or involved in any way. Marlowe obtains some information from Mrs Murdocks secretary and makes his way back to his office.

He has only been back at his premises a short while when he is visited by Mrs Murdocks son, Leslie, an arrogant and unpleasant young man, but also, somehow rather pathetic. He does his best to probe Marlowe for information about his commission. He leaves none the wiser, but during the heated encounter he does reveal that he owes Alex Morny, owner of a plushy night club and gambling joint in Idle Valley, $12,000. Marlowe also learns that Linda Murdock had two friends: Lois Magic, her former housemate (now married to Morny) and a Mr. Vannier.

Marlowe starts his enquiries into the whereabouts of Linda and makes an appointment with the coin dealer who has been asking about the doubloon. He realises he is being indiscreetly and amateurishly tailed by a young blond male. Marlowe is almost amused: He had his dark glasses on again. That made him invisible. Marlowe easily gives him the slip and heads off to visit Lois Morny in her comfortable home; he learns little of interest, except that she is having an affair with the decidedly unpleasant Vannier.

Marlowe finally tackles the young man who has been following him. He is George Anson Phillips, an amateurish private detective, who wants to enlist Marlowes help on a case he cannot handle. Marlowe agrees to meet him at his apartment later, but meanwhile, he visits the coin dealer, Morningstar, another unpleasant character. Marlowe strikes a deal to buy back the doubloon, which the dealer had recently purchased from an unknown male, but as he leaves, overhears the dealer making a call to Phillips. Exactly who is the young sleuth working for? 

This is a story sparkling with sharp dialogue and pithy descriptions of the characters, with the fearless alpha-male Marlowe getting the better of the lesser beings in his path. However, one of the themes of Chandlers novels that differentiate Phillip Marlowe from his hardboiled colleagues is that in spite of his cynicism, Marlowe exhibits some of the idealism of a Romantic hero. In The High Window, Marlowe rescues a damsel in distress — Merle, the inoffensive secretary of Mrs Murdock. Chandler hints at the theme of Marlowe as a romantic knight in the language he uses – the detective is a shop-soiled Sir Galahad. Commentators of Chandlers work have often highlighted his ambivalent attitude towards female characters and certainly in this story, Chandler pulls no punches: of Mrs Murdock, he writes: She had a lot of face and chin. She had pewter-colored hair set in a ruthless permanent, a hard beak and large moist eyes with the sympathetic expression of wet stones. There was lace at her throat, but it was the kind of throat that would have looked better in a football sweater. More attractive women fare better, but are not put on a pedestal: She was pale with a sort of natural paleness and she looked healthy enough. Her coarse-grained coppery blond hair was not ugly in itself, but it was drawn back so tightly over her narrow head that it almost lost the effect of being hair at all. Her eyebrows were thin and unusually straight and were darker than her hair, almost a chestnut color. Her nostrils had the whitish look of an anaemic person…The whole face had a sort of off-key neurotic charm that only needed some clever makeup to be striking(of Merle, the secretary).

Overall, The High Window is a story of cinematic vividness that moves swiftly and is peopled with vibrant characters sure to delight any noir aficionado.

The novel was first adapted for film as Time to Kill, directed by Herbert I. Leeds, following 20th Century Foxs purchase of the novel for $3,500. The studio had been looking for a vehicle to rival Chandlers adaptations by their competitors and chose to use the novel with a different fictional detective, Michael Shayne, created by author Brett Halliday; Lloyd Nolan played Shayne and Heather Angel took the lead female role of Myrle Davis. It was put on general release in 1943. With a lacklustre script by Clarence Upson Young, it did the original novel no favours. It was remade five years later as The Brasher Doubloon, a version that was considered by critics to be an even poorer substitute to the first adaptation.
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The poster for Time to Kill (1942), the first screen adaptation of The High Window
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THE HOUSE WAS on Dresden Avenue in the Oak Noll section of Pasadena, a big solid cool-looking house with burgundy brick walls, a terra cotta tile roof, and a white stone trim. The front windows were leaded downstairs. Upstairs windows were of the cottage type and had a lot of rococo imitation stonework trimming around them.

From the front wall and its attendant flowering bushes a half acre or so of fine green lawn drifted in a gentle slope down to the street, passing on the way an enormous deodar around which it flowed like a cool green tide around a rock. The sidewalk and the parkway were both very wide and in the parkway were three white acacias that were worth seeing. There was a heavy scent of summer on the morning and everything that grew was perfectly still in the breathless air they get over there on what they call a nice cool day.

All I knew about the people was that they were a Mrs. Elizabeth Bright Murdock and family and that she wanted to hire a nice clean private detective who wouldnt drop cigar ashes on the floor and never carried more than one gun. And I knew she was the widow of an old coot with whiskers named Jasper Murdock who had made a lot of money helping out the community, and got his photograph in the Pasadena paper every year on his anniversary, with the years of his birth and death underneath, and the legend: His Life Was His Service.

I left my car on the street and walked over a few dozen stumble stones set into the green lawn, and rang the bell in the brick portico under a peaked roof. A low red brick wall ran along the front of the house the short distance from the door to the edge of the driveway. At the end of the walk, on a concrete block, there was a little painted Negro in white riding breeches and a green jacket and a red cap. He was holding a whip, and there was an iron hitching ring in the block at his feet. He looked a little sad, as if he had been waiting there a long time and was getting discouraged. I went over and patted his head while I was waiting for somebody to come to the door.

After a while a middle-aged sourpuss in a maids costume opened the front door about eight inches and gave me the beady eye.

Philip Marlowe, I said. Calling on Mrs. Murdock. By appointment.

The middle-aged sourpuss ground her teeth, snapped her eyes shut, snapped them open and said in one of those angular hardrock pioneer-type voices: Which one?

Huh?

Which Mrs. Murdock? she almost screamed at me.

Mrs. Elizabeth Bright Murdock, I said. I didnt know there was more than one.

Well, there is, she snapped. Got a card?

She still had the door a scant eight inches open. She poked the end of her nose and a thin muscular hand into the opening. I got my wallet out and got one of the cards with just my name on it and put it in the hand. The hand and nose went in and the door slammed in my face.

I thought that maybe I ought to have gone to the back door. I went over and patted the little Negro on the head again.

Brother, I said, you and me both.

Time passed, quite a lot of time. I stuck a cigarette in my mouth but didnt light it. The Good Humor man went by in his little blue and white wagon, playing Turkey in the Straw on his music box. A large black and gold butterfly fishtailed in and landed on a hydrangea bush almost at my elbow, moved its wings slowly up and down a few times, then took off heavily and staggered away through the motionless hot scented air.

The front door came open again. The sourpuss said: This way.

I went in. The room beyond was large and square and sunken and cool and had the restful atmosphere of a funeral chapel and something of the same smell. Tapestry on the blank roughened stucco walls, iron grilles imitating balconies outside high side windows, heavy carved chairs with plush seats and tapestry backs and tarnished gilt tassels hanging down their sides. At the back a stained-glass window about the size of a tennis court. Curtained french doors underneath it. An old musty, fusty, narrow-minded, clean and bitter room. It didnt look as if anybody ever sat in it or would ever want to. Marble-topped tables with crooked legs, gilt clocks, pieces of small statuary in two colors of marble. A lot of junk that would take a week to dust. A lot of money, and all wasted. Thirty years before, in the wealthy close-mouthed provincial town Pasadena then was, it must have seemed like quite a room.

We left it and went along a hallway and after a while the sourpuss opened a door and motioned me in.

Mr. Marlowe, she said through the door in a nasty voice, and went away grinding her teeth.
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IT WAS A small room looking out on the back garden. It had an ugly red and brown carpet and was furnished as an office. It contained what you would expect to find in a small office. A thin fragile-looking blondish girl in shell glasses sat behind a desk with a typewriter on a pulled-out leaf at her left. She had her hands poised on the keys, but she didnt have any paper in the machine. She watched me come into the room with the stiff, half-silly expression of a self-conscious person posing for a snapshot. She had a clear soft voice, asking me to sit down.

I am Miss Davis. Mrs. Murdocks secretary. She wanted me to ask you for a few references.

References?

Certainly. References. Does that surprise you?

I put my hat on her desk and the unlighted cigarette on the brim of the hat. You mean she sent for me without knowing anything about me?

Her lip trembled and she bit it. I didnt know whether she was scared or annoyed or just having trouble being cool and businesslike. But she didnt look happy.

She got your name from the manager of a branch of the California-Security Bank. But he doesnt know you personally, she said.

Get your pencil ready, I said.

She held it up and showed me that it was freshly sharpened and ready to go.

I said: First off, one of the vice-presidents of that same bank, George S. Leake. Hes in the main office. Then State Senator Huston Oglethorpe. He may be in Sacramento, or he may be at his office in the State Building in L.A. Then Sidney Dreyfus, Jr., of Dreyfus, Turner and Swayne, attorneys in the Title-Insurance Building. Got that?

She wrote fast and easily. She nodded without looking up. The light danced on her blond hair.

Oliver Fry of the Fry-Krantz Corporation, Oil Well Tools. Theyre over on East Ninth, in the industrial district. Then, if you would like a couple of cops, Bernard Ohls of the D.A.s staff, and Detective-Lieutenant Carl Randall of the Central Homicide Bureau. You think maybe that would be enough?

Dont laugh at me, she said. Im only doing what Im told.

Better not call the last two, unless you know what the job is, I said. Im not laughing at you. Hot, isnt it?

Its not hot for Pasadena, she said, and hoisted her phone book up on the desk and went to work.

While she was looking up the numbers and telephoning hither and yon I looked her over. She was pale with a sort of natural paleness and she looked healthy enough. Her coarse-grained coppery blond hair was not ugly in itself, but it was drawn back so tightly over her narrow head that it almost lost the effect of being hair at all. Her eyebrows were thin and unusually straight and were darker than her hair, almost a chestnut color. Her nostrils had the whitish look of an anaemic person. Her chin was too small, too sharp and looked unstable. She wore no makeup except orange-red on her mouth and not much of that. Her eyes behind the glasses were very large, cobalt blue with big irises and a vague expression. Both lids were tight so that the eyes had a slightly oriental look, or as if the skin of her face was naturally so tight that it stretched her eyes at the corners. The whole face had a sort of off-key neurotic charm that only needed some clever makeup to be striking.

She wore a one-piece linen dress with short sleeves and no ornament of any kind. Her bare arms had down on them, and a few freckles.

I didnt pay much attention to what she said over the telephone. Whatever was said to her she wrote down in shorthand, with deft easy strokes of the pencil. When she was through she hung the phone book back on a hook and stood up and smoothed the linen dress down over her thighs and said:

If you will just wait a few moments— and went towards the door.

Halfway there she turned back and pushed a top drawer of her desk shut at the side. She went out. The door closed. There was silence. Outside the window bees buzzed. Far off I heard the whine of a vacuum cleaner. I picked the unlighted cigarette off my hat, put it in my mouth and stood up. I went around the desk and pulled open the drawer she had come back to shut.

It wasnt any of my business. I was just curious. It wasnt any of my business that she had a small Colt automatic in the drawer. I shut it and sat down again.

She was gone about four minutes. She opened the door and stayed at it and said: Mrs. Murdock will see you now.

We went along some more hallway and she opened half of a double glass door and stood aside. I went in and the door was closed behind me.

It was so dark in there that at first I couldnt see anything but the outdoors light coming through thick bushes and screens. Then I saw that the room was a sort of sun porch that had been allowed to get completely overgrown outside. It was furnished with grass rugs and reed stuff. There was a reed chaise longue over by the window. It had a curved back and enough cushions to stuff an elephant and there was a woman leaning back on it with a wine glass in her hand. I could smell the thick scented alcoholic odor of the wine before I could see her properly. Then my eyes got used to the light and I could see her.

She had a lot of face and chin. She had pewter-colored hair set in a ruthless permanent, a hard beak and large moist eyes with the sympathetic expression of wet stones. There was lace at her throat, but it was the kind of throat that would have looked better in a football sweater. She wore a grayish silk dress. Her thick arms were bare and mottled. There were jet buttons in her ears. There was a low glass-topped table beside her and a bottle of port on the table. She sipped from the glass she was holding and looked at me over it and said nothing.

I stood there. She let me stand while she finished the port in her glass and put the glass down on the table and filled it again. Then she tapped her lips with a handkerchief. Then she spoke. Her voice had a hard baritone quality and sounded as if it didnt want any nonsense.

Sit down, Mr. Marlowe. Please do not light that cigarette. Im asthmatic.

I sat down in a reed rocker and tucked the still unlighted cigarette down behind the handkerchief in my outside pocket.

Ive never had any dealing with private detectives, Mr. Marlowe. I dont know anything about them. Your references seem satisfactory. What are your charges?

To do what, Mrs. Murdock?

Its a very confidential matter, naturally. Nothing to do with the police. If it had to do with the police, I should have called the police.

I charge twenty-five dollars a day, Mrs. Murdock. And of course expenses.

It seems high. You must make a great deal of money. She drank some more of her port. I dont like port in hot weather, but its nice when they let you refuse it.

No, I said. It isnt. Of course you can get detective work done at any price — just like legal work. Or dental work. Im not an organization. Im just one man and I work at just one case at a time. I take risks, sometimes quite big risks, and I dont work all the time. No, I dont think twenty-five dollars a day is too much.

I see. And what is the nature of the expenses?

Little things that come up here and there. You never know.

I should prefer to know, she said acidly.

Youll know, I said. Youll get it all down in black and white. Youll have a chance to object, if you dont like it.

And how much retainer would you expect?

A hundred dollars would hold me, I said.

I should hope it would, she said and finished her port and poured the glass full again without even waiting to wipe her lips.

From people in your position, Mrs. Murdock, I dont necessarily have to have a retainer.

Mr. Marlowe, she said, Im a strong-minded woman. But dont let me scare you. Because if you can be scared by me, you wont be much use to me.

I nodded and let that one drift with the tide.

She laughed suddenly and then she belched. It was a nice light belch, nothing showy, and performed with easy unconcern. My asthma, she said carelessly. I drink this wine as medicine. Thats why Im not offering you any.

I swung a leg over my knee. I hoped that wouldnt hurt her asthma.

Money, she said, is not really important. A woman in my position is always overcharged and gets to expect it. I hope you will be worth your fee. Here is the situation. Something of considerable value has been stolen from me. I want it back, but I want more than that. I dont want anybody arrested. The thief happens to be a member of my family — by marriage.

She turned the wine glass with her thick fingers and smiled faintly in the dim light of the shadowed room. My daughter-in-law, she said. A charming girl — and tough as an oak board.

She looked at me with a sudden gleam in her eyes.

I have a damn fool of a son, she said. But Im very fond of him. About a year ago he made an idiotic marriage, without my consent. This was foolish of him because he is quite incapable of earning a living and he has no money except what I give him, and I am not generous with money. The lady he chose, or who chose him, was a night club singer. Her name, appropriately enough, was Linda Conquest. They have lived here in this house. We didnt quarrel because I dont allow people to quarrel with me in my own house, but there has not been good feeling between us. I have paid their expenses, given each of them a car, made the lady a sufficient but not gaudy allowance for clothes and so on. No doubt she found the life rather dull. No doubt she found my son dull. I find him dull myself. At any rate she moved out, very abruptly, a week or so ago, without leaving a forwarding address or saying good-by.

She coughed, fumbled for a handkerchief, and blew her nose.

What was taken, she went on, was a coin. A rare gold coin called a Brasher Doubloon. It was the pride of my husbands collection. I care nothing for such things, but he did. I have kept the collection intact since he died four years ago. It is upstairs, in a locked fireproof room, in a set of fireproof cases. It is insured, but I have not reported the loss yet. I dont want to, if I can help it. Im quite sure Linda took it. The coin is said to be worth over ten thousand dollars. Its a mint specimen.

But pretty hard to sell, I said.

Perhaps. I dont know. I didnt miss the coin until yesterday. I should not have missed it then, as I never go near the collection, except that a man in Los Angeles named Morningstar called up, said he was a dealer, and was the Murdock Brasher, as he called it, for sale? My son happened to take the call. He said he didnt believe it was for sale, it never had been, but that if Mr. Morningstar would call some other time, he could probably talk to me. It was not convenient then, as I was resting. The man said he would do that. My son reported the conversation to Miss Davis, who reported it to me. I had her call the man back. I was faintly curious.

She sipped some more port, flopped her handkerchief about and grunted.

Why were you curious, Mrs. Murdock? I asked, just to be saying something.

If the man was a dealer of any repute, he would know that the coin was not for sale. My husband, Jasper Murdock, provided in his will that no part of his collection might be sold, loaned or hypothecated during my lifetime. Nor removed from this house, except in case of damage to the house necessitating removal, and then only by action of the trustees. My husband— she smiled grimly— seemed to feel that I ought to have taken more interest in his little pieces of metal while he was alive.

It was a nice day outside, the sun shining, the flowers blooming, the birds singing. Cars went by on the street with a distant comfortable sound. In the dim room with the hardfaced woman and the winy smell everything seemed a little unreal. I tossed my foot up and down over my knee and waited.

I spoke to Mr. Morningstar. His full name is Elisha Morningstar and he has offices in the Belfont Building on Ninth Street in downtown Los Angeles. I told him the Murdock collection was not for sale, never had been, and, so far as I was concerned, never would be, and that I was surprised that he didnt know that. He hemmed and hawed and then asked me if he might examine the coin. I said certainly not. He thanked me rather dryly and hung up. He sounded like an old man. So I went upstairs to examine the coin myself, something I had not done in a year. It was gone from its place in one of the locked fireproof cases.

I said nothing. She refilled her glass and played a tattoo with her thick fingers on the arm of the chaise longue. What I thought then you can probably guess.

I said: The part about Mr. Morningstar, maybe. Somebody had offered the coin to him for sale and he had known or suspected where it came from. The coin must be very rare.

What they call a mint specimen is very rare indeed. Yes, I had the same idea.

How would it be stolen? I asked.

By anyone in this house, very easily. The keys are in my bag, and my bag lies around here and there. It would be a very simple matter to get hold of the keys long enough to unlock a door and a cabinet and then return the keys. Difficult for an outsider, but anybody in the house could have stolen it.

I see. How do you establish that your daughter-in-law took it, Mrs. Murdock?

I dont — in a strictly evidential sense. But Im quite sure of it. The servants are three women who have been here many, many years — long before I married Mr. Murdock, which was only seven years ago. The gardener never comes in the house. I have no chauffeur, because either my son or my secretary drives me. My son didnt take it, first because he is not the kind of fool that steals from his mother, and secondly, if he had taken it, he could easily have prevented me from speaking to the coin dealer, Morningstar. Miss Davis — ridiculous. Just not the type at all. Too mousy. No, Mr. Marlowe, Linda is the sort of lady who might do it just for spite, if nothing else. And you know what these night club people are.

All sorts of people — like the rest of us, I said. No signs of a burglar, I suppose? It would take a pretty smooth worker to lift just one valuable coin, so there wouldnt be. Maybe I had better look the room over, though.

She pushed her jaw at me and muscles in her neck made hard lumps. I have just told you, Mr. Marlowe, that Mrs. Leslie Murdock, my daughter-in-law, took the Brasher Doubloon.

I stared at her and she stared back. Her eyes were as hard as the bricks in her front walk. I shrugged the stare off and said:

Assuming that is so, Mrs. Murdock, just what do you want done?

In the first place I want the coin back. In the second place I want an uncontested divorce for my son. And I dont intend to buy it. I daresay you know how these things are arranged.

She finished the current instalment of port and laughed rudely.

I may have heard, I said. You say the lady left no forwarding address. Does that mean you have no idea at all where she went?

Exactly that.

A disappearance then. Your son might have some ideas he hasnt passed along to you. Ill have to see him.

The big gray face hardened into even ruggeder lines. My son knows nothing. He doesnt even know the doubloon has been stolen. I dont want him to know anything. When the time comes Ill handle him. Until then I want him left alone. He will do exactly what I want him to.

He hasnt always, I said.

His marriage, she said nastily, was a momentary impulse. Afterwards he tried to act like a gentleman. I have no such scruples.

It takes three days to have that kind of momentary impulse in California, Mrs. Murdock.

Young man, do you want this job or dont you?

I want it if Im told the facts and allowed to handle the case as I see fit. I dont want it if youre going to make a lot of rules and regulations for me to trip over.

She laughed harshly. This is a delicate family matter, Mr. Marlowe. And it must be handled with delicacy.

If you hire me, youll get all the delicacy I have. If I dont have enough delicacy, maybe youd better not hire me. For instance, I take it you dont want your daughter-in-law framed. Im not delicate enough for that.

She turned the color of a cold boiled beet and opened her mouth to yell. Then she thought better of it, lifted her port glass and tucked away some more of her medicine.

Youll do, she said dryly, I wish I had met you two years ago, before he married her.

I didnt know exactly what this last meant, so I let it ride. She bent over sideways and fumbled with the key on a house telephone and growled into it when she was answered.

There were steps and the little copper-blond came tripping into the room with her chin low, as if somebody might be going to take a swing at her.

Make this man a check for two hundred and fifty dollars, the old dragon snarled at her. And keep your mouth shut about it.

The little girl flushed all the way to her neck. You know I never talk about your affairs, Mrs. Murdock, she bleated. You know I dont. I wouldnt dream of it, I—

She turned with her head down and ran out of the room. As she closed the door I looked out at her. Her little lip was trembling but her eyes were mad.

Ill need a photo of the lady and some information, I said when the door was shut again.

Look in the desk drawer. Her rings flashed in the dimness as her thick gray finger pointed.

I went over and opened the single drawer of the reed desk and took out the photo that lay all alone in the bottom of the drawer, face up, looking at me with cool dark eyes. I sat down again with the photo and looked it over. Dark hair parted loosely in the middle and drawn back loosely over a solid piece of forehead. A wide cool go-to-hell mouth with very kissable lips. Nice nose, not too small, not too large. Good bone all over the face. The expression of the face lacked something. Once the something might have been called breeding, but these days I didnt know what to call it. The face looked too wise and too guarded for its age. Too many passes had been made at it and it had grown a little too smart in dodging them. And behind this expression of wiseness there was the look of simplicity of the little girl who still believes in Santa Claus.

I nodded over the photo and slipped it into my pocket, thinking I was getting too much out of it to get out of a mere photo, and in a very poor light at that.

The door opened and the little girl in the linen dress came in with a three-decker check book and a fountain pen and made a desk of her arm for Mrs. Murdock to sign. She straightened up with a strained smile and Mrs. Murdock made a sharp gesture towards me and the little girl tore the check out and gave it to me. She hovered inside the door, waiting. Nothing was said to her, so she went out softly again and closed the door.

I shook the check dry, folded it and sat holding it. What can you tell me about Linda?

Practically nothing. Before she married my son she shared an apartment with a girl named Lois Magic — charming names these people choose for themselves — who is an entertainer of some sort. They worked at a place called the Idle Valley Club, out Ventura Boulevard way. My son Leslie knows it far too well. I know nothing about Lindas family or origins. She said once she was born in Sioux Falls. I suppose she had parents. I was not interested enough to find out.

Like hell she wasnt. I could see her digging with both hands, digging hard, and getting herself a double handful of gravel.

You dont know Miss Magics address?

No. I never did know.

Would your son be likely to know — or Miss Davis?

Ill ask my son when he comes in. I dont think so. You can ask Miss Davis. Im sure she doesnt.

I see. You dont know of any other friends of Lindas?

No.

Its possible that your son is still in touch with her, Mrs. Murdock — without telling you.

She started to get purple again. I held my hand up and dragged a soothing smile over my face. After all he has been married to her a year, I said. He must know something about her.

You leave my son out of this, she snarled.

I shrugged and made a disappointed sound with my lips. Very well. She took her car, I suppose. The one you gave her?

A steel gray Mercury, 1940 model, a coupé. Miss Davis can give you the license number, if you want that. I dont know whether she took it.

Would you know what money and clothes and jewels she had with her?

Not much money. She might have had a couple of hundred dollars, at most. A fat sneer made deep lines around her nose and mouth. Unless of course she has found a new friend.

Theres that, I said. Jewelry?

An emerald and diamond ring of no very great value, a platinum Longines watch with rubies in the mounting, a very good cloudy amber necklace which I was foolish enough to give her myself. It has a diamond clasp with twenty-six small diamonds in the shape of a playing card diamond. She had other things, of course. I never paid much attention to them. She dressed well but not strikingly. Thank God for a few small mercies.

She refilled her glass and drank and did some more of her semi-social belching.

Thats all you can tell me, Mrs. Murdock?

Isnt it enough?

Not nearly enough, but Ill have to be satisfied for the time being. If I find she did not steal the coin, that ends the investigation as far as Im concerned. Correct?

Well talk it over, she said roughly. She stole it all right. And I dont intend to let her get away with it. Paste that in your hat, young man. And I hope you are even half as rough as you like to act, because these night club girls are apt to have some very nasty friends.

I was still holding the folded check by one corner down between my knees. I got my wallet out and put it away and stood up, reaching my hat off the floor.

I like them nasty, I said. The nasty ones have very simple minds. Ill report to you when there is anything to report, Mrs. Murdock. I think Ill tackle this coin dealer first. He sounds like a lead.

She let me get to the door before she growled at my back: You dont like me very well, do you?

I turned to grin back at her with my hand on the knob. Does anybody?

She threw her head back and opened her mouth wide and roared with laughter. In the middle of the laughter I opened the door and went out and shut the door on the rough mannish sound. I went back along the hall and knocked on the secretarys half open door, then pushed it open and looked in.

She had her arms folded on her desk and her face down on the folded arms. She was sobbing. She screwed her head around and looked up at me with tear-stained eyes. I shut the door and went over beside her and put an arm around her thin shoulders.

Cheer up, I said. You ought to feel sorry for her. She thinks shes tough and shes breaking her back trying to live up to it.

The little girl jumped erect, away from my arm. Dont touch me, she said breathlessly. Please. I never let men touch me. And dont say such awful things about Mrs. Murdock.

Her face was all pink and wet from tears. Without her glasses her eyes were very lovely.

I stuck my long-waiting cigarette into my mouth and lit it.

I — I didnt mean to be rude, she snuffled. But she does humiliate me so. And I only want to do my best for her. She snuffled some more and got a mans handkerchief out of her desk and shook it out and wiped her eyes with it. I saw on the hanging down corner the initials L.M. embroidered in purple. I stared at it and blew cigarette smoke towards the corner of the room, away from her hair. Is there something you want? she asked.

I want the license number of Mrs. Leslie Murdocks car.

Its 2X1111, a gray Mercury convertible, 1940 model.

She told me it was a coupé.

Thats Mr. Leslies car. Theyre the same make and year and color. Linda didnt take the car.

Oh. What do you know about a Miss Lois Magic?

I only saw her once. She used to share an apartment with Linda. She came here with a Mr. — a Mr. Vannier.

Whos he?

She looked down at her desk. I — she just came with him. I dont know him.

Okay, what does Miss Lois Magic look like?

Shes a tall handsome blond. Very — very appealing.

You mean sexy?

Well— she blushed furiously, in a nice well-bred sort of way, if you know what I mean.

I know what you mean, I said, but I never got anywhere with it.

I can believe that, she said tartly.

Know where Miss Magic lives?

She shook her head, no. She folded the big handkerchief very carefully and put it in the drawer of her desk, the one where the gun was.

You can swipe another one when thats dirty, I said.

She leaned back in her chair and put her small neat hands on her desk and looked at me levelly.

I wouldnt carry that tough-guy manner too far, if I were you, Mr. Marlowe. Not with me, at any rate.

No?

No. And I cant answer any more questions without specific instructions. My position here is very confidential.

Im not tough, I said. Just virile.

She picked up a pencil and made a mark on a pad. She smiled faintly up at me, all composure again.

Perhaps I dont like virile men, she said.

Youre a screwball, I said, if ever I met one. Good-by.

I went out of her office, shut the door firmly, and walked back along the empty halls through the big silent sunken funereal living room and out of the front door.

The sun danced on the warm lawn outside. I put my dark glasses on and went over and patted the little Negro on the head again.

Brother, its even worse than I expected, I told him.

The stumble-stones were hot through the soles of my shoes. I got into the car and started it and pulled away from the curb.

A small sand-colored coupé pulled away from the curb behind me. I didnt think anything of it. The man driving it wore a dark porkpie type straw hat with a gay print band and dark glasses were over his eyes, as over mine.

I drove back towards the city. A dozen blocks later at a traffic stop, the sand-colored coupé was still behind me. I shrugged and just for the fun of it circled a few blocks. The coupé held its position. I swung into a street lined with immense pepper trees, dragged my heap around in a fast U-turn and stopped against the curbing.

The coupé came carefully around the corner. The blond head under the cocoa straw hat with the tropical print band didnt even turn my way. The coupé sailed on and I drove back to the Arroyo Seco and on towards Hollywood. I looked carefully several times, but I didnt spot the coupé again.
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I HAD AN office in the Cahuenga Building, sixth floor, two small rooms at the back. One I left open for a patient client to sit in, if I had a patient client. There was a buzzer on the door which I could switch on and off from my private thinking parlor.

I looked into the reception room. It was empty of everything but the smell of dust. I threw up another window, unlocked the communicating door and went into the room beyond. Three hard chairs and a swivel chair, flat desk with a glass top, five green filing cases, three of them full of nothing, a calendar and a framed license bond on the wall, a phone, a washbowl in a stained wood cupboard, a hatrack, a carpet that was just something on the floor, and two open windows with net curtains that puckered in and out like the lips of a toothless old man sleeping.

The same stuff I had had last year, and the year before that. Not beautiful, not gay, but better than a tent on the beach.

I hung my hat and coat on the hatrack, washed my face and hands in cold water, lit a cigarette and hoisted the phone book onto the desk. Elisha Morningstar was listed at 824 Belfont Building, 422 West Ninth Street. I wrote that down and the phone number that went with it and had my hand on the instrument when I remembered that I hadnt switched on the buzzer for the reception room. I reached over the side of the desk and clicked it on and caught it right in stride. Somebody had just opened the door of the outer office.

I turned my pad face down on the desk and went over to see who it was. It was a slim tall self-satisfied looking number in a tropical worsted suit of slate blue, black and white shoes, a dull ivory-colored shirt and a tie and display handkerchief the color of jacaranda bloom. He was holding a long black cigarette-holder in a peeled back white pigskin glove and he was wrinkling his nose at the dead magazines on the library table and the chairs and the rusty floor covering and the general air of not much money being made.

As I opened the communicating door he made a quarter turn and stared at me out of a pair of rather dreamy pale eyes set close to a narrow nose. His skin was sun-flushed, his reddish hair was brushed back hard over a narrow skull, and the thin line of his mustache was much redder than his hair.

He looked me over without haste and without much pleasure. He blew some smoke delicately and spoke through it with a faint sneer.

Youre Marlowe?

I nodded.

Im a little disappointed, he said. I rather expected something with dirty fingernails.

Come inside, I said, and you can be witty sitting down.

I held the door for him and he strolled past me flicking cigarette ash on the floor with the middle nail of his free hand. He sat down on the customers side of the desk, took off the glove from his right hand and folded this with the other already off and laid them on the desk. He tapped the cigarette end out of the long black holder, prodded the coal with a match until it stopped smoking, fitted another cigarette and lit it with a broad mahogany-colored match. He leaned back in his chair with the smile of a bored aristocrat.

All set? I enquired. Pulse and respiration normal? You wouldnt like a cold towel on your head or anything?

He didnt curl his lip because it had been curled when he came in. A private detective, he said. I never met one. A shifty business, one gathers. Keyhole peeping, raking up scandal, that sort of thing.

You here on business, I asked him, or just slumming?

His smile was as faint as a fat lady at a firemans ball.

The name is Murdock. That probably means a little something to you.

You certainly made nice time over here, I said, and started to fill a pipe.

He watched me fill the pipe. He said slowly: I understand my mother has employed you on a job of some sort. She has given you a check.

I finished filling the pipe, put a match to it, got it drawing and leaned back to blow smoke over my right shoulder towards the open window. I didnt say anything.

He leaned forward a little more and said earnestly: I know being cagey is all part of your trade, but I am not guessing. A little worm told me, a simple garden worm, often trodden on, but still somehow surviving — like myself. I happened to be not far behind you. Does that help to clear things up?

Yeah, I said. Supposing it made any difference to me.

You are hired to find my wife, I gather.

I made a snorting sound and grinned at him over the pipe bowl.

Marlowe, he said, even more earnestly, Ill try hard, but I dont think I am going to like you.

Im screaming, I said. With rage and pain.

And if you will pardon a homely phrase, your tough guy act stinks.

Coming from you, thats bitter.

He leaned back again and brooded at me with pale eyes. He fussed around in the chair, trying to get comfortable. A lot of people had tried to get comfortable in that chair. I ought to try it myself sometime. Maybe it was losing business for me.

Why should my mother want Linda found? he asked slowly. She hated her guts. I mean my mother hated Lindas guts. Linda was quite decent to my mother. What do you think of her?

Your mother?

Of course. You havent met Linda, have you?

That secretary of your mothers has her job hanging by a frayed thread. She talks out of turn.

He shook his head sharply. Mother wont know. Anyhow, Mother couldnt do without Merle. She has to have somebody to bully. She might yell at her or even slap her face, but she couldnt do without her. What did you think of her?

Kind of cute — in an old world sort of way.

He frowned. I mean Mother. Merles just a simple little girl, I know.

Your powers of observation startle me, I said.

He looked surprised. He almost forgot to fingernail the ash of his cigarette. But not quite. He was careful not to get any of it in the ashtray, however.

About my mother, he said patiently.

A grand old warhorse, I said. A heart of gold, and the gold buried good and deep.

But why does she want Linda found? I cant understand it. Spending money on it too. My mother hates to spend money. She thinks money is part of her skin. Why does she want Linda found?

Search me, I said. Who said she did?

Why, you implied so. And Merle—

Merles just romantic. She made it up. Hell, she blows her nose in a mans handkerchief. Probably one of yours.

He blushed. Thats silly. Look, Marlowe. Please, be reasonable and give me an idea what its all about. I havent much money, Im afraid, but would a couple of hundred—

I ought to bop you, I said. Besides Im not supposed to talk to you. Orders.

Why, for heavens sake?

Dont ask me things I dont know. I cant tell you the answers. And dont ask me things I do know, because I wont tell you the answers. Where have you been all your life? If a man in my line of work is handed a job, does he go around answering questions about it to anyone that gets curious?

There must be a lot of electricity in the air, he said nastily, for a man in your line of work to turn down two hundred dollars.

There was nothing in that for me either. I picked his broad mahogany match out of the tray and looked at it. It had thin yellow edges and there was white printing on it. ROSEMONT. H. RICHARDS 3 — the rest was burnt off. I doubled the match and squeezed the halves together and tossed it in the waste basket.

I love my wife, he said suddenly and showed me the hard white edges of his teeth. A corny touch, but its true.

The Lombardos are still doing all right.

He kept his lips pulled back from his teeth and talked through them at me. She doesnt love me. I know of no particular reason why she should. Things have been strained between us. She was used to a fast moving sort of life. With us, well, it has been pretty dull. We havent quarreled. Lindas the cool type. But she hasnt really had a lot of fun being married to me.

Youre just too modest, I said.

His eyes glinted, but he kept his smooth manner pretty well in place.

Not good, Marlowe. Not even fresh. Look, you have the air of a decent sort of guy. I know my mother is not putting out two hundred and fifty bucks just to be breezy. Maybe its not Linda. Maybe its something else. Maybe— he stopped and then said this very slowly, watching my eyes, maybe its Morny.

Maybe it is, I said cheerfully.

He picked his gloves up and slapped the desk with them and put them down again. Im in a spot there all right, he said. But I didnt think she knew about it. Morny must have called her up. He promised not to.

This was easy. I said: How much are you into him for?

It wasnt so easy. He got suspicious again. If he called her up, he would have told her. And she would have told you, he said thinly.

Maybe it isnt Morny, I said, beginning to want a drink very badly. Maybe the cook is with child by the iceman. But if it was Morny, how much?

Twelve thousand, he said, looking down and flushing.

Threats?

He nodded.

Tell him to go fly a kite, I said. What kind of lad is he? Tough?

He looked up again, his face being brave. I suppose he is. I suppose they all are. He used to be a screen heavy. Good looking in a flashy way, a chaser. But dont get any ideas. Linda just worked there, like the waiters and the band. And if you are looking for her, youll have a hard time finding her.

I sneered at him politely.

Why would I have a hard time finding her? Shes not buried in the back yard, I hope.

He stood up with a flash of anger in his pale eyes. Standing there leaning over the desk a little he whipped his right hand up in a neat enough gesture and brought out a small automatic, about .25 caliber with a walnut grip. It looked like the brother of the one I had seen in the drawer of Merles desk. The muzzle looked vicious enough pointing at me. I didnt move.

If anybody tries to push Linda around, hell have to push me around first, he said tightly.

That oughtnt to be too hard. Better get more gun — unless youre just thinking of bees.

He put the little gun back in his inside pocket. He gave me a straight hard look and picked his gloves up and started for the door.

Its a waste of time talking to you, he said. All you do is crack wise.

I said: Wait a minute, and got up and went around the desk. It might be a good idea for you not to mention this interview to your mother, if only for the little girls sake.

He nodded. For the amount of information I got, it doesnt seem worth mentioning.

That straight goods about your owing Morny twelve grand?

He looked down, then up, then down again. He said: Anybody who could get into Alex Morny for twelve grand would have to be a lot smarter than I am.

I was quite close to him. I said: As a matter of fact I dont even think you are worried about your wife. I think you know where she is. She didnt run away from you at all. She just ran away from your mother.

He lifted his eyes and drew one glove on. He didnt say anything.

Perhaps shell get a job, I said. And make enough money to support you.

He looked down at the floor again, turned his body to the right a little and the gloved fist made a tight unrelaxed arc through the air upwards. I moved my jaw out of the way and caught his wrist and pushed it slowly back against his chest, leaning on it. He slid a foot back on the floor and began to breathe hard. It was a slender wrist. My fingers went around it and met.

We stood there looking into each others eyes. He was breathing like a drunk, his mouth open and his lips pulled back. Small round spots of bright red flamed on his cheeks. He tried to jerk his wrist away, but I put so much weight on him that he had to take another short step back to brace himself. Our faces were now only inches apart.

How come your old man didnt leave you some money? I sneered. Or did you blow it all?

He spoke between his teeth, still trying to jerk loose. If its any of your rotten business and you mean Jasper Murdock, he wasnt my father. He didnt like me and he didnt leave me a cent. My father was a man named Horace Bright who lost his money in the crash and jumped out of his office window.

You milk easy, I said, but you give pretty thin milk. Im sorry for what I said about your wife supporting you. I just wanted to get your goat.

I dropped his wrist and stepped back. He still breathed hard and heavily. His eyes on mine were very angry, but he kept his voice down.

Well, you got it. If youre satisfied, Ill be on my way.

I was doing you a favor, I said. A gun toter oughtnt to insult so easily. Better ditch it.

Thats my business, he said. Im sorry I took a swing at you. It probably wouldnt have hurt much, if it had connected.

Thats all right.

He opened the door and went on out. His steps died along the corridor. Another screwball. I tapped my teeth with a knuckle in time to the sound of his steps as long as I could hear them. Then I went back to the desk, looked at my pad, and lifted the phone.
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AFTER THE BELL had rung three times at the other end of the line a light childish sort of girls voice filtered itself through a hank of gum and said: Good morning. Mr. Morningstars office.

Is the old gentleman in?

Who is calling, please?

Marlowe.

Does he know you, Mr. Marlowe?

Ask him if he wants to buy any early American gold coins.

Just a minute, please.

There was a pause suitable to an elderly party in an inner office having his attention called to the fact that somebody on the telephone wanted to talk to him. Then the phone clicked and a man spoke. He had a dry voice. You might even call it parched.

This is Mr. Morningstar.

Im told you called Mrs. Murdock in Pasadena, Mr. Morningstar. About a certain coin.

About a certain coin, he repeated. Indeed. Well?

My understanding is that you wished to buy the coin in question from the Murdock collection.

Indeed? And who are you, sir?

Philip Marlowe. A private detective. Im working for Mrs. Murdock.

Indeed, he said for the third time. He cleared his throat carefully. And what did you wish to talk to me about, Mr. Marlowe?

About this coin.

But I was informed it was not for sale.

I still want to talk to you about it. In person.

Do you mean she has changed her mind about selling?

No.

Then Im afraid I dont understand what you want, Mr. Marlowe. What have we to talk about? He sounded sly now.

I took the ace out of my sleeve and played it with a languid grace. The point is, Mr. Morningstar, that at the time you called up you already knew the coin wasnt for sale.

Interesting, he said slowly. How?

Youre in the business, you couldnt help knowing. Its a matter of public record that the Murdock collection cannot be sold during Mrs. Murdocks lifetime.

Ah, he said. Ah. There was a silence. Then, At three oclock, he said, not sharp, but quick. I shall be glad to see you here in my office. You probably know where it is. Will that suit you?

Ill be there, I said.

I hung up and lit my pipe again and sat there looking at the wall. My face was stiff with thought, or with something that made my face stiff. I took Linda Murdocks photo out of my pocket, stared at it for a while, decided that the face was pretty commonplace after all, locked the photo away in my desk. I picked Murdocks second match out of my ashtray and looked it over. The lettering on this one read: TOP ROW W. D. WRIGHT 36.

I dropped it back in the tray, wondering what made this important. Maybe it was a clue.

I got Mrs. Murdocks check out of my wallet, endorsed it, made out a deposit slip and a check for cash, got my bank book out of the desk, and folded the lot under a rubber band and put them in my pocket.

Lois Magic was not listed in the phone book.

I got the classified section up on the desk and made a list of the half dozen theatrical agencies that showed in the largest type and called them. They all had bright cheerful voices and wanted to ask a lot of questions, but they either didnt know or didnt care to tell me anything about a Miss Lois Magic, said to be an entertainer.

I threw the list in the waste basket and called Kenny Haste, a crime reporter on the Chronicle.

What do you know about Alex Morny? I asked him when we were through cracking wise at each other.

Runs a plushy night club and gambling joint in Idle Valley, about two miles off the highway back towards the hills. Used to be in pictures. Lousy actor. Seems to have plenty of protection. I never heard of him shooting anybody on the public square at high noon. Or at any other time for that matter. But I wouldnt like to bet on it.

Dangerous?

Id say he might be, if necessary. All those boys have been to picture shows and know how night club bosses are supposed to act. He has a bodyguard who is quite a character. His names Eddie Prue, hes about six feet five inches tall and thin as an honest alibi. He has a frozen eye, the result of a war wound.

Is Morny dangerous to women?

Dont be Victorian, old top. Women dont call it danger.

Do you know a girl named Lois Magic, said to be an entertainer. A tall gaudy blond, I hear.

No. Sounds as though I might like to.

Dont be cute. Do you know anybody named Vannier? None of these people are in the phone book.

Nope. But I could ask Gertie Arbogast, if you want to call back. He knows all the night club aristocrats. And heels.

Thanks, Kenny. Ill do that. Half an hour?

He said that would be fine, and we hung up. I locked the office and left.

At the end of the corridor, in the angle of the wall, a youngish blond man in a brown suit and a cocoa-colored straw hat with a brown and yellow tropical print band was reading the evening paper with his back to the wall. As I passed him he yawned and tucked the paper under his arm and straightened up.

He got into the elevator with me. He could hardly keep his eyes open he was so tired. I went out on the street and walked a block to the bank to deposit my check and draw out a little folding money for expenses. From there I went to the Tigertail Lounge and sat in a shallow booth and drank a martini and ate a sandwich. The man in the brown suit posted himself at the end of the bar and drank coca colas and looked bored and piled pennies in front of him, carefully smoothing the edges. He had his dark glasses on again. That made him invisible.

I dragged my sandwich out as long as I could and then strolled back to the telephone booth at the inner end of the bar. The man in the brown suit turned his head quickly and then covered the motion by lifting his glass. I dialed the Chronicle office again.

Okay, Kenny Haste said. Gertie Arbogast says Morny married your gaudy blond not very long ago. Lois Magic. He doesnt know Vannier. He says Morny bought a place out beyond Bel-Air, a white house on Stillwood Crescent Drive, about five blocks north of Sunset. Gertie says Morny took it over from a busted flush named Arthur Blake Popham who got caught in a mail fraud rap. Pophams initials are still on the gates. And probably on the toilet paper, Gertie says. He was that kind of a guy. Thats all we seem to know.

Nobody could ask more. Many thanks, Kenny.

I hung up, stepped out of the booth, met the dark glasses above the brown suit under the cocoa straw hat and watched them turn quickly away.

I spun around and went back through a swing door into the kitchen and through that to the alley and along the alley a quarter block to the back of the parking lot where I had put my car.

No sand-colored coupé succeeded in getting behind me as I drove off, in the general direction of Bel-Air.
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STILLWOOD CRESCENT DRIVE curved leisurely north from Sunset Boulevard, well beyond the Bel-Air Country Club golf course. The road was lined with walled and fenced estates. Some had high walls, some had low walls, some had ornamental iron fences, some were a bit old-fashioned and got along with tall hedges. The street had no sidewalk. Nobody walked in that neighborhood, not even the mailman.

The afternoon was hot, but not hot like Pasadena. There was a drowsy smell of flowers and sun, a swishing of lawn sprinklers gentle behind hedges and walls, the clear ratchety sound of lawn mowers moving delicately over serene and confident lawns.

I drove up the hill slowly, looking for monograms on gates. Arthur Blake Popham was the name. ABP would be the initials. I found them almost at the top, gilt on a black shield, the gates folded back on a black composition driveway.

It was a glaring white house that had the air of being brand new, but the landscaping was well advanced. It was modest enough for the neighborhood, not more than fourteen rooms and probably only one swimming pool. Its wall was low, made of brick with the concrete all oozed out between and set that way and painted over white. On top of the wall a low iron railing painted black. The name A. P. Morny was stencilled on the large silver-colored mailbox at the service entrance.

I parked my crate on the street and walked up the black driveway to a side door of glittering white paint shot with patches of color from the stained glass canopy over it. I hammered on a large brass knocker. Back along the side of the house a chauffeur was washing off a Cadillac.

The door opened and a hard-eyed Filipino in a white coat curled his lip at me. I gave him a card.

Mrs. Morny, I said.

He shut the door. Time passed, as it always does when I go calling. The swish of water on the Cadillac had a cool sound. The chauffeur was a little runt in breeches and leggings and a sweat-stained shirt. He looked like an overgrown jockey and he made the same kind of hissing noise as he worked on the car that a groom makes rubbing down a horse.

A red-throated hummingbird went into a scarlet bush beside the door, shook the long tubular blooms around a little, and zoomed off so fast he simply disappeared in the air.

The door opened, the Filipino poked my card at me. I didnt take it.

What you want?

It was a tight crackling voice, like someone tiptoeing across a lot of eggshells.

Want to see Mrs. Morny.

She not at home.

Didnt you know that when I gave you the card?

He opened his fingers and let the card flutter to the ground. He grinned, showing me a lot of cut-rate dental work.

I know when she tell me.

He shut the door in my face, not gently.

I picked the card up and walked along the side of the house to where the chauffeur was squirting water on the Cadillac sedan and rubbing the dirt off with a big sponge. He had red rimmed eyes and a bang of corn-colored hair. A cigarette hung exhausted at the corner of his lower lip.

He gave me the quick side glance of a man who is minding his own business with difficulty. I said:

Wheres the boss?

The cigarette jiggled in his mouth. The water went on swishing gently on the paint.

Ask at the house, Jack.

I done asked. They done shut the door in mah face.

Youre breaking my heart, Jack.

How about Mrs. Morny?

Same answer, Jack. I just work here. Selling something?

I held my card so that he could read it. It was a business card this time. He put the sponge down on the running board, and the hose on the cement. He stepped around the water to wipe his hands on a towel that hung at the side of the garage doors. He fished a match out of his pants, struck it and tilted his head back to light the dead butt that was stuck in his face.

His foxy little eyes flicked around this way and that and he moved behind the car, with a jerk of the head. I went over near him.

Hows the little old expense account? he asked in a small careful voice.

Fat with inactivity.

For five I could start thinking.

I wouldnt want to make it that tough for you.

For ten I could sing like four canaries and a steel guitar.

I dont like these plushy orchestrations, I said.

He cocked his head sideways. Talk English, Jack.

I dont want you to lose your job, son. All I want to know is whether Mrs. Morny is home. Does that rate more than a buck?

Dont worry about my job, Jack. Im solid.

With Morny — or somebody else?

You want that for the same buck?

Two bucks.

He eyed me over. You aint working for him, are you?

Sure.

Youre a liar.

Sure.

Gimme the two bucks, he snapped.

I gave him two dollars.

Shes in the backyard with a friend, he said. A nice friend. You got a friend that dont work and a husband that works, youre all set, see? he leered.

Youll be all set in an irrigation ditch one of these days.

Not me, Jack. Im wise. I know how to play em. I monkeyed around these kind of people all my life.

He rubbed the two dollar bills between his palms, blew on them, folded them longways and wideways and tucked them in the watch pocket of his breeches.

That was just the soup, he said. Now for five more—

A rather large blond cocker spaniel tore around the Cadillac, skidded a little on the wet concrete, took off neatly, hit me in the stomach and thighs with all four paws, licked my face, dropped to the ground, ran around my legs, sat down between them, let his tongue out all the way and started to pant.

I stepped over him and braced myself against the side of the car and got my handkerchief out.

A male voice called: Here, Heathcliff. Here, Heathcliff. Steps sounded on a hard walk.

Thats Heathcliff, the chauffeur said sourly.

Heathcliff?

Cripes, thats what they call the dog, Jack.

Wuthering Heights? I asked.

Now youre double-talking again, he sneered. Look out — company.

He picked up the sponge and the hose and went back to washing the car. I moved away from him. The cocker spaniel immediately moved between my legs again, almost tripping me.

Here, Heathcliff, the male voice called out louder, and a man came into view through the opening of a latticed tunnel covered with climbing roses.

Tall, dark, with a clear olive skin, brilliant black eyes, gleaming white teeth. Sideburns. A narrow black mustache. Sideburns too long, much too long. White shirt with embroidered initials on the pocket, white slacks, white shoes. A wrist watch that curved halfway around a lean dark wrist, held on by a gold chain. A yellow scarf around a bronzed slender neck.

He saw the dog squatted between my legs and didnt like it. He snapped long fingers and snapped a clear hard voice:

Here, Heathcliff. Come here at once!

The dog breathed hard and didnt move, except to lean a little closer to my right leg.

Who are you? the man asked, staring me down.

I held out my card. Olive fingers took the card. The dog quietly backed out from between my legs, edged around the front end of the car, and faded silently into the distance.

Marlowe, the man said. Marlowe, eh? Whats this? A detective? What do you want?

Want to see Mrs. Morny.

He looked me up and down, brilliant black eyes sweeping slowly and the silky fringes of long eyelashes following them.

Werent you told she was not in?

Yeah, but I didnt believe it. Are you Mr. Morny?

No.

Thats Mr. Vannier, the chauffeur said behind my back, in the drawled, over-polite voice of deliberate insolence. Mr. Vanniers a friend of the family. He comes here quite a lot.

Vannier looked past my shoulder, his eyes furious. The chauffeur came around the car and spit the cigarette stub out of his mouth with casual contempt.

I told the shamus the boss wasnt here, Mr. Vannier.

I see.

I told him Mrs. Morny and you was here. Did I do wrong?

Vannier said: You could have minded your own business.

The chauffeur said: I wonder why the hell I didnt think of that.

Vannier said: Get out before I break your dirty little neck for you.

The chauffeur eyed him quietly and then went back into the gloom of the garage and started to whistle. Vannier moved his hot angry eyes over to me and snapped:

You were told Mrs. Morny was not in, but it didnt take. Is that it? In other words the information failed to satisfy you.

If we have to have other words, I said, those might do.

I see. Could you bring yourself to say what point you wish to discuss with Mrs. Morny?

Id prefer to explain that to Mrs. Morny herself.

The implication is that she doesnt care to see you.

Behind the car the chauffeur said: Watch his right, Jack. It might have a knife in it.

Vanniers olive skin turned the color of dried seaweed. He turned on his heel and rapped at me in a stifled voice: Follow me.

He went along the brick path under the tunnel of roses and through a white gate at the end. Beyond was a walled-in garden containing flowerbeds crammed with showy annuals, a badminton court, a nice stretch of greensward, and a small tiled pool glittering angrily in the sun. Beside the pool there was a flagged space set with blue and white garden furniture, low tables with composition tops, reclining chairs with footrests and enormous cushions, and over all a blue and white umbrella as big as a small tent.

A long-limbed languorous type of showgirl blond lay at her ease in one of the chairs, with her feet raised on a padded rest and a tall misted glass at her elbow, near a silver ice bucket and a Scotch bottle. She looked at us lazily as we came over the grass. From thirty feet away she looked like a lot of class. From ten feet away she looked like something made up to be seen from thirty feet away. Her mouth was too wide, her eyes were too blue, her makeup was too vivid, the thin arch of her eyebrows was almost fantastic in its curve and spread, and the mascara was so thick on her eyelashes that they looked like miniature iron railings.

She wore white duck slacks, blue and white open-toed sandals over bare feet and crimson lake toenails, a white silk blouse and a necklace of green stones that were not square cut emeralds. Her hair was as artificial as a night club lobby.

On the chair beside her there was a white straw garden hat with a brim the size of a spare tire and a white satin chin strap. On the brim of the hat lay a pair of green sun glasses with lenses the size of doughnuts.

Vannier marched over to her and snapped out: Youve got to can that nasty little red-eyed driver of yours, but quick. Otherwise Im liable to break his neck any minute. I cant go near him without getting insulted.

The blond coughed lightly, flicked a handkerchief around without doing anything with it, and said:

Sit down and rest your sex appeal. Whos your friend?

Vannier looked for my card, found he was holding it in his hand and threw it on her lap. She picked it up languidly, ran her eyes over it, ran them over me, sighed and tapped her teeth with her fingernails.

Big, isnt he? Too much for you to handle, I guess.

Vannier looked at me nastily. All right, get it over with, whatever it is.

Do I talk to her? I asked. Or do I talk to you and have you put it in English?

The blond laughed. A silvery ripple of laughter that held the unspoiled naturalness of a bubble dance. A small tongue played roguishly along her lips.

Vannier sat down and lit a gold-tipped cigarette and I stood there looking at them.

I said: Im looking for a friend of yours, Mrs. Morny. I understand that she shared an apartment with you about a year ago. Her name is Linda Conquest.

Vannier flicked his eyes up, down, up, down. He turned his head and looked across the pool. The cocker spaniel named Heathcliff sat over there looking at us with the white of one eye.

Vannier snapped his fingers. Here, Heathcliff! Here, Heathcliff! Come here, sir!

The blond said: Shut up. The dog hates your guts. Give your vanity a rest, for heavens sake.

Vannier snapped: Dont talk like that to me.

The blond giggled and petted his face with her eyes.

I said: Im looking for a girl named Linda Conquest, Mrs. Morny.

The blond looked at me and said: So you said. I was just thinking. I dont think Ive seen her in six months. She got married.

You havent seen her in six months?

Thats what I said, big boy. What do you want to know for?

Just a private enquiry Im making.

About what?

About a confidential matter, I said.

Just think, the blond said brightly. Hes making a private enquiry about a confidential matter. You hear that, Lou? Busting in on total strangers that dont want to see him is quite all right, though, isnt it, Lou? On account of hes making a private enquiry about a confidential matter.

Then you dont know where she is, Mrs. Morny?

Didnt I say so? Her voice rose a couple of notches.

No. You said you didnt think you had seen her in six months. Not quite the same thing.

Who told you I shared an apartment with her? the blond snapped.

I never reveal a source of information, Mrs. Morny.

Sweetheart, youre fussy enough to be a dance director. I should tell you everything, you should tell me nothing.

The position is quite different, I said. Im a hired hand obeying instructions. The lady has no reason to hide out, has she?

Whos looking for her?

Her folks.

Guess again. She doesnt have any folks.

You must know her pretty well, if you know that, I said.

Maybe I did once. That dont prove I do now.

Okay, I said. The answer is you know, but you wont tell.

The answer, Vannier said suddenly, is that youre not wanted here and the sooner you get out, the better we like it.

I kept on looking at Mrs. Morny. She winked at me and said to Vannier: Dont get so hostile, darling. You have a lot of charm, but you have small bones. Youre not built for the rough work. That right, big boy?

I said: I hadnt thought about it, Mrs. Morny. Do you think Mr. Morny could help me — or would?

She shook her head. How would I know? You could try. If he dont like you, he has guys around that can bounce you.

I think you could tell me yourself, if you wanted to.

How are you going to make me want to? Her eyes were inviting.

With all these people around, I said, how can I?

Thats a thought, she said, and sipped from her glass, watching me over it.

Vannier stood up very slowly. His face was white. He put his hand inside his shirt and said slowly, between his teeth: Get out, mugg. While you can still walk.

I looked at him in surprise. Wheres your refinement? I asked him. And dont tell me you wear a gun with your garden clothes.

The blond laughed, showing a fine strong set of teeth. Vannier thrust his hand under his left arm inside the shirt and set his lips. His black eyes were sharp and blank at the same time, like a snakes eyes.

You heard me, he said, almost softly. And dont write me off too quick. Id plug you as soon as Id strike a match. And fix it afterwards.

I looked at the blond. Her eyes were bright and her mouth looked sensual and eager, watching us.

I turned and walked away across the grass. About halfway across it I looked back at them. Vannier stood in exactly the same position, his hand inside his shirt. The blonds eyes were still wide and her lips parted, but the shadow of the umbrella had dimmed her expression and at that distance it might have been either fear or pleased anticipation.

I went on over the grass, through the white gate and along the brick path under the rose arbor. I reached the end of it, turned, walked quietly back to the gate and took another look at them. I didnt know what there would be to see or what I cared about it when I saw it.

What I saw was Vannier practically sprawled on top of the blond, kissing her.

I shook my head and went back along the walk.

The red-eyed chauffeur was still at work on the Cadillac. He had finished the wash job and was wiping off the glass and nickel with a large chamois. I went around and stood beside him.

How you come out? he asked me out of the side of his mouth.

Badly. They tramped all over me, I said.

He nodded and went on making the hissing noise of a groom rubbing down a horse.

You better watch your step. The guys heeled, I said. Or pretends to be.

The chauffeur laughed shortly. Under that suit? Nix.

Who is this guy Vannier? What does he do?

The chauffeur straightened up, put the chamois over the sill of a window and wiped his hands on the towel that was now stuck in his waistband.

Women, my guess would be, he said.

Isnt it a bit dangerous — playing with this particular woman?

Id say it was, he agreed. Different guys got different ideas of danger. It would scare me.

Where does he live?

Sherman Oaks. She goes over there. Shell go once too often.

Ever run across a girl named Linda Conquest? Tall, dark, handsome, used to be a singer with a band?

For two bucks, Jack, you expect a lot of service.

I could build it up to five.

He shook his head. I dont know the party. Not by that name. All kinds of dames come here, mostly pretty flashy. I dont get introduced. He grinned.

I got my wallet out and put three ones in his little damp paw. I added a business card.

I like small close-built men, I said. They never seem to be afraid of anything. Come and see me some time.

I might at that, Jack. Thanks. Linda Conquest, huh? Ill keep my ear flaps off.

So long, I said. The name?

They call me Shifty. I never knew why.

So long, Shifty.

So long. Gat under his arm — in them clothes? Not a chance.

I dont know, I said. He made the motion. Im not hired to gunfight with strangers.

Hell, that shirt hes wearing only got two buttons at the top. I noticed. Take him a week to pull a rod from under that. But he sounded faintly worried.

I guess he was just bluffing, I agreed. If you hear mention of Linda Conquest, Ill be glad to talk business with you.

Okay, Jack.

I went back along the black driveway. He stood there scratching his chin.
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I DROVE ALONG the block looking for a place to park so that I could run up to the office for a moment before going on downtown.

A chauffeur-driven Packard edged out from the curb in front of a cigar store about thirty feet from the entrance to my building. I slid into the space, locked the car and stepped out. It was only then that I noticed the car in front of which I had parked was a familiar-looking sand-colored coupé. It didnt have to be the same one. There were thousands of them. Nobody was in it. Nobody was near it that wore a cocoa straw hat with a brown and yellow band.

I went around to the street side and looked at the steering post. No license holder. I wrote the license plate number down on the back of an envelope, just in case, and went on into my building. He wasnt in the lobby, or in the corridor upstairs.

I went into the office, looked on the floor for mail, didnt find any, bought myself a short drink out of the office bottle and left. I didnt have any time to spare to get downtown before three oclock.

The sand-colored coupé was still parked, still empty. I got into mine and started up and moved out into the traffic stream.

I was below Sunset on Vine before he picked me up. I kept on going, grinning, and wondering where he had hid. Perhaps in the car parked behind his own. I hadnt thought of that.

I drove south to Third and all the way downtown on Third. The sand-colored coupé kept half a block behind me all the way. I moved over to Seventh and Grand, parked near Seventh and Olive, stopped to buy cigarettes I didnt need, and then walked east along Seventh without looking behind me. At Spring I went into the Hotel Metropole, strolled over to the big horseshoe cigar counter to light one of my cigarettes and then sat down in one of the old brown leather chairs in the lobby.

A blond man in a brown suit, dark glasses and the now familiar hat came into the lobby and moved unobtrusively among the potted palms and the stucco arches to the cigar counter. He bought a package of cigarettes and broke it open standing there, using the time to lean his back against the counter and give the lobby the benefit of his eagle eye.

He picked up his change and went over and sat down with his back to a pillar. He tipped his hat down over his dark glasses and seemed to go to sleep with an unlighted cigarette between his lips.

I got up and wandered over and dropped into the chair beside him. I looked at him sideways. He didnt move. Seen at close quarters his face seemed young and pink and plump and the blond beard on his chin was very carelessly shaved. Behind the dark glasses his eyelashes flicked up and down rapidly. A hand on his knee tightened and pulled the cloth into wrinkles. There was a wart on his cheek just below the right eyelid.

I struck a match and held the flame to his cigarette. Light?

Oh — thanks, he said, very surprised. He drew breath in until the cigarette tip glowed. I shook the match out, tossed it into the sand jar at my elbow and waited. He looked at me sideways several times before he spoke.

Havent I seen you somewhere before?

Over on Dresden Avenue in Pasadena. This morning.

I could see his cheeks get pinker than they had been. He sighed.

I must be lousy, he said.

Boy, you stink, I agreed.

Maybe its the hat, he said.

The hat helps, I said. But you dont really need it.

Its a pretty tough dollar in this town, he said sadly. You cant do it on foot, you ruin yourself with taxi fares if you use taxis, and if you use your own car, its always where you cant get to it fast enough. You have to stay too close.

But you dont have to climb in a guys pocket, I said. Did you want something with me or are you just practising?

I figured Id find out if you were smart enough to be worth talking to.

Im very smart, I said. It would be a shame not to talk to me.

He looked carefully around back of his chair and on both sides of where we were sitting and then drew a small, pigskin wallet out. He handed me a nice fresh card from it. It read: George Anson Phillips. Confidential Investigations. 212 Senger Building, 1924 North Wilcox Avenue, Hollywood. A Glenview telephone number. In the upper left hand corner there was an open eye with an eyebrow arched in surprise and very long eyelashes.

You cant do that, I said, pointing to the eye. Thats the Pinkertons. Youll be stealing their business.

Oh hell, he said, what little I get wouldnt bother them.

I snapped the card on my fingernail and bit down hard on my teeth and slipped the card into my pocket.

You want one of mine — or have you completed your file on me?

Oh, I know all about you, he said. I was a deputy at Ventura the time you were working on the Gregson case.

Gregson was a con man from Oklahoma City who was followed all over the United States for two years by one of his victims until he got so jittery that he shot up a service station attendant who mistook him for an acquaintance. It seemed a long time ago to me.

I said: Go on from there.

I remembered your name when I saw it on your registration this a.m. So when I lost you on the way into town I just looked you up. I was going to come in and talk, but it would have been a violation of confidence. This way I kind of cant help myself.

Another screwball. That made three in one day, not counting Mrs. Murdock, who might turn out to be a screwball too.

I waited while he took his dark glasses off and polished them and put them on again and gave the neighborhood the once over again. Then he said:

I figured we could maybe make a deal. Pool our resources, as they say. I saw the guy go into your office, so I figured he had hired you.

You knew who he was?

Im working on him, he said, and his voice sounded flat and discouraged. And where I am getting is no place at all.

What did he do to you?

Well, Im working for his wife.

Divorce?

He looked all around him carefully and said in a small voice: So she says. But I wonder.

They both want one, I said. Each trying to get something on the other. Comical, isnt it?

My end I dont like so well. A guy is tailing me around some of the time. A very tall guy with a funny eye. I shake him but after a while I see him again. A very tall guy. Like a lamppost.

A very tall man with a funny eye. I smoked thoughtfully.

Anything to do with you? the blond man asked me a little anxiously.

I shook my head and threw my cigarette into the sand jar. Never saw him that I know of. I looked at my strap watch. We better get together and talk this thing over properly, but I cant do it now. I have an appointment.

Id like to, he said. Very much.

Lets then. My office, my apartment, or your office, or where?

He scratched his badly shaved chin with a well-chewed thumbnail.

My apartment, he said at last. Its not in the phone book. Give me that card a minute.

He turned it over on his palm when I gave it to him and wrote slowly with a small metal pencil, moving his tongue along his lips. He was getting younger every minute. He didnt seem much more than twenty by now, but he had to be, because the Gregson case had been six years back.

He put his pencil away and handed me back the card. The address he had written on it was 204 Florence Apartments, 128 Court Street.

I looked at him curiously. Court Street on Bunker Hill?

He nodded, flushing all over his blond skin. Not too good, he said quickly. I havent been in the chips lately. Do you mind?

No, why would I?

I stood up and held a hand out. He shook it and dropped it and I pushed it down into my hip pocket and rubbed the palm against the handkerchief I had there. Looking at his face more closely I saw that there was a line of moisture across his upper lip and more of it along the side of his nose. It was not as hot as all that.

I started to move off and then I turned back to lean down close to his face and say: Almost anybody can pull my leg, but just to make sure, shes a tall blond with careless eyes, huh?

I wouldnt call them careless, he said.

I held my face together while I said: And just between the two of us this divorce stuff is a lot of hooey. Its something else entirely, isnt it?

Yes, he said softly, and something I dont like more every minute I think about it. Here.

He pulled something out of his pocket and dropped it into my hand. It was a flat key.

No need for you to wait around in the hall, if I happen to be out. I have two of them. What time would you think you would come?

About four-thirty, the way it looks now. You sure you want to give me this key?

Why, were in the same racket, he said, looking up at me innocently, or as innocently as he could look through a pair of dark glasses.

At the edge of the lobby I looked back. He sat there peacefully, with the half-smoked cigarette dead between his lips and the gaudy brown and yellow band on his hat looking as quiet as a cigarette ad on the back page of the Saturday Evening Post.

We were in the same racket. So I wouldnt chisel him. Just like that. I could have the key to his apartment and go in and make myself at home. I could wear his slippers and drink his liquor and lift up his carpet and count the thousand dollar bills under it. We were in the same racket.
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THE BELFONT BUILDING was eight stories of nothing in particular that had got itself pinched off between a large green and chromium cut rate suit emporium and a three-story and basement garage that made a noise like lion cages at feeding time. The small dark narrow lobby was as dirty as a chicken yard. The building directory had a lot of vacant space on it. Only one of the names meant anything to me and I knew that one already. Opposite the directory a large sign tilted against the fake marble wall said: Space for Renting Suitable for Cigar Stand. Apply Room 316.

There were two open-grill elevators but only one seemed to be running and that not busy. An old man sat inside it slack-jawed and watery-eyed on a piece of folded burlap on top of a wooden stool. He looked as if he had been sitting there since the Civil War and had come out of that badly.

I got in with him and said eight, and he wrestled the doors shut and cranked his buggy and we dragged upwards lurching. The old man breathed hard, as if he was carrying the elevator on his back.

I got out at my floor and started along the hallway and behind me the old man leaned out of the car and blew his nose with his fingers into a carton full of floor sweepings.

Elisha Morningstars office was at the back, opposite the firedoor. Two rooms, both lettered in flaked black paint on pebbled glass. Elisha Morningstar. Numismatist. The one farthest back said: Entrance.

I turned the knob and went into a small narrow room with two windows, a shabby little typewriter desk, closed, a number of wall cases of tarnished coins in tilted slots with yellowed typewritten labels under them, two brown filing cases at the back against the wall, no curtains at the windows, and a dust gray floor carpet so threadbare that you wouldnt notice the rips in it unless you tripped over one.

An inner wooden door was open at the back across from the filing cases, behind the little typewriter desk. Through the door came the small sounds a man makes when he isnt doing anything at all. Then the dry voice of Elisha Morningstar called out:

Come in, please. Come in.

I went along and in. The inner office was just as small but had a lot more stuff in it. A green safe almost blocked off the front half. Beyond this a heavy old mahogany table against the entrance door held some dark books, some flabby old magazines, and a lot of dust. In the back wall a window was open a few inches, without effect on the musty smell. There was a hatrack with a greasy black felt hat on it. There were three long-legged tables with glass tops and more coins under the glass tops. There was a heavy dark leather-topped desk midway of the room. It had the usual desk stuff on it, and in addition a pair of jewellers scales under a glass dome and two large nickel-framed magnifying glasses and a jewellers eyepiece lying on a buff scratch pad, beside a cracked yellow silk handkerchief spotted with ink.

In the swivel chair at the desk sat an elderly party in a dark gray suit with high lapels and too many buttons down the front. He had some stringy white hair that grew long enough to tickle his ears. A pale gray bald patch loomed high up in the middle of it, like a rock above timberline. Fuzz grew out of his ears, far enough to catch a moth.

He had sharp black eyes with a pair of pouches under each eye, brownish purple in color and traced with a network of wrinkles and veins. His cheeks were shiny and his short sharp nose looked as if it had hung over a lot of quick ones in its time. A Hoover collar which no decent laundry would have allowed on the premises nudged his Adams apple and a black string tie poked a small hard knot out at the bottom of the collar, like a mouse getting ready to come out of a mousehole.

He said: My young lady had to go to the dentist. You are Mr. Marlowe?

I nodded.

Pray, be seated. He waved a thin hand at the chair across the desk. I sat down. You have some identification, I presume?

I showed it to him. While he read it I smelled him from across the desk. He had a sort of dry musty smell, like a fairly clean Chinaman.

He placed my card face down on top of his desk and folded his hands on it. His sharp black eyes didnt miss anything in my face.

Well, Mr. Marlowe, what can I do for you?

Tell me about the Brasher Doubloon.

Ah, yes, he said. The Brasher Doubloon. An interesting coin. He lifted his hands off the desk and made a steeple of the fingers, like an old time family lawyer getting set for a little tangled grammar. In some ways the most interesting and valuable of all early American coins. As no doubt you know.

What I dont know about early American coins you could almost crowd into the Rose Bowl.

Is that so? he said. Is that so? Do you want me to tell you?

What Im here for, Mr. Morningstar.

It is a gold coin, roughly equivalent to a twenty-dollar gold piece, and about the size of a half dollar. Almost exactly. It was made for the State of New York in the year 1787. It was not minted. There were no mints until 1793, when the first mint was opened in Philadelphia. The Brasher Doubloon was coined probably by the pressure molding process and its maker was a private goldsmith named Ephraim Brasher, or Brashear. Where the name survives it is usually spelled Brashear, but not on the coin. I dont know why.

I got a cigarette into my mouth and lit it. I thought it might do something to the musty smell. Whats the pressure molding process?

The two halves of the mold were engraved in steel, in intaglio, of course. These halves were then mounted in lead. Gold blanks were pressed between them in a coin press. Then the edges were trimmed for weight and smoothed. The coin was not milled. There were no milling machines in 1787.

Kind of a slow process, I said.

He nodded his peaked white head. Quite. And, since the surface-hardening of steel without distortion could not be accomplished at that time, the dies wore and had to be remade from time to time. With consequent slight variations in design which would be visible under strong magnification. In fact it would be safe to say no two of the coins would be identical, judged by modern methods of microscopic examination. Am I clear?

Yeah, I said. Up to a point. How many of these coins are there and what are they worth?

He undid the steeple of fingers and put his hands back on the desk top and patted them gently up and down.

I dont know how many there are. Nobody knows. A few hundred, a thousand, perhaps more. But of these very few indeed are uncirculated specimens in what is called mint condition. The value varies from a couple of thousand on up. I should say that at the present time, since the devaluation of the dollar, an uncirculated specimen, carefully handled by a reputable dealer, might easily bring ten thousand dollars, or even more. It would have to have a history, of course.

I said: Ah, and let smoke out of my lungs slowly and waved it away with the flat of my hand, away from the old party across the desk from me. He looked like a non-smoker. And without a history and not so carefully handled — how much?

He shrugged. There would be the implication that the coin was illegally acquired. Stolen, or obtained by fraud. Of course it might not be so. Rare coins do turn up in odd places at odd times. In old strong boxes, in the secret drawers of desks in old New England houses. Not often, I grant you. But it happens. I know of a very valuable coin that fell out of the stuffing of a horsehair sofa which was being restored by an antique dealer. The sofa had been in the same room in the same house in Fall River, Massachusetts, for ninety years. Nobody knew how the coin got there. But generally speaking, the implication of theft would be strong. Particularly in this part of the country.

He looked at the corner of the ceiling with an absent stare. I looked at him with a not so absent stare. He looked like a man who could be trusted with a secret — if it was his own secret.

He brought his eyes down to my level slowly and said: Five dollars, please.

I said: Huh?

Five dollars, please.

What for?

Dont be absurd, Mr. Marlowe. Everything I have told you is available in the public library. In Fosdykes Register, in particular. You choose to come here and take up my time relating it to you. For this my charge is five dollars.

And suppose I dont pay it, I said.

He leaned back and closed his eyes. A very faint smile twitched at the corners of his lips. You will pay it, he said.

I paid it. I took the five out of my wallet and got up to lean over the desk and spread it out right in front of him, carefully. I stroked the bill with my fingertips, as if it was a kitten.

Five dollars, Mr. Morningstar, I said.

He opened his eyes and looked at the bill. He smiled.

And now, I said, lets talk about the Brasher Doubloon that somebody tried to sell you.

He opened his eyes a little wider. Oh, did somebody try to sell me a Brasher Doubloon? Now why would they do that?

They needed the money, I said. And they didnt want too many questions asked. They knew or found out that you were in the business and that the building where you had your office was a shabby dump where anything could happen. They knew your office was at the end of a corridor and that you were an elderly man who would probably not make any false moves — out of regard for your health.

They seem to have known a great deal, Elisha Morningstar said dryly.

They knew what they had to know in order to transact their business. Just like you and me. And none of it was hard to find out.

He stuck his little finger in his ear and worked it around and brought it out with a little dark wax on it. He wiped it off casually on his coat.

And you assume all this from the mere fact that I called up Mrs. Murdock and asked if her Brasher Doubloon was for sale?

Sure. She had the same idea herself. Its reasonable. Like I said over the phone to you, you would know that coin was not for sale. If you knew anything about the business at all. And I can see that you do.

He bowed, about one inch. He didnt quite smile but he looked about as pleased as a man in a Hoover collar ever looks.

You would be offered this coin for sale, I said, in suspicious circumstances. You would want to buy it, if you could get it cheap and had the money to handle it. But you would want to know where it came from. And even if you were quite sure it was stolen, you could still buy it, if you could get it cheap enough.

Oh, I could, could I? He looked amused, but not in a large way.

Sure you could — if you are a reputable dealer. Ill assume you are. By buying the coin — cheap — you would be protecting the owner or his insurance carrier from complete loss. Theyd be glad to pay you back your outlay. Its done all the time.

Then the Murdock Brasher has been stolen, he said abruptly.

Dont quote me, I said. Its a secret.

He almost picked his nose this time. He just caught himself. He picked a hair out of one nostril instead, with a quick jerk and a wince. He held it up and looked at it. Looking at me past it he said:

And how much will your principal pay for the return of the coin?

I leaned over the desk and gave him my shady leer. One grand. What did you pay?

I think you are a very smart young man, he said. Then he screwed his face up and his chin wobbled and his chest began to bounce in and out and a sound came out of him like a convalescent rooster learning to crow again after a long illness.

He was laughing.

It stopped after a while. His face came all smooth again and his eyes, opened, black and sharp and shrewd.

Eight hundred dollars, he said. Eight hundred dollars for an uncirculated specimen of the Brasher Doubloon. He chortled.

Fine. Got it with you? That leaves you two hundred. Fair enough. A quick turnover, a reasonable profit and no trouble for anybody.

It is not in my office, he said. Do you take me for a fool? He reached an ancient silver watch out of his vest on a black fob. He screwed up his eyes to look at it. Let us say eleven in the morning, he said. Come back with your money. The coin may or may not be here, but if I am satisfied with your behavior, I will arrange matters.

That is satisfactory, I said, and stood up. I have to get the money anyhow.

Have it in used bills, he said almost dreamily. Used twenties will do. An occasional fifty will do no harm.

I grinned and started for the door. Halfway there I turned around and went back to lean both hands on the desk and push my face over it.

What did she look like?

He looked blank.

The girl that sold you the coin.

He looked blanker.

Okay, I said. It wasnt a girl. She had help. It was a man. What did the man look like?

He pursed his lips and made another steeple with his fingers. He was a middle-aged man, heavy set, about five feet seven inches tall and weighing around one hundred and seventy pounds. He said his name was Smith. He wore a blue suit, black shoes, a green tie and shirt, no hat. There was a brown bordered handkerchief in his outer pocket. His hair was dark brown sprinkled with gray. There was a bald patch about the size of a dollar on the crown of his head and a scar about two inches long running down the side of his jaw. On the left side, I think. Yes, on the left side.

Not bad, I said. What about the hole in his right sock?

I omitted to take his shoes off.

Darn careless of you, I said.

He didnt say anything. We just stared at each other, half curious, half hostile, like new neighbors. Then suddenly he went into his laugh again.

The five dollar bill I had given him was still lying on his side of the desk. I flicked a hand across and took it.

You wont want this now, I said. Since we started talking in thousands.

He stopped laughing very suddenly. Then he shrugged.

At eleven a.m., he said. And no tricks, Mr. Marlowe. Dont think I dont know how to protect myself.

I hope you do, I said, because what you are handling is dynamite.

I left him and tramped across the empty outer office and opened the door and let it shut, staying inside. There ought to be footsteps outside in the corridor, but his transom was closed and I hadnt made much noise coming on crepe rubber soles. I hoped he would remember that. I sneaked back across the threadbare carpet and edged in behind the door, between the door and the little closed typewriter desk. A kid trick, but once in a while it will work, especially after a lot of smart conversation, full of worldliness and sly wit. Like a sucker play in football. And if it didnt work this time, we would just be there sneering at each other again.

It worked. Nothing happened for a while except that a nose was blown. Then all by himself in there he went into his sick rooster laugh again. Then a throat was cleared. Then a swivel chair squeaked, and feet walked.

A dingy white head poked into the room, about two inches past the end of the door. It hung there suspended and I went into a state of suspended animation. Then the head was drawn back and four unclean fingernails came around the edge of the door and pulled. The door closed, clicked, was shut. I started breathing again and put my ear to the wooden panel.

The swivel chair squeaked once more. The threshing sound of a telephone being dialed. I lunged across to the instrument on the little typewriter desk and lifted it. At the other end of the line the bell had started to ring. It rang six times. Then a mans voice said: Yeah?

The Florence Apartments?

Yeah.

Id like to speak to Mr. Anson in Apartment two-o-four.

Hold the wire. Ill see if hes in.

Mr. Morningstar and I held the wire. Noise came over it, the blaring sound of a loud radio broadcasting a baseball game. It was not close to the telephone, but it was noisy enough.

Then I could hear the hollow sound of steps coming nearer and the harsh rattle of the telephone receiver being picked up and the voice said:

Not in. Any message?

Ill call later, Mr. Morningstar said.

I hung up fast and did a rapid glide across the floor to the entrance door and opened it very silently, like snow falling, and let it close the same way, taking its weight at the last moment, so that the click of the catch would not have been heard three feet away.

I breathed hard and tight going down the hall, listening to myself. I pushed the elevator button. Then I got out the card which Mr. George Anson Phillips had given me in the lobby of the Hotel Metropole. I didnt look at it in any real sense. I didnt have to look at it to recall that it referred to Apartment 204, Florence Apartments, 128 Court Street. I just stood there flicking it with a fingernail while the old elevator came heaving up in the shaft, straining like a gravel truck on a hairpin turn.

The time was three-fifty.
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BUNKER HILL IS old town, lost town, shabby town, crook town. Once, very long ago, it was the choice residential district of the city, and there are still standing a few of the jigsaw Gothic mansions with wide porches and walls covered with round-end shingles and full corner bay windows with spindle turrets. They are all rooming houses now, their parquetry floors are scratched and worn through the once glossy finish and the wide sweeping staircases are dark with time and with cheap varnish laid on over generations of dirt. In the tall rooms haggard landladies bicker with shifty tenants. On the wide cool front porches, reaching their cracked shoes into the sun, and staring at nothing, sit the old men with faces like lost battles.

In and around the old houses there are flyblown restaurants and Italian fruitstands and cheap apartment houses and little candy stores where you can buy even nastier things than their candy. And there are ratty hotels where nobody except people named Smith and Jones sign the register and where the night clerk is half watchdog and half pander.

Out of the apartment houses come women who should be young but have faces like stale beer; men with pulled-down hats and quick eyes that look the street over behind the cupped hand that shields the match flame; worn intellectuals with cigarette coughs and no money in the bank; fly cops with granite faces and unwavering eyes; cokies and coke peddlers; people who look like nothing in particular and know it, and once in a while even men that actually go to work. But they come out early, when the wide cracked sidewalks are empty and still have dew on them.

I was earlier than four-thirty getting over there, but not much. I parked at the end of the street, where the funicular railway comes struggling up the yellow clay bank from Hill Street, and walked along Court Street to the Florence Apartments. It was dark brick in front, three stories, the lower windows at sidewalk level and masked by rusted screens and dingy net curtains. The entrance door had a glass panel and enough of the name left to be read. I opened it and went down three brass bound steps into a hallway you could touch on both sides without stretching. Dim doors painted with numbers in dim paint. An alcove at the foot of the stairs with a pay telephone. A sign: Manager, Apt. 106. At the back of the hallway a screen door and in the alley beyond it four tall battered garbage pails in a line, with a dance of flies in the sunlit air above them.

I went up the stairs. The radio I had heard over the telephone was still blatting the baseball game. I read numbers and went up front. Apartment 204 was on the right side and the baseball game was right across the hall from it. I knocked, got no answer and knocked louder. Behind my back three Dodgers struck out against a welter of synthetic crowd noise. I knocked a third time and looked out of the front hall window while I felt in my pocket for the key George Anson Phillips had given me.

Across the street was an Italian funeral home, neat and quiet and reticent, white painted brick, flush with the sidewalk. Pietro Palermo Funeral Parlors. The thin green script of a neon sign lay across its façade, with a chaste air. A tall man in dark clothes came out of the front door and leaned against the white wall. He looked very handsome. He had dark skin and a handsome head of iron-gray hair brushed back from his forehead. He got out what looked at that distance to be a silver or platinum and black enamel cigarette case, opened it languidly with two long brown fingers and selected a gold-tipped cigarette. He put the case away and lit the cigarette with a pocket lighter that seemed to match the case. He put that away and folded his arms and stared at nothing with half-closed eyes. From the tip of his motionless cigarette a thin wisp of smoke rose straight up past his face, as thin and straight as the smoke of a dying campfire at dawn.

Another batter struck out or flied out behind my back in the recreated ball game. I turned from watching the tall Italian, put the key into the door of Apartment 204 and went in.

A square room with a brown carpet, very little furniture and that not inviting. The wall bed with the usual distorting mirror faced me as I opened the door and made me look like a two-time loser sneaking home from a reefer party. There was a birchwood easy chair with some hard looking upholstery beside it in the form of a davenport. A table before the window held a lamp with a shirred paper shade. There was a door on either side of the bed.

The door to the left led into a small kitchenette with a brown woodstone sink and a three-burner stove and an old electric icebox that clicked and began to throb in torment just as I pushed the door open. On the woodstone drain board stood the remains of somebodys breakfast, mud at the bottom of a cup, a burnt crust of bread, crumbs on a board, a yellow slime of melted butter down the slope of a saucer, a smeared knife and a granite coffee pot that smelled like sacks in a hot barn.

I went back around the wall bed and through the other door. It gave on a short hallway with an open space for clothes and a built-in dresser. On the dresser was a comb and a black brush with a few blond hairs in its black bristles. Also a can of talcum, a small flashlight with a cracked lens, a pad of writing paper, a bank pen, a bottle of ink on a blotter, cigarettes and matches in a glass ashtray that contained half a dozen stubs.

In the drawers of the dresser were about what one suitcase would hold in the way of socks and underclothes and handkerchiefs. There was a dark gray suit on a hanger, not new but still good, and a pair of rather dusty black brogues on the floor under it.

I pushed the bathroom door. It opened about a foot and then stuck. My nose twitched and I could feel my lips stiffen and I smelled the harsh sharp bitter smell from beyond the door. I leaned against it. It gave a little, but came back, as though somebody was holding it against me. I poked my head through the opening.

The floor of the bathroom was too short for him, so his knees were poked up and hung outwards slackly and his head was pressed against the woodstone baseboard at the other end, not tilted up, but jammed tight. His brown suit was rumpled a little and his dark glasses stuck out of his breast pocket at an unsafe angle. As if that mattered. His right hand was thrown across his stomach, his left hand lay on the floor, palm up, the fingers curled a little. There was a blood-caked bruise on the right side of his head, in the blond hair. His open mouth was full of shiny crimson blood.

The door was stopped by his leg. I pushed hard and edged around it and got in. I bent down to push two fingers into the side of his neck against the big artery. No artery throbbed there, or even whispered. Nothing at all. The skin was icy. It couldnt have been icy. I just thought it was. I straightened up and leaned my back against the door and made hard fists in my pockets and smelled the cordite fumes. The baseball game was still going on, but through two closed doors it sounded remote.

I stood and looked down at him. Nothing in that, Marlowe, nothing at all. Nothing for you here, nothing. You didnt even know him. Get out, get out fast.

I pulled away from the door and pulled it open and went back through the hall into the living room. A face in the mirror looked at me. A strained, leering face. I turned away from it quickly and took out the flat key George Anson Phillips had given me and rubbed it between my moist palms and laid it down beside the lamp.

I smeared the doorknob opening the door and the outside knob closing the door. The Dodgers were ahead seven to three, the first half of the eighth. A lady who sounded well on with her drinking was singing Frankie and Johnny, the roundhouse version, in a voice that even whiskey had failed to improve. A deep mans voice growled at her to shut up and she kept on singing and there was a hard quick movement across the floor and a smack and a yelp and she stopped singing and the baseball game went right on.

I put the cigarette in my mouth and lit it and went back down the stairs and stood in the half dark of the hall angle looking at the little sign that read: Manager, Apt. 106.

I was a fool even to look at it. I looked at it for a long minute, biting the cigarette hard between my teeth.

I turned and walked down the hallway towards the back. A small enameled plate on a door said: Manager. I knocked on the door.
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A CHAIR WAS pushed back, feet shuffled, the door opened.

You the manager?

Yeah. It was the same voice I had heard over the telephone. Talking to Elisha Morningstar.

He held an empty smeared glass in his hand. It looked as if somebody had been keeping goldfish in it. He was a lanky man with carroty short hair growing down to a point on his forehead. He had a long narrow head packed with shabby cunning. Greenish eyes stared under orange eyebrows. His ears were large and might have flapped in a high wind. He had a long nose that would be into things. The whole face was a trained face, a face that would know how to keep a secret, a face that held the effortless composure of a corpse in the morgue.

He wore his vest open, no coat, a woven hair watchguard, and round blue sleeve garters with metal clasps.

I said: Mr. Anson?

Two-o-four.

Hes not in.

What should I do — lay an egg?

Neat, I said. You have them all the time, or is this your birthday?

Beat it, he said. Drift. He started to close the door. He opened it again to say: Take the air. Scram. Push off. Having made his meaning clear he started to close the door again.

I leaned against the door. He leaned against it on his side. That brought our faces close together. Five bucks, I said.

It rocked him. He opened the door very suddenly and I had to take a quick step forward in order not to butt his chin with my head.

Come in, he said.

A living room with a wallbed, everything strictly to specifications, even to the shirred paper lampshade and the glass ashtray. This room was painted egg-yolk yellow. All it needed was a few fat black spiders painted on the yellow to be anybodys bilious attack.

Sit down, he said, shutting the door.

I sat down. We looked at each other with the clear innocent eyes of a couple of used car salesmen.

Beer? he said.

Thanks.

He opened two cans, filled the smeared glass he had been holding, and reached for another like it. I said I would drink out of the can. He handed me the can.

A dime, he said.

I gave him a dime.

He dropped it into his vest and went on looking at me. He pulled a chair over and sat in it and spread his bony upjutting knees and let his empty hand droop between them.

I aint interested in your five bucks, he said.

Thats fine, I said. I wasnt really thinking of giving it to you.

A wisey, he said. What gives? We run a nice respectable place here. No funny stuff gets pulled.

Quiet too, I said. Upstairs you could almost hear an eagle scream.

His smile was wide, about three quarters of an inch. I dont amuse easy, he said.

Just like Queen Victoria, I said.

I dont get it.

I dont expect miracles, I said. The meaningless talk had a sort of cold bracing effect on me, making a mood with a hard gritty edge.

I got my wallet out and selected a card from it. It wasnt my card. It read: James B. Pollock, Reliance Indemnity Company, Field Agent. I tried to remember what James B. Pollock looked like and where I had met him. I couldnt. I handed the carroty man the card.

He read it and scratched the end of his nose with one of the corners. Wrong john? he asked, keeping his green eyes plastered to my face.

Jewelry, I said and waved a hand.

He thought this over. While he thought it over I tried to make up my mind whether it worried him at all. It didnt seem to.

We get one once in a while, he conceded. You cant help it. He didnt look like it to me, though. Soft looking.

Maybe I got a bum steer, I said. I described George Anson Phillips to him, George Anson Phillips alive, in his brown suit and his dark glasses and his cocoa straw hat with the brown and yellow print band. I wondered what had happened to the hat. It hadnt been up there. He must have got rid of it, thinking it was too conspicuous. His blond head was almost, but not quite, as bad.

That sound like him?

The carroty man took his time making up his mind. Finally he nodded yes, green eyes watching me carefully, lean hard hand holding the card up to his mouth and running the card along his teeth like a stick along the palings of a picket fence.

I didnt figure him for no crook, he said. But hell, they come all sizes and shapes. Only been here a month. If he looked like a wrong gee, wouldnt have been here at all.

I did a good job of not laughing in his face. What say we frisk the apartment while hes out?

He shook his head. Mr. Palermo wouldnt like it.

Mr. Palermo?

Hes the owner. Across the street. Owns the funeral parlors. Owns this building and a lot of other buildings. Practically owns the district, if you know what I mean. He gave me a twitch of the lip and a flutter of the right eyelid. Gets the vote out. Not a guy to crowd.

Well, while hes getting the vote out or playing with a stiff or whatever hes doing at the moment, lets go up and frisk the apartment.

Dont get me sore at you, the carroty man said briefly.

That would bother me like two per cent of nothing at all, I said. Lets go up and frisk the apartment. I threw my empty beer can at the waste basket and watched it bounce back and roll half way across the room.

The carroty man stood up suddenly and spread his feet apart and dusted his hands together and took hold of his lower lip with his teeth.

You said something about five, he shrugged.

That was hours ago, I said. I thought better of it. Lets go up and frisk the apartment.

Say that just once more— his right hand slid towards his hip.

If youre thinking of pulling a gun, Mr. Palermo wouldnt like it, I said.

To hell with Mr. Palermo, he snarled, in a voice suddenly furious, out of a face suddenly charged with dark blood.

Mr. Palermo will be glad to know thats how you feel about him, I said.

Look, the carroty man said very slowly, dropping his hand to his side and leaning forward from the hips and pushing his face at me as hard as he could. Look. I was sitting here having myself a beer or two. Maybe three. Maybe nine. What the hell? I wasnt bothering anybody. It was a nice day. It looked like it might be a nice evening — Then you come in. He waved a hand violently.

Lets go up and frisk the apartment, I said.

He threw both fists forward in tight lumps. At the end of the motion he threw his hands wide open, straining the fingers as far as they would go. His nose twitched sharply.

If it wasnt for the job, he said.

I opened my mouth. Dont say it! he yelled.

He put a hat on, but no coat, opened a drawer and took out a bunch of keys, walked past me to open the door and stood in it, jerking his chin at me. His face still looked a little wild.

We went out into the hall and along it and up the stairs. The ball game was over and dance music had taken its place. Very loud dance music. The carroty man selected one of his keys and put it in the lock of Apartment 204. Against the booming of the dance band behind us in the apartment across the way a womans voice suddenly screamed hysterically.

The carroty man withdrew the key and bared his teeth at me. He walked across the narrow hallway and banged on the opposite door. He had to knock hard and long before any attention was paid. Then the door was jerked open and a sharp-faced blond in scarlet slacks and a green pullover stared out with sultry eyes, one of which was puffed and the other had been socked several days ago. She also had a bruise on her throat and her hand held a tall cool glass of amber fluid.

Pipe down, but soon, the carroty man said. Too much racket. I dont aim to ask you again. Next time I call some law.

The girl looked back over her shoulder and screamed against the noise of the radio: Hey, Del! The guy says to pipe down! You wanna sock him?

A chair squeaked, the radio noise died abruptly and a thick bitter-eyed dark man appeared behind the blond, yanked her out of the way with one hand and pushed his face at us. He needed a shave. He was wearing pants, street shoes and an undershirt.

He settled his feet in the doorway, whistled a little breath in through his nose and said:

Buzz off. I just come in from lunch. I had a lousy lunch. I wouldnt want nobody to push muscle at me. He was very drunk, but in a hard practised sort of way.

The carroty man said: You heard me, Mr. Hench. Dim that radio and stop the roughhouse in here. And make it sudden.

The man addressed as Hench said: Listen, picklepuss— and heaved forward with his right foot in a hard stamp.

The carroty mans left foot didnt wait to be stamped on. The lean body moved back quickly and the thrown bunch of keys hit the floor behind, and clanked against the door of Apartment 204. The carroty mans right hand made a sweeping movement and came up with a woven leather blackjack.

Hench said: Yah! and took two big handfuls of air in his two hairy hands, closed the hands into fists and swung hard at nothing.

The carroty man hit him on the top of his head and the girl screamed again and threw a glass of liquor in her boy friends face. Whether because it was safe to do it now or because she made an honest mistake, I couldnt tell.

Hench turned blindly with his face dripping, stumbled and ran across the floor in a lurch that threatened to land him on his nose at every step. The bed was down and tumbled. Hench made the bed on one knee and plunged a hand under the pillow.

I said: Look out — gun.

I can fade that too, the carroty man said between his teeth and slid his right hand, empty now, under his open vest.

Hench was down on both knees. He came up on one and turned and there was a short black gun in his right hand and he was staring down at it, not holding it by the grip at all, holding it flat on his palm.

Drop it! the carroty mans voice said tightly and he went on into the room.

The blond promptly jumped on his back and wound her long green arms around his neck, yelling lustily. The carroty man staggered and swore and waved his gun around.

Get him, Del! the blond screamed. Get him good!

Hench, one hand on the bed and one foot on the floor, both knees doubled, right hand holding the black gun flat on his palm, eyes staring down at it, pushed himself slowly to his feet and growled deep in his throat:

This aint my gun.

I relieved the carroty man of the gun that was not doing him any good and stepped around him, leaving him to shake the blond off his back as best he could. A door banged down the hallway and steps came along toward us.

I said: Drop it, Hench.

He looked up at me, puzzled dark eyes suddenly sober.

It aint my gun, he said and held it out flat. Mines a Colt .32 — belly gun.

I took the gun off his hand. He made no effort to stop me. He sat down on the bed, rubbed the top of his head slowly, and screwed his face up in difficult thought. Where the hell— his voice trailed off and he shook his head and winced.

I sniffed the gun. It had been fired. I sprang the magazine out and counted the bullets through the small holes in the side. There were six. With one in the magazine, that made seven. The gun was a Colt .32, automatic, eight shot. It had been fired. If it had not been reloaded, one shot had been fired from it.

The carroty man had the blond off his back now. He had thrown her into a chair and was wiping a scratch on his cheek. His green eyes were baleful.

Better get some law, I said. A shot has been fired from this gun and its about time you found out theres a dead man in the apartment across the hall.

Hench looked up at me stupidly and said in a quiet, reasonable voice: Brother, that simply aint my gun.

The blond sobbed in a rather theatrical manner and showed me an open mouth twisted with misery and ham acting. The carroty man went softly out of the door.
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SHOT IN THE throat with a medium caliber gun and a soft-nosed bullet, Detective-Lieutenant Jesse Breeze said. A gun like this and bullets like is in here. He danced the gun on his hand, the gun Hench had said was not his gun. Bullet ranged upwards and probably hit the back of the skull. Still inside his head. The mans dead about two hours. Hands and face cold, but body still warm. No rigor. Was sapped with something hard before being shot. Likely with a gun butt. All that mean anything to you boys and girls?

The newspaper he was sitting on rustled. He took his hat off and mopped his face and the top of his almost bald head. A fringe of light colored hair around the crown was damp and dark with sweat. He put his hat back on, a flat-crowned panama, burned dark by the sun. Not this years hat, and probably not last years.

He was a big man, rather paunchy, wearing brown and white shoes and sloppy socks and white trousers with thin black stripes, an open neck shirt showing some ginger-colored hair at the top of his chest, and a rough sky-blue sports coat not wider at the shoulders than a two-car garage. He would be about fifty years old and the only thing about him that very much suggested cop was the calm, unwinking unwavering stare of his prominent pale blue eyes, a stare that had no thought of being rude, but that anybody but a cop would feel to be rude. Below his eyes across the top of his cheeks and the bridge of his nose there was a wide path of freckles, like a mine field on a war map.

We were sitting in Henchs apartment and the door was shut. Hench had his shirt on and he was absently tying a tie with thick blunt fingers that trembled. The girl was lying on the bed. She had a green wrap-around thing twisted about her head, a purse by her side and a short squirrel coat across her feet. Her mouth was a little open and her face was drained and shocked.

Hench said thickly: If the idea is the guy was shot with the gun under the pillow, okay. Seems like he might have been. It aint my gun and nothing you boys can think up is going to make me say its my gun.

Assuming that to be so, Breeze said, how come? Somebody swiped your gun and left this one. When, how, what kind of gun was yours?

We went out about three-thirty or so to get something to eat at the hashhouse around the corner, Hench said. You can check that. We must have left the door unlocked. We were kind of hitting the bottle a little. I guess we were pretty noisy. We had the ball game going on the radio. I guess we shut it off when we went out. Im not sure. You remember? He looked at the girl lying white-faced and silent on the bed. You remember, sweet?

The girl didnt look at him or answer him.

Shes pooped, Hench said. I had a gun, a Colt .32, same caliber as that, but a belly gun. A revolver, not an automatic. Theres a piece broken off the rubber grip. A Jew named Morris gave it to me three four years ago. We worked together in a bar. I dont have no permit, but I dont carry the gun neither.

Breeze said: Hitting the hooch like you birds been and having a gun under the pillow sooner or later somebody was going to get shot. You ought to know that.

Hell, we didnt even know the guy, Hench said. His tie was tied now, very badly. He was cold sober and very shaky. He stood up and picked a coat off the end of the bed and put it on and sat down again. I watched his fingers tremble lighting a cigarette. We dont know his name. We dont know anything about him. I see him maybe two three times in the hall, but he dont even speak to me. Its the same guy, I guess. I aint even sure of that.

Its the fellow that lived there, Breeze said. Let me see now, this ball game is a studio re-broadcast, huh?

Goes on at three, Hench said. Three to say four-thirty, or sometimes later. We went out about the last half the third. We was gone about an inning and a half, maybe two. Twenty minutes to half an hour. Not more.

I guess he was shot just before you went out, Breeze said. The radio would kill the noise of the gun near enough. You must of left your door unlocked. Or even open.

Could be, Hench said wearily. You remember, honey?

Again the girl on the bed refused to answer him or even look at him.

Breeze said: You left your door open or unlocked. The killer heard you go out. He got into your apartment, wanting to ditch his gun, saw the bed down, walked across and slipped his gun under the pillow, and then imagine his surprise. He found another gun there waiting for him. So he took it along. Now if he meant to ditch his gun, why not do it where he did his killing? Why take the risk of going into another apartment to do it? Why the fancy pants?

I was sitting in the corner of the davenport by the window. I put in my nickels worth, saying: Suppose he had locked himself out of Phillips apartment before he thought of ditching the gun? Suppose, coming out of the shock of his murder, he found himself in the hall still holding the murder gun. He would want to ditch it fast. Then if Henchs door was open and he had heard them go out along the hall—

Breeze looked at me briefly and grunted: Im not saying it isnt so. Im just considering. He turned his attention back to Hench. So now, if this turns out to be the gun that killed Anson, we got to try and trace your gun. While we do that we got to have you and the young lady handy. You understand that, of course?

Hench said: You dont have any boys that can bounce me hard enough to make me tell it different.

We can always try, Breeze said mildly. And we might just as well get started.

He stood up, turned and swept the crumpled newspapers off the chair on to the floor. He went over to the door, then turned and stood looking at the girl on the bed. You all right, sister, or should I call for a matron?

The girl on the bed didnt answer him.

Hench said: I need a drink. I need a drink bad.

Not while Im watching you, Breeze said and went out of the door.

Hench moved across the room and put the neck of a bottle into his mouth and gurgled liquor. He lowered the bottle, looked at what was left in it and went over to the girl. He pushed her shoulder.

Wake up and have a drink, he growled at her.

The girl stared at the ceiling. She didnt answer him or show that she had heard him.

Let her alone, I said. Shock.

Hench finished what was in the bottle, put the empty bottle down carefully and looked at the girl again, then turned his back on her and stood frowning at the floor. Jeeze, I wish I could remember better, he said under his breath.

Breeze came back into the room with a young fresh-faced plain-clothes detective. This is Lieutenant Spangler, he said. Hell take you down. Get going, huh?

Hench went back to the bed and shook the girls shoulder. Get on up, babe. We gotta take a ride.

The girl turned her eyes without turning her head, and looked at him slowly. She lifted her shoulders off the bed and put a hand under her and swung her legs over the side and stood up, stamping her right foot, as if it was numb.

Tough, kid — but you know how it is, Hench said.

The girl put a hand to her mouth and bit the knuckle of her little finger, looking at him blankly. Then she swung the hand suddenly and hit him in the face as hard as she could. Then she half ran out of the door.

Hench didnt move a muscle for a long moment. There was a confused noise of men talking outside, a confused noise of cars down below in the street. Hench shrugged and cocked his heavy shoulders back and swept a slow look around the room, as if he didnt expect to see it again very soon, or at all. Then he went out past the young fresh-faced detective.

The detective went out. The door closed. The confused noise outside was dimmed a little and Breeze and I sat looking at each other heavily.
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AFTER A WHILE Breeze got tired of looking at me and dug a cigar out of his pocket. He slit the cellophane band with a knife and trimmed the end of the cigar and lit it carefully, turning it around in the flame, and holding the burning match away from it while he stared thoughtfully at nothing and drew on the cigar and made sure it was burning the way he wanted it to burn.

Then he shook the match out very slowly and reached over to lay it on the sill of the open window. Then he looked at me some more.

You and me, he said, are going to get along.

Thats fine, I said.

You dont think so, he said. But we are. But not because I took any sudden fancy to you. Its the way I work. Everything in the clear. Everything sensible. Everything quiet. Not like that dame. Thats the kind of dame that spends her life looking for trouble and when she finds it, its the fault of the first guy she can get her fingernails into.

He gave her a couple of shiners, I said. That wouldnt make her love him too much.

I can see, Breeze said, that you know a lot about dames.

Not knowing a lot about them has helped me in my business, I said. Im open-minded.

He nodded and examined the end of his cigar. He took a piece of paper out of his pocket and read from it. Delmar B. Hench, 45, bartender, unemployed. Maybelle Masters, 26, dancer. Thats all I know about them. Ive got a hunch there aint a lot more to know.

You dont think he shot Anson? I asked.

Breeze looked at me without pleasure. Brother, I just got here. He took a card out of his pocket and read from that. James B. Pollock, Reliance Indemnity Company, Field Agent. Whats the idea?

In a neighborhood like this its bad form to use your own name, I said. Anson didnt either.

Whats the matter with the neighborhood?

Practically everything, I said.

What I would like to know, Breeze said, is what you know about the dead guy?

I told you already.

Tell me again. People tell me so much stuff I get it all mixed up.

I know what it says on his card, that his name is George Anson Phillips, that he claimed to be a private detective. He was outside my office when I went to lunch. He followed me downtown, into the lobby of the Hotel Metropole. I led him there. I spoke to him and he admitted he had been following me and said it was because he wanted to find out if I was smart enough to do business with. Thats a lot of baloney, of course. He probably hadnt quite made up his mind what to do and was waiting for something to decide him. He was on a job — he said — he had got leery of and he wanted to join up with somebody, perhaps somebody with a little more experience than he had, if he had any at all. He didnt act as if he had.

Breeze said: And the only reason he picked on you is that six years ago you worked on a case in Ventura while he was a deputy up there.

I said, Thats my story.

But you dont have to get stuck with it, Breeze said calmly. You can always give us a better one.

Its good enough, I said. I mean its good enough in the sense that its bad enough to be true.

He nodded his big slow head.

Whats your idea of all this? he asked.

Have you investigated Phillips office address?

He shook his head, no.

My idea is you will find out he was hired because he was simple. He was hired to take this apartment here under a wrong name, and to do something that turned out to be not what he liked. He was scared. He wanted a friend, he wanted help. The fact that he picked me after so long a time and such little knowledge of me showed he didnt know many people in the detective business.

Breeze got his handkerchief out and mopped his head and face again. But it dont begin to show why he had to follow you around like a lost pup instead of walking right up to your office door and in.

No, I said, it doesnt.

Can you explain that?

No. Not really.

Well, how would you try to explain it?

Ive already explained it in the only way I know how. He was undecided whether to speak to me or not. He was waiting for something to decide him. I decided by speaking to him.

Breeze said: That is a very simple explanation. It is so simple it stinks.

You may be right, I said.

And as the result of this little hotel lobby conversation this guy, a total stranger to you, asks you to his apartment and hands you his key. Because he wants to talk to you.

I said, Yes.

Why couldnt he talk to you then?

I had an appointment, I said.

Business?

I nodded.

I see. What you working on?

I shook my head and didnt answer.

This is murder, Breeze said. Youre going to have to tell me.

I shook my head again. He flushed a little.

Look, he said tightly, you got to.

Im sorry, Breeze, I said. But so far as things have gone, Im not convinced of that.

Of course you know I can throw you in the can as a material witness, he said casually.

On what grounds?

On the grounds that you are the one who found the body, that you gave a false name to the manager here, and that you dont give a satisfactory account of your relations with the dead guy.

I said: Are you going to do it?

He smiled bleakly. You got a lawyer?

I know several lawyers. I dont have a lawyer on a retainer basis.

How many of the commissioners do you know personally?

None. That is, Ive spoken to three of them, but they might not remember me.

But you have good contacts, in the mayors office and so on?

Tell me about them, I said. Id like to know.

Look, buddy, he said earnestly, you must got some friends somewhere. Surely.

Ive got a good friend in the Sheriffs office, but Id rather leave him out of it.

He lifted his eyebrows. Why? Maybe youre going to need friends. A good word from a cop we know to be right might go a long way.

Hes just a personal friend, I said. I dont ride around on his back. If I get in trouble, it wont do him any good.

How about the homicide bureau?

Theres Randall, I said. If hes still working out of Central Homicide. I had a little time with him on a case once. But he doesnt like me too well.

Breeze sighed and moved his feet on the floor, rustling the newspapers he had pushed down out of the chair.

Is all this on the level — or are you just being smart? I mean about all the important guys you dont know?

Its on the level, I said. But the way I am using it is smart.

It aint smart to say so right out.

I think it is.

He put a big freckled hand over the whole lower part of his face and squeezed. When he took the hand away there were round red marks on his cheeks from the pressure of thumb and fingers. I watched the marks fade.

Why dont you go on home and let a man work? he asked crossly.

I got up and nodded and went towards the door. Breeze said to my back: Gimme your home address.

I gave it to him. He wrote it down. So long, he said drearily: Dont leave town. Well want a statement — maybe tonight.

I went out. There were two uniformed cops outside on the landing. The door across the way was open and a fingerprint man was still working inside. Downstairs I met two more cops in the hallway, one at each end of it. I didnt see the carroty manager. I went out the front door. There was an ambulance pulling away from the curb. A knot of people hung around on both sides of the street, not as many as would accumulate in some neighborhoods.

I pushed along the sidewalk. A man grabbed me by the arm and said: Whats the damage, Jack?

I shook his arm off without speaking or looking at his face and went on down the street to where my car was.
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IT WAS A quarter to seven when I let myself into the office and clicked the light on and picked a piece of paper off the floor. It was a notice from the Green Feather Messenger Service saying that a package was held awaiting my call and would be delivered upon request at any hour of the day or night. I put it on the desk, peeled my coat off and opened the windows. I got a half bottle of Old Taylor out of the deep drawer of the desk and drank a short drink, rolling it around on my tongue. Then I sat there holding the neck of the cool bottle and wondering how it would feel to be a homicide dick and find bodies lying around and not mind at all, not have to sneak out wiping doorknobs, not have to ponder how much I could tell without hurting a client and how little I could tell without too badly hurting myself. I decided I wouldnt like it.

I pulled the phone over and looked at the number on the slip and called it. They said my package could be sent right over. I said I would wait for it.

It was getting dark outside now. The rushing sound of the traffic had died a little and the air from the open window, not yet cool from the night, had that tired end-of-the-day smell of dust, automobile exhaust, sunlight rising from hot walls and sidewalks, the remote smell of food in a thousand restaurants, and perhaps, drifting down from the residential hills above Hollywood — if you had a nose like a hunting dog — a touch of that peculiar tomcat smell that eucalyptus trees give off in warm weather.

I sat there smoking. Ten minutes later the door was knocked on and I opened it to a boy in a uniform cap who took my signature and gave me a small square package, not more than two and a half inches wide, if that. I gave the boy a dime and listened to him whistling his way back to the elevators.

The label had my name and address printed on it in ink, in a quite fair imitation of typed letters, larger and thinner than pica. I cut the string that tied the label to the box and unwound the thin brown paper. Inside was a thin cheap cardboard box pasted over with brown paper and stamped Made in Japan with a rubber stamp. It would be the kind of box you would get in a Jap store to hold some small carved animal or a small piece of jade. The lid fitted down all the way and tightly. I pulled it off and saw tissue paper and cotton wool.

Separating these I was looking at a gold coin about the size of a half dollar, bright and shining as if it had just come from the mint.

The side facing me showed a spread eagle with a shield for a breast and the initials E.B. punched into the left wing. Around these was a circle of beading, between the beading and the smooth unmilled edge of the coin, the legend E PLURIBUS UNUM. At the bottom was the date 1787.

I turned the coin over on my palm. It was heavy and cold and my palm felt moist under it. The other side showed a sun rising or setting behind a sharp peak of mountain, then a double circle of what looked like oak leaves, then more Latin, NOVA EBORACA COLUMBIA EXCELSIOR. At the bottom of this side, in smaller capitals, the name BRASHER.

I was looking at the Brasher Doubloon.

There was nothing else in the box or in the paper, nothing on the paper. The handwritten printing meant nothing to me. I didnt know anybody who used it.

I filled an empty tobacco pouch half full, wrapped the coin up in tissue paper, snapped a rubber band around it and tucked it into the tobacco in the pouch and put more in on top. I closed the zipper and put the pouch in my pocket. I locked the paper and string and box and label up in a filing cabinet, sat down again and dialed Elisha Morningstars number on the phone. The bell rang eight times at the other end of the line. It was not answered. I hardly expected that. I hung up again, looked Elisha Morningstar up in the book and saw that he had no listing for a residence phone in Los Angeles or the outlying towns that were in the phone book.

I got a shoulder holster out of the desk and strapped it on and slipped a Colt .38 automatic into it, put on hat and coat, shut the windows again, put the whiskey away, clicked the lights off and had the office door unlatched when the phone rang.

The ringing bell had a sinister sound, for no reason of itself, but because of the ears to which it rang. I stood there braced and tense, lips tightly drawn back in a half grin. Beyond the closed window the neon lights glowed. The dead air didnt move. Outside the corridor was still. The bell rang in darkness, steady and strong.

I went back and leaned on the desk and answered. There was a click and a droning on the wire and beyond that nothing. I depressed the connection and stood there in the dark, leaning over, holding the phone with one hand and holding the flat riser on the pedestal down with the other. I didnt know what I was waiting for.

The phone rang again. I made a sound in my throat and put it to my ear again, not saying anything at all.

So we were there silent, both of us, miles apart maybe, each one holding a telephone and breathing and listening and hearing nothing, not even the breathing.

Then after what seemed a very long time there was the quiet remote whisper of a voice saying dimly, without any tone:

Too bad for you, Marlowe.

Then the click again and the droning on the wire and I hung up and went back across the office and out.
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I DROVE WEST on Sunset, fiddled around a few blocks without making up my mind whether anyone was trying to follow me, then parked near a drugstore and went into its phone booth. I dropped my nickel and asked the O-operator for a Pasadena number. She told me how much money to put in.

The voice which answered the phone was angular and cold. Mrs. Murdocks residence.

Philip Marlowe here. Mrs. Murdock, please.

I was told to wait. A soft but very clear voice said: Mr. Marlowe? Mrs. Murdock is resting now. Can you tell me what it is?

You oughtnt to have told him.

I — who — ?

That loopy guy whose handkerchief you cry into.

How dare you?

Thats fine, I said. Now let me talk to Mrs. Murdock. I have to.

Very well. Ill try. The soft clear voice went away and I waited a long wait. They would have to lift her up on the pillows and drag the port bottle out of her hard gray paw and feed her the telephone. A throat was cleared suddenly over the wire. It sounded like a freight train going through a tunnel.

This is Mrs. Murdock.

Could you identify the property we were talking about this morning, Mrs. Murdock? I mean could you pick it out from others just like it?

Well — are there others just like it?

There must be. Dozens, hundreds for all I know. Anyhow dozens. Of course I dont know where they are.

She coughed. I dont really know much about it. I suppose I couldnt identify it then. But in the circumstances—

Thats what Im getting at, Mrs. Murdock. The identification would seem to depend on tracing the history of the article back to you. At least to be convincing.

Yes. I suppose it would. Why? Do you know where it is?

Morningstar claims to have seen it. He says it was offered to him for sale — just as you suspected. He wouldnt buy. The seller was not a woman, he says. That doesnt mean a thing, because he gave me a detailed description of the party which was either made up or was a description of somebody he knew more than casually. So the seller may have been a woman.

I see. Its not important now.

Not important?

No. Have you anything else to report?

Another question to ask. Do you know a youngish blond fellow named George Anson Phillips? Rather heavy set, wearing a brown suit and a dark pork pie hat with a gay band. Wearing that today. Claimed to be a private detective.

I do not. Why should I?

I dont know. He enters the picture somewhere. I think he was the one who tried to sell the article. Morningstar tried to call him up after I left. I snuck back into his office and overheard.

You what?

I snuck.

Please do not be witty, Mr. Marlowe. Anything else?

Yes, I agreed to pay Morningstar one thousand dollars for the return of the — the article. He said he could get it for eight hundred ...

And where were you going to get the money, may I ask?

Well, I was just talking. This Morningstar is a downy bird. Thats the kind of language he understands. And then again you might have wanted to pay it. I wouldnt want to persuade you. You could always go to the police. But if for any reason you didnt want to go to the police, it might be the only way you could get it back — buying it back.

I would probably have gone on like that for a long time, not knowing just what I was trying to say, if she hadnt stopped me with a noise like a seal barking.

This is all very unnecessary now, Mr. Marlowe. I have decided to drop the matter. The coin has been returned to me.

Hold the wire a minute, I said.

I put the phone down on the shelf and opened the booth door and stuck my head out, filling my chest with what they were using for air in the drugstore. Nobody was paying any attention to me. Up front the druggist, in a pale blue smock, was chatting across the cigar counter. The counter boy was polishing glasses at the fountain. Two girls in slacks were playing the pinball machine. A tall narrow party in a black shirt and a pale yellow scarf was fumbling magazines at the rack. He didnt look like a gunman.

I pulled the booth shut and picked up the phone and said: A rat was gnawing my foot. Its all right now. You got it back, you said. Just like that. How?

I hope you are not too disappointed, she said in her uncompromising baritone. The circumstances are a little difficult. I may decide to explain and I may not. You may call at the house tomorrow morning. Since I do not wish to proceed with the investigation, you will keep the retainer as payment in full.

Let me get this straight, I said. You actually got the coin back — not a promise of it, merely?

Certainly not. And Im getting tired. So, if you—

One moment, Mrs. Murdock. It isnt going to be as simple as all that. Things have happened.

In the morning you may tell me about them, she said sharply, and hung up.

I pushed out of the booth and lit a cigarette with thick awkward fingers. I went back along the store. The druggist was alone now. He was sharpening a pencil with a small knife, very intent, frowning.

Thats a nice sharp pencil you have there, I told him.

He looked up, surprised. The girls at the pinball machine looked at me, surprised. I went over and looked at myself in the mirror behind the counter. I looked surprised.

I sat down on one of the stools and said: A double Scotch, straight.

The counter man looked surprised. Sorry, this isnt a bar, sir. You can buy a bottle at the liquor counter.

So it is, I said. I mean, so it isnt. Ive had a shock. Im a little dazed. Give me a cup of coffee, weak, and a very thin ham sandwich on stale bread. No, I better not eat yet either. Good-by.

I got down off the stool and walked to the door in a silence that was as loud as a ton of coal going down a chute. The man in the black shirt and yellow scarf was sneering at me over the New Republic.

You ought to lay off that fluff and get your teeth into something solid, like a pulp magazine, I told him, just to be friendly.

I went on out. Behind me somebody said: Hollywoods full of them.
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THE WIND HAD risen and had a dry taut feeling, tossing the tops of trees, and making the swung arc light up the side street cast shadows like crawling lava. I turned the car and drove east again.

The hock shop was on Santa Monica, near Wilcox, a quiet old-fashioned little place, washed gently by the lapping waves of time. In the front window there was everything you could think of, from a set of trout flies in a thin wooden box to a portable organ, from a folding baby carriage to a portrait camera with a four-inch lens, from a mother-of-pearl lorgnette in a faded plush case to a Single Action Frontier Colt, .44 caliber, the model they still make for Western peace officers whose grandfathers taught them how to file the trigger and shoot by fanning the hammer back.

I went into the shop and a bell jangled over my head and somebody shuffled and blew his nose far at the back and steps came. An old Jew in a tall black skull cap came along behind the counter, smiling at me over cut out glasses.

I got my tobacco pouch out, got the Brasher Doubloon out of that and laid it on the counter. The window in front was clear glass and I felt naked. No paneled cubicles with handcarved spittoons and doors that locked themselves as you closed them.

The Jew took the coin and lifted it on his hand. Gold, is it? A gold hoarder you are maybe, he said, twinkling.

Twenty-five dollars, I said. The wife and the kiddies are hungry.

Oi, that is terrible. Gold, it feels, by the weight. Only gold and maybe platinum it could be. He weighed it casually on a pair of small scales. Gold it is, he said. So ten dollars you are wanting?

Twenty-five dollars.

For twenty-five dollars what would I do with it? Sell it, maybe? For fifteen dollars worth of gold is maybe in it. Okay. Fifteen dollars.

You got a good safe?

Mister, in this business are the best safes money can buy. Nothing to worry about here. It is fifteen dollars, is it?

Make out the ticket.

He wrote it out partly with his pen and partly with his tongue. I gave my true name and address. Bristol Apartments, 1634 North Bristol Avenue, Hollywood.

You are living in that district and you are borrowing fifteen dollars, the Jew said sadly, and tore off my half of the ticket and counted out the money.

I walked down to the corner drugstore and bought an envelope and borrowed a pen and mailed the pawnticket to myself.

I was hungry and hollow inside. I went over to Vine to eat, and after that I drove downtown again. The wind was still rising and it was drier than ever. The steering wheel had a gritty feeling under my fingers and the inside of my nostrils felt tight and drawn.

The lights were on here and there in the tall buildings. The green and chromium clothiers store on the corner of Ninth and Hill was a blaze of it. In the Belfont Building a few windows glowed here and there, but not many. The same old plowhorse sat in the elevator on his piece of folded burlap, looking straight in front of him, blank-eyed, almost gathered to history.

I said: I dont suppose you know where I can get in touch with the building superintendent?

He turned his head slowly and looked past my shoulder. I hear how in Noo York they got elevators that just whiz. Go thirty floors at a time. High speed. Thats in Noo York.

The hell with New York, I said. I like it here.

Must take a good man to run them fast babies.

Dont kid yourself, dad. All those cuties do is push buttons, say Good Morning, Mr. Whoosis, and look at their beauty spots in the car mirror. Now you take a Model T job like this — it takes a man to run it. Satisfied?

I work twelve hours a day, he said. And glad to get it.

Dont let the union hear you.

You know what the union can do? I shook my head. He told me. Then he lowered his eyes until they almost looked at me. Didnt I see you before somewhere?

About the building super, I said gently.

Year ago he broke his glasses, the old man said. I could of laughed. Almost did.

Yes. Where could I get in touch with him this time of the evening?

He looked at me a little more directly.

Oh, the building super? Hes home, aint he?

Sure. Probably. Or gone to the pictures. But where is home? Whats his name?

You want something?

Yes. I squeezed a fist in my pocket and tried to keep from yelling. I want the address of one of the tenants. The tenant I want the address of isnt in the phone book — at his home. I mean where he lives when hes not in his office. You know, home. I took my hands out and made a shape in the air, writing the letters slowly, h o m e.

The old man said: Which one? It was so direct that it jarred me.

Mr. Morningstar.

He aint home. Still in his office.

Are you sure?

Sure Im sure. I dont notice people much. But hes old like me and I notice him. He aint been down yet.

I got into the car and said: Eight.

He wrestled the doors shut and we ground our way up. He didnt look at me anymore. When the car stopped and I got out he didnt speak or look at me again. He just sat there blank-eyed, hunched on the burlap and the wooden stool. As I turned the angle of the corridor he was still sitting there. And the vague expression was back on his face.

At the end of the corridor two doors were alight. They were the only two in sight that were. I stopped outside to light a cigarette and listen, but I didnt hear any sound of activity. I opened the door marked Entrance and stepped into the narrow office with the small closed typewriter desk. The wooden door was still ajar. I walked along to it and knocked on the wood and said: Mr. Morningstar.

No answer. Silence. Not even a sound of breathing. The hairs moved on the back of my neck. I stepped around the door. The ceiling light glowed down on the glass cover of the jewellers scales, on the old polished wood around the leather desk top, down the side of the desk, on a square-toed, elastic-sided black shoe, with a white cotton sock above it.

The shoe was at the wrong angle, pointing to the corner of the ceiling. The rest of the leg was behind the corner of the big safe. I seemed to be wading through mud as I went on into the room.

He lay crumpled on his back. Very lonely, very dead.

The safe door was wide open and keys hung in the lock of the inner compartment. A metal drawer was pulled out. It was empty now. There may have been money in it once.

Nothing else in the room seemed to be different.

The old mans pockets had been pulled out, but I didnt touch him except to bend over and put the back of my hand against his livid, violet-colored face. It was like touching a frogs belly. Blood had oozed from the side of his forehead where he had been hit. But there was no powder smell on the air this time, and the violet color of his skin showed that he had died of a heart stoppage, due to shock and fear, probably. That didnt make it any less murder.

I left the lights burning, wiped the doorknobs, and walked down the fire stairs to the sixth floor. I read the names on the doors going along, for no reason at all. H. R. Teager Dental Laboratories, L. Pridview, Public Accountant, Dalton and Rees Typewriting Service, Dr. E. J. Blaskowitz, and underneath the name in small letters: Chiropractic Physician.

The elevator came growling up and the old man didnt look at me. His face was as empty as my brain.

I called the Receiving Hospital from the corner, giving no name.
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THE CHESSMEN, RED and white bone, were lined up ready to go and had that sharp, competent and complicated look they always have at the beginning of a game. It was ten oclock in the evening, I was home at the apartment, I had a pipe in my mouth, a drink at my elbow and nothing on my mind except two murders and the mystery of how Mrs. Elizabeth Bright Murdock had got her Brasher Doubloon back while I still had it in my pocket.

I opened a little paper-bound book of tournament games published in Leipzig, picked out a dashing-looking Queens Gambit, moved the white pawn to Queens four, and the bell rang at the door.

I stepped around the table and picked the Colt .38 off the drop leaf of the oak desk and went over to the door holding it down beside my right leg.

Who is it?

Breeze.

I went back to the desk to lay the gun down again before I opened the door. Breeze stood there looking just as big and sloppy as ever, but a little more tired. The young, fresh-faced dick named Spangler was with him.

They rode me back into the room without seeming to and Spangler shut the door. His bright young eyes flicked this way and that while Breeze let his older and harder ones stay on my face for a long moment, then he walked around me to the davenport.

Look around, he said out of the corner of his mouth.

Spangler left the door and crossed the room to the dinette, looked in there, recrossed and went into the hall. The bathroom door squeaked, his steps went farther along.

Breeze took his hat off and mopped his semi-bald dome. Doors opened and closed distantly. Closets. Spangler came back.

Nobody here, he said.

Breeze nodded and sat down, placing his panama beside him.

Spangler saw the gun lying on the desk. He said: Mind if I look?

I said: Phooey on both of you.

Spangler walked to the gun and held the muzzle to his nose, sniffing. He broke the magazine out, ejected the shell in the chamber, picked it up and pressed it into the magazine. He laid the magazine on the desk and held the gun so that light went into the open bottom of the breech. Holding it that way he squinted down the barrel.

A little dust, he said. Not much.

What did you expect? I said. Rubies?

He ignored me, looked at Breeze and added: Id say this gun has not been fired within twenty-four hours. Im sure of it.

Breeze nodded and chewed his lip and explored my face with his eyes. Spangler put the gun together neatly and laid it aside and went and sat down. He put a cigarette between his lips and lit it and blew smoke contentedly.

We know damn well it wasnt a long .38 anyway, he said. One of those things will shoot through a wall. No chance of the slug staying inside a mans head.

Just what are you guys talking about? I asked.

Breeze said: The usual thing in our business. Murder. Have a chair. Relax. I thought I heard voices in here. Maybe it was the next apartment.

Maybe, I said.

You always have a gun lying around on your desk?

Except when its under my pillow, I said. Or under my arm. Or in the drawer of the desk. Or somewhere I cant just remember where I happened to put it. That help you any?

We didnt come here to get tough, Marlowe.

Thats fine, I said. So you prowl my apartment and handle my property without asking my permission. What do you do when you get tough — knock me down and kick me in the face?

Aw hell, he said and grinned. I grinned back. We all grinned. Then Breeze said: Use your phone?

I pointed to it. He dialed a number and talked to someone named Morrison, saying: Breeze at— He looked down at the base of the phone and read the number off— Anytime now. Marlowe is the name that goes with it. Sure. Five or ten minutes is okay.

He hung up and went back to the davenport.

I bet you cant guess why were here.

Im always expecting the brothers to drop in, I said.

Murder aint funny, Marlowe.

Who said it was?

Dont you kind of act as if it was?

I wasnt aware of it.

He looked at Spangler and shrugged. Then he looked at the floor. Then he lifted his eyes slowly, as if they were heavy, and looked at me again. I was sitting down by the chess table now.

You play a lot of chess? he asked, looking at the chessmen.

Not a lot. Once in a while I fool around with a game here, thinking things out.

Dont it take two guys to play chess?

I play over tournament games that have been recorded and published. Theres a whole literature about chess. Once in a while I work out problems. Theyre not chess, properly speaking. What are we talking about chess for? Drink?

Not right now, Breeze said. I talked to Randall about you. He remembers you very well, in connection with a case down at the beach. He moved his feet on the carpet, as if they were very tired. His solid old face was lined and gray with fatigue. He said you wouldnt murder anybody. He says you are a nice guy, on the level.

That was friendly of him, I said.

He says you make good coffee and you get up kind of late in the mornings and are apt to run to a very bright line of chatter and that we should believe anything you say, provided we can check it by five independent witnesses.

To hell with him, I said.

Breeze nodded exactly as though I had said just what he wanted me to say. He wasnt smiling and he wasnt tough, just a big solid man working at his job. Spangler had his head back on the chair and his eyes half closed and was watching the smoke from his cigarette.

Randall says we should look out for you. He says you are not as smart as you think you are, but that you are a guy things happen to, and a guy like that could be a lot more trouble than a very smart guy. Thats what he says, you understand. You look all right to me. I like everything in the clear. Thats why Im telling you.

I said it was nice of him.

The phone rang. I looked at Breeze, but he didnt move, so I reached for it and answered it. It was a girls voice. I thought it was vaguely familiar, but I couldnt place it.

Is this Mr. Philip Marlowe?

Yes.

Mr. Marlowe, Im in trouble, very great trouble. I want to see you very badly. When can I see you?

I said: You mean tonight? Who am I talking to?

My name is Gladys Crane. I live at the Hotel Normandy on Rampart. When can you—

You mean you want me to come over there tonight? I asked, thinking about the voice, trying to place it.

I— The phone clicked and the line was dead. I sat there holding it, frowning at it, looking across it at Breeze. His face was quietly empty of interest.

Some girl says shes in trouble, I said. Connection broken. I held the plunger down on the base of the phone waiting for it to ring again. The two cops were completely silent and motionless. Too silent, too motionless.

The bell rang again and I let the plunger up and said: You want to talk to Breeze, dont you?

Yeah. It was a mans voice and it sounded a little surprised.

Go on, be tricky, I said, and got up from the chair and went out to the kitchen. I heard Breeze talking very briefly, then the sound of the phone being returned to the cradle.

I got a bottle of Four Roses out of the kitchen closet and three glasses. I got ice and ginger ale from the icebox and mixed three highballs and carried them in on a tray and sat the tray down on the cocktail table in front of the davenport where Breeze was sitting. I took two of the glasses, handed one to Spangler, and took the other to my chair.

Spangler held the glass uncertainly, pinching his lower lip between thumb and finger, looking at Breeze to see whether he would accept the drink.

Breeze looked at me very steadily. Then he sighed. Then he picked the glass up and tasted it and sighed again and shook his head sideways with a half smile; the way a man does when you give him a drink and he needs it very badly and it is just right and the first swallow is like a peek into a cleaner, sunnier, brighter world.

I guess you catch on pretty fast, Mr. Marlowe, he said, and leaned back on the davenport completely relaxed. I guess now we can do some business together.

Not that way, I said.

Huh? He bent his eyebrows together. Spangler leaned forward in his chair and looked bright and attentive.

Having stray broads call me up and give me a song and dance so you can say they said they recognized my voice somewhere sometime.

The girls name is Gladys Crane, Breeze said.

So she told me. I never heard of her.

Okay, Breeze said. Okay. He showed me the flat of his freckled hand. Were not trying to pull anything thats not legitimate. We only hope you aint, either.

Aint either what?

Aint either trying to pull anything not legitimate. Such as holding out on us.

Just why shouldnt I hold out on you, if I feel like it? I asked. Youre not paying my salary.

Look, dont get tough, Marlowe.

Im not tough. I dont have any idea of being tough. I know enough about cops not to get tough with them. Go ahead and speak your piece and dont try to pull any more phonies like that telephone call.

Were on a murder case, Breeze said. We have to try to run it the best we can. You found the body. You had talked to the guy. He had asked you to come to his apartment. He gave you his key. You said you didnt know what he wanted to see you about. We figured that maybe with time to think back you could have remembered.

In other words I was lying the first time, I said.

Breeze smiled a tired smile. You been around enough to know that people always lie in murder cases.

The trouble with that is how are you going to know when I stop lying?

When what you say begins to make sense, well be satisfied.

I looked at Spangler. He was leaning forward so far he was almost out of his chair. He looked as if he was going to jump. I couldnt think of any reason why he should jump, so I thought he must be excited. I looked back at Breeze. He was about as excited as a hole in the wall. He had one of his cellophane-wrapped cigars between his thick fingers and he was slitting the cellophane with a penknife. I watched him get the wrapping off and trim the cigar end with the blade and put the knife away, first wiping the blade carefully on his pants. I watched him strike a wooden match and light the cigar carefully, turning it around in the flame, then hold the match away from the cigar, still burning, and draw on the cigar until he decided it was properly lighted. Then he shook the match out and laid it down beside the crumpled cellophane on the glass top of the cocktail table. Then he leaned back and pulled up one leg of his pants and smoked peacefully. Every motion had been exactly as it had been when he lit a cigar in Henchs apartment, and exactly as it always would be whenever he lit a cigar. He was that kind of man, and that made him dangerous. Not as dangerous as a brilliant man, but much more dangerous than a quick excitable one like Spangler.

I never saw Phillips before today, I said. I dont count that he said he saw me up in Ventura once, because I dont remember him. I met him just the way I told you. He tailed me around and I braced him. He wanted to talk to me, he gave me his key, I went to his apartment, used the key to let myself in when he didnt answer — as he had told me to do. He was dead. The police were called and through a set of events or incidents that had nothing to do with me, a gun was found under Henchs pillow. A gun that had been fired. I told you this and its true.

Breeze said: When you found him you went down to the apartment manager, guy named Passmore, and got him to go up with you without telling him anybody was dead. You gave Passmore a phony card and talked about jewelry.

I nodded. With people like Passmore and apartment houses like that one, it pays to be a little on the cagey side. I was interested in Phillips. I thought Passmore might tell me something about him, if he didnt know he was dead, that he wouldnt be likely to tell me, if he knew the cops were going to bounce in on him in a brief space of time. Thats all there was to that.

Breeze drank a little of his drink and smoked a little of his cigar and said: What Id like to get in the clear is this. Everything you just told us might be strictly the truth, and yet you might not be telling us the truth. If you get what I mean.

Like what? I asked, getting perfectly well what he meant.

He tapped on his knee and watched me with a quiet up from under look. Not hostile, not even suspicious. Just a quiet man doing his job.

Like this. Youre on a job. We dont know what it is. Phillips was playing at being a private dick. He was on a job. He tailed you around. How can we know, unless you tell us, that his job and your job dont tie in somewhere? And if they do, thats our business. Right?

Thats one way to look at it, I said. But its not the only way, and its not my way.

Dont forget this is a murder case, Marlowe.

Im not. But dont you forget Ive been around this town a long time, more than fifteen years. Ive seen a lot of murder cases come and go. Some have been solved, some couldnt be solved, and some could have been solved that were not solved. And one or two or three of them have been solved wrong. Somebody was paid to take a rap, and the chances are it was known or strongly suspected. And winked at. But skip that. It happens, but not often. Consider a case like the Cassidy case. I guess you remember it, dont you?

Breeze looked at his watch. Im tired, he said. Lets forget the Cassidy case. Lets stick to the Phillips case.

I shook my head. Im going to make a point, and its an important point. Just look at the Cassidy case. Cassidy was a very rich man, a multi-millionaire. He had a grown up son. One night the cops were called to his home and young Cassidy was on his back on the floor with blood all over his face and a bullet hole in the side of his head. His secretary was lying on his back in an adjoining bathroom, with his head against the second bathroom door, leading to a hall, and a cigarette burned out between the fingers of his left hand, just a short burned out stub that had scorched the skin between his fingers. A gun was lying by his right hand. He was shot in the head, not a contact wound. A lot of drinking had been done. Four hours had elapsed since the deaths and the family doctor had been there for three of them. Now, what did you do with the Cassidy case?

Breeze sighed. Murder and suicide during a drinking spree. The secretary went haywire and shot young Cassidy. I read it in the papers or something. Is that what you want me to say?

You read it in the papers, I said, but it wasnt so. Whats more you knew it wasnt so and the D.A. knew it wasnt so and the D.A.s investigators were pulled off the case within a matter of hours. There was no inquest. But every crime reporter in town and every cop on every homicide detail knew it was Cassidy that did the shooting, that it was Cassidy that was crazy drunk, that it was the secretary who tried to handle him and couldnt and at last tried to get away from him, but wasnt quick enough. Cassidys was a contact wound and the secretarys was not. The secretary was left-handed and he had a cigarette in his left hand when he was shot. Even if you are right-handed, you dont change a cigarette over to your other hand and shoot a man while casually holding the cigarette. They might do that on Gang Busters, but rich mens secretaries dont do it. And what were the family and the family doctor doing during the four hours they didnt call the cops? Fixing it so there would only be a superficial investigation. And why were no tests of the hands made for nitrates? Because you didnt want the truth. Cassidy was too big. But this was a murder case too, wasnt it?

The guys were both dead, Breeze said. What the hell difference did it make who shot who?

Did you ever stop to think, I asked, that Cassidys secretary might have had a mother or a sister or a sweetheart — or all three? That they had their pride and their faith and their love for a kid who was made out to be a drunken paranoiac because his bosss father had a hundred million dollars?

Breeze lifted his glass slowly and finished his drink slowly and put it down slowly and turned the glass slowly on the glass top of the cocktail table. Spangler sat rigid, all shining eyes and lips parted in a sort of rigid half smile.

Breeze said: Make your point.

I said: Until you guys own your own souls you dont own mine. Until you guys can be trusted every time and always, in all times and conditions, to seek the truth out and find it and let the chips fall where they may — until that time comes, I have a right to listen to my conscience, and protect my client the best way I can. Until Im sure you wont do him more harm than youll do the truth good. Or until Im hauled before somebody that can make me talk.

Breeze said: You sound to me just a little like a guy who is trying to hold his conscience down.

Hell, I said. Lets have another drink. And then you can tell me about that girl you had me talk to on the phone.

He grinned: That was a dame that lives next door to Phillips. She heard a guy talking to him at the door one evening. She works days as an usherette. So we thought maybe she ought to hear your voice. Think nothing of it.

What kind of voice was it?

Kind of a mean voice. She said she didnt like it.

I guess thats what made you think of me, I said.

I picked up the three glasses and went out to the kitchen with them.
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WHEN I GOT out there I had forgotten which glass was which, so I rinsed them all out and dried them and was starting to make more drinks when Spangler strolled out and stood just behind my shoulder.

Its all right, I said. Im not using any cyanide this evening.

Dont get too foxy with the old guy, he said quietly to the back of my neck. He knows more angles than you think.

Nice of you, I said.

Say, Id like to read up on that Cassidy case, he said. Sounds interesting. Must have been before my time.

It was a long time ago, I said. And it never happened. I was just kidding. I put the glasses on the tray and carried them back into the living room and set them around. I took mine over to my chair behind the chess table.

Another phony, I said. Your sidekick sneaks out to the kitchen and gives me advice behind your back about how careful I ought to keep on account of the angles you know that I dont think you know. He has just the right face for it. Friendly and open and an easy blusher.

Spangler sat down on the edge of his chair and blushed. Breeze looked at him casually, without meaning.

What did you find out about Phillips? I asked.

Yes, Breeze said. Phillips. Well, George Anson Phillips is a kind of pathetic case. He thought he was a detective, but it looks as if he couldnt get anybody to agree with him. I talked to the sheriff at Ventura. He said George was a nice kind, maybe a little too nice to make a good cop, even if he had any brains. George did what they said and he would do it pretty well, provided they told him which foot to start on and how many steps to take which way and little things like that. But he didnt develop much, if you get what I mean. He was the sort of cop who would be likely to hang a pinch on a chicken thief, if he saw the guy steal the chicken and the guy fell down running away and hit his head on a post or something and knocked himself out. Otherwise it might get a little tough and George would have to go back to the office for instructions. Well, it wore the sheriff down after a while and he let George go.

Breeze drank some more of his drink and scratched his chin with a thumbnail like the blade of a shovel.

After that George worked in a general store at Simi for a man named Sutcliff. It was a credit business with little books for each customer and George would have trouble with the books. He would forget to write the stuff down or write it in the wrong book and some of the customers would straighten him out and some would let George forget. So Sutcliff thought maybe George would do better at something else, and George came to L.A. He had come into a little money, not much, but enough for him to get a license and put up a bond and get himself a piece of an office. I was over there. What he had was desk room with another guy who claims he is selling Christmas cards. Name of Marsh. If George had a customer, the arrangement was Marsh would go for a walk. Marsh says he didnt know where George lived and George didnt have any customers. That is, no business came into the office that Marsh knows about. But George put an ad in the paper and he might have got a customer out of that. I guess he did, because about a week ago Marsh found a note on his desk that George would be out of town for a few days. Thats the last he heard of him. So George went over to Court Street and took an apartment under the name of Anson and got bumped off. And thats all we know about George so far. Kind of a pathetic case.

He looked at me with a level uncurious gaze and raised his glass to his lips.

What about this ad?

Breeze put the glass down and dug a thin piece of paper out of his wallet and put it down on the cocktail table. I went over and picked it up and read it. It said:

Why worry? Why be doubtful or confused? Why be gnawed by suspicion? Consult cool, careful, confidential, discreet investigator. George Anson Phillips. Glenview 9521.

I put it down on the glass again.

It aint any worse than lots of business personals, Breeze said. It dont seem to be aimed at the carriage trade.

Spangler said: The girl in the office wrote it for him. She said she could hardly keep from laughing, but George thought it was swell. The Hollywood Boulevard office of the Chronicle.

You checked that fast, I said.

We dont have any trouble getting information, Breeze said. Except maybe from you.

What about Hench?

Nothing about Hench. Him and the girl were having a liquor party. They would drink a little and sing a little and scrap a little and listen to the radio and go out to eat once in a while, when they thought of it. I guess it had been going on for days. Just as well we stopped it. The girl has two bad eyes. The next round Hench might have broken her neck. The world is full of bums like Hench — and his girl.

What about the gun Hench said wasnt his?

Its the right gun. We dont have the slug yet, but we have the shell. It was under Georges body and it checks. We had a couple more fired and comparisoned the ejector marks and the firing pin dents.

You believe somebody planted it under Henchs pillow?

Sure. Why would Hench shoot Phillips? He didnt know him.

How do you know that?

I know it, Breeze said, spreading his hands. Look, there are things you know because you have them down in black and white. And there are things you know because they are reasonable and have to be so. You dont shoot somebody and then make a lot of racket calling attention to yourself, and all the time you have the gun under your pillow. The girl was with Hench all day. If Hench shot anybody, she would have some idea. She doesnt have any such idea. She would spill, if she had. What is Hench to her? A guy to play around with, no more. Look, forget Hench. The guy who did the shooting hears the loud radio and knows it will cover a shot. But all the same he saps Phillips and drags him into the bathroom and shuts the door before he shoots him. Hes not drunk. Hes minding his own business, and careful. He goes out, shuts the bathroom door, the radio stops, Hench and the girl go out to eat. Just happens that way.

How do you know the radio stopped?

I was told, Breeze said calmly. Other people live in that dump. Take it the radio stopped and they went out. Not quiet. The killer steps out of the apartment and Henchs door is open. That must be because otherwise he wouldnt think anything about Henchs door.

People dont leave their doors open in apartment houses. Especially in districts like that.

Drunks do. Drunks are careless. Their minds dont focus well. And they only think of one thing at a time. The door was open — just a little maybe, but open. The killer went in and ditched his gun on the bed and found another gun there. He took that away, just to make it look worse for Hench.

You can check the gun, I said.

Henchs gun? Well try to, but Hench says he doesnt know the number. If we find it, we might do something there. I doubt it. The gun we have we will try to check, but you know how those things are. You get just so far along and you think it is going to open up for you, and then the trail dies out cold. A dead end. Anything else you can think of that we might know that might be a help to you in your business?

Im getting tired, I said. My imagination isnt working very well.

You were doing fine a while back, Breeze said. On the Cassidy case.

I didnt say anything. I filled my pipe up again but it was too hot to light. I laid it on the edge of the table to cool off.

Its Gods truth, Breeze said slowly, that I dont know what to make of you. I cant see you deliberately covering up on any murder. And neither can I see you knowing as little about all this as you pretend to know.

I didnt say anything, again.

Breeze leaned over to revolve his cigar butt in the tray until he had killed the fire. He finished his drink, put on his hat and stood up.

How long you expect to stay dummied up? he asked.

I dont know.

Let me help you out. I give you till tomorrow noon, a little better than twelve hours. I wont get my post mortem report before that anyway. I give you till then to talk things over with your party and decide to come clean.

And after that?

After that I see the Captain of Detectives and tell him a private eye named Philip Marlowe is withholding information which I need in a murder investigation, or Im pretty sure he is. And what about it? I figure hell pull you in fast enough to singe your breeches.

I said: Uh-huh. Did you go through Phillips desk?

Sure. A very neat young feller. Nothing in it at all, except a little kind of diary. Nothing in that either, except about how he went to the beach or took some girl to the pictures and she didnt warm up much. Or how he sat in the office and no business come in. One time he got a little sore about his laundry and wrote a whole page. Mostly it was just three or four lines. There was only one thing about it. It was all done in a kind of printing.

I said: Printing?

Yeah, printing in pen and ink. Not big block caps like people trying to disguise things. Just neat fast little printing as if the guy could write that way as fast and easy as any way.

He didnt write like that on the card he gave me, I said.

Breeze thought about that for a moment. Then he nodded. True. Maybe it was this way. There wasnt any name in the diary either, in the front. Maybe the printing was just a little game he played with himself.

Like Pepys shorthand, I said.

What was that?

A diary a man wrote in a private shorthand, a long time ago.

Breeze looked at Spangler, who was standing up in front of his chair, tipping the last few drops of his glass.

We better beat it, Breeze said. This guy is warming up for another Cassidy case.

Spangler put his glass down and they both went over to the door. Breeze shuffled a foot and looked at me sideways, with his hand on the doorknob.

You know any tall blonds?

I have to think, I said. I hope so. How tall?

Just tall. I dont know how tall that is. Except that it would be tall to a guy who is tall himself. A wop named Palermo owns that apartment house on Court Street. We went across to see him in his funeral parlors. He owns them too. He says he saw a tall blond come out of the apartment house about three-thirty. The manager, Passmore, dont place anybody in the joint that he would call a tall blond. The wop says she was a looker. I give some weight to what he says because he give us a good description of you. He didnt see this tall blond go in, just saw her come out. She was wearing slacks and a sports jacket and a wrap-around. But she had light blond hair and plenty of it under the wrap-around.

Nothing comes to me, I said. But I just remembered something else. I wrote the license number of Phillips car down on the back of an envelope. That will give you his former address, probably. Ill get it.

They stood there while I went to get it out of my coat in the bedroom. I handed the piece of envelope to Breeze and he read what was on it and tucked it into his billfold.

So you just thought of this, huh?

Thats right.

Well, well, he said. Well, well.

The two of them went along the hallway towards the elevator, shaking their heads.

I shut the door and went back to my almost untasted second drink. It was flat. I carried it to the kitchen and hardened it up from the bottle and stood there holding it and looking out of the window at the eucalyptus trees tossing their limber tops against the bluish dark sky. The wind seemed to have risen again. It thumped at the north window and there was a heavy slow pounding noise on the wall of the building, like a thick wire banging the stucco between insulators.

I tasted my drink and wished I hadnt wasted the fresh whiskey on it. I poured it down the sink and got a fresh glass and drank some ice water.

Twelve hours to tie up a situation which I didnt even begin to understand. Either that or turn up a client and let the cops go to work on her and her whole family. Hire Marlowe and get your house full of law. Why worry? Why be doubtful and confused? Why be gnawed by suspicion? Consult cockeyed, careless, clubfooted, dissipated investigator, Philip Marlowe, Glenview 7537. See me and you meet the best cops in town. Why despair? Why be lonely? Call Marlowe and watch the wagon come.

This didnt get me anywhere either. I went back to the living room and put a match to the pipe that had cooled off now on the edge of the chess table. I drew the smoke in slowly, but it still tasted like the smell of hot rubber. I put it away and stood in the middle of the floor pulling my lower lip out and letting it snap back against my teeth.

The telephone rang. I picked it up and growled into it.

Marlowe?

The voice was a harsh low whisper. It was a harsh low whisper I had heard before.

All right, I said. Talk it up whoever you are. Whose pocket have I got my hand in now?

Maybe youre a smart guy, the harsh whisper said. Maybe you would like to do yourself some good.

How much good?

Say about five Cs worth of good.

Thats grand, I said. Doing what?

Keeping your nose clean, the voice said. Want to talk about it?

Where, when, and who to?

Idle Valley Club. Morny. Any time you get here.

Who are you?

A dim chuckle came over the wire. Just ask at the gate for Eddie Prue.

The phone clicked dead. I hung it up.

It was near eleven-thirty when I backed my car out of the garage and drove towards Cahuenga Pass.


17

[image: img35.jpg]

ABOUT TWENTY MILES north of the pass a wide boulevard with flowering moss in the parkways turned towards the foothills. It ran for five blocks and died — without a house in its entire length. From its end a curving asphalt road dove into the hills. This was Idle Valley.

Around the shoulder of the first hill there was a low white building with a tiled roof beside the road. It had a roofed porch and a floodlighted sign on it read: Idle Valley Patrol. Open gates were folded back on the shoulders of the road, in the middle of which a square white sign standing on its point said STOP in letters sprinkled with reflector buttons. Another floodlight blistered the space of road in front of the sign.

I stopped. A uniformed man with a star and a strapped-on gun in a woven leather holster looked at my car, then at a board on a post.

He came over to the car. Good evening. I dont have your car. This is a private road. Visiting?

Going to the club.

Which one?

Idle Valley Club.

Eighty-seven Seventy-seven. Thats what we call it here. You mean Mr. Mornys place?

Right.

Youre not a member, I guess.

No.

I have to check you in. To somebody who is a member or to somebody who lives in the valley. All private property here, you know.

No gate crashers, huh?

He smiled. No gate crashers.

The name is Philip Marlowe, I said. Calling on Eddie Prue.

Prue?

Hes Mr. Mornys secretary. Or something.

Just a minute, please.

He went to the door of the building, and spoke. Another uniformed man inside, plugged in on a PBX. A car came up behind me and honked. The clack of a typewriter came from the open door of the patrol office. The man who had spoken to me looked at the honking car and waved it in. It slid around me and scooted off into the dark, a green long open convertible sedan with three dizzy-looking dames in the front seat, all cigarettes and arched eyebrows and go-to-hell expressions. The car flashed around a curve and was gone.

The uniformed man came back to me and put a hand on the car door. Okay, Mr. Marlowe. Check with the officer at the club, please. A mile ahead on your right. Theres a lighted parking lot and the number on the wall. Just the number. Eighty-seven Seventy-seven. Check with the officer there, please.

I said: Why would I do that?

He was very calm, very polite, and very firm. We have to know exactly where you go. Theres a great deal to protect in Idle Valley.

Suppose I dont check with him?

You kidding me? His voice hardened.

No. I just wanted to know.

A couple of cruisers would start looking for you.

How many are you in the patrol?

Sorry, he said. About a mile ahead on the right, Mr. Marlowe.

I looked at the gun strapped to his hip, the special badge pinned to his shirt. And they call this a democracy, I said.

He looked behind him and then spat on the ground and put a hand on the sill of the car door. Maybe you got company, he said. I knew a fellow belonged to the John Reed Club. Over in Boyle Heights, it was.

Tovarich, I said.

The trouble with revolutions, he said, is that they get in the hands of the wrong people.

Check, I said.

On the other hand, he said, could they be any wronger than the bunch of rich phonies that live around here?

Maybe youll be living in here yourself someday, I said.

He spat again. I wouldnt live in here if they paid me fifty thousand a year and let me sleep in chiffon pajamas with a string of matched pink pearls around my neck.

Id hate to make you the offer, I said.

You make me the offer any time, he said. Day or night. Just make me the offer and see what it gets you.

Well, Ill run along now and check with the officer of the club, I said.

Tell him to go spit up his left pants leg, he said. Tell him I said so.

Ill do that, I said.

A car came up behind and honked. I drove on. Half a block of dark limousine blew me off the road with its horn and went past me making a noise like dead leaves falling.

The wind was quiet out here and the valley moonlight was so sharp that the black shadows looked as if they had been cut with an engraving tool.

Around the curve the whole valley spread out before me. A thousand white houses built up and down the hills, ten thousand lighted windows and the stars hanging down over them politely, not getting too close, on account of the patrol.

The wall of the club building that faced the road was white and blank, with no entrance door, no windows on the lower floor. The number was small but bright in violet-colored neon. 8777. Nothing else. To the side, under rows of hooded, downward-shining lights, were even rows of cars, set out in the white lined slots on the smooth black asphalt. Attendants in crisp clean uniforms moved in the lights.

The road went around to the back. A deep concrete porch there, with an overhanging canopy of glass and chromium, but very dim lights. I got out of the car and received a check with the license number on it, carried it over to a small desk where a uniformed man sat and dumped it in front of him.

Philip Marlowe, I said. Visitor.

Thank you, Mr. Marlowe. He wrote the name and number down, handed me back my check and picked up a telephone.

A Negro in a white linen double breasted guards uniform, gold epaulettes, a cap with a broad gold band, opened the door for me.

The lobby looked like a high-budget musical. A lot of light and glitter, a lot of scenery, a lot of clothes, a lot of sound, an all-star cast, and a plot with all the originality and drive of a split fingernail. Under the beautiful soft indirect lighting the walls seemed to go up forever and to be lost in soft lascivious stars that really twinkled. You could just manage to walk on the carpet without waders. At the back was a free-arched stairway with a chromium and white enamel gangway going up in wide shallow carpeted steps. At the entrance to the dining room a chubby captain of waiters stood negligently with a two-inch satin stripe on his pants and a bunch of gold-plated menus under his arm. He had the sort of face that can turn from a polite simper to cold-blooded fury almost without moving a muscle.

The bar entrance was to the left. It was dusky and quiet and a bartender moved mothlike against the faint glitter of piled glassware. A tall handsome blond in a dress that looked like seawater sifted over with gold dust came out of the Ladies Room touching up her lips and turned toward the arch, humming.

The sound of rhumba music came through the archway and she nodded her gold head in time to it, smiling. A short fat man with a red face and glittering eyes waited for her with a white wrap over his arm. He dug his thick fingers into her bare arm and leered up at her.

A check girl in peach-bloom Chinese pajamas came over to take my hat and disapprove of my clothes. She had eyes like strange sins.

A cigarette girl came down the gangway. She wore an egret plume in her hair, enough clothes to hide behind a toothpick, one of her long beautiful naked legs was silver, and one was gold. She had the utterly disdainful expression of a dame who makes her dates by long distance.

I went into the bar and sank into a leather bar seat packed with down. Glasses tinkled gently, lights glowed softly, there were quiet voices whispering of love, or ten per cent, or whatever they whisper about in a place like that.

A tall fine-looking man in a gray suit cut by an angel suddenly stood up from a small table by the wall and walked over to the bar and started to curse one of the barmen. He cursed him in a loud clear voice for a long minute, calling him about nine names that are not usually mentioned by tall fine-looking men in well cut gray suits. Everybody stopped talking and looked at him quietly. His voice cut through the muted rhumba music like a shovel through snow.

The barman stood perfectly still, looking at the man. The barman had curly hair and a clear warm skin and wide-set careful eyes. He didnt move or speak. The tall man stopped talking and stalked out of the bar. Everybody watched him out except the barman.

The barman moved slowly along the bar to the end where I sat and stood looking away from me, with nothing in his face but pallor. Then he turned to me and said:

Yes, sir?

I want to talk to a fellow named Eddie Prue.

So?

He works here, I said.

Works here doing what? His voice was perfectly level and as dry as dry sand.

I understand hes the guy that walks behind the boss. If you know what I mean.

Oh. Eddie Prue. He moved one lip slowly over the other and made small tight circles on the bar with his bar cloth. Your name?

Marlowe.

Marlowe. Drink while waiting?

A dry martini will do.

A martini. Dry. Veddy, veddy dry.

Okay.

Will you eat it with a spoon or a knife and fork?

Cut it in strips, I said. Ill just nibble it.

On your way to school, he said. Should I put the olive in a bag for you?

Sock me on the nose with it, I said. If it will make you feel any better.

Thank you, sir, he said. A dry martini.

He took three steps away from me and then came back and leaned across the bar and said: I made a mistake in a drink. The gentleman was telling me about it.

I heard him.

He was telling me about it as gentlemen tell you about things like that. As big shot directors like to point out to you your little errors. And you heard him.

Yeah, I said, wondering how long this was going to go on.

He made himself heard — the gentleman did. So I come over here and practically insult you.

I got the idea, I said.

He held up one of his fingers and looked at it thoughtfully.

Just like that, he said. A perfect stranger.

Its my big brown eyes, I said. They have that gentle look.

Thanks, chum, he said, and quietly went away.

I saw him talking into a phone at the end of the bar. Then I saw him working with a shaker. When he came back with the drink he was all right again.
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I CARRIED THE drink over to a small table against the wall and sat down there and lit a cigarette. Five minutes went by. The music that was coming through the fret had changed in tempo without my noticing it. A girl was singing. She had a rich deep down around the ankles contralto that was pleasant to listen to. She was singing Dark Eyes and the band behind her seemed to be falling asleep.

There was a heavy round of applause and some whistling when she ended.

A man at the next table said to his girl: They got Linda Conquest back with the band. I heard she got married to some rich guy in Pasadena, but it didnt take.

The girl said: Nice voice. If you like female crooners.

I started to get up but a shadow fell across my table and a man was standing there.

A great long gallows of a man with a ravaged face and a haggard frozen right eye that had a clotted iris and the steady look of blindness. He was so tall that he had to stoop to put his hand on the back of the chair across the table from me. He stood there sizing me up without saying anything and I sat there sipping the last of my drink and listening to the contralto voice singing another song. The customers seemed to like corny music in there. Perhaps they were all tired out trying to be ahead of the minute in the place where they worked.

Im Prue, the man said in his harsh whisper.

So I gathered. You want to talk to me, I want to talk to you, and I want to talk to the girl that just sang.

Lets go.

There was a locked door at the back end of the bar. Prue unlocked it and held it for me and we went through that and up a flight of carpeted steps to the left. A long straight hallway with several closed doors. At the end of it a bright star cross-wired by the mesh of a screen. Prue knocked on a door near the screen and opened it and stood aside for me to pass him.

It was a cozy sort of office, not too large. There was a built-in upholstered corner seat by the french windows and a man in a white dinner jacket was standing with his back to the room, looking out. He had gray hair. There was a large black and chromium safe, some filing cases, a large globe in a stand, a small built-in bar, and the usual broad heavy executive desk with the usual high-backed padded leather chair behind it.

I looked at the ornaments on the desk. Everything standard and all copper. A copper lamp, pen set and pencil tray, a glass and copper ashtray with a copper elephant on the rim, a copper letter opener, a copper thermos bottle on a copper tray, copper corners on the blotter holder. There was a spray of almost copper-colored sweet peas in a copper vase.

It seemed like a lot of copper.

The man at the window turned around and showed me that he was going on fifty and had soft ash gray hair and plenty of it, and a heavy handsome face with nothing unusual about it except a short puckered scar in his left cheek that had almost the effect of a deep dimple. I remembered the dimple. I would have forgotten the man. I remembered that I had seen him in pictures a long time ago, at least ten years ago. I didnt remember the pictures or what they were about or what he did in them, but I remembered the dark heavy handsome face and the puckered scar. His hair had been dark then.

He walked over to his desk and sat down and picked up his letter opener and poked at the ball of his thumb with the point. He looked at me with no expression and said: Youre Marlowe?

I nodded.

Sit down. I sat down. Eddie Prue sat in a chair against the wall and tilted the front legs off the floor.

I dont like peepers, Morny said.

I shrugged.

I dont like them for a lot of reasons, he said. I dont like them in any way or at any time. I dont like them when they bother my friends. I dont like them when they bust in on my wife.

I didnt say anything.

I dont like them when they question my driver or when they get tough with my guests, he said.

I didnt say anything.

In short, he said. I just dont like them.

Im beginning to get what you mean, I said.

He flushed and his eyes glittered. On the other hand, he said, just at the moment I might have a use for you. It might pay you to play ball with me. It might be a good idea. It might pay you to keep your nose clean.

How much might it pay me? I asked.

It might pay you in time and health.

I seem to have heard this record somewhere, I said. I just cant put a name to it.

He laid the letter opener down and swung open a door in the desk and got a cut glass decanter out. He poured liquid out of it in a glass and drank it and put the stopper back in the decanter and put the decanter back in the desk.

In my business, he said, tough boys come a dime a dozen. And would-be tough boys come a nickel a gross. Just mind your business and Ill mind my business and we wont have any trouble. He lit a cigarette. His hand shook a little.

I looked across the room at the tall man sitting tilted against the wall, like a loafer in a country store. He just sat there without motion, his long arms hanging, his lined gray face full of nothing.

Somebody said something about some money, I said to Morny. Whats that for? I know what the bawling out is for. Thats you trying to make yourself think you can scare me.

Talk like that to me, Morny said, and you are liable to be wearing lead buttons on your vest.

Just think, I said. Poor old Marlowe with lead buttons on his vest.

Eddie Prue made a dry sound in his throat that might have been a chuckle.

And as for me minding my own business and not minding yours, I said, it might be that my business and your business would get a little mixed up together. Through no fault of mine.

It better not, Morny said. In what way? He lifted his eyes quickly and dropped them again.

Well, for instance, your hard boy here calling me up on the phone and trying to scare me to death. And later in the evening calling me up and talking about five Cs and how it would do me some good to drive out here and talk to you. And for instance that same hard boy or somebody who looks just like him — which is a little unlikely — following around after a fellow in my business who happened to get shot this afternoon, on Court Street on Bunker Hill.

Morny lifted his cigarette away from his lips and narrowed his eyes to look at the tip. Every motion, every gesture, right out of the catalogue.

Who got shot?

A fellow named Phillips, a youngish blond kid. You wouldnt like him. He was a peeper. I described Phillips to him.

I never heard of him, Morny said.

And also for instance, a tall blond who didnt live there was seen coming out of the apartment house just after he was killed, I said.

What tall blond? His voice had changed a little. There was urgency in it.

I dont know that. She was seen and the man who saw her could identify her, if he saw her again. Of course she need not have anything to do with Phillips.

This man Phillips was a shamus?

I nodded. I told you that twice.

Why was he killed and how?

He was sapped and shot in his apartment. We dont know why he was killed. If we knew that, we would likely know who killed him. It seems to be that kind of a situation.

Who is we?

The police and myself. I found him dead. So I had to stick around.

Prue let the front legs of his chair down on the carpet very quietly and looked at me. His good eye had a sleepy expression I didnt like.

Morny said: You told the cops what?

I said: Very little. I gather from your opening remarks to me here that you know I am looking for Linda Conquest. Mrs. Leslie Murdock. Ive found her. Shes singing here. I dont know why there should have been any secret about it. It seems to me that your wife or Mr. Vannier might have told me. But they didnt.

What my wife would tell a peeper, Morny said, you could put in a gnats eye.

No doubt she has her reasons, I said. However thats not very important now. In fact its not very important that I see Miss Conquest. Just the same Id like to talk to her a little. If you dont mind.

Suppose I mind, Morny said.

I guess I would like to talk to her anyway, I said. I got a cigarette out of my pocket and rolled it around in my fingers and admired his thick and still-dark eyebrows. They had a fine shape, an elegant curve.

Prue chuckled. Morny looked at him and frowned and looked back at me, keeping the frown on his face.

I asked you what you told the cops, he said.

I told them as little as I could. This man Phillips asked me to come and see him. He implied he was too deep in a job he didnt like and needed help. When I got there he was dead. I told the police that. They didnt think it was quite the whole story. It probably isnt. I have until tomorrow noon to fill it out. So Im trying to fill it out.

You wasted your time coming here, Morny said.

I got the idea that I was asked to come here.

You can go to hell back any time you want to, Morny said. Or you can do a little job for me — for five hundred dollars. Either way you leave Eddie and me out of any conversations you might have with the police.

Whats the nature of the job?

You were at my house this morning. You ought to have an idea.

I dont do divorce business, I said.

His face turned white. I love my wife, he said. Weve only been married eight months. I dont want any divorce. Shes a swell girl and she knows what time it is, as a rule. But I think shes playing with a wrong number at the moment.

Wrong in what way?

I dont know. Thats what I want found out.

Let me get this straight, I said. Are you hiring me on a job — or off a job I already have.

Prue chuckled again against the wall.

Morny poured himself some more brandy and tossed it quickly down his throat. Color came back into his face. He didnt answer me.

And let me get another thing straight, I said. You dont mind your wife playing around, but you dont want her playing with somebody named Vannier. Is that it?

I trust her heart, he said slowly. But I dont trust her judgment. Put it that way.

And you want me to get something on this man Vannier?

I want to find out what he is up to.

Oh. Is he up to something?

I think he is. I dont know what.

You think he is — or you want to think he is?

He stared at me levelly for a moment, then he pulled the middle drawer of his desk out, reached in and tossed a folded paper across to me. I picked it up and unfolded it. It was a carbon copy of a gray billhead. Cal-Western Dental Supply Company, and an address. The bill was for 30 lbs. Kerrs Crystobolite $15.75, and 25 lbs. Whites Albastone, $7.75, plus tax. It was made out to H. R. Teager, Will Call, and stamped Paid with a rubber stamp. It was signed for in the corner: L. G. Vannier.

I put it down on the desk.

That fell out of his pocket one night when he was here, Morny said. About ten days ago. Eddie put one of his big feet on it and Vannier didnt notice he had dropped it.

I looked at Prue, then at Morny, then at my thumb. Is this supposed to mean something to me?

I thought you were a smart detective. I figured you could find out.

I looked at the paper again, folded it and put it in my pocket. Im assuming you wouldnt give it to me unless it meant something, I said.

Morny went to the black and chromium safe against the wall and opened it. He came back with five new bills spread out in his fingers like a poker hand. He smoothed them edge to edge, riffled them lightly, and tossed them on the desk in front of me.

Theres your five Cs, he said. Take Vannier out of my wifes life and there will be the same again for you. I dont care how you do it and I dont want to know anything about how you do it. Just do it.

I poked at the crisp new bills with a hungry finger. Then I pushed them away. You can pay me when — and if — I deliver, I said. Ill take my payment tonight in a short interview with Miss Conquest.

Morny didnt touch the money. He lifted the square bottle and poured himself another drink. This time he poured one for me and pushed it across the desk.

And as for this Phillips murder, I said, Eddie here was following Phillips a little. You want to tell me why?

No.

The trouble with a case like this is that the information might come from somebody else. When a murder gets into the papers you never know what will come out. If it does, youll blame me.

He looked at me steadily and said: I dont think so. I was a bit rough when you came in, but you shape up pretty good. Ill take a chance.

Thanks, I said. Would you mind telling me why you had Eddie call me up and give me the shakes?

He looked down and tapped on the desk. Lindas an old friend of mine. Young Murdock was out here this afternoon to see her. He told her you were working for old lady Murdock. She told me. I didnt know what the job was. You say you dont take divorce business, so it couldnt be that the old lady hired you to fix anything like that up. He raised his eyes on the last words and stared at me.

I stared back at him and waited.

I guess Im just a fellow who likes his friends, he said. And doesnt want them bothered by dicks.

Murdock owes you some money, doesnt he?

He frowned. I dont discuss things like that.

He finished his drink, nodded and stood up. Ill send Linda up to talk to you. Pick your money up.

He went to the door and out. Eddie Prue unwound his long body and stood up and gave me a dim gray smile that meant nothing and wandered off after Morny.

I lit another cigarette and looked at the dental supply companys bill again. Something squirmed at the back of my mind, dimly. I walked to the window and stood looking out across the valley. A car was winding up a hill towards a big house with a tower that was half glass brick with light behind it. The headlights of the car moved across it and turned in toward a garage. The lights went out and the valley seemed darker.

It was very quiet and quite cool now. The dance band seemed to be somewhere under my feet. It was muffled, and the tune was indistinguishable.

Linda Conquest came in through the open door behind me and shut it and stood looking at me with a cold light in her eyes.
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SHE LOOKED LIKE her photo and not like it. She had the wide cool mouth, the short nose, the wide cool eyes, the dark hair parted in the middle and the broad white line between the parting. She was wearing a white coat over her dress, with the collar turned up. She had her hands in the pockets of the coat and a cigarette in her mouth.

She looked older, her eyes were harder, and her lips seemed to have forgotten to smile. They would smile when she was singing, in that staged artificial smile. But in repose they were thin and tight and angry.

She moved over to the desk and stood looking down, as if counting the copper ornaments. She saw the cut glass decanter, took the stopper out, poured herself a drink and tossed it down with a quick flip of the wrist.

Youre a man named Marlowe? she asked, looking at me. She put her hips against the end of the desk and crossed her ankles.

I said I was a man named Marlowe.

By and large, she said, I am quite sure I am not going to like you one damned little bit. So speak your piece and drift away.

What I like about this place is everything runs so true to type, I said. The cop on the gate, the shine on the door, the cigarette and check girls, the fat greasy sensual Jew with the tall stately bored showgirl, the well-dressed, drunk and horribly rude director cursing the barman, the silent guy with the gun, the night club owner with the soft gray hair and the B-picture mannerisms, and now you — the tall dark torcher with the negligent sneer, the husky voice, the hard-boiled vocabulary.

She said: Is that so? and fitted her cigarette between her lips and drew slowly on it. And what about the wise-cracking snooper with the last years gags and the come-hither smile?

And what gives me the right to talk to you at all? I said.

Ill bite. What does?

She wants it back. Quickly. It has to be fast or there will be trouble.

I thought— she started to say and stopped cold. I watched her remove the sudden trace of interest from her face by monkeying with her cigarette and bending her face over it. She wants what back, Mr. Marlowe?

The Brasher Doubloon.

She looked up at me and nodded, remembering — letting me see her remembering.

Oh, the Brasher Doubloon.

I bet you completely forgot it, I said.

Well, no. Ive seen it a number of times, she said. She wants it back, you said. Do you mean she thinks I took it?

Yeah. Just that.

Shes a dirty old liar, Linda Conquest said.

What you think doesnt make you a liar, I said. It only sometimes makes you mistaken. Is she wrong?

Why would I take her silly old coin?

Well — its worth a lot of money. She thinks you might need money. I gather she was not too generous.

She laughed, a tight sneering little laugh. No, she said. Mrs. Elizabeth Bright Murdock would not rate as very generous.

Maybe you just took it for spite, kind of, I said hopefully.

Maybe I ought to slap your face. She killed her cigarette in Mornys copper goldfish bowl, speared the crushed stub absently with the letter opener and dropped it into the wastebasket.

Passing on from that to perhaps more important matters, I said, will you give him a divorce?

For twenty-five grand, she said, not looking at me, I should be glad to.

Youre not in love with the guy, huh?

Youre breaking my heart, Marlowe.

Hes in love with you, I said. After all you did marry him.

She looked at me lazily. Mister, dont think I didnt pay for that mistake. She lit another cigarette. But a girl has to live. And it isnt always as easy as it looks. And so a girl can make a mistake, marry the wrong guy and the wrong family, looking for something that isnt there. Security, or whatever.

But not needing any love to do it, I said.

I dont want to be too cynical, Marlowe. But youd be surprised how many girls marry to find a home, especially girls whose arm muscles are all tired out fighting off the kind of optimists that come into these gin and glitter joints.

You had a home and you gave it up.

It got to be too dear. That port-sodden old fake made the bargain too tough. How do you like her for a client?

Ive had worse.

She picked a shred of tobacco off her lip. You notice what shes doing to that girl?

Merle? I noticed she bullied her.

It isnt just that. She has her cutting out dolls. The girl had a shock of some kind and the old brute has used the effect of it to dominate the girl completely. In company she yells at her but in private shes apt to be stroking her hair and whispering in her ear. And the kid sort of shivers.

I didnt quite get all that, I said.

The kids in love with Leslie, but she doesnt know it. Emotionally shes about ten years old. Something funny is going to happen in that family one of these days. Im glad I wont be there.

I said: Youre a smart girl, Linda. And youre tough and youre wise, I suppose when you married him you thought you could get your hands on plenty.

She curled her lip. I thought it would at least be a vacation. It wasnt even that. Thats a smart ruthless woman, Marlowe. Whatever shes got you doing, its not what she says. Shes up to something. Watch your step.

Would she kill a couple of men?

She laughed.

No kidding, I said. A couple of men have been killed and one of them at least is connected with rare coins.

I dont get it, she looked at me levelly. Murdered, you mean?

I nodded.

You tell Morny all that?

About one of them.

You tell the cops?

About one of them. The same one.

She moved her eyes over my face. We stared at each other. She looked a little pale, or just tired. I thought she had grown a little paler than before.

Youre making that up, she said between her teeth.

I grinned and nodded. She seemed to relax then.

About the Brasher Doubloon? I said. You didnt take it. Okay. About the divorce, what?

Thats none of your affair.

I agree. Well, thanks for talking to me. Do you know a fellow named Vannier?

Yes. Her face froze hard now. Not well. Hes a friend of Lois.

A very good friend.

One of these days hes apt to turn out to be a small quiet funeral too.

Hints, I said, have sort of been thrown in that direction. Theres something about the guy. Every time his name comes up the party freezes.

She stared at me and said nothing. I thought that an idea was stirring at the back of her eyes, but if so it didnt come out. She said quietly:

Morny will sure as hell kill him, if he doesnt lay off Lois.

Go on with you. Lois flops at the drop of a hat. Anybody can see that.

Perhaps Alex is the one person who cant see it.

Vannier hasnt anything to do with my job anyway. He has no connection with the Murdocks.

She lifted a corner of her lip at me and said: No? Let me tell you something. No reason why I should. Im just a great big open-hearted kid. Vannier knows Elizabeth Bright Murdock and well. He never came to the house but once while I was there, but he called on the phone plenty of times. I caught some of the calls. He always asked for Merle.

Well — thats funny, I said. Merle, huh?

She bent to crush out her cigarette and again she speared the stub and dropped it into the wastebasket.

Im very tired, she said suddenly. Please go away.

I stood there for a moment, looking at her and wondering. Then I said: Good night and thanks. Good luck.

I went out and left her standing there with her hands in the pockets of the white coat, her head bent and her eyes looking at the floor.

It was two oclock when I got back to Hollywood and put the car away and went upstairs to my apartment. The wind was all gone but the air still had that dryness and lightness of the desert. The air in the apartment was dead and Breezes cigar butt had made it a little worse than dead. I opened windows and flushed the place through while I undressed and stripped the pockets of my suit.

Out of them with other things came the dental supply companys bill. It still looked like a bill to one H. R. Teager for 30 lbs. of crystobolite and 25 lbs. of albastone.

I dragged the phone book up on the desk in the living room and looked up Teager. Then the confused memory clicked into place. His address was 422 West Ninth Street. The address of the Belfont Building was 422 West Ninth Street.

H. R. Teager Dental Laboratories had been one of the names on doors on the sixth floor of the Belfont Building when I did my backstairs crawl away from the office of Elisha Morningstar.

But even the Pinkertons have to sleep, and Marlowe needed far, far more sleep than the Pinkertons. I went to bed.
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IT WAS JUST as hot in Pasadena as the day before and the big dark red brick house on Dresden Avenue looked just as cool and the little painted Negro waiting by the hitching block looked just as sad. The same butterfly landed on the same hydrangea bush — or it looked like the same one — the same heavy scent of summer lay on the morning, and the same middle-aged sourpuss with the frontier voice opened to my ring.

She led me along the same hallways to the same sunless sunroom. In it Mrs. Elizabeth Bright Murdock sat in the same reed chaise-longue and as I came into the room she was pouring herself a slug from what looked like the same port bottle but was more probably a grandchild.

The maid shut the door, I sat down and put my hat on the floor, just like yesterday, and Mrs. Murdock gave me the same hard level stare and said:

Well?

Things are bad, I said. The cops are after me.

She looked as flustered as a side of beef. Indeed. I thought you were more competent than that.

I brushed it off. When I left here yesterday morning a man followed me in a coupé. I dont know what he was doing here or how he got here. I suppose he followed me here, but I feel doubtful about that. I shook him off, but he turned up again in the hall outside my office. He followed me again, so I invited him to explain why and he said he knew who I was and he needed help and asked me to come to his apartment on Bunker Hill and talk to him. I went, after I had seen Mr. Morningstar, and found the man shot to death on the floor of his bathroom.

Mrs. Murdock sipped a little port. Her hand might have shaken a little, but the light in the room was too dim for me to be sure. She cleared her throat.

Go on.

His name is George Anson Phillips. A young, blond fellow, rather dumb. He claimed to be a private detective.

I never heard of him, Mrs. Murdock said coldly. I never saw him to my knowledge and I dont know anything about him. Did you think I employed him to follow you?

I didnt know what to think. He talked about pooling our resources and he gave me the impression that he was working for some member of your family. He didnt say so in so many words.

He wasnt. You can be quite definite on that. The baritone voice was as steady as a rock.

I dont think you know quite as much about your family as you think you do, Mrs. Murdock.

I know you have been questioning my son — contrary to my orders, she said coldly.

I didnt question him. He questioned me. Or tried to.

Well go into that later, she said harshly. What about this man you found shot? You are involved with the police on account of him?

Naturally. They want to know why he followed me, what I was working on, why he spoke to me, why he asked me to come to his apartment and why I went. But that is only the half of it.

She finished her port and poured herself another glass.

Hows your asthma? I asked.

Bad, she said. Get on with your story.

I saw Morningstar. I told you about that over the phone. He pretended not to have the Brasher Doubloon, but admitted it had been offered to him and said he could get it. As I told you. Then you told me it had been returned to you, so that was that.

I waited, thinking she would tell me some story about how the coin had been returned, but she just stared at me bleakly over the wine glass.

So, as I had made a sort of arrangement with Mr. Morningstar to pay him a thousand dollars for the coin—

You had no authority to do anything like that, she barked.

I nodded, agreeing with her.

Maybe I was kidding him a little, I said. And I know I was kidding myself. Anyway after what you told me over the phone I tried to get in touch with him to tell him the deal was off. Hes not in the phone book except at his office. I went to his office. This was quite late. The elevator man said he was still in his office. He was lying on his back on the floor, dead. Killed by a blow on the head and shock, apparently. Old men die easily. The blow might not have been intended to kill him. I called the Receiving Hospital, but didnt give my name.

That was wise of you, she said.

Was it? It was considerate of me, but I dont think Id call it wise. I want to be nice, Mrs. Murdock. You understand that in your rough way, I hope. But two murders happened in a matter of hours and both the bodies were found by me. And both the victims were connected — in some manner — with your Brasher Doubloon.

I dont understand. This other, younger man also?

Yes. Didnt I tell you over the phone? I thought I did. I wrinkled my brow, thinking back. I knew I had.

She said calmly: Its possible. I wasnt paying a great deal of attention to what you said. You see, the doubloon had already been returned. And you sounded a little drunk.

I wasnt drunk. I might have felt a little shock, but I wasnt drunk. You take all this very calmly.

What do you want me to do?

I took a deep breath. Im connected with one murder already, by having found the body and reported it. I may presently be connected with another, by having found the body and not reported it. Which is much more serious for me. Even as far as it goes, I have until noon today to disclose the name of my client.

That, she said, still much too calm for my taste, would be a breach of confidence. You are not going to do that, Im sure.

I wish youd leave that damn port alone and make some effort to understand the position, I snapped at her.

She looked vaguely surprised and pushed her glass away — about four inches away.

This fellow Phillips, I said, had a license as a private detective. How did I happen to find him dead? Because he followed me and I spoke to him and he asked me to come to his apartment. And when I got there he was dead. The police know all this. They may even believe it. But they dont believe the connection between Phillips and me is quite that much of a coincidence. They think there is a deeper connection between Phillips and me and they insist on knowing what I am doing, who I am working for. Is that clear?

Youll find a way out of all that, she said. I expect it to cost me a little more money, of course.

I felt myself getting pinched around the nose. My mouth felt dry. I needed air. I took another deep breath and another dive into the tub of blubber that was sitting across the room from me on the reed chaise-longue, looking as unperturbed as a bank president refusing a loan.

Im working for you, I said, now, this week, today. Next week Ill be working for somebody else, I hope. And the week after that for still somebody else. In order to do that I have to be on reasonably good terms with the police. They dont have to love me, but they have to be fairly sure I am not cheating on them. Assume Phillips knew nothing about the Brasher Doubloon. Assume, even, that he knew about it, but that his death had nothing to do with it. I still have to tell the cops what I know about him. And they have to question anybody they want to question. Cant you understand that?

Doesnt the law give you the right to protect a client? she snapped. If it doesnt, what is the use of anyones hiring a detective?

I got up and walked around my chair and sat down again. I leaned forward and took hold of my kneecaps and squeezed them until my knuckles glistened.

The law, whatever it is, is a matter of give and take, Mrs. Murdock. Like most other things. Even if I had the legal right to stay clammed up — refuse to talk — and got away with it once, that would be the end of my business. Id be a guy marked for trouble. One way or another they would get me. I value your business, Mrs. Murdock, but not enough to cut my throat for you and bleed in your lap.

She reached for her glass and emptied it.

You seem to have made a nice mess of the whole thing, she said. You didnt find my daughter-in-law and you didnt find my Brasher Doubloon. But you found a couple of dead men that I have nothing to do with and you have neatly arranged matters so that I must tell the police all my private and personal business in order to protect you from your own incompetence. Thats what I see. If I am wrong, pray correct me.

She poured some more wine and gulped it too fast and went into a paroxysm of coughing. Her shaking hand slid the glass on to the table, slopping the wine. She threw herself forward in her seat and got purple in the face.

I jumped up and went over and landed one on her beefy back that would have shaken the City Hall.

She let out a long strangled wail and drew her breath in rackingly and stopped coughing. I pressed one of the keys on her dictaphone box and when somebody answered, metallic and loud, through the metal disk I said: Bring Mrs. Murdock a glass of water, quick! and then let the key up again.

I sat down again and watched her pull herself together. When her breath was coming evenly and without effort, I said: Youre not tough. You just think youre tough. You been living too long with people that are scared of you. Waitll you meet up with some law. Those boys are professionals. Youre just a spoiled amateur.

The door opened and the maid came in with a pitcher of ice water and a glass. She put them down on the table and went out.

I poured Mrs. Murdock a glass of water and put it in her hand.

Sip it, dont drink it. You wont like the taste of it, but it wont hurt you.

She sipped, then drank half of the glass, then put the glass down and wiped her lips.

To think, she said raspingly, that out of all the snoopers for hire I could have employed, I had to pick out a man who would bully me in my own home.

Thats not getting you anywhere either, I said. We dont have a lot of time. Whats our story to the police going to be?

The police mean nothing to me. Absolutely nothing. And if you give them my name, I shall regard it as a thoroughly disgusting breach of faith.

That put me back where we started.

Murder changes everything, Mrs. Murdock. You cant dummy up on a murder case. Well have to tell them why you employed me and what to do. They wont publish it in the papers, you know. That is, they wont if they believe it. They certainly wont believe you hired me to investigate Elisha Morningstar just because he called up and wanted to buy the doubloon. They may not find out that you couldnt have sold the coin, if you wanted to, because they might not think of that angle. But they wont believe you hired a private detective just to investigate a possible purchaser. Why should you?

Thats my business, isnt it?

No. You cant fob the cops off that way. You have to satisfy them that you are being frank and open and have nothing to hide. As long as they think you are hiding something they never let up. Give them a reasonable and plausible story and they go away cheerful. And the most reasonable and plausible story is always the truth. Any objection to telling it?

Every possible objection, she said. But it doesnt seem to make much difference. Do we have to tell them that I suspected my daughter-in-law of stealing the coin and that I was wrong?

It would be better.

And that it has been returned and how?

It would be better.

That is going to humiliate me very much.

I shrugged.

Youre a callous brute, she said. Youre a cold-blooded fish. I dont like you. I deeply regret ever having met you.

Mutual, I said.

She reached a thick finger to a key and barked into the talking box. Merle. Ask my son to come in here at once. And I think you may as well come in with him.

She released the key, pressed her broad fingers together and let her hands drop heavily to her thighs. Her bleak eyes went up to the ceiling.

Her voice was quiet and sad saying: My son took the coin, Mr. Marlowe. My son. My own son.

I didnt say anything. We sat there glaring at each other. In a couple of minutes they both came in and she barked at them to sit down.
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LESLIE MURDOCK WAS wearing a greenish slack suit and his hair looked damp, as if he had just been taking a shower. He sat hunched forward, looking at the white buck shoes on his feet, and turning a ring on his finger. He didnt have his long black cigarette holder and he looked a little lonely without it. Even his mustache seemed to droop a little more than it had in my office.

Merle Davis looked just the same as the day before. Probably she always looked the same. Her copper blond hair was dragged down just as tight, her shell-rimmed glasses looked just as large and empty, her eyes behind them just as vague. She was even wearing the same one-piece linen dress with short sleeves and no ornament of any kind, not even earrings.

I had the curious feeling of reliving something that had already happened.

Mrs. Murdock sipped her port and said quietly:

All right, son. Tell Mr. Marlowe about the doubloon. Im afraid he has to be told.

Murdock looked up at me quickly and then dropped his eyes again. His mouth twitched. When he spoke his voice had the toneless quality, a flat tired sound, like a man making a confession after an exhausting battle with his conscience.

As I told you yesterday in your office I owe Morny a lot of money. Twelve thousand dollars. I denied it afterwards, but its true. I do owe it. I didnt want mother to know. He was pressing me pretty hard for payment. I suppose I knew I would have to tell her in the end, but I was weak enough to want to put it off. I took the doubloon, using her keys one afternoon when she was asleep and Merle was out. I gave it to Morny and he agreed to hold it as security because I explained to him that he couldnt get anything like twelve thousand dollars for it unless he could give its history and show that it was legitimately in his possession.

He stopped talking and looked up at me to see how I was taking it. Mrs. Murdock had her eyes on my face, practically puttied there. The little girl was looking at Murdock with her lips parted and an expression of suffering on her face.

Murdock went on. Morny gave me a receipt, in which he agreed to hold the coin as collateral and not to convert it without notice and demand. Something like that. I dont profess to know how legal it was. When this man Morningstar called up and asked about the coin I immediately became suspicious that Morny either was trying to sell it or that he was at least thinking of selling it and was trying to get a valuation on it from somebody who knew about rare coins. I was badly scared.

He looked up and made a sort of face at me. Maybe it was the face of somebody being badly scared. Then he took his handkerchief out and wiped his forehead and sat holding it between his hands.

When Merle told me mother had employed a detective — Merle ought not to have told me, but mother has promised not to scold her for it— He looked at his mother. The old warhorse clamped her jaws and looked grim. The little girl had her eyes still on his face and didnt seem to be very worried about the scolding. He went on:  — then I was sure she had missed the doubloon and had hired you on that account. I didnt really believe she had hired you to find Linda. I knew where Linda was all the time. I went to your office to see what I could find out. I didnt find out very much. I went to see Morny yesterday afternoon and told him about it. At first he laughed in my face, but when I told him that even my mother couldnt sell the coin without violating the terms of Jasper Murdocks will and that she would certainly set the police on him when I told her where the coin was, then he loosened up. He got up and went to the safe and got the coin out and handed it to me without a word. I gave him back his receipt and he tore it up. So I brought the coin home and told mother about it.

He stopped talking and wiped his face again. The little girls eyes moved up and down with the motions of his hand.

In the silence that followed I said: Did Morny threaten you?

He shook his head. He said he wanted his money and he needed it and I had better get busy and dig it up. But he wasnt threatening. He was very decent, really. In the circumstances.

Where was this?

At the Idle Valley Club, in his private office.

Was Eddie Prue there?

The little girl tore her eyes away from his face and looked at me. Mrs. Murdock said thickly: Who is Eddie Prue?

Mornys bodyguard, I said. I didnt waste all my time yesterday, Mrs. Murdock. I looked at her son, waiting.

He said: No, I didnt see him. I know him by sight, of course. You would only have to see him once to remember him. But he wasnt around yesterday.

I said: Is that all?

He looked at his mother. She said harshly: Isnt it enough?

Maybe, I said. Where is the coin now?

Where would you expect it to be? she snapped.

I almost told her, just to see her jump. But I managed to hold it in. I said: That seems to take care of that, then.

Mrs. Murdock said heavily: Kiss your mother, son, and run along.

He got up dutifully and went over and kissed her on the forehead. She patted his hand. He went out of the room with his head down and quietly shut the door. I said to Merle: I think you had better have him dictate that to you just the way he told it and make a copy of it and get him to sign it.

She looked startled. The old woman snarled:

She certainly wont do anything of the sort. Go back to your work, Merle. I wanted you to hear this. But if I ever again catch you violating my confidence, you know what will happen.

The little girl stood up and smiled at her with shining eyes. Oh yes, Mrs. Murdock. I never will. Never. You can trust me.

I hope so, the old dragon growled. Get out.

Merle went out softly.

Two big tears formed themselves in Mrs. Murdocks eyes and slowly made their way down the elephant hide of her cheeks, reached the corners of her fleshy nose and slid down her lip. She scrabbled around for a handkerchief, wiped them off and then wiped her eyes. She put the handkerchief away, reached for her wine and said placidly:

Im very fond of my son, Mr. Marlowe. Very fond. This grieves me deeply. Do you think he will have to tell this story to the police?

I hope not, I said. Hed have a hell of a time getting them to believe it.

Her mouth snapped open and her teeth glinted at me in the dim light. She closed her lips and pressed them tight, scowling at me with her head lowered.

Just what do you mean by that? she snapped.

Just what I said. The story doesnt ring true. It has a fabricated, over-simple sound. Did he make it up himself or did you think it up and teach it to him?

Mr. Marlowe, she said in a deadly voice, you are treading on very thin ice.

I waved a hand. Arent we all? All right, suppose its true. Morny will deny it, and well be right back where we started. Morny will have to deny it, because otherwise it would tie him to a couple of murders.

Is there anything so unlikely about that being the exact situation? she blared.

Why would Morny, a man with backing, protection and some influence, tie himself to a couple of small murders in order to avoid tying himself to something trifling, like selling a pledge? It doesnt make sense to me.

She stared, saying nothing. I grinned at her, because for the first time she was going to like something I said.

I found your daughter-in-law, Mrs. Murdock. Its a little strange to me that your son, who seems so well under your control, didnt tell you where she was.

I didnt ask him, she said in a curiously quiet voice, for her.

Shes back where she started, singing with the band at the Idle Valley Club. I talked to her. Shes a pretty hard sort of girl in a way. She doesnt like you very well. I dont find it impossible to think that she took the coin all right, partly from spite. And I find it slightly less impossible to believe that Leslie knew it or found it out and cooked up that yarn to protect her. He says hes very much in love with her.

She smiled. It wasnt a beautiful smile, being on slightly the wrong kind of face. But it was a smile.

Yes, she said gently. Yes. Poor Leslie. He would do just that. And in that case— she stopped and her smile widened until it was almost ecstatic, in that case my dear daughter-in-law may be involved in murder.

I watched her enjoying the idea for a quarter of a minute. And youd just love that, I said.

She nodded, still smiling, getting the idea she liked before she got the rudeness in my voice. Then her face stiffened and her lips came together hard. Between them and her teeth she said:

I dont like your tone. I dont like your tone at all.

I dont blame you, I said. I dont like it myself. I dont like anything. I dont like this house or you or the air of repression in the joint, or the squeezed down face of the little girl or that twerp of a son you have, or this case or the truth Im not told about it and the lies I am told about it and—

She started yelling then, noise out of a splotched furious face, eyes tossing with fury, sharp with hate:

Get out! Get out of this house at once! Dont delay one instant! Get out!

I stood up and reached my hat off the carpet and said: Ill be glad to.

I gave her a sort of a tired leer and picked my way to the door and opened it and went out. I shut it quietly, holding the knob with a stiff hand and clicking the lock gently into place.

For no reason at all.
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STEPS GIBBERED ALONG after me and my name was called and I kept on going until I was in the middle of the living room. Then I stopped and turned and let her catch up with me, out of breath, her eyes trying to pop through her glasses and her shining copper-blond hair catching funny little lights from the high windows.

Mr. Marlowe? Please! Please dont go away. She wants you. She really does!

Ill be darned. Youve got Sub-deb Bright on your mouth this morning. Looks all right too.

She grabbed my sleeve. Please!

The hell with her, I said. Tell her to jump in the lake. Marlowe can get sore too. Tell her to jump in two lakes, if one wont hold her. Not clever, but quick.

I looked down at the hand on my sleeve and patted it. She drew it away swiftly and her eyes looked shocked.

Please, Mr. Marlowe. Shes in trouble. She needs you.

Im in trouble too, I growled. Im up to my ear flaps in trouble. What are you crying about?

Oh, Im really very fond of her. I know shes rough and blustery, but her heart is pure gold.

To hell with her heart too, I said. I dont expect to get intimate enough with her for that to make any difference. Shes a fat-faced old liar. Ive had enough of her. I think shes in trouble all right, but Im not in the excavating business. I have to get told things.

Oh, Im sure if you would only be patient—

I put my arm around her shoulders, without thinking. She jumped about three feet and her eyes blazed with panic.

We stood there staring at each other, making breath noises, me with my mouth open as it too frequently is, she with her lips pressed tight and her little pale nostrils quivering. Her face was as pale as the unhandy makeup would let it be.

Look, I said slowly, did something happen to you when you were a little girl?

She nodded, very quickly.

A man scared you or something like that?

She nodded again. She took her lower lip between her little white teeth.

And youve been like this ever since?

She just stood there, looking white.

Look, I said, I wont do anything to you that will scare you. Not ever.

Her eyes melted with tears.

If I touched you, I said, it was just like touching a chair or a door. It didnt mean anything. Is that clear?

Yes. She got a word out at last. Panic still twitched in the depths of her eyes, behind the tears. Yes.

That takes care of me, I said. Im all adjusted. Nothing to worry about in me any more. Now take Leslie. He has his mind on other things. You know hes all right — in the way we mean. Right?

Oh, yes, she said. Yes, indeed. Leslie was aces. With her. With me he was a handful of bird gravel.

Now take the old wine barrel, I said. Shes rough and shes tough and she thinks she can eat walls and spit bricks, and she bawls you out, but shes fundamentally decent to you, isnt she?

Oh, she is, Mr. Marlowe. I was trying to tell you—

Sure. Now why dont you get over it? Is he still around — this other one that hurt you?

She put her hand to her mouth and gnawed the fleshy part at the base of the thumb, looking at me over it, as if it was a balcony.

Hes dead, she said. He fell out of a — out of a — a window.

I stopped her with my big right hand. Oh, that guy. I heard about him. Forget it, cant you?

No, she said, shaking her head seriously behind the hand. I cant. I cant seem to forget it at all. Mrs. Murdock is always telling me to forget it. She talks to me for the longest times telling me to forget it. But I just cant.

It would be a darn sight better, I snarled, if she would keep her fat mouth shut about it for the longest times. She just keeps it alive.

She looked surprised and rather hurt at that. Oh, that isnt all, she said. I was his secretary. She was his wife. He was her first husband. Naturally she doesnt forget it either. How could she?

I scratched my ear. That seemed sort of non-committal. There was nothing much in her expression now except that I didnt really think she realized that I was there. I was a voice coming out of somewhere, but rather impersonal. Almost a voice in her own head.

Then I had one of my funny and often unreliable hunches. Look, I said, is there someone you meet that has that effect on you? Some one person more than another?

She looked all around the room. I looked with her. Nobody was under a chair or peeking at us through a door or a window.

Why do I have to tell you? she breathed.

You dont. Its just how you feel about it.

Will you promise not to tell anybody — anybody in the whole world, not even Mrs. Murdock?

Her last of all, I said. I promise.

She opened her mouth and put a funny little confiding smile on her face, and then it went wrong. Her throat froze up. She made a croaking noise. Her teeth actually rattled.

I wanted to give her a good hard squeeze but I was afraid to touch her. We stood. Nothing happened. We stood. I was about as much use as a hummingbirds spare egg would have been.

Then she turned and ran. I heard her steps going along the hall. I heard a door close.

I went after her along the hall and reached the door. She was sobbing behind it. I stood there and listened to the sobbing.

There was nothing I could do about it. I wondered if there was anything anybody could do about it.

I went back to the glass porch and knocked on the door and opened it and put my head in. Mrs. Murdock sat just as I had left her. She didnt seem to have moved at all.

Whos scaring the life out of that little girl? I asked her.

Get out of my house, she said between her fat lips.

I didnt move. Then she laughed at me hoarsely.

Do you regard yourself as a clever man, Mr. Marlowe?

Well, Im not dripping with it, I said.

Suppose you find out for yourself.

At your expense?

She shrugged her heavy shoulders. Possibly. It depends. Who knows?

You havent bought a thing, I said. Im still going to have to talk to the police.

I havent bought anything, she said, and I havent paid for anything. Except the return of the coin. Im satisfied to accept that for the money I have already given you. Now go away. You bore me. Unspeakably.

I shut the door and went back. No sobbing behind the door. Very still. I went on.

I let myself out of the house. I stood there, listening to the sunshine burn the grass. A car started up in back and a gray Mercury came drifting along the drive at the side of the house. Mr. Leslie Murdock was driving it. When he saw me he stopped.

He got out of the car and walked quickly over to me. He was nicely dressed; cream colored gabardine now, all fresh clothes, slacks, black and white shoes, with polished black toes, a sport coat of very small black and white check, black and white handkerchief, cream shirt, no tie. He had a pair of green sun glasses on his nose.

He stood close to me and said in a low timid sort of voice: I guess you think Im an awful heel.

On account of that story you told about the doubloon?

Yes.

That didnt affect my way of thinking about you in the least, I said.

Well—

Just what do you want me to say?

He moved his smoothly tailored shoulders in a deprecatory shrug. His silly little reddish brown mustache glittered in the sun.

I suppose I like to be liked, he said.

Im sorry, Murdock. I like your being that devoted to your wife. If thats what it is.

Oh. Didnt you think I was telling the truth? I mean, did you think I was saying all that just to protect her?

There was that possibility.

I see. He put a cigarette into the long black holder, which he took from behind his display handkerchief. Well — I guess I can take it that you dont like me. The dim movement of his eyes was visible behind the green lenses, fish moving in a deep pool.

Its a silly subject, I said. And damned unimportant. To both of us.

He put a match to the cigarette and inhaled. I see, he said quietly. Pardon me for being crude enough to bring it up.

He turned on his heel and walked back to his car and got in. I watched him drive away before I moved. Then I went over and patted the little painted Negro boy on the head a couple of times before I left.

Son, I said to him, youre the only person around this house thats not nuts.
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THE POLICE LOUDSPEAKER box on the wall grunted and a voice said: KGPL. Testing. A click and it went dead.

Detective-Lieutenant Jesse Breeze stretched his arms high in the air and yawned and said: Couple of hours late, aint you?

I said: Yes. But I left a message for you that I would be. I had to go to the dentist.

Sit down.

He had a small littered desk across one corner of the room. He sat in the angle behind it, with a tall bare window to his left and a wall with a large calendar about eye height to his right. The days that had gone down to dust were crossed off carefully in soft black pencil, so that Breeze glancing at the calendar always knew exactly what day it was.

Spangler was sitting sideways at a smaller and much neater desk. It had a green blotter and an onyx pen set and a small brass calendar and an abalone shell full of ashes and matches and cigarette stubs. Spangler was flipping a handful of bank pens at the felt back of a seat cushion on end against the wall, like a Mexican knife thrower flipping knives at a target. He wasnt getting anywhere with it. The pens refused to stick.

The room had that remote, heartless, not quite dirty, not quite clean, not quite human smell that such rooms always have. Give a police department a brand new building and in three months all its rooms will smell like that. There must be something symbolic in it.

A New York police reporter wrote once that when you pass in beyond the green lights of a precinct station you pass clear out of this world, into a place beyond the law.

I sat down. Breeze got a cellophane-wrapped cigar out of his pocket and the routine with it started. I watched it detail by detail, unvarying, precise. He drew in smoke, shook his match out, laid it gently in the black glass ashtray, and said: Hi, Spangler.

Spangler turned his head and Breeze turned his head. They grinned at each other. Breeze poked the cigar at me.

Watch him sweat, he said.

Spangler had to move his feet to turn far enough around to watch me sweat. If I was sweating, I didnt know it.

You boys are as cute as a couple of lost golf balls, I said. How in the world do you do it?

Skip the wisecracks, Breeze said. Had a busy little morning?

Fair, I said.

He was still grinning. Spangler was still grinning. Whatever it was Breeze was tasting he hated to swallow it.

Finally he cleared his throat, straightened his big freckled face out, turned his head enough so that he was not looking at me but could still see me and said in a vague empty sort of voice:

Hench confessed.

Spangler swung clear around to look at me. He leaned forward on the edge of his chair and his lips were parted in an ecstatic half smile that was almost indecent.

I said: What did you use on him — a pickax?

Nope.

They were both silent, staring at me.

A wop, Breeze said.

A what?

Boy, are you glad? Breeze said.

You are going to tell me or are you just going to sit there looking fat and complacent and watch me being glad?

We like to watch a guy being glad, Breeze said. We dont often get a chance.

I put a cigarette in my mouth and jiggled it up and down.

We used a wop on him, Breeze said. A wop named Palermo.

Oh. You know something?

What? Breeze asked.

I just thought of what is the matter with policemens dialogue.

What?

They think every line is a punch line.

And every pinch is a good pinch, Breeze said calmly. You want to know — or you want to just crack wise?

I want to know.

Was like this, then. Hench was drunk. I mean he was drunk deep inside, not just on the surface. Screwy drunk. Hed been living on it for weeks. Hed practically quit eating and sleeping. Just liquor. Hed got to the point where liquor wasnt making him drunk, it was keeping him sober. It was the last hold he had on the real world. When a guy gets like that and you take his liquor away and dont give him anything to hold him down, hes a lost cuckoo.

I didnt say anything. Spangler still had the same erotic leer on his young face. Breeze tapped the side of his cigar and no ash fell off and he put it back in his mouth and went on.

Hes a psycho case, but we dont want any psycho case made out of our pinch. We make that clear. We want a guy that dont have any psycho record.

I thought you were sure Hench was innocent.

Breeze nodded vaguely. That was last night. Or maybe I was kidding a little. Anyway in the night, bang, Hench is bugs. So they drag him over to the hospital ward and shoot him full of hop. The jail doc does. Thats between you and me. No hop in the record. Get the idea?

All too clearly, I said.

Yeah. He looked vaguely suspicious of the remark, but he was too full of his subject to waste time on it. Well, this a.m. he is fine. Hop still working, the guy is pale but peaceful. We go see him. How you doing, kid? Anything you need? Any little thing at all? Be glad to get it for you. They treating you nice in here? You know the line.

I do, I said. I know the line.

Spangler licked his lips in a nasty way.

So after a while he opens his trap just enough to say Palermo. Palermo is the name of the wop across the street that owns the funeral home and the apartment house and stuff. You remember? Yeah, you remember. On account of he said something about a tall blond. All hooey. Them wops got tall blonds on the brain. In sets of twelve. But this Palermo is important. I asked around. He gets the vote out up there. Hes a guy that cant be pushed around. Well, I dont aim to push him around. I say to Hench, You mean Palermos a friend of yours? He says, Get Palermo. So we come back here to the hutch and phone Palermo and Palermo says he will be right down. Okay. He is here very soon. We talk like this: Hench wants to see you, Mr. Palermo. I wouldnt know why. Hes a poor guy, Palermo says. A nice guy. I think hes okay. He wanta see me, thatsa fine. I see him. I see him alone. Without any coppers. I say, Okay, Mr. Palermo, and we go over to the hospital ward and Palermo talks to Hench and nobody listens. After a while Palermo comes out and he says, Okay, copper. He make the confess. I pay the lawyer, maybe. I like the poor guy. Just like that. He goes away.

I didnt say anything. There was a pause. The loudspeaker on the wall put out a bulletin and Breeze cocked his head and listened to ten or twelve words and then ignored it.

So we go in with a steno and Hench gives us the dope. Phillips made a pass at Henchs girl. That was day before yesterday, out in the hall. Hench was in the room and he saw it, but Phillips got into his apartment and shut the door before Hench could get out. But Hench was sore. He socked the girl in the eye. But that didnt satisfy him. He got to brooding, the way a drunk will brood. He says to himself, that guy cant make a pass at my girl. Im the boy that will give him something to remember me by. So he keeps an eye open for Phillips. Yesterday afternoon he sees Phillips go into his apartment. He tells the girl to go for a walk. She dont want to go for a walk, so Hench socks her in the other eye. She goes for a walk. Hench knocks on Phillips door and Phillips opens it. Hench is a little surprised at that, but I told him Phillips was expecting you. Anyway the door opens and Hench goes in and tells Phillips how he feels and what he is going to do and Phillips is scared and pulls a gun. Hench hits him with a sap. Phillips falls down and Hench aint satisfied. You hit a guy with a sap and he falls down and what have you? No satisfaction, no revenge. Hench picks the gun off the floor and he is very drunk there being dissatisfied and Phillips grabs for his ankle. Hench doesnt know why he did what he did then. Hes all fuzzy in the head. He drags Phillips into the bathroom and gives him the business with his own gun. You like it?

I love it, I said. But what is the satisfaction in it for Hench?

Well, you know how a drunk is. Anyway he gives him the business. Well it aint Henchs gun, you see, but he cant make a suicide out of it. There wouldnt be any satisfaction for him in that. So Hench takes the gun away and puts it under his pillow and takes his own gun out and ditches it. He wont tell us where. Probably passes it to some tough guy in the neighborhood. Then he finds the girl and they eat.

That was a lovely touch, I said. Putting the gun under his pillow. Id never in the world have thought of that.

Breeze leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. Spangler, the big part of the entertainment over, swung around in his chair and picked up a couple of bank pens and threw one at the cushion.

Look at it this way, Breeze said. What was the effect of that stunt? Look how Hench did it. He was drunk, but he was smart. He found that gun and showed it before Phillips was found dead. First we get the idea that a gun is under Henchs pillow that killed a guy — been fired anyway — and then we get the stiff. We believed Henchs story. It seemed reasonable. Why would we think any man would be such a sap as to do what Hench did? It doesnt make any sense. So we believed somebody put the gun under Henchs pillow and took Henchs gun away and ditched it. And suppose Hench ditched the death gun instead of his own, would he have been any better off? Things being what they were we would be bound to suspect him. And that way he wouldnt have started our minds thinking any particular way about him. The way he did he got us thinking he was a harmless drunk that went out and left his door open and somebody ditched a gun on him.

He waited, with his mouth a little open and the cigar in front of it, held up by a hard freckled hand and his pale blue eyes full of dim satisfaction.

Well, I said, if he was going to confess anyway, it wouldnt have made very much difference. Will he cop a plea?

Sure. I think so. I figure Palermo could get him off with manslaughter. Naturally Im not sure.

Why would Palermo want to get him off with anything?

He kind of likes Hench. And Palermo is a guy we cant push around.

I said: I see. I stood up. Spangler looked at me sideways along glistening eyes. What about the girl?

Wont say a word. Shes smart. We cant do anything to her. Nice neat little job all around. You wouldnt kick, would you? Whatever your business is, its still your business. Get me?

And the girl is a tall blond, I said. Not of the freshest, but still a tall blond. Although only one. Maybe Palermo doesnt mind.

Hell, I never thought of that, Breeze said. He thought about it and shook it off. Nothing in that, Marlowe. Not enough class.

Cleaned up and sober, you never can tell, I said. Class is a thing that has a way of dissolving rapidly in alcohol. That all you want with me?

Guess so. He slanted the cigar up and aimed it at my eye. Not that I wouldnt like to hear your story. But I dont figure I have an absolute right to insist on it the way things are.

Thats white of you, Breeze, I said. And you too, Spangler. A lot of the good things in life to both of you.

They watched me go out, both with their mouths a little open.

I rode down to the big marble lobby and went and got my car out of the official parking lot.
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MR. PIETRO PALERMO was sitting in a room which, except for a mahogany roll-top desk, a sacred triptych in gilt frames and a large ebony and ivory crucifixion, looked exactly like a Victorian parlor. It contained a horseshoe sofa and chairs with carved mahogany frames and antimacassars of fine lace. There was an ormolu clock on the gray green marble mantel, a grandfather clock ticking lazily in the corner, and some wax flowers under a glass dome on an oval table with a marble top and curved elegant legs. The carpet was thick and full of gentle sprays of flowers. There was even a cabinet for bric-a-brac and there was plenty of bric-a-brac in it, little cups in fine china, little figurines in glass and porcelain, odds and ends of ivory and dark rosewood, painted saucers, an early American set of swan salt cellars, stuff like that.

Long lace curtains hung across the windows, but the room faced south and there was plenty of light. Across the street I could see the windows of the apartment where George Anson Phillips had been killed. The street between was sunny and silent.

The tall Italian with the dark skin and the handsome head of iron gray hair read my card and said:

I got business in twelve minutes. What you want, Meester Marlowe?

Im the man that found the dead man across the street yesterday. He was a friend of mine.

His cold black eyes looked me over silently. Thatsa not what you tell Luke.

Luke?

He manage the joint for me.

I dont talk much to strangers, Mr. Palermo.

Thatsa good. You talk to me, huh?

Youre a man of standing, an important man. I can talk to you. You saw me yesterday. You described me to the police. Very accurately, they said.

Si. I see much, he said without emotion.

You saw a tall blond woman come out of there yesterday.

He studied me. Not yesterday. Wasa two three days ago. I tell the coppers yesterday. He snapped his long dark fingers. The coppers, bah!

Did you see any strangers yesterday, Mr. Palermo?

Is back way in and out, he said. Is stair from second floor also. He looked at his wrist watch.

Nothing there then, I said. This morning you saw Hench.

He lifted his eyes and ran them lazily over my face. The coppers tell you that, huh?

They told me you got Hench to confess. They said he was a friend of yours. How good a friend they didnt know, of course.

Hench make the confess, huh? He smiled, a sudden brilliant smile.

Only Hench didnt do the killing, I said.

No?

No.

Thatsa interesting. Go on, Meester Marlowe.

The confession is a lot of baloney. You got him to make it for some reason of your own.

He stood up and went to the door and called out: Tony.

He sat down again. A short tough-looking wop came into the room, looked at me and sat down against the wall in a straight chair.

Tony, thees man a Meester Marlowe. Look, take the card.

Tony came to get the card and sat down with it. You look at thees man very good, Tony. Not forget him, huh?

Tony said: Leave it to me, Mr. Palermo.

Palermo said: Was a friend to you, huh? A good friend, huh?

Yes.

Thatsa bad. Yeah. Thatsa bad. I tell you something. A mans friend is a mans friend. So I tell you. But you don tell anybody else. Not the damn coppers, huh?

No.

Thatsa promise, Meester Marlowe. Thatsa something not to forget. You not forget?

I wont forget.

Tony, he not forget you. Get the idea?

I gave you my word. What you tell me is between us here.

Thatsa fine. Okay. I come of large family. Many sisters and brothers. One brother very bad. Almost so bad as Tony.

Tony grinned.

Okay, thees brother live very quiet. Across the street. Gotta move. Okay, the coppers fill the joint up. Not so good. Ask too many questions. Not good for business, not good for thees bad brother. You get the idea?

Yes, I said. I get the idea.

Okay, thees Hench no good, but poor guy, drunk, no job. Pay no rent, but I got lotsa money. So I say, Look, Hench, you make the confess. You sick man. Two three weeks sick. You go into court. I have a lawyer for you. You say to hell with the confess. I was drunk. The damn coppers are stuck. The judge he turn you loose and you come back to me and I take care of you. Okay? So Hench say okay, make the confess. Thatsa all.

I said: And after two or three weeks the bad brother is a long way from here and the trail is cold and the cops will likely just write the Phillips killing off as unsolved. Is that it?

Si. He smiled again. A brilliant warm smile, like the kiss of death.

That takes care of Hench, Mr. Palermo, I said. But it doesnt help me much about my friend.

He shook his head and looked at his watch again. I stood up. Tony stood up. He wasnt going to do anything, but its better to be standing up. You move faster.

The trouble with you birds, I said, is you make mystery of nothing. You have to give the password before you bite a piece of bread. If I went down to headquarters and told the boys everything you have told me, they would laugh in my face. And I would be laughing with them.

Tony dont laugh much, Palermo said.

The earth is full of people who dont laugh much, Mr. Palermo, I said. You ought to know. You put a lot of them where they are.

Is my business, he said, shrugging enormously.

Ill keep my promise, I said. But in case you should get to doubting that, dont try to make any business for yourself out of me. Because in my part of town Im a pretty good man and if the business got made out of Tony instead, it would be strictly on the house. No profit.

Palermo laughed. Thatsa good, he said. Tony. One funeral — on the house. Okay.

He stood up and held his hand out, a fine strong warm hand.
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IN THE LOBBY of the Belfont Building, in the single elevator that had light in it, on the piece of folded burlap, the same watery-eyed relic sat motionless, giving his imitation of the forgotten man. I got in with him and said: Six.

The elevator lurched into motion and pounded its way upstairs. It stopped at six, I got out, and the old man leaned out of the car to spit and said in a dull voice:

Whats cookin?

I turned around all in one piece, like a dummy on a revolving platform. I stared at him.

He said: You got a gray suit on today.

So I have, I said. Yes.

Looks nice, he said. I like the blue you was wearing yesterday too.

Go on, I said. Give out.

You rode up to eight, he said. Twice. Second time was late. You got back on at six. Shortly after that the boys in blue came bustlin in.

Any of them up there now?

He shook his head. His face was like a vacant lot. I aint told them anything, he said. Too late to mention it now. Theyd eat my ass off.

I said: Why?

Why I aint told them? The hell with them. You talked to me civil. Damn few people do that. Hell, I know you didnt have nothing to do with that killing.

I played you wrong, I said. Very wrong. I got a card out and gave it to him. He fished a pair of metal-framed glasses out of his pocket, perched them on his nose and held the card a foot away from them. He read it slowly, moving his lips, looked at me over the glasses, handed me back the card.

Better keep it, he said. Case I get careless and drop it. Mighty interestin life yours, I guess.

Yes and no. What was the name?

Grandy. Just call me Pop. Who killed him?

I dont know. Did you notice anybody going up there or coming down — anybody that seemed out of place in this building, or strange to you?

I dont notice much, he said. I just happened to notice you.

A tall blond, for instance, or a tall slender man with sideburns, about thirty-five years old.

Nope.

Everybody going up or down about then would ride in your car.

He nodded his worn head. Less they used the fire stairs. They come out in the alley, bar-lock door. Party would have to come in this way, but theres stairs back of the elevator to the second floor. From there they can get to the fire stairs. Nothing to it.

I nodded. Mr. Grandy, could you use a five dollar bill — not as a bribe in any sense, but as a token of esteem from a sincere friend?

Son, I could use a five dollar bill so rough Abe Lincolns whiskers would be all lathered up with sweat.

I gave him one. I looked at it before I passed it over. It was Lincoln on the five, all right.

He tucked it small and put it away deep in his pocket. Thats right nice of you, he said. I hope to hell you didnt think I was fishin.

I shook my head and went along the corridor, reading the names again. Dr. E. J. Blaskowitz, Chiropractic Physician. Dalton and Rees, Typewriting Service. L. Pridview, Public Accountant. Four blank doors. Moss Mailing Company. Two more blank doors. H. R. Teager, Dental Laboratories. In the same relative position as the Morningstar office two floors above, but the rooms were cut up differently. Teager had only one door and there was more wall space in between his door and the next one.

The knob didnt turn. I knocked. There was no answer. I knocked harder, with the same result. I went back to the elevator. It was still at the sixth floor. Pop Grandy watched me come as if he had never seen me before.

Know anything about H. R. Teager? I asked him.

He thought. Heavy-set, oldish, sloppy clothes, dirty fingernails, like mine. Come to think I didnt see him in today.

Do you think the super would let me into his office to look around?

Pretty nosey, the super is. I wouldnt recommend it.

He turned his head very slowly and looked up the side of the car. Over his head on a big metal ring a key was hanging. A pass-key. Pop Grandy turned his head back to normal position, stood up off his stool and said: Right now I gotta go to the can.

He went. When the door had closed behind him I took the key off the cage wall and went back along to the office of H. R. Teager, unlocked it and went in.

Inside was a small windowless anteroom on the furnishings of which a great deal of expense had been spared. Two chairs, a smoking stand from a cut rate drugstore, a standing lamp from the basement of some borax emporium, a flat stained wood table with some old picture magazines on it. The door closed behind me on the door closer and the place went dark except for what little light came through the pebbled glass panel. I pulled the chain switch of the lamp and went over to the inner door in a wall that cut across the room. It was marked: H. R. Teager. Private. It was not locked.

Inside it there was a square office with two uncurtained east windows and very dusty sills. There was a swivel chair and two straight chairs, both plain hard stained wood, and there was a squarish flat-topped desk. There was nothing on the top of it except an old blotter and a cheap pen set and a round glass ash tray with cigar ash in it. The drawers of the desk contained some dusty paper linings, a few wire clips, rubber bands, worn down pencils, pens, rusty pen points, used blotters, four uncancelled two-cent stamps, and some printed letterheads, envelopes and bill forms.

The wire paper basket was full of junk. I almost wasted ten minutes going through it rather carefully. At the end of that time I knew what I was pretty sure of already: that H. R. Teager carried on a small business as a dental technician doing laboratory work for a number of dentists in unprosperous sections of the city, the kind of dentists who have shabby offices on second floor walk-ups over stores, who lack both the skill and the equipment to do their own laboratory work, and who like to send it out to men like themselves, rather than to the big efficient hard-boiled laboratories who wouldnt give them any credit.

I did find one thing. Teagers home address at 1354B Toberman Street on the receipted part of a gas bill.

I straightened up, dumped the stuff back into the basket and went over to the wooden door marked Laboratory. It had a new Yale lock on it and the pass-key didnt fit it. That was that. I switched off the lamp in the outer office and left.

The elevator was downstairs again. I rang for it and when it came up I sidled in around Pop Grandy, hiding the key, and hung it up over his head. The ring tinkled against the cage. He grinned.

Hes gone, I said. Must have left last night. Must have been carrying a lot of stuff. His desk is cleaned out.

Pop Grandy nodded. Carried two suitcases. I wouldnt notice that, though. Most always does carry a suitcase. I figure he picks up and delivers his work.

Work such as what? I asked as the car growled down. Just to be saying something.

Such as makin teeth that dont fit, Pop Grandy said. For poor old bastards like me.

You wouldnt notice, I said, as the doors struggled open on the lobby. You wouldnt notice the color of a hummingbirds eye at fifty feet. Not much you wouldnt.

He grinned. Whats he done?

Im going over to his house and find out, I said. I think most likely hes taken a cruise to nowhere.

Id shift places with him, Pop Grandy said. Even if he only got to Frisco and got pinched there, Id shift places with him.
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TOBERMAN STREET. A wide dusty street, off Pico. No. 1354B was an upstairs flat, south, in a yellow and white frame building. The entrance door was on the porch, beside another marked 1352B. The entrances to the downstairs flats were at right angles, facing each other across the width of the porch. I kept on ringing the bell, even after I was sure that nobody would answer it. In a neighborhood like that there is always an expert window-peeker.

Sure enough the door of 1354A was pulled open and a small bright-eyed woman looked out at me. Her dark hair had been washed and waved and was an intricate mass of bobby pins.

You want Mrs. Teager? she shrilled.

Mr. or Mrs.

They gone away last night on their vacation. They loaded up and gone away late. They had me stop the milk and the paper. They didnt have much time. Kind of sudden, it was.

Thanks. What kind of car do they drive?

The heartrending dialogue of some love serial came out of the room behind her and hit me in the face like a wet dishtowel.

The bright-eyed woman said: You a friend of theirs? In her voice, suspicion was as thick as the ham in her radio.

Never mind, I said in a tough voice. All we want is our money. Lots of ways to find out what car they were driving.

The woman cocked her head, listening. Thats Beula May, she told me with a sad smile. She wont go to the dance with Doctor Myers. I was scared she wouldnt.

Aw hell, I said, and went back to my car and drove on home to Hollywood.

The office was empty. I unlocked my inner room and threw the windows up and sat down.

Another day drawing to its end, the air dull and tired, the heavy growl of homing traffic on the boulevard, and Marlowe in his office nibbling a drink and sorting the days mail. Four ads; two bills; a handsome colored postcard from a hotel in Santa Rosa where I had stayed for four days last year, working on a case; a long, badly typed letter from a man named Peabody in Sausalito, the general and slightly cloudy drift of which was that a sample of the handwriting of a suspected person would, when exposed to the searching Peabody examination, reveal the inner emotional characteristics of the individual, classified according to both the Freudian and Jung systems.

There was a stamped addressed envelope inside. As I tore the stamp off and threw the letter and envelope away I had a vision of a pathetic old rooster in long hair, black felt hat and black bow tie, rocking on a rickety porch in front of a lettered window, with the smell of ham hocks and cabbage coming out of the door at his elbow.

I sighed, retrieved the envelope, wrote its name and address on a fresh one, folded a dollar bill into a sheet of paper and wrote on it: This is positively the last contribution. I signed my name, sealed the envelope, stuck a stamp on it and poured another drink.

I filled and lit my pipe and sat there smoking. Nobody came in, nobody called, nothing happened, nobody cared whether I died or went to El Paso.

Little by little the roar of the traffic quieted down. The sky lost its glare. Over in the west it would be red. An early neon light showed a block away, diagonally over roofs. The ventilator churned dully in the wall of the coffee shop down in the alley. A truck filled and backed and growled its way out on to the boulevard.

Finally the telephone rang. I answered it and the voice said: Mr. Marlowe? This is Mr. Shaw. At the Bristol.

Yes, Mr. Shaw. How are you?

Im very well thanks, Mr. Marlowe. I hope you are the same. Theres a young lady here asking to be let into your apartment. I dont know why.

Me neither, Mr. Shaw. I didnt order anything like that. Does she give a name?

Oh yes. Quite. Her name is Davis. Miss Merle Davis. She is — what shall I say? — quite verging on the hysterical.

Let her in, I said, rapidly. Ill be there in ten minutes. Shes the secretary of a client. Its a business matter entirely.

Quite. Oh yes. Shall I — er — remain with her?

Whatever you think, I said and hung up.

Passing the open door of the wash cabinet I saw a stiff excited face in the glass.
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AS I TURNED the key in my door and opened it Shaw was already standing up from the davenport. He was a tall man with glasses and a high domed bald head that made his ears look as if they had slipped down on his head. He had the fixed smile of polite idiocy on his face.

The girl sat in my easy chair behind the chess table. She wasnt doing anything, just sitting there.

Ah, there you are, Mr. Marlowe, Shaw chirped. Yes. Quite. Miss Davis and I have been having such an interesting little conversation. I was telling her I originally came from England. She hasnt — er — told me where she came from. He was halfway to the door saying this.

Very kind of you, Mr. Shaw, I said.

Not at all, he chirped. Not at all. Ill just run along now. My dinner, possibly—

Its very nice of you, I said, I appreciate it.

He nodded and was gone. The unnatural brightness of his smile seemed to linger in the air after the door closed, like the smile of the Cheshire Cat.

I said: Hello, there.

She said: Hello. Her voice was quite calm, quite serious. She was wearing a brownish linen coat and skirt, a broad-brimmed low-crowned straw hat with a brown velvet band that exactly matched the color of her shoes and the leather trimming on the edges of her linen envelope bag. The hat was tilted rather daringly, for her. She was not wearing her glasses.

Except for her face she would have looked all right. In the first place her eyes were quite mad. There was white showing all around the iris and they had a sort of fixed look. When they moved the movement was so stiff that you could almost hear something creak. Her mouth was in a tight line at the corners, but the middle part of her upper lip kept lifting off her teeth, upwards and outwards as if fine threads attached to the edge of the lip were pulling it. It would go up so far that it didnt seem possible, and then the entire lower part of her face would go into a spasm and when the spasm was over her mouth would be tight shut, and then the process would slowly start all over again. In addition to this there was something wrong with her neck, so that very slowly her head was drawn around to the left about forty-five degrees. It would stop there, her neck would twitch, and her head would slide back the way it had come.

The combination of these two movements, taken with the immobility of her body, the tight-clasped hands in her lap, and the fixed stare of her eyes, was enough to start anybodys nerves backfiring.

There was a can of tobacco on the desk, between which and her chair was the chess table with the chessmen in their box. I got the pipe out of my pocket and went over to fill it at the can of tobacco. That put me just on the other side of the chess table from her. Her bag was lying on the edge of the table, in front of her and a little to one side. She jumped a little when I went over there, but after that she was just like before. She even made an effort to smile.

I filled the pipe and struck a paper match and lit it and stood there holding the match after I had blown it out.

Youre not wearing your glasses, I said.

She spoke. Her voice was quiet, composed. Oh, I only wear them around the house and for reading. Theyre in my bag.

Youre in the house now, I said. You ought to be wearing them.

I reached casually for the bag. She didnt move. She didnt watch my hands. Her eyes were on my face. I turned my body a little as I opened the bag. I fished the glass case out and slid it across the table.

Put them on, I said.

Oh, yes, Ill put them on, she said. But Ill have to take my hat off, I think ...

Yes, take your hat off, I said.

She took her hat off and held it on her knees. Then she remembered about the glasses and forgot about the hat. The hat fell on the floor while she reached for the glasses. She put them on. That helped her appearance a lot, I thought.

While she was doing this I got the gun out of her bag and slid it into my hip pocket. I didnt think she saw me. It looked like the same Colt .25 automatic with the walnut grip that I had seen in the top right hand drawer of her desk the day before.

I went back to the davenport and sat down and said: Well, here we are. What do we do now? Are you hungry?

Ive been over to Mr. Vanniers house, she said.

Oh.

He lives in Sherman Oaks. At the end of Escamillo Drive. At the very end.

Quite, probably, I said without meaning, and tried to blow a smoke ring, but didnt make it. A nerve in my cheek was trying to twang like a wire. I didnt like it.

Yes, she said in her composed voice, with her upper lip still doing the hoist and flop movement and her chin still swinging around at anchor and back again. Its very quiet there. Mr. Vannier has been living there three years now. Before that he lived up in the Hollywood hills, on Diamond Street. Another man lived with him there, but they didnt get along very well, Mr. Vannier said.

I feel as if I could understand that too, I said. How long have you known Mr. Vannier?

Ive known him eight years. I havent known him very well. I have had to take him a — a parcel now and then. He liked to have me bring it myself.

I tried again with a smoke ring. Nope.

Of course, she said, I never liked him very well. I was afraid he would — I was afraid he—

But he didnt, I said.

For the first time her face got a human natural expression — surprise.

No, she said. He didnt. That is, he didnt really. But he had his pajamas on.

Taking it easy, I said. Lying around all afternoon with his pajamas on. Well, some guys have all the luck, dont they?

Well you have to know something, she said seriously. Something that makes people pay you money. Mrs. Murdock has been wonderful to me, hasnt she?

She certainly has, I said. How much were you taking him today?

Only five hundred dollars. Mrs. Murdock said that was all she could spare, and she couldnt really spare that. She said it would have to stop. It couldnt go on. Mr. Vannier would always promise to stop, but he never did.

Its a way they have, I said.

So there was only one thing to do. Ive known that for years, really. It was all my fault and Mrs. Murdock has been so wonderful to me. It couldnt make me any worse than I was already, could it?

I put my hand up and rubbed my cheek hard, to quiet the nerve. She forgot that I hadnt answered her and went on again.

So I did it, she said. He was there in his pajamas, with a glass beside him. He was leering at me. He didnt even get up to let me in. But there was a key in the front door. Somebody had left a key there. It was — it was— her voice jammed in her throat.

It was a key in the front door, I said. So you were able to get in.

Yes. She nodded and almost smiled again. There wasnt anything to it, really. I dont even remember hearing the noise. But there must have been a noise, of course. Quite a loud noise.

I suppose so, I said.

I went over quite close to him, so I couldnt miss, she said.

And what did Mr. Vannier do?

He didnt do anything at all. He just leered, sort of. Well, thats all there is to it. I didnt like to go back to Mrs. Murdock and make any more trouble for her. And for Leslie. Her voice hushed on the name, and hung suspended, and a little shiver rippled over her body. So I came here, she said. And when you didnt answer the bell, I found the office and asked the manager to let me in and wait for you. I knew you would know what to do.

And what did you touch in the house while you were there? I asked. Can you remember at all? I mean, besides the front door. Did you just go in at the door and come out without touching anything in the house?

She thought and her face stopped moving. Oh, I remember one thing, she said. I put the light out. Before I left. It was a lamp. One of these lamps that shine upwards, with big bulbs. I put that out.

I nodded and smiled at her. Marlowe, one smile, cheerful.

What time was this — how long ago?

Oh just before I came over here. I drove. I had Mrs. Murdocks car. The one you asked about yesterday. I forgot to tell you that she didnt take it when she went away. Or did I? No, I remember now I did tell you.

Lets see, I said. Half an hour to drive here anyway. Youve been here close to an hour. That would be about five-thirty when you left Mr. Vanniers house. And you put the light off.

Thats right. She nodded again, quite brightly. Pleased at remembering. I put the light out.

Would you care for a drink? I asked her.

Oh, no. She shook her head quite vigorously. I never drink anything at all.

Would you mind if I had one?

Certainly not. Why should I?

I stood up, gave her a studying look. Her lip was still going up and her head was still going around, but I thought not so far. It was like a rhythm which is dying down.

It was difficult to know how far to go with this. It might be that the more she talked, the better. Nobody knows very much about the time of absorption of a shock.

I said: Where is your home?

Why — I live with Mrs. Murdock. In Pasadena.

I mean, your real home. Where your folks are.

My parents live in Wichita, she said. But I dont go there — ever. I write once in a while, but I havent seen them for years.

What does your father do?

He has a dog and cat hospital. Hes a veterinarian. I hope they wont have to know. They didnt about the other time. Mrs. Murdock kept it from everybody.

Maybe they wont have to know, I said. Ill get my drink.

I went out around the back of her chair to the kitchen and poured it and I made it a drink that was a drink. I put it down in a lump and took the little gun off my hip and saw that the safety was on. I smelled the muzzle, broke out the magazine. There was a shell in the chamber, but it was one of those guns that wont fire when the magazine is out. I held it so that I could look into the breech. The shell in there was the wrong size and was crooked against the breech block. It looked like a .32. The shells in the magazine were the right size, .25s. I fitted the gun together again and went back to the living room.

I hadnt heard a sound. She had just slid forward in a pile in front of the chair, on top of her nice hat. She was as cold as a mackerel.

I spread her out a little and took her glasses off and made sure she hadnt swallowed her tongue. I wedged my folded handkerchief into the corner of her mouth so that she wouldnt bite her tongue when she came out of it. I went to the phone and called Carl Moss.

Phil Marlowe, Doc. Any more patients or are you through?

All through, he said. Leaving. Trouble?

Im home, I said. Four-o-eight Bristol Apartments, if you dont remember. Ive got a girl here who has pulled a faint. Im not afraid of the faint, Im afraid she may be nuts when she comes out of it.

Dont give her any liquor, he said. Im on my way.

I hung up and knelt down beside her. I began to rub her temples. She opened her eyes. The lip started to lift. I pulled the handkerchief out of her mouth. She looked up at me and said: Ive been over to Mr. Vanniers house. He lives in Sherman Oaks. I—

Do you mind if I lift you up and put you on the davenport? You know me — Marlowe, the big boob that goes around asking all the wrong questions.

Hello, she said.

I lifted her. She went stiff on me, but she didnt say anything. I put her on the davenport and tucked her skirt down over her legs and put a pillow under her head and picked her hat up. It was as flat as a flounder. I did what I could to straighten it out and laid it aside on the desk.

She watched me sideways, doing this.

Did you call the police? she asked softly.

Not yet, I said. Ive been too busy.

She looked surprised. I wasnt quite sure, but I thought she looked a little hurt, too.

I opened up her bag and turned my back to her to slip the gun back into it. While I was doing that I took a look at what else was in the bag. The usual oddments, a couple of handkerchiefs, lipstick, a silver and red enamel compact with powder in it, a couple of tissues, a purse with some hard money and a few dollar bills, no cigarettes, no matches, no tickets to the theater.

I pulled open the zipper pocket at the back. That held her drivers license and a flat packet of bills, ten fifties. I riffled them. None of them brand new. Tucked into the rubber band that held them was a folded paper. I took it out and opened it and read it. It was neatly typewritten, dated that day. It was a common receipt form and it would, when signed, acknowledge the receipt of $500. Payment on Account.

It didnt seem as if it would ever be signed now. I slipped money and receipt into my pocket. I closed the bag and looked over at the davenport.

She was looking at the ceiling and doing that with her face again. I went into my bedroom and got a blanket to throw over her.

Then I went to the kitchen for another drink.
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DR. CARL MOSS was a big burly Jew with a Hitler mustache, pop eyes and the calmness of a glacier. He put his hat and bag in a chair and went over and stood looking down at the girl on the davenport inscrutably.

Im Dr. Moss, he said. How are you?

She said: Arent you the police?

He bent down and felt her pulse and then stood there watching her breathing. Where does it hurt, Miss—

Davis, I said. Miss Merle Davis.

Miss Davis.

Nothing hurts me, she said, staring up at him. I — I dont even know why Im lying here like this. I thought you were the police. You see, I killed a man.

Well, thats a normal human impulse, he said. Ive killed dozens. He didnt smile.

She lifted her lip and moved her head around for him.

You know you dont have to do that, he said, quite gently. You feel a twitch of the nerves here and there and you proceed to build it up and dramatize it. You can control it, if you want to.

Can I? she whispered.

If you want to, he said. You dont have to. It doesnt make any difference to me either way. Nothing pains at all, eh?

No. She shook her head.

He patted her shoulder and walked out to the kitchen. I went after him. He leaned his hips against the sink and gave me a cool stare. Whats the story?

Shes the secretary of a client. A Mrs. Murdock in Pasadena. The client is rather a brute. About eight years ago a man made a hard pass at Merle. How hard I dont know. Then — I dont mean immediately — but around that time he fell out of a window or jumped. Since then she cant have a man touch her — not in the most casual way, I mean.

Uh-huh. His pop eyes continued to read my face. Does she think he jumped out of the window on her account?

I dont know. Mrs. Murdock is the mans widow. She married again and her second husband is dead too. Merle has stayed with her. The old woman treats her like a rough parent treats a naughty child.

I see. Regressive.

Whats that?

Emotional shock, and the subconscious attempt to escape back to childhood. If Mrs. Murdock scolds her a good deal, but not too much, that would increase the tendency. Identification of childhood subordination with childhood protection.

Do we have to go into that stuff? I growled.

He grinned at me calmly. Look, pal. The girls obviously a neurotic. Its partly induced and partly deliberate. I mean to say that she really enjoys a lot of it. Even if she doesnt realize that she enjoys it. However, thats not of immediate importance. Whats this about killing a man?

A man named Vannier who lives in Sherman Oaks. There seems to be some blackmail angle. Merle had to take him his money, from time to time. She was afraid of him. Ive seen the guy. A nasty type. She went over there this afternoon and she says she shot him.

Why?

She says she didnt like the way he leered at her.

Shot him with what?

She had a gun in her bag. Dont ask me why. I dont know. But if she shot him, it wasnt with that. The guns got a wrong cartridge in the breech. It cant be fired as it is. Also it hasnt been fired.

This is too deep for me, he said. Im just a doctor. What did you want me to do with her?

Also, I said, ignoring the question, she said the lamp was turned on and it was about five-thirty of a nice summery afternoon. And the guy was wearing his sleeping suit and there was a key in the lock of the front door. And he didnt get up to let her in. He just sort of sat there sort of leering.

He nodded and said: Oh. He pushed a cigarette between his heavy lips and lit it. If you expect me to tell you whether she really thinks she shot him, I cant do it. From your description I gather that the man is shot. That so?

Brother, I havent been there. But that much seems pretty clear.

If she thinks she shot him and isnt just acting — and God, how these types do act! — that indicates it was not a new idea to her. You say she carried a gun. So perhaps it wasnt. She may have a guilt complex. Wants to be punished, wants to expiate some real or imaginary crime. Again I ask what do you want me to do with her? Shes not sick, shes not loony.

Shes not going back to Pasadena.

Oh. He looked at me curiously. Any family?

In Wichita. Fathers a vet. Ill call him, but shell have to stay here tonight.

I dont know about that. Does she trust you enough to spend the night in your apartment?

She came here of her own free will, and not socially. So I guess she does.

He shrugged and fingered the sidewall of his coarse black mustache. Well, Ill give her some nembutal and well put her to bed. And you can walk the floor wrestling with your conscience.

I have to go out, I said. I have to go over there and see what has happened. And she cant stay here alone. And no man, not even a doctor is going to put her to bed. Get a nurse. Ill sleep somewhere else.

Phil Marlowe, he said. The shop-soiled Galahad. Okay. Ill stick around until the nurse comes.

He went back into the living room and telephoned the Nurses Registry. Then he telephoned his wife. While he was telephoning, Merle sat up on the davenport and clasped her hands primly in her lap.

I dont see why the lamp was on, she said. It wasnt dark in the house at all. Not that dark.

I said: Whats your dads first name?

Dr. Wilbur Davis. Why?

Wouldnt you like something to eat?

At the telephone Carl Moss said to me: Tomorrow will do for that. This is probably just a lull. He finished his call, hung up, went to his bag and came back with a couple of yellow capsules in his hand on a fragment of cotton. He got a glass of water, handed her the capsules and said: Swallow.

Im not sick, am I? she said, looking up at him.

Swallow, my child, swallow.

She took them and put them in her mouth and took the glass of water and drank.

I put my hat on and left.

On the way down in the elevator I remembered that there hadnt been any keys in her bag, so I stopped at the lobby floor and went out through the lobby to the Bristol Avenue side. The car was not hard to find. It was parked crookedly about two feet from the curb. It was a gray Mercury convertible and its license number was 2X1111. I remembered that this was the number of Linda Murdocks car.

A leather keyholder hung in the lock. I got into the car, started the engine, saw that there was plenty of gas, and drove it away. It was a nice eager little car. Over Cahuenga Pass it had the wings of a bird.
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ESCAMILLO DRIVE MADE three jogs in four blocks, for no reason that I could see. It was very narrow, averaged about five houses to a block and was overhung by a section of shaggy brown foothill on which nothing lived at this season except sage and manzanita. In its fifth and last block, Escamillo Drive did a neat little curve to the left, hit the base of the hill hard, and died without a whimper. In this last block were three houses, two on the opposite entering corners, one at the dead end. This was Vanniers. My spotlight showed the key still in the door.

It was a narrow English type bungalow with a high roof, leaded front windows, a garage to the side, and a trailer parked beside the garage. The early moon lay quietly on its small lawn. A large oak tree grew almost on the front porch. There was no light in the house now, none visible from the front at least.

From the lay of the land a light in the living room in the daytime did not seem utterly improbable. It would be a dark house except in the morning. As a love nest the place had its points, but as a residence for a blackmailer I didnt give it very high marks. Sudden death can come to you anywhere, but Vannier had made it too easy.

I turned into his driveway, backed to get myself pointed out of the dead end, and then drove down to the corner and parked there. I walked back in the street because there was no sidewalk. The front door was made of ironbound oak planks, bevelled where they joined. There was a thumb latch instead of a knob. The head of the flat key projected from the lock. I rang the bell, and it rang with that remote sound of a bell ringing at night in an empty house. I walked around the oak tree and poked the light of my pencil flash between the leaves of the garage door. There was a car in there. I went back around the house and looked at a small flowerless yard, walled in by a low wall of fieldstone. Three more oak trees, a table and a couple of all metal chairs under one of them. A rubbish burner at the back. I shone my light into the trailer before I went back to the front. There didnt seem to be anybody in the trailer. Its door was locked.

I opened the front door, leaving the key in the lock. I wasnt going to work any dipsy-doodle in this place. What ever was, was. I just wanted to make sure. I felt around on the wall inside the door for a light switch, found one and tilted it up. Pale flame bulbs in pairs in wall brackets went on all around the room, showing me the big lamp Merle had spoken of, as well as other things. I went over to switch the lamp on, then back to switch the wall light off. The lamp had a big bulb inverted in a porcelain glass bowl. You could get three different intensities of light. I clicked the button switch around until I had all there was.

The room ran from front to back, with a door at the back and an arch up front to the right. Inside that was a small dining room. Curtains were half drawn across the arch, heavy pale green brocade curtains, far from new. The fireplace was in the middle of the left wall, bookshelves opposite and on both sides of it, not built in. Two davenports angled across the corners of the room and there was one gold chair, one pink chair, one brown chair, one brown and gold jacquard chair with footstool.

Yellow pajama legs were on the footstool, bare ankles, feet in dark green morocco leather slippers. My eyes ran up from the feet, slowly, carefully. A dark green figured silk robe, tied with a tasseled belt. Open above the belt showing a monogram on the pocket of the pajamas. A handkerchief neat in the pocket, two stiff points of white linen. A yellow neck, the face turned sideways, pointed at a mirror on the wall. I walked around and looked in the mirror. The face leered all right.

The left arm and hand lay between a knee and the side of the chair, the right arm hung outside the chair, the ends of the fingers touching the rug. Touching also the butt of a small revolver, about .32 caliber, a belly gun, with practically no barrel. The right side of the face was against the back of the chair, but the right shoulder was dark brown with blood and there was some on the right sleeve. Also on the chair. A lot of it on the chair.

I didnt think his head had taken that position naturally. Some sensitive soul had not liked the right side of it.

I lifted my foot and gently pushed the footstool sideways a few inches. The heels of the slippers moved reluctantly over the jacquard surface, not with it. The man was as stiff as a board. So I reached down and touched his ankle. Ice was never half as cold.

On a table at his right elbow was half of a dead drink, an ashtray full of butts and ash. Three of the butts had lipstick on them. Bright Chinese red lipstick. What a blond would use.

There was another ashtray beside another chair. Matches in it and a lot of ash, but no stubs.

On the air of the room a rather heavy perfume struggled with the smell of death, and lost. Although defeated, it was still there.

I poked through the rest of the house, putting lights on and off. Two bedrooms, one furnished in light wood, one in red maple. The light one seemed to be a spare. A nice bathroom with tan and mulberry tiling and a stall shower with a glass door. The kitchen was small. There were a lot of bottles on the sink. Lots of bottles, lots of glass, lots of fingerprints, lots of evidence. Or not, as the case may be.

I went back to the living room and stood in the middle of the floor breathing with my mouth as far as possible and wondering what the score would be when I turned this one in. Turn this one in and report that I was the fellow who had found Morningstar and run away. The score would be low, very low. Marlowe, three murders. Marlowe practically kneedeep in dead men. And no reasonable, logical, friendly account of himself whatsoever. But that wasnt the worst of it. The minute I opened up I would cease to be a free agent. I would be through with doing whatever it was I was doing and with finding out whatever it was I was finding out.

Carl Moss might be willing to protect Merle with the mantle of Aesculapius, up to a point. Or he might think it would do her more good in the long run to get it all off her chest, whatever it was.

I wandered back to the jacquard chair and set my teeth and grabbed enough of his hair to pull the head away from the chair back. The bullet had gone in at the temple. The set-up could be for suicide. But people like Louis Vannier do not commit suicide. A blackmailer, even a scared blackmailer, has a sense of power, and loves it.

I let the head go back where it wanted to go and leaned down to scrub my hand on the nap of the rug. Leaning down I saw the corner of a picture frame under the lower shelf of the table at Vanniers elbow. I went around and reached for it with a handkerchief.

The glass was cracked across. It had fallen off the wall. I could see the small nail. I could make a guess how it had happened. Somebody standing at Vanniers right, even leaning over him, somebody he knew and had no fear of, had suddenly pulled a gun and shot him in the right temple. And then, startled by the blood or the recoil of the shot, the killer had jumped back against the wall and knocked the picture down. It had landed on a corner and jumped under the table. And the killer had been too careful to touch it, or too scared.

I looked at it. It was a small picture, not interesting at all. A guy in doublet and hose, with lace at his sleeve ends, and one of those round puffy velvet hats with a feather, leaning far out of a window and apparently calling out to somebody downstairs. Downstairs not being in the picture. It was a color reproduction of something that had never been needed in the first place.

I looked around the room. There were other pictures, a couple of rather nice water colors, some engravings — very old-fashioned this year, engravings, or are they? Half a dozen in all. Well, perhaps the guy liked the picture, so what? A man leaning out of a high window. A long time ago.

I looked at Vannier. He wouldnt help me at all. A man leaning out of a high window, a long time ago.

The touch of the idea at first was so light that I almost missed it and passed on. A touch of a feather, hardly that. The touch of a snowflake. A high window, a man leaning out — a long time ago.

It snapped in place. It was so hot it sizzled. Out of a high window a long time ago — eight years ago — a man leaning — too far — a man falling — to his death. A man named Horace Bright.

Mr. Vannier, I said with a little touch of admiration, you played that rather neatly.

I turned the picture over. On the back dates and amounts of money were written. Dates over almost eight years, amounts mostly of $500, a few $750s, two for $1000. There was a running total in small figures. It was $11,100. Mr. Vannier had not received the latest payment. He had been dead when it arrived. It was not a lot of money, spread over eight years. Mr. Vanniers customer had bargained hard.

The cardboard back was fastened into the frame with steel victrola needles. Two of them had fallen out. I worked the cardboard loose and tore it a little getting it loose. There was a white envelope between the back and the picture. Sealed, blank. I tore it open. It contained two square photographs and a negative. The photos were just the same. They showed a man leaning far out of a window with his mouth open yelling. His hands were on the brick edges of the window frame. There was a womans face behind his shoulder.

He was a thinnish dark-haired man. His face was not very clear, nor the face of the woman behind him. He was leaning out of a window and yelling or calling out.

There I was holding the photograph and looking at it. And so far as I could see it didnt mean a thing. I knew it had to. I just didnt know why. But I kept on looking at it. And in a little while something was wrong. It was a very small thing, but it was vital. The position of the mans hands, lined against the corner of the wall where it was cut out to make the window frame. The hands were not holding anything, they were not touching anything. It was the inside of his wrists that lined against the angle of the bricks. The hands were in air.

The man was not leaning. He was falling.

I put the stuff back in the envelope and folded the cardboard back and stuffed that into my pocket also. I hid frame, glass and picture in the linen closet under towels.

All this had taken too long. A car stopped outside the house. Feet came up the walk.

I dodged behind the curtains in the archway.
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THE FRONT DOOR opened and then quietly closed.

There was a silence, hanging in the air like a mans breath in frosty air and then a thick scream, ending in a wail of despair.

Then a mans voice, tight with fury, saying: Not bad, not good. Try again.

The womans voice said: My God, its Louis! Hes dead!

The mans voice said: I may be wrong, but I still think it stinks.

My God! Hes dead, Alex. Do something — for Gods sake — do something!

Yeah, the hard tight voice of Alex Morny said. I ought to. I ought to make you look just like him. With blood and everything. I ought to make you just as dead, just as cold, just as rotten. No, I dont have to do that. Youre that already. Just as rotten. Eight months married and cheating on me with a piece of merchandise like that. My God! What did I ever think of to put in with a chippy like you?

He was almost yelling at the end of it.

The woman made another wailing noise.

Quit stalling, Morny said bitterly. What do you think I brought you over here for? Youre not kidding anybody. Youve been watched for weeks. You were here last night. Ive been here already today. Ive seen what there is to see. Your lipstick on cigarettes, your glass that you drank out of. I can see you now, sitting on the arm of his chair, rubbing his greasy hair, and then feeding him a slug while he was still purring. Why?

Oh, Alex — darling — dont say such awful things.

Early Lillian Gish, Morny said. Very early Lillian Gish. Skip the agony, toots. I have to know how to handle this. What the hell you think Im here for? I dont give one little flash in hell about you any more. Not any more, toots, not any more, my precious darling angel blond man-killer. But I do care about myself and my reputation and my business. For instance, did you wipe the gun off?

Silence. Then the sound of a blow. The woman wailed. She was hurt, terribly hurt. Hurt in the depths of her soul. She made it rather good.

Look, angel, Morny snarled. Dont feed me the ham. Ive been in pictures. Im a connoisseur of ham. Skip it. Youre going to tell me how this was done if I have to drag you around the room by your hair. Now — did you wipe off the gun?

Suddenly she laughed. An unnatural laugh, but clear and with a nice tinkle to it. Then she stopped laughing, just as suddenly.

Her voice said: Yes.

And the glass you were using?

Yes. Very quiet now, very cool.

And you put his prints on the gun?

Yes.

He thought in the silence. Probably wont fool them, he said. Its almost impossible to get a dead mans prints on a gun in a convincing way. However. What else did you wipe off?

N-nothing. Oh Alex. Please dont be so brutal.

Stop it. Stop it! Show me how you did it, how you were standing, how you held the gun.

She didnt move.

Never mind about the prints, Morny said. Ill put better ones on. Much better ones.

She moved slowly across the opening of the curtains and I saw her. She was wearing pale green gabardine slacks, a fawn-colored leisure jacket with stitching on it, a scarlet turban with a gold snake in it. Her face was smeared with tears.

Pick it up, Morny yelled at her. Show me!

She bent beside the chair and came up with the gun in her hand and her teeth bared. She pointed the gun across the opening in the curtains, towards the space of room where the door was.

Morny didnt move, didnt make a sound.

The blonds hand began to shake and the gun did a queer up and down dance in the air. Her mouth trembled and her arm fell.

I cant do it, she breathed. I ought to shoot you, but I cant.

The hand opened and the gun thudded to the floor.

Morny went swiftly past the break in the curtains, pushed her out of the way and with his foot pushed the gun back to about where it had been.

You couldnt do it, he said thickly. You couldnt do it. Now watch.

He whipped a handkerchief out and bent to pick the gun up again. He pressed something and the gate fell open. He reached his right hand into his pocket and rolled a cartridge in his fingers, moving his fingertips on the metal, pushed the cartridge into a cylinder. He repeated the performance four times more, snapped the gate shut, then opened it and spun it a little to set it in a certain spot. He placed the gun down on the floor, withdrew his hand and handkerchief and straightened up.

You couldnt shoot me, he sneered, because there was nothing in the gun but one empty shell. Now its loaded again. The cylinders are in the right place. One shot has been fired. And your fingerprints are on the gun.

The blond was very still, looking at him with haggard eyes.

I forgot to tell you, he said softly, I wiped the gun off. I thought it would be so much nicer to be sure your prints were on it. I was pretty sure they were — but I felt as if I would like to be quite sure. Get it?

The girl said quietly: Youre going to turn me in?

His back was towards me. Dark clothes. Felt hat pulled low. So I couldnt see his face. But I could just about see the leer with which he said:

Yes, angel, I am going to turn you in.

I see, she said, and looked at him levelly. There was a sudden grave dignity in her over-emphasized chorus girls face.

Im going to turn you in, angel, he said slowly, spacing his words as if he enjoyed his act. Some people are going to be sorry for me and some people are going to laugh at me. But its not going to do my business any harm. Not a bit of harm. Thats one nice thing about a business like mine. A little notoriety wont hurt it at all.

So Im just publicity value to you, now, she said. Apart, of course, from the danger that you might have been suspected yourself.

Just so, he said. Just so.

How about my motive? she asked, still calm, still level-eyed and so gravely contemptuous that he didnt get the expression at all.

I dont know, he said. I dont care. You were up to something with him. Eddie tailed you downtown to a street on Bunker Hill where you met a blond guy in a brown suit. You gave him something. Eddie dropped you and tailed the guy to an apartment house near there. He tried to tail him some more, but he had a hunch the guy spotted him, and he had to drop it. I dont know what it was all about. I know one thing, though. In that apartment house a young guy named Phillips was shot yesterday. Would you know anything about that, my sweet?

The blond said: I wouldnt know anything about it. I dont know anybody named Phillips and strangely enough I didnt just run up and shoot anybody out of sheer girlish fun.

But you shot Vannier, my dear, Morny said almost gently.

Oh yes, she drawled. Of course. We were wondering what my motive was. You get it figured out yet?

You can work that out with the johns, he snapped. Call it a lovers quarrel. Call it anything you like.

Perhaps, she said, when he was drunk he looked just a little like you. Perhaps that was the motive.

He said: Ah, and sucked his breath in.

Better looking, she said. Younger, with less belly. But with the same goddamned self-satisfied smirk.

Ah, Morny said, and he was suffering.

Would that do? she asked him softly.

He stepped forward and swung a fist. It caught her on the side of the face and she went down and sat on the floor, a long leg straight out in front of her, one hand to her jaw, her very blue eyes looking up at him.

Maybe you oughtnt to have done that, she said. Maybe I wont go through with it, now.

Youll go through with it, all right. You wont have any choice. Youll get off easy enough. Christ, I know that. With your looks. But youll go through with it, angel. Your fingerprints are on that gun.

She got to her feet slowly, still with the hand to her jaw.

Then she smiled. I knew he was dead, she said. That is my key in the door. Im quite willing to go downtown and say I shot him. But dont lay your smooth white paw on me again — if you want my story. Yes. Im quite willing to go to the cops. Ill feel a lot safer with them than I feel with you.

Morny turned and I saw the hard white leer of his face and the scar dimple in his cheek twitching. He walked past the opening in the curtains. The front door opened again. The blond stood still a moment, looked back over her shoulder at the corpse, shuddered slightly, and passed out of my line of vision.

The door closed. Steps on the walk. Then car doors opening and closing. The motor throbbed, and the car went away.
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AFTER A LONG time I moved out from my hiding place and stood looking around the living room again. I went over and picked the gun up and wiped it off very carefully and put it down again. I picked the three rouge-stained cigarette stubs out of the tray on the table and carried them into the bathroom and flushed them down the toilet. Then I looked around for the second glass with her fingerprints on it. There wasnt any second glass. The one that was half full of a dead drink I took to the kitchen and rinsed out and wiped on a dish towel.

Then the nasty part. I kneeled on the rug by his chair and picked up the gun and reached for the trailing bone-stiff hand. The prints would not be good, but they would be prints and they would not be Lois Mornys. The gun had a checked rubber grip, with a piece broken off on the left side below the screw. No prints on that. An index print on the right side of the barrel, two fingers on the trigger guard, a thumb print on the flat piece on the left side, behind the chambers. Good enough.

I took one more look around the living room.

I put the lamp down to a lower light. It still glared too much on the dead yellow face. I opened the front door, pulled the key out and wiped it off and pushed it back into the lock. I shut the door and wiped the thumblatch off and went my way down the block to the Mercury.

I drove back to Hollywood and locked the car up and started along the sidewalk past the other parked cars to the entrance of the Bristol.

A harsh whisper spoke to me out of darkness, out of a car. It spoke my name. Eddie Prues long blank face hung somewhere up near the roof of a small Packard, behind its wheel. He was alone in it. I leaned on the door of the car and looked in at him.

How you making out, shamus?

I tossed a match down and blew smoke at his face. I said: Who dropped that dental supply companys bill you gave me last night? Vannier, or somebody else?

Vannier.

What was I supposed to do with it — guess the life history of a man named Teager?

I dont go for dumb guys, Eddie Prue said.

I said: Why would he have it in his pocket to drop? And if he did drop it, why wouldnt you just hand it back to him? In other words, seeing that Im a dumb guy, explain to me why a bill for dental supplies should get anybody all excited and start trying to hire private detectives. Especially gents like Alex Morny, who dont like private detectives.

Mornys a good head, Eddie Prue said coldly.

Hes the fellow for whom they coined the phrase, as ignorant as an actor.

Skip that. Dont you know what they use that dental stuff for?

Yeah. I found out. They use albastone for making molds of teeth and cavities. Its very hard, very fine grain and retains any amount of fine detail. The other stuff, crystobolite, is used to cook out the wax in an invested wax model. Its used because it stands a great deal of heat without distortion. Tell me you dont know what Im talking about.

I guess you know how they make gold inlays, Eddie Prue said. I guess you do, huh?

I spent two of my hours learning today. Im an expert. What does it get me?

He was silent for a little while, and then he said: You ever read the paper?

Once in a while.

It couldnt be you read where an old guy named Morningstar was bumped off in the Belfont Building on Ninth Street, just two floors above where this H. R. Teager had his office. It couldnt be you read that, could it?

I didnt answer him. He looked at me for a moment longer, then he put his hand forward to the dash and pushed the starter button. The motor of his car caught and he started to ease in the clutch.

Nobody could be as dumb as you act, he said softly. Nobody aint. Good night to you.

The car moved away from the curb and drifted down the hill towards Franklin. I was grinning into the distance as it disappeared.

I went up to the apartment and unlocked the door and pushed it open a few inches and then knocked gently. There was movement in the room. The door was pulled open by a strong-looking girl with a black stripe on the cap of her white nurses uniform.

Im Marlowe. I live here.

Come in, Mr. Marlowe. Dr. Moss told me.

I shut the door quietly and we spoke in low voices. How is she? I asked.

Shes asleep. She was already drowsy when I got here. Im Miss Lymington. I dont know very much about her except that her temperature is normal and her pulse still rather fast, but going down. A mental disturbance, I gather.

She found a man murdered, I said. It shot her full of holes. Is she hard enough asleep so that I could go in and get a few things to take to the hotel?

Oh, yes. If youre quiet. She probably wont wake. If she does, it wont matter.

I went over and put some money on the desk. Theres coffee and bacon and eggs and bread and tomato juice and oranges and liquor here, I said. Anything else youll have to phone for.

Ive already investigated your supplies, she said, smiling. We have all we need until after breakfast tomorrow. Is she going to stay here?

Thats up to Dr. Moss. I think shell be going home as soon as she is fit for it. Home being quite a long way off, in Wichita.

Im only a nurse, she said. But I dont think there is anything the matter with her that a good nights sleep wont cure.

A good nights sleep and a change of company, I said, but that didnt mean anything to Miss Lymington.

I went along the hallway and peeked into the bedroom. They had put a pair of my pajamas on her. She lay almost on her back with one arm outside the bedclothes. The sleeve of the pajama coat was turned up six inches or more. The small hand below the end of the sleeve was in a tight fist. Her face looked drawn and white and quite peaceful. I poked about in the closet and got a suitcase and put some junk in it. As I started back out I looked at Merle again. Her eyes opened and looked straight up at the ceiling. Then they moved just enough to see me and a faint little smile tugged at the corners of her lips.

Hello. It was a weak spent little voice, a voice that knew its owner was in bed and had a nurse and everything.

Hello.

I went around near her and stood looking down, with my polished smile on my clear-cut features.

Im all right, she whispered. Im fine. Arent I?

Sure.

Is this your bed Im in?

Thats all right. It wont bite you.

Im not afraid, she said. A hand came sliding towards me and lay palm up, waiting to be held. I held it. Im not afraid of you. No woman would ever be afraid of you, would she?

Coming from you, I said, I guess thats meant to be a compliment.

Her eyes smiled, then got grave again. I lied to you, she said softly. I — I didnt shoot anybody.

I know. I was over there. Forget it. Dont think about it.

People are always telling you to forget unpleasant things. But you never do. Its so kind of silly to tell you to, I mean.

Okay, I said, pretending to be hurt. Im silly. How about making some more sleep?

She turned her head until she was looking into my eyes. I sat on the edge of the bed, holding her hand.

Will the police come here? she asked.

No. And try not to be disappointed.

She frowned. You must think Im an awful fool.

Well — maybe.

A couple of tears formed in her eyes and slid out at the corners and rolled gently down her cheeks.

Does Mrs. Murdock know where I am?

Not yet. Im going over and tell her.

Will you have to tell her — everything?

Yeah, why not?

She turned the head away from me. Shell understand, her voice said softly. She knows the awful thing I did eight years ago. The frightful terrible thing.

Sure, I said. Thats why shes been paying Vannier money all this time.

Oh dear, she said, and brought her other hand out from under the bedclothes and pulled away the one I was holding so that she could squeeze them tightly together. I wish you hadnt had to know that. I wish you hadnt. Nobody ever knew but Mrs. Murdock. My parents never knew. I wish you hadnt.

The nurse came in at the door and looked at me severely.

I dont think she ought to be talking like this, Mr. Marlowe. I think you should leave now.

Look, Miss Lymington, Ive known this little girl two days. Youve only known her two hours. This is doing her a lot of good.

It might bring on another — er — spasm, she said severely, avoiding my eyes.

Well, if she has to have it, isnt it better for her to have it now, while youre here, and get it over with? Go on out to the kitchen and buy yourself a drink.

I never drink on duty, she said coldly. Besides somebody might smell my breath.

Youre working for me now. All my employees are required to get liquored up from time to time. Besides, if you had a good dinner and were to eat a couple of the Chasers in the kitchen cabinet, nobody would smell your breath.

She gave me a quick grin and went back out of the room. Merle had been listening to this as if it was a frivolous interruption to a very serious play. Rather annoyed.

I want to tell you all about it, she said breathlessly. I—

I reached over and put a paw over her two locked hands. Skip it. I know. Marlowe knows everything — except how to make a decent living. It doesnt amount to beans. Now youre going back to sleep and tomorrow Im going to take you on the way back to Wichita — to visit your parents. At Mrs. Murdocks expense.

Why, thats wonderful of her, she cried, her eyes opening wide and shining. But shes always been wonderful to me.

I got up off the bed. Shes a wonderful woman, I said, grinning down at her. Wonderful. Im going over there now and were going to have a perfectly lovely little talk over the teacups. And if you dont go to sleep right now, I wont let you confess to any more murders.

Youre horrid, she said. I dont like you. She turned her head away and put her arms back under the bedclothes and shut her eyes.

I went towards the door. At the door I swung around and looked back quickly. She had one eye open, watching me. I gave her a leer and it snapped shut in a hurry.

I went back to the living room, gave Miss Lymington what was left of my leer, and went out with my suitcase.

I drove over to Santa Monica Boulevard. The hockshop was still open. The old Jew in the tall black skullcap seemed surprised that I was able to redeem my pledge so soon. I told him that was the way it was in Hollywood.

He got the envelope out of the safe and tore it open and took my money and pawnticket and slipped the shining gold coin out on his palm.

So valuable this is I am hating to give it back to you, he said. The workmanship, you understand, the workmanship, is beautiful.

And the gold in it must be worth all of twenty dollars, I said.

He shrugged and smiled and I put the coin in my pocket and said goodnight to him.
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THE MOONLIGHT LAY like a white sheet on the front lawn except under the deodar where there was the thick darkness of black velvet. Lights in two lower windows were lit and in one upstairs room visible from the front. I walked across the stumble stones and rang the bell.

I didnt look at the little painted Negro by the hitching block. I didnt pat his head tonight. The joke seemed to have worn thin.

A white-haired, red-faced woman I hadnt seen before opened the door and I said: Im Philip Marlowe. Id like to see Mrs. Murdock. Mrs. Elizabeth Murdock.

She looked doubtful. I think shes gone to bed, she said. I dont think you can see her.

Its only nine oclock.

Mrs. Murdock goes to bed early. She started to close the door.

She was a nice old thing and I hated to give the door the heavy shoulder. I just leaned against it.

Its about Miss Davis, I said. Its important. Could you tell her that?

Ill see.

I stepped back and let her shut the door.

A mockingbird sang in a dark tree nearby. A car tore down the street much too fast and skidded around the next corner. The thin shreds of a girls laughter came back along the dark street as if the car had spilled them out in its rush.

The door opened after a while and the woman said: You can come in.

I followed her across the big empty entrance room. A single dim light burned in one lamp, hardly reaching to the opposite wall. The place was too still, and the air needed freshening. We went along the hall to the end and up a flight of stairs with a carved handrail and newel post. Another hall at the top, a door open towards the back.

I was shown in at the open door and the door was closed behind me. It was a big sitting room with a lot of chintz, a blue and silver wallpaper, a couch, a blue carpet and french windows open on a balcony. There was an awning over the balcony.

Mrs. Murdock was sitting in a padded wing chair with a card table in front of her. She was wearing a quilted robe and her hair looked a little fluffed out. She was playing solitaire. She had the pack in her left hand and she put a card down and moved another one before she looked up at me.

Then she said: Well?

I went over by the card table and looked down at the game. It was Canfield.

Merles at my apartment, I said. She threw an ing-bing.

Without looking up she said: And just what is an ing-bing, Mr. Marlowe?

She moved another card, then two more quickly.

A case of the vapors, they used to call it, I said. Ever catch yourself cheating at that game?

Its no fun if you cheat, she said gruffly. And very little if you dont. Whats this about Merle? She has never stayed out like this before. I was getting worried about her.

I pulled a slipper chair over and sat down across the table from her. It put me too low down. I got up and got a better chair and sat in that.

No need to worry about her, I said. I got a doctor and a nurse. Shes asleep. She was over to see Vannier.

She laid the pack of cards down and folded her big gray hands on the edge of the table and looked at me solidly.

Mr. Marlowe, she said, you and I had better have something out. I made a mistake calling you in the first place. That was my dislike of being played for a sucker, as you would say, by a hard-boiled little animal like Linda. But it would have been much better, if I had not raised the point at all. The loss of the doubloon would have been much easier to bear than you are. Even if I had never got it back.

But you did get it back, I said.

She nodded. Her eyes stayed on my face. Yes. I got it back. You heard how.

I didnt believe it.

Neither did I, she said calmly. My fool of a son was simply taking the blame for Linda. An attitude I find childish.

You have a sort of knack, I said, of getting yourselves surrounded with people who take such attitudes.

She picked her cards up again and reached down to put a black ten on a red jack, both cards that were already in the layout. Then she reached sideways to a small heavy table on which was her port. She drank some, put the glass down and gave me a hard level stare.

I have a feeling that you are going to be insolent, Mr. Marlowe.

I shook my head. Not insolent. Just frank. I havent done so badly for you, Mrs. Murdock. You did get the doubloon back. I kept the police away from you — so far. I didnt do anything on the divorce, but I found Linda — your son knew where she was all the time — and I dont think youll have any trouble with her. She knows she made a mistake marrying Leslie. However, if you dont think you got value—

She made a humph noise and played another card. She got the ace of diamonds up to the top line. The ace of clubs is buried, darn it. Im not going to get it out in time.

Kind of slide it out, I said, when youre not looking.

Hadnt you better, she said very quietly, get on with telling me about Merle? And dont gloat too much, if you have found out a few family secrets, Mr. Marlowe.

Im not gloating about anything. You sent Merle to Vanniers place this afternoon, with five hundred dollars.

And if I did? She poured some of her port and sipped, eyeing me steadily over the glass.

When did he ask for it?

Yesterday. I couldnt get it out of the bank until today. What happened?

Vanniers been blackmailing you for about eight years, hasnt he? On account of something that happened on April 26th, 1933?

A sort of panic twitched in the depths of her eyes, but very far back, very dim, and somehow as though it had been there for a long time and had just peeped out at me for a second.

Merle told me a few things, I said. Your son told me how his father died. I looked up the records and the papers today. Accidental death. There had been an accident in the street under his office and a lot of people were craning out of windows. He just craned out too far. There was some talk of suicide because he was broke and had fifty thousand life insurance for his family. But the coroner was nice and slid past that.

Well? she said. It was a cold hard voice, neither a croak nor a gasp. A cold hard utterly composed voice.

Merle was Horace Brights secretary. A queer little girl in a way, overtimid, not sophisticated, a little girl mentality, likes to dramatize herself, very old-fashioned ideas about men, all that sort of thing. I figure he got high one time and made a pass at her and scared her out of her socks.

Yes? Another cold hard monosyllable prodding me like a gun barrel.

She brooded and got a little murderous inside. She got a chance and passed right back at him. While he was leaning out of a window. Anything in it?

Speak plainly, Mr. Marlowe. I can stand plain talk.

Good grief, how plain do you want it? She pushed her employer out of a window. Murdered him, in two words. And got away with it. With your help.

She looked down at the left hand clenched over her cards. She nodded. Her chin moved a short inch, down, up.

Did Vannier have any evidence? I asked. Or did he just happen to see what happened and put the bite on you and you paid him a little now and then to avoid scandal — and because you were really very fond of Merle?

She played another card before she answered me. Steady as a rock.

He talked about a photograph, she said. But I never believed it. He couldnt have taken one. And if he had taken one, he would have shown it to me — sooner or later.

I said: No, I dont think so. It would have been a very fluky shot, even if he happened to have the camera in his hand, on account of the doings down below in the street. But I can see he might not have dared to show it. Youre a pretty hard woman, in some ways. He might have been afraid you would have him taken care of. I mean thats how it might look to him, a crook. How much have you paid him?

Thats none— she started to say, then stopped and shrugged her big shoulders. A powerful woman, strong, rugged, ruthless and able to take it. She thought. Eleven thousand one hundred dollars, not counting the five hundred I sent him this afternoon. Ah. It was pretty darn nice of you, Mrs. Murdock. Considering everything.

She moved a hand vaguely, made another shrug. It was my husbands fault, she said. He was drunk, vile. I dont think he really hurt her, but, as you say, he frightened her out of her wits. I — I cant blame her too much. She has blamed herself enough all these years.

She had to take the money to Vannier in person?

That was her idea of penance. A strange penance.

I nodded. I guess that would be in character. Later you married Jasper Murdock and you kept Merle with you and took care of her. Anybody else know?

Nobody. Only Vannier. Surely he wouldnt tell anybody.

No. I hardly think so. Well, its all over now. Vannier is through.

She lifted her eyes slowly and gave me a long level gaze. Her gray head was a rock on top of a hill. She put the cards down at last and clasped her hands tightly on the edge of the table. The knuckles glistened.

I said: Merle came to my apartment when I was out. She asked the manager to let her in. He phoned me and I said yes. I got over there quickly. She told me she had shot Vannier.

Her breath was a faint swift whisper in the stillness of the room.

She had a gun in her bag, God knows why. Some idea of protecting herself against men, I suppose. But somebody — Leslie, I should guess — had fixed it to be harmless by jamming a wrong size cartridge in the breech. She told me she had killed Vannier and fainted. I got a doctor friend of mine. I went over to Vanniers house. There was a key in the door. He was dead in a chair, long dead, cold, stiff. Dead long before Merle went there. She didnt shoot him. Her telling me that was just drama. The doctor explained it after a fashion, but I wont bore you with it. I guess you understand all right.

She said: Yes, I think I understand. And now?

Shes in bed, in my apartment. Theres a nurse there. I phoned Merles father long distance. He wants her to come home. That all right with you?

She just stared.

He doesnt know anything, I said quickly. Not this or the other time. Im sure of that. He just wants her to come home. I thought Id take her. It seems to be my responsibility now. Ill need that last five hundred that Vannier didnt get — for expenses.

And how much more? she asked brutally.

Dont say that. You know better.

Who killed Vannier?

Looks like he committed suicide. A gun at his right hand. Temple contact wound. Morny and his wife were there while I was. I hid. Mornys trying to pin it on his wife. She was playing games with Vannier. So she probably thinks he did it, or had it done. But it shapes up like suicide. The cops will be there by now. I dont know what they will make of it. We just have to sit tight and wait it out.

Men like Vannier, she said grimly, dont commit suicide.

Thats like saying girls like Merle dont push people out of windows. It doesnt mean anything.

We stared at each other, with that inner hostility that had been there from the first. After a moment I pushed my chair back and went over to the french windows. I opened the screen and stepped out on to the porch. The night was all around, soft and quiet. The white moonlight was cold and clear, like the justice we dream of but dont find.

The trees down below cast heavy shadows under the moon. In the middle of the garden there was a sort of garden within a garden. I caught the glint of an ornamental pool. A lawn swing beside it. Somebody was lying in the lawn swing and a cigarette tip glowed as I looked down.

I went back into the room. Mrs. Murdock was playing solitaire again. I went over to the table and looked down.

You got the ace of clubs out, I said.

I cheated, she said without looking up.

There was one thing I wanted to ask you, I said. This doubloon business is still cloudy, on account of a couple of murders which dont seem to make sense now that you have the coin back. What I wondered was if there was anything about the Murdock Brasher that might identify it to an expert — to a man like old Morningstar.

She thought, sitting still, not looking up. Yes. There might be. The coinmakers initials, E.B., are on the left wing of the eagle. Usually, Im told, they are on the right wing. Thats the only thing I can think of.

I said: I think that might be enough. You did actually get the coin back, didnt you? I mean that wasnt just something said to stop my ferreting around?

She looked up swiftly and then down. Its in the strong room at this moment. If you can find my son, he will show it to you.

Well, Ill say good night. Please have Merles clothes packed and sent to my apartment in the morning.

Her head snapped up again and her eyes glared. Youre pretty high-handed about all this, young man.

Have them packed, I said. And send them. You dont need Merle any more — now that Vannier is dead.

Our eyes locked hard and held locked for a long moment. A queer stiff smile moved the corners of her lips. Then her head went down and her right hand took the top card off the pack held in her left hand and turned it and her eyes looked at it and she added it to the pile of unplayed cards below the layout, and then turned the next card, quietly, calmly, in a hand as steady as a stone pier in a light breeze.

I went across the room and out, closed the door softly, went along the hall, down the stairs, along the lower hall past the sun room and Merles little office, and out into the cheerless stuffy unused living room that made me feel like an embalmed corpse just to be in it.

The french doors at the back opened and Leslie Murdock stepped in and stopped, staring at me.
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HIS SLACK SUIT was rumpled and also his hair. His little reddish mustache looked just as ineffectual as ever. The shadows under his eyes were almost pits.

He was carrying his long black cigarette holder, empty, and tapping it against the heel of his left hand as he stood not liking me, not wanting to meet me, not wanting to talk to me.

Good evening, he said stiffly. Leaving?

Not quite yet. I want to talk to you.

I dont think we have anything to talk about. And Im tired of talking.

Oh yes we have. A man named Vannier.

Vannier? I hardly know the man. Ive seen him around. What I know I dont like.

You know him a little better than that, I said.

He came forward into the room and sat down in one of the I-dare-you-to-sit-in-me chairs and leaned forward to cup his chin in his left hand and look at the floor.

All right, he said wearily. Get on with it. I have a feeling you are going to be very brilliant. Remorseless flow of logic and intuition and all that rot. Just like a detective in a book.

Sure. Taking the evidence piece by piece, putting it all together in a neat pattern, sneaking in an odd bit I had on my hip here and there, analyzing the motives and characters and making them out to be quite different from what anybody — or I myself for that matter — thought them to be up to this golden moment — and finally making a sort of world-weary pounce on the least promising suspect.

He lifted his eyes and almost smiled. Who thereupon turns as pale as paper, froths at the mouth, and pulls a gun out of his right ear.

I sat down near him and got a cigarette out. Thats right. We ought to play it together sometime. You got a gun?

Not with me. I have one. You know that.

Have it with you last night when you called on Vannier?

He shrugged and bared his teeth. Oh. Did I call on Vannier last night?

I think so. Deduction. You smoke Benson and Hedges Virginia cigarettes. They leave a firm ash that keeps its shape. An ashtray at his house had enough of those little gray rolls to account for at least two cigarettes. But no stubs in the tray. Because you smoke them in a holder and a stub from a holder looks different. So you removed the stubs. Like it?

No. His voice was quiet. He looked down at the floor again.

Thats an example of deduction. A bad one. For there might not have been any stubs, but if there had been and they had been removed, it might have been because they had lipstick on them. Of a certain shade that would at least indicate the coloring of the smoker. And your wife has a quaint habit of throwing her stubs into the waste basket.

Leave Linda out of this, he said coldly.

Your mother still thinks Linda took the doubloon and that your story about taking it to give to Alex Morny was just a cover-up to protect her.

I said leave Linda out of it. The tapping of the black holder against his teeth had a sharp quick sound, like a telegraph key.

Im willing to, I said. But I didnt believe your story for a different reason. This. I took the doubloon out and held it on my hand under his eyes.

He stared at it tightly. His mouth set.

This morning when you were telling your story this was hocked on Santa Monica Boulevard for safekeeping. It was sent to me by a would-be detective named George Phillips. A simple sort of fellow who allowed himself to get into a bad spot through poor judgment and over-eagerness for a job. A thickset blond fellow in a brown suit, wearing dark glasses and a rather gay hat. Driving a sand-colored Pontiac, almost new. You might have seen him hanging about in the hall outside my office yesterday morning. He had been following me around and before that he might have been following you around.

He looked genuinely surprised. Why would he do that?

I lit my cigarette and dropped the match in a jade ashtray that looked as if it had never been used as an ashtray.

I said he might have. Im not sure he did. He might have just been watching this house. He picked me up here and I dont think he followed me here. I still had the coin on my hand. I looked down at it, turned it over by tossing it, looked at the initials E.B. stamped into the left wing, and put it away. He might have been watching the house because he had been hired to peddle a rare coin to an old coin dealer named Morningstar. And the old coin dealer somehow suspected where the coin came from, and told Phillips, or hinted to him, and that the coin was stolen. Incidentally, he was wrong about that. If your Brasher Doubloon is really at this moment upstairs, then the coin Phillips was hired to peddle was not a stolen coin. It was a counterfeit.

His shoulders gave a quick little jerk, as if he was cold. Otherwise he didnt move or change position.

Im afraid its getting to be one of those long stories after all, I said, rather gently. Im sorry. Id better organize it a little better. Its not a pretty story, because it has two murders in it, maybe three. A man named Vannier and a man named Teager had an idea. Teager is a dental technician in the Belfont Building, old Morningstars building. The idea was to counterfeit a rare and valuable gold coin, not too rare to be marketable, but rare enough to be worth a lot of money. The method they thought of was about what a dental technician uses to make a gold inlay. Requiring the same materials, the same apparatus, the same skills. That is, to reproduce a model exactly, in gold, by making a matrix in a hard white fine cement called albastone, then making a replica of the model in that matrix in molding wax, complete in the finest detail, then investing the wax, as they call it, in another kind of cement called crystobolite, which has the property of standing great heat without distortion. A small opening is left from the wax to outside by attaching a steel pin which is withdrawn when the cement sets. Then the crystobolite casting is cooked over a flame until the wax boils out through this small opening, leaving a hollow mold of the original model. This is clamped against a crucible on a centrifuge and molten gold is shot into it by centrifugal force from the crucible. Then the crystobolite, still hot, is held under cold water and it disintegrates, leaving the gold core with a gold pin attached, representing the small opening. That is trimmed off, the casting is cleaned in acid and polished and you have, in this case, a brand new Brasher Doubloon, made of solid gold and exactly the same as the original. You get the idea?

He nodded and moved a hand wearily across his head.

The amount of skill this would take, I went on, would be just what a dental technician would have. The process would be of no use for a current coinage, if we had a gold coinage, because the material and labor would cost more than the coin would be worth. But for a gold coin that was valuable through being rare, it would fit fine. So thats what they did. But they had to have a model. Thats where you came in. You took the doubloon all right, but not to give to Morny. You took it to give to Vannier. Right?

He stared at the floor and didnt speak.

Loosen up, I said. In the circumstances its nothing very awful. I suppose he promised you money, because you needed it to pay off gambling debts and your mother is close. But he had a stronger hold over you than that.

He looked up quickly then, his face very white, a kind of horror in his eyes.

How did you know that? he almost whispered.

I found out. Some I was told, some I researched, some I guessed. Ill get to that later. Now Vannier and his pal have made a doubloon and they want to try it out. They wanted to know their merchandise would stand up under inspection by a man supposed to know rare coins. So Vannier had the idea of hiring a sucker and getting him to try to sell the counterfeit to old Morningstar, cheap enough so the old guy would think it was stolen. They picked George Phillips for their sucker, through a silly ad he was running in the paper for business. I think Lois Morny was Vanniers contact with Phillips, at first anyway. I dont think she was in the racket. She was seen to give Phillips a small package. This package may have contained the doubloon Phillips was to try to sell. But when he showed it to old Morningstar he ran into a snag. The old man knew his coin collections and his rare coins. He probably thought the coin was genuine enough — it would take a lot of testing to show it wasnt — but the way the makers initials were stamped on the coin was unusual and suggested to him that the coin might be the Murdock Brasher. He called up here and tried to find out. That made your mother suspicious and the coin was found to be missing and she suspected Linda, whom she hates, and hired me to get it back and put the squeeze on Linda for a divorce, without alimony.

I dont want a divorce, Murdock said hotly. I never had any such idea. She had no right— he stopped and made a despairing gesture and a kind of sobbing sound.

Okay, I know that. Well, old Morningstar threw a scare into Phillips, who wasnt crooked, just dumb. He managed to get Phillips phone number out of him. I heard the old man call that number, eavesdropping in his office after he thought I had left. I had just offered to buy the doubloon back for a thousand dollars and Morningstar had taken up the offer, thinking he could get the coin from Phillips, make himself some money and everything lovely. Meantime Phillips was watching this house, perhaps to see if any cops were coming and going. He saw me, saw my car, got my name off the registration and it just happened he knew who I was.

He followed me around trying to make up his mind to ask me for help until I braced him in a downtown hotel and he mumbled about knowing me from a case in Ventura when he was a deputy up there, and about being in a spot he didnt like and about being followed around by a tall guy with a funny eye. That was Eddie Prue, Mornys sidewinder. Morny knew his wife was playing games with Vannier and had her shadowed. Prue saw her make contact with Phillips near where he lived on Court Street, Bunker Hill, and then followed Phillips until he thought Phillips had spotted him, which he had. And Prue, or somebody working for Morny, may have seen me go to Phillips apartment on Court Street. Because he tried to scare me over the phone and later asked me to come and see Morny.

I got rid of my cigarette stub in the jade ashtray, looked at the bleak unhappy face of the man sitting opposite me, and plowed on. It was heavy going, and the sound of my voice was beginning to sicken me.

Now we come back to you. When Merle told you your mother had hired a dick, that threw a scare into you. You figured she had missed the doubloon and you came steaming up to my office and tried to pump me. Very debonair, very sarcastic at first, very solicitous for your wife, but very worried. I dont know what you think you found out, but you got in touch with Vannier. You now had to get the coin back to your mother in a hurry, with some kind of story. You met Vannier somewhere and he gave you a doubloon. Chances are its another counterfeit. He would be likely to hang on to the real one. Now Vannier sees his racket in danger of blowing up before it gets started. Morningstar has called your mother and I have been hired. Morningstar has spotted something. Vannier goes down to Phillips apartment, sneaks in the back way, and has it out with Phillips, trying to find out where he stands.

Phillips doesnt tell him he has already sent the counterfeit doubloon to me, addressing it in a kind of printing afterwards found in a diary in his office. I infer that from the fact Vannier didnt try to get it back from me. I dont know what Phillips told Vannier, of course, but the chances are he told him the job was crooked, that he knew where the coin came from, and that he was going to the police or to Mrs. Murdock. And Vannier pulled a gun, knocked him on the head and shot him. He searched him and the apartment and didnt find the doubloon. So he went to Morningstar. Morningstar didnt have the counterfeit doubloon either, but Vannier probably thought he had. He cracked the old mans skull with a gun butt and went through his safe, perhaps found some money, perhaps found nothing, at any rate left the appearance of a stickup behind him. Then Mr. Vannier breezed on home, still rather annoyed because he hadnt found the doubloon, but with the satisfaction of a good afternoons work under his vest. A couple of nice neat murders. That left you.
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MURDOCK FLICKED A strained look at me, then his eyes went to the black cigarette holder he still had clenched in his hand. He tucked it in his shirt pocket, stood up suddenly, ground the heels of his hands together and sat down again. He got a handkerchief out and mopped his face.

Why me? he asked in a thick strained voice.

You knew too much. Perhaps you knew about Phillips, perhaps not. Depends how deep you were in it. But you knew about Morningstar. The scheme had gone wrong and Morningstar had been murdered. Vannier couldnt just sit back and hope you wouldnt hear about that. He had to shut your mouth, very, very tight. But he didnt have to kill you to do it. In fact killing you would be a bad move. It would break his hold on your mother. Shes a cold ruthless grasping woman, but hurting you would make a wildcat of her. She wouldnt care what happened.

Murdock lifted his eyes. He tried to make them blank with astonishment. He only made them dull and shocked.

My mother — what — ?

Dont kid me any more than you have to, I said. Im tired to death of being kidded by the Murdock family. Merle came to my apartment this evening. Shes there now. She had been over to Vanniers house to bring him some money. Blackmail money. Money that had been paid to him off and on for eight years. I know why.

He didnt move. His hands were rigid with strain on his knees. His eyes had almost disappeared into the back of his head. They were doomed eyes.

Merle found Vannier dead. She came to me and said she had killed him. Lets not go into why she thinks she ought to confess to other peoples murders. I went over there and he had been dead since last night. He was as stiff as a wax dummy. There was a gun lying on the floor by his right hand. It was a gun I had heard described, a gun that belonged to a man named Hench, in an apartment across the hall from Phillips apartment. Somebody ditched the gun that killed Phillips and took Henchs gun. Hench and his girl were drunk and left their apartment open. Its not proved that it was Henchs gun, but it will be. If it is Henchs gun, and Vannier committed suicide, it ties Vannier to the death of Phillips. Lois Morny also ties him to Phillips, in another way. If Vannier didnt commit suicide — and I dont believe he did — it might still tie him to Phillips. Or it might tie somebody else to Phillips, somebody who also killed Vannier. There are reasons why I dont like that idea.

Murdocks head came up. He said: No? in a suddenly clear voice. There was a new expression on his face, something bright and shining and at the same time just a little silly. The expression of a weak man being proud.

I said: I think you killed Vannier.

He didnt move and the bright shining expression stayed on his face.

You went over there last night. He sent for you. He told you he was in a jam and that if the law caught up with him, he would see that you were in the jam with him. Didnt he say something like that?

Yes, Murdock said quietly. Something exactly like that. He was drunk and a bit high and he seemed to have a sense of power. He gloated, almost. He said if they got him in the gas chamber, I would be sitting right beside him. But that wasnt all he said.

No. He didnt want to sit in the gas chamber and he didnt at the time see any very good reason why he should, if you kept your mouth good and tight. So he played his trump card. His first hold on you, what made you take the doubloon and give it to him, even if he did promise you money as well, was something about Merle and your father. I know about it. Your mother told me what little I hadnt put together already. That was his first hold and it was pretty strong. Because it would let you justify yourself. But last night he wanted something still stronger. So he told you the truth and said he had proof.

He shivered, but the light clear proud look managed to stay on his face.

I pulled a gun on him, he said, almost in a happy voice. After all she is my mother.

Nobody can take that away from you.

He stood up, very straight, very tall. I went over to the chair he sat in and reached down and put the gun against his face. He had a gun in the pocket of his robe. He tried to get it, but he didnt get it in time. I took it away from him. I put my gun back in my pocket. I put the muzzle of the other gun against the side of his head and told him I would kill him, if he didnt produce his proof and give it to me. He began to sweat and babble that he was just kidding me. I clicked back the hammer on the gun to scare him some more.

He stopped and held a hand out in front of him. The hand shook but as he stared down at it it got steady. He dropped it to his side and looked me in the eye.

The gun must have been filed or had a very light action. It went off. I jumped back against the wall and knocked a picture down. I jumped from surprise that the gun went off, but it kept the blood off me. I wiped the gun off and put his fingers around it and then put it down on the floor close to his hand. He was dead at once. He hardly bled except the first spurt. It was an accident.

Why spoil it? I half sneered. Why not make it a nice clean honest murder?

Thats what happened. I cant prove it, of course. But I think I might have killed him anyway. What about the police?

I stood up and shrugged my shoulders. I felt tired, spent, drawn out and sapped. My throat was sore from yapping and my brain ached from trying to keep my thoughts orderly.

I dont know about the police, I said. They and I are not very good friends, on account of they think I am holding out on them. And God knows they are right. They may get to you. If you werent seen, if you didnt leave any fingerprints around, and even if you did, if they dont have any other reason to suspect you and get your fingerprints to check, then they may never think of you. If they find out about the doubloon and that it was the Murdock Brasher, I dont know where you stand. It all depends on how well you stand up to them.

Except for mothers sake, he said, I dont very much care. Ive always been a flop.

And on the other hand, I said, ignoring the feeble talk, if the gun really has a very light action and you get a good lawyer and tell an honest story and so on, no jury will convict you. Juries dont like blackmailers.

Thats too bad, he said. Because I am not in a position to use that defense. I dont know anything about blackmail. Vannier showed me where I could make some money, and I needed it badly.

I said: Uh-huh. If they get you where you need the blackmail dope, youll use it all right. Your old lady will make you. If its her neck or yours, shell spill.

Its horrible, he said. Horrible to say that.

You were lucky about that gun. All the people we know have been playing with it, wiping prints off and putting them on. I even put a set on myself just to be fashionable. Its tricky when the hand is stiff. But I had to do it. Morny was over there having his wife put hers on. He thinks she killed Vannier, so she probably thinks he did.

He just stared at me. I chewed my lip. It felt as stiff as a piece of glass.

Well, I guess Ill just be running along now, I said.

You mean you are going to let me get away with it? His voice was getting a little supercilious again.

Im not going to turn you in, if thats what you mean. Beyond that I guarantee nothing. If Im involved in it, Ill have to face up to the situation. Theres no question of morality involved. Im not a cop nor a common informer nor an officer of the court. You say it was an accident. Okay, it was an accident. I wasnt a witness. I havent any proof either way. Ive been working for your mother and whatever right to my silence that gives her, she can have. I dont like her, I dont like you, I dont like this house. I didnt particularly like your wife. But I like Merle. Shes kind of silly and morbid, but shes kind of sweet too. And I know what has been done to her in this damn family for the past eight years. And I know she didnt push anybody out of any window. Does that explain matters?

He gobbled, but nothing came that was coherent.

Im taking Merle home, I said. I asked your mother to send her clothes to my apartment in the morning. In case she kind of forgets, being busy with her solitaire game, would you see that that is done?

He nodded dumbly. Then he said in a queer small voice: You are going — just like that? I havent — I havent even thanked you. A man I hardly know, taking risks for me — I dont know what to say.

Im going the way I always go, I said. With an airy smile and a quick flip of the wrist. And with a deep and heartfelt hope that I wont be seeing you in the fish bowl. Good night.

I turned my back on him and went to the door and out. I shut the door with a quiet firm click of the lock. A nice smooth exit, in spite of all the nastiness. For the last time I went over and patted the little painted Negro on the head and then walked across the long lawn by the moon-drenched shrubs and the deodar tree to the street and my car.

I drove back to Hollywood, bought a pint of good liquor, checked in at the Plaza, and sat on the side of the bed staring at my feet and lapping the whiskey out of the bottle.

Just like any common bedroom drunk.

When I had enough of it to make my brain fuzzy enough to stop thinking, I undressed and got into bed and after a while, but not soon enough, I went to sleep.
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IT WAS THREE oclock in the afternoon and there were five pieces of luggage inside the apartment door, side by side on the carpet. There was my yellow cowhide, well scraped on both sides from being pushed around in the boots of cars. There were two nice pieces of airplane luggage both marked L.M. There was an old black imitation walrus thing marked M.D. and there was one of these little leatherette overnight cases which you can buy in drugstores for a dollar forty-nine.

Dr. Carl Moss had just gone out of the door cursing me because he had kept his afternoon class of hypochondriacs waiting. The sweetish smell of his Fatima poisoned the air for me. I was turning over in what was left of my mind what he had said when I asked him how long it would take Merle to get well.

It depends what you mean by well. Shell always be high on nerves and low on animal emotion. Shell always breathe thin air and smell snow. Shed have made a perfect nun. The religious dream, with its narrowness, its stylized emotions and its grim purity, would have been a perfect release for her. As it is she will probably turn out to be one of these acid-faced virgins that sit behind little desks in public libraries and stamp dates in books.

Shes not that bad, I had said, but he had just grinned at me with his wise Jew face and gone out of the door. And besides how do you know they are virgins? I added to the closed door, but that didnt get me any farther.

I lit a cigarette and wandered over to the window and after a while she came through the doorway from the bedroom part of the apartment and stood there looking at me with her eyes dark-ringed and a pale composed little face without any makeup except on the lips.

Put some rouge on your cheeks, I told her. You look like the snow maiden after a hard night with the fishing fleet.

So she went back and put some rouge on her cheeks. When she came back again she looked at the luggage and said softly: Leslie lent me two of his suitcases.

I said: Yeah, and looked her over. She looked very nice. She had a pair of long-waisted rust-colored slacks on, and Bata shoes and a brown and white print shirt and an orange scarf. She didnt have her glasses on. Her large clear cobalt eyes had a slightly dopey look, but not more than you would expect. Her hair was dragged down tight, but I couldnt do anything much about that.

Ive been a terrible nuisance, she said. Im terribly sorry.

Nonsense. I talked to your father and mother both. Theyre tickled to death. Theyve only seen you twice in over eight years and they feel as if they had almost lost you.

Ill love seeing them for a while, she said, looking down at the carpet. Its very kind of Mrs. Murdock to let me go. Shes never been able to spare me for long. She moved her legs as if she wondered what to do with them in slacks, although they were her slacks and she must have had to face the problem before. She finally put her knees close together and clasped her hands on top of them.

Any little talking we might have to do, I said, or anything you might want to say to me, lets get it over with now. Because Im not driving halfway across the United States with a nervous breakdown in the seat beside me.

She bit a knuckle and sneaked a couple of quick looks at me around the side of the knuckle. Last night— she said, and stopped and colored.

Lets use a little of the old acid, I said. Last night you told me you killed Vannier and then you told me you didnt. I know you didnt. Thats settled.

She dropped the knuckle, looked at me levelly, quiet, composed and the hands on her knees now not straining at all.

Vannier was dead a long time before you got there. You went there to give him some money for Mrs. Murdock.

No — for me, she said. Although of course it was Mrs. Murdocks money. I owe her more than Ill ever be able to repay. Of course she doesnt give me much salary, but that would hardly—

I said roughly: Her not giving you much salary is a characteristic touch and your owing her more than you can ever repay is more truth than poetry. It would take the Yankee outfield with two bats each to give her what she has coming from you. However, thats unimportant now. Vannier committed suicide because he had got caught out in a crooked job. Thats flat and final. The way you behaved was more or less an act. You got a severe nervous shock seeing his leering dead face in a mirror and that shock merged into another one a long time ago and you just dramatized it in your screwy little way.

She looked at me shyly and nodded her copper-blond head, as if in agreement.

And you didnt push Horace Bright out of any window, I said.

Her face jumped then and turned startlingly pale. I — I— her hand went to her mouth and stayed there and her shocked eyes looked at me over it.

I wouldnt be doing this, I said, if Dr. Moss hadnt said it would be all right and we might as well hand it to you now. I think maybe you think you killed Horace Bright. You had a motive and an opportunity and just for a second I think you might have had the impulse to take advantage of the opportunity. But it wouldnt be in your nature. At the last minute you would hold back. But at that last minute probably something snapped and you pulled a faint. He did actually fall, of course, but you were not the one that pushed him.

I held it a moment and watched the hand drop down again to join the other one and the two of them twine together and pull hard on each other.

You were made to think you had pushed him, I said. It was done with care, deliberation and the sort of quiet ruthlessness you only find in a certain kind of woman dealing with another woman. You wouldnt think of jealousy to look at Mrs. Murdock now — but if that was a motive, she had it. She had a better one — fifty thousand dollars life insurance — all that was left from a ruined fortune. She had the strange wild possessive love for her son such women have. Shes cold, bitter, unscrupulous and she used you without mercy or pity, as insurance, in case Vannier ever blew his top. You were just a scapegoat to her. If you want to come out of this pallid sub-emotional life you have been living, you have got to realize and believe what I am telling you. I know its tough.

Its utterly impossible, she said quietly, looking at the bridge of my nose, Mrs. Murdock has been wonderful to me always. Its true I never remembered very well — but you shouldnt say such awful things about people.

I got out the white envelope that had been in the back of Vanniers picture. Two prints in it and a negative. I stood in front of her and put a print on her lap.

Okay, look at it. Vannier took it from across the street.

She looked at it. Why thats Mr. Bright, she said. Its not a very good picture, is it? And thats Mrs. Murdock — Mrs. Bright she was then — right behind him. Mr. Bright looks mad. She looked up at me with a sort of mild curiosity.

If he looks mad there, I said, you ought to have seen him a few seconds later, when he bounced.

When he what?

Look, I said, and there was a kind of desperation in my voice now, that is a snapshot of Mrs. Elizabeth Bright Murdock giving her first husband the heave out of his office window. Hes falling. Look at the position of his hands. Hes screaming with fear. She is behind him and her face is hard with rage — or something. Dont you get it at all? This is what Vannier has had for proof all these years. The Murdocks never saw it, never really believed it existed. But it did. I found it last night, by a fluke of the same sort that was involved in the taking of the picture. Which is a fair sort of justice. Do you begin to understand?

She looked at the photo again and laid it aside. Mrs. Murdock has always been lovely to me, she said.

She made you the goat, I said, in the quietly strained voice of a stage manager at a bad rehearsal. Shes a smart tough patient woman. She knows her complexes. Shell even spend a dollar to keep a dollar, which is what few of her type will do. I hand it to her. Id like to hand it to her with an elephant gun, but my polite breeding restrains me.

Well, she said, thats that. And I could see she had heard one word in three and hadnt believed what she had heard. You must never show this to Mrs. Murdock. It would upset her terribly.

I got up and took the photo out of her hand and tore it into small pieces and dropped them in the wastebasket.

Maybe youll be sorry I did that, I told her, not telling her I had another and the negative. Maybe some night — three months — three years from now — you will wake up in the night and realize I have been telling you the truth. And maybe then you will wish you could look at that photograph again. And maybe I am wrong about this too. Maybe you would be very disappointed to find out you hadnt really killed anybody. Thats fine. Either way its fine. Now we are going downstairs and get in my car and we are going to drive to Wichita to visit your parents. And I dont think you are going back to Mrs. Murdock, but it may well be that I am wrong about that too. But we are not going to talk about this any more. Not any more.

I havent any money, she said.

You have five hundred dollars that Mrs. Murdock sent you. I have it in my pocket.

Thats really awfully kind of her, she said.

Oh hell and fireflies, I said and went out to the kitchen and gobbled a quick drink, before we started. It didnt do me any good. It just made me want to climb up the wall and gnaw my way across the ceiling.
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I WAS GONE ten days. Merles parents were vague kind patient people living in an old frame house in a quiet shady street. They cried when I told them as much of the story as I thought they should know. They said they were glad to have her back and they would take good care of her and they blamed themselves a lot, and I let them do it.

When I left Merle was wearing a bungalow apron and rolling pie crust. She came to the door wiping her hands on the apron and kissed me on the mouth and began to cry and ran back into the house, leaving the doorway empty until her mother came into the space with a broad homey smile on her face to watch me drive away.

I had a funny feeling as I saw the house disappear, as though I had written a poem and it was very good and I had lost it and would never remember it again.



I called Lieutenant Breeze when I got back and went down to ask him how the Phillips case was coming. They had cracked it very neatly, with the right mixture of brains and luck you always have to have. The Mornys never went to the police after all, but somebody called and told about a shot in Vanniers house and hung up quickly. The fingerprint man didnt like the prints on the gun too well, so they checked Vanniers hand for powder nitrates. When they found them they decided it was suicide after all. Then a dick named Lackey working out of Central Homicide thought to work on the gun a little and he found that a description of it had been distributed, and a gun like it was wanted in connection with the Phillips killing. Hench identified it, but better than that they found a half print of his thumb on the side of the trigger, which, not ordinarily being pulled back, had not been wiped off completely.

With that much in hand and a better set of Vanniers prints than I could make they went over Phillips apartment again and also over Henchs. They found Vanniers left hand on Henchs bed and one of his fingers on the underside of the toilet flush lever in Phillips place. Then they got to work in the neighborhood with photographs of Vannier and proved he had been along the alley twice and on a side street at least three times. Curiously, nobody in the apartment house had seen him, or would admit it.

All they lacked now was a motive. Teager obligingly gave them that by getting himself pinched in Salt Lake City trying to peddle a Brasher Doubloon to a coin dealer who thought it was genuine but stolen. He had a dozen of them at his hotel, and one of them turned out to be genuine. He told them the whole story and showed a minute mark that he had used to identify the genuine coin. He didnt know where Vannier got it and they never found out because there was enough in the papers to make the owner come forward, if it had been stolen. And the owner never did. And the police didnt care any more about Vannier once they were convinced he had done murder. They left it at suicide, although they had a few doubts.

They let Teager go after a while, because they didnt think he had any idea of murder being done and all they had on him was attempted fraud. He had bought the gold legally and counterfeiting an obsolete New York State coin didnt come under the federal counterfeiting laws. Utah refused to bother with him.

They never believed Henchs confession. Breeze said he just used it for a squeeze on me, in case I was holding out. He knew I couldnt keep quiet if I had proof that Hench was innocent. It didnt do Hench any good either. They put him in the lineup and pinned five liquor store holdups on him and a wop named Gaetano Prisco, in one of which a man was shot dead. I never heard whether Prisco was a relative of Palermos, but they never caught him anyway.

Like it? Breeze asked me, when he had told me all this, or all that had then happened.

Two points not clear, I said. Why did Teager run away and why did Phillips live on Court Street under a phony name?

Teager ran away because the elevator man told him old Morningstar had been murdered and he smelled a hookup. Phillips was using the name of Anson because the finance company was after his car and he was practically broke and getting desperate. That explains why a nice young boob like him could get roped in to something that must have looked shady from the start.

I nodded and agreed that could be so.

Breeze walked to his door with me. He put a hard hand on my shoulder and squeezed.

Remember that Cassidy case you were howling about to Spangler and me that night in your apartment?

Yes.

You told Spangler there wasnt any Cassidy case. There was — under another name. I worked on it.

He took his hand off my shoulder and opened the door for me and grinned straight into my eyes.

On account of the Cassidy case, he said, and the way it made me feel, I sometimes give a guy a break he could perhaps not really deserve. A little something paid back out of the dirty millions to a working stiff — like me — or like you. Be good.

It was night. I went home and put my old house clothes on and set the chessmen out and mixed a drink and played over another Capablanca. It went fifty-nine moves. Beautiful cold remorseless chess, almost creepy in its silent implacability.

When it was done I listened at the open window for a while and smelled the night. Then I carried my glass out to the kitchen and rinsed it and filled it with ice water and stood at the sink sipping it and looking at my face in the mirror.

You and Capablanca, I said.


The Lady in the Lake (1943) 
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The fourth full length story to feature Philip Marlowe, The Lady in the Lake was published in 1943 by Knopf. The original working title when Chandler began the project in 1939 was Deep and Dark Waters. Although the novel was in progress at the same time as Farewell My Lovely and it has been suggested that in fact they started out as two versions of the same idea, they have very different foci – Farewell My Lovely is primarily about corruption and how it affects the higher levels of local society, whereas Lady in the Lake is a narrative of ordinary folk and the impact of corruption on them. The setting is Bay City, Chandlers fictional version of the real town of Santa Monica, where Chandler and his wife lived for five years. Chandler vividly describes the two sides of the place, on the one hand the the nice blue bay…the yacht harbour…the quiet streets of houses and on the other side of the tracks, a crowded and shabby area with a high immigrant population – …sweaty little dance halls… marijuana joints…pickpockets and grifters and con men and drunk rollers and pimps and queens on the board walk. Local police officers have to be tough to deal with this community of stark contrasts – They were the usual large size and they had the usual weathered faces and suspicious eyes and Lieutenant Degarmo has metallic blue eyes and a savage lined face. 

As in all good fiction series, the characters evolve and their back story continues to be revealed. In this novel, Marlowe is showing signs of middle age — I brushed my hair and looked at the gray in it. There was getting to be plenty of gray in it. Chandler also perhaps wisely uses past short stories with plots that could meld together to make a good story for Marlowe. For The Lady in the Lake, he drew on stories featuring his detective John Dalmas: Bay City Blues (1938); Lady in the Lake (1939) and No Crime in the Mountains (1941).

The story opens with Marlowe in an unlikely setting: the plush office suite of cosmetics and perfume company, Gillerlain. He is there to see Derace Kingsley, a wealthy businessman. Kingsley is abrasive and suspicious, but he likes Marlowes no-nonsense style. As he came recommended by friends in law enforcement, Kingsley commissions Marlowe to find his estranged wife, Crystal. She has been missing from their mountain holiday home in Puma Point for a month. Marlowe is surprised that Kingsley has not been to the area to look for her, until Kingsley shows him this telegram, apparently sent by Crystal:

AM CROSSING TO GET MEXICAN DIVORCE STOP WILL MARRY CHRIS STOP GOOD LUCK AND GOODBY CRYSTAL.

The other man is one Chris Lavery, but when Kingsley met him by chance two days before he claimed he had not seen Crystal and had no idea where she was. Worse still, Crystal drinks and goes shoplifting when drunk. Soon Marlowe has a pretty good idea of her character: she is young, pretty, reckless and wild…she drinks and does dangerous things when she drinks…a sucker for the men and might take up with a stranger who might turn out to be a crook.

Marlowe starts his investigation by visiting Lavery in his home town of Bay City. The former boyfriend is defensive, but genuinely seems to have no idea what has happened to Crystal. Whilst Marlowe is still observing Laverys house, he is threatened by tough Detective Lieutenant Al Degarmo, who suspects him of harassing Laverys neighbour, Dr. Almore. Marlowe discovers that Almores wife had died under suspicious circumstances and that her death was probably hushed up by the police. In addition, Dr Almore was Crystals physician, so he is a surprise addition to the list of people of interest in the case.

Marlowe moves his investigations to Kingsleys woodland cabin at Little Fawn Lake, Puma Point, the last place Crystal was known to have been. He looks up Bill Chess, the caretaker, who is suspicious of him despite a letter of introduction from Kingsley, but eventually opens up to him about his own wife, Muriel, who disappeared on the same day as Crystal. Marlowe checks out the Kingsleys cabin and then goes for a walk with Chess, who is still depressed at being deserted. After a while they do find a woman. She is long dead, but it is not Crystal. It is Muriel Chess, badly decomposed and almost unrecognisable except by her clothes and jewellery. Chess is arrested for his wifes murder, but Marlowe has doubts that he is the culprit.

In parts, this novel has a slower feel compared to the previous outings of Philip Marlowe, but that suits the scenes set in a small mountain town where the people are self-avowedly more laid back and insular. Marlowe seems to moderate his behaviour accordingly and we see a more thoughtful, but no less tough side of the investigator. There are numerous references to the war (America had by 1943 entered the war following Pearl Harbour) and it is possible that the slightly more muted tone of the book reflects Chandlers own anxieties about the conflict. Whatever the reason, Marlowe has evolved and grown as a character, ready for his next adventure in 1949.

The Lady in the Lake was adapted for the screen by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) and Chandler was involved in the project (this was not the case in all the film adaptations of his work). Unfortunately, MGM was a bureaucratic organisation and the civil servants at the studio and Chandler did not work well together. He found his new employers unwelcoming and claimed that the other writers gathered in coteries to which he was not invited. In turn, the writers perceived Chandlers natural shyness as truculence and resented his position as the newly acquired star writer. He did not enjoy the process of adapting the novel for a movie script and after three months of half hearted effort, he walked out in the early autumn, declaring that the whole process was like turning over dry bones; he was so disillusioned by the project that he refused to accept screen credit. Chandler did have a reputation for being difficult to work with. The film starred Robert Montgomery, who also directed it. 
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Chandler in 1943, the year The Lady in the Lake was first published
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The 1947 film noir adaptation that marked the directorial debut of Robert Montgomery, who also stars in the film
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THE TRELOAR BUILDING was, and is, on Olive Street, near Sixth, on the west side. The sidewalk in front of it had been built of black and white rubber blocks. They were taking them up now to give to the government, and a hatless pale man with a face like a building superintendent was watching the work and looking as if it was breaking his heart.

I went past him through an arcade of specialty shops into a vast black and gold lobby. The Gillerlain Company was on the seventh floor, in front, behind swinging double plate glass doors bound in platinum. Their reception room had Chinese rugs, dull silver walls, angular but elaborate furniture, sharp shiny bits of abstract sculpture on pedestals and a tall display in a triangular showcase in the corner. On tiers and steps and islands and promontories of shining mirror-glass it seemed to contain every fancy bottle and box that had ever been designed. There were creams and powders and soaps and toilet waters for every season and every occasion. There were perfumes in tall thin bottles that looked as if a breath would blow them over and perfumes in little pastel phials tied with ducky satin bows, like the little girls at a dancing class. The cream of the crop seemed to be something very small and simple in a squat amber bottle. It was in the middle at eye height, had a lot of space to itself, and was labelled Gillerlain Regal, The Champagne of Perfumes. It was definitely the stuff to get. One drop of that in the hollow of your throat and the matched pink pearls started falling on you like summer rain.

A neat little blonde sat off in a far corner at a small PBX, behind a railing and well out of harms way. At a flat desk in line with the doors was a tall, lean, dark-haired lovely whose name, according to the tilted embossed plaque on her desk, was Miss Adrienne Fromsett.

She wore a steel gray business suit and under the jacket a dark blue shirt and a mans tie of lighter shade. The edges of the folded handkerchief in the breast pocket looked sharp enough to slice bread. She wore a linked bracelet and no other jewelry. Her dark hair was parted and fell in loose but not unstudied waves. She had a smooth ivory skin and rather severe eyebrows and large dark eyes that looked as if they might warm up at the right time and in the right place.

I put my plain card, the one without the tommy gun in the corner, on her desk and asked to see Mr. Derace Kingsley. She looked at the card and said: Have you an appointment?

No appointment.

It is very difficult to see Mr. Kingsley without an appointment.

That wasnt anything I could argue about.

What is the nature of your business, Mr. Marlowe?

Personal.

I see. Does Mr. Kingsley know you, Mr. Marlowe?

I dont think so. He may have heard my name. You might say Im from Lieutenant MGee.

And does Mr. Kingsley know Lieutenant MGee?

She put my card beside a pile of freshly typed letterheads. She leaned back and put one arm on the desk and tapped lightly with a small gold pencil.

I grinned at her. The little blonde at the PBX cocked a shell-like ear and smiled a small fluffy smile. She looked playful and eager, but not quite sure of herself, like a new kitten in a house where they dont care much about kittens.

Im hoping he does, I said. But maybe the best way to find out is to ask him.

She initialed three letters rapidly, to keep from throwing her pen set at me. She spoke again without looking up.

Mr. Kingsley is in conference. Ill send your card in when I have an opportunity.

I thanked her and went and sat in a chromium and leather chair that was a lot more comfortable than it looked. Time passed and silence descended on the scene. Nobody came in or went out. Miss Fromsetts elegant hand moved over her papers and the muted peep of the kitten at the PBX was audible at moments, and the little click of the plugs going in and out.

I lit a cigarette and dragged a smoking stand beside the chair. The minutes went by on tiptoe, with their fingers to their lips. I looked the place over. You cant tell anything about an outfit like that. They might be making millions, and they might have the sheriff in the back room, with his chair tilted against the safe.

Half an hour and three or four cigarettes later a door opened behind Miss Fromsetts desk and two men came out backwards laughing. A third man held the door for them and helped them laugh. They all shook hands heartily and the two men went across the office and out. The third man dropped the grin off his face and looked as if he had never grinned in his life. He was a tall bird in a gray suit and he didnt want any nonsense.

Any calls? he asked in a sharp bossy voice.

Miss Fromsett said softly: A Mr. Marlowe to see you. From Lieutenant MGee. His business is personal.

Never heard of him, the tall man barked. He took my card, didnt even glance at me, and went back into his office. His door closed on the pneumatic closer and made a sound like phooey. Miss Fromsett gave me a sweet sad smile and I gave it back to her in the form of an obscene leer. I ate another cigarette and more time staggered by. I was getting to be very fond of the Gillerlain Company.

Ten minutes later the same door opened again and the big shot came out with his hat on and sneered that he was going to get a hair-cut. He started off across the Chinese rug in a swinging athletic stride, made about half the distance to the door and then did a sharp cutback and came over to where I was sitting.

You want to see me? he barked.

He was about six feet two and not much of it soft. His eyes were stone gray with flecks of cold light in them. He filled a large size in smooth gray flannel with a narrow chalk stripe, and filled it elegantly. His manner said he was very tough to get along with.

I stood up. If youre Mr. Derace Kingsley.

Who the hell did you think I was?

I let him have that trick and gave him my other card, the one with the business on it. He clamped it in his paw and scowled down at it.

Whos MGee? he snapped.

Hes just a fellow I know.

Im fascinated, he said, glancing back at Miss Fromsett. She liked it. She liked it very much. Anything else you would care to let drop about him?

Well, they call him Violets MGee, I said. On account of he chews little throat pastilles that smell of violets. Hes a big man with soft silvery hair and a cute little mouth made to kiss babies with. When last seen he was wearing a neat blue suit, wide-toed brown shoes, gray homburg hat, and he was smoking opium in a short briar pipe.

I dont like your manner, Kingsley said in a voice you could have cracked a Brazil nut on.

Thats all right, I said. Im not selling it.

He reared back as if I had hung a week-old mackerel under his nose. After a moment he turned his back on me and said over his shoulder:

Ill give you exactly three minutes. God knows why.

He burned the carpet back past Miss Fromsetts desk to his door, yanked it open and let it swing to in my face. Miss Fromsett liked that too, but I thought there was a little sly laughter behind her eyes now.
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THE PRIVATE OFFICE was everything a private office should be. It was long and dim and quiet and air-conditioned and its windows were shut and its gray Venetian blinds half-closed to keep out the July glare. Gray drapes matched the gray carpeting. There was a large black and silver safe in the corner and a low row of low filing cases that exactly matched it. On the wall there was a huge tinted photograph of an elderly party with a chiselled beak and whiskers and a wing collar. The Adams apple that edged through his wing collar looked harder than most peoples chins. The plate underneath the photograph read: Mr. Matthew Gillerlain 1860-1934.

Derace Kingsley marched briskly behind about eight hundred dollars worth of executive desk and planted his backside in a tall leather chair. He reached himself a panatela out of a copper and mahogany box and trimmed it and lit it with a fat copper desk lighter. He took his time about it. It didnt matter about my time. When he had finished this, he leaned back and blew a little smoke and said:

Im a business man. I dont fool around. Youre a licensed detective your card says. Show me something to prove it.

I got my wallet out and handed him things to prove it. He looked at them and threw them back across the desk. The celluloid holder with the photostat license in it fell to the floor. He didnt bother to apologize.

I dont know MGee, he said. I know Sheriff Petersen. I asked for the name of a reliable man to do a job. I suppose you are the man.

MGee is in the Hollywood sub-station of the sheriffs office, I said. You can check on that.

Not necessary. I guess you might do, but dont get flip with me. And remember when I hire a man hes my man. He does exactly what I tell him and he keeps his mouth shut. Or he goes out fast. Is that clear? I hope Im not too tough for you.

Why not leave that an open question? I said.

He frowned. He said sharply: What do you charge?

Twenty-five a day and expenses. Eight cents a mile for my car.

Absurd, he said. Far too much. Fifteen a day flat. Thats plenty. Ill pay the mileage, within reason, the way things are now. But no joy-riding.

I blew a little gray cloud of cigarette smoke and fanned it with my hand. I said nothing. He seemed a little surprised that I said nothing.

He leaned over the desk and pointed with his cigar. I havent hired you yet, he said, but if I do, the job is absolutely confidential. No talking it over with your cop friends. Is that understood?

Just what do you want done, Mr. Kingsley?

What do you care? You do all kinds of detective work, dont you?

Not all kinds. Only the fairly honest kinds.

He stared at me level-eyed, his jaws tight. His gray eyes had an opaque look.

For one thing I dont do divorce business, I said. And I get a hundred down as a retainer — from strangers.

Well, well, he said, in a voice suddenly soft. Well, well.

And as for your being too tough for me, I said, most of the clients start out either by weeping down my shirt or bawling me out to show whos boss. But usually they end up very reasonable — if theyre still alive.

Well, well, he said again, in the same soft voice, and went on staring at me. Do you lose very many of them? he asked.

Not if they treat me right, I said.

Have a cigar, he said.

I took a cigar and put it in my pocket.

I want you to find my wife, he said. Shes been missing for a month.

Okay, I said. Ill find your wife.

He patted his desk with both hands. He stared at me solidly. I think you will at that, he said. Then he grinned. I havent been called down like that in four years, he said.

I didnt say anything.

Damn it all, he said, I liked it. I liked it fine. He ran a hand through his thick dark hair. Shes been gone a whole month, he said. From a cabin we have in the mountains. Near Puma Point. Do you know Puma Point?

I said I knew Puma Point.

Our place is three miles from the village, he said, partly over a private road. Its on a private lake. Little Fawn Lake. Theres a dam three of us put up to improve the property. I own the tract with two other men. Its quite large, but undeveloped and wont be developed now for some time, of course. My friends have cabins, I have a cabin and a man named Bill Chess lives with his wife in another cabin rent free and looks after the place. Hes a disabled veteran with a pension. Thats all there is up there. My wife went up the middle of May, came down twice for weekends, was due down the 12th of June for a party and never showed up. I havent seen her since.

What have you done about it? I asked.

Nothing. Not a thing. I havent even been up there. He waited, wanting me to ask why.

I said: Why?

He pushed his chair back to get a locked drawer open. He took out a folded paper and passed it over. I unfolded it and saw it was a Postal Telegraph form. The wire had been filed at El Paso on June 14th at 9:19 A.M. It was addressed to Derace Kingsley, 965 Carson Drive, Beverly Hills, and read:

AM CROSSING TO GET MEXICAN DIVORCE STOP WILL MARRY CHRIS STOP GOOD LUCK AND GOODBY CRYSTAL.

I put this down on my side of the desk and he was handing me a large and very clear snapshot on glazed paper which showed a man and a woman sitting on the sand under a beach umbrella. The man wore trunks and the woman what looked like a very daring white sharkskin bathing suit. She was a slim blonde, young and shapely and smiling. The man was a hefty dark handsome lad with fine shoulders and legs, sleek dark hair and white teeth. Six feet of a standard type of homewrecker. Arms to hold you close and all his brains in his face. He was holding a pair of dark glasses in his hand and smiling at the camera with a practised and easy smile.

Thats Crystal, Kingsley said, and thats Chris Lavery. She can have him and he can have her and to hell with them both.

I put the photo down on the telegram. All right, whats the catch? I asked him.

Theres no telephone up there, he said, and there was nothing important about the affair she was coming down for. So I got the wire before I gave much thought to it. The wire surprised me only mildly. Crystal and I have been washed up for years. She lives her life and I live mine. She has her own money and plenty of it. About twenty thousand a year from a family holding corporation that owns valuable oil leases in Texas. She plays around and I knew Lavery was one of her playmates. I might have been a little surprised that she would actually marry him, because the man is nothing but a professional chaser. But the picture looked all right so far, you understand?

And then?

Nothing for two weeks. Then the Prescott Hotel in San Bernardino got in touch with me and said a Packard Clipper registered to Crystal Grace Kingsley at my address was unclaimed in their garage and what about it. I told them to keep it and I sent them a check. There was nothing much in that either. I figured she was still out of the state and that if they had gone in a car at all, they had gone in Laverys car. The day before yesterday, however, I met Lavery in front of the Athletic Club down on the corner here. He said he didnt know where Crystal was.

Kingsley gave me a quick look and reached a bottle and two tinted glasses up on the desk. He poured a couple of drinks and pushed one over. He held his against the light and said slowly:

Lavery said he hadnt gone away with her, hadnt seen her in two months, hadnt had any communications with her of any kind.

I said, You believed him?

He nodded, frowning, and drank his drink and pushed the glass to one side. I tasted mine. It was Scotch. Not very good Scotch.

If I believed him, Kingsley said,  — and I was probably wrong to do it — it wasnt because hes a fellow you have to believe. Far from it. Its because hes a no good son of a bitch who thinks it is smart to lay his friends wives and brag about it. I feel he would have been tickled pink to stick it into me and break it off that he had got my wife to run away with him and leave me flat. I know these tomcats and I know this one too well. He rode a route for us for a while and he was in trouble all the time. He couldnt keep his hands off the office help. And apart from all that there was this wire from El Paso and I told him about it and why would he think it worth while to lie about it?

She might have tossed him out on his can, I said. That would have hurt him in his deep place — his Casanova complex.

Kingsley brightened up a little, but not very much. He shook his head. I still more than half way believe him, he said. Youll have to prove me wrong. Thats part of why I wanted you. But theres another and very worrying angle. I have a good job here, but a job is all it is. I cant stand scandal. Id be out of here in a hurry if my wife got mixed up with the police.

Police?

Among her other activities, Kingsley said grimly, my wife occasionally finds time to lift things in department stores. I think its just a sort of delusion of grandeur she gets when she has been hitting the bottle too hard, but it happens, and we have had some pretty nasty scenes in managers offices. So far Ive been able to keep them from filing charges, but if something like that happened in a strange city where nobody knew her— He lifted his hands and let them fall with a smack on the desk— well, it might be a prison matter, mightnt it?

Has she ever been fingerprinted?

She has never been arrested, he said.

Thats not what I mean. Sometimes in large department stores they make it a condition of dropping shoplifting charges that you give them your prints. It scares the amateurs and builds up a file of kleptomaniacs in their protective association. When the prints come in a certain number of times they call time on you.

Nothing like that has happened to my knowledge, he said.

Well, I think we might almost throw the shoplifting angle out of this for the time being, I said. If she got arrested, she would get searched. Even if the cops let her use a Jane Doe name on the police blotter, they would be likely to get in touch with you. Also she would start yelling for help when she found herself in a jam. I tapped the blue and white telegraph form. And this is a month old. If what you are thinking about happened around that time, the case would have been settled by now. If it was a first offense, she would get off with a scolding and a suspended sentence.

He poured himself another drink to help him with his worrying. Youre making me feel better, he said.

There are too many other things that could have happened, I said. That she did go away with Lavery and they split up. That she went away with some other man and the wire is a gag. That she went away alone or with a woman. That she drank herself over the edge and is holed up in some private sanatorium taking a cure. That she got into some jam we have no idea of. That she met with foul play.

Good God, dont say that, Kingsley exclaimed.

Why not? Youve got to consider it. I get a very vague idea of Mrs. Kingsley — that she is young, pretty, reckless, and wild. That she drinks and does dangerous things when she drinks. That she is a sucker for the men and might take up with a stranger who might turn out to be a crook. Does that fit?

He nodded. Every word of it.

How much money would she have with her?

She liked to carry enough. She has her own bank and her own bank account. She could have any amount of money.

Any children?

No children.

Do you have the management of her affairs?

He shook his head. She hasnt any — excepting depositing checks and drawing out money and spending it. She never invests a nickel. And her money certainly never does me any good, if thats what you are thinking. He paused and then said: Dont think I havent tried. Im human and its not fun to watch twenty thousand a year go down the drain and nothing to show for it but hangovers and boy friends of the class of Chris Lavery.

How are you with her bank? Could you get a detail of the checks she has drawn for the past couple of months?

They wouldnt tell me. I tried to get some information of the sort once, when I had an idea she was being blackmailed. All I got was ice.

We can get it, I said, and we may have to. It will mean going to the Missing Persons Bureau. You wouldnt like that?

If I had liked that, I wouldnt have called you, he said.

I nodded, gathered my exhibits together and put them away in my pockets. There are more angles to this than I can even see now, I said, but Ill start by talking to Lavery and then taking a run up to Little Fawn Lake and asking questions there. Ill need Laverys address and a note to your man in charge at the mountain place.

He got a letterhead out of his desk and wrote and passed it over. I read: Dear Bill: This will introduce Mr. Philip Marlowe who wishes to look over the property. Please show him my cabin and assist him in every way. Yrs. Derace Kingsley.

I folded this up and put it in the envelope he had addressed while I was reading it. How about the other cabins up there? I asked.

Nobody up this year so far. One mans in government service in Washington and the other is at Fort Leavenworth. Their wives are with them.

Now Laverys address, I said.

He looked at a point well above the top of my head. In Bay City. I could find the house but I forget the address. Miss Fromsett can give it to you, I think. She neednt know why you want it. She probably will. And you want a hundred dollars, you said.

Thats all right, I said. Thats just something I said when you were tramping on me.

He grinned. I stood up and hesitated by the desk looking at him. After a moment I said: Youre not holding anything back, are you — anything important?

He looked at his thumb. No. Im not holding anything back. Im worried and I want to know where she is. Im damn worried. If you get anything at all, call me any time, day or night.

I said I would do that, and we shook hands and I went back down the long cool office and out to where Miss Fromsett sat elegantly at her desk.

Mr. Kingsley thinks you can give me Chris Laverys address, I told her and watched her face.

She reached very slowly for a brown leather address book and turned the leaves. Her voice was tight and cold when she spoke.

The address we have is 623 Altair Street, in Bay City. Telephone Bay City 12523. Mr. Lavery has not been with us for more than a year. He may have moved.

I thanked her and went on to the door. From there I glanced back at her. She was sitting very still, with her hands clasped on her desk, staring into space. A couple of red spots burned in her cheeks. Her eyes were remote and bitter.

I got the impression that Mr. Chris Lavery was not a pleasant thought to her.
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ALTAIR STREET LAY on the edge of the V forming the inner end of a deep canyon. To the north was the cool blue sweep of the bay out to the point above Malibu. To the south the beach town of Bay City was spread out on a bluff above the coast highway.

It was a short street, not more than three or four blocks, and ended in a tall iron fence enclosing a large estate. Beyond the gilded spikes of the fence I could see trees and shrubs and a glimpse of lawn and part of a curving driveway, but the house was out of sight. On the inland side of Altair Street the houses were well kept and fairly large, but the few scattered bungalows on the edge of the canyon were nothing much. In the short half block ended by the iron fence were only two houses, on opposite sides of the street and almost directly across from each other. The smaller was number 623.

I drove past it, turned the car in the paved half circle at the end of the street and came back to park in front of the lot next to Laverys place. His house was built downwards, one of those clinging vine effects, with the front door a little below street level, the patio on the roof, the bedroom in the basement, and a garage like the corner pocket on a pool table. A crimson bougainvillea was rustling against the front wall and the flat stones of the front walk were edged with Korean moss. The door was narrow, grilled and topped by a lancet arch. Below the grill there was an iron knocker. I hammered on it.

Nothing happened. I pushed the bell at the side of the door and heard it ring inside not very far off and waited and nothing happened. I worked on the knocker again. Still nothing. I went back up the walk and along to the garage and lifted the door far enough to see that a car with white side-walled tires was inside. I went back to the front door.

A neat black Cadillac coupe came out of the garage across the way, backed, turned and came along past Laverys house, slowed, and a thin man in dark glasses looked at me sharply, as if I hadnt any business to be there. I gave him my steely glare and he went on his way.

I went down Laverys walk again and did some more hammering on his knocker. This time I got results. The Judas window opened and I was looking at a handsome bright-eyed number through the bars of a grill.

You make a hell of a lot of noise, a voice said.

Mr. Lavery?

He said he was Mr. Lavery and what about it. I poked a card through the grill. A large brown hand took the card. The bright brown eyes came back and the voice said: So sorry. Not needing any detectives today please.

Im working for Derace Kingsley.

The hell with both of you, he said, and banged the Judas window.

I leaned on the bell beside the door and got a cigarette out with my free hand and had just struck the match on the woodwork beside the door when it was yanked open and a big guy in bathing trunks, beach sandals, and a white terrycloth bathrobe started to come out at me.

I took my thumb off the bell and grinned at him. Whats the matter? I asked him. Scared?

Ring that bell again, he said, and Ill throw you clear across the street.

Dont be childish, I told him. You know perfectly well Im going to talk to you and youre going to talk to me.

I got the blue and white telegram out of my pocket and held it in front of his bright brown eyes. He read it morosely, chewed his lip and growled:

Oh for Chrissake, come on in then.

He held the door wide and I went in past him, into a dim pleasant room with an apricot Chinese rug that looked expensive, deepsided chairs, a number of white drum lamps, a big Capehart in the corner, a long and very wide davenport in pale tan mohair shot with dark brown, and a fireplace with a copper screen and an over-mantel in white wood. A fire was laid behind the screen and partly masked by a large spray of manzanita bloom. The bloom was turning yellow in places, but was still pretty. There was a bottle of Vat 69 and glasses on a tray and a copper icebucket on a low round burl walnut table with a glass top. The room went clear to the back of the house and ended in a flat arch through which showed three narrow windows and the top few feet of the white iron railing of the staircase going down.

Lavery swung the door shut and sat on the davenport. He grabbed a cigarette out of a hammered silver box and lit it and looked at me irritably. I sat down opposite him and looked him over. He had everything in the way of good looks the snapshot had indicated. He had a terrific torso and magnificent thighs. His eyes were chestnut brown and the whites of them slightly gray-white. His hair was rather long and curled a little over his temples. His brown skin showed no signs of dissipation. He was a nice piece of beef, but to me that was all he was. I could understand that women would think he was something to yell for.

Why not tell us where she is? I said. Well find out eventually anyway and if you can tell us now, we wont be bothering you.

It would take more than a private dick to bother me, he said.

No, it wouldnt. A private dick can bother anybody. Hes persistent and used to snubs. Hes paid for his time and he would just as soon use it to bother you as any other way.

Look, he said, leaning forward and pointing his cigarette at me. I know what that wire says, but its the bunk. I didnt go to El Paso with Crystal Kingsley. I havent seen her in a long time — long before the date of that wire. I havent had any contact with her. I told Kingsley that.

He didnt have to believe you.

Why would I lie to him? He looked surprised.

Why wouldnt you?

Look, he said earnestly, it might seem so to you, but you dont know her. Kingsley has no strings on her. If he doesnt like the way she behaves he has a remedy. These proprietary husbands make me sick.

If you didnt go to El Paso with her, I said, why did she send this telegram?

I havent the faintest idea.

You can do better than that, I said. I pointed to the spray of manzanita in the fireplace. You pick that up at Little Fawn Lake?

The hills around here are full of manzanita, he said contemptuously.

It doesnt bloom like that down here.

He laughed. I was up there the third week in May. If you have to know. I suppose you can find out. Thats the last time I saw her.

You didnt have any idea of marrying her?

He blew smoke and said through it: Ive thought of it, yes. She has money. Money is always useful. But it would be too tough a way to make it.

I nodded, but didnt say anything. He looked at the manzanita spray in the fireplace and leaned back to blow smoke in the air and show me the strong brown line of his throat. After a moment, when I still didnt say anything, he began to get restless. He glanced down at the card I had given him and said:

So you hire yourself out to dig up dirt? Doing well at it?

Nothing to brag about. A dollar here, a dollar there.

And all of them pretty slimy, he said.

Look, Mr. Lavery, we dont have to get into a fight. Kingsley thinks you know where his wife is, but wont tell him. Either out of meanness or motives of delicacy.

Which way would he like it? the handsome brown-faced man sneered.

He doesnt care, as long as he gets the information. He doesnt care a great deal what you and she do together or where you go or whether she divorces him or not. He just wants to feel sure that everything is all right and that she isnt in trouble of any kind.

Lavery looked interested. Trouble? What kind of trouble? He licked the word around on his brown lips, tasting it.

Maybe you wont know the kind of trouble he is thinking of.

Tell me, he pleaded sarcastically. Id just love to hear about some kind of trouble I didnt know about.

Youre doing fine, I told him. No time to talk business, but always time for a wisecrack. If you think we might try to get a hook into you because you crossed a state line with her, forget it.

Go climb up your thumb, wise guy. Youd have to prove I paid the freight, or it wouldnt mean anything.

This wire has to mean something, I said stubbornly. It seemed to me that I had said it before, several times.

Its probably just a gag. Shes full of little tricks like that. All of them silly, and some of them vicious.

I dont see any point in this one.

He flicked cigarette ash carefully at the glass top table. He gave me a quick up from under look and immediately looked away.

I stood her up, he said slowly. It might be her idea of a way to get back at me. I was supposed to run up there one week end. I didnt go. I was — sick of her.

I said: Uh-huh, and gave him a long steady stare. I dont like that so well. Id like it better if you did go to El Paso with her and had a fight and split up. Could you tell it that way?

He flushed solidly behind the sunburn.

God damn it, he said, I told you I didnt go anywhere with her. Not anywhere. Cant you remember that?

Ill remember it when I believe it.

He leaned over to snub out his cigarette. He stood up with an easy movement, not hurried at all, pulled the belt of his robe tight, and moved out to the end of the davenport.

All right, he said in a clear tight voice. Out you go. Take the air. Ive had enough of your third-degree tripe. Youre wasting my time and your own — if its worth anything.

I stood up and grinned at him. Not a lot, but for what its worth Im being paid for it. It couldnt be, for instance, that you ran into a little unpleasantness in some department store — say at the stocking or jewelry counter.

He looked at me very carefully, drawing his eyebrows down at the corners and making his mouth small.

I dont get it, he said, but there was thought behind his voice.

Thats all I wanted to know, I said. And thanks for listening. By the way, what line of business are you in — since you left Kingsley?

What the hell business is it of yours?

None. But of course I can always find out, I said, and moved a little way towards the door, not very far.

At the moment Im not doing anything, he said coldly. I expect a commission in the navy almost any day.

You ought to do well at that, I said.

Yeah. So long, snooper. And dont bother to come back. I wont be at home.

I went over to the door and pulled it open. It stuck on the lower sill, from the beach moisture. When I had it open, I looked back at him. He was standing there narrow-eyed, full of muted thunder.

I may have to come back, I said. But it wont be just to swop gags. It will be because I find something out that needs talking over.

So you still think Im lying, he said savagely.

I think you have something on your mind. Ive looked at too many faces not to know. It may not be any of my business. If it is, youre likely to have to throw me out again.

A pleasure, he said. And next time bring somebody to drive you home. In case you land on your fanny and knock your brains out.

Then without any rhyme or reason that I could see, he spat on the rug in front of his feet.

It jarred me. It was like watching the veneer peel off and leave a tough kid in an alley. Or like hearing an apparently refined woman start expressing herself in four-letter words.

So long, beautiful hunk, I said, and left him standing there. I closed the door, had to jerk it to get it shut, and went up the path to the street. I stood on the sidewalk looking at the house across the way.
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IT WAS A wide shallow house with rose stucco walls faded out to a pleasant pastel shade and trimmed with dull green at the window frames. The roof was of green tiles, round rough ones. There was a deeply inset front door framed in a mosaic of multi-colored pieces of tiling and a small flower garden in front, behind a low stucco wall topped by an iron railing which the beach moisture had begun to corrode. Outside the wall to the left was the three-car garage, with a door opening inside the yard and a concrete path going from there to a side door of the house.

Set into the gate post was a bronze tablet which read: Albert S. Almore, M.D.

While I was standing there staring across the street, the black Cadillac I had already seen came purring around the corner and then down the block. It slowed and started to sweep outwards to get turning space to go into the garage, decided my car was in the way of that, and went on to the end of the road and turned in the widened-out space in front of the ornamental iron railing. It came back slowly and went into the empty third of the garage across the way.

The thin man in sun glasses went along the sidewalk to the house, carrying a double-handled doctors bag. Halfway along he slowed down to stare across at me. I went along towards my car. At the house he used a key and as he opened the door he looked across at me again.

I got into the Chrysler and sat there smoking and trying to make up my mind whether it was worth while hiring somebody to pull a tail on Lavery. I decided it wasnt, not the way things looked so far.

Curtains moved at a lower window close to the side door Dr. Almore had gone in at. A thin hand held them aside and I caught the glint of light on glasses. They were held aside for quite some time, before they fell together again.

I looked along the street at Laverys house. From this angle I could see that his service porch gave on a flight of painted wooden steps to a sloping concrete walk and a flight of concrete steps ending in the paved alley below.

I looked across at Dr. Almores house again, wondering idly if he knew Lavery and how well. He probably knew him, since theirs were the only two houses in the block. But being a doctor, he wouldnt tell me anything about him. As I looked, the curtains which had been lifted apart were now completely drawn aside.

The middle segment of the triple window they had masked had no screen. Behind it, Dr. Almore stood staring across my way, with a sharp frown on his thin face. I shook cigarette ash out of the window and he turned abruptly and sat down at a desk. His double-handled bag was on the desk in front of him. He sat rigidly, drumming on the desk beside the bag. His hand reached for the telephone, touched it and came away again. He lit a cigarette and shook the match violently, then strode to the window and stared out at me some more.

This was interesting, if at all, only because he was a doctor. Doctors, as a rule, are the least curious of men. While they are still internes they hear enough secrets to last them a lifetime. Dr. Almore seemed interested in me. More than interested, bothered.

I reached down to turn the ignition key, then Laverys front door opened and I took my hand away and leaned back again. Lavery came briskly up the walk of his house, shot a glance down the street and turned to go into his garage. He was dressed as I had seen him. He had a rough towel and a steamer rug over his arm. I heard the garage door lift up, then the car door open and shut, then the grind and cough of the starting car. It backed up the steep incline to the street, white steamy exhaust pouring from its rear end. It was a cute little blue convertible, with the top folded down and Laverys sleek dark head just rising above it. He was now wearing a natty pair of sun-goggles with very wide white side-bows. The convertible swooped off down the block and danced around the corner.

There was nothing in that for me. Mr. Christopher Lavery was bound for the edge of the broad Pacific, to lie in the sun and let the girls see what they didnt necessarily have to go on missing.

I gave my attention back to Dr. Almore. He was on the telephone now, not talking, holding it to his ear, smoking and waiting. Then he leaned forward as you do when the voice comes back, listened, hung up and wrote something on a pad in front of him. Then a heavy book with yellow sides appeared on his desk and he opened it just about in the middle. While he was doing this he gave one quick look out of the window, straight at the Chrysler.

He found his place in the book, leaned down over it and quick puffs of smoke appeared in the air over the pages. He wrote something else, put the book away, and grabbed the telephone again. He dialed, waited, began to speak quickly, pushing his head down and making gestures in the air with his cigarette.

He finished his call and hung up. He leaned back and sat there brooding, staring down at his desk, but not forgetting to look out of the window every half minute. He was waiting, and I waited with him, for no reason at all. Doctors make many phone calls, talk to many people. Doctors look out of their front windows, doctors frown, doctors show nervousness, doctors have things on their mind and show the strain. Doctors are just people, born to sorrow, fighting the long grim fight like the rest of us.

But there was something about the way this one behaved that intrigued me. I looked at my watch, decided it was time to get something to eat, lit another cigarette and didnt move.

It took about five minutes. Then a green sedan whisked around the corner and bore down the block. It coasted to a stop in front of Dr. Almores house and its tall buggywhip aerial quivered. A big man with dusty blond hair got out and went up to Dr. Almores front door. He rang the bell and leaned down to strike a match on the step. His head came around and he stared across the street exactly at where I was sitting.

The door opened and he went into the house. An invisible hand gathered the curtains at Dr. Almores study window and blanked the room. I sat there and stared at the sundarkened lining of the curtains. More time trickled by.

The front door opened again and the big man loafed casually down the steps and through the gate. He snapped his cigarette end off into the distance and rumpled his hair. He shrugged once, pinched the end of his chin, and walked diagonally across the street. His steps in the quiet were leisurely and distinct. Dr. Almores curtains moved apart again behind him. Dr. Almore stood in his window and watched.

A large freckled hand appeared on the sill of the car door at my elbow. A large face, deeply-lined, hung above it. The man had eyes of metallic blue. He looked at me solidly and spoke in a deep harsh voice.

Waiting for somebody? he asked.

I dont know, I said. Am I?

Ill ask the questions.

Well, Ill be damned, I said. So thats the answer to the pantomime.

What pantomime? He gave me a hard level unfriendly stare from his very blue eyes.

I pointed across the street with my cigarette. Nervous Nellie and the telephone. Calling the cops, after first getting my name from the Auto Club, probably, then looking it up in the city directory. What goes on?

Let me see your drivers license.

I gave him back his stare. You fellows ever flash a buzzer — or is acting tough all the identification you need?

If I have to get tough, fellow, youll know it.

I leaned down and turned my ignition key and pressed the starter. The motor caught and idled down.

Cut that motor, he said savagely, and put his foot on the running-board.

I cut the motor again and leaned back and looked at him.

God damn it, he said, do you want me to drag you out of there and bounce you on the pavement?

I got my wallet out and handed it to him. He drew the celluloid pocket out and looked at my drivers license, then turned the pocket over and looked at the photostat of my other license on the back. He rammed it contemptuously back into the wallet and handed me the wallet. I put it away. His hand dipped and came up with a blue and gold police badge.

Degarmo, detective-lieutenant, he said in his heavy brutal voice.

Pleased to meet you, lieutenant.

Skip it. Now tell why youre down here casing Almores place.

Im not casing Almores place, as you put it, lieutenant. I never heard of Dr. Almore and I dont know of any reason why I should want to case his house.

He turned his head to spit. I was meeting the spitting boys today.

Whats your grift then? We dont like peepers down here. We dont have one in town.

Is that so?

Yeah, thats so. So come on, talk it up. Unless you want to ride down to the clubhouse and sweat it out under the bright lights.

I didnt answer him.

Her folks hire you? he asked suddenly.

I shook my head.

The last boy that tried it ended up on the road gang, sweetheart.

I bet its good, I said, if only I could guess. Tried what?

Tried to put the bite on him, he said thinly.

Too bad I dont know how, I said. He looks like an easy man to bite.

That line of talk dont buy you anything, he said.

All right, I said. Lets put it this way. I dont know Dr. Almore, never heard of him, and Im not interested in him. Im down here visiting a friend and looking at the view. If Im doing anything else, it doesnt happen to be any of your business. If you dont like that, the best thing to do is to take it down to headquarters and see the day captain.

He moved a foot heavily on the running-board and looked doubtful. Straight goods? he asked slowly.

Straight goods.

Aw hell, the guys screwy, he said suddenly and looked back over his shoulder at the house. He ought to see a doctor. He laughed, without any amusement in the laugh. He took his foot off my running-board and rumpled his wiry hair.

Go on — beat it, he said. Stay off our reservation, and you wont make any enemies.

I pressed the starter again. When the motor was idling gently I said: Hows Al Norgaard these days?

He stared at me. You know Al?

Yeah. He and I worked on a case down here a couple of years ago — when Wax was chief of police.

Als in the military police. I wish I was, he said bitterly. He started to walk away and then swung sharply on his heel. Go on, beat it before I change my mind, he snapped.

He walked heavily across the street and through Dr. Almores front gate again.

I let the clutch in and drove away. On the way back to the city, I listened to my thoughts. They moved fitfully in and out, like Dr. Almores thin nervous hands pulling at the edges of his curtains.

Back in Los Angeles I ate lunch and went up to my office in the Cahuenga Building to see what mail there was. I called Kingsley from there.

I saw Lavery, I told him. He told me just enough dirt to sound frank. I tried to needle him a little, but nothing came of it. I still like the idea that they quarreled and split up and that he hopes to fix it up with her yet.

Then he must know where she is, Kingsley said.

He might, but it doesnt follow. By the way a rather curious thing happened to me on Laverys street. There are only two houses. The other belongs to a Dr. Almore. I told him briefly about the rather curious thing.

He was silent for a moment at the end and then he said: Is this Dr. Albert Almore?

Yes?

He was Crystals doctor for a time. He came to the house several times when she was — well, when she had been overdrinking. I thought him a little too quick with a hypodermic needle. His wife — let me see, there was something about his wife. Oh yes, she committed suicide.

I said, When?

I dont remember. Quite a long time ago. I never knew them socially. What are you going to do now?

I told him I was going up to Puma Lake, although it was a little late in the day to start.

He said I would have plenty of time and that they had an hour more daylight in the mountains.

I said that was fine and we hung up.
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SAN BERNARDINO BAKED and shimmered in the afternoon heat. The air was hot enough to blister my tongue. I drove through it gasping, stopped long enough to buy a pint of liquor in case I fainted before I got to the mountains, and started up the long grade to Crestline. In fifteen miles the road climbed five thousand feet, but even then it was far from cool. Thirty miles of mountain driving brought me to the tall pines and a place called Bubbling Springs. It had a clapboard store and a gas pump, but it felt like paradise. From there on it was cool all the way.

The Puma Lake dam had an armed sentry at each end and one in the middle. The first one I came to had me close all the windows of the car before crossing the dam. About a hundred yards away from the dam a rope with cork floats barred the pleasure boats from coming any closer. Beyond these details the war did not seem to have done anything much to Puma Lake.

Canoes paddled about on the blue water and rowboats with outboard motors put-putted and speedboats showing off like fresh kids made wide swathes of foam and turned on a dime and girls in them shrieked and dragged their hands in the water. Jounced around in the wake of the speedboats people who had paid two dollars for a fishing license were trying to get a dime of it back in tired-tasting fish.

The road skimmed along a high granite outcrop and dropped to meadows of coarse grass in which grew what was left of the wild irises and white and purple lupine and bugle flowers and columbine and penny-royal and desert paint brush. Tall yellow pines probed at the clear blue sky. The road dropped again to lake level and the landscape began to be full of girls in gaudy slacks and snoods and peasant handkerchiefs and rat rolls and fatsoled sandals and fat white thighs. People on bicycles wobbled cautiously over the highway and now and then an anxious-looking bird thumped past on a power-scooter.

A mile from the village the highway was joined by another lesser road which curved back into the mountains. A rough wooden sign under the highway sign said: Little Fawn Lake 1¾ miles. I took it. Scattered cabins were perched along the slopes for the first mile and then nothing. Presently another very narrow road debouched from this one and another rough wooden sign said: Little Fawn Lake. Private Road. No Trespassing.

I turned the Chrysler into this and crawled carefully around huge bare granite rocks and past a little waterfall and through a maze of black oak trees and ironwood and manzanita and silence. A bluejay squawked on a branch and a squirrel scolded at me and beat one paw angrily on the pine cone it was holding. A scarlet-topped woodpecker stopped probing in the dark long enough to look at me with one beady eye and then dodge behind the tree trunk to look at me with the other one. I came to a five-barred gate and another sign.

Beyond the gate the road wound for a couple of hundred yards through trees and then suddenly below me was a small oval lake deep in trees and rocks and wild grass, like a drop of dew caught in a curled leaf. At the near end of it was a rough concrete dam with a rope handrail across the top and an old millwheel at the side. Near that stood a small cabin of native pine with the bark on it.

Across the lake the long way by the road and the short way by the top of the dam a large redwood cabin overhung the water and farther along, each well separated from the others, were two other cabins. All three were shut up and quiet, with drawn curtains. The big one had orange-yellow venetian blinds and a twelve-paned window facing on the lake.

At the far end of the lake from the dam was what looked like a small pier and a band pavilion. A warped wooden sign on it was painted in large white letters: Camp Kilkore. I couldnt see any sense in that in these surroundings, so I got out of the car and started down towards the nearest cabin. Somewhere behind it an axe thudded.

I pounded on the cabin door. The axe stopped. A mans voice yelled from somewhere. I sat down on a rock and lit a cigarette. Steps came around the corner of the cabin, uneven steps. A man with a harsh face and a swarthy skin came into view carrying a double-bitted axe.

He was heavily built and not very tall and he limped as he walked, giving his right leg a little kick out with each step and swinging the foot in a shallow arc. He had a dark unshaven chin and steady blue eyes and grizzled hair that curled over his ears and needed cutting badly. He wore blue denim pants and a blue shirt open on a brown muscular neck. A cigarette hung from the corner of his mouth. He spoke in a tight tough city voice.

Yeah?

Mr. Bill Chess?

Thats me.

I stood up and got Kingsleys note of introduction out of my pocket and handed it to him. He squinted at the note, then clumped into the cabin and came back with glasses perched on his nose. He read the note carefully and then again. He put it in his shirt pocket, buttoned the flap of his pocket, and put his hand out.

Pleased to meet you, Mr. Marlowe.

We shook hands. He had a hand like a wood rasp.

You want to see Kingsleys cabin, huh? Glad to show you. He aint selling for Chrissake? He eyed me steadily and jerked a thumb across the lake.

He might, I said. Everythings for sale in California.

Aint that the truth? Thats his — the redwood job. Lined with knotty pine, composition roof, stone foundations and porches, full bath and shower, venetian blinds all around, big fireplace, oil stove in the big bedroom — and brother, you need it in the spring and fall — Pilgrim combination gas and wood range, everything first class. Cost about eight thousand and thats money for a mountain cabin. And private reservoir in the hills for water.

How about electric light and telephone? I asked, just to be friendly.

Electric light, sure. No phone. You couldnt get one now. If you could, it would cost plenty to string the lines out here.

He looked at me with steady blue eyes and I looked at him. In spite of his weathered appearance he looked like a drinker. He had the thickened and glossy skin, the too noticeable veins, the bright glitter in the eyes.

I said: Anybody living there now?

Nope. Mrs. Kingsley was here a few weeks back. She went down the hill. Back any day, I guess. Didnt he say?

I looked surprised. Why? Does she go with the cabin?

He scowled and then put his head back and burst out laughing. The roar of his laughter was like a tractor backfiring. It blasted the woodland silence to shreds.

Jesus, if that aint a kick in the pants! he gasped. Does she go with the— He put out another bellow and then his mouth shut tight as a trap.

Yeah, its a swell cabin, he said, eyeing me carefully.

The beds comfortable? I asked.

He leaned forward and smiled. Maybe youd like a face full of knuckles, he said.

I stared at him with my mouth open. That one went by me too fast, I said, I never laid an eye on it.

How would I know if the beds are comfortable? he snarled, bending down a little so that he could reach me with a hard right, if it worked out that way.

I dont know why you wouldnt know, I said. I wont press the point. I can find out for myself.

Yah, he said bitterly, think I cant smell a dick when I meet one? I played hit and run with them in every state in the Union. Nuts to you, pal. And nuts to Kingsley. So he hires himself a dick to come up here and see am I wearing his pajamas, huh? Listen, Jack, I might have a stiff leg and all, but the women I could get—

I put a hand out, hoping he wouldnt pull it off and throw it in the lake.

Youre slipping your clutch, I told him. I didnt come up here to enquire into your love life. I never saw Mrs. Kingsley. I never saw Mr. Kingsley until this morning. What the hells the matter with you?

He dropped his eyes and rubbed the back of his hand viciously across his mouth, as if he wanted to hurt himself. Then he held the hand in front of his eyes and squeezed it into a hard fist and opened it again and stared at the fingers. They were shaking a little.

Sorry, Mr. Marlowe, he said slowly. I was out on the roof last night and Ive got a hangover like seven Swedes. Ive been up here alone for a month and its got me talking to myself. A thing happened to me.

Anything a drink would help?

His eyes focussed sharply on me and glinted. You got one?

I pulled the pint of rye out of my pocket and held it so that he could see the green label over the cap.

I dont deserve it, he said. God damn it, I dont. Wait till I get a couple of glasses or would you come into the cabin?

I like it out here. Im enjoying the view.

He swung his stiff leg and went into his cabin and came back carrying a couple of small cheese glasses. He sat down on the rock beside me smelling of dried perspiration.

I tore the metal cap off the bottle and poured him a stiff drink and a light one for myself. We touched glasses and drank. He rolled the liquor on his tongue and a bleak smile put a little sunshine into his face.

Man thats from the right bottle, he said. I wonder what made me sound off like that. I guess a guy gets the blues up here all alone. No company, no real friends, no wife. He paused and added with a sidewise look. Especially no wife.

I kept my eyes on the blue water of the tiny lake. Under an overhanging rock a fish surfaced in a lance of light and a circle of widening ripples. A light breeze moved the tops of the pines with a noise like a gentle surf.

She left me, he said slowly. She left me a month ago. Friday, the 12th of June. A day Ill remember.

I stiffened, but not too much to pour more whiskey into his empty glass. Friday the 12th of June was the day Mrs. Crystal Kingsley was supposed to have come into town for a party.

But you dont want to hear about that, he said. And in his faded blue eyes was the deep yearning to talk about it, as plain as anything could possibly be.

Its none of my business, I said. But if it would make you feel any better—

He nodded sharply. Two guys will meet on a park bench, he said, and start talking about God. Did you ever notice that? Guys that wouldnt talk about God to their best friend.

I know that, I said.

He drank and looked across the lake. She was one swell kid, he said softly. A little sharp in the tongue sometimes, but one swell kid. It was love at first sight with me and Muriel. I met her in a joint in Riverside, a year and three months ago. Not the kind of joint where a guy would expect to meet a girl like Muriel, but thats how it happened. We got married. I loved her. I knew I was well off. And I was too much of a skunk to play ball with her.

I moved a little to show him I was still there, but I didnt say anything for fear of breaking the spell. I sat with my drink untouched in my hand. I like to drink, but not when people are using me for a diary.

He went on sadly: But you know how it is with marriage — any marriage. After a while a guy like me, a common no good guy like me, he wants to feel a leg. Some other leg. Maybe its lousy, but thats the way it is.

He looked at me and I said I had heard the idea expressed.

He tossed his second drink off. I passed him the bottle. A bluejay went up a pine tree hopping from branch to branch without moving his wings or even pausing to balance.

Yeah, Bill Chess said. All these hillbillies are half crazy and Im getting that way too. Here I am sitting pretty, no rent to pay, a good pension check every month, half my bonus money in war bonds, Im married to as neat a little blonde as ever you clapped an eye on and all the time Im nuts and I dont know it. I go for that. He pointed hard at the redwood cabin across the lake. It was turning the color of oxblood in the late afternoon light. Right in the front yard, he said, right under the windows, and a showy little tart that means no more to me than a blade of grass. Jesus, what a sap a guy can be.

He drank his third drink and steadied the bottle on a rock. He fished a cigarette out of his shirt, fired a match on his thumbnail and puffed rapidly. I breathed with my mouth open, as silent as a burglar behind a curtain.

Hell, he said at last, youd think if I had to jump off the dock, Id go a little ways from home and pick me a change in types at least. But little roundheels over there aint even that. Shes a blonde like Muriel, same size and weight, same type, almost the same color eyes. But, brother, how different from then on in. Pretty, sure, but no prettier to anybody and not half so pretty to me. Well, Im over there burning trash that morning and minding my own business, as much as I ever mind it. And she comes to the back door of the cabin in peekaboo pajamas so thin you can see the pink of her nipples against the cloth. And she says in her lazy, no-good voice: Have a drink, Bill. Dont work so hard on such a beautiful morning. And me, I like a drink too well and I go to the kitchen door and take it. And then I take another and then I take another and then Im in the house. And the closer I get to her the more bedroom her eyes are.

He paused and swept me with a hard level look.

You asked me if the beds over there were comfortable and I got sore. You didnt mean a thing. I was just too full of remembering. Yeah — the bed I was in was comfortable.

He stopped talking and I let his words hang in the air. They fell slowly and after them was silence. He leaned to pick the bottle off the rock and stare at it. He seemed to fight with it in his mind. The whiskey won the fight, as it always does. He took a long savage drink out of the bottle and then screwed the cap on tightly, as if that meant something. He picked up a stone and flicked it into the water.

I came back across the dam, he said slowly, in a voice already thick with alcohol. Im as smooth as a new piston head. Im getting away with something. Us boys can be so wrong about those little things, cant we? Im not getting away with anything at all. Not anything at all. I listen to Muriel telling me and she dont even raise her voice. But she tells me things about myself I didnt even imagine. Oh, yeah, Im getting away with it lovely.

So she left you, I said, when he fell silent.

That night. I wasnt even here. I felt too mean to stay even half sober. I hopped into my Ford and went over to the north side of the lake and holed up with a couple of no-goods like myself and got good and stinking. Not that it did me any good. Along about 4 a.m. I got back home and Muriel is gone, packed up and gone, nothing left but a note on the bureau and some cold cream on the pillow.

He pulled a dog-eared piece of paper out of a shabby old wallet and passed it over. It was written in pencil on blue-lined paper from a note book. It read:

Im sorry, Bill, but Id rather be dead than live with you any longer. Muriel.

I handed it back. What about over there? I asked, pointing across the lake with a glance.

Bill Chess picked up a flat stone and tried to skip it across the water, but it refused to skip.

Nothing over there, he said. She packed up and went down the same night. I didnt see her again. I dont want to see her again. I havent heard a word from Muriel in the whole month, not a single word. I dont have any idea at all where shes at. With some other guy, maybe. I hope he treats her better than I did.

He stood up and took keys out of his pocket and shook them. So if you want to go across and look at Kingsleys cabin, there isnt a thing to stop you. And thanks for listening to the soap opera. And thanks for the liquor. Here. He picked the bottle up and handed me what was left of the pint.
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WE WENT DOWN the slope to the bank of the lake and the narrow top of the dam. Bill Chess swung his stiff leg in front of me, holding on to the rope handrail set in iron stanchions. At one point water washed over the concrete in a lazy swirl.

Ill let some out through the wheel in the morning, he said over his shoulder. Thats all the darn thing is good for. Some movie outfit put it up three years ago. They made a picture up here. That little pier down at the other end is some more of their work. Most of what they built is torn down and hauled away, but Kingsley had them leave the pier and the millwheel. Kind of gives the place a touch of color.

I followed him up a flight of heavy wooden steps to the porch of the Kingsley cabin. He unlocked the door and we went into hushed warmth. The closed up room was almost hot. The light filtering through the slatted blinds made narrow bars across the floor. The living room was long and cheerful and had Indian rugs, padded mountain furniture with metal-strapped joints, chintz curtains, a plain hardwood floor, plenty of lamps and a little built-in bar with round stools in one corner. The room was neat and clean and had no look of having been left at short notice.

We went into the bedrooms. Two of them had twin beds and one a large double bed with a cream-colored spread having a design in plum-colored wool stitched over it. This was the master bedroom, Bill Chess said. On a dresser of varnished wood there were toilet articles and accessories in jade green enamel and stainless steel, and an assortment of cosmetic oddments. A couple of cold cream jars had the wavy gold brand of the Gillerlain Company on them. One whole side of the room consisted of closets with sliding doors. I slid one open and peeked inside. It seemed to be full of womens clothes of the sort they wear at resorts. Bill Chess watched me sourly while I pawed them over. I slid the door shut and pulled open a deep shoe drawer underneath. It contained at least half a dozen pairs of new-looking shoes. I heaved the drawer shut and straightened up.

Bill Chess was planted squarely in front of me, with his chin pushed out and his hard hands in knots on his hips.

So what did you want to look at the ladys clothes for? he asked in an angry voice.

Reasons, I said. For instance Mrs. Kingsley didnt go home when she left here. Her husband hasnt seen her since. He doesnt know where she is.

He dropped his fists, and twisted them slowly at his sides. Dick it is, he snarled. The first guess is always right. I had myself about talked out of it. Boy, did I open up to you. Nellie with her hair in her lap. Boy, am I a smart little egg!

I can respect a confidence as well as the next fellow, I said, and walked around him into the kitchen.

There was a big green and white combination range, a sink of lacquered yellow pine, an automatic water heater in the service porch and opening off the other side of the kitchen a cheerful breakfast room with many windows and an expensive plastic breakfast set. The shelves were gay with colored dishes and glasses and a set of pewter serving dishes.

Everything was in apple-pie order. There were no dirty cups or plates on the drain board, no smeared glasses or empty liquor bottles hanging around. There were no ants and no flies. Whatever loose living Mrs. Derace Kingsley indulged in she managed without leaving the usual Greenwich Village slop behind her.

I went back to the living room and out on the front porch again and waited for Bill Chess to lock up. When he had done that and turned to me with his scowl well in place I said:

I didnt ask you to take your heart out and squeeze it for me, but I didnt try to stop you either. Kingsley doesnt have to know his wife made a pass at you, unless theres a lot more behind all this than I can see now.

The hell with you, he said, and the scowl stayed right where it was.

All right, the hell with me. Would there be any chance your wife and Kingsleys wife went away together?

I dont get it, he said.

After you went to drown your troubles they could have had a fight and made up and cried down each others necks. Then Mrs. Kingsley might have taken your wife down the hill. She had to have something to ride in, didnt she?

It sounded silly, but he took it seriously enough.

Nope. Muriel didnt cry down anybodys neck. They left the weeps out of Muriel. And if she did want to cry on a shoulder, she wouldnt have picked little roundheels. And as for transportation she has a Ford of her own. She couldnt drive mine easily on account of the way the controls are switched over for my stiff leg.

It was just a passing thought, I said.

If any more like it pass you, let them go right on, he said.

For a guy that takes his long wavy hair down in front of complete strangers, youre pretty damn touchy, I said.

He took a step towards me. Want to make something of it?

Look, pal, I said. Im working hard to think you are a fundamentally good egg. Help me out a little, cant you?

He breathed hard for a moment and then dropped his hands and spread them helplessly.

Boy, can I brighten up anybodys afternoon, he sighed. Want to walk back around the lake?

Sure, if your leg will stand it.

Stood it plenty of times before.

We started off side by side, as friendly as puppies again. It would probably last all of fifty yards. The roadway, barely wide enough to pass a car, hung above the level of the lake and dodged between high rocks. About half way to the far end another smaller cabin was built on a rock foundation. The third was well beyond the end of the lake, on a patch of almost level ground. Both were closed up and had that long-empty look.

Bill Chess said after a minute or two: That straight goods little roundheels lammed off?

So it seems.

You a real dick or just a shamus?

Just a shamus.

She go with some other guy?

I should think it likely.

Sure she did. Its a cinch. Kingsley ought to be able to guess that. She had plenty of friends.

Up here?

He didnt answer me.

Was one of them named Lavery?

I wouldnt know, he said.

Theres no secret about this one, I said. She sent a wire from El Paso saying she and Lavery were going to Mexico. I dug the wire out of my pocket and held it out. He fumbled his glasses loose from his shirt and stopped to read it. He handed the paper back and put his glasses away again and stared out over the blue water.

Thats a little confidence for you to hold against some of what you gave me, I said.

Lavery was up here once, he said slowly.

He admits he saw her a couple of months ago, probably up here. He claims he hasnt seen her since. We dont know whether to believe him. Theres no reason why we should and no reason why we shouldnt.

She isnt with him now, then?

He says not.

I wouldnt think she would fuss with little details like getting married, he said soberly. A Florida honeymoon would be more in her line.

But you cant give me any positive information? You didnt see her go or hear anything that sounded authentic?

Nope, he said. And if I did, I doubt if I would tell. Im dirty, but not that kind of dirty.

Well, thanks for trying, I said.

I dont owe you any favors, he said. The hell with you and every other God damn snooper.

Here we go again, I said.

We had come to the end of the lake now. I left him standing there and walked out on a little pier. I leaned on the wooden railing at the end of it and saw that what had looked like a band pavilion was nothing but two pieces of propped up wall meeting at a flat angle towards the dam. About two feet deep of overhanging roof was stuck on the wall, like a coping. Bill Chess came up behind me and leaned on the railing at my side.

Not that I dont thank you for the liquor, he said.

Yeah. Any fish in the lake?

Some smart old bastards of trout. No fresh stock. I dont go for fish much myself. I dont bother with them. Sorry I got tough again.

I grinned and leaned on the railing and stared down into the deep still water. It was green when you looked down into it. There was a swirl of movement down there and a swift greenish form moved in the water.

Theres Granpa, Bill Chess said. Look at the size of that old bastard. He ought to be ashamed of himself getting so fat.

Down below the water there was what looked like an underwater flooring. I couldnt see the sense of that. I asked him.

Used to be a boat landing before the dam was raised. That lifted the water level so far the old landing was six feet under.

A flat-bottomed boat dangled on a frayed rope tied to a post of the pier. It lay in the water almost without motion, but not quite. The air was peaceful and calm and sunny and held a quiet you dont get in cities. I could have stayed there for hours doing nothing but forgetting all about Derace Kingsley and his wife and her boy friends.

There was a hard movement at my side and Bill Chess said, Look there! in a voice that growled like mountain thunder.

His hard fingers dug into the flesh of my arm until I started to get mad. He was bending far out over the railing, staring down like a loon, his face as white as the weather tan would let it get. I looked down with him into the water at the edge of the submerged staging.

Languidly at the edge of this green and sunken shelf of wood something waved out from the darkness, hesitated, waved back again out of sight under the flooring.

The something had looked far too much like a human arm.

Bill Chess straightened his body rigidly. He turned without a sound and clumped back along the pier. He bent to a loose pile of stones and heaved. His panting breath reached me. He got a big one free and lifted it breast high and started back out on the pier with it. It must have weighed a hundred pounds. His neck muscles stood out like ropes under canvas under his taut brown skin. His teeth were clamped tight and his breath hissed between them.

He reached the end of the pier and steadied himself and lifted the rock high. He held it a moment poised, his eyes staring down now, measuring. His mouth made a vague distressful sound and his body lurched forward hard against the quivering rail and the heavy stone smashed down into the water.

The splash it made went over both of us. The rock fell straight and true and struck on the edge of the submerged planking, almost exactly where we had seen the thing wave in and out.

For a moment the water was a confused boiling, then the ripples widened off into the distance, coming smaller and smaller with a trace of froth at the middle, and there was a dim sound as of wood breaking under water, a sound that seemed to come to us a long time after it should have been audible. An ancient rotted plank popped suddenly through the surface, struck out a full foot of its jagged end, and fell back with a flat slap and floated off.

The depths cleared again. Something moved in them that was not a board. It rose slowly, with an infinitely careless languor, a long dark twisted something that rolled lazily in the water as it rose. It broke surface casually, lightly, without haste. I saw wool, sodden and black, a leather jerkin blacker than ink, a pair of slacks. I saw shoes and something that bulged nastily between the shoes and the cuffs of the slacks. I saw a wave of dark blond hair straighten out in the water and hold still for a brief instant as if with a calculated effect, and then swirl into a tangle again.

The thing rolled over once more and an arm flapped up barely above the skin of the water and the arm ended in a bloated hand that was the hand of a freak. Then the face came. A swollen pulpy gray white mass without features, without eyes, without mouth. A blotch of gray dough, a nightmare with human hair on it.

A heavy necklace of green stone showed on what had been a neck, half imbedded, large rough green stones with something that glittered joining them together.

Bill Chess held the handrail and his knuckles were polished bones.

Muriel! his voice said croakingly. Sweet Christ, its Muriel!

His voice seemed to come to me from a long way off, over a hill, through a thick silent growth of trees.
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BEHIND THE WINDOW of the board shack one end of a counter was piled with dusty folders. The glass upper half of the door was lettered in flaked black paint. Chief of Police. Fire Chief. Town Constable. Chamber of Commerce. In the lower corners a USO card and a Red Cross emblem were fastened to the glass.

I went in. There was a pot-bellied stove in the corner and a rolltop desk in the other corner behind the counter. There was a large blue print map of the district on the wall and beside that a board with four hooks on it, one of which supported a frayed and much mended mackinaw. On the counter beside the dusty folders lay the usual sprung pen, exhausted blotter and smeared bottle of gummy ink. The end wall beside the desk was covered with telephone numbers written in hard-bitten figures that would last as long as the wood and looked as if they had been written by a child.

A man sat at the desk in a wooden armchair whose legs were anchored to flat boards, fore and aft, like skis. A spittoon big enough to coil a hose in was leaning against the mans right leg. He had a sweat-stained Stetson on the back of his head and his large hairless hands were clasped comfortably over his stomach, above the waistband of a pair of khaki pants that had been scrubbed thin years ago. His shirt matched the pants except that it was even more faded. It was buttoned tight to the mans thick neck and undecorated by a tie. His hair was mousy brown except at the temples, where it was the color of old snow. He sat more on his left hip than on his right, because there was a hip holster down inside his right hip pocket, and a half foot of forty-five gun reared up and bored into his solid back. The star on his left breast had a bent point.

He had large ears and friendly eyes and his jaws munched slowly and he looked as dangerous as a squirrel and much less nervous. I liked everything about him. I leaned on the counter and looked at him and he looked at me and nodded and loosed half a pint of tobacco juice down his right leg into the spittoon. It made a nasty sound of something falling into water.

I lit a cigarette and looked around for an ash tray.

Try the floor, son, the large friendly man said.

Are you Sheriff Patton?

Constable and deputy sheriff. What law we got to have around here Im it. Come election anyways. Theres a couple of good boys running against me this time and I might get whupped. Job pays eighty a month, cabin, firewood and electricity. That aint hay in these little old mountains.

Nobodys going to whip you, I said. Youre going to get a lot of publicity,.

That so? he asked indifferently and ruined the spittoon again.

That is, if your jurisdiction extends over to Little Fawn Lake.

Kingsleys place. Sure. Something bothering you over there, son?

Theres a dead woman in the lake.

That shook him to the core. He unclasped his hands and scratched one ear. He got to his feet by grasping the arms of his chair and deftly kicking it back from under him. Standing up he was a big man and hard. The fat was just cheerfulness.

Anybody I know? he enquired uneasily.

Muriel Chess. I guess you know her. Bill Chesss wife.

Yep, I know Bill Chess. His voice hardened a little.

Looks like suicide. She left a note which sounded as if she was just going away. But it could be a suicide note just as well. Shes not nice to look at. Been in the water a long time, about a month, judging by the circumstances.

He scratched his other ear. What circumstances would that be? His eyes were searching my face now, slowly and calmly, but searching. He didnt seem in any hurry to blow his whistle.

They had a fight a month ago. Bill went over to the north shore of the lake and was gone some hours. When he got home she was gone. He never saw her again.

I see. Who are you, son?

My name is Marlowe. Im up from L.A. to look at the property. I had a note from Kingsley to Bill Chess. He took me around the lake and we went out on that little pier the movie people built. We were leaning on the rail and looking down into the water and something that looked like an arm waved out under the submerged flooring, the old boat landing. Bill dropped a heavy rock in and the body popped up.

Patton looked at me without moving a muscle.

Look, sheriff, hadnt we better run over there? The mans half crazy with shock and hes there all alone.

How much liquor has he got?

Very little when I left. I had a pint but we drank most of it talking.

He moved over to the rolltop desk and unlocked a drawer. He brought up three or four bottles and held them against the light.

This babys near full, he said, patting one of them. Mount Vernon. That ought to hold him. County dont allow me no money for emergency liquor, so I just have to seize a little here and there. Dont use it myself. Never could understand folks letting theirselves get gummed up with it.

He put the bottle on his left hip and locked the desk up and lifted the flap in the counter. He fixed a card against the inside of the glass door panel. I looked at the card as we went out. It read: Back in Twenty Minutes — Maybe.

Ill run down and get Doc Hollis, he said. Be right back and pick you up. That your car?

Yes.

You can follow along then, as I come back by.

He got into a car which had a siren on it, two red spotlights, two foglights, a red and white fire plate, a new air raid horn on top, three axes, two heavy coils of rope and a fire extinguisher in the back seat, extra gas and oil and water cans in a frame on the running board, an extra spare tire roped to the one on the rack, the stuffing coming out of the upholstery in dingy wads, and half an inch of dust over what was left of the paint.

Behind the right hand lower corner of the windshield there was a white card printed in block capitals. It read:

VOTERS, ATTENTION! KEEP JIM PATTON CONSTABLE. HE IS TOO OLD TO GO TO WORK.

He turned the car and went off down the street in a swirl of white dust.
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HE STOPPED IN front of a white frame building across the road from the stage depot. He went into the white building and presently came out with a man who got into the back seat with the axes and the rope. The official car came back up the street and I fell in behind it. We sifted along the main stem through the slacks and shorts and French sailor jerseys and knotted bandannas and knobby knees and scarlet lips. Beyond the village we went up a dusty hill and stopped at a cabin. Patton touched the siren gently and a man in faded blue overalls opened the cabin door.

Get in, Andy. Business.

The man in blue overalls nodded morosely and ducked back into the cabin. He came back out wearing an oyster-gray lion hunters hat and got in under the wheel of Pattons car while Patton slid over. He was about thirty, dark, lithe, and had the slightly dirty and slightly underfed look of the native.

We drove out to Little Fawn Lake with me eating enough dust to make a batch of mud pies. At the five-barred gate Patton got out and let us through and we went on down to the lake. Patton got out again and went to the edge of the water and looked along towards the little pier. Bill Chess was sitting naked on the floor of the pier, with his head in his hands. There was something stretched out on the wet planks beside him.

We can ride a ways more, Patton said.

The two cars went on to the end of the lake and all four of us trooped down to the pier from behind Bill Chesss back. The doctor stopped to cough rackingly into a handkerchief and then look thoughtfully at the handkerchief. He was an angular bug-eyed man with a sad sick face.

The thing that had been a woman lay face down on the boards with a rope under the arms. Bill Chesss clothes lay to one side. His stiff leg, flat and scarred at the knee, was stretched out in front of him, the other leg bent up and his forehead resting against it. He didnt move or look up as we came down behind him.

Patton took the pint bottle of Mount Vernon off his hip and unscrewed the top and handed it.

Drink hearty, Bill.

There was a horrible, sickening smell in the air. Bill Chess didnt seem to notice it, nor Patton nor the doctor. The man called Andy got a dusty brown blanket out of the car and threw it over the body. Then without a word he went and vomited under a pine tree.

Bill Chess drank a long drink and sat holding the bottle against his bare bent knee. He began to talk in a stiff wooden voice, not looking at anybody, not talking to anybody in particular. He told about the quarrel and what happened after it, but not why it had happened. He didnt mention Mrs. Kingsley even in the most casual way. He said that after I left him he had got a rope and stripped and gone down into the water and got the thing out. He had dragged it ashore and then got it up on his back and carried it out on the pier. He didnt know why. He had gone back into the water again then. He didnt have to tell us why.

Patton put a cut of tobacco into his mouth and chewed on it silently, his calm eyes full of nothing. Then he shut his teeth tight and leaned down to pull the blanket off the body. He turned the body over carefully, as if it might come to pieces. The late afternoon sun winked on the necklace of large green stones that were partly imbedded in the swollen neck. They were roughly carved and lustreless, like soapstone or false jade. A gilt chain with an eagle clasp set with small brilliants joined the ends. Patton straightened his broad back and blew his nose on a tan handkerchief.

What you say, Doc?

About what? the bug-eyed man snarled.

Cause and time of death.

Dont be a damn fool, Jim Patton.

Cant tell nothing, huh?

By looking at that? Good God!

Patton sighed. Looks drowned all right, he admitted. But you cant always tell. Theres been cases where a victim would be knifed or poisoned or something, and they would soak him in the water to make things look different.

You get many like that up here? the doctor enquired nastily.

Only honest to God murder I ever had up here, Patton said, watching Bill Chess out of the corner of his eye, was old Dad Meacham over on the north shore. He had a shack in Sheedy Canyon, did a little panning in summer on an old placer claim he had back in the valley near Helltop. Folks didnt see him around for a while in late fall, then come a heavy snow and his roof caved in to one side. So we was over there trying to prop her up a bit, figuring Dad had gone down the hill for the winter without telling anybody, the way them old prospectors do things. Well by gum, old Dad never went down the hill at all. There he was in bed with most of a kindling axe in the back of his head. We never did find out who done it. Somebody figured he had a little bag of gold hid away from the summers panning.

He looked thoughtfully at Andy. The man in the lion hunters hat was feeling a tooth in his mouth. He said:

Course we know who done it. Guy Pope done it. Only Guy was dead nine days of pneumonia before we found Dad Meacham.

Eleven days, Patton said.

Nine, the man in the lion hunters hat said.

Was all of six years ago, Andy. Have it your own way, son. How you figure Guy Pope done it?

We found about three ounces of small nuggets in Guys cabin along with some dust. Never was anything biggern sand on Guys claim. Dad had nuggets all of a pennyweight, plenty of times.

Well, thats the way it goes, Patton said, and smiled at me in a vague manner. Fellow always forgets something, dont he? No matter how careful he is.

Cop stuff, Bill Chess said disgustedly and put his pants on and sat down again to put on his shoes and shirt. When he had them on he stood up and reached down for the bottle and took a good drink and laid the bottle carefully on the planks. He thrust his hairy wrists out towards Patton.

Thats the way you guys feel about it, put the cuffs on and get it over, he said in a savage voice.

Patton ignored him and went over to the railing and looked down. Funny place for a body to be, he said. No current here to mention, but what there is would be towards the dam.

Bill Chess lowered his wrists and said quietly: She did it herself, you darn fool. Muriel was a fine swimmer. She dived down in and swum under the boards there and just breathed water in. Had to. No other way.

I wouldnt quite say that, Bill, Patton answered him mildly. His eyes were as blank as new plates.

Andy shook his head. Patton looked at him with a sly grin. Crabbin again, Andy?

Was nine days, I tell you. I just counted back, the man in the lion hunters hat said morosely.

The doctor threw his arms up and walked away, with one hand to his head. He coughed into his handkerchief again and again looked into the handkerchief with passionate attention.

Patton winked at me and spat over the railing, Lets get on to this one, Andy.

You ever try to drag a body six feet under water?

Nope, cant say I ever did, Andy. Any reason it couldnt be done with a rope?

Andy shrugged. If a rope was used, it will show on the corpse. If you got to give yourself away like that, why bother to cover up at all?

Question of time, Patton said. Fellow has his arrangements to make.

Bill Chess snarled at them and reached down for the whiskey. Looking at their solemn mountain faces I couldnt tell what they were really thinking.

Patton said absently: Something was said about a note.

Bill Chess rummaged in his wallet and drew the folded piece of ruled paper loose. Patton took it and read it slowly.

Dont seem to have any date, he observed.

Bill Chess shook his head somberly. No. She left a month ago, June 12th.

Left you once before, didnt she?

Yeah. Bill Chess stared at him fixedly. I got drunk and stayed with a chippy. Just before the first snow last December. She was gone a week and came back all prettied up. Said she just had to get away for a while and had been staying with a girl she used to work with in L.A.

What was the name of this party? Patton asked.

Never told me and I never asked her. What Muriel did was all silk with me.

Sure. Note left that time, Bill? Patton asked smoothly.

No.

This note here looks middling old, Patton said, holding it up.

I carried it a month, Bill Chess growled. Who told you she left me before?

I forget, Patton said. You know how it is in a place like this. Not much folks dont notice. Except maybe in summer time where theres a lot of strangers about.

Nobody said anything for a while and then Patton said absently: June 12th you say she left? Or you thought she left? Did you say the folks across the lake were up here then?

Bill Chess looked at me and his face darkened again. Ask this snoopy guy — if he didnt already spill his guts to you.

Patton didnt look at me at all. He looked at the line of mountains far beyond the lake. He said gently: Mr. Marlowe here didnt tell me anything at all, Bill, except how the body come up out of the water and who it was. And that Muriel went away, as you thought, and left a note you showed him. I dont guess theres anything wrong in that, is there?

There was another silence and Bill Chess stared down at the blanket-covered corpse a few feet away from him. He clenched his hands and a thick tear ran down his cheek.

Mrs. Kingsley was here, he said. She went down the hill that same day. Nobody was in the other cabins. Perrys and Farquars aint been up at all this year.

Patton nodded and was silent. A kind of charged emptiness hung in the air, as if something that had not been said was plain to all of them and didnt need saying.

Then Bill Chess said wildly: Take me in, you sons of bitches! Sure I did it! I drowned her. She was my girl and I loved her. Im a heel, always was a heel, always will be a heel, but just the same I loved her. Maybe you guys wouldnt understand that. Just dont bother to try. Take me in, damn you!

Nobody said anything at all.

Bill Chess looked down at his hard brown fist. He swung it up viciously and hit himself in the face with all his strength.

You rotten son of a bitch, he breathed in a harsh whisper.

His nose began to bleed slowly. He stood and the blood ran down his lip, down the side of his mouth, to the point of his chin. A drop fell sluggishly to his shirt.

Patton said quietly: Got to take you down the hill for questioning, Bill. You know that. We aint accusing you of anything, but the folks down there have got to talk to you.

Bill Chess said heavily: Can I change my clothes?

Sure. You go with him, Andy. And see what you can find to kind of wrap up what we got here.

They went off along the path at the edge of the lake. The doctor cleared his throat and looked out over the water and sighed.

Youll want to send the corpse down in my ambulance, Jim, wont you?

Patton shook his head. Nope. This is a poor county, Doc. I figure the lady can ride cheaper than what you get for that ambulance.

The doctor walked away from him angrily, saying over his shoulder: Let me know if you want me to pay for the funeral.

That aint no way to talk, Patton sighed.
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THE INDIAN HEAD Hotel was a brown building on a corner across from the new dance hall. I parked in front of it and used its rest room to wash my face and hands and comb the pine needles out of my hair, before I went into the dining-drinking parlor that adjoined the lobby. The whole place was full to overflowing with males in leisure jackets and liquor breaths and females in highpitched laughs, oxblood fingernails and dirty knuckles. The manager of the joint, a low budget tough guy in shirt sleeves and a mangled cigar, was prowling the room with watchful eyes. At the cash desk a pale-haired man was fighting to get the war news on a small radio that was as full of static as the mashed potatoes were full of water. In the deep back corner of the room, a hillbilly orchestra of five pieces, dressed in ill-fitting white jackets and purple shirts, was trying to make itself heard above the brawl at the bar and smiling glassily into the fog of cigarette smoke and the blur of alcoholic voices. At Puma Point, summer, that lovely season, was in full swing.

I gobbled what they called the regular dinner, drank a brandy to sit on its chest and hold it down, and went out on to the main street. It was still broad daylight but some of the neon signs had been turned on, and the evening reeled with the cheerful din of auto horns, children screaming, bowls rattling, skeeballs clunking, .22s snapping merrily in shooting galleries, juke boxes playing like crazy, and behind all this out on the lake the hard barking roar of the speedboats going nowhere at all and acting as though they were racing with death.

In my Chrysler a thin, serious-looking, brown-haired girl in dark slacks was sitting smoking a cigarette and talking to a dude ranch cowboy who sat on my running board. I walked around the car and got into it. The cowboy strolled away hitching his jeans up. The girl didnt move.

Im Birdie Keppel, she said cheerfully, Im the beautician here daytimes and evenings I work on the Puma Point Banner. Excuse me sitting in your car.

Thats all right, I said. You want to just sit or you want me to drive you somewhere?

You can drive down the road a piece where its quieter, Mr. Marlowe. If youre obliging enough to talk to me.

Pretty good grapevine youve got up here, I said and started the car.

I drove down past the post office to a corner where a blue and white arrow marked Telephone pointed down a narrow road towards the lake. I turned down that, drove past the telephone office, which was a log cabin with a tiny railed lawn in front of it, passed another small cabin and pulled up in front of a huge oak tree that flung its branches all the way across the road and a good fifty feet beyond it.

This do, Miss Keppel?

Mrs. But just call me Birdie. Everybody does. This is fine. Pleased to meet you, Mr. Marlowe. I see you come from Hollywood, that sinful city.

She put a firm brown hand out and I shook it. Clamping bobbie pins into fat blondes had given her a grip like a pair of icemans tongs.

I was talking to Doc Hollis, she said, about poor Muriel Chess. I thought you could give me some details. I understand you found the body.

Bill Chess found it really. I was just with him. You talk to Jim Patton?

Not yet. He went down the hill. Anyway I dont think Jim would tell me much.

Hes up for re-election, I said. And youre a newspaper woman.

Jims no politician, Mr. Marlowe, and I could hardly call myself a newspaper woman. This little paper we get out up here is a pretty amateurish proposition.

Well, what do you want to know? I offered her a cigarette and lit it for her.

You might just tell me the story.

I came up here with a letter from Derace Kingsley to look at his property. Bill Chess showed me around, got talking to me, told me his wife had moved out on him and showed me the note she left. I had a bottle along and he punished it. He was feeling pretty blue. The liquor loosened him up, but he was lonely and aching to talk anyway. Thats how it happened. I didnt know him. Coming back around the end of the lake we went out on the pier and Bill spotted an arm waving out from under the planking down in the water. It turned out to belong to what was left of Muriel Chess. I guess thats all.

I understand from Doc Hollis she had been in the water a long time. Pretty badly decomposed and all that.

Yes. Probably the whole month he thought she had been gone. Theres no reason to think otherwise. The notes a suicide note.

Any doubt about that, Mr. Marlowe?

I looked at her sideways. Thoughtful dark eyes looked out at me under fluffed out brown hair. The dusk had begun to fall now, very slowly. It was no more than a slight change in the quality of the light.

I guess the police always have doubts in these cases, I said.

How about you?

My opinion doesnt go for anything.

But for what its worth?

I only met Bill Chess this afternoon, I said. He struck me as a quick-tempered lad and from his own account hes no saint. But he seems to have been in love with his wife. And I cant see him hanging around here for a month knowing she was rotting down in the water under that pier. Coming out of his cabin in the sunlight and looking along that soft blue water and seeing in his mind what was under it and what was happening to it. And knowing he put it there.

No more can I, Birdie Keppel said softly. No more could anybody. And yet we know in our minds that such things have happened and will happen again. Are you in the real estate business, Mr. Marlowe?

No.

What line of business are you in, if I may ask?

Id rather not say.

Thats almost as good as saying, she said. Besides Doc Hollis heard you tell Jim Patton your full name. And we have an L.A. city directory in our office. I havent mentioned it to anyone.

Thats nice of you, I said.

And whats more, I wont, she said. If you dont want me to.

What does it cost me?

Nothing, she said. Nothing at all. I dont claim to be a very good newspaper man. And we wouldnt print anything that would embarrass Jim Patton. Jims the salt of the earth. But it does open up, doesnt it?

Dont draw any wrong conclusions, I said. I had no interest in Bill Chess whatever.

No interest in Muriel Chess?

Why would I have any interest in Muriel Chess?

She snuffed her cigarette out carefully into the ash tray under the dashboard. Have it your own way, she said. But heres a little item you might like to think about, if you dont know it already. There was a Los Angeles copper named De Soto up here about six weeks back, a big roughneck with damn poor manners. We didnt like him and we didnt open up to him much. I mean the three of us in the Banner office didnt. He had a photograph with him and he was looking for a woman called Mildred Haviland, he said. On police business. It was an ordinary photograph, an enlarged snapshot, not a police photo. He said he had information the woman was staying up here. The photo looked a good deal like Muriel Chess. The hair seemed to be reddish and in a very different style than she has worn it here, and the eyebrows were all plucked to narrow arches, and that changes a woman a good deal. But it did look a good deal like Bill Chesss wife.

I drummed on the door of the car and after a moment I said, What did you tell him?

We didnt tell him anything. First off, we couldnt be sure. Second, we didnt like his manner. Third, even if we had been sure and I had liked his manner, we likely would not have sicked him on to her. Why would we? Everybodys done something to be sorry for. Take me. I was married once — to a professor of classical languages at Redlands University. She laughed lightly.

You might have got yourself a story, I said.

Sure. But up here were just people.

Did this man De Soto see Jim Patton?

Sure, he must have. Jim didnt mention it.

Did he show you his badge?

She thought and then shook her head. I dont recall that he did. We just took him for granted, from what he said. He certainly acted like a tough city cop.

To me thats a little against his being one. Did anybody tell Muriel about this guy?

She hesitated, looking quietly out through the windshield for a long moment before she turned her head and nodded.

I did. Wasnt any of my damn business, was it?

What did she say?

She didnt say anything. She gave a funny little embarrassed laugh, as if I had been making a bad joke. Then she walked away. But I did get the impression that there was a queer look in her eyes, just for an instant. You still not interested in Muriel Chess, Mr. Marlowe?

Why should I be? I never heard of her until I came up here this afternoon. Honest. And I never heard of anybody named Mildred Haviland either. Drive you back to town?

Oh no, thanks. Ill walk. Its only a few steps. Much obliged to you. I kind of hope Bill doesnt get into a jam. Especially a nasty jam like this.

She got out of the car and hung on one foot, then tossed her head and laughed. They say Im a pretty good beauty operator, she said. I hope I am. As an interviewer Im terrible. Goodnight.

I said goodnight and she walked off into the evening. I sat there watching her until she reached the main street and turned out of sight. Then I got out of the Chrysler and went over towards the telephone companys little rustic building.
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A TAME DOE deer with a leather dog collar on wandered across the road in front of me. I patted her rough hairy neck and went into the telephone office. A small girl in slacks sat at a small desk working on the books. She got me the rate to Beverly Hills and the change for the coin box. The booth was outside, against the front wall of the building.

I hope you like it up here, she said. Its very quiet, very restful.

I shut myself into the booth. For ninety cents I could talk to Derace Kingsley for five minutes. He was at home and the call came through quickly but the connection was full of mountain static.

Find anything up there? he asked me in a three highball voice. He sounded tough and confident again.

Ive found too much, I said. And not at all what we want. Are you alone?

What does that matter?

It doesnt matter to me. But I know what Im going to say. You dont.

Well, get on with it, whatever it is, he said.

I had a long talk with Bill Chess. He was lonely. His wife had left him — a month ago. They had a fight and he went out and got drunk and when he came back she was gone. She left a note saying she would rather be dead than live with him any more.

I guess Bill drinks too much, Kingsleys voice said from very far off.

When he got back, both the women had gone. He has no idea where Mrs. Kingsley went. Lavery was up here in May, but not since. Lavery admitted that much himself. Lavery could, of course, have come up again while Bill was out getting drunk, but there wouldnt be a lot of point to that and there would be two cars to drive down the hill. And I thought that possibly Mrs. K. and Muriel Chess might have gone away together, only Muriel also had a car of her own. But that idea, little as it was worth, has been thrown out by another development. Muriel Chess didnt go away at all. She went down into your private lake. She came back up today. I was there.

Good God! Kingsley sounded properly horrified. You mean she drowned herself?

Perhaps. The note she left could be a suicide note. It would read as well that way as the other. The body was stuck down under that old submerged landing below the pier. Bill was the one who spotted an arm moving down there while we were standing on the pier looking down into the water. He got her out. Theyve arrested him. The poor guys pretty badly broken up.

Good God! Kingsley said again. I should think he would be. Does it look as if he— He paused as the operator came in on the line and demanded another forty-five cents. I put in two quarters and the line cleared.

Look as if he what?

Suddenly very clear, Kingsleys voice said: Look as if he murdered her?

I said: Very much. Jim Patton, the constable up here, doesnt like the note not being dated. It seems she left him once before over some woman. Patton sort of suspects Bill might have saved up an old note. Anyhow theyve taken Bill down to San Bernardino for questioning and theyve taken the body down to be post-mortemed.

And what do you think? he asked slowly.

Well, Bill found the body himself. He didnt have to take me around by that pier. She might have stayed down in the water very much longer, or forever. The note could be old because Bill had carried it in his wallet and handled it from time to time, brooding over it. It could just as easily be undated this time as another time. Id say notes like that are undated more often than not. The people who write them are apt to be in a hurry and not concerned with dates.

The body must be pretty far gone. What can they find out now?

I dont know how well equipped they are. They can find out if she died by drowning, I guess. And whether there are any marks of violence that wouldnt be erased by water and decomposition. They could tell if she had been shot or stabbed. If the hyoid bone in the throat was broken, they could assume she was throttled. The main thing for us is that Ill have to tell why I came up here. Ill have to testify at an inquest.

Thats bad, Kingsley growled. Very bad. What do you plan to do now?

On my way home Ill stop at the Prescott Hotel and see if I can pick up anything there. Were your wife and Muriel Chess friendly?

I guess so. Crystals easy enough to get along with most of the time. I hardly knew Muriel Chess.

Did you ever know anybody named Mildred Haviland?

What?

I repeated the name.

No, he said. Is there any reason why I should?

Every question I ask you ask another right back, I said. No, there isnt any reason why you should know Mildred Haviland. Especially if you hardly knew Muriel Chess. Ill call you in the morning.

Do that, he said, and hesitated. Im sorry you had to walk into such a mess, he added, and then hesitated again and said goodnight and hung up.

The bell rang again immediately and the long distance operator told me sharply I had put in five cents too much money. I said the sort of thing I would be likely to put into an opening like that. She didnt like it.

I stepped out of the booth and gathered some air into my lungs. The tame doe with the leather collar was standing in the gap in the fence at the end of the walk. I tried to push her out of the way, but she just leaned against me and wouldnt push. So I stepped over the fence and went back to the Chrysler and drove back to the village.

There was a hanging light in Pattons headquarters but the shack was empty and his Back in Twenty Minutes sign was still against the inside of the glass part of the door. I kept on going down to the boat landing and beyond to the edge of a deserted swimming beach. A few put-puts and speedboats were still fooling around on the silky water. Across the lake tiny yellow lights began to show in toy cabins perched on miniature slopes. A single bright star glowed low in the northeast above the ridge of the mountains. A robin sat on the spike top of a hundred foot pine and waited for it to be dark enough for him to sing his goodnight song.

In a little while it was dark enough and he sang and went away into the invisible depths of sky. I snapped my cigarette into the motionless water a few feet away and climbed back into the car and started back in the direction of Little Fawn Lake.
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THE GATE ACROSS the private road was padlocked. I put the Chrysler between two pine trees and climbed the gate and pussy-footed along the side of the road until the glimmer of the little lake bloomed suddenly at my feet. Bill Chesss cabin was dark. The three cabins on the other side were abrupt shadows against the pale granite outcrop. Water gleamed white where it trickled across the top of the dam, and fell almost soundlessly along the sloping outer face to the brook below. I listened, and heard no other sound at all.

The front door of the Chess cabin was locked. I padded along to the back and found a brute of a padlock hanging at that. I went along the walls feeling window screens. They were all fastened. One window higher up was screenless, a small double cottage window half way down the north wall. This was locked too. I stood still and did some more listening. There was no breeze and the trees were as quiet as their shadows.

I tried a knife blade between the two halves of the small window. No soap. The catch refused to budge. I leaned against the wall and thought and then suddenly I picked up a large stone and smacked it against the place where the two frames met in the middle. The catch pulled out of dry wood with a tearing noise. The window swung back into darkness. I heaved up on the sill and wangled a cramped leg over and edged through the opening. I rolled and let myself down into the room. I turned, grunting a little from the exertion at that altitude, and listened again.

A blazing flash beam hit me square in the eyes.

A very calm voice said: Id rest right there, son. You must be all tuckered out.

The flash pinned me against the wall like a squashed fly. Then a light switch clicked and a table lamp glowed. The flash went out. Jim Patton was sitting in an old brown Morris chair beside the table. A fringed brown scarf hung over the end of the table and touched his thick knee. He wore the same clothes he had worn that afternoon, with the addition of a leather jerkin which must have been new once, say about the time of Grover Clevelands first term. His hands were empty except for the flash. His eyes were empty. His jaws moved in gentle rhythm.

Whats on your mind, son — besides breaking and entering?

I poked a chair out and straddled it and leaned my arms on the back and looked around the cabin.

I had an idea, I said. It looked pretty good for a while, but I guess I can learn to forget it.

The cabin was larger than it had seemed from outside. The part I was in was the living room. It contained a few articles of modest furniture, a rag rug on the pineboard floor, a round table against the end wall and two chairs set against it. Through an open door the corner of a big black cookstove showed.

Patton nodded and his eyes studied me without rancor. I heard a car coming, he said. I knew it had to be coming here. You walk right nice though. I didnt hear you walk worth a darn. Ive been a mite curious about you, son.

I said nothing.

I hope you dont mind me callin you son, he said. I hadnt ought to be so familiar, but I got myself into the habit and I cant seem to shake it. Anybody that dont have a long white beard and arthritis is son to me.

I said he could call me anything that came to mind. I wasnt sensitive.

He grinned. Theres a mess of detectives in the L.A. phone book, he said. But only one of them is called Marlowe.

What made you look?

I guess you might call it lowdown curiosity. Added to which Bill Chess told me you was some sort of dick. You didnt bother to tell me yourself.

Id have got around to it, I said. Im sorry it bothered you.

It didnt bother me none. I dont bother at all easy. You got any identification with you?

I got my wallet out and showed him this and that.

Well, you got a good build on you for the work, he said satisfied. And your face dont tell a lot of stories. I guess you was aiming to search the cabin.

Yeah.

I already pawed around considerable myself. Just got back and come straight here. That is, I stopped by my shack a minute and then come. I dont figure I could let you search the place, though. He scratched his ear. That is, darn if I know whether I could or not. You telling who hired you?

Derace Kingsley. To trace his wife. She skipped out on him a month ago. She started from here. So I started from here. Shes supposed to have gone away with a man. The man denies it. I thought maybe something up here might give me a lead.

And did anything?

No. Shes traced pretty definitely as far as San Bernardino and then El Paso. There the trail ends. But Ive only just started.

Patton stood up and unlocked the cabin door. The spicy smell of the pines surged in. He spat outdoors and sat down again and rumpled the mousy brown hair under his Stetson. His head with the hat off had the indecent look of heads that are seldom without hats.

You didnt have no interest in Bill Chess at all?

None whatever.

I guess you fellows do a lot of divorce business, he said. Kind of smelly work, to my notion.

I let that ride.

Kingsley wouldnt have asked help from the police to find his wife, would he?

Hardly, I said. He knows her too well.

None of what youve been saying dont hardly explain your wanting to search Bills cabin, he said judiciously.

Im just a great guy to poke around.

Hell, he said, you can do better than that.

Say I am interested in Bill Chess then. But only because hes in trouble and rather a pathetic case — in spite of being a good deal of a heel. If he murdered his wife, theres something here to point that way. If he didnt, theres something to point that way too.

He held his head sideways, like a watchful bird. As for instance what kind of thing?

Clothes, personal jewelry, toilet articles, whatever a woman takes with her when she goes away, not intending to come back.

He leaned back slowly. But she didnt go away, son.

Then the stuff should be still here. But if it was still here, Bill would have noticed she hadnt taken it. He would know she hadnt gone away.

By gum, I dont like it either way, he said.

But if he murdered her, I said, then he would have to get rid of the things she ought to have taken with her, if she had gone away.

And how do you figure he would do that, son? The yellow lamplight made bronze of one side of his face.

I understand she had a Ford car of her own. Except for that Id expect him to burn what he could burn and bury what he could not burn out in the woods. Sinking it in the lake might be dangerous. But he couldnt burn or bury her car. Could he drive it?

Patton looked surprised. Sure. He cant bend his right leg at the knee, so he couldnt use the footbrake very handy. But he could get by with the handbrake. All thats different on Bills own Ford is the brake pedal is set over on the left side of the post, close to the clutch, so he can shove them both down with one foot.

I shook ash from my cigarette into a small blue jar that had once contained a pound of orange honey, according to the small gilt label on it.

Getting rid of the car would be his big problem, I said. Wherever he took it he would have to get back, and he would rather not be seen coming back. And if he simply abandoned it on a street, say, down in San Bernardino, it would be found and identified very quickly. He wouldnt want that either. The best stunt would be to unload it on a hot car dealer, but he probably doesnt know one. So the chances are he hid it in the woods within walking distance of here. And walking distance for him would not be very far.

For a fellow that claims not to be interested, youre doing some pretty close figuring on all this, Patton said dryly. So now youve got the car hid out in the woods. What then?

He has to consider the possibility of its being found. The woods are lonely, but rangers and woodcutters get around in them from time to time. If the car is found, it would be better for Muriels stuff to be found in it. That would give him a couple of outs — neither one very brilliant but both at least possible. One, that she was murdered by some unknown party who fixed things to implicate Bill when and if the murder was discovered. Two, that Muriel did actually commit suicide, but fixed things so that he would be blamed. A revenge suicide.

Patton thought all this over with calm and care. He went to the door to unload again. He sat down and rumpled his hair again. He looked at me with solid scepticism.

The first ones possible like you say, he admitted. But only just, and I dont have anybody in mind for the job. Theres that little matter of the note to be got over.

I shook my head. Say Bill already had the note from another time. Say she went away, as he thought, without leaving a note. After a month had gone by without any word from her he might be just worried and uncertain enough to show the note, feeling it might be some protection to him in case anything had happened to her. He didnt say any of this, but he could have had it in his mind.

Patton shook his head. He didnt like it. Neither did I. He said slowly: As to your other notion, its just plain crazy. Killing yourself and fixing things so as somebody else would get accused of murdering you dont fit in with my simple ideas of human nature at all.

Then your ideas of human nature are too simple, I said. Because it has been done, and when it has been done, it has nearly always been done by a woman.

Nope, he said, Im a man fifty-seven years old and Ive seen a lot of crazy people, but I dont go for that worth a peanut shell. What I like is that she did plan to go away and did write the note, but he caught her before she got clear and saw red and finished her off. Then he would have to do all them things we been talking about.

I never met her, I said. So I wouldnt have any idea what she would be likely to do. Bill said he met her in a place in Riverside something over a year ago. She may have had a long and complicated history before that. What kind of girl was she?

A mighty cute little blonde when she fixed herself up. She kind of let herself go with Bill. A quiet girl, with a face that kept its secrets. Bill says she had a temper, but I never seen any of it. I seen plenty of nasty temper in him.

And did you think she looked like the photo of somebody called Mildred Haviland?

His jaws stopped munching and his mouth became almost primly tight. Very slowly he started chewing again.

By gum, he said, Ill be mighty careful to look under the bed before I crawl in tonight. To make sure you aint there. Where did you get that information?

A nice little girl called Birdie Keppel told me. She was interviewing me in the course of her spare time newspaper job. She happened to mention that an L.A. cop named De Soto was showing the photo around.

Patton smacked his thick knee and hunched his shoulders forward.

I done wrong there, he said soberly, I made one of my mistakes. This big bruiser showed his picture to darn near everybody in town before he showed it to me. That made me kind of sore. It looked some like Muriel, but not enough to be sure by any manner of means. I asked him what she was wanted for. He said it was police business. I said I was in that way of business myself, in an ignorant countrified kind of way. He said his instructions were to locate the lady and that was all he knew. Maybe he did wrong to take me up short like that. So I guess I done wrong to tell him I didnt know anybody that looked like his little picture.

The big calm man smiled vaguely at the corner of the ceiling, then brought his eyes down and looked at me steadily.

Ill thank you to respect this confidence, Mr. Marlowe. You done right nicely in your figuring too. You ever happen to go over to Coon Lake?

Never heard of it.

Back about a mile, he said, pointing over his shoulder with a thumb, theres a little narrow wood road turns over west. You can just drive it and miss the trees. It climbs about five hundred feet in another mile and comes out by Coon Lake. Pretty little place. Folks go up there to picnic once in a while, but not often. Its hard on tires. Theres two three small shallow lakes full of reeds. Theres snow up there even now in the shady places. Theres a bunch of old handhewn log cabins thats been falling down ever since I recall, and theres a big broken down frame building that Montclair University used to use for a summer camp maybe ten years back. They aint used it in a very long time. This building sits back from the lake in heavy timber. Round at the back of it theres a wash house with an old rusty boiler and along of that theres a big woodshed with a sliding door hung on rollers. It was built for a garage but they kept their wood in it and they locked it up out of season. Woods one of the few things people will steal up here, but folks who might steal it off a pile wouldnt break a lock to get it. I guess you know what I found in that woodshed.

I thought you went down to San Bernardino.

Changed my mind. Didnt seem right to let Bill ride down there with his wifes body in the back of the car. So I sent it down in Docs ambulance and I sent Andy down with Bill. I figured I kind of ought to look around a little more before I put things up to the sheriff and the coroner.

Muriels car was in the woodshed?

Yep. And two unlocked suitcases in the car. Packed with clothes and packed kind of hasty, I thought. Womens clothes. The point is, son, no stranger would have known about that place.

I agreed with him. He put his hand into the slanting side pocket of his jerkin and brought out a small twist of tissue paper. He opened it up on his palm and held the hand out flat.

Take a look at this.

I went over and looked. What lay on the tissue was a thin gold chain with a tiny lock hardly larger than a link of the chain. The gold had been snipped through, leaving the lock intact. The chain seemed to be about seven inches long. There was white powder sticking to both chain and paper.

Where would you guess I found that? Patton asked.

I picked the chain up and tried to fit the cut ends together. They didnt fit. I made no comment on that, but moistened a finger and touched the powder and tasted it.

In a can or box of confectioners sugar, I said. The chain is an anklet. Some women never take them off, like wedding rings. Whoever took this one off didnt have the key.

What do you make of it?

Nothing much, I said. There wouldnt be any point in Bill cutting it off Muriels ankle and leaving that green necklace on her neck. There wouldnt be any point in Muriel cutting it off herself — assuming she had lost the key — and hiding it to be found. A search thorough enough to find it wouldnt be made unless her body was found first. If Bill cut it off, he would have thrown it into the lake. But if Muriel wanted to keep it and yet hide it from Bill, theres some sense in the place where it was hidden.

Patton looked puzzled this time. Why is that?

Because its a womans hiding place. Confectioners sugar is used to make cake icing. A man would never look there. Pretty clever of you to find it, sheriff.

He grinned a little sheepishly. Hell, I knocked the box over and some of the sugar spilled, he said. Without that I dont guess I ever would have found it. He rolled the paper up again and slipped it back into his pocket. He stood up with an air of finality.

You staying up here or going back to town, Mr. Marlowe?

Back to town. Until you want me for the inquest. I suppose you will.

Thats up to the coroner, of course. If youll kind of shut that window you bust in, Ill put this lamp out and lock up.

I did what he said and he snapped his flash on and put out the lamp. We went out and he felt the cabin door to make sure the lock had caught. He closed the screen softly and stood looking across the moonlit lake.

I dont figure Bill meant to kill her, he said sadly. He could choke a girl to death without meaning to at all. He has mighty strong hands. Once done he has to use what brains God gave him to cover up what he done. I feel real bad about it, but that dont alter the facts and the probabilities. Its simple and natural and the simple and natural things usually turn out to be right.

I said: I should think he would have run away. I dont see how he could stand it to stay here.

Patton spat into the black velvet shadow of a manzanita bush. He said slowly: He had a government pension and he would have to run away from that too. And most men can stand what theyve got to stand, when it steps up and looks them straight in the eye. Like theyre doing all over the world right now. Well, goodnight to you. Im going to walk down to that little pier again and stand there awhile in the moonlight and feel bad. A night like this, and we got to think about murders.

He moved quietly off into the shadows and became one of them himself. I stood there until he was out of sight and then went back to the locked gate and climbed over it. I got into the car and drove back down the road looking for a place to hide.
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THREE HUNDRED YARDS from the gate a narrow track, sifted over with brown oak leaves from last fall, curved around a granite boulder and disappeared. I followed it around and bumped along the stones of the outcrop for fifty or sixty feet, then swung the car around a tree and set it pointing back the way it had come. I cut the lights and switched off the motor and sat there waiting.

Half an hour passed. Without tobacco it seemed a long time. Then far off I heard a car motor start up and grow louder and the white beam of headlights passed below me on the road. The sound faded into the distance and a faint dry tang of dust hung in the air for a while after it was gone.

I got out of my car and walked back to the gate and to the Chess cabin. A hard push opened the sprung window this time. I climbed in again and let myself down to the floor and poked the flash I had brought across the room to the table lamp. I switched the lamp on and listened a moment, heard nothing, and went out to the kitchen. I switched on a hanging bulb over the sink.

The woodbox beside the stove was neatly piled with split wood. There were no dirty dishes in the sink, no foul-smelling pots on the stove. Bill Chess, lonely or not, kept his house in good order. A door opened from the kitchen into the bedroom, and from that a very narrow door led into a tiny bathroom which had evidently been built on to the cabin fairly recently. The clean celotex lining showed that. The bathroom told me nothing.

The bedroom contained a double bed, a pinewood dresser with a round mirror on the wall above it, a bureau, two straight chairs, and a tin waste basket. There were two oval rag rugs on the floor, one on each side of the bed. On the walls Bill Chess had tacked up a set of war maps from the National Geographic. There was a silly-looking red and white flounce on the dressing table.

I poked around in the drawers. An imitation leather trinket box with an assortment of gaudy costume jewelry had not been taken away. There was the usual stuff women use on their faces and fingernails and eyebrows, and it seemed to me that there was too much of it. But that was just guessing. The bureau contained both mans and womans clothes, not a great deal of either. Bill Chess had a very noisy check shirt with starched matching collar, among other things. Underneath a sheet of blue tissue paper in one corner I found something I didnt like. A seemingly brand new peach-colored silk slip trimmed with lace. Silk slips were not being left behind that year, not by any woman in her senses.

This looked bad for Bill Chess. I wondered what Patton had thought of it.

I went back to the kitchen and prowled the open shelves above and beside the sink. They were thick with cans and jars of household staples. The confectioners sugar was in a square brown box with a torn corner. Patton had made an attempt to clean up what was spilled. Near the sugar were salt, borax, baking soda, cornstarch, brown sugar and so on. Something might be hidden in any of them.

Something that had been clipped from a chain anklet whose cut ends did not fit together.

I shut my eyes and poked a finger out at random and it came to rest on the baking soda. I got a newspaper from the back of the woodbox and spread it out and dumped the soda out of the box. I stirred it around with a spoon. There seemed to be an indecent lot of baking soda, but that was all there was. I funnelled it back into the box and tried the borax. Nothing but borax. Third time lucky. I tried the cornstarch. It made too much fine dust, and there was nothing but cornstarch.

The sound of distant steps froze me to the ankles. I reached up and yanked the light out and dodged back into the living room and reached for the lamp switch. Much too late to be of any use, of course. The steps sounded again, soft and cautious. The hackles rose on my neck.

I waited in the dark, with the flash in my left hand. A deadly long two minutes crept by. I spent some of the time breathing, but not all.

It wouldnt be Patton. He would walk up to the door and open it and tell me off. The careful quiet steps seemed to move this way and that, a movement, a long pause, another movement, another long pause. I sneaked across to the door and twisted the knob silently. I yanked the door wide and stabbed out with the flash.

It made golden lamps of a pair of eyes. There was a leaping movement and a quick thudding of hoofs back among the trees. It was only an inquisitive deer.

I closed the door again and followed my flashlight beam back into the kitchen. The small round glow rested squarely on the box of confectioners sugar.

I put the light on again, lifted the box down and emptied it on the newspaper.

Patton hadnt gone deep enough. Having found one thing by accident he had assumed that was all there was. He hadnt seemed to notice that there ought to be something else.

Another twist of white tissue showed in the fine white powdered sugar. I shook it clean and unwound it. It contained a tiny gold heart, no larger than a womans little fingernail.

I spooned the sugar back into the box and put the box back on the shelf and crumpled the piece of newspaper into the stove. I went back to the living room and turned the table lamp on. Under the brighter light the tiny engraving on the back of the little gold heart could just be read without a magnifying glass.

It was in script. It read: Al to Mildred. June 28th 1938. With all my love.

Al to Mildred. Al somebody to Mildred Haviland. Mildred Haviland was Muriel Chess. Muriel Chess was dead — two weeks after a cop named De Soto had been looking for her.

I stood there, holding it, wondering what it had to do with me. Wondering, and not having the faintest glimmer of an idea.

I wrapped it up again and left the cabin and drove back to the village.

Patton was in his office telephoning when I got around there. The door was locked. I had to wait while he talked. After a while he hung up and came to unlock the door.

I walked in past him and put the twist of tissue paper on his counter and opened it up.

You didnt go deep enough into the powdered sugar, I said.

He looked at the little gold heart, looked at me, went around behind the counter and got a cheap magnifying glass off his desk. He studied the back of the heart. He put the glass down and frowned at me.

Might have known if you wanted to search that cabin, you was going to do it, he said gruffly. I aint going to have trouble with you, am I, son?

You ought to have noticed that the cut ends of the chain didnt fit, I told him.

He looked at me sadly. Son, I dont have your eyes. He pushed the little heart around with his square blunt finger. He stared at me and said nothing.

I said: If you were thinking that anklet meant something Bill could have been jealous about, so was I — provided he ever saw it. But strictly on the cuff Im willing to bet he never did see it and that he never heard of Mildred Haviland.

Patton said slowly: Looks like maybe I owe this De Soto party an apology, dont it?

If you ever see him, I said.

He gave me another long empty stare and I gave it right back to him. Dont tell me, son, he said. Let me guess all for myself that you got a brand new idea about it.

Yeah. Bill didnt murder his wife.

No?

No. She was murdered by somebody out of her past. Somebody who had lost track of her and then found it again and found her married to another man and didnt like it. Somebody who knew the country up here — as hundreds of people do who dont live here — and knew a good place to hide the car and the clothes. Somebody who hated and could dissimulate. Who persuaded her to go away with him and when everything was ready and the note was written, took her around the throat and gave her what he thought was coming to her and put her in the lake and went his way. Like it?

Well, he said judiciously, it does make things kind of complicated, dont you think? But there aint anything impossible about it. Not one bit impossible.

When you get tired of it, let me know. Ill have something else, I said.

Ill just be doggone sure you will, he said, and for the first time since I had met him he laughed.

I said goodnight again and went out, leaving him there moving his mind around with the ponderous energy of a homesteader digging up a stump.
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AT SOMEWHERE AROUND eleven I got down to the bottom of the grade and parked in one of the diagonal slots at the side of the Prescott Hotel in San Bernardino. I pulled an overnight bag out of the boot and had taken three steps with it when a bellhop in braided pants and a white shirt and black bow tie yanked it out of my hand.

The clerk on duty was an eggheaded man with no interest in me or in anything else. He wore parts of a white linen suit and he yawned as he handed me the desk pen and looked off into the distance as if remembering his childhood.

The hop and I rode a four by four elevator to the second floor and walked a couple of blocks around corners. As we walked it got hotter and hotter. The hop unlocked a door into a boys size room with one window on an airshaft. The air-conditioner inlet up in the corner of the ceiling was about the size of a womans handkerchief. The bit of ribbon tied to it fluttered weakly, just to show that something was moving.

The hop was tall and thin and yellow and not young and as cool as a slice of chicken in aspic. He moved his gum around in his face, put my bag on a chair, looked up at the grating and then stood looking at me. He had eyes the color of a drink of water.

Maybe I ought to have asked for one of the dollar rooms, I said. This one seems a mite close-fitting.

I reckon youre lucky to get one at all. This towns fair bulgin at the seams.

Bring us up some ginger ale and glasses and ice, I said.

Us?

That is, if you happen to be a drinking man.

I reckon I might take a chance this late.

He went out. I took off my coat, tie, shirt and undershirt and walked around in the warm draft from the open door. The draft smelled of hot iron. I went into the bathroom sideways — it was that kind of bathroom — and doused myself with tepid cold water. I was breathing a little more freely when the tall languid hop returned with a tray. He shut the door and I brought out a bottle of rye. He mixed a couple of drinks and we made the usual insincere smiles over them and drank. The perspiration started from the back of my neck down my spine and was halfway to my socks before I put the glass down. But I felt better all the same. I sat on the bed and looked at the hop.

How long can you stay?

Doin what?

Remembering.

I aint a damn bit of use at it, he said.

I have money to spend, I said, in my own peculiar way. I got my wallet unstuck from the lower part of my back and spread tired-looking dollar bills along the bed.

I beg yore pardon, the hop said. I reckon you might be a dick.

Dont be silly, I said. You never saw a dick playing solitaire with his own money. You might call me an investigator.

Im interested, he said. The likker makes my mind work.

I gave him a dollar bill. Try that on your mind. And can I call you Big Tex from Houston?

Amarillo, he said. Not that it matters. And how do you like my Texas drawl? It makes me sick, but I find people go for it.

Stay with it, I said. It never lost anybody a dollar yet.

He grinned and tucked the folded dollar neatly into the watch pocket of his pants.

What were you doing on Friday, June 12th? I asked him. Late afternoon or evening. It was a Friday.

He sipped his drink and thought, shaking the ice around gently and drinking past his gum. I was right here, six to twelve shift, he said.

A woman, slim, pretty blonde, checked in here and stayed until time for the night train to El Paso. I think she must have taken that because she was in El Paso Sunday morning. She came here driving a Packard Clipper registered to Crystal Grace Kingsley, 965 Carson Drive, Beverly Hills. She may have registered as that, or under some other name, and she may not have registered at all. Her car is still in the hotel garage. Id like to talk to the boys that checked her in and out. That wins another dollar — just thinking about it.

I separated another dollar from my exhibit and it went into his pocket with a sound like caterpillars fighting.

Can do, he said calmly.

He put his glass down and left the room, closing the door. I finished my drink and made another. I went into the bathroom and used some more warm water on my torso. While I was doing this the telephone on the wall tinkled and I wedged myself into the minute space between the bathroom door and the bed to answer it.

The Texas voice said: That was Sonny. He was inducted last week. Another boy we call Les checked her out. Hes here.

Okay. Shoot him up, will you?

I was playing with my second drink and thinking about the third when a knock came and I opened the door to a small, green-eyed rat with a tight, girlish mouth.

He came in almost dancing and stood looking at me with a faint sneer.

Drink?

Sure, he said coldly. He poured himself a large one and added a whisper of ginger ale, put the mixture down in one long swallow, tucked a cigarette between his smooth little lips and snapped a match alight while it was coming up from his pocket. He blew smoke and went on staring at me. The corner of his eye caught the money on the bed, without looking directly at it. Over the pocket of his shirt, instead of a number, the word Captain was stitched.

You Les? I asked him.

No. He paused. We dont like dicks here, he added. We dont have one of our own and we dont care to bother with dicks that are working for other people.

Thanks, I said. That will be all.

Huh? The small mouth twisted unpleasantly.

Beat it, I said.

I thought you wanted to see me, he sneered.

Youre the bell captain?

Check.

I wanted to buy you a drink. I wanted to give you a buck. Here. I held it out to him. Thanks for coming up.

He took the dollar and pocketed it, without a word of thanks. He hung there, smoke trailing from his nose, his eyes tight and mean.

What I say here goes, he said.

It goes as far as you can push it, I said. And that couldnt be very far. You had your drink and you had your graft. Now you can scram out.

He turned with a swift tight shrug and slipped out of the room noiselessly.

Four minutes passed, then another knock, very light. The tall boy came in grinning. I walked away from him and sat on the bed again.

You didnt take to Les, I reckon?

Not a great deal. Is he satisfied?

I reckon so. You know what captains are. They have to have their cut. Maybe you better call me Les, Mr. Marlowe.

So you checked her out.

No, that was all a stall. She never checked in at the desk. But I remember the Packard. She gave me a dollar to put it away for her and to look after her stuff until train time. She ate dinner here. A dollar gets you remembered in this town. And theres been talk about the car bein left so long.

What was she like to look at?

She wore a black and white outfit, mostly white, and a panama hat with a black and white band. She was a neat blonde lady like you said. Later on she took a hack to the station. I put her bags into it for her. They had initials on them but Im sorry I cant remember the initials.

Im glad you cant, I said. It would be too good. Have a drink. How old would she be?

He rinsed the other glass and mixed a civilized drink for himself.

Its mighty hard to tell a womans age these days, he said. I reckon she was about thirty, or a little more or a little less.

I dug in my coat for the snapshot of Crystal and Lavery on the beach and handed it to him.

He looked at it steadily and held it away from his eyes, then close.

You wont have to swear to it in court, I said.

He nodded. I wouldnt want to. These small blondes are so much of a pattern that a change of clothes or light or makeup makes them all alike or all different. He hesitated, staring at the snapshot.

Whats worrying you? I asked.

Im thinking about the gent in this snap. He enter into it at all?

Go on with that, I said.

I think this fellow spoke to her in the lobby, and had dinner with her. A tall good-lookin jasper, built like a fast light-heavy. He went in the hack with her too.

Quite sure about that?

He looked at the money on the bed.

Okay, how much does it cost? I asked wearily.

He stiffened, laid the snapshot down and drew the two folded bills from his pocket and tossed them on the bed.

I thank you for the drink, he said, and to hell with you. He started for the door.

Oh sit down and dont be so touchy, I growled.

He sat down and looked at me stiff-eyed.

And dont be so damn southern, I said. Ive been knee deep in hotel hops for a lot of years. If Ive met one who wouldnt pull a gag, thats fine. But you cant expect me to expect to meet one that wouldnt pull a gag.

He grinned slowly and nodded quickly. He picked the snapshot up again and looked at me over it.

This gent takes a solid photo, he said. Much more so than the lady. But there was another little item that made me remember him. I got the impression the lady didnt quite like him walking up to her so openly in the lobby.

I thought that over and decided it didnt mean anything much. He might have been late or have missed some earlier appointment. I said:

Theres a reason for that. Did you notice what jewelry the lady was wearing? Rings, ear-pendants, anything that looked conspicuous or valuable?

He hadnt noticed, he said.

Was her hair long or short, straight or waved or curly, natural blonde or bleached?

He laughed. Hell, you cant tell that last point, Mr. Marlowe. Even when its natural they want it lighter. As to the rest, my recollection is it was rather long, like theyre wearing it now and turned in a little at the bottom and rather straight. But I could be wrong. He looked at the snapshot again. She has it bound back here. You cant tell a thing.

Thats right, I said. And the only reason I asked you was to make sure you didnt over-observe. The guy that sees too much detail is just as unreliable a witness as the guy that doesnt see any. Hes nearly always making half of it up. You check just about right, considering the circumstances. Thanks very much.

I gave him back his two dollars and a five to keep them company. He thanked me, finished his drink and left softly. I finished mine and washed off again and decided I would rather drive home than sleep in that hole. I put my shirt and coat on again and went downstairs with my bag.

The redheaded rat of a captain was the only hop in the lobby. I carried my bag over to the desk and he didnt move to take it off my hands. The eggheaded clerk separated me from two dollars without even looking at me.

Two bucks to spend the night in this manhole, I said, when for free I could have a nice airy ashcan.

The clerk yawned, got a delayed reaction, and said brightly: It gets quite cool here about three in the morning. From then on until eight, or even nine, its quite pleasant.

I wiped the back of my neck and staggered out to the car. Even the seat of the car was hot, at midnight.

I got home about two-forty-five and Hollywood was an icebox. Even Pasadena had felt cool.
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I DREAMED I was far down in the depths of icy green water with a corpse under my arm. The corpse had long blond hair that kept floating around in front of my face. An enormous fish with bulging eyes and a bloated body and scales shining with putrescence swam around leering like an elderly roué. Just as I was about to burst from lack of air, the corpse came alive under my arm and got away from me and then I was fighting with the fish and the corpse was rolling over and over in the water spinning its long hair.

I woke up with a mouth full of sheet and both hands hooked on the head-frame of the bed and pulling hard. The muscles ached when I let go and lowered them. I got up and walked the room and lit a cigarette feeling the carpet with bare toes. When I had finished the cigarette, I went back to bed.

It was nine oclock when I woke up again. The sun was on my face. The room was hot. I showered and shaved and partly dressed and made the morning toast and eggs and coffee in the dinette. While I was finishing up there was a knock at the apartment door.

I went to open it with my mouth full of toast. It was a lean, serious-looking man in a severe gray suit.

Floyd Greer, lieutenant, Central Detective Bureau, he said and walked into the room.

He put out a dry hand and I shook it. He sat down on the edge of a chair, the way they do, and turned his hat in his hands and looked at me with the quiet stare they have.

We got a call from San Bernardino about that business up at Puma Lake. Drowned woman. Seems you were on hand when the body was discovered.

I nodded and said, Have some coffee?

No thanks. I had breakfast two hours ago.

I got my coffee and sat down across the room from him.

They asked us to look you up, he said. Give them a line on you.

Sure.

So we did that. Seems like you have a clean bill of health so far as we are concerned. Kind of coincidence a man in your line would be around when the body was found.

Im like that, I said. Lucky.

So I just thought Id drop around and say howdy.

Thats fine. Glad to know you, lieutenant.

Kind of a coincidence, he said again, nodding. You up there on business, so to speak?

If I was, I said, my business had nothing to do with the girl who was drowned, so far as I know.

But you couldnt be sure?

Until youve finished with a case, you cant ever be quite sure what its ramifications are, can you?

Thats right. He circled his hat brim through his fingers again, like a bashful cowboy. There was nothing bashful about his eyes. Id like to feel sure that if these ramifications you speak of happened to take in this drowned womans affairs, you would put us wise.

I hope you can rely on that, I said.

He bulged his lower lip with his tongue. Wed like a little more than a hope. At the present time you dont care to say?

At the present time I dont know anything that Patton doesnt know.

Whos he?

The constable up at Puma Point.

The lean serious man smiled tolerantly. He cracked a knuckle and after a pause said: The San Berdoo D. A. will likely want to talk to you — before the inquest. But that wont be very soon. Right now theyre trying to get a set of prints. We lent them a technical man.

That will be tough. The bodys pretty far gone.

Its done all the time, he said. They worked out the system back in New York where theyre all the time pulling in floaters. They cut patches of skin off the fingers and harden them in a tanning solution and make stamps. It works well enough as a rule.

You think this woman had a record of some kind?

Why, we always take prints of a corpse, he said. You ought to know that.

I said: I didnt know the lady. If you thought I did and that was why I was up there, theres nothing to it.

But you wouldnt care to say just why you were up there, he persisted.

So you think Im lying to you, I said.

He spun his hat on a bony forefinger. You got me wrong, Mr. Marlowe. We dont think anything at all. What we do is investigate and find out. This stuff is just routine. You ought to know that. You been around long enough. He stood up and put his hat on. You might let me know if you have to leave town. Id be obliged.

I said I would and went to the door with him. He went out with a duck of his head and a sad half-smile. I watched him drift languidly down the hall and punch the elevator button.

I went back out to the dinette to see if there was any more coffee. There was about two-thirds of a cup. I added cream and sugar and carried my cup over to the telephone. I dialed Police Headquarters downtown and asked for the Detective Bureau and then for Lieutenant Floyd Greer.

The voice said: Lieutenant Greer is not in the office. Anybody else do?

De Soto in?

Who?

I repeated the name.

Whats his rank and department?

Plain clothes something or other.

Hold the line.

I waited. The burring male voice came back after a while and said: Whats the gag? We dont have a De Soto on the roster. Whos this talking?

I hung up, finished my coffee and dialed the number of Derace Kingsleys office. The smooth and cool Miss Fromsett said he had just come in and put me through without a murmur.

Well, he said, loud and forceful at the beginning of a fresh day. What did you find out at the hotel?

She was there all right. And Lavery met her there. The hop who gave me the dope brought Lavery into it himself, without any prompting from me. He had dinner with her and went with her in a cab to the railroad station.

Well, I ought to have known he was lying, Kingsley said slowly. I got the impression he was surprised when I told him about the telegram from El Paso. I was just letting my impression get too sharp. Anything else?

Not there. I had a cop calling on me this morning, giving me the usual looking over and warning not to leave town without letting him know. Trying to find out why I went to Puma Point. I didnt tell him and as he wasnt even aware of Jim Pattons existence, its evident that Patton didnt tell anybody.

Jim would do his best to be decent about it, Kingsley said. Why were you asking me last night about some name — Mildred something or other?

I told him, making it brief. I told him about Muriel Chesss car and clothes being found and where.

That looks bad for Bill, he said. I know Coon Lake myself, but it would never have occurred to me to use that old woodshed — or even that there was an old woodshed. It not only looks bad, it looks premeditated.

I disagree with that. Assuming he knew the country well enough it wouldnt take him any time to search his mind for a likely hiding place. He was very restricted as to distance.

Maybe. What do you plan to do now? he asked.

Go up against Lavery again, of course.

He agreed that that was the thing to do. He added: This other, tragic as it is, is really no business of ours, is it?

Not unless your wife knew something about it.

His voice sounded sharply, saying: Look here, Marlowe, I think I can understand your detective instinct to tie everything that happens into one compact knot, but dont let it run away with you. Life isnt like that at all — not life as I have known it. Better leave the affairs of the Chess family to the police and keep your brains working on the Kingsley family.

Okay, I said.

I dont mean to be domineering, he said.

I laughed heartily, said goodby, and hung up. I finished dressing and went down to the basement for the Chrysler. I started for Bay City again.
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I DROVE PAST the intersection of Altair Street to where the cross street continued to the edge of the canyon and ended in a semi-circular parking place with a sidewalk and a white wooden guard fence around it. I sat there in the car a little while, thinking, looking out to sea and admiring the blue gray fall of the foothills towards the ocean. I was trying to make up my mind whether to try handling Lavery with a feather or go on using the back of my hand and edge of my tongue. I decided I could lose nothing by the soft approach. If that didnt produce for me — and I didnt think it would — nature could take its course and we could bust up the furniture.

The paved alley that ran along halfway down the hill below the houses on the outer edge was empty. Below that, on the next hillside street, a couple of kids were throwing a boomerang up the slope and chasing it with the usual amount of elbowing and mutual insult. Farther down still a house was enclosed in trees and a red brick wall. There was a glimpse of washing on the line in the backyard and two pigeons strutted along the slope of the roof bobbing their heads. A blue and tan bus trundled along the street in front of the brick house and stopped and a very old man got off with slow care and settled himself firmly on the ground and tapped with a heavy cane before he started to crawl back up the slope.

The air was clearer than yesterday. The morning was full of peace. I left the car where it was and walked along Altair Street to No. 623.

The venetian blinds were down across the front windows and the place had a sleepy look. I stepped down over the Korean moss and punched the bell and saw that the door was not quite shut. It had dropped in its frame, as most of our doors do, and the spring bolt hung a little on the lower edge of the lock plate. I remembered that it had wanted to stick the day before, when I was leaving.

I gave the door a little push and it moved inward with a light click. The room beyond was dim, but there was some light from west windows. Nobody answered my ring. I didnt ring again. I pushed the door a little wider and stepped inside.

The room had a hushed warm smell, the smell of late morning in a house not yet opened up. The bottle of Vat 69 on the round table by the davenport was almost empty and another full bottle waited beside it. The copper ice bucket had a little water in the bottom. Two glasses had been used, and half a siphon of carbonated water.

I fixed the door about as I had found it and stood there and listened. If Lavery was away I thought I would take a chance and frisk the joint. I didnt have anything much on him, but it was probably enough to keep him from calling the cops.

In the silence time passed. It passed in the dry whirr of the electric clock on the mantel, in the far-off toot of an auto horn on Aster Drive, in the hornet drone of a plane over the foothills across the canyon, in the sudden lurch and growl of the electric refrigerator in the kitchen.

I went farther into the room and stood peering around and listening and hearing nothing except those fixed sounds belonging to the house and having nothing to do with the humans in it. I started along the rug towards the archway at the back.

A hand in a glove appeared on the slope of the white metal railing, at the edge of the archway, where the stairs went down. It appeared and stopped.

It moved and a womans hat showed, then her head. The woman came quietly up the stairs. She came all the way up, turned through the arch and still didnt seem to see me. She was a slender woman of uncertain age, with untidy brown hair, a scarlet mess of a mouth, too much rouge on her cheekbones, shadowed eyes. She wore a blue tweed suit that looked like the dickens with the purple hat that was doing its best to hang on to the side of her head.

She saw me and didnt stop or change expression in the slightest degree. She came slowly on into the room, holding her right hand away from her body. Her left hand wore the brown glove I had seen on the railing. The right hand glove that matched it was wrapped around the butt of a small automatic.

She stopped then and her body arched back and a quick distressful sound came out of her mouth. Then she giggled, a high nervous giggle. She pointed the gun at me, and came steadily on.

I kept on looking at the gun and not screaming.

The woman came close. When she was close enough to be confidential she pointed the gun at my stomach and said:

All I wanted was my rent. The place seems well taken care of. Nothing broken. He has always been a good tidy careful tenant. I just didnt want him to get too far behind in the rent.

A fellow with a kind of strained and unhappy voice said politely: How far behind is he?

Three months, she said. Two hundred and forty dollars. Eighty dollars is very reasonable for a place as well furnished as this. Ive had a little trouble collecting before, but it always came out very well. He promised me a check this morning. Over the telephone. I mean he promised to give it to me this morning.

Over the telephone, I said. This morning.

I shuffled around a bit in an inconspicuous sort of way. The idea was to get close enough to make a side swipe at the gun, knock it outwards, and then jump in fast before she could bring it back in line. Ive never had a lot of luck with the technique, but you have to try it once in a while. This looked like the time to try it.

I made about six inches, but not nearly enough for a first down. I said: And youre the owner? I didnt look at the gun directly. I had a faint, a very faint hope that she didnt know she was pointing it at me.

Why, certainly. Im Mrs. Fallbrook. Who did you think I was?

Well, I thought you might be the owner, I said. You talking about the rent and all. But I didnt know your name. Another eight inches. Nice smooth work. It would be a shame to have it wasted.

And who are you, if I may enquire?

I just came about the car payment, I said. The door was open just a teensy weensy bit and I kind of shoved in. I dont know why.

I made a face like a man from the finance company coming about the car payment. Kind of tough, but ready to break into a sunny smile.

You mean Mr. Lavery is behind in his car payments? she asked, looking worried.

A little. Not a great deal, I said soothingly.

I was all set now. I had the reach and I ought to have the speed. All it needed was a clean sharp sweep inside the gun and outward. I started to take my foot out of the rug.

You know, she said, its funny about this gun. I found it on the stairs. Nasty oily things, arent they? And the stair carpet is a very nice gray chenille. Quite expensive.

And she handed me the gun.

My hand went out for it, as stiff as an eggshell, almost as brittle. I took the gun. She sniffed with distaste at the glove which had been wrapped around the butt. She went on talking in exactly the same tone of cockeyed reasonableness. My knees cracked, relaxing.

Well, of course its much easier for you, she said. About the car, I mean. You can just take it away, if you have to. But taking a house with nice furniture in it isnt so easy. It takes time and money to evict a tenant. There is apt to be bitterness and things get damaged, sometimes on purpose. The rug on this floor cost over two hundred dollars, secondhand. Its only a jute rug, but it has a lovely coloring, dont you think? Youd never know it was only jute, secondhand. But thats silly too because theyre always secondhand after youve used them. And I walked over here too, to save my tires for the government. I could have taken a bus part way, but the darn things never come along except going in the wrong direction.

I hardly heard what she said. It was like surf breaking beyond a point, out of sight. The gun had my interest.

I broke the magazine out. It was empty. I turned the gun and looked into the breech. That was empty too. I sniffed the muzzle. It reeked.

I dropped the gun into my pocket. A six-shot .25 caliber automatic. Emptied out. Shot empty, and not too long ago. But not in the last half hour either.

Has it been fired? Mrs. Fallbrook enquired pleasantly. I certainly hope not.

Any reason why it should have been fired? I asked her. The voice was steady, but the brain was still bouncing.

Well, it was lying on the stairs, she said. After all, people do fire them.

How true that is, I said. But Mr. Lavery probably had a hole in his pocket. He isnt home, is he?

Oh no. She shook her head and looked disappointed. And I dont think its very nice of him. He promised me the check and I walked over—

When was it you phoned him? I asked.

Why, yesterday evening. She frowned, not liking so many questions.

He must have been called away, I said.

She stared at a spot between my big brown eyes.

Look, Mrs. Fallbrook, I said. Lets not kid around any longer, Mrs. Fallbrook. Not that I dont love it. And not that I like to say this. But you didnt shoot him, did you — on account of he owed you three months rent?

She sat down very slowly on the edge of a chair and worked the tip of her tongue along the scarlet slash of her mouth.

Why, what a perfectly horrid suggestion, she said angrily. I dont think you are nice at all. Didnt you say the gun had not been fired?

All guns have been fired sometime. All guns have been loaded sometime. This one is not loaded now.

Well, then— she made an impatient gesture and sniffed at her oily glove.

Okay, my idea was wrong. Just a gag anyway. Mr. Lavery was out and you went through the house. Being the owner, you have a key. Is that correct?

I didnt mean to be interfering, she said, biting a finger. Perhaps I ought not to have done it. But I have a right to see how things are kept.

Well, you looked. And youre sure hes not here?

I didnt look under the beds or in the icebox, she said coldly. I called out from the top of the stairs when he didnt answer my ring. Then I went down to the lower hall and called out again. I even peeped into the bedroom. She lowered her eyes as if bashfully and twisted a hand on her knee.

Well, thats that, I said.

She nodded brightly. Yes, thats that. And what did you say your name was?

Vance, I said. Philo Vance.

And what company are you employed with, Mr. Vance?

Im out of work right now, I said. Until the police commissioner gets into a jam again.

She looked startled. But you said you came about a car payment.

Thats just part-time work, I said. A fill-in job.

She rose to her feet and looked at me steadily. Her voice was cold saying: Then in that case I think you had better leave now.

I said: I thought I might take a look around first, if you dont mind. There might be something you missed.

I dont think that is necessary, she said. This is my house. Ill thank you to leave now, Mr. Vance.

I said: And if I dont leave, youll get somebody who will. Take a chair again, Mrs. Fallbrook. Ill just glance through. This gun, you know, is kind of queer.

But I told you I found it lying on the stairs, she said angrily. I dont know anything else about it. I dont know anything about guns at all. I — I never shot one in my life. She opened a large blue bag and pulled a handkerchief out of it and sniffled.

Thats your story, I said. I dont have to get stuck with it.

She put her left hand out to me with a pathetic gesture, like the erring wife in East Lynne.

Oh, I shouldnt have come in! she cried. It was horrid of me. I know it was. Mr. Lavery will be furious.

What you shouldnt have done, I said, was let me find out the gun was empty. Up to then you were holding everything in the deck.

She stamped her foot. That was all the scene lacked. That made it perfect.

Why, you perfectly loathsome man, she squawked. Dont you dare touch me! Dont you take a single step towards me! I wont stay in this house another minute with you. How dare you be so insulting—

She caught her voice and snapped it in mid-air like a rubber band. Then she put her head down, purple hat and all, and ran for the door. As she passed me she put a hand out as if to stiff arm me, but she wasnt near enough and I didnt move. She jerked the door wide and charged out through it and up the walk to the street. The door came slowly shut and I heard her rapid steps above the sound of its closing.

I ran a fingernail along my teeth and punched the point of my jaw with a knuckle, listening. I didnt hear anything anywhere to listen to. A six-shot automatic, fired empty.

Something, I said out loud, is all wrong with this scene.

The house seemed now to be abnormally still. I went along the apricot rug and through the archway to the head of the stairs. I stood there for another moment and listened again.

I shrugged and went quietly down the stairs.
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THE LOWER HALL had a door at each end and two in the middle side by side. One of these was a linen closet and the other was locked. I went along to the end and looked in at a spare bedroom with drawn blinds and no sign of being used. I went back to the other end of the hall and stepped into a second bedroom with a wide bed, a café-au-lait rug, angular furniture in light wood, a box mirror over the dressing table and a long fluorescent lamp over the mirror. In the corner a crystal greyhound stood on a mirror-top table and beside him a crystal box with cigarettes in it.

Face powder was spilled around on the dressing table. There was a smear of dark lipstick on a towel hanging over the waste basket. On the bed were pillows side by side, with depressions in them that could have been made by heads. A womans handkerchief peeped from under one pillow. A pair of sheer black pajamas lay across the foot of the bed. A rather too emphatic trace of chypre hung in the air.

I wondered what Mrs. Fallbrook had thought of all this.

I turned around and looked at myself in the long mirror of a closet door. The door was painted white and had a crystal knob. I turned the knob in my handkerchief and looked inside. The cedar-lined closet was fairly full of mans clothes. There was a nice friendly smell of tweed. The closet was not entirely full of mans clothes.

There was also a womans black and white tailored suit, mostly white, black and white shoes under it, a panama with a black and white rolled band on a shelf above it. There were other womans clothes, but I didnt examine them.

I shut the closet door and went out of the bedroom, holding my handkerchief ready for more doorknobs.

The door next to the linen closet, the locked door, had to be the bathroom. I shook it, but it went on being locked. I bent down and saw there was a short, slit-shaped opening in the middle of the knob. I knew then that the door was fastened by pushing a button in the middle of the knob inside, and that the slit-like opening was for a metal key without wards that would spring the lock open in case somebody fainted in the bathroom, or the kids locked themselves in and got sassy.

The key for this ought to be kept on the top shelf of the linen closet, but it wasnt. I tried my knife blade, but that was too thin. I went back to the bedroom and got a flat nail file off the dresser. That worked. I opened the bathroom door.

A mans sand-colored pajamas were tossed over a painted hamper. A pair of heelless green slippers lay on the floor. There was a safety razor on the edge of the washbowl and a tube of cream with the cap off. The bathroom window was shut, and there was a pungent smell in the air that was not quite like any other smell.

Three empty shells lay bright and coppery on the nile green tiles of the bathroom floor, and there was a nice clean hole in the frosted pane of the window. To the left and a little above the window were two scarred places in the plaster where the white showed behind the paint and where something, such as a bullet, had gone in.

The shower curtain was green and white oiled silk and it hung on shiny chromium rings and it was drawn across the shower opening. I slid it aside, the rings making a thin scraping noise, which for some reason sounded indecently loud.

I felt my neck creak a little as I bent down. He was there all right — there wasnt anywhere else for him to be. He was huddled in the corner under the two shining faucets, and water dripped slowly on his chest, from the chromium showerhead.

His knees were drawn up but slack. The two holes in his naked chest were dark blue and both of them were close enough to his heart to have killed him. The blood seemed to have been washed away.

His eyes had a curiously bright and expectant look, as if he smelled the morning coffee and would be coming right out.

Nice efficient work. You have just finished shaving and stripped for the shower and you are leaning in against the shower curtain and adjusting the temperature of the water. The door opens behind you and somebody comes in. The somebody appears to have been a woman. She has a gun. You look at the gun and she shoots it.

She misses with three shots. It seems impossible, at such short range, but there it is. Maybe it happens all the time. Ive been around so little.

You havent anywhere to go. You could lunge at her and take a chance, if you were that kind of fellow, and if you were braced for it. But leaning in over the shower faucets, holding the curtain closed, you are off balance. Also you are apt to be somewhat petrified with panic, if you are at all like other people. So there isnt anywhere to go, except into the shower.

That is where you go. You go into it as far as you can, but a shower stall is a small place and the tiled wall stops you. You are backed up against the last wall there is now. You are all out of space, and you are all out of living. And then there are two more shots, possibly three, and you slide down the wall, and your eyes are not even frightened any more now. They are just the empty eyes of the dead.

She reaches in and turns the shower off. She sets the lock of the bathroom door. On her way out of the house she throws the empty gun on the stair carpet. She should worry. It is probably your gun.

Is that right? It had better be right.

I bent and pulled at his arm. Ice couldnt have been any colder or any stiffer. I went out of the bathroom, leaving it unlocked. No need to lock it now. It only makes work for the cops.

I went into the bedroom and pulled the handkerchief out from under the pillow. It was a minute piece of linen rag with a scalloped edge embroidered in red. Two small initials were stitched in the corner, in red A.F.

Adrienne Fromsett, I said. I laughed. It was a rather ghoulish laugh.

I shook the handkerchief to get some of the chypre out of it and folded it up in a tissue and put it in a pocket. I went back upstairs to the living room and poked around in the desk against the wall. The desk contained no interesting letters, phone numbers or provocative match folders. Or if it did, I didnt find them.

I looked at the phone. It was on a small table against the wall beside the fireplace. It had a long cord so that Mr. Lavery could be lying on his back on the davenport, a cigarette between his smooth brown lips, a tall cool one at the table at his side, and plenty of time for a nice long cosy conversation with a lady friend. An easy, languid, flirtatious, kidding, not too subtle and not too blunt conversation, of the sort he would be apt to enjoy.

All that wasted too. I went away from the telephone to the door and set the lock so I could come in again and shut the door tight, pulling it hard over the sill until the lock clicked. I went up the walk and stood in the sunlight looking across the street at Dr. Almores house.

Nobody yelled or ran out of the door. Nobody blew a police whistle. Everything was quiet and sunny and calm. No cause for excitement whatever. Its only Marlowe, finding another body. He does it rather well by now. Murder-a-day Marlowe, they call him. They have the meat wagon following him around to follow up on the business he finds.

A nice enough fellow, in an ingenuous sort of way.

I walked back to the intersection and got into my car and started it and backed it and drove away from there.
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THE BELLHOP AT the Athletic Club was back in three minutes with a nod for me to come with him. We rode up to the fourth floor and went around a corner and he showed me a half open door.

Around to the left, sir. As quietly as you can. A few of the members are sleeping.

I went into the club library. It contained books behind glass doors and magazines on a long central table and a lighted portrait of the clubs founder. But its real business seemed to be sleeping. Outward-jutting bookcases cut the room into a number of small alcoves and in the alcoves were high-backed leather chairs of an incredible size and softness. In a number of the chairs old boys were snoozing peacefully, their faces violet with high blood pressure, thin racking snores coming out of their pinched noses.

I climbed over a few feet and stole around to the left. Derace Kingsley was in the very last alcove in the far end of the room. He had two chairs arranged side by side, facing into the corner. His big dark head just showed over the top of one of them. I slipped into the empty one and gave him a quick nod.

Keep your voice down, he said. This room is for after-luncheon naps. Now what is it? When I employed you it was to save me trouble, not to add trouble to what I already had. You made me break an important engagement.

I know, I said, and put my face close to his. He smelled of highballs, in a nice way. She shot him.

His eyebrows jumped and his face got that stony look. His teeth clamped tight. He breathed softly and twisted a large hand on his kneecap.

Go on, he said, in a voice the size of a marble.

I looked back over the top of my chair. The nearest old geezer was sound asleep and blowing the dusty fuzz in his nostrils back and forth as he breathed.

No answer at Laverys place, I said. Door slightly open. But I noticed yesterday it sticks on the sill. Pushed it open. Room dark, two glasses with drinks having been in them. House very still. In a moment a slim dark woman calling herself Mrs. Fallbrook, landlady, came up the stairs with her glove wrapped around a gun. Said she found it on the stairs. Said she came to collect her three months back rent. Used her key to get in. Inference is she took the chance to snoop around and look the house over. Took the gun from her and found it had been fired recently, but didnt tell her so. She said Lavery was not home. Got rid of her by making her mad and she departed in high dudgeon. She may call the police, but its much more likely she will just go out and hunt butterflies and forget the whole thing — except the rent.

I paused. Kingsleys head was turned towards me and his jaw muscles bulged with the way his teeth were clamped. His eyes looked sick.

I went downstairs. Signs of a woman having spent the night. Pajamas, face powder, perfume, and so on. Bathroom locked, but got it open. Three empty shells on the floor, two shots in the wall, one in the window. Lavery in the shower stall, naked and dead.

My God! Kingsley whispered. Do you mean to say he had a woman with him last night and she shot him this morning in the bathroom?

Just what did you think I was trying to say? I asked.

Keep your voice down, he groaned. Its a shock, naturally. Why in the bathroom?

Keep your own voice down, I said. Why not in the bathroom? Could you think of a place where a man would be more completely off guard?

He said: You dont know that a woman shot him. I mean, youre not sure, are you?

No, I said. Thats true. It might have been somebody who used a small gun and emptied it carelessly to look like a womans work. The bathroom is downhill, facing outwards on space and I dont think shots down there would be easily heard by anyone not in the house. The woman who spent the night might have left — or there need not have been any woman at all. The appearances could have been faked. You might have shot him.

What would I want to shoot him for? he almost bleated, squeezing both kneecaps hard. Im a civilized man.

That didnt seem to be worth an argument either. I said: Does your wife own a gun?

He turned a drawn miserable face to me and said hollowly: Good God, man, you cant really think that!

Well does she?

He got the words out in small gritty pieces. Yes — she does. A small automatic.

You buy it locally?

I — I didnt buy it at all. I took it away from a drunk at a party in San Francisco a couple of years ago. He was waving it around, with an idea that that was very funny. I never gave it back to him. He pinched his jaw hard until his knuckles whitened. He probably doesnt even remember how or when he lost it. He was that kind of a drunk.

This is working out almost too neatly, I said. Could you recognize this gun?

He thought hard, pushing his jaw out and half closing his eyes. I looked back over the chairs again. One of the elderly snoozers had waked himself up with a snort that almost blew him out of his chair. He coughed, scratched his nose with a thin dried-up hand, and fumbled a gold watch out of his vest. He peered at it bleakly, put it away, and went to sleep again.

I reached in my pocket and put the gun on Kingsleys hand. He stared down at it miserably.

I dont know, he said slowly. Its like it, but I cant tell.

Theres a serial number on the side, I said.

Nobody remembers the serial numbers of guns.

I was hoping you wouldnt, I said. It would have worried me very much.

His hand closed around the gun and he put it down beside him on the chair.

The dirty rat, he said softly. I suppose he ditched her.

I dont get it, I said. The motive was inadequate for you, on account of youre a civilized man. But it was adequate for her.

Its not the same motive, he snapped. And women are more impetuous than men.

Like cats are more impetuous than dogs.

How?

Some women are more impetuous than some men. Thats all that means. Well have to have a better motive, if you want your wife to have done it.

He turned his head enough to give me a level stare in which there was no amusement. White crescents were bitten into the corners of his mouth.

This doesnt seem to me a very good spot for the light touch, he said. We cant let the police have this gun. Crystal had a permit and the gun was registered. So they will know the number, even if I dont. We cant let them have it.

But Mrs. Fallbrook knows I had the gun.

He shook his head stubbornly. Well have to chance that. Yes, I know youre taking a risk. I intend to make it worth your while. If the set-up were possible for suicide, Id say put the gun back. But the way you tell it, it isnt.

No. Hed have to have missed himself with the first three shots. But I cant cover up a murder, even for a ten-dollar bonus. The gun will have to go back.

I was thinking of more money than that, he said quietly. I was thinking of five hundred dollars.

Just what did you expect to buy with it?

He leaned close to me. His eyes were serious and bleak, but not hard. Is there anything in Laverys place, apart from the gun, that might indicate Crystal has been there lately?

A black and white dress and a hat like the bellhop in Bernardino described on her. There may be a dozen things I dont know about. There almost certainly will be fingerprints. You say she was never printed, but that doesnt mean they wont get her prints to check. Her bedroom at home will be full of them. So will the cabin at Little Fawn Lake. And her car.

We ought to get the car— he started to say. I stopped him.

No use. Too many other places. What kind of perfume does she use?

He looked blank for an instant. Oh — Gillerlain Regal, the Champagne of Perfumes, he said woodenly. A Chanel number once in a while.

Whats this stuff of yours like?

A kind of chypre. Sandalwood chypre.

The bedroom reeks with it, I said. It smelled like cheap stuff to me. But Im no judge.

Cheap? he said, stung to the quick. My God, cheap? We get thirty dollars an ounce for it.

Well, this stuff smelled more like three dollars a gallon.

He put his hands down hard on his knees and shook his head. Im talking about money, he said. Five hundred dollars. A check for it right now.

I let the remark fall to the ground, eddying like a soiled feather. One of the old boys behind us stumbled to his feet and groped his way wearily out of the room.

Kingsley said gravely: I hired you to protect me from scandal, and of course to protect my wife, if she needed it. Through no fault of yours the chance to avoid scandal is pretty well shot. Its a question of my wifes neck now. I dont believe she shot Lavery. I have no reason for that belief. None at all. I just feel the conviction. She may even have been there last night, this gun may even be her gun. It doesnt prove she killed him. She would be as careless with the gun as with anything else. Anybody could have got hold of it.

The cops down there wont work very hard to believe that, I said. If the one I met is a fair specimen, theyll just pick the first head they see and start swinging with their blackjacks. And hers will certainly be the first head they see when they look the situation over.

He ground the heels of his hands together. His misery had a theatrical flavor, as real misery so often has.

Ill go along with you up to a point, I said. The set-up down there is almost too good, at first sight. She leaves clothes there she has been seen wearing and which can probably be traced. She leaves the gun on the stairs. Its hard to think she would be as dumb as that.

You give me a little heart, Kingsley said wearily.

But none of that means anything, I said. Because we are looking at it from the angle of calculation, and people who commit crimes of passion or hatred, just commit them and walk out. Everything I have heard indicates that she is a reckless foolish woman. Theres no sign of planning in any of the scene down there. Theres every sign of a complete lack of planning. But even if there wasnt a thing down there to point to your wife, the cops would tie her up to Lavery. They will investigate his background, his friends, his women. Her name is bound to crop up somewhere along the line, and when it does, the fact that she has been out of sight for a month will make them sit up and rub their horny palms with glee. And of course theyll trace the gun, and if its her gun—

His hand dived for the gun in the chair beside him.

Nope, I said. Theyll have to have the gun. Marlowe may be a very smart guy and very fond of you personally, but he cant risk the suppression of such vital evidence as the gun that killed a man. Whatever I do has to be on the basis that your wife is an obvious suspect, but that the obviousness can be wrong.

He groaned and put his big hand out with the gun on it. I took it and put it away. Then I took it out again and said: Lend me your handkerchief. I dont want to use mine. I might be searched.

He handed me a stiff white handkerchief and I wiped the gun off carefully all over and dropped it into my pocket. I handed him back the handkerchief.

My prints are all right, I said. But I dont want yours on it. Heres the only thing I can do. Go back down there and replace the gun and call the law. Ride it out with them and let the chips fall where they have to. The story will have to come out. What I was doing down there and why. At the worst theyll find her and prove she killed him. At the best theyll find her a lot quicker than I can and let me use my energies proving she didnt kill him, which means, in effect, proving that somebody else did. Are you game for that?

He nodded slowly. He said: Yes — and the five hundred stands. For showing Crystal didnt kill him.

I dont expect to earn it, I said. You may as well understand that now. How well did Miss Fromsett know Lavery? Out of office hours?

His face tightened up like a charleyhorse. His fists went into hard lumps on his thighs. He said nothing.

She looked kind of queer when I asked her for his address yesterday morning, I said.

He let a breath out slowly.

Like a bad taste in the mouth, I said. Like a romance that fouled out. Am I too blunt?

His nostrils quivered a little and his breath made noise in them for a moment. Then he relaxed and said quietly:

She — she knew him rather well — at one time. Shes a girl who would do about what she pleased in that way. Lavery was, I guess, a fascinating bird — to women.

Ill have to talk to her, I said.

Why? he asked shortly. Red patches showed in his cheeks.

Never mind why. Its my business to ask all sorts of questions of all sorts of people.

Talk to her then, he said tightly. As a matter of fact she knew the Almores. She knew Almores wife, the one who killed herself. Lavery knew her too. Could that have any possible connection with this business?

I dont know. Youre in love with her, arent you?

Id marry her tomorrow, if I could, he said stiffly.

I nodded and stood up. I looked back along the room. It was almost empty now. At the far end a couple of elderly relics were still blowing bubbles. The rest of the soft chair boys had staggered back to whatever it was they did when they were conscious.

Theres just one thing, I said, looking down at Kingsley. Cops get very hostile when there is a delay in calling them after a murder. Theres been delay this time and there will be more. Id like to go down there as if it was the first visit today. I think I can make it that way, if I leave the Fallbrook woman out.

Fallbrook? He hardly knew what I was talking about. Who the hell — oh yes, I remember.

Well, dont remember. Im almost certain theyll never hear a peep from her. Shes not the kind to have anything to do with the police of her own free will.

I understand, he said.

Be sure you handle it right then. Questions will be asked you before you are told Lavery is dead, before Im allowed to get in touch with you — so far as they know. Dont fall into any traps. If you do, I wont be able to find anything out. Ill be in the clink.

You could call me from the house down there — before you call the police, he said reasonably.

I know. But the fact that I dont will be in my favor. And theyll check the phone calls one of the first things they do. And if I call you from anywhere else, I might just as well admit that I came up here to see you.

I understand, he said again. You can trust me to handle it.

We shook hands and I left him standing there.
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THE ATHLETIC CLUB was on a corner across the street and half a block down from the Treloar Building. I crossed and walked north to the entrance. They had finished laying rose-colored concrete where the rubber sidewalk had been. It was fenced around, leaving a narrow gangway in and out of the building. The space was clotted with office help going in from lunch.

The Gillerlain Companys reception room looked even emptier than the day before. The same fluffy little blonde was tucked in behind the PBX in the corner. She gave me a quick smile and I gave her the gunmans salute, a stiff forefinger pointing at her, the three lower fingers tucked back under it, and the thumb wiggling up and down like a western gun fighter fanning his hammer. She laughed heartily, without making a sound. This was more fun than she had had in a week.

I pointed to Miss Fromsetts empty desk and the little blonde nodded and pushed a plug in and spoke. A door opened and Miss Fromsett swayed elegantly out to her desk and sat down and gave me her cool expectant eyes.

Yes, Mr. Marlowe? Mr. Kingsley is not in, Im afraid.

I just came from him. Where do we talk?

Talk?

I have something to show you.

Oh, yes? She looked me over thoughtfully. A lot of guys had probably tried to show her things, including etchings. At another time I wouldnt have been above taking a flutter at it myself.

Business, I said. Mr. Kingsleys business.

She stood up and opened the gate in the railing. We may as well go into his office then.

We went in. She held the door for me. As I passed her I sniffed. Sandalwood. I said:

Gillerlain Regal, the Champagne of Perfumes?

She smiled faintly, holding the door. On my salary?

I didnt say anything about your salary. You dont look like a girl who has to buy her own perfume.

Yes, thats what it is, she said. And if you want to know, I detest wearing perfume in the office. He makes me.

We went down the long dim office and she took a chair at the end of the desk. I sat where I had sat the day before. We looked at each other. She was wearing tan today, with a ruffled jabot at her throat. She looked a little warmer, but still no prairie fire.

I offered her one of Kingsleys cigarettes. She took it, took a light from his lighter, and leaned back.

We neednt waste time being cagey, I said. You know by now who I am and what I am doing. If you didnt know yesterday morning, its only because he loves to play big shot.

She looked down at the hand that lay on her knee, then lifted her eyes and smiled almost shyly.

Hes a great guy, she said. In spite of the heavy executive act he likes to put on. Hes the only guy that gets fooled by it after all. And if you only knew what he has stood from that little tramp — she waved her cigarette— well, perhaps Id better leave that out. What was it you wanted to see me about?

Kingsley said you knew the Almores.

I knew Mrs. Almore. That is, I met her a couple of times.

Where?

At a friends house. Why?

At Laverys house?

Youre not going to be insolent, are you, Mr. Marlowe?

I dont know what your definition of that would be. Im going to talk business as if it were business, not international diplomacy.

Very well. She nodded slightly. At Chris Laverys house, yes. I used to go there — once in a while. He had cocktail parties.

Then Lavery knew the Almores — or Mrs. Almore.

She flushed very slightly. Yes. Quite well.

And a lot of other women — quite well, too. I dont doubt that. Did Mrs. Kingsley know her too?

Yes, better than I did. They called each other by their first names. Mrs. Almore is dead, you know. She committed suicide, about a year and a half ago.

Any doubt about that?

She raised her eyebrows, but the expression looked artificial to me, as if it just went with the question I asked, as a matter of form.

She said: Have you any particular reason for asking that question in that particular way? I mean, has it anything to do with — with what you are doing?

I didnt think so. I still dont know that it has. But yesterday Dr. Almore called a cop just because I looked at his house. After he had found out from my car license who I was. The cop got pretty tough with me, just for being there. He didnt know what I was doing and I didnt tell him I had been calling on Lavery. But Dr. Almore must have known that. He had seen me in front of Laverys house. Now why would he think it necessary to call a cop? And why would the cop think it smart to say that the last fellow who tried to put the bite on Almore ended up on the road gang? And why would the cop ask me if her folks — meaning Mrs. Almores folks, I suppose — had hired me? If you can answer any of those questions, I might know whether its any of my business.

She thought about it for a moment, giving me one quick glance while she was thinking, and then looking away again.

I only met Mrs. Almore twice, she said slowly. But I think I can answer your questions — all of them. The last time I met her was at Laverys place, as I said, and there were quite a lot of people there. There was a lot of drinking and loud talk. The women were not with their husbands and the men were not with their wives, if any. There was a man there named Brownwell who was very tight. Hes in the navy now, I heard. He was ribbing Mrs. Almore about her husbands practice. The idea seemed to be that he was one of those doctors who run around all night with a case of loaded hypodermic needles, keeping the local fast set from having pink elephants for breakfast. Florence Almore said she didnt care how her husband got his money so long as he got plenty of it and she had the spending of it. She was tight too and not a very nice person sober, I should imagine. One of these slinky glittering females who laugh too much and sprawl all over their chairs, showing a great deal of leg. A very light blonde with a high color and indecently large baby-blue eyes. Well, Brownwell told her not to worry, it would always be a good racket. In and out of the patients house in fifteen minutes and anywhere from ten to fifty bucks a trip. But one thing bothered him, he said, how ever a doctor could get hold of so much dope without underworld contacts. He asked Mrs. Almore if they had many nice gangsters to dinner at their house. She threw a glass of liquor in his face.

I grinned, but Miss Fromsett didnt. She crushed her cigarette out in Kingsleys big copper and glass tray and looked at me soberly.

Fair enough, I said. Who wouldnt, unless he had a large hard fist to throw?

Yes. A few weeks later Florence Almore was found dead in the garage late at night. The door of the garage was shut and the car motor was running. She stopped and moistened her lips slightly. It was Chris Lavery who found her. Coming home at God knows what oclock in the morning. She was lying on the concrete floor in pajamas, with her head under a blanket which was also over the exhaust pipe of the car. Dr. Almore was out. There was nothing about the affair in the papers, except that she had died suddenly. It was well hushed up.

She lifted her clasped hands a little and then let them fall slowly into her lap again. I said:

Was something wrong with it, then?

People thought so, but they always do. Some time later I heard what purported to be the lowdown. I met this man Brownwell on Vine Street and he asked me to have a drink with him. I didnt like him, but I had half an hour to kill. We sat at the back of Levys bar and he asked me if I remembered the babe who threw the drink in his face. I said I did. The conversation then went something very like this. I remember it very well.

Brownwell said: Our pal Chris Lavery is sitting pretty, if he ever runs out of girl friends he can touch for dough.

I said: I dont think I understand.

He said: Hell, maybe you dont want to. The night the Almore woman died she was over at Lou Condys place losing her shirt at roulette. She got into a tantrum and said the wheels were crooked and made a scene. Condy practically had to drag her into his office. He got hold of Dr. Almore through the Physicians Exchange and after a while the doc came over. He shot her with one of his busy little needles. Then he went away, leaving Condy to get her home. It seems he had a very urgent case. So Condy took her home and the docs office nurse showed up, having been called by the doc, and Condy carried her upstairs and the nurse put her to bed. Condy went back to his chips. So she had to be carried to bed and yet the same night she got up and walked down to the family garage and finished herself off with monoxide. What do you think of that? Brownwell was asking me.

I said: I dont know anything about it. How do you?

He said: I know a reporter on the rag they call a newspaper down there. There was no inquest and no autopsy. If any tests were made, nothing was told about them. They dont have a regular coroner down there. The undertakers take turns at being acting coroner, a week at a time. Theyre pretty well subservient to the political gang naturally. Its easy to fix a thing like that in a small town, if anybody with any pull wants it fixed. And Condy had plenty at that time. He didnt want the publicity of an investigation and neither did the doctor.

Miss Fromsett stopped talking and waited for me to say something. When I didnt, she went on: I suppose you know what all this meant to Brownwell.

Sure. Almore finished her off and then he and Condy between them bought a fix. It has been done in cleaner little cities than Bay City ever tried to be. But that isnt all the story, is it?

No. It seems Mrs. Almores parents hired a private detective. He was a man who ran a night watchman service down there and he was actually the second man on the scene that night, after Chris. Brownwell said he must have had something in the way of information but he never got a chance to use it. They arrested him for drunk driving and he got a jail sentence.

I said: Is that all?

She nodded. And if you think I remember it too well, its part of my job to remember conversations.

What I was thinking was that it doesnt have to add up to very much. I dont see where it has to touch Lavery, even if he was the one who found her. Your gossipy friend Brownwell seems to think what happened gave somebody a chance to blackmail the doctor. But there would have to be some evidence, especially when youre trying to put the bite on a man who has already cleared himself with the law.

Miss Fromsett said: I think so too. And Id like to think blackmail was one of the nasty little tricks Chris Lavery didnt quite run to. I think thats all I can tell you, Mr. Marlowe. And I ought to be outside.

She started to get up. I said: Its not quite all. I have something to show you.

I got the little perfumed rag that had been under Laverys pillow out of my pocket and leaned over to drop it on the desk in front of her.
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SHE LOOKED AT the handkerchief, looked at me, picked up a pencil and pushed the little piece of linen around with the eraser end.

Whats on it? she asked. Flyspray?

Some kind of sandalwood, I thought.

A cheap synthetic. Repulsive is a mild word for it. And why did you want me to look at this handkerchief, Mr. Marlowe? She leaned back again and stared at me with level cool eyes.

I found it in Chris Laverys house, under the pillow on his bed. It has initials on it.

She unfolded the handkerchief without touching it by using the rubber tip of the pencil. Her face got a little grim and taut.

It has two letters embroidered on it, she said in a cold angry voice. They happen to be the same letters as my initials. Is that what you mean?

Right, I said. He probably knows half a dozen women with the same initials.

So youre going to be nasty after all, she said quietly.

Is it your handkerchief — or isnt it?

She hesitated. She reached out to the desk and very quietly got herself another cigarette and lit it with a match. She shook the match slowly, watching the small flame creep along the wood.

Yes, its mine, she said. I must have dropped it there. Its a long time ago. And I assure you I didnt put it under a pillow on his bed. Is that what you wanted to know?

I didnt say anything, and she added: He must have lent it to some woman who — who would like this kind of perfume.

I get a mental picture of the woman, I said. And she doesnt quite go with Lavery.

Her upper lip curled a little. It was a long upper lip. I like long upper lips.

I think, she said, you ought to do a little work on your mental picture of Chris Lavery. Any touch of refinement you may have noticed is purely coincidental.

Thats not a nice thing to say about a dead man, I said.

For a moment she just sat there and looked at me as if I hadnt said anything and she was waiting for me to say something. Then a slow shudder started at her throat and passed over her whole body. Her hands clenched and the cigarette bent into a crook. She looked down at it and threw it into the ashtray with a quick jerk of her arm.

He was shot in his shower, I said. And it looks as if it was done by some woman who spent the night there. He had just been shaving. The woman left a gun on the stairs and this handkerchief on the bed.

She moved very slightly in her chair. Her eyes were perfectly empty now. Her face was as cold as a carving.

And did you expect me to be able to give you information about that? she asked me bitterly.

Look, Miss Fromsett, Id like to be smooth and distant and subtle about all this too. Id like to play this sort of game just once the way somebody like you would like it to be played. But nobody will let me — not the clients, nor the cops, nor the people I play against. However hard I try to be nice I always end up with my nose in the dirt and my thumb feeling for somebodys eye.

She nodded as if she had only just barely heard me. When was he shot? she asked, and then shuddered slightly again.

This morning, I suppose. Not long after he got up. I said he had just shaved and was going to take a shower.

That, she said, would probably have been quite late. Ive been here since eight-thirty.

I didnt think you shot him.

Awfully kind of you, she said. But it is my handkerchief, isnt it? Although not my perfume. But I dont suppose policemen are very sensitive to quality in perfume — or in anything else.

No — and that goes for private detectives too, I said. Are you enjoying this a lot?

God, she said, and put the back of her hand hard against her mouth.

He was shot at five or six times, I said. And missed all but twice. He was cornered in the shower stall. It was a pretty grim scene, I should think. There was a lot of hate on one side of it. Or a pretty cold-blooded mind.

He was quite easy to hate, she said emptily. And poisonously easy to love. Women — even decent women — make such ghastly mistakes about men.

All youre telling me is that you once thought you loved him, but not any more, and that you didnt shoot him.

Yes. Her voice was light and dry now, like the perfume she didnt like to wear at the office. Im sure youll respect the confidence. She laughed shortly and bitterly. Dead, she said. The poor, egotistical, cheap, nasty, handsome, treacherous guy. Dead and cold and done with. No, Mr. Marlowe, I didnt shoot him.

I waited, letting her work it out of her. After a moment she said quietly: Does Mr. Kingsley know?

I nodded.

And the police, of course.

Not yet. At least not from me. I found him. The house door wasnt quite shut. I went in. I found him.

She picked the pencil up and poked at the handkerchief again. Does Mr. Kingsley know about this scented rag?

Nobody knows about that, except you and I, and whoever put it there.

Nice of you, she said dryly. And nice of you to think what you thought.

You have a certain quality of aloofness and dignity that I like, I said. But dont run it into the ground. What would you expect me to think? Do I pull the hankie out from under the pillow and sniff it and hold it out and say, Well, well, Miss Adrienne Fromsetts initials and all. Miss Fromsett must have known Lavery, perhaps very intimately. Lets say, just for the book, as intimately as my nasty little mind can conceive. And that would be pretty damn intimately. But this is cheap synthetic sandalwood and Miss Fromsett wouldnt use cheap scent. And this was under Laverys pillow and Miss Fromsett just never keeps her hankies under a mans pillow. Therefore this has absolutely nothing to do with Miss Fromsett. Its just an optical delusion.

Oh shut up, she said.

I grinned.

What kind of girl do you think I am? she snapped.

I came in too late to tell you.

She flushed, but delicately and all over her face this time. Then, Have you any idea who did it?

Ideas, but thats all they are. Im afraid the police are going to find it simple. Some of Mrs. Kingsleys clothes are hanging in Laverys closet. And when they know the whole story — including what happened at Little Fawn Lake yesterday — Im afraid theyll just reach for the handcuffs. They have to find her first. But that wont be so hard for them.

Crystal Kingsley, she said emptily. So he couldnt be spared even that.

I said: It doesnt have to be. It could be an entirely different motivation, something we know nothing about. It could have been somebody like Dr. Almore.

She looked up quickly, then shook her head. It could be, I insisted. We dont know anything against it. He was pretty nervous yesterday, for a man who has nothing to be afraid of. But, of course, it isnt only the guilty who are afraid.

I stood up and tapped on the edge of the desk looking down at her. She had a lovely neck. She pointed to the handkerchief.

What about that? she asked dully.

If it was mine, Id wash that cheap scent out of it.

It has to mean something, doesnt it? It might mean a lot.

I laughed. I dont think it means anything at all. Women are always leaving their handkerchiefs around. A fellow like Lavery would collect them and keep them in a drawer with a sandalwood sachet. Somebody would find the stock and take one out to use. Or he would lend them, enjoying the reactions to the other girls initials. Id say he was that kind of a heel. Goodby, Miss Fromsett, and thanks for talking to me.

I started to go, then I stopped and asked her: Did you hear the name of the reporter down there who gave Brownwell all his information?

She shook her head.

Or the name of Mrs. Almores parents?

Not that either. But I could probably find that out for you. Id be glad to try.

How?

Those things are usually printed in death notices, arent they? There is pretty sure to have been a death notice in the Los Angeles papers.

That would be very nice of you, I said. I ran a finger along the edge of the desk and looked at her sideways. Pale ivory skin, dark and lovely eyes, hair as light as hair can be and as dark as night can be.

I walked back down the room and out. The little blonde at the PBX looked at me expectantly, her small red lips parted, waiting for more fun.

I didnt have any more. I went on out.
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NO POLICE CARS stood in front of Laverys house, nobody hung around on the sidewalk and when I pushed the front door open there was no smell of cigar or cigarette smoke inside. The sun had gone away from the windows and a fly buzzed softly over one of the liquor glasses. I went down to the end and hung over the railing that led downstairs. Nothing moved in Mr. Laverys house. Nothing made sound except very faintly down below in the bathroom the quiet trickle of water dripping on a dead mans shoulder.

I went to the telephone and looked up the number of the police department in the directory. I dialed and while I was waiting for an answer, I took the little automatic out of my pocket and laid it on the table beside the telephone.

When the male voice said: Bay City Police — Smoot talking, I said: Theres been a shooting at 623 Altair Street. Man named Lavery lives there. Hes dead.

Six-two-three Altair. Who are you?

The name is Marlowe.

You right there in the house?

Right.

Dont touch anything at all.

I hung up, sat down on the davenport and waited.

Not very long. A siren whined far off, growing louder with great surges of sound. Tires screamed at a corner, and the siren wail died to a metallic growl, then to silence, and the tires screamed again in front of the house. The Bay City police conserving rubber. Steps hit the sidewalk and I went over to the front door and opened it.

Two uniformed cops barged into the room. They were the usual large size and they had the usual weathered faces and suspicious eyes. One of them had a carnation tucked under his cap, behind his right ear. The other one was older, a little gray and grim. They stood and looked at me warily, then the older one said briefly:

All right, where is it?

Downstairs in the bathroom, behind the shower curtain.

You stay here with him, Eddie.

He went rapidly along the room and disappeared. The other one looked at me steadily and said out of the corner of his mouth:

Dont make any false moves, buddy.

I sat down on the davenport again. The cop ranged the room with his eyes. There were sounds below stairs, feet walking. The cop with me suddenly spotted the gun lying on the telephone table. He charged at it violently, like a downfield blocker.

This the death gun? he almost shouted.

I should imagine so. Its been fired.

Ha! He leaned over the gun, baring his teeth at me, and put his hand to his holster. His finger tickled the flap off the stud and he grasped the butt of the black revolver.

You should what? he barked.

I should imagine so.

Thats very good, he sneered. Thats very good indeed.

Its not that good, I said.

He reeled back a little. His eyes were being careful of me. What you shoot him for? he growled.

Ive wondered and wondered.

Oh, a wisenheimer.

Lets just sit down and wait for the homicide boys, I said. Im reserving my defense.

Dont give me none of that, he said.

Im not giving you any of anything. If I had shot him, I wouldnt be here. I wouldnt have called up. You wouldnt have found the gun. Dont work so hard on the case. You wont be on it more than ten minutes.

His eyes looked hurt. He took his cap off and the carnation dropped to the floor. He bent and picked it up and twirled it between his fingers, then dropped it behind the fire screen.

Better not do that, I told him. They might think its a clue and waste a lot of time on it.

Aw hell. He bent over the screen and retrieved the carnation and put it in his pocket. You know all the answers, dont you, buddy?

The other cop came back up the stairs, looking grave. He stood in the middle of the floor and looked at his wrist watch and made a note in a notebook and then looked out of the front windows, holding the venetian blinds to one side to do it.

The one who had stayed with me said: Can I look now?

Let it lie, Eddie. Nothing in it for us. You call the coroner?

I thought homicide would do that.

Yeah, thats right. Captain Webber will be on it and he likes to do everything himself. He looked at me and said: Youre a man named Marlowe?

I said I was a man named Marlowe.

Hes a wise guy, knows all the answers, Eddie said.

The older one looked at me absently, looked at Eddie absently, spotted the gun lying on the telephone table and looked at that not at all absently.

Yeah, thats the death gun, Eddie said. I aint touched it.

The other nodded. The boys are not so fast today. Whats your line, mister? Friend of his? He made a thumb towards the floor.

Saw him yesterday for the first time. Im a private operative from L.A.

Oh. He looked at me very sharply. The other cop looked at me with deep suspicion.

Cripes, that means everything will be all balled up, he said.

That was the first sensible remark he had made. I grinned at him affectionately.

The older cop looked out of the front window again. Thats the Almore place across the street, Eddie, he said.

Eddie went and looked with him. Sure is, he said. You can read the plate. Say, this guy downstairs might be the guy—

Shut up, the other one said and dropped the venetian blind. They both turned around and stared at me woodenly.

A car came down the block and stopped and a door slammed and more steps came down the walk. The older of the prowl car boys opened the door to two men in plain clothes, one of whom I already knew.
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THE ONE WHO came first was a small man for a cop, middle-aged, thin-faced, with a permanently tired expression. His nose was sharp and bent a little to one side, as if somebody had given it the elbow one time when it was into something. His blue pork pie hat was set very square on his head and chalk-white hair showed under it. He wore a dull brown suit and his hands were in the side pockets of the jacket, with the thumbs outside the seam.

The man behind him was Degarmo, the big cop with the dusty blond hair and the metallic blue eyes and the savage, lined face who had not liked my being in front of Dr. Almores house.

The two uniformed men looked at the small man and touched their caps.

The bodys in the basement, Captain Webber. Been shot twice after a couple of misses, looks like. Dead quite some time. This partys name is Marlowe. Hes a private eye from Los Angeles. I didnt question him beyond that.

Quite right, Webber said sharply. He had a suspicious voice. He passed a suspicious eye over my face and nodded briefly. Im Captain Webber, he said. This is Lieutenant Degarmo. Well look at the body first.

He went along the room. Degarmo looked at me as if he had never seen me before and followed him. They went downstairs, the older of the two prowl car men with them. The cop called Eddie and I stared each other down for a while.

I said: This is right across the street from Dr. Almores place, isnt it?

All the expression went out of his face. There hadnt been much to go. Yeah. So what?

So nothing, I said.

He was silent. The voices came up from below, blurred and indistinct. The cop cocked his ear and said in a more friendly tone: You remember that one?

A little.

He laughed. They killed that one pretty, he said. They wrapped it up and hid it in back of the shelf. The top shelf in the bathroom closet. The one you cant reach without standing on a chair.

So they did, I said. I wonder why.

The cop looked at me sternly. There was good reasons, pal. Dont think there wasnt. You know this Lavery well?

Not well.

On to him for something?

Working on him a little, I said. You knew him?

The cop called Eddie shook his head. Nope. I just remembered it was a guy from this house found Almores wife in the garage that night.

Lavery may not have been here then, I said.

How longs he been here?

I dont know, I said.

Would be about a year and a half, the cop said, musingly. The L.A. papers give it any play?

Paragraph on the Home Counties page, I said, just to be moving my mouth.

He scratched his ear and listened. Steps were coming back up the stairs. The cops face went blank and he moved away from me and straightened up.

Captain Webber hurried over to the telephone and dialed the number and spoke, then held the phone away from his ear and looked back over his shoulder.

Whos deputy coroner this week, Al?

Ed Garland, the big lieutenant said woodenly.

Call Ed Garland, Webber said into the phone. Have him come over right away. And tell the flash squad to step on it.

He put the phone down and barked sharply: Who handled this gun?

I said: I did.

He came over and teetered on his heels in front of me and pushed his small sharp chin up at me. He held the gun delicately on a handkerchief in his hand.

Dont you know enough not to handle a weapon found at the scene of a crime?

Certainly, I said. But when I handled it I didnt know there had been a crime. I didnt know the gun had been fired. It was lying on the stairs and I thought it had been dropped.

A likely story, Webber said bitterly. You get a lot of that sort of thing in your business?

A lot of what sort of thing?

He kept his hard stare on me and didnt answer.

I said: How would it be for me to tell you my story as it happened?

He bridled at me like a cockerel. Suppose you answer my questions exactly as I choose to put them.

I didnt say anything to that. Webber swivelled sharply and said to the two uniformed men: You boys can get back to your car and check in with the despatcher.

They saluted and went out, closing the door softly until it stuck, then getting as mad at it as anybody else. Webber listened until their car went away. Then he put the bleak and callous eye on me once more.

Let me see your identification.

I handed him my wallet and he rooted in it. Degarmo sat in a chair and crossed his legs and stared up blankly at the ceiling. He got a match out of his pocket and chewed the end of it. Webber gave me back my wallet. I put it away.

People in your line make a lot of trouble, he said.

Not necessarily, I said.

He raised his voice. It had been sharp enough before. I said they made a lot of trouble, and a lot of trouble is what I meant. But get this straight. Youre not going to make any in Bay City.

I didnt answer him. He jabbed a forefinger at me.

Youre from the big town, he said. You think youre tough and you think youre wise. Dont worry. We can handle you. Were a small place, but were very compact. We dont have any political tug-of-war down here. We work on the straight line and we work fast. Dont worry about us, mister.

Im not worrying, I said. I dont have anything to worry about. Im just trying to make a nice clean dollar.

And dont give me any of the flip talk, Webber said. I dont like it.

Degarmo brought his eyes down from the ceiling and curled a forefinger to stare at the nail. He spoke in a heavy bored voice.

Look, chief, the fellow downstairs is called Lavery. Hes dead. I knew him a little. He was a chaser.

What of it? Webber snapped, not looking away from me.

The whole set-up indicates a dame, Degarmo said. You know what these private eyes work at. Divorce stuff. Suppose wed let him tie into it, instead of just trying to scare him dumb.

If Im scaring him, Webber said, Id like to know it. I dont see any signs of it.

He walked over to the front window and yanked the venetian blind up. Light poured into the room almost dazzlingly, after the long dimness. He came back bouncing on his heels and poked a thin hard finger at me and said:

Talk.

I said, Im working for a Los Angeles business man who cant take a lot of loud publicity. Thats why he hired me. A month ago his wife ran off and later a telegram came which indicated she had gone with Lavery. But my client met Lavery in town a couple of days ago and he denied it. The client believed him enough to get worried. It seems the lady is pretty reckless. She might have taken up with some bad company and got into a jam. I came down to see Lavery and he denied to me that he had gone with her. I half believed him but later I got reasonable proof that he had been with her in a San Bernardino hotel the night she was believed to have left the mountain cabin where she had been staying. With that in my pocket I came down to tackle Lavery again. No answer to the bell, the door was slightly open. I came inside, looked around, found the gun and searched the house. I found him. Just the way he is now.

You had no right to search the house, Webber said coldly.

Of course not, I agreed. But I wouldnt be likely to pass up the chance either.

The name of this man youre working for?

Kingsley. I gave him the Beverly Hills address. He manages a cosmetic company in the Treloar Building on Olive. The Gillerlain Company.

Webber looked at Degarmo. Degarmo wrote lazily on an envelope. Webber looked back at me and said: What else?

I went up to this mountain cabin where the lady had been staying. Its at a place called Little Fawn Lake, near Puma Point, forty-six miles into the mountains from San Bernardino.

I looked at Degarmo. He was writing slowly. His hand stopped a moment and seemed to hang in the air stiffly, then it dropped to the envelope and wrote again. I went on:

About a month ago the wife of the caretaker at Kingsleys place up there had a fight with him and left as everybody thought. Yesterday she was found drowned in the lake.

Webber almost closed his eyes and rocked on his heels. Almost softly he asked: Why are you telling me this? Are you implying a connection?

Theres a connection in time. Lavery had been up there. I dont know of any other connection, but I thought Id better mention it.

Degarmo was sitting very still, looking at the floor in front of him. His face was tight and he looked even more savage than usual. Webber said:

This woman that was drowned? Suicide?

Suicide or murder. She left a goodby note. But her husband has been arrested on suspicion. The name is Chess. Bill and Muriel Chess, his wife.

I dont want any part of that, Webber said sharply. Lets confine ourselves to what went on here.

Nothing went on here, I said, looking at Degarmo. Ive been down here twice. The first time I talked to Lavery and didnt get anywhere. The second time I didnt talk to him and didnt get anywhere.

Webber said slowly: Im going to ask you a question and I want an honest answer. You wont want to give it, but now will be as good a time as later. You know Ill get it eventually. The question is this. You have looked through the house and I imagine pretty thoroughly. Have you seen anything that suggests to you that this Kingsley woman has been here?

Thats not a fair question, I said. It calls for a conclusion of the witness.

I want an answer to it, he said grimly. This isnt a court of law.

The answer is yes, I said. There are womens clothes hanging in a closet downstairs that have been described to me as being worn by Mrs. Kingsley at San Bernardino the night she met Lavery there. The description was not exact though. A black and white suit, mostly white, and a panama hat with a rolled black and white band.

Degarmo snapped a finger against the envelope he was holding. You must be a great guy for a client to have working for him, he said. That puts the woman right in this house where a murder has been committed and she is the woman hes supposed to have gone away with. I dont think well have to look far for the killer, chief.

Webber was staring at me fixedly, with little or no expression on his face but a kind of tight watchfulness. He nodded absently to what Degarmo had said.

I said: Im assuming you fellows are not a pack of damn fools. The clothes are tailored and easy to trace. Ive saved you an hour by telling you, perhaps even no more than a phone call.

Anything else? Webber asked quietly.

Before I could answer, a car stopped outside the house, and then another. Webber skipped over to open the door. Three men came in, a short curly-haired man and a large ox-like man, both carrying heavy black leather cases. Behind them a tall thin man in a dark gray suit and black tie. He had very bright eyes and a poker face.

Webber pointed a finger at the curly-haired man and said: Downstairs in the bathroom, Busoni. I want a lot of prints from all over the house, particularly any that seem to be made by a woman. It will be a long job.

I do all the work, Busoni grunted. He and the ox-like man went along the room and down the stairs.

We have a corpse for you, Garland, Webber said to the third man. Lets go down and look at him. Youve ordered the wagon?

The bright-eyed man nodded briefly and he and Webber went downstairs after the other two.

Degarmo put the envelope and pencil away. He stared at me woodenly.

I said: Am I supposed to talk about our conversation yesterday — or is that a private transaction?

Talk about it all you like, he said. Its our job to protect the citizen.

You talk about it, I said. Id like to know more about the Almore case.

He flushed slowly and his eyes got mean. You said you didnt know Almore.

I didnt yesterday, or know anything about him. Since then Ive learned that Lavery knew Mrs. Almore, that she committed suicide, that Lavery found her dead, and that Lavery has at least been suspected of blackmailing him — or of being in a position to blackmail him. Also both your prowl-car boys seemed interested in the fact that Almores house was across the street from here. And one of them remarked that the case had been killed pretty, or words to that effect.

Degarmo said in a slow deadly tone: Ill have the badge off the son of a bitch. All they do is flap their mouths. God damn empty-headed bastards.

Then theres nothing in it, I said.

He looked at his cigarette. Nothing in what?

Nothing in the idea that Almore murdered his wife, and had enough pull to get it fixed.

Degarmo came to his feet and walked over to lean down at me. Say that again, he said softly.

I said it again.

He hit me across the face with his open hand. It jerked my head around hard. My face felt hot and large.

Say it again, he said softly.

I said it again. His hand swept and knocked my head to one side again.

Say it again.

Nope. Third time lucky. You might miss. I put a hand up and rubbed my cheek.

He stood leaning down, his lips drawn back over his teeth, a hard animal glare in his very blue eyes.

Any time you talk like that to a cop, he said, you know what you got coming. Try it on again and it wont be the flat of a hand Ill use on you.

I bit hard on my lips and rubbed my cheek.

Poke your big nose into our business and youll wake up in an alley with the cats looking at you, he said.

I didnt say anything. He went and sat down again, breathing hard. I stopped rubbing my face and held my hand out and worked the fingers slowly, to get the hard clench out of them.

Ill remember that, I said. Both ways.
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IT WAS EARLY evening when I got back to Hollywood and up to the office. The building had emptied out and the corridors were silent. Doors were open and the cleaning women were inside with their vacuum cleaners and their dry mops and dusters.

I unlocked the door to mine and picked up an envelope that lay in front of the mail slot and dropped it on the desk without looking at it. I ran the windows up and leaned out, looking at the early neon lights glowing, smelling the warm, foody air that drifted up from the alley ventilator of the coffee shop next door.

I peeled off my coat and tie and sat down at the desk and got the office bottle out of the deep drawer and bought myself a drink. It didnt do any good. I had another, with the same result.

By now Webber would have seen Kingsley. There would be a general alarm out for his wife, already, or very soon. The thing looked cut and dried to them. A nasty affair between two rather nasty people, too much loving, too much drinking, too much proximity ending in a savage hatred and a murderous impulse and death.

I thought this was all a little too simple.

I reached for the envelope and tore it open. It had no stamp. It read: Mr. Marlowe: Florence Almores parents are a Mr. and Mrs. Eustace Grayson, presently residing at the Rossmore Arms, 640 South Oxford Avenue. I checked this by calling the listed phone number. Yrs. Adrienne Fromsett.

An elegant handwriting, like the elegant hand that wrote it. I pushed it to one side and had another drink. I began to feel a little less savage. I pushed things around on the desk. My hands felt thick and hot and awkward. I ran a finger across the corner of the desk and looked at the streak made by the wiping off of the dust. I looked at the dust on my finger and wiped that off. I looked at my watch. I looked at the wall. I looked at nothing.

I put the liquor bottle away and went over to the washbowl to rinse the glass out. When I had done that I washed my hands and bathed my face in cold water and looked at it. The flush was gone from the left cheek, but it looked a little swollen. Not very much, but enough to make me tighten up again. I brushed my hair and looked at the gray in it. There was getting to be plenty of gray in it. The face under the hair had a sick look. I didnt like the face at all.

I went back to the desk and read Miss Fromsetts note again. I smoothed it out on the glass and sniffed it and smoothed it out some more and folded it and put it in my coat pocket.

I sat very still and listened to the evening grow quiet outside the open windows. And very slowly I grew quiet with it.
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THE ROSSMORE ARMS was a gloomy pile of dark red brick built around a huge forecourt. It had a plush-lined lobby containing silence, tubbed plants, a bored canary in a cage as big as a dog-house, a smell of old carpet dust and the cloying fragrance of gardenias long ago.

The Graysons were on the fifth floor in front, in the north wing. They were sitting together in a room which seemed to be deliberately twenty years out of date. It had fat over-stuffed furniture and brass doorknobs, shaped like eggs, a huge wall mirror in a gilt frame, a marble-topped table in the window and dark red plush side drapes by the windows. It smelled of tobacco smoke and behind that the air was telling me they had had lamb chops and broccoli for dinner.

Graysons wife was a plump woman who might once have had big baby-blue eyes. They were faded out now and dimmed by glasses and slightly protuberant. She had kinky white hair. She sat darning socks with her thick ankles crossed, her feet just reaching the floor, and a big wicker sewing basket in her lap.

Grayson was a long stooped yellow-faced man with high shoulders, bristly eyebrows and almost no chin. The upper part of his face meant business. The lower part was just saying goodby. He wore bifocals and he had been gnawing fretfully at the evening paper. I had looked him up in the city directory. He was a C.P.A. and looked it very inch. He even had ink on his fingers and there were four pencils in the pocket of his open vest.

He read my card carefully for the seventh time and looked me up and down and said slowly:

What is it you want to see us about, Mr. Marlowe?

Im interested in a man named Lavery. He lives across the street from Dr. Almore. Your daughter was the wife of Dr. Almore. Lavery is the man who found your daughter the night she — died.

They both pointed like bird dogs when I deliberately hesitated on the last word. Grayson looked at his wife and she shook her head.

We dont care to talk about that, Grayson said promptly. It is much too painful to us.

I waited a moment and looked gloomy with them. Then I said: I dont blame you. I dont want to make you. Id like to get in touch with the man you hired to look into it, though.

They looked at each other again. Mrs. Grayson didnt shake her head this time.

Grayson asked: Why?

Id better tell you a little of my story. I told them what I had been hired to do, not mentioning Kingsley by name. I told them the incident with Degarmo outside Almores house the day before. They pointed again on that.

Grayson said sharply: Am I to understand that you were unknown to Dr. Almore, had not approached him in any way, and that he nevertheless called a police officer because you were outside his house?

I said: Thats right. Had been outside for at least an hour though. That is, my car had.

Thats very queer, Grayson said.

Id say that was one very nervous man, I said. And Degarmo asked me if her folks — meaning your daughters folks — had hired me. Looks as if he didnt feel safe yet, wouldnt you say?

Safe about what? He didnt look at me saying this. He re-lit his pipe, slowly, then tamped the tobacco down with the end of a big metal pencil and lit it again.

I shrugged and didnt answer. He looked at me quickly and looked away. Mrs. Grayson didnt look at me, but her nostrils quivered.

How did he know who you were? Grayson asked suddenly.

Made a note of the car license, called the Auto Club, looked up the name in the directory. At least thats what Id have done and I saw him through his window making some of the motions.

So he has the police working for him, Grayson said.

Not necessarily. If they made a mistake that time, they wouldnt want it found out now.

Mistake! He laughed almost shrilly.

Okay, I said. The subject is painful but a little fresh air wont hurt it. Youve always thought he murdered her, havent you? Thats why you hired this dick — detective.

Mrs. Grayson looked up with quick eyes and ducked her head down and rolled up another pair of mended socks.

Grayson said nothing.

I said: Was there any evidence, or was it just that you didnt like him?

There was evidence, Grayson said bitterly, and with a sudden clearness of voice, as if he had decided to talk about it after all. There must have been. We were told there was. But we never got it. The police took care of that.

I heard they had this fellow arrested and sent up for drunk driving.

You heard right.

But he never told you what he had to go on.

No.

I dont like that, I said. That sounds a little as if this fellow hadnt made up his mind whether to use his information for your benefit or keep it and put a squeeze on the doctor.

Grayson looked at his wife again. She said quietly: Mr. Talley didnt impress me that way. He was a quiet unassuming little man. But you cant always judge, I know.

I said: So Talley was his name. That was one of the things I hoped you would tell me.

And what were the others? Grayson asked.

How can I find Talley — and what it was that laid the groundwork of suspicion in your minds. It must have been there, or you wouldnt have hired Talley without a better showing from him that he had grounds.

Grayson smiled very thinly and primly. He reached for his little chin and rubbed it with one long yellow finger.

Mrs. Grayson said: Dope.

She means that literally, Grayson said at once, as if the single word had been a green light. Almore was, and no doubt is, a dope doctor. Our daughter made that clear to us. In his hearing too. He didnt like it.

Just what do you mean by a dope doctor, Mr. Grayson?

I mean a doctor whose practice is largely with people who are living on the raw edge of nervous collapse, from drink and dissipation. People who have to be given sedatives and narcotics all the time. The stage comes when an ethical physician refuses to treat them any more, outside a sanatorium. But not the Dr. Almores. They will keep on as long as the money comes in, as long as the patient remains alive and reasonably sane, even if he or she becomes a hopeless addict in the process. A lucrative practice, he said primly, and I imagine a dangerous one to the doctor.

No doubt of that, I said. But theres a lot of money in it. Did you know a man named Condy?

No. We know who he was. Florence suspected he was a source of Almores narcotic supply.

I said: Could be. He probably wouldnt want to write himself too many prescriptions. Did you know Lavery?

We never saw him. We knew who he was.

Ever occur to you that Lavery might have been blackmailing Almore?

It was a new idea to him. He ran his hand over the top of his head and brought it down over his face and dropped it to his bony knee. He shook his head.

No. Why should I?

He was first to the body, I said. Whatever looked wrong to Talley must have been equally visible to Lavery.

Is Lavery that kind of man?

I dont know. He has no visible means of support, no job. He gets around a lot, especially with women.

Its an idea, Grayson said. And those things can be handled very discreetly. He smiled wryly. I have come across traces of them in my work. Unsecured loans, long outstanding. Investments on the face of them worthless, made by men who would not be likely to make worthless investments. Bad debts that should obviously be charged off and have not been, for fear of inviting scrutiny from the income tax people. Oh yes, those things can easily be arranged.

I looked at Mrs. Grayson. Her hands had never stopped working. She had a dozen pairs of darned socks finished. Graysons long bony feet would be hard on socks.

Whats happened to Talley? Was he framed?

I dont think theres any doubt about it. His wife was very bitter. She said he had been given a doped drink in a bar and he had been drinking with a policeman. She said a police car was waiting across the street for him to start driving and that he was picked up at once. Also that he was given only the most perfunctory examination at the jail.

That doesnt mean too much. Thats what he told her after he was arrested. Hed tell her something like that automatically.

Well, I hate to think the police are not honest, Grayson said. But these things are done, and everybody knows it.

I said: If they made an honest mistake about your daughters death, they would hate to have Talley show them up. It might mean several lost jobs. If they thought what he was really after was blackmail, they wouldnt be too fussy about how they took care of him. Where is Talley now? What it all boils down to is that if there was any solid clue, he either had it or was on the track of it and knew what he was looking for.

Grayson said: We dont know where he is. He got six months, but that expired long ago.

How about his wife?

He looked at his own wife. She said briefly: 1618½ Westmore Street, Bay City. Eustace and I sent her a little money. She was left bad off.

I made a note of the address and leaned back in my chair and said:

Somebody shot Lavery this morning in his bathroom.

Mrs. Graysons pudgy hands became still on the edges of the basket. Grayson sat with his mouth open, holding his pipe in front of it. He made a noise of clearing his throat softly, as if in the presence of the dead. Nothing ever moved slower than his old black pipe going back between his teeth.

Of course it would be too much to expect, he said and let it hang in the air and blew a little pale smoke at it, and then added, that Dr. Almore had any connection with that.

Id like to think he had, I said. He certainly lives at a handy distance. The police think my clients wife shot him. They have a good case too, when they find her. But if Almore had anything to do with it, it must surely arise out of your daughters death. Thats why Im trying to find out something about that.

Grayson said: A man who has done one murder wouldnt have more than twenty-five per cent of the hesitation in doing another. He spoke as if he had given the matter considerable study.

I said: Yeah, maybe. What was supposed to be the motive for the first one?

Florence was wild, he said sadly. A wild and difficult girl. She was wasteful and extravagant, always picking up new and rather doubtful friends, talking too much and too loudly, and generally acting the fool. A wife like that can be very dangerous to a man like Albert S. Almore. But I dont believe that was the prime motive, was it, Lettie?

He looked at his wife, but she didnt look at him. She jabbed a darning needle into a round ball of wool and said nothing.

Grayson sighed and went on: We had reason to believe he was carrying on with his office nurse and that Florence had threatened him with a public scandal. He couldnt have anything like that, could he? One kind of scandal might too easily lead to another.

I said: How did he do the murder?

With morphine, of course. He always had it, he always used it. He was an expert in the use of it. Then when she was in a deep coma he would have placed her in the garage and started the car motor. There was no autopsy, you know. But if there had been, it was known that she had been given a hypodermic injection that night.

I nodded and he leaned back satisfied and ran his hand over his head and down his face and let it fall slowly to his bony knee. He seemed to have given a lot of study to this angle too.

I looked at them. A couple of elderly people sitting there quietly, poisoning their minds with hate, a year and a half after it had happened. They would like it if Almore had shot Lavery. They would love it. It would warm them clear down to their ankles.

After a pause I said: Youre believing a lot of this because you want to. Its always possible that she committed suicide, and that the cover-up was partly to protect Condys gambling club and partly to prevent Almore having to be questioned at a public hearing.

Rubbish, Grayson said sharply. He murdered her all right. She was in bed, asleep.

You dont know that. She might have been taking dope herself. She might have established a tolerance for it. The effect wouldnt last long in that case. She might have got up in the middle of the night and looked at herself in the glass and seen devils pointing at her. These things happen.

I think you have taken up enough of our time, Grayson said.

I stood up. I thanked them both and made a yard towards the door and said: You didnt do anything more about it after Talley was arrested?

Saw an assistant district attorney named Leach, Grayson grunted. Got exactly nowhere. He saw nothing to justify his office in interfering. Wasnt even interested in the narcotic angle. But Condys place was closed up about a month later. That might have come out of it somehow.

That was probably the Bay City cops throwing a little smoke. Youd find Condy somewhere else, if you knew where to look. With all his original equipment intact.

I started for the door again and Grayson hoisted himself out of his chair and dragged across the room after me. There was a flush on his yellow face.

I didnt mean to be rude, he said. I guess Lettie and I oughtnt to brood about this business the way we do.

I think youve both been very patient, I said. Was there anybody else involved in all this that we havent mentioned by name?

He shook his head, then looked back at his wife. Her hands were motionless holding the current sock on the darning egg. Her head was tilted a little to one side. Her attitude was of listening, but not to us.

I said: The way I got the story, Dr. Almores office nurse put Mrs. Almore to bed that night. Would that be the one he was supposed to be playing around with?

Mrs. Grayson said sharply: Wait a minute. We never saw the girl. But she had a pretty name. Just give me a minute.

We gave her a minute. Mildred something, she said, and snapped her teeth.

I took a deep breath. Would it be Mildred Haviland, Mrs. Grayson?

She smiled brightly and nodded. Of course, Mildred Haviland. Dont you remember, Eustace?

He didnt remember. He looked at us like a horse that has got into the wrong stable. He opened the door and said: What does it matter?

And you said Talley was a small man, I bored on. He wouldnt for instance be a big loud bruiser with an overbearing manner?

Oh no, Mrs. Grayson said. Mr. Talley is a man of not more than medium height, middle-aged, with brownish hair and a very quiet voice. He had a sort of worried expression. I mean, he looked as if he always had it.

Looks as if he needed it, I said.

Grayson put his bony hand out and I shook it. It felt like shaking hands with a towel rack.

If you get him, he said and clamped his mouth hard on his pipe stem, call back with a bill. If you get Almore, I mean, of course.

I said I knew he meant Almore, but that there wouldnt be any bill.

I went back along the silent hallway. The self-operating elevator was carpeted in red plush. It had an elderly perfume in it, like three widows drinking tea.
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THE HOUSE ON Westmore Street was a small frame bungalow behind a larger house. There was no number visible on the smaller house, but the one in front showed a stencilled 1618 beside the door, with a dim light behind the stencil. A narrow concrete path led along under windows to the house at the back. It had a tiny porch with a single chair on it. I stepped up on the porch and rang the bell.

It buzzed not very far off. The front door was open behind the screen but there was no light. From the darkness a querulous voice said:

What is it?

I spoke into the darkness. Mr. Talley in?

The voice became flat and without tone. Who wants him?

A friend.

The woman sitting inside in the darkness made a vague sound in her throat which might have been amusement. Or she might just have been clearing her throat.

All right, she said. How much is this one?

Its not a bill, Mrs. Talley. I suppose you are Mrs. Talley?

Oh, go away and let me alone, the voice said. Mr. Talley isnt here. He hasnt been here. He wont be here.

I put my nose against the screen and tried to peer into the room. I could see the vague outlines of its furniture. From where the voice came from also showed the shape of a couch. A woman was lying on it. She seemed to be lying on her back and looking up at the ceiling. She was quite motionless.

Im sick, the voice said. Ive had enough trouble. Go away and leave me be.

I said: Ive just come from talking to the Graysons.

There was a little silence, but no movement, then a sigh. I never heard of them.

I leaned against the frame of the screen door and looked back along the narrow walk to the street. There was a car across the way with parking lights burning. There were other cars along the block.

I said: Yes, you have, Mrs. Talley. Im working for them. Theyre still in there pitching. How about you? Dont you want something back?

The voice said: I want to be let alone.

I want information, I said. Im going to get it. Quietly if I can. Loud, if it cant be quiet.

The voice said: Another copper, eh?

You know Im not a copper, Mrs. Talley. The Graysons wouldnt talk to a copper. Call them up and ask them.

I never heard of them, the voice said. I dont have a phone, if I knew them. Go away, copper. Im sick. Ive been sick for a month.

My name is Marlowe, I said. Philip Marlowe. Im a private eye in Los Angeles, Ive been talking to the Graysons. Ive got something, but I want to talk to your husband.

The woman on the couch let out a dim laugh which barely reached across the room. Youve got something, she said. That sounds familiar. My God it does! Youve got something. George Talley had something too — once.

He can have it again, I said, if he plays his cards right.

If thats what it takes, she said, you can scratch him off right now.

I leaned against the doorframe and scratched my chin instead. Somebody back on the street had clicked a flashlight on. I didnt know why. It went off again. It seemed to be near my car.

The pale blur of face on the couch moved and disappeared. Hair took its place. The woman had turned her face to the wall.

Im tired, she said, her voice now muffled by talking at the wall. Im so damn tired. Beat it, mister. Be nice and go away.

Would a little money help any?

Cant you smell the cigar smoke?

I sniffed. I didnt smell any cigar smoke. I said, No.

Theyve been here. They were here two hours. God, Im tired of it all. Go away.

Look, Mrs. Talley—

She rolled on the couch and the blur of her face showed again. I could almost see her eyes, not quite.

Look yourself, she said. I dont know you. I dont want to know you. I have nothing to tell you. I wouldnt tell it, if I had. I live here, mister, if you call it living. Anyway its the nearest I can get to living. I want a little peace and quiet. Now you get out and leave me alone.

Let me in the house, I said. We can talk this over. I think I can show you—

She rolled suddenly on the couch again and feet struck the floor. A tight anger came into her voice.

If you dont get out, she said, Im going to start yelling my head off. Right now. Now!

Okay, I said quickly. Ill stick my card in the door. So you wont forget my name. You might change your mind.

I got the card out and wedged it into the crack of the screen door. I said: Well goodnight, Mrs. Talley.

No answer. Her eyes were looking across the room at me, faintly luminous in the dark. I went down off the porch and back along the narrow walk to the street.

Across the way a motor purled gently in the car with the parking lights on it. Motors purl gently in thousands of cars on thousands of streets, everywhere.

I got into the Chrysler and started it up.
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WESTMORE WAS A north and south street on the wrong side of town. I drove north. At the next corner I bumped over disused interurban tracks and on into a block of junk yards. Behind wooden fences the decomposing carcases of old automobiles lay in grotesque designs, like a modern battlefield. Piles of rusted parts looked lumpy under the moon. Roof high piles, with alleys between them.

Headlights glowed in my rear view mirror. They got larger. I stepped on the gas and reached keys out of my pocket and unlocked the glove compartment. I took a .38 out and laid it on the car seat close to my leg.

Beyond the junk yards there was a brick field. The tall chimney of the kiln was smokeless, far off over waste land. Piles of dark bricks, a low wooden building with a sign on it, emptiness, no one moving, no light.

The car behind me gained. The low whine of a lightly touched siren growled through the night. The sound loafed over the fringes of a neglected golf course to the east, across the brickyard to the west. I speeded up a bit more, but it wasnt any use. The car behind me came up fast and a huge red spotlight suddenly glared all over the road.

The car came up level and started to cut in. I stood the Chrysler on its nose, swung out behind the police car, and made a U turn with half an inch to spare. I gunned the motor the other way. Behind me sounded the rough clashing of gears, the howl of an infuriated motor, and the red spotlight swept for what seemed miles over the brickyard.

It wasnt any use. They were behind me and coming fast again. I didnt have any idea of getting away. I wanted to get back where there were houses and people to come out and watch and perhaps to remember.

I didnt make it. The police car heaved up alongside again and a hard voice yelled:

Pull over, or well blast a hole in you!

I pulled over to the curb and set the brake. I put the gun back in the glove compartment and snapped it shut. The police car jumped on its springs just in front of my left front fender. A fat man slammed out of it roaring.

Dont you know a police siren when you hear one? Get out of that car!

I got out of the car and stood beside it in the moonlight. The fat man had a gun in his hand.

Gimme your license! he barked in a voice as hard as the blade of a shovel.

I took it out and held it out. The other cop in the car slid out from under the wheel and came around beside me and took what I was holding out. He put a flash on it and read.

Name of Marlowe, he said. Hell, the guys a shamus. Just think of that, Cooney.

Cooney said: Is that all? Guess I wont need this. He tucked the gun back in his holster and buttoned the leather flap down over it. Guess I can handle this with my little flippers, he said. Guess I can at that.

The other one said: Doing fifty-five. Been drinking, I wouldnt wonder.

Smell the bastards breath, Cooney said.

The other one leaned forward with a polite leer. Could I smell the breath, shamus?

I let him smell the breath.

Well, he said judiciously, he aint staggering. I got to admit that.

S a cold night for summer. Buy the boy a drink, Officer Dobbs.

Now thats a sweet idea, Dobbs said. He went to the car and got a half pint bottle out of it. He held it up. It was a third full. No really solid drinking here, he said. He held the bottle out. With our compliments, pal.

Suppose I dont want a drink, I said.

Dont say that, Cooney whined. We might get the idea you wanted feetprints on your stomach.

I took the bottle and unscrewed the cap and sniffed. The liquor in the bottle smelled like whiskey. Just whiskey.

You cant work the same gag all the time, I said.

Cooney said: Time is eight twenty-seven. Write it down, Officer Dobbs.

Dobbs went to the car and leaned in to make a note on his report. I held the bottle up and said to Cooney: You insist that I drink this?

Naw. You could have me jump on your belly instead.

I tilted the bottle, locked my throat, and filled my mouth with whiskey. Cooney lunged forward and sank a fist in my stomach. I sprayed the whiskey and bent over choking. I dropped the bottle.

I bent to get it and saw Cooneys fat knee rising at my face. I stepped to one side and straightened and slammed him on the nose with everything I had. His left hand went to his face and his voice howled and his right hand jumped to his gun holster. Dobbs ran at me from the side and his arm swung low. The blackjack hit me behind the left knee, the leg went dead and I sat down hard on the ground, gritting my teeth and spitting whiskey.

Cooney took his hand away from his face full of blood.

Jesus, he cracked in a thick horrible voice. This is blood. My blood. He let out a wild roar and swung his foot at my face.

I rolled far enough to catch it on my shoulder. It was bad enough taking it there.

Dobbs pushed between us and said: We got enough, Charlie. Better not get it all gummed up.

Cooney stepped backwards three shuffling steps and sat down on the running board of the police car and held his face. He groped for a handkerchief and used it gently on his nose.

Just gimme a minute, he said through the handkerchief. Just a minute, pal. Just one little minute.

Dobbs said, Pipe down. We got enough. Thats the way its going to be. He swung the blackjack slowly beside his leg. Cooney got up off the running board and staggered forward. Dobbs put a hand against his chest and pushed him gently. Cooney tried to knock the hand out of his way.

I gotta see blood, he croaked. I gotta see more blood.

Dobbs said sharply, Nothing doing. Pipe down. We got all we wanted.

Cooney turned and moved heavily away to the other side of the police car. He leaned against it muttering through his handkerchief. Dobbs said to me:

Up on the feet, boy friend.

I got up and rubbed behind my knee. The nerve of the leg was jumping like an angry monkey.

Get in the car, Dobbs said. Our car.

I went over and climbed into the police car.

Dobbs said: You drive the other heap, Charlie.

Ill tear every god damn fender offn it, Cooney roared.

Dobbs picked the whiskey bottle off the ground, threw it over the fence, and slid into the car beside me. He pressed the starter.

This is going to cost you, he said. You hadnt ought to have socked him.

I said: Just why not?

Hes a good guy, Dobbs said. A little loud.

But not funny, I said. Not at all funny.

Dont tell him, Dobbs said. The police car began to move. Youd hurt his feelings.

Cooney slammed into the Chrysler and started it and clashed the gears as if he was trying to strip them. Dobbs tooled the police car smoothly around and started north again along the brickyard.

Youll like our new jail, he said.

What will the charge be?

He thought a moment, guiding the car with a gentle hand and watching in the mirror to see that Cooney followed along behind.

Speeding, he said. Resisting arrest. H.B.D. H.B.D. is police slang for had been drinking.

How about being slammed in the belly, kicked in the shoulder, forced to drink liquor under threat of bodily harm, threatened with a gun and struck with a blackjack while unarmed? Couldnt you make a little something more out of that?

Aw forget it, he said wearily. You think this sort of thing is my idea of a good time?

I thought they cleaned this town up, I said. I thought they had it so that a decent man could walk the streets at night without wearing a bullet proof vest.

They cleaned it up some, he said. They wouldnt want it too clean. They might scare away a dirty dollar.

Better not talk like that, I said. Youll lose your union card.

He laughed. The hell with them, he said. Ill be in the army in two weeks.

The incident was over for him. It meant nothing. He took it as a matter of course. He wasnt even bitter about it.
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THE CELL BLOCK was almost brand new. The battleship gray paint on the steel walls and door still had the fresh gloss of newness disfigured in two or three places by squirted tobacco juice. The overhead light was sunk in the ceiling behind a heavy frosted panel. There were two bunks on one side of the cell and a man snored in the top bunk, with a dark gray blanket wrapped around him. Since he was asleep that early and didnt smell of whiskey or gin and had chosen the top berth where he would be out of the way, I judged he was an old lodger.

I sat on the lower bunk. They had tapped me for a gun but they hadnt stripped my pockets. I got out a cigarette and rubbed the hot swelling behind my knee. The pain radiated all the way to the ankle. The whiskey I had coughed on my coat front had a rank smell. I held the cloth up and breathed smoke into it. The smoke floated up around the flat square of lighted glass in the ceiling. The jail seemed very quiet. A woman was making a shrill racket somewhere very far off, in another part of the jail. My part was as peaceful as a church.

The woman was screaming, wherever she was. The screaming had a thin sharp unreal sound, something like the screaming of coyotes in the moonlight, but it didnt have the rising keening note of the coyote. After a while the sound stopped.

I smoked two cigarettes through and dropped the butts into the small toilet in the corner. The man in the upper berth still snored. All I could see of him was damp greasy hair sticking out over the edge of the blanket. He slept on his stomach. He slept well. He was one of the best.

I sat down on the bunk again. It was made of flat steel slats with a thin hard mattress over them. Two dark gray blankets were folded on it quite neatly. It was a very nice jail. It was on the twelfth floor of the new city hall. It was a very nice city hall. Bay City was a very nice place. People lived there and thought so. If I lived there, I would probably think so. I would see the nice blue bay and the cliffs and the yacht harbor and the quiet streets of houses, old houses brooding under old trees and new houses with sharp green lawns and wire fences and staked saplings set into the parkway in front of them. I knew a girl who lived on Twenty-fifth Street. It was a nice street. She was a nice girl. She liked Bay City.

She wouldnt think about the Mexican and Negro slums stretched out on the dismal flats south of the old interurban tracks. Nor of the waterfront dives along the flat shore south of the cliffs, the sweaty little dance halls on the pike, the marihuana joints, the narrow fox faces watching over the tops of newspapers in far too quiet hotel lobbies, nor the pickpockets and grifters and con men and drunk rollers and pimps and queens on the board walk.

I went over to stand by the door. There was nobody stirring across the way. The lights in the cell block were bleak and silent. Business in the jail was rotten.

I looked at my watch. Nine fifty-four. Time to go home and get your slippers on and play over a game of chess. Time for a tall cool drink and a long quiet pipe. Time to sit with your feet up and think of nothing. Time to start yawning over your magazine. Time to be a human being, a householder, a man with nothing to do but rest and suck in the night air and rebuild the brain for tomorrow.

A man in the blue-gray jail uniform came along between the cells reading numbers. He stopped in front of mine and unlocked the door and gave me the hard stare they think they have to wear on their pans forever and forever and forever. Im a cop, brother, Im tough, watch your step, brother, or well fix you up so youll crawl on your hands and knees, brother, snap out of it, brother, lets get a load of the truth, brother, lets go, and lets not forget were tough guys, were cops, and we do what we like with punks like you.

Out, he said.

I stepped out of the cell and he relocked the door and jerked his thumb and we went along to a wide steel gate and he unlocked that and we went through and he relocked it and the keys tinkled pleasantly on the big steel ring and after a while we went through a steel door that was painted like wood on the outside and battleship gray on the inside.

Degarmo was standing there by the counter talking to the desk sergeant.

He turned his metallic blue eyes on me and said: How you doing?

Fine.

Like our jail?

I like your jail fine.

Captain Webber wants to talk to you.

Thats fine, I said.

Dont you know any words but fine?

Not right now, I said. Not in here.

Youre limping a little, he said. You trip over something?

Yeah, I said. I tripped over a blackjack. It jumped up and bit me behind the left knee.

Thats too bad, Degarmo said, blank-eyed. Get your stuff from the property clerk.

Ive got it, I said. It wasnt taken away from me.

Well, thats fine, he said.

It sure is, I said. Its fine.

The desk sergeant lifted his shaggy head and gave us both a long stare. You ought to see Cooneys little Irish nose, he said. If you want to see something fine. Its spread over his face like syrup on a waffle.

Degarmo said absently: Whats the matter? He get in a fight?

I wouldnt know, the desk sergeant said. Maybe it was the same blackjack that jumped up and bit him.

For a desk sergeant you talk too damn much, Degarmo said.

A desk sergeant always talks too God damn much, the desk sergeant said. Maybe thats why he isnt a lieutenant on homicide.

You see how we are here, Degarmo said. Just one great big happy family.

With beaming smiles on our faces, the desk sergeant said, and our arms spread wide in welcome, and a rock in each hand.

Degarmo jerked his head at me and we went out.
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CAPTAIN WEBBER PUSHED his sharp bent nose across the desk at me and said: Sit down.

I sat down in a round-backed wooden armchair and eased my left leg away from the sharp edge of the seat. It was a large neat corner office. Degarmo sat at the end of the desk and crossed his legs and rubbed his ankle thoughtfully, looked out of a window.

Webber went on: You asked for trouble, and you got it. You were doing fifty-five miles an hour in a residential zone and you attempted to get away from a police car that signaled you to stop with its siren and red spotlight. You were abusive when stopped and you struck an officer in the face.

I said nothing. Webber picked a match off his desk and broke it in half and threw the pieces over his shoulder.

Or are they lying — as usual? he asked.

I didnt see their report, I said. I was probably doing fifty-five in a residential district, or anyhow within city limits. The police car was parked outside a house I visited. It followed me when I drove away and I didnt at that time know it was a police car. It had no good reason to follow me and I didnt like the look of it. I went a little fast, but all I was trying to do was get to a better lighted part of town.

Degarmo moved his eyes to give me a bleak meaningless stare. Webber snapped his teeth impatiently.

He said: After you knew it was a police car you made a half turn in the middle of the block and still tried to get away. Is that right?

I said: Yes. Its going to take a little frank talk to explain that.

Im not afraid of a little frank talk, Webber said. I tend to kind of specialize in frank talk.

I said: These cops that picked me up were parked in front of the house where George Talleys wife lives. They were there before I got there. George Talley is the man who used to be a private detective down here. I wanted to see him. Degarmo knows why I wanted to see him.

Degarmo picked a match out of his pocket and chewed on the soft end of it quietly. He nodded, without expression. Webber didnt look at him.

I said: You are a stupid man, Degarmo. Everything you do is stupid, and done in a stupid way. When you went up against me yesterday in front of Almores house you had to get tough when there was nothing to get tough about. You had to make me curious when I had nothing to be curious about. You even had to drop hints which showed me how I could satisfy that curiosity, if it became important. All you had to do to protect your friends was keep your mouth shut until I made a move. I never would have made one, and you would have saved all this.

Webber said: What the devil has all this got to do with your being arrested in the twelve hundred block on Westmore Street?

It has to do with the Almore case, I said. George Talley worked on the Almore case — until he was pinched for drunk driving.

Well, I never worked on the Almore case, Webber snapped. I dont know who stuck the first knife into Julius Caesar either. Stick to the point, cant you?

I am sticking to the point. Degarmo knows about the Almore case and he doesnt like it talked about. Even your prowl car boys know about it. Cooney and Dobbs had no reason to follow me unless it was because I visited the wife of a man who had worked on the Almore case. I wasnt doing fifty-five miles an hour when they started to follow me. I tried to get away from them because I had a good idea I might get beaten up for going there. Degarmo had given me that idea.

Webber looked quickly at Degarmo. Degarmos hard blue eyes looked across the room at the wall in front of him.

I said: And I didnt bust Cooney in the nose until after he had forced me to drink whiskey and then hit me in the stomach when I drank it, so that I would spill it down my coat front and smell of it. This cant be the first time you have heard of that trick, captain.

Webber broke another match. He leaned back and looked at his small tight knuckles. He looked again at Degarmo and said: If you got made chief of police today, you might let me in on it.

Degarmo said: Hell, the shamus just got a couple of playful taps. Kind of kidding. If a guy cant take a joke—

Webber said: You put Cooney and Dobbs over there?

Well — yes, I did, Degarmo said. I dont see where we have to put up with these snoopers coming into our town and stirring up a lot of dead leaves just to promote themselves a job and work a couple of old suckers for a big fee. Guys like that need a good sharp lesson.

Is that how it looks to you? Webber asked.

Thats exactly how it looks to me, Degarmo said.

I wonder what fellows like you need, Webber said. Right now I think you need a little air. Would you please take it, lieutenant?

Degarmo opened his mouth slowly. You mean you want me to breeze on out?

Webber leaned forward suddenly and his sharp little chin seemed to cut the air like the forefoot of a cruiser. Would you be so kind?

Degarmo stood up slowly, a dark flush staining his cheekbones. He leaned a hard hand flat on the desk and looked at Webber. There was a little charged silence. He said:

Okay, captain. But youre playing this wrong.

Webber didnt answer him. Degarmo walked to the door and out. Webber waited for the door to close before he spoke.

Is it your line that you can tie this Almore business a year and a half ago to the shooting in Laverys place today? Or is it just a smoke screen youre laying down because you know damn well Kingsleys wife shot Lavery?

I said: It was tied to Lavery before he was shot. In a rough sort of way, perhaps only with a granny knot. But enough to make a man think.

Ive been into this matter a little more thoroughly than you might think, Webber said coldly. Although I never had anything personally to do with the death of Almores wife and I wasnt chief of detectives at that time. If you didnt even know Almore yesterday morning, you must have heard a lot about him since.

I told him exactly what I had heard, both from Miss Fromsett and from the Graysons.

Then its your theory that Lavery may have blackmailed Dr. Almore? he asked at the end. And that that may have something to do with the murder?

Its not a theory. Its no more than a possibility. I wouldnt be doing a job if I ignored it. The relations, if any, between Lavery and Almore might have been deep and dangerous or just the merest acquaintance, or not even that. For all I positively know they may never even have spoken to each other. But if there was nothing funny about the Almore case, why get so tough with anybody who shows an interest in it? It could be coincidence that George Talley was hooked for drunk driving just when he was working on it. It could be coincidence that Almore called a cop because I stared at his house, and that Lavery was shot before I could talk to him a second time. But its no coincidence that two of your men were watching Talleys home tonight, ready, willing and able to make trouble for me, if I went there.

I grant you that, Webber said. And Im not done with that incident. Do you want to file charges?

Lifes too short for me to be filing charges of assault against police officers, I said.

He winced a little. Then well wash all that out and charge it to experience, he said. And as I understand you were not even booked, youre free to go home any time you want to. And if I were you, Id leave Captain Webber to deal with the Lavery case and with any remote connection it might turn out to have with the Almore case.

I said: And with any remote connection it might have with a woman named Muriel Chess being found drowned in a mountain lake near Puma Point yesterday?

He raised his little eyebrows. You think that?

Only you might not know her as Muriel Chess. Supposing that you knew her at all you might have known her as Mildred Haviland, who used to be Dr. Almores office nurse. Who put Mrs. Almore to bed the night she was found dead in the garage, and who, if there was any hanky-panky about that, might know who it was, and be bribed or scared into leaving town shortly thereafter.

Webber picked up two matches and broke them. His small bleak eyes were fixed on my face. He said nothing.

And at that point, I said, you run into a real basic coincidence, the only one Im willing to admit in the whole picture. For this Mildred Haviland met a man named Bill Chess in a Riverside beer parlor and for reasons of her own married him and went to live with him at Little Fawn Lake. And Little Fawn Lake was the property of a man whose wife was intimate with Lavery, who had found Mrs. Almores body. Thats what I call a real coincidence. It cant be anything else but, but its basic, fundamental. Everything else flows from it.

Webber got up from his desk and went over to the water cooler and drank two paper cups of water. He crushed the cups slowly in his hand and twisted them into a ball and dropped the ball into a brown metal basket under the cooler. He walked to the windows and stood looking out over the bay. This was before the dimout went into effect, and there were many lights in the yacht harbor.

He came slowly back to the desk and sat down. He reached up and pinched his nose. He was making up his mind about something.

He said slowly: I cant see what the hell sense there is in trying to mix that up with something that happened a year and a half later.

Okay, I said, and thanks for giving me so much of your time. I got up to go.

Your leg feel pretty bad? he asked, as I leaned down to rub it.

Bad enough, but its getting better.

Police business, he said almost gently, is a hell of a problem. Its a good deal like politics. It asks for the highest type of men, and theres nothing in it to attract the highest type of men. So we have to work with what we get — and we get things like this.

I know, I said. Ive always known that. Im not bitter about it. Goodnight, Captain Webber.

Wait a minute, he said. Sit down a minute. If weve got to have the Almore case in this, lets drag it out into the open and look at it.

Its about time somebody did that, I said. I sat down again.
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WEBBER SAID QUIETLY: I suppose some people think were just a bunch of crooks down here. I suppose they think a fellow kills his wife and then calls me up on the phone and says: Hi, Cap, I got a little murder down here cluttering up the front room. And Ive got five hundred iron men that are not working. And then I say: Fine. Hold everything and Ill be right down with a blanket.

Not quite that bad, I said.

What did you want to see Talley about when you went to his house tonight?

He had some line on Florence Almores death. Her parents hired him to follow it up, but he never told them what it was.

And you thought he would tell you? Webber asked sarcastically.

All I could do was try.

Or was it just that Degarmo getting tough with you made you feel like getting tough right back at him?

There might be a little of that in it too, I said.

Talley was a petty blackmailer, Webber said contemptuously. On more than one occasion. Any way to get rid of him was good enough. So Ill tell you what it was he had. He had a slipper he had stolen from Florence Almores foot.

A slipper?

He smiled faintly. Just a slipper. It was later found hidden in his house. It was a green velvet dancing pump with some little stones set into the heel. It was custom made, by a man in Hollywood who makes theatrical footwear and such. Now ask me what was important about this slipper?

What was important about it, captain?

She had two pair of them, exactly alike, made on the same order. It seems that is not unusual. In case one of them gets scuffed or some drunken ox tries to walk up a ladys leg. He paused and smiled thinly. It seems that one pair had never been worn.

I think Im beginning to get it, I said.

He leaned back and tapped the arms of his chair. He waited.

The walk from the side door of the house to the garage is rough concrete, I said. Fairly rough. Suppose she didnt walk it, but was carried. And suppose whoever carried her put her slippers on — and got one that had not been worn.

Yes?

And suppose Talley noticed this while Lavery was telephoning to the doctor, who was out on his rounds. So he took the unworn slipper, regarding it as evidence that Florence Almore had been murdered.

Webber nodded his head. It was evidence if he left it where it was, for the police to find it. After he took it, it was just evidence that he was a rat.

Was a monoxide test made of her blood?

He put his hands flat on his desk and looked down at them. Yes, he said. And there was monoxide all right. Also the investigating officers were satisfied with appearances. There was no sign of violence. They were satisfied that Dr. Almore had not murdered his wife. Perhaps they were wrong. I think the investigation was a little superficial.

And who was in charge of it? I asked.

I think you know the answer to that.

When the police came, didnt they notice that a slipper was missing?

When the police came there was no slipper missing. You must remember that Dr. Almore was back at his home, in response to Laverys call, before the police were called. All we know about the missing shoe is from Talley himself. He might have taken the unworn shoe from the house. The side door was unlocked. The maids were asleep. The objection to that is that he wouldnt have been likely to know there was an unworn slipper to take. I wouldnt put it past him to think of it. Hes a sharp sneaky little devil. But I cant fix the necessary knowledge on him.

We sat there and looked at each other, thinking about it.

Unless, Webber said slowly, we can suppose that this nurse of Almores was involved with Talley in a scheme to put the bite on Almore. Its possible. There are things in favor of it. There are more things against it. What reason have you for claiming that the girl drowned up in the mountains was this nurse?

Two reasons, neither one conclusive separately, but pretty powerful taken together. A tough guy who looked and acted like Degarmo was up there a few weeks ago showing a photograph of Mildred Haviland that looked something like Muriel Chess. Different hair and eyebrows and so on, but a fair resemblance. Nobody helped him much. He called himself De Soto and said he was a Los Angeles cop. There isnt any Los Angeles cop named De Soto. When Muriel Chess heard about it, she looked scared. If it was Degarmo, thats easily established. The other reason is that a golden anklet with a heart on it was hidden in a box of powdered sugar in the Chess cabin. It was found after her death, after her husband had been arrested. On the back of the heart was engraved: Al to Mildred. June 28th, 1938. With all my love.

It could have been some other Al and some other Mildred, Webber said.

You dont really believe that, captain.

He leaned forward and made a hole in the air with his forefinger. What do you want to make of all this exactly?

I want to make it that Kingsleys wife didnt shoot Lavery. That his death had something to do with the Almore business. And with Mildred Haviland. And possibly with Dr. Almore. I want to make it that Kingsleys wife disappeared because something happened that gave her a bad fright, that she may or may not have guilty knowledge, but that she hasnt murdered anybody. Theres five hundred dollars in it for me, if I can determine that. Its legitimate to try.

He nodded. Certainly it is. And Im the man that would help you, if I could see any grounds for it. We havent found the woman, but the time has been very short. But I cant help you put something on one of my boys.

I said: I heard you call Degarmo Al. But I was thinking of Almore. His names Albert.

Webber looked at his thumb. But he was never married to the girl, he said quietly. Degarmo was. I can tell you she led him a pretty dance. A lot of what seems bad in him is the result of it.

I sat very still. After a moment I said: Im beginning to see things I didnt know existed. What kind of a girl was she?

Smart, smooth and no good. She had a way with men. She could make them crawl over her shoes. The big boob would tear your head off right now, if you said anything against her. She divorced him, but that didnt end it for him.

Does he know she is dead?

Webber sat quiet for a long moment before he said: Not from anything he has said. But how could he help it, if its the same girl?

He never found her in the mountains — so far as we know.

I stood up and leaned down on the desk. Look, captain, youre not kidding me, are you?

No. Not one damn bit. Some men are like that and some women can make them like it. If you think Degarmo went up there looking for her because he wanted to hurt her, youre as wet as a bar towel.

I never quite thought that, I said. It would be possible, provided Degarmo knew the country up there pretty well. Whoever murdered the girl did.

This is all between us, he said. Id like you to keep it that way.

I nodded, but I didnt promise him. I said goodnight again and left. He looked after me as I went down the room. He looked hurt and sad.



The Chrysler was in the police lot at the side of the building with the keys in the ignition and none of the fenders smashed. Cooney hadnt made good on his threat. I drove back to Hollywood and went up to my apartment in the Bristol. It was late, almost midnight.

The green and ivory hallway was empty of all sound except that a telephone bell was ringing in one of the apartments. It rang insistently and got louder as I came near to my door. I unlocked the door. It was my telephone.

I walked across the room in darkness to where the phone stood on the ledge of an oak desk against the side wall. It must have rung at least ten times before I got to it.

I lifted it out of the cradle and answered, and it was Derace Kingsley on the line.

His voice sounded tight and brittle and strained. Good Lord, where in hell have you been? he snapped. Ive been trying to reach you for hours.

All right. Im here now, I said. What is it?

Ive heard from her.

I held the telephone very tight and drew my breath in slowly and let it out slowly. Go ahead, I said.

Im not far away. Ill be over there in five or six minutes. Be prepared to move.

He hung up.

I stood there holding the telephone halfway between my ear and the cradle. Then I put it down very slowly and looked at the hand that had held it. It was half open and clenched stiff, as if it was still holding the instrument.
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THE DISCREET MIDNIGHT tapping sounded on the door and I went over and opened it. Kingsley looked as big as a horse in a creamy Shetland sports coat with a green and yellow scarf around the neck inside the loosely turned up collar. A dark reddish brown snapbrim hat was pulled low on his forehead and under its brim, his eyes looked like the eyes of a sick animal.

Miss Fromsett was with him. She was wearing slacks and sandals and a dark green coat and no hat and her hair had a wicked lustre. In her ears hung ear drops made of a pair of tiny artificial gardenia blooms, hanging one above the other, two on each ear. Gillerlain Regal, the Champagne of Perfumes, came in at the door with her.

I shut the door and indicated the furniture and said: A drink will probably help.

Miss Fromsett sat in an armchair and crossed her legs and looked around for cigarettes. She found one and lit it with a long casual flourish and smiled bleakly at a corner of the ceiling.

Kingsley stood in the middle of the floor trying to bite his chin. I went out to the dinette and mixed three drinks and brought them in and handed them. I went over to the chair by the chess table with mine.

Kingsley said: What have you been doing and whats the matter with the leg?

I said: A cop kicked me. A present from the Bay City police department. Its a regular service they give down there. As to where Ive been — in jail for drunk driving. And from the expression on your face, I think I may be right back there soon.

I dont know what youre talking about, he said shortly. I havent the foggiest idea. This is no time to kid around.

All right, dont, I said. What did you hear and where is she?

He sat down with his drink and flexed the fingers of his right hand, and put it inside his coat. It came out with an envelope, a long one.

You have to take this to her, he said. Five hundred dollars. She wanted more, but this is all I could raise. I cashed a check at a night club. It wasnt easy. She has to get out of town.

I said: Out of what town?

Bay City somewhere. I dont know where. Shell meet you at a place called the Peacock Lounge, on Arguello Boulevard, at Eighth Street, or near it.

I looked at Miss Fromsett. She was still looking at the corner of the ceiling as if she had just come along for the ride.

Kingsley tossed the envelope across and it fell on the chess table. I looked inside. It was money all right. That much of his story made sense. I let it lie on the small polished table with its inlaid squares of brown and pale gold.

I said: Whats the matter with her drawing her own money? Any hotel would clear a check for her. Most of them would cash one. Has her bank account got lockjaw or something?

Thats no way to talk, Kingsley said heavily. Shes in trouble. I dont know how she knows shes in trouble. Unless a pickup order has been broadcast. Has it?

I said I didnt know. I hadnt had much time to listen to police calls. I had been too busy listening to live policemen.

Kingsley said: Well, she wont risk cashing a check now. It was all right before. But not now. He lifted his eyes slowly and gave me one of the emptiest stares I had ever seen.

All right, we cant make sense where there isnt any, I said. So shes in Bay City. Did you talk to her?

No. Miss Fromsett talked to her. She called the office. It was just after hours but that cop from the beach, Captain Webber, was with me. Miss Fromsett naturally didnt want her to talk at all then. She told her to call back. She wouldnt give any number we could call.

I looked at Miss Fromsett. She brought her glance down from the ceiling and pointed it at the top of my head. There was nothing in her eyes at all. They were like drawn curtains.

Kingsley went on: I didnt want to talk to her. She didnt want to talk to me. I dont want to see her. I guess theres no doubt she shot Lavery. Webber seemed quite sure of it.

That doesnt mean anything, I said. What he says and what he thinks dont even have to be on the same map. I dont like her knowing the cops were after her. Its a long time since anybody listened to the police short wave for amusement. So she called back later. And then?

It was almost half-past six, Kingsley said. We had to sit there in the office and wait for her to call. You tell him. He turned his head to the girl.

Miss Fromsett said: I took the call in Mr. Kingsleys office. He was sitting right beside me, but he didnt speak. She said to send the money down to the Peacock place and asked who would bring it.

Did she sound scared?

Not in the least. Completely calm. I might say, icily calm. She had it all worked out. She realized somebody would have to bring the money she might not know. She seemed to know Derry — Mr. Kingsley wouldnt bring it.

Call him Derry, I said. Ill be able to guess who you mean.

She smiled faintly. She will go into this Peacock Lounge every hour about fifteen minutes past the hour. I — I guess I assumed you would be the one to go. I described you to her. And youre to wear Derrys scarf. I described that. He keeps some clothes at the office and this was among them. Its distinctive enough.

It was all of that. It was an affair of fat green kidneys laid down on an egg yolk background. It would be almost as distinctive as if I went in there wheeling a red, white and blue wheelbarrow.

For a blimp brain shes doing all right, I said.

This is no time to fool around, Kingsley put in sharply.

You said that before, I told him. Youve got a hell of a crust assuming Ill go down there and take a getaway stake to somebody I know the police are looking for.

He twisted a hand on his knee and his face twisted into a crooked grin.

I admit its a bit thick, he said. Well, how about it?

It makes accessories after the fact out of all three of us. That might not be too tough for her husband and his confidential secretary to talk out of, but what they would do to me would be nobodys dream of a vacation.

Im going to make it worth your while, he said. And we wouldnt be accessories, if she hasnt done anything.

Im willing to suppose it, I said. Otherwise I wouldnt be talking to you. And in addition to that, if I decide she did do any murder, Im going to turn her over to the police.

She wont talk to you, he said.

I reached for the envelope and put it in my pocket. She will, if she wants this. I looked at my strap watch. If I start right away, I might make the one-fifteen deadline. They must know her by heart in that bar after all these hours. That makes it nice too.

Shes dyed her hair dark brown, Miss Fromsett said. That ought to help a little.

I said: It doesnt help me to think she is just an innocent wayfarer. I finished my drink and stood up. Kingsley swallowed his at a gulp and stood up and got the scarf off his neck and handed it to me.

What did you do to get the police on your neck down there? he asked.

I was using some information Miss Fromsett very kindly got for me. And that led to my looking for a man named Talley who worked on the Almore case. And that led to the clink. They had the house staked. Talley was the dick the Graysons hired, I added, looking at the tall dark girl. Youll probably be able to explain to him what its all about. It doesnt matter anyway. I havent time to go into it now. You two want to wait here?

Kingsley shook his head. Well go to my place and wait for a call from you.

Miss Fromsett stood up and yawned. No. Im tired, Derry. Im going home and going to bed.

Youll come with me, he said sharply. Youve got to keep me from going nuts.

Where do you live, Miss Fromsett? I asked.

Bryson Tower on Sunset Place. Apartment 716. Why? She gave me a speculative look.

I might want to reach you some time.

Kingsleys face looked bleakly irritated, but his eyes still were the eyes of a sick animal. I wound his scarf around my neck and went out to the dinette to switch off the light. When I came back they were both standing by the door. Kingsley had his arm around her shoulders. She looked very tired and rather bored.

Well, I certainly hope— he started to say, then took a quick step and put his hand out. Youre a pretty level guy, Marlowe.

Go on, beat it, I said. Go away. Go far away.

He gave a queer look and they went out.

I waited until I heard the elevator come up and stop, and the doors open and close again, and the elevator start down. Then I went out myself and took the stairs down to the basement garage and got the Chrysler awake again.
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THE PEACOCK LOUNGE was a narrow front next to a gift shop in whose window a tray of small crystal animals shimmered in the street light. The Peacock had a glass brick front and soft light glowed out around the stained-glass peacock that was set into the brick. I went in around a Chinese screen and looked along the bar and then sat at the outer edge of a small booth. The light was amber, the leather was Chinese red and the booths had polished plastic tables. In one booth four soldiers were drinking beer moodily, a little glassy in the eyes and obviously bored even with drinking beer. Across from them a party of two girls and two flashy-looking men were making the noise in the place. I saw nobody that looked like my idea of Crystal Kingsley.

A wizened waiter with evil eyes and a face like a gnawed bone put a napkin with a printed peacock on it down on the table in front of me and gave me a bacardi cocktail. I sipped it and looked at the amber face of the bar clock. It was just past one-fifteen.

One of the men with the two girls got up suddenly and stalked along to the door and went on. The voice of the other man said: What did you have to insult the guy for?

A girls tinny voice said: Insult him? I like that. He propositioned me.

The mans voice said complainingly: Well, you didnt have to insult him, did you?

One of the soldiers suddenly laughed deep in his chest and then wiped the laugh off his face with a brown hand and drank a little more beer. I rubbed the back of my knee. It was hot and swollen still but the paralyzed feeling had gone away.

A tiny, white-faced Mexican boy with enormous black eyes came in with morning papers and scuttled along the booths trying to make a few sales before the barman threw him out. I bought a paper and looked through it to see if there were any interesting murders. There were not.

I folded it and looked up as a slim, brown-haired girl in coal black slacks and a yellow shirt and a long gray coat came out of somewhere and passed the booth without looking at me. I tried to make up my mind whether her face was familiar or just such a standard type of lean, rather hard, prettiness that I must have seen it ten thousand times. She went out of the street door around the screen. Two minutes later the little Mexican boy came back in, shot a quick look at the barman, and scuttled over to stand in front of me.

Mister, he said, his great big eyes shining with mischief. Then he made a beckoning sign and scuttled out again.

I finished my drink and went after him. The girl in the gray coat and yellow shirt and black slacks was standing in front of the gift shop, looking in at the window. Her eyes moved as I went out. I went and stood beside her.

She looked at me again. Her face was white and tired. Her hair looked darker than dark brown. She looked away and spoke to the window.

Give me the money, please. A little mist formed on the plate glass from her breath.

I said: Id have to know who you are.

You know who I am, she said softly. How much did you bring?

Five hundred.

Its not enough, she said. Not nearly enough. Give it to me quickly. Ive been waiting half of eternity for somebody to get here.

Where can we talk?

We dont have to talk. Just give me the money and go the other way.

Its not that simple. Im doing this at quite a risk. Im at least going to have the satisfaction of knowing what goes on where I stand.

Damn you, she said acidly, why couldnt he come himself? I dont want to talk. I want to get away as soon as I can.

You didnt want him to come himself. He understood that you didnt even want to talk to him on the phone.

Thats right, she said quickly and tossed her head.

But youve got to talk to me, I said. Im not as easy as he is. Either to me or to the law. Theres no way out of it. Im a private detective and I have to have some protection too.

Well, isnt he charming, she said. Private detective and all. Her voice held a low sneer.

He did the best he knew how. It wasnt easy for him to know what to do.

What do you want to talk about?

You, and what youve been doing and where youve been and what you expect to do. Things like that. Little things, but important.

She breathed on the glass of the shop window and waited while the mist of her breath disappeared.

I think it would be much better, she said in the same cool empty voice, for you to give me the money and let me work things out for myself.

No.

She gave me another sharp sideways glance. She shrugged the shoulders of the gray coat impatiently.

Very well, if it has to be that way. Im at the Granada, two blocks north on Eighth. Apartment 618. Give me ten minutes. Id rather go in alone.

I have a car.

Id rather go alone. She turned quickly and walked away.

She walked back to the corner and crossed the boulevard and disappeared along the block under a line of pepper trees. I went and sat in the Chrysler and gave her her ten minutes before I started it.

The Granada was an ugly gray building on a corner. The plate glass entrance door was level with the street. I drove around the corner and saw a milky globe with Garage painted on it. The entrance to the garage was down a ramp into the hard rubber-smelling silence of parked cars in rows. A lanky Negro came out of a glassed-in office and looked the Chrysler over.

How much to leave this here a short time? Im going upstairs.

He gave me a shady leer. Kinda late, boss. She needs a good dustin too. Be a dollar.

What goes on here?

Be a dollar, he said woodenly.

I got out. He gave me a ticket. I gave him the dollar. Without asking him he said the elevator was in back of the office, by the Mens Room.

I rode up to the sixth floor and looked at numbers on doors and listened to stillness and smelled beach air coming in at the end of corridors. The place seemed decent enough. There would be a few happy ladies in any apartment house. That would explain the lanky Negros dollar. A great judge of character, that boy.

I came to the door of Apartment 618 and stood outside it a moment and then kicked softly.
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SHE STILL HAD the gray coat on. She stood back from the door and I went past her into a square room with twin wall beds and a minimum of uninteresting furniture. A small lamp on a window table made a dim yellowish light. The window behind it was open.

The girl said: Sit down and talk then.

She closed the door and went to sit in a gloomy Boston rocker across the room. I sat down on a thick davenport. There was a dull green curtain hanging across an open door space, at one end of the davenport. That would lead to dressing room and bathroom. There was a closed door at the other end. That would be the kitchenette. That would be all there was.

The girl crossed her ankles and leaned her head back against the chair and looked at me under long beaded lashes. Her eyebrows were thin and arched and as brown as her hair. It was a quiet, secret face. It didnt look like the face of a woman who would waste a lot of motion.

I got a rather different idea of you, I said, from Kingsley.

Her lips twisted a little. She said nothing.

From Lavery too, I said. It just goes to show that we talk different languages to different people.

I havent time for this sort of talk, she said. What is it you have to know?

He hired me to find you. Ive been working on it. I supposed you would know that.

Yes. His office sweetie told me that over the phone. She told me you would be a man named Marlowe. She told me about the scarf.

I took the scarf off my neck and folded it up and slipped it into a pocket. I said:

So I know a little about your movements. Not very much. I know you left your car at the Prescott Hotel in San Bernardino and that you met Lavery there. I know you sent a wire from El Paso. What did you do then?

All I want from you is the money he sent. I dont see that my movements are any of your business.

I dont have to argue about that, I said. Its a question of whether you want the money.

Well, we went to El Paso, she said, in a tired voice. I thought of marrying him then. So I sent that wire. You saw the wire?

Yes.

Well, I changed my mind. I asked him to go home and leave me. He made a scene.

Did he go home and leave you?

Yes. Why not?

What did you do then?

I went to Santa Barbara and stayed there a few days. Over a week in fact. Then to Pasadena. Same thing. Then to Hollywood. Then I came down here. Thats all.

You were alone all this time?

She hesitated a little and then said: Yes.

Not with Lavery — any part of it?

Not after he went home.

What was the idea?

Idea of what? Her voice was a little sharp.

Idea of going to these places and not sending any word. Didnt you know he would be very anxious?

Oh, you mean my husband, she said coolly. I dont think I worried much about him. Hed think I was in Mexico, wouldnt he? As for the idea of it all — well, I just had to think things out. My life had got to be a hopeless tangle. I had to be somewhere quite alone and try to straighten myself out.

Before that, I said, you spent a month at Little Fawn Lake trying to straighten it out and not getting anywhere. Is that it?

She looked down at her shoes and then up at me and nodded earnestly. The wavy brown hair surged forward along her cheeks. She put her left hand up and pushed it back and then rubbed her temple with one finger.

I seemed to need a new place, she said. Not necessarily an interesting place. Just a strange place. Without associations. A place where I would be very much alone. Like a hotel.

How are you getting on with it?

Not very well. But Im not going back to Derace Kingsley. Does he want me to?

I dont know. But why did you come down here, to the town where Lavery was?

She bit a knuckle and looked at me over her hand.

I wanted to see him again. Hes all mixed up in my mind. Im not in love with him, and yet — well, I suppose in a way I am. But I dont think I want to marry him. Does that make sense?

That part of it makes sense. But staying away from home in a lot of crummy hotels doesnt. Youve lived your own life for years, as I understand it.

I had to be alone, to — to think things out, she said a little desperately and bit the knuckle again, hard. Wont you please give me the money and go away?

Sure. Right away. But wasnt there any other reason for your going away from Little Fawn Lake just then? Anything connected with Muriel Chess, for instance?

She looked surprised. But anyone can look surprised. Good heavens, what would there be? That frozen-faced little drip — what is she to me?

I thought you might have had a fight with her — about Bill.

Bill? Bill Chess? She seemed even more surprised. Almost too surprised.

Bill claims you made a pass at him.

She put her head back and let out a tinny and unreal laugh. Good heavens, that muddy-faced boozer? Her face sobered suddenly. Whats happened? Why all the mystery?

He might be a muddy-faced boozer, I said. The police think hes a murderer too. Of his wife. Shes been found drowned in the lake. After a month.

She moistened her lips and held her head on one side, staring at me fixedly. There was a quiet little silence. The damp breath of the Pacific slid into the room around us.

Im not too surprised, she said slowly. So it came to that in the end. They fought terribly at times. Do you think that had something to do with my leaving?

I nodded. There was a chance of it.

It didnt have anything to do with it at all, she said seriously, and shook her head back and forth. It was just the way I told you. Nothing else.

Muriels dead, I said. Drowned in the lake. You dont get much of a boot out of that, do you?

I hardly knew the girl, she said. Really. She kept to herself. After all—

I dont suppose you knew she had once worked in Dr. Almores office?

She looked completely puzzled now. I was never in Dr. Almores office, she said slowly. He made a few house calls a long time ago. I — what are you talking about?

Muriel Chess was really a girl called Mildred Haviland, who had been Dr. Almores office nurse.

Thats a queer coincidence, she said wonderingly. I knew Bill met her in Riverside. I didnt know how or under what circumstances or where she came from. Dr. Almores office, eh? It doesnt have to mean anything, does it?

I said. No. I guess its a genuine coincidence. They do happen. But you see why I had to talk to you. Muriel being found drowned and you having gone away and Muriel being Mildred Haviland who was connected with Dr. Almore at one time — as Lavery was also, in a different way. And of course Lavery lives across the street from Dr. Almore. Did he, Lavery, seem to know Muriel from somewhere else?

She thought about it, biting her lower lip gently. He saw her up there, she said finally. He didnt act as if he had ever seen her before.

And he would have, I said. Being the kind of guy he was.

I dont think Chris had anything to do with Dr. Almore, she said. He knew Dr. Almores wife. I dont think he knew the doctor at all. So he probably wouldnt know Dr. Almores office nurse.

Well, I guess theres nothing in all this to help me, I said. But you can see why I had to talk to you. I guess I can give you the money now.

I got the envelope out and stood up to drop it on her knee. She let it lie there. I sat down again.

You do this character very well, I said. This confused innocence with an undertone of hardness and bitterness. People have made a bad mistake about you. They have been thinking of you as a reckless little idiot with no brains and no control. They have been very wrong.

She stared at me, lifting her eyebrows. She said nothing. Then a small smile lifted the corners of her mouth. She reached for the envelope, tapped it on her knee, and laid it aside on the table. She stared at me all the time.

You did the Fallbrook character very well too, I said. Looking back on it, I think it was a shade overdone. But at the time it had me going all right. That purple hat that would have been all right on blond hair but looked like hell on straggly brown, that messed-up makeup that looked as if it had been put on in the dark by somebody with a sprained wrist, the jittery screwball manner. All very good. And when you put the gun in my hand like that — I fell like a brick.

She snickered and put her hands in the deep pockets of her coat. Her heels tapped on the floor.

But why did you go back at all? I asked. Why take such a risk in broad daylight, in the middle of the morning?

So you think I shot Chris Lavery? she said quietly.

I dont think it. I know it.

Why did I go back? Is that what you want to know?

I dont really care, I said.

She laughed. A sharp cold laugh. He had all my money, she said. He had stripped my purse. He had it all, even silver. Thats why I went back. There wasnt any risk at all. I know how he lived. It was really safer to go back. To take in the milk and newspaper for instance. People lose their heads in these situations. I dont, I didnt see why I should. Its so very much safer not to.

I see, I said. Then of course you shot him the night before. I ought to have thought of that, not that it matters. He had been shaving. But guys with dark beards and lady friends sometimes shave the last thing at night, dont they?

It has been heard of, she said almost gaily. And just what are you going to do about it?

Youre a cold-blooded little bitch if I ever saw one, I said. Do about it? Turn you over to the police naturally. It will be a pleasure.

I dont think so. She threw the words out, almost with a lilt. You wondered why I gave you the empty gun. Why not? I had another one in my bag. Like this.

Her right hand came up from her coat pocket and she pointed it at me.

I grinned. It may not have been the heartiest grin in the world, but it was a grin.

Ive never liked this scene, I said. Detective confronts murderer. Murderer produces gun, points same at detective. Murderer tells detective the whole sad story, with the idea of shooting him at the end of it. Thus wasting a lot of valuable time, even if in the end murderer did shoot detective. Only murderer never does. Something always happens to prevent it. The gods dont like this scene either. They always manage to spoil it.

But this time, she said softly and got up and moved towards me softly across the carpet, suppose we make it a little different. Suppose I dont tell you anything and nothing happens and I do shoot you?

I still wouldnt like the scene, I said.

You dont seem to be afraid, she said, and slowly licked her lips coming towards me very gently without any sound of footfalls on the carpet.

Im not afraid, I lied. Its too late at night, too still, and the window is open and the gun would make too much noise. Its too long a journey down to the street and youre not good with guns. You would probably miss me. You missed Lavery three times.

Stand up, she said.

I stood up.

Im going to be too close to miss, she said. She pushed the gun against my chest. Like this. I really cant miss now, can I? Now be very still. Hold your hands up by your shoulders and then dont move at all. If you move at all, the gun will go off.

I put my hands up beside my shoulders, I looked down at the gun. My tongue felt a little thick, but I could still wave it.

Her probing left hand didnt find a gun on me. It dropped and she bit her lip, staring at me. The gun bored into my chest. Youll have to turn around now, she said, polite as a tailor at a fitting.

Theres something a little off key about everything you do, I said. Youre definitely not good with guns. Youre much too close to me, and I hate to bring this up — but theres that old business of the safety catch not being off. Youve overlooked that too.

So she started to do two things at once. To take a long step backwards and to feel with her thumb for the safety catch, without taking her eyes off my face. Two very simple things, needing only a second to do. But she didnt like my telling her. She didnt like my thought riding over hers. The minute confusion of it jarred her.

She let out a small choked sound and I dropped my right hand and yanked her face hard against my chest. My left hand smashed down on her right wrist, the heel of my hand against the base of her thumb. The gun jerked out of her hand to the floor. Her face writhed against my chest and I think she was trying to scream.

Then she tried to kick me and lost what little balance she had left. Her hands came up to claw at me. I caught her wrist and began to twist it behind her back. She was very strong, but I was very much stronger. So she decided to go limp and let her whole weight sag against the hand that was holding her head. I couldnt hold her up with one hand. She started to go down and I had to bend down with her.

There were vague sounds of our scuffling on the floor by the davenport, and hard breathing, and if a floor board creaked I didnt hear it. I thought a curtain ring checked sharply on a rod. I wasnt sure and I had no time to consider the question. A figure loomed up suddenly on my left, just behind, and out of range of clear vision. I knew there was a man there and that he was a big man.

That was all I knew. The scene exploded into fire and darkness. I didnt even remember being slugged. Fire and darkness and just before the darkness a sharp flash of nausea.
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I SMELLED OF gin. Not just casually, as if I had taken four or five drinks of a winter morning to get out of bed on, but as if the Pacific Ocean was pure gin and I had nosedived off the boat deck. The gin was in my hair and eyebrows, on my chin and under my chin. It was on my shirt. I smelled like dead toads.

My coat was off and I was lying flat on my back beside the davenport on somebodys carpet and I was looking at a framed picture. The frame was of cheap soft wood varnished and the picture showed part of an enormously high pale yellow viaduct across which a shiny black locomotive was dragging a Prussian blue train. Through one lofty arch of the viaduct a wide yellow beach showed and was dotted with sprawled bathers and striped beach umbrellas. Three girls walked close up, with paper parasols, one girl in cerise, one in pale blue, one in green. Beyond the beach a curving bay was bluer than any bay has any right to be. It was drenched with sunshine and flecked and dotted with arching white sails. Beyond the inland curve of the bay three ranges of hills rose in three precisely opposed colors; gold and terra cotta and lavender.

Across the bottom of the picture was printed in large capitals SEE THE FRENCH RIVIERA BY THE BLUE TRAIN.

It was a fine time to bring that up.

I reached up wearily and felt the back of my head. It felt pulpy. A shoot of pain from the touch went clear to the soles of my feet. I groaned, and made a grunt out of the groan, from professional pride — what was left of it. I rolled over slowly and carefully and looked at the foot of a pulled down wall bed; one twin, the other being still up in the wall. The flourish of design on the painted wood was familiar. The picture had hung over the davenport and I hadnt even looked at it.

When I rolled a square gin bottle rolled off my chest and hit the floor. It was water white, and empty. It didnt seem possible there could be so much gin in just one bottle.

I got my knees under me and stayed on all fours for a while, sniffing like a dog who cant finish his dinner, but hates to leave it. I moved my head around on my neck. It hurt. I moved it around some more and it still hurt, so I climbed up on my feet and discovered I didnt have any shoes on.

The shoes were lying against the baseboard, looking as dissipated as shoes ever looked. I put them on wearily. I was an old man now. I was going down the last long hill. I still had a tooth left though. I felt it with my tongue. It didnt seem to taste of gin.

It will all come back to you, I said. Some day it will all come back to you. And you wont like it.

There was the lamp on the table by the open window. There was the fat green davenport. There was the doorway with the green curtains across it. Never sit with your back to a green curtain. It always turns out badly. Something always happens. Who had I said that to? A girl with a gun. A girl with a clear empty face and dark brown hair that had been blond.

I looked around for her. She was still there. She was lying on the pulled-down twin bed.

She was wearing a pair of tan stockings and nothing else. Her hair was tumbled. There were dark bruises on her throat. Her mouth was open and a swollen tongue filled it to overflowing. Her eyes bulged and the whites of them were not white.

Across her naked belly four angry scratches leered crimson red against the whiteness of flesh. Deep angry scratches, gouged out by four bitter fingernails.

On the davenport there were tumbled clothes, mostly hers. My coat was there also. I disentangled it and put it on. Something crackled under my hand in the tumbled clothes. I drew out a long envelope with money still in it. I put it in my pocket. Marlowe, five hundred dollars. I hoped it was all there. There didnt seem much else to hope for.

I stepped on the balls of my feet softly, as if walking on very thin ice. I bent down to rub behind my knee and wondered which hurt most, my knee, or my head when I bent down to rub the knee.

Heavy feet came along the hallway and there was a hard mutter of voices. The feet stopped. A hard fist knocked on the door.

I stood there leering at the door, with my lips drawn back tight against my teeth. I waited for somebody to open the door and walk in. The knob was tried, but nobody walked in. The knocking began again, stopped, the voices muttered again. The steps went away. I wondered how long it would take to get the manager with a pass key. Not very long.

Not nearly long enough for Marlowe to get home from the French Riviera.

I went to the green curtain and brushed it aside and looked down a short dark hallway into a bathroom. I went in there and put the light on. Two wash rugs on the floor, a bath mat folded over the edge of the tub, a pebbled glass window at the corner of the tub. I shut the bathroom door and stood on the edge of the tub and eased the window up. This was the sixth floor. There was no screen. I put my head out and looked into darkness and a narrow glimpse of a street with trees. I looked sideways and saw that the bathroom window of the next apartment was not more than three feet away. A well-nourished mountain goat could make it without any trouble at all.

The question was whether a battered private detective could make it, and if so, what the harvest would be.

Behind me a rather remote and muffled voice seemed to be chanting the policemans litany: Open it up or well kick it in. I sneered back at the voice. They wouldnt kick it in because kicking in a door is hard on the feet. Policemen are kind to their feet. Their feet are about all they are kind to.

I grabbed a towel off the rack and pulled the two halves of the window down and eased out on the sill. I swung half of me over to the next sill, holding on to the frame of the open window. I could just reach to push the next window down, if it was unlocked. It wasnt unlocked. I got my foot over there and kicked the glass over the catch. It made a noise that ought to have been heard in Reno. I wrapped the towel around my left hand and reached in to turn the catch. Down on the street a car went by, but nobody yelled at me.

I pushed the broken window down and climbed across to the other sill. The towel fell out of my hand and fluttered down into the darkness to a strip of grass far below, between the two wings of the building.

I climbed in at the window of the other bathroom.
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I CLIMBED DOWN into darkness and groped through darkness to a door and opened it and listened. Filtered moonlight coming through north windows showed a bedroom with twin beds, made up and empty. Not wall beds. This was a larger apartment. I moved past the beds to another door and into a living room. Both rooms were closed up and smelled musty. I felt my way to a lamp and switched it on. I ran a finger along the wood of a table edge. There was a light film of dust, such as accumulates in the cleanest room when it is left shut up.

The room contained a library dining table, an armchair radio, a book rack built like a hod, a big bookcase full of novels with their jackets still on them, a dark wood highboy with a siphon and a cut glass bottle of liquor and four striped glasses upside down on an Indian brass tray. Besides this paired photographs in a double silver frame, a youngish middle-aged man and woman, with round healthy faces and cheerful eyes. They looked out at me as if they didnt mind my being there at all.

I sniffed the liquor, which was Scotch, and used some of it. It made my head feel worse but it made the rest of me feel better. I put light on the bedroom and poked into closets. One of them had a mans clothes, tailor-made, plenty of them. The tailors label inside a coat pocket declared the owners name to be H. G. Talbot. I went to the bureau and poked around and found a soft blue shirt that looked a little small for me. I carried it into the bathroom and stripped mine off and washed my face and chest and wiped my hair off with a wet towel and put the blue shirt on. I used plenty of Mr. Talbots rather insistent hair tonic on my hair and used his brush and comb to tidy it up. By that time I smelled of gin only remotely, if at all.

The top button of the shirt wouldnt meet its buttonhole so I poked into the bureau again and found a dark blue crepe tie and strung it around my neck. I got my coat back on and looked at myself in the mirror. I looked slightly too neat for that hour of the night, even for as careful a man as Mr. Talbots clothes indicated him to be. Too neat and too sober.

I rumpled my hair a little and pulled the tie close, and went back to the whisky decanter and did what I could about being too sober. I lit one of Mr. Talbots cigarettes and hoped that Mr. and Mrs. Talbot, wherever they were, were having a much better time than I was. I hoped I would live long enough to come and visit them.

I went to the living room door, the one giving on the hallway, and opened it and leaned in the opening smoking. I didnt think it was going to work. But I didnt think waiting there for them to follow my trail through the window was going to work any better.

A man coughed a little way down the hall and I poked my head out farther and he was looking at me. He came towards me briskly, a small sharp man in a neatly pressed police uniform. He had reddish hair and red-gold eyes.

I yawned and said languidly: What goes on, officer?

He stared at me thoughtfully. Little trouble next door to you. Hear anything?

I thought I heard knocking. I just got home a little while ago.

Little late, he said.

Thats a matter of opinion, I said. Trouble next door, eh?

A dame, he said. Know her?

I think Ive seen her.

Yeah, he said. You ought to see her now... He put his hands to his throat and bulged his eyes out and gurgled unpleasantly. Like that, he said. You didnt hear nothing, huh?

Nothing I noticed — except the knocking.

Yeah. What was the name?

Talbot.

Just a minute, Mr. Talbot. Wait there just a minute.

He went along the hallway and leaned into an open doorway through which light streamed out. Oh, lieutenant, he said. The man next door is on deck.

A tall man came out of the doorway and stood looking along the hall straight at me. A tall man with rusty hair and very blue, blue eyes. Degarmo. That made it perfect.

Heres the guy lives next door, the small neat cop said helpfully His names Talbot.

Degarmo looked straight at me, but nothing in his acid blue eyes showed that he had ever seen me before. He came quietly along the hall and put a hard hand against my chest and pushed me back into the room. When he had me half a dozen feet from the door he said over his shoulder:

Come in here and shut the door, Shorty.

The small cop came in and shut the door.

Quite a gag, Degarmo said lazily. Put a gun on him, Shorty.

Shorty flicked his black belt holster open and had his .38 in his hand like a flash. He licked his lips.

Oh boy, he said softly, whistling a little. Oh boy. Howd you know, lieutenant?

Know what? Degarmo asked, keeping his eyes fixed on mine. What were you thinking of doing, pal — going down to get a paper — to find out if she was dead?

Oh boy, Shorty said. A sex-killer. He pulled the girls clothes off and choked her with his hands, lieutenant. Howd you know?

Degarmo didnt answer him. He just stood there, rocking a little on his heels, his face empty and granite-hard.

Yah, hes the killer, sure, Shorty said suddenly. Sniff the air in here, lieutenant. The place aint been aired out for days. And look at the dust on those bookshelves. And the clock on the mantels stopped, lieutenant. He come in through the — lemme look a minute, can I, lieutenant?

He ran out of the room into the bedroom. I heard him fumbling around. Degarmo stood woodenly.

Shorty came back. Come in at the bathroom window. Theres broken glass in the tub. And something stinks of gin in there something awful. You remember how that apartment smelled of gin when we went in? Heres a shirt, lieutenant. Smells like it was washed in gin.

He held the shirt up. It perfumed the air rapidly. Degarmo looked at it vaguely and then stepped forward and yanked my coat open and looked at the shirt I was wearing.

I know what he done, Shorty said. He stole one of the guys shirts that lives here. You see what he done, lieutenant?

Yeah. Degarmo held his hand against my chest and let it fall slowly. They were talking about me as if I was a piece of wood.

Frisk him, Shorty.

Shorty ran around me feeling here and there for a gun. Nothing on him, he said.

Lets get him out the back way, Degarmo said. Its our pinch, if we make it before Webber gets here. That lug Reed couldnt find a moth in a shoe box.

You aint even detailed on the case, Shorty said doubtfully. Didnt I hear you was suspended or something?

What can I lose? Degarmo asked, if Im suspended?

I can lose this here uniform, Shorty said.

Degarmo looked at him wearily. The small cop blushed and his bright red-gold eyes were anxious.

Okay, Shorty. Go and tell Reed.

The small cop licked his lip. You say the word, lieutenant, and Im with you. I dont have to know you got suspended.

Well take him down ourselves, just the two of us, Degarmo said.

Yeah, sure.

Degarmo put his finger against my chin. A sex-killer, he said quietly. Well, Ill be damned. He smiled at me thinly, moving only the extreme corners of his wide brutal mouth.
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WE WENT OUT of the apartment and along the hall the other way from Apartment 618. Light streamed from the still open door. Two men in plain clothes now stood outside it smoking cigarettes inside their cupped hands, as if a wind was blowing. There was a sound of wrangling voices from the apartment.

We went around the bend of the hall and came to the elevator. Degarmo opened the fire door beyond the elevator shaft and we went down echoing concrete steps, floor after floor. At the lobby floor Degarmo stopped and held his hand on the doorknob and listened. He looked back over his shoulder.

You got a car? he asked me.

In the basement garage.

Thats an idea.

We went on down the steps and came out into the shadowy basement. The lanky Negro came out of the little office and I gave him my car check. He looked furtively at the police uniform on Shorty. He said nothing. He pointed to the Chrysler.

Degarmo climbed under the wheel of the Chrysler. I got in beside him and Shorty got into the back seat. We went up the ramp and out into the damp cool night air. A big car with twin red spotlights was charging towards us from a couple of blocks away.

Degarmo spat out of the car window and yanked the Chrysler the other way. That will be Webber, he said. Late for the funeral again. We sure skinned his nose on that one, Shorty.

I dont like it too well, lieutenant. I dont, honest.

Keep the chin up, kid. You might get back on homicide.

Id rather wear buttons and eat, Shorty said. The courage was oozing out of him fast.

Degarmo drove the car hard for ten blocks and then slowed a little. Shorty said uneasily:

I guess you know what youre doing, lieutenant, but this aint the way to the Hall.

Thats right, Degarmo said. It never was, was it?

He let the car slow down to a crawl and then turned into a residential street of small exact houses squatting behind small exact lawns. He braked the car gently and coasted over to the curb and stopped about the middle of the block. He threw an arm over the back of the seat and turned his head to look back at Shorty.

You think this guy killed her, Shorty?

Im listening, Shorty said in a tight voice.

Got a flash?

No.

I said: Theres one in the car pocket on the left side.

Shorty fumbled around and metal clicked and the white beam of the flashlight came on. Degarmo said:

Take a look at the back of this guys head.

The beam moved and settled. I heard the small mans breathing behind me and felt it on my neck. Something felt for and touched the bump on my head. I grunted. The light went off and the darkness of the street rushed in again.

Shorty said: I guess maybe he was sapped, lieutenant. I dont get it.

So was the girl, Degarmo said. It didnt show much but its there. She was sapped so she could have her clothes pulled off and be clawed up before she was killed. So the scratches would bleed. Then she was throttled. And none of this made any noise. Why would it? And theres no telephone in that apartment. Who reported it, Shorty?

How the hell would I know? A guy called up and said a woman had been murdered in 618 Granada Apartments on Eighth. Reed was still looking for a cameraman when you came in. The desk said a guy with a thick voice, likely disguised. Didnt give any name at all.

All right then, Degarmo said. If you had murdered the girl, how would you get out of there?

Id walk out, Shorty said. Why not? Hey, he barked at me suddenly, why didnt you?

I didnt answer him. Degarmo said tonelessly: You wouldnt climb out of a bathroom window six floors up and then burst in another bathroom window into a strange apartment where people would likely be sleeping, would you? You wouldnt pretend to be the guy that lived there and you wouldnt throw away a lot of your time by calling the police, would you? Hell, that girl could have laid there for a week. You wouldnt throw away the chance of a start like that, would you, Shorty?

I dont guess I would, Shorty said cautiously. I dont guess I would call up at all. But you know these sex fiends do funny things, lieutenant. They aint normal like us. And this guy could have had help and the other guy could have knocked him out to put him in the middle.

Dont tell me you thought that last bit up all by yourself, Degarmo grunted. So here we sit, and the fellow that knows all the answers is sitting here with us and not saying a word. He turned his big head and stared at me. What were you doing there?

I cant remember, I said. The crack on the head seems to have blanked me out.

Well help you to remember, Degarmo said. Well take you up back in the hills a few miles where you can be quiet and look at the stars and remember. Youll remember all right.

Shorty said: That aint no way to talk, lieutenant. Why dont we just go back to the Hall and play this the way it says in the rule book?

To hell with the rule book, Degarmo said. I like this guy. I want to have one long sweet talk with him. He just needs a little coaxing, Shorty. Hes just bashful.

I dont want any part of it, Shorty said.

What do you want to do, Shorty?

I want to go back to the Hall.

Nobodys stopping you, kid. You want to walk?

Shorty was silent for a moment. Thats right, he said at last, quietly. I want to walk. He opened the car door and stepped out on to the curbing. And I guess you know I have to report all this, lieutenant.

Right, Degarmo said. Tell Webber I was asking for him. Next time he buys a hamburger, tell him to turn down an empty plate for me.

That dont make any sense to me, the small cop said. He slammed the car door shut. Degarmo let the clutch in and gunned the motor and hit forty in the first block and a half. In the third block he hit fifty. He slowed down at the boulevard and turned east and began to cruise along at a legal speed. A few late cars drifted by both ways, but for the most part the world lay in the cold silence of early morning.

After a little while we passed the city limits and Degarmo spoke. Lets hear you talk, he said quietly. Maybe we can work this out.

The car topped a long rise and dipped down to where the boulevard wound through the parklike grounds of the veterans hospital. The tall triple electroliers had halos from the beach fog that had drifted in during the night. I began to talk.

Kingsley came over to my apartment tonight and said he had heard from his wife over the phone. She wanted some money quick. The idea was I was to take it to her and get her out of whatever trouble she was in. My idea was a little different. She was told how to identify me and I was to be at the Peacock Lounge at Eighth and Arguello at fifteen minutes past the hour. Any hour.

Degarmo said slowly: She had to breeze and that meant she had something to breeze from, such as murder. He lifted his hands lightly and let them fall on the wheel again.

I went down there, hours after she had called. I had been told her hair was dyed brown. She passed me going out of the bar, but I didnt know her. I had never seen her in the flesh. All I had seen was what looked like a pretty good snapshot, but could be that and still not a very good likeness. She sent a Mexican kid in to call me out. She wanted the money and no conversation. I wanted her story. Finally she saw she would have to talk a little and told me she was at the Granada. She made me wait ten minutes before I followed her over.

Degarmo said: Time to fix up a plant.

There was a plant all right, but Im not sure she was in on it. She didnt want me to come up there, didnt want to talk. Yet she ought to have known I would insist on some explanation before I gave up the money, so her reluctance could have been just an act, to make me feel that I was controlling the situation. She could act all right. I found that out. Anyhow I went and we talked. Nothing she said made very much sense until we talked about Lavery getting shot. Then she made too much sense too quick. I told her I was going to turn her over to the police.

Westwood Village, dark except for one all night service station and a few distant windows in apartment houses, slid away to the north of us.

So she pulled a gun, I said. I think she meant to use it, but she got too close to me and I got a headlock on her. While we were wrestling around, somebody came out from behind a green curtain and slugged me. When I came out of that the murder was done.

Degarmo said slowly: You get any kind of a look at who slugged you?

No. I felt or half saw he was a man and a big one. And this lying on the davenport, mixed in with clothes. I reached Kingsleys yellow and green scarf out of my pocket and draped it over his knee. I saw Kingsley wearing this earlier this evening, I said.

Degarmo looked down at the scarf. He lifted it under the dashlight. You wouldnt forget that too quick, he said. It steps right up and smacks you in the eye. Kingsley, huh? Well, Im damned. What happened then?

Knocking on the door. Me still woozy in the head, not too bright and a bit panicked. I had been flooded with gin and my shoes and coat stripped off and maybe I looked and smelled a little like somebody who would yank a womans clothes off and strangle her. So I got out through the bathroom window, cleaned myself up as well as I could, and the rest you know.

Degarmo said: Why didnt you lie dormy in the place you climbed into?

What was the use? I guess even a Bay City cop would have found the way I had gone in a little while. If I had any chance at all, it was to walk before that was discovered. If nobody was there who knew me, I had a fair chance of getting out of the building.

I dont think so, Degarmo said. But I can see where you didnt lose much trying. Whats your idea of the motivation here?

Why did Kingsley kill her — if he did? Thats not hard. She had been cheating on him, making him a lot of trouble, endangering his job and now she had killed a man. Also, she had money and Kingsley wanted to marry another woman. He might have been afraid that with money to spend she would beat the rap and be left laughing at him. If she didnt beat the rap, and got sent up, her money would be just as thoroughly beyond his reach. Hed have to divorce her to get rid of her. Theres plenty of motive for murder in all that. Also he saw a chance to make me the goat. It wouldnt stick, but it would make confusion and delay. If murderers didnt think they could get away with their murders, very few would be committed.

Degarmo said: All the same it could be somebody else, somebody who isnt in the picture at all. Even if he went down there to see her, it could still be somebody else. Somebody else could have killed Lavery too.

If you like it that way.

He turned his head. I dont like it any way at all. But if I crack the case, Ill get by with a reprimand from the police board. If I dont crack it, Ill be thumbing a ride out of town. You said I was dumb. Okay, Im dumb. Where does Kingsley live? One thing I know is how to make people talk.

965 Carson Drive, Beverly Hills. About five blocks on you turn north to the foothills. Its on the left side, just below Sunset. Ive never been there, but I know how the block numbers run.

He handed me the green and yellow scarf. Tuck that back into your pocket until we want to spring it on him.
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IT WAS A two-storied white house with a dark roof. Bright moonlight lay against its wall like a fresh coat of paint. There were wrought iron grilles against the lower halves of the front windows. A level lawn swept up to the front door, which was set diagonally into the angle of a jutting wall. All the visible windows were dark.

Degarmo got out of the car and walked along the parkway and looked back along the drive to the garage. He moved down the driveway and the corner of the house hid him. I heard the sound of a garage door going up then the thud as it was lowered again. He reappeared at the corner of the house, shook his head at me, and walked across the grass to the front door. He leaned his thumb on the bell and juggled a cigarette out of his pocket with one hand and put it between his lips.

He turned away from the door to light it and the flare of the match cut deep lines into his face. After a while there was light on the fan over the door. The peephole in the door swung back. I saw Degarmo holding up his shield. Slowly and as if unwillingly the door was opened. He went in.

He was gone four or five minutes. Light went on behind various windows, then off again. Then he came out of the house and while he was walking back to the car the light went off in the fan and the whole house was again as dark as we had found it.

He stood beside the car smoking and looking off down the curve of the street.

One small car in the garage, he said. The cook says its hers. No sign of Kingsley. They say they havent seen him since this morning. I looked in all the rooms. I guess they told the truth. Webber and a print man were there late this afternoon and the dusting powder is still all over the main bedroom. Webber would be getting prints to check against what we found in Laverys house. He didnt tell me what he got. Where would he be — Kingsley?

Anywhere, I said. On the road, in a hotel, in a Turkish bath getting the kinks out of his nerves. But well have to try his girl friend first. Her name is Fromsett and she lives at the Bryson Tower on Sunset Place. Thats away downtown, near Bullocks Wilshire.

She does what? Degarmo asked, getting in under the wheel.

She holds the fort in his office and holds his hand out of office hours. Shes no office cutie, though. She has brains and style.

This situation is going to use all she has, Degarmo said. He drove down to Wilshire and we turned east again.

Twenty-five minutes brought us to the Bryson Tower, a white stucco palace with fretted lanterns in the forecourt and tall date palms. The entrance was in an L, up marble steps, through a Moorish archway, and over a lobby that was too big and a carpet that was too blue. Blue Ali Baba oil jars were dotted around, big enough to keep tigers in. There was a desk and a night clerk with one of those mustaches that get stuck under your fingernail.

Degarmo lunged past the desk towards an open elevator beside which a tired old man sat on a stool waiting for a customer. The clerk snapped at Degarmos back like a terrier.

One moment, please. Whom did you wish to see?

Degarmo spun on his heel and looked at me wonderingly. Did he say whom?

Yeah, but dont hit him, I said. There is such a word.

Degarmo licked his lips. I knew there was, he said. I often wondered where they kept it. Look, buddy, he said to the clerk, we want up to seven-sixteen. Any objection?

Certainly I have, the clerk said coldly. We dont announce guests at— he lifted his arm and turned it neatly to look at the narrow oblong watch on the inside of his wrist— at twenty-three minutes past four in the morning.

Thats what I thought, Degarmo said. So I wasnt going to bother you. You get the idea? He took his shield out of his pocket and held it so that the light glinted on the gold and the blue enamel. Im a police lieutenant.

The clerk shrugged. Very well. I hope there isnt going to be any trouble. Id better announce you then. What names?

Lieutenant Degarmo and Mr. Marlowe.

Apartment 716. That will be Miss Fromsett. One moment.

He went behind a glass screen and we heard him talking on the phone after a longish pause. He came back and nodded.

Miss Fromsett is in. She will receive you.

Thats certainly a load off my mind, Degarmo said. And dont bother to call your house peeper and send him up to the scatter. Im allergic to house peepers.

The clerk gave a small cold smile and we got into the elevator.

The seventh floor was cool and quiet. The corridor seemed a mile long. We came at last to a door with 716 on it in gilt numbers in a circle of gilt leaves. There was an ivory button beside the door. Degarmo pushed it and chimes rang inside the door and it was opened.

Miss Fromsett wore a quilted blue robe over her pajamas. On her feet were small tufted slippers with high heels. Her dark hair was fluffed out engagingly and the cold cream had been wiped from her face and just enough makeup applied.

We went past her into a rather narrow room with several handsome oval mirrors and gray period furniture upholstered in blue damask. It didnt look like apartment house furniture. She sat down on a slender love seat and leaned back and waited calmly for somebody to say something.

I said: This is Lieutenant Degarmo of the Bay City police. Were looking for Kingsley. Hes not at his house. We thought you might be able to give us an idea where to find him.

She spoke to me without looking at me. Is it that urgent?

Yes. Something has happened.

What has happened?

Degarmo said bluntly: We just want to know where Kingsley is, sister. We dont have time to build up a scene.

The girl looked at him with a complete absence of expression. She looked back at me and said:

I think you had better tell me, Mr. Marlowe.

I went down there with the money, I said. I met her as arranged. I went to her apartment to talk to her. While there I was slugged by a man who was hidden behind a curtain. I didnt see the man. When I came out of it she had been murdered.

Murdered?

I said: Murdered.

She closed her fine eyes and the corners of her lovely mouth drew in. Then she stood up with a quick shrug and went over to a small, marble-topped table with spindly legs. She took a cigarette out of a small embossed silver box and lit it, staring emptily down at the table. The match in her hand was waved more and more slowly until it stopped, still burning, and she dropped it into a tray. She turned and put her back to the table.

I suppose I ought to scream or something, she said. I dont seem to have any feeling about it at all.

Degarmo said: We dont feel so interested in your feelings right now. What we want to know is where Kingsley is. You can tell us or not tell us. Either way you can skip the attitudes. Just make your mind up.

She said to me quietly: The lieutenant here is a Bay City officer?

I nodded. She turned at him slowly, with a lovely contemptuous dignity. In that case, she said, he has no more right in my apartment than any other loud-mouthed bum that might try to toss his weight around.

Degarmo looked at her bleakly. He grinned and walked across the room and stretched his long legs from a deep downy chair. He waved his hand at me.

Okay, you work on her. I can get all the co-operation I need from the L.A. boys, but by the time I had things explained to them, it would be a week from next Tuesday.

I said: Miss Fromsett, if you know where he is, or where he started to go, please tell us. You can understand that he has to be found.

She said calmly: Why?

Degarmo put his head back and laughed. This babe is good, he said. Maybe she thinks we should keep it a secret from him that his wife has been knocked off.

Shes better than you think, I told him. His face sobered and he bit his thumb. He looked her up and down insolently.

She said: Is it just because he has to be told?

I took the yellow and green scarf out of my pocket and shook it out loose and held it in front of her.

This was found in the apartment where she was murdered. I think you have seen it.

She looked at the scarf and she looked at me, and in neither of the glances was there any meaning. She said: You ask for a great deal of confidence, Mr. Marlowe. Considering that you havent been such a very smart detective after all.

I ask for it, I said, and I expect to get it. And how smart Ive been is something you dont really know anything about.

This is cute, Degarmo put in. You two make a nice team. All you need is acrobats to follow you. But right now—

She cut through his voice as if he didnt exist. How was she murdered?

She was strangled and stripped naked and scratched up.

Derry wouldnt have done anything like that, she said quietly.

Degarmo made a noise with his lips. Nobody ever knows what anybody else will do, sister. A cop knows that much.

She still didnt look at him. In the same level tone she asked: Do you want to know where we went after we left your apartment and whether he brought me home — things like that?

Yes.

Because if he did, he wouldnt have had time to go down to the beach and kill her? Is that it?

I said, Thats a good part of it.

He didnt bring me home, she said slowly. I took a taxi on Hollywood Boulevard, not more than five minutes after we left your place. I didnt see him again. I supposed he went home.

Degarmo said: Usually the bim tries to give her boy friend a bit more alibi than that. But it takes all kinds, dont it?

Miss Fromsett said to me: He wanted to bring me home, but it was a long way out of his way and we were both tired. The reason I was telling you this is because I know it doesnt matter in the least. If I thought it did, I wouldnt tell you.

So he did have time, I said.

She shook her head. I dont know. I dont know how much time was needed. I dont know how he could have known where to go. Not from me, not from her through me. She didnt tell me. Her dark eyes were on mine, searching, probing. Is this the kind of confidence you ask for?

I folded the scarf up and put it back in my pocket. We want to know where he is now.

I cant tell you because I have no idea. Her eyes had followed the scarf down to my pocket. They stayed there. You say you were slugged. You mean knocked unconscious?

Yes. By somebody who was hidden out behind a curtain. We still fall for it. She pulled a gun on me and I was busy trying to take it away from her. Theres no doubt she shot Lavery.

Degarmo stood up suddenly: Youre making yourself a nice smooth scene, fellow, he growled. But youre not getting anywhere. Lets blow.

I said: Wait a minute. Im not finished. Suppose he had something on his mind, Miss Fromsett, something that was eating pretty deep into him. That was how he looked tonight. Suppose he knew more about all this than we realized — or than I realized — and knew things were coming to a head. He would want to go somewhere quietly and try to figure out what to do. Dont you think he might?

I stopped and waited, looking sideways at Degarmos impatience. After a moment the girl said tonelessly: He wouldnt run away or hide, because it wasnt anything he could run away or hide from. But he might want a time to himself to think.

In a strange place, in a hotel, I said, thinking of the story that had been told me in the Granada. Or in a much quieter place than that.

I looked around for the telephone.

Its in my bedroom, Miss Fromsett said, knowing at once what I was looking for.

I went down the room and through the door at the end. Degarmo was right behind me. The bedroom was ivory and ashes of roses. There was a big bed with no footboard and a pillow with the rounded hollow of a head. Toilet articles glistened on a built-in dresser with paneled mirrors on the wall above it. An open door showed mulberry bathroom tiles. The phone was on a night table by the bed.

I sat down on the edge of the bed and patted the place where Miss Fromsetts head had been and lifted the phone and dialed long distance. When the operator answered I asked for Constable Jim Patton at Puma Point, person to person, very urgent. I put the phone back in the cradle and lit a cigarette. Degarmo glowered down at me, standing with his legs apart, tough and tireless and ready to be nasty. What now? he grunted.

Wait and see.

Whos running this show?

Your asking me shows that. I am — unless you want the Los Angeles police to run it.

He scratched a match on his thumbnail and watched it burn and tried to blow it out with a long steady breath that just bent the flame over. He got rid of that match and put another between his teeth and chewed on it. The phone rang in a moment.

Ready with your Puma Point call.

Pattons sleepy voice came on the line. Yes? This is Patton at Puma Point.

This is Marlowe in Los Angeles, I said. Remember me?

Sure I remember you, son. I aint only half awake though.

Do me a favor, I said. Although I dont know why you should. Go or send over to Little Fawn Lake and see if Kingsley is there. Dont let him see you. You can spot his car outside the cabin or maybe see lights. And see that he stays put. Call me back as soon as you know. Im coming up. Can you do that?

Patton said: I got no reason to stop him if he wants to leave.

Ill have a Bay City police officer with me who wants to question him about a murder. Not your murder, another one.

There was a drumming silence along the wire. Patton said: You aint just bein tricky, are you, son?

No. Call me back at Tunbridge 2722.

Should likely take me half an hour, he said.

I hung up. Degarmo was grinning now. This babe flash you a signal I couldnt read?

I stood up off the bed. No. Im just trying to read his mind. Hes no cold killer. Whatever fire there was is all burned out of him by now. I thought he might go to the quietest and most remote place he knows — just to get a grip of himself. In a few hours hell probably turn himself in. It would look better for you if you got to him before he did that.

Unless he puts a slug in his head, Degarmo said coldly. Guys like him are very apt to do that.

You cant stop him until you find him.

Thats right.

We went back into the living room. Miss Fromsett poked her head out of her kitchenette and said she was making coffee, and did we want any. We had some coffee and sat around looking like people seeing friends off at the railroad station.

The call from Patton came through in about twenty-five minutes. There was light in the Kingsley cabin and a car was parked beside it.
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WE ATE SOME breakfast at Alhambra and I had the tank filled. We drove out Highway 70 and started moving past the trucks into the rolling ranch country. I was driving. Degarmo sat moodily in the corner, his hands deep in his pockets.

I watched the fat straight rows of orange trees spin by like the spokes of a wheel. I listened to the whine of the tires on the pavement and I felt tired and stale from lack of sleep and too much emotion.

We reached the long slope south of San Dimas that goes up to a ridge and drops down into Pomona. This is the ultimate end of the fog belt, and the beginning of that semi-desert region where the sun is as light and dry as old sherry in the morning, as hot as a blast furnace at noon, and drops like an angry brick at nightfall.

Degarmo stuck a match in the corner of his mouth and said almost sneeringly:

Webber gave me hell last night. He said he was talking to you and what about.

I said nothing. He looked at me and looked away again. He waved a hand outwards. I wouldnt live in this damn country if they gave it to me. The airs stale before it gets up in the morning.

Well be coming to Ontario in a minute. Well switch over to Foothill Boulevard and youll see five miles of the finest grevillea trees in the world.

I wouldnt know one from a fire plug, Degarmo said.

We came to the center of town and turned north on Euclid, along the splendid parkway. Degarmo sneered at the grevillea trees.

After a while he said: That was my girl that drowned in the lake up there. I havent been right in the head since I heard about it. All I can see is red. If I could get my hands on that guy Chess—

You made enough trouble, I said, letting her get away with murdering Almores wife.

I stared straight ahead through the windshield. I knew his head moved and his eyes froze on me. I didnt know what his hands were doing. I didnt know what expression was on his face. After a long time his words came. They came through tight teeth and edgeways, and they scraped a little as they came out.

You a little crazy or something?

No, I said. Neither are you. You know as well as anybody could know anything that Florence Almore didnt get up out of bed and walk down to that garage. You know she was carried. You know that was why Talley stole her slipper, the slipper that had never walked on a concrete path. You knew that Almore gave his wife a shot in the arm at Condys place and that it was just enough and not any too much. He knew his shots in the arm the way you know how to rough up a bum that hasnt any money or any place to sleep. You know that Almore didnt murder his wife with morphine and that if he wanted to murder her, morphine would be the last thing in the world he would use. But you know that somebody else did, and that Almore carried her down to the garage and put her there — technically still alive to breathe in some monoxide, but medically just as dead as though she had stopped breathing. You know all that.

Degarmo said softly: Brother, how did you ever manage to live so long?

I said: By not falling for too many gags and not getting too much afraid of professional hard guys. Only a heel would have done what Almore did, only a heel and a badly scared man who had things on his soul that wouldnt stand daylight. Technically he may even have been guilty of murder. I dont think the point has ever been settled. Certainly he would have a hell of a time proving that she was in such a deep coma that she was beyond any possibility of help. But as a practical matter of who killed her, you know the girl killed her.

Degarmo laughed. It was a grating unpleasant laugh, not only mirthless, but meaningless.

We reached Foothill Boulevard and turned east again. I thought it was still cool, but Degarmo was sweating. He couldnt take his coat off because of the gun under his arm.

I said: The girl, Mildred Haviland, was playing house with Almore and his wife knew it. She had threatened him. I got that from her parents. The girl, Mildred Haviland, knew all about morphine and where to get all of it she needed and how much to use. She was alone in the house with Florence Almore, after she put her to bed. She was in a perfect spot to load a needle with four or five grains and shoot it into an unconscious woman through the same puncture Almore had already made. She would die, perhaps while Almore was still out of the house, and he would come home and find her dead. The problem would be his. He would have to solve it. Nobody would believe anybody else had doped his wife to death. Nobody that didnt know all the circumstances. But you knew. Id have to think you much more of a damn fool than I think you are to believe you didnt know. You covered the girl up. You were in love with her still. You scared her out of town, out of danger, out of reach, but you covered up for her. You let the murder ride. She had you that way. Why did you go up to the mountains looking for her?

And how did I know where to look? he said harshly. It wouldnt bother you to add an explanation of that, would it?

Not at all, I said. She got sick of Bill Chess and his boozing and his tempers and his down-at-heels living. But she had to have money to make a break. She thought she was safe now, that she had something on Almore that was safe to use. So she wrote him for money. He sent you up to talk to her. She didnt tell Almore what her present name was or any details or where or how she was living. A letter addressed to Mildred Haviland at Puma Point would reach her. All she had to do was ask for it. But no letter came and nobody connected her with Mildred Haviland. All you had was an old photo and your usual bad manners, and they didnt get you anywhere with those people.

Degarmo said gratingly: Who told you she tried to get money from Almore?

Nobody. I had to think of something to fit what happened. If Lavery or Mrs. Kingsley had known who Muriel Chess had been, and had tipped it off, you would have known where to find her and what name she was using. You didnt know those things. Therefore the lead had to come from the only person up there who knew who she was, and that was herself. So I assume she wrote to Almore.

Okay, he said at last. Lets forget it. It doesnt make any difference any more now. If Im in a jam, thats my business. Id do it again, in the same circumstances.

Thats all right, I said. Im not planning to put the bite on anybody myself. Not even on you. Im telling you this mostly so you wont try to hang any murders on Kingsley that dont belong on him. If there is one that does, let it hang.

Is that why youre telling me? he asked.

Yeah.

I thought maybe it was because you hated my guts, he said.

Im all done with hating you, I said. Its all washed out of me. I hate people hard, but I dont hate them very long.

We were going through the grape country now, the open sandy grape country along the scarred flanks of the foothills. We came in a little while to San Bernardino and I kept on through it without stopping.
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AT CRESTLINE, ELEVATION 5000 feet, it had not yet started to warm up. We stopped for a beer. When we got back into the car, Degarmo took the gun from his underarm holster and looked it over. It was a .38 Smith and Wesson on a .44 frame, a wicked weapon with a kick like a .45 and a much greater effective range.

You wont need that, I said. Hes big and strong, but hes not that kind of tough.

He put the gun back under his arm and grunted. We didnt talk any more now. We had no more to talk about. We rolled around the curves and along the sharp sheer edges walled with white guard rails and in some places with walls of field stone and heavy iron chains. We climbed through the tall oaks and on to the altitudes where the oaks are not so tall and the pines are taller and taller. We came at last to the dam at the end of Puma Lake.

I stopped the car and the sentry threw his piece across his body and stepped up to the window.

Close all the windows of your car before proceeding across the dam, please.

I reached back to wind up the rear window on my side. Degarmo held his shield up. Forget it, buddy. Im a police officer, he said with his usual tact.

The sentry gave him a solid expressionless stare. Close all windows, please, he said in the same tone he had used before.

Nuts to you, Degarmo said. Nuts to you, soldier boy.

Its an order, the sentry said. His jaw muscles bulged very slightly. His dull grayish eyes stared at Degarmo. And I didnt write the order, mister. Up with the windows.

Suppose I told you to go jump in the lake, Degarmo sneered.

The sentry said: I might do it. I scare easily. He patted the breech of his rifle with a leathery hand.

Degarmo turned and closed the windows on his side. We drove across the dam. There was a sentry in the middle and one at the far end. The first one must have flashed them some kind of signal. They looked at us with steady watchful eyes, without friendliness.

I drove on through the piled masses of granite and down through the meadows of coarse grass. The same gaudy slacks and short shorts and peasant handkerchiefs as the day before yesterday, the same light breeze and golden sun and clear blue sky, the same smell of pine needles, the same cool softness of a mountain summer. But that was a hundred years ago, something crystallized in time, like a fly in amber.

I turned off on the road to Little Fawn Lake and wound around the huge rocks and past the little gurgling waterfall. The gate into Kingsleys property was open and Pattons car was standing in the road pointing towards the lake, which was invisible from that point. There was nobody in it. The card sign on the windshield still read: Keep Jim Patton Constable. He Is Too Old to Go to Work.

Close to it and pointed the other way was a small battered coupe. Inside the coupe a lion hunters hat. I stopped my car behind Pattons and locked it and got out. Andy got out of the coupe and stood staring at us woodenly.

I said: This is Lieutenant Degarmo of the Bay City police.

Andy said: Jims just over the ridge. Hes waiting for you. He aint had any breakfast.

We walked up the road to the ridge as Andy got back into his coupe. Beyond it the road dropped to the tiny blue lake. Kingsleys cabin across the water seemed to be without life.

Thats the lake, I said.

Degarmo looked down at it silently. His shoulders moved in a heavy shrug. Lets go get the bastard, was all he said.

We went on and Patton stood up from behind a rock. He was wearing the same old Stetson and khaki pants and shirt buttoned to his thick neck. The star on his left breast still had a bent point. His jaws moved slowly, munching.

Nice to see you again, he said, not looking at me, but at Degarmo.

He put his hand out and shook Degarmos hard paw. Last time I seen you, lieutenant, you was wearing another name. Kind of undercover, I guess youd call it. I guess I didnt treat you right neither. I apologize. Guess I knew who that photo of yours was all the time.

Degarmo nodded and said nothing.

Likely if Id of been on my toes and played the game right, a lot of trouble would have been saved, Patton said. Maybe a life would have been saved. I feel kind of bad about it, but then again I aint a fellow that feels too bad about anything very long. Suppose we sit down here and you tell me what it is were supposed to be doing now.

Degarmo said: Kingsleys wife was murdered in Bay City last night. I have to talk to him about it.

You mean you suspect him? Patton asked.

And how, Degarmo grunted.

Patton rubbed his neck and looked across the lake. He aint showed outside the cabin at all. Likely hes still asleep. Early this morning I snuck around the cabin. There was a radio goin then and I heard sounds like a man would make playing with a bottle and a glass. I stayed away from him. Was that right?

Well go over there now, Degarmo said.

You got a gun, lieutenant?

Degarmo patted under his left arm. Patton looked at me. I shook my head, no gun.

Kingsley might have one too, Patton said. I dont hanker after no fast shooting around here, lieutenant. It wouldnt do me no good to have a gunfight. We dont have that kind of community up here. You look to me like a fellow who would jack his gun out kind of fast.

Ive got plenty of swift, if thats what you mean, Degarmo said. But I want this guy talking.

Patton looked at Degarmo, looked at me, looked back at Degarmo and spat tobacco juice in a long stream to one side.

I aint heard enough to even approach him, he said stubbornly.

So we sat down on the ground and told him the story. He listened silently, not blinking an eye. At the end he said to me: You got a funny way of working for people, seems to me. Personally I think you boys are plumb misinformed. Well go over and see. Ill go in first — in case you would know what you are talking about and Kingsley would have a gun and would be a little desperate. I got a big belly. Makes a nice target.

We stood up off the ground and started around the lake the long way. When we came to the little pier I said:

Did they autopsy her yet, sheriff?

Patton nodded. She drowned all right. They say theyre satisfied thats how she died. She wasnt knifed or shot or had her head cracked in or anything. Theres marks on her body, but too many to mean anything. And it aint a very nice body to work with.

Degarmo looked white and angry.

I guess I oughtnt to have said that, lieutenant, Patton added mildly. Kind of tough to take. Seeing you knew the lady pretty well.

Degarmo said: Lets get it over and do what we have to do.

We went on along the shore of the lake and came to Kingsleys cabin. We went up the heavy steps. Patton went quietly across the porch to the door. He tried the screen. It was not hooked. He opened it and tried the door. That was unlocked also. He held the door shut, with the knob turned in his hand, and Degarmo took hold of the screen and pulled it wide. Patton opened the door and we walked into the room.

Derace Kingsley lay back in a deep chair by the cold fireplace with his eyes closed. There was an empty glass and an almost empty whiskey bottle on the table beside him. The room smelled of whiskey. A dish near the bottle was choked with cigarette stubs. Two crushed empty packs lay on top of the stubs.

All the windows in the room were shut. It was already close and hot in there. Kingsley was wearing a sweater and his face was flushed and heavy. He snored and his hands hung lax outside the arms of the chair, the fingertips touching the floor.

Patton moved to within a few feet of him and stood looking silently down at him for a long moment before he spoke.

Mr. Kingsley, he said then, in a calm steady voice, we got to talk to you a little.
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KINGSLEY MOVED WITH a kind of jerk, and opened his eyes and moved them without moving his head. He looked at Patton, then at Degarmo, lastly at me. His eyes were heavy, but the light sharpened in them. He sat up slowly in the chair and rubbed his hands up and down the sides of his face.

I was asleep, he said. Fell asleep a couple of hours ago. I was as drunk as a skunk, I guess. Anyway, much drunker than I like to be. He dropped his hands and let them hang.

Patton said: This is Lieutenant Degarmo of the Bay City police. He has to talk to you.

Kingsley looked briefly at Degarmo and his eyes came around to stare at me. His voice when he spoke again sounded sober and quiet and tired to death.

So you let them get her? he said.

I said: I would have, but I didnt.

Kingsley thought about that, looking at Degarmo. Patton had left the front door open. He pulled the brown Venetian blinds up at two front windows and pulled the windows up. He sat in a chair near one of them and clasped his hands over his stomach. Degarmo stood glowering down at Kingsley.

Your wife is dead, Kingsley, he said brutally. If its any news to you.

Kingsley stared at him and moistened his lips.

Takes it easy, dont he? Degarmo said. Show him the scarf.

I took the green and yellow scarf out and dangled it. Degarmo jerked a thumb. Yours?

Kingsley nodded. He moistened his lips again.

Careless of you to leave it behind you, Degarmo said. He was breathing a little hard. His nose was pinched and deep lines ran from his nostrils to the corners of his mouth.

Kingsley said very quietly: Leave it behind me where? He had barely glanced at the scarf. He hadnt looked at all at me.

In the Granada Apartments, on Eighth Street, in Bay City. Apartment 716. Am I telling you something?

Kingsley now very slowly lifted his eyes to meet mine. Is that where she was? he breathed.

I nodded. She didnt want me to go there. I wouldnt give her the money until she talked to me. She admitted she killed Lavery. She pulled a gun and planned to give me the same treatment. Somebody came from behind the curtain and knocked me out without letting me see him. When I came to she was dead. I told him how she was dead and how she looked. I told him what I had done and what had been done to me.

He listened without moving a muscle of his face. When I had done talking he made a vague gesture towards the scarf.

What has that got to do with it?

The lieutenant regards it as evidence that you were the party hidden out in the apartment.

Kingsley thought that over. He didnt seem to get the implications of it very quickly. He leaned back in the chair and rested his head against the back. Go on, he said at length. I suppose you know what youre talking about. Im sure I dont.

Degarmo said: All right, play dumb. See what it gets you. You could begin by accounting for your time last night after you dropped your biddy at her apartment house.

Kingsley said evenly: If you mean Miss Fromsett, I didnt. She went home in a taxi. I was going home myself, but I didnt. I came up here instead. I thought the trip and the night air and the quiet might help me to get straightened out.

Just think of that, Degarmo jeered. Straightened out from what, if I might ask?

Straightened out from all the worry I had been having.

Hell, Degarmo said, a little thing like strangling your wife and clawing her belly wouldnt worry you that much, would it?

Son, you hadnt ought to say things like that, Patton put in from the background. That aint no way to talk. You aint produced anything yet that sounds like evidence.

No? Degarmo swung his hard head at him. What about this scarf, fatty? Isnt that evidence?

You didnt fit it in to anything — not that I heard, Patton said peacefully. And I aint fat either, just well covered.

Degarmo swung away from him disgustedly. He jabbed his finger at Kingsley.

I suppose you didnt go down to Bay City at all, he said harshly.

No. Why should I? Marlowe was taking care of that. And I dont see why you are making a point of the scarf. Marlowe was wearing it.

Degarmo stood rooted and savage. He turned very slowly and gave me his bleak angry stare.

I dont get this, he said. Honest, I dont. It wouldnt be that somebody is kidding me, would it? Somebody like you?

I said: All I told about the scarf was that it was in the apartment and that I had seen Kingsley wearing it earlier this evening. That seemed to be all you wanted. I might have added that I had later worn the scarf myself, so the girl I was to meet could identify me that much easier.

Degarmo backed away from Kingsley and leaned against the wall at the end of the fireplace. He pulled his lower lip out with thumb and forefinger of his left hand. His right hand hung lax at his side, the fingers slightly curved.

I said: I told you all I had ever seen of Mrs. Kingsley was a snapshot. One of us had to be sure of being able to identify the other. The scarf seemed obvious enough for identification. As a matter of fact I had seen her once before, although I didnt know it when I went to meet her. But I didnt recognize her at once. I turned to Kingsley. Mrs. Fallbrook, I said.

I thought you said Mrs. Fallbrook was the owner of the house, he answered slowly.

Thats what she said at the time. Thats what I believed at the time. Why shouldnt I?

Degarmo made a sound in his throat. His eyes were a little crazy. I told him about Mrs. Fallbrook and her purple hat and her fluttery manner and the empty gun she had been holding and how she gave it to me.

When I stopped, he said very carefully: I didnt hear you tell Webber any of that.

I didnt tell him. I didnt want to admit I had already been in the house three hours before. That I had gone to talk it over with Kingsley before I reported it to the police.

Thats something were going to love you for, Degarmo said with a cold grin. Jesus, what a sucker Ive been. How much you paying this shamus to cover up your murders for you, Kingsley?

His usual rates, Kingsley told him emptily. And a five hundred dollar bonus if he can prove my wife didnt murder Lavery.

Too bad he cant earn that, Degarmo sneered.

Dont be silly, I said. Ive already earned it.

There was a silence in the room. One of those charged silences which seem about to split apart with a peal of thunder. It didnt. It remained, hung heavy and solid, like a wall. Kingsley moved a little in his chair, and after a long moment, he nodded his head.

Nobody could possibly know that better than you know it, Degarmo, I said.

Patton had as much expression on his face as a chunk of wood. He watched Degarmo quietly. He didnt look at Kingsley at all. Degarmo looked at a point between my eyes, but not as if that was anything in the room with him. Rather as if he was looking at something very far away, like a mountain across a valley.

After what seemed a very long time, Degarmo said quietly: I dont see why. I dont know anything about Kingsleys wife. To the best of my knowledge I never laid eyes on her — until last night.

He lowered his eyelids a little and watched me broodingly. He knew perfectly well what I was going to say. I said it anyway.

And you never saw her last night. Because she had already been dead for over a month. Because she had been drowned in Little Fawn Lake. Because the woman you saw dead in the Granada Apartments was Mildred Haviland, and Mildred Haviland was Muriel Chess. And since Mrs. Kingsley was dead long before Lavery was shot, it follows that Mrs. Kingsley did not shoot him.

Kingsley clenched his fists on the arms of his chair, but he made no sound, no sound at all.
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THERE WAS ANOTHER heavy silence. Patton broke it by saying in his careful slow voice: Thats kind of a wild statement, aint it? Dont you kind of think Bill Chess would know his own wife?

I said: After a month in the water? With his wifes clothes on her and some of his wifes trinkets? With watersoaked blond hair like his wifes hair and almost no recognizable face? Why would he even have a doubt about it? She left a note that might be a suicide note. She had gone away. They had quarreled. Her clothes and car had gone away. During the month she was gone, he had heard nothing from her. He had no idea where she had gone. And then this corpse comes up out of the water with Muriels clothes on it. A blonde woman about his wifes size. Of course there would be differences and if any substitution had been suspected, they would have been found and checked. But there was no reason to suspect any such thing. Crystal Kingsley was still alive. She had gone off with Lavery. She had left her car in San Bernardino. She had sent a wire to her husband from El Paso. She was all taken care of, so far as Bill Chess was concerned. He had no thoughts about her at all. She didnt enter the picture anywhere for him. Why should she?

Patton said: I ought to of thought of it myself. But if I had, it would be one of those ideas a fellow would throw away almost as quick as he thought of it. It would look too kind of far-fetched.

Superficially yes, I said. But only superficially. Suppose the body had not come up out of the lake for a year, or not at all, unless the lake was dragged for it. Muriel Chess was gone and nobody was going to spend much time looking for her. We might never have heard of her again. Mrs. Kingsley was a different proposition. She had money and connections and an anxious husband. She would be searched for, as she was, eventually. But not very soon, unless something happened to start suspicion. It might have been a matter of months before anything was found out. The lake might have been dragged, but if a search along her trail seemed to indicate that she had actually left the lake and gone down the hill, even as far as San Bernardino, and the train from there east, then the lake might never have been dragged. And even if it was and the body was found, there was rather better than an even chance that the body would not be correctly identified. Bill Chess was arrested for his wifes murder. For all I know he might even have been convicted of it, and that would have been that, as far as the body in the lake was concerned. Crystal Kingsley would still be missing, and it would be an unsolved mystery. Eventually it would be assumed that something had happened to her and that she was no longer alive. But nobody would know where or when or how it had happened. If it hadnt been for Lavery, we might not be here talking about it now. Lavery is the key to the whole thing. He was in the Prescott Hotel in San Bernardino the night Crystal Kingsley was supposed to have left here. He saw a woman there who had Crystal Kingsleys car, who was wearing Crystal Kingsleys clothes, and of course he knew who she was. But he didnt have to know there was anything wrong. He didnt have to know they were Crystal Kingsleys clothes or that the woman had put Crystal Kingsleys car in the hotel garage. All he had to know was that he met Muriel Chess. Muriel took care of the rest.

I stopped and waited for somebody to say anything. Nobody did. Patton sat immovable in his chair, his plump, hairless hands clasped comfortably across his stomach. Kingsley leaned his head back and he had his eyes half closed and he was not moving. Degarmo leaned against the wall by the fireplace, taut and white-faced and cold, a big hard solemn man whose thoughts were deeply hidden.

I went on talking.

If Muriel Chess impersonated Crystal Kingsley, she murdered her. Thats elementary. All right, lets look at it. We know who she was and what kind of woman she was. She had already murdered before she met and married Bill Chess. She had been Dr. Almores office nurse and his little pal and she had murdered Dr. Almores wife in such a neat way that Almore had to cover up for her. And she had been married to a man in the Bay City police who also was sucker enough to cover up for her. She got the men that way, she could make them jump through hoops. I didnt know her long enough to see why, but her record proves it. What she was able to do with Lavery proves it. Very well, she killed people who got in her way, and Kingsleys wife got in her way too. I hadnt meant to talk about this, but it doesnt matter much now. Crystal Kingsley could make the men do a little jumping through hoops too. She made Bill Chess jump and Bill Chesss wife wasnt the girl to take that and smile. Also, she was sick to death of her life up here — she must have been — and she wanted to get away. But she needed money. She had tried to get it from Almore, and that sent Degarmo up here looking for her. That scared her a little. Degarmo is the sort of fellow you are never quite sure of. She was right not to be sure of him, wasnt she, Degarmo?

Degarmo moved his foot on the ground. The sands are running against you, fellow, he said grimly. Speak your little piece while you can.

Mildred didnt positively have to have Crystal Kingsleys car and clothes and credentials and what not, but they helped. What money she had must have helped a great deal, and Kingsley says she liked to have a good deal of money with her. Also she must have had jewelry which could eventually be turned into money. All this made killing her a rational as well as an agreeable thing to do. That disposes of motive, and we come to means and opportunity.

The opportunity was made to order for her. She had quarreled with Bill and he had gone off to get drunk. She knew her Bill and how drunk he could get and how long he would stay away. She needed time. Time was of the essence. She had to assume that there was time. Otherwise the whole thing flopped. She had to pack her own clothes and take them in her car to Coon Lake and hide them there, because they had to be gone. She had to walk back. She had to murder Crystal Kingsley and dress her in Muriels clothes and get her down in the lake. All that took time. As to the murder itself, I imagine she got her drunk or knocked her on the head and drowned her in the bathtub in this cabin. That would be logical and simple too. She was a nurse, she knew how to handle things like bodies. She knew how to swim — we have it from Bill that she was a fine swimmer. And a drowned body will sink. All she had to do was guide it down into the deep water where she wanted it. There is nothing in all this beyond the powers of one woman who could swim. She did it, she dressed in Crystal Kingsleys clothes, packed what else of hers she wanted, got into Crystal Kingsleys car and departed. And at San Bernardino she ran into her first snag, Lavery.

Lavery knew her as Muriel Chess. We have no evidence and no reason whatever to assume that he knew her as anything else. He had seen her up here and he was probably on his way up here again when he met her. She wouldnt want that. All he would find would be a locked up cabin but he might get talking to Bill and it was part of her plan that Bill should not know positively that she had ever left Little Fawn Lake. So that when, and if, the body was found, he would identify it. So she put her hooks into Lavery at once, and that wouldnt be too hard. If there is one thing we know for certain about Lavery, it is that he couldnt keep his hands off the women. The more of them, the better. He would be easy for a smart girl like Mildred Haviland. So she played him and took him away with her. She took him to El Paso and there sent a wire he knew nothing about. Finally she played him back to Bay City. She probably couldnt help that. He wanted to go home and she couldnt let him get too far from her. Because Lavery was dangerous to her. Lavery alone could destroy all the indications that Crystal Kingsley had actually left Little Fawn Lake. When the search for Crystal Kingsley eventually began, it had to come to Lavery, and at that moment Laverys life wasnt worth a plugged nickel. His first denials might not be believed, as they were not, but when he opened up with the whole story, that would be believed, because it could be checked. So the search began and immediately Lavery was shot dead in his bathroom, the very night after I went down to talk to him. Thats about all there is to it, except why she went back to the house the next morning. Thats just one of those things that murderers seem to do. She said he had taken her money, but I dont believe it. I think more likely she got to thinking he had some of his own hidden away, or that she had better edit the job with a cool head and make sure it was all in order and pointing the right way; or perhaps it was just what she said, and to take in the paper and the milk. Anything is possible. She went back and I found her there and she put on an act that left me with both feet in my mouth.

Patton said: Who killed her, son? I gather you dont like Kingsley for that little job.

I looked at Kingsley and said: You didnt talk to her on the phone, you said. What about Miss Fromsett? Did she think she was talking to your wife?

Kingsley shook his head. I doubt it. It would be pretty hard to fool her that way. All she said was that she seemed very changed and subdued. I had no suspicion then. I didnt have any until I got up here. When I walked into this cabin last night, I felt there was something wrong. It was too clean and neat and orderly. Crystal didnt leave things that way. There would have been clothes all over the bedroom, cigarette stubs all over the house, bottles and glasses all over the kitchen. There would have been unwashed dishes and ants and flies. I thought Bills wife might have cleaned up, and then I remembered that Bills wife wouldnt have, not on that particular day. She had been too busy quarreling with Bill and being murdered, or committing suicide, whichever it was. I thought about all this in a confused sort of way, but I dont claim I actually made anything of it.

Patton got up from his chair and went out on the porch. He came back wiping his lips with his tan handkerchief. He sat down again, and eased himself over on his left hip, on account of the hip holster on the other side. He looked thoughtfully at Degarmo. Degarmo stood against the wall, hard and rigid, a stone man. His right hand still hung down at his side, with the fingers curled.

Patton said: I still aint heard who killed Muriel. Is that part of the show or is that something that still has to be worked out?

I said: Somebody who thought she needed killing, somebody who had loved her and hated her, somebody who was too much of a cop to let her get away with any more murders, but not enough of a cop to pull her in and let the whole story come out. Somebody like Degarmo.


40

[image: img40.jpg]

DEGARMO STRAIGHTENED AWAY from the wall and smiled bleakly. His right hand made a hard clean movement and was holding a gun. He held it with a lax wrist, so that it pointed down at the floor in front of him. He spoke to me without looking at me.

I dont think you have a gun, he said. Patton has a gun but I dont think he can get it out fast enough to do him any good. Maybe you have a little evidence to go with that last guess. Or wouldnt that be important enough for you to bother with?

A little evidence, I said. Not very much. But it will grow. Somebody stood behind that green curtain in the Granada for more than half an hour and stood as silently as only a cop on a stake-out knows how to stand. Somebody who had a blackjack. Somebody who knew I had been hit with one without looking at the back of my head. You told Shorty, remember? Somebody who knew the dead girl had been hit with one too, although it wouldnt have showed and he wouldnt have been likely at that time to have handled the body enough to find out. Somebody who stripped her and raked her body with scratches in the kind of sadistic hate a man like you might feel for a woman who had made a small private hell for him. Somebody who has blood and cuticle under his fingernails right now, plenty enough for a chemist to work on. I bet you wont let Patton look at the fingernails of your right hand, Degarmo.

Degarmo lifted the gun a little and smiled. A wide white smile.

And just how did I know where to find her? he asked.

Almore saw her — coming out of, or going into Laverys house. Thats what made him so nervous, thats why he called you when he saw me hanging around. As to how exactly you trailed her to the apartment, I dont know. I dont see anything difficult about it. You could have hid out in Almores house and followed her, or followed Lavery. All that would be routine work for a copper.

Degarmo nodded and stood silent for a moment, thinking. His face was grim, but his metallic blue eyes held a light that was almost amusement. The room was hot and heavy with a disaster that could no longer be mended. He seemed to feel it less than any of us.

I want to get out of here, he said at last. Not very far maybe, but no hick cop is going to put the arm on me. Any objections?

Patton said quietly: Cant be done, son. You know I got to take you. None of this aint proved, but I cant just let you walk out.

You have a nice big belly, Patton. Im a good shot. How do you figure to take me?

I been trying to figure, Patton said and rumpled his hair under his pushed back hat. I aint got very far with it. I dont want no holes in my belly. But I cant let you make a monkey of me in my own territory either.

Let him go, I said. He cant get out of these mountains. Thats why I brought him up here.

Patton said soberly: Somebody might get hurt taking him. That wouldnt be right. If its anybody, its got to be me.

Degarmo grinned. Youre a nice boy, Patton, he said. Look, Ill put the gun back under my arm and well start from scratch. Im good enough for that too.

He tucked the gun under his arm. He stood with his arms hanging, his chin pushed forward a little, watching. Patton chewed softly, with his pale eyes on Degarmos vivid eyes.

Im sitting down, he complained. I aint as fast as you anyways. I just dont like to look yellow. He looked at me sadly. Why the hell did you have to bring this up here? It aint any part of my troubles. Now look at the jam Im in. He sounded hurt and confused and rather feeble.

Degarmo put his head back a little and laughed. While he was still laughing, his right hand jumped for his gun again.

I didnt see Patton move at all. The room throbbed with the roar of his frontier Colt.

Degarmos arm shot straight out to one side and the heavy Smith and Wesson was torn out of his hand and thudded against the knotty pine wall behind him. He shook his numbed right hand and looked down at it with wonder in his eyes.

Patton stood up slowly. He walked slowly across the room and kicked the revolver under a chair. He looked at Degarmo sadly. Degarmo was sucking a little blood off his knuckles.

You give me a break, Patton said sadly. You hadnt ought ever to give a man like me a break. I been a shooter more years than you been alive, son.

Degarmo nodded to him and straightened his back and started for the door.

Dont do that, Patton told him calmly.

Degarmo kept on going. He reached the door and pushed on the screen. He looked back at Patton and his face was very white now.

Im going out of here, he said. Theres only one way you can stop me. So long, fatty.

Patton didnt move a muscle.

Degarmo went out through the door. His feet made heavy sounds on the porch and then on the steps. I went to the front window and looked out. Patton still hadnt moved. Degarmo came down off the steps and started across the top of the little dam.

Hes crossing the dam, I said. Has Andy got a gun?

I dont figure hed use one if he had, Patton said calmly. He dont know any reason why he should.

Well, Ill be damned, I said.

Patton sighed. He hadnt ought to have given me a break like that, he said. Had me cold. I got to give it back to him. Kind of puny too. Wont do him a lot of good.

Hes a killer, I said.

He aint that kind of killer, Patton said. You lock your car?

I nodded. Andys coming down to the other end of the dam, I said. Degarmo has stopped him. Hes speaking to him.

Hell take Andys car maybe, Patton said sadly.

Well, Ill be damned, I said again. I looked back at Kingsley. He had his head in his hands and he was staring at the floor. I turned back to the window. Degarmo was out of sight beyond the rise. Andy was half way across the dam, coming slowly, looking back over his shoulder now and then. The sound of a starting car came distantly. Andy looked up at the cabin, then turned back and started to run back along the dam.

The sound of the motor died away. When it was quite gone, Patton said: Well, I guess we better go back to the office and do some telephoning.

Kingsley got up suddenly and went out to the kitchen and came back with a bottle of whiskey. He poured himself a stiff drink and drank it standing. He waved a hand at it and walked heavily out of the room. I heard bed springs creak.

Patton and I went quietly out of the cabin.
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PATTON HAD JUST finished putting his calls through to block the highways when a call came through from the sergeant in charge of the guard detail at Puma Lake dam. We went out and got into Pattons car and Andy drove very fast along the lake road through the village and along the lake shore back to the big dam at the end. We were waved across the dam where the sergeant was waiting in a jeep beside the headquarters hut.

The sergeant waved his arm and started the jeep and we followed him a couple of hundred feet along the highway to where a few soldiers stood on the edge of the canyon looking down. Several cars had stopped there and a cluster of people was grouped near the soldiers. The sergeant got out of the jeep and Patton and Andy and I climbed out of the official car and went over by the sergeant.

Guy didnt stop for the sentry, the sergeant said, and there was bitterness in his voice. Damn near knocked him off the road. The sentry in the middle of the bridge had to jump fast to get missed. The one at this end had enough. He called the guy to halt. Guy kept going.

The sergeant chewed his gum and looked down into the canyon.

Orders are to shoot in a case like that, he said. The sentry shot. He pointed down to the grooves in the shoulder at the edge of the drop. This is where he went off.

A hundred feet down in the canyon a small coupe was smashed against the side of a huge granite boulder. It was almost upside down, leaning a little. There were three men down there. They had moved the car enough to lift something out.

Something that had been a man.


The Little Sister (1949) 
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Chandlers fifth novel was published in the autumn of 1949 by Houghton Mifflin, whom Chandler had moved to from Knopf. However, it had already been published by Hamish Hamilton in Britain three months earlier in July. Chandlers relationship with Knopf had deteriorated due to a variety of legal and creative disagreements. As part of the new deal with Houghton Mifflin, the novel, in heavily edited form, was serialised in Cosmopolitan magazine in April 1949. Chandler did not like what had been done to it and never again allowed a serialisation of any of his work.

The plot was partly inspired by Chandlers deeply dissatisfying experience working as a screenwriter for Paramount and his low opinion of the industry and most of the people in it. Ideas for the novel began to form in Chandlers mind as early as 1945 and in 1946 he had written to Alfred Knopf that Hollywood was a degraded community whose idealism is largely fake. The book took the best part of 1948 to write, partly because of a debilitating bout of influenza that afflicted both Chandler and his wife, but also because he was trying to focus exclusively on new plot ideas and characters and frequently got both story elements in an impenetrable muddle, partially due to his self-confessed inability to discard anything he had written. It is also possible that his new method of writing – recording the narrative on a Dictaphone for his secretary to transcribe the following day – was hindering his progress as he perfected this new method. Eventually, he had to impose upon himself a rigid routine, simply to make progress on the story.

Chandler was annoyed with the dust jacket design for the book, which he felt completely misrepresented one of the characters. In a letter to his British publisher, Hamish Hamilton, he described the woman depicted on the cover as a desiccated school teacher or librarian of some 38 or 40 years of age and about as sexy as a rat trap. Yet this little girl was young [and] looked good enough to fumble with. Some day, just for the hell of it, a dust jacket artist ought to submit to the excruciating agony of reading the damn book. Sadly, Chandlers dislike of the book went deeper. He was starting to feel that the intense scrutiny by literary critics of Philip Marlowe was affecting how he viewed his character and thus the character himself. In another letter to Hamish Hamilton, he wrote that Marlowe was trying too much to live up to his reputation among the quasi-intellectuals (10 August 1948). He also said that Little Sister was the only book of mine I have actively disliked. It was written in a bad mood and I think that comes through. Nevertheless, Chandler hoped for decent sales, based on the popularity of his other recent work and film adaptations; he was not disappointed.

The character of Mavis Weldes agent was partly inspired by the director and screen writer, Billy Wilder, with whom Chandler had a difficult relationship when working on the film Double Indemnity. The agent has the same habit of playing with a malacca cane when thinking or conversing, something which had irritated Chandler immensely and it is used in the story to illustrate the oddity of Hollywood people. Other satirical caricatures of the heads of studios appear in the story. 

The story opens with Marlowe receiving a visit from a very prim looking young woman named Orfamay Quest, a girl that disapproves of smoking, alcohol and claims to come from a godly family – in other words, ostensibly someone totally unprepared for dealings with the likes of Marlowe. She is from Manhattan, Kansas, a small town girl who is looking for her older brother Orrin, who had recently come out to work in nearby Bay City (a fictional town modelled on Santa Monica). He has not written to his family back home for several months, which is out of character for him and Orfamy has used her annual leave to come and find him. She has visited his place of work, but was told he had been laid off; Clausen, the manager of the rooming house Orrin lodged in, said her brother had moved out a few weeks before. Even though Orfamay is somewhat irritating and argumentative, Marlowe is intrigued by her and agrees to take the job for a much reduced fee.

Marlowe decides to start his investigation by visiting Orrins last known address, the run down lodging house on Idaho Street, Bay City. It is a den of thieves, drug dealers and violent rogues and Marlowe ends up in a fight with a man before finding out that Orrin had indeed moved away. Clausen the manager is drunk almost to the point of passing out, but not so drunk that he does not try to phone a man named Lagardie after Marlowe has questioned him. A fellow lodger named Hicks tells Marlowe that Orrin was a Respectable type and that was why he moved out, but Marlowe feels Hicks knows more than he is saying. Having surreptitiously searched Orins old room, Marlowe returns to the managers office – only to find that he has been stabbed to death since Marlow arrived there, not much more than an hour before. Marlowe anonymously reports the death to the police and leaves.

When Marlowe returns to his office, he is telephoned by an anonymous man who offers him $100 to keep something in his safe for a short while. He is dismissive until the caller mentions Bay City and decides to meet the mysterious man in his room at the Van Nuys Hotel; before he can speak to him, a blonde emerges from the bathroom with a towel covering her face and attacks Marlowe, knocking him out…

There is evidence in this novel of Chandlers determined attempts to raise the literary standards of the noir genre. When accused of drinking, Marlowe replies: Only Chanel No. 5 and the pale glow of lovely legs and the mocking invitation in deep blue eyes. Innocent things like that. Decidedly romantic words for a hard-boiled private detective. Not so his descriptions of the LA police, offered through the voice of one their own, Lieutenant Christy-French, a brilliantly written and eloquent description of the dark side of life that the police had to deal with. Elsewhere in the story, Marlowe adds to the portrait, describing them as ruthless without malice, cruel and not yet always unkind…All they saw of [civilization] was the failures, the dregs, the aberrations and the disgust. Chandler often looks for redeeming features in his characters, rarely damning them with blanket coverage of undesirable traits. 

There is another overriding feature to this novel — a sense of growing disillusionment, not from Chandler, but from his characters and for their city. Philip Marlowe is tired and irritable, his home city grubby on the surface and violent behind closed doors, with a body count that seems to exceed some of the other Marlowe cases. Many of the characters are not what they first seem either and show a capacity for violence that their outer persona belies. It is not the terrible effort Chandler angrily claimed it to be, but there is an essential darkness here, that perhaps reflects the personality of a complex and troubled city – and an increasingly complex hero.

An updated version of this novel was used for the film Marlowe, released in 1969 and starring James Garner. It was directed by Paul Bogart and scripted by Stirling Silliphant. The film disappointed many critics on release, especially when compared to some of the great Marlowe movies of previous decades; Garner came across as too much his affable self and not enough of a hard man to be a convincing Marlowe. The martial arts performer Bruce Lee had an introductory role in this film.
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Chandler, close to the time of publication
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The film director Billy Wilder, who served as the model for Mavis Weldes agent
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The first edition, published by Hamilton, with the offending dust jacket
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The first US edition
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The first editions title page
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The 1969 film Marlowe, starring James Garner as detective Philip Marlowe, was a loose adaptation of this novel.
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THE PEBBLED GLASS door panel is lettered in flaked black paint: Philip Marlowe . . . Investigations. It is a reasonably shabby door at the end of a reasonably shabby corridor in the sort of building that was new about the year the all-tile bathroom became the basis of civilization. The door is locked, but next to it is another door with the same legend which is not locked. Come on in — theres nobody in here but me and a big bluebottle fly. But not if youre from Manhattan, Kansas.



It was one of those clear, bright summer mornings we get in the early spring in California before the high fog sets in. The rains are over. The hills are still green and in the valley across the Hollywood hills you can see snow on the high mountains. The fur stores are advertising their annual sales. The call houses that specialize in sixteen-year-old virgins are doing a land-office business. And in Beverly Hills the jacaranda trees are beginning to bloom.

I had been stalking the bluebottle fly for five minutes, waiting for him to sit down. He didnt want to sit down. He just wanted to do wing-overs and sing the prologue to Pagliacci. I had the fly swatter poised in midair and I was all set. There was a patch of bright sunlight on the corner of the desk and I knew that sooner or later that was where he was going to light. But when he did, I didnt even see him at first. The buzzing stopped and there he was. And then the phone rang.

I reached for it inch by inch with a slow and patient left hand. I lifted the phone slowly and spoke into it softly: Hold the line a moment, please.

I laid the phone down gently on the brown blotter. He was still there, shining and blue-green and full of sin. I took a deep breath and swung. What was left of him sailed halfway across the room and dropped to the carpet. I went over and picked him up by his good wing and dropped him into the wastebasket.

Thanks for waiting, I said into the phone.

Is this Mr. Marlowe, the detective? It was a small, rather hurried, little-girlish voice. I said it was Mr. Marlowe, the detective. How much do you charge for your services, Mr. Marlowe?

What was it you wanted done?

The voice sharpened a little. I cant very well tell you that over the phone. Its — its very confidential. Before Id waste time coming to your office Id have to have some idea—

Forty bucks a day and expenses. Unless its the kind of job that can be done for a flat fee.

Thats far too much, the little voice said. Why, it might cost hundreds of dollars and I only get a small salary and—

Where are you now?

Why, Im in a drugstore. Its right next to the building where your office is.

You could have saved a nickel. The elevators free.

I — I beg your pardon?

I said it all over again. Come on up and lets have a look at you, I added. If youre in my kind of trouble, I can give you a pretty good idea—

I have to know something about you, the small voice said very firmly. This is a very delicate matter, very personal. I couldnt talk to just anybody.

If its that delicate, I said, maybe you need a lady detective.

Goodness, I didnt know there were any. Pause. But I dont think a lady detective would do at all. You see, Orrin was living in a very tough neighborhood, Mr. Marlowe. At least I thought it was tough. The manager of the rooming house is a most unpleasant person. He smelled of liquor. Do you drink, Mr. Marlowe?

Well, now that you mention it—

I dont think Id care to employ a detective that uses liquor in any form. I dont even approve of tobacco.

Would it be all right if I peeled an orange?

I caught the sharp intake of breath at the far end of the line. You might at least talk like a gentleman, she said.

Better try the University Club, I told her. I heard they had a couple left over there, but Im not sure theyll let you handle them. I hung up.

It was a step in the right direction, but it didnt go far enough. I ought to have locked the door and hid under the desk.


TWO
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FIVE MINUTES LATER the buzzer sounded on the outer door of the half-office I use for a reception room. I heard the door close again. Then I didnt hear anything more. The door between me and there was half open. I listened and decided somebody had just looked in at the wrong office and left without entering. Then there was a small knocking on wood. Then the kind of cough you use for the same purpose. I got my feet off the desk, stood up and looked out. There she was. She didnt have to open her mouth for me to know who she was. And nobody ever looked less like Lady Macbeth. She was a small, neat, rather prissy-looking girl with primly smooth brown hair and rimless glasses. She was wearing a brown tailor-made and from a strap over her shoulder hung one of those awkward-looking square bags that make you think of a Sister of Mercy taking first aid to the wounded. On the smooth brown hair was a hat that had been taken from its mother too young. She had no make-up, no lipstick and no jewelry. The rimless glasses gave her that librarians look.

Thats no way to talk to people over the telephone, she said sharply. You ought to be ashamed of yourself.

Im just too proud to show it, I said. Come on in. I held the door for her. Then I held the chair for her.

She sat down on about two inches of the edge. If I talked like that to one of Dr. Zugsmiths patients, she said, Id lose my position. Hes most particular how I speak to the patients — even the difficult ones.

How is the old boy? I havent seen him since that time I fell off the garage roof.

She looked surprised and quite serious. Why surely you cant know Dr. Zugsmith. The tip of a rather anemic tongue came out between her lips and searched furtively for nothing.

I know a Dr. George Zugsmith, I said, in Santa Rosa.

Oh no. This is Dr. Alfred Zugsmith, in Manhattan. Manhattan, Kansas, you know, not Manhattan, New York.

Must be a different Dr. Zugsmith, I said. And your name?

Im not sure Id care to tell you.

Just window shopping, huh?

I suppose you could call it that. If I have to tell my family affairs to a total stranger, I at least have the right to decide whether hes the kind of person I could trust.

Anybody ever tell you youre a cute little trick?

The eyes behind the rimless cheaters flashed. I should hope not.

I reached for a pipe and started to fill it. Hope isnt exactly the word, I said. Get rid of that hat and get yourself a pair of those slinky glasses with colored rims. You know, the ones that are all cockeyed and oriental—

Dr. Zugsmith wouldnt permit anything like that, she said quickly. Then, Do you really think so? she asked and blushed ever so slightly.

I put a match to the pipe and puffed smoke across the desk. She winced back.

If you hire me, I said, Im the guy you hire. Me. Just as I am. If you think youre going to find any lay readers in this business, youre crazy. I hung up on you, but you came up here all the same. So you need help. Whats your name and trouble?

She just stared at me.

Look, I said. You come from Manhattan, Kansas. The last time I memorized the World Almanac that was a little town not far from Topeka. Population around twelve thousand. You work for Dr. Alfred Zugsmith and youre looking for somebody named Orrin. Manhattan is a small town. It has to be. Only half a dozen places in Kansas are anything else. I already have enough information about you to find out your whole family history.

But why should you want to. Im fed up with people telling me histories. Im just sitting here because I dont have any place to go. I dont want to work. I dont want anything.

You talk too much.

Yes, I said, I talk too much. Lonely men always talk too much. Either that or they dont talk at all. Shall we get down to business? You dont look like the type that goes to see private detectives, and especially private detectives you dont know.

I know that, she said quietly. And Orrin would be absolutely livid. Mother would be furious too. I just picked your name out of the phone book—

What principle? I asked. And with the eyes closed or open?

She stared at me for a moment as if I were some kind of freak. Seven and thirteen, she said quietly.

How?

Marlowe has seven letters, she said, and Philip Marlowe has thirteen. Seven together with thirteen—

Whats your name? I almost snarled.

Orfamay Quest. She crinkled her eyes as if she could cry. She spelled the first name out for me, all one word. I live with my mother, she went on, her voice getting rapid now as if my time is costing her. My father died four years ago. He was a doctor. My brother Orrin was going to be a surgeon, too, but he changed into engineering after two years of medical. Then a year ago Orrin came out to work for the Cal-Western Aircraft Company in Bay City. He didnt have to. He had a good job in Wichita. I guess he just sort of wanted to come out here to California. Most everybody does.

Almost everybody, I said. If youre going to wear those rimless glasses, you might at least try to live up to them.

She giggled and drew a line along the desk with her fingertip, looking down. Did you mean those slanting kind of glasses that make you look kind of oriental?

Uh-huh. Now about Orrin. Weve got him to California, and weve got him to Bay City. What do we do with him?

She thought a moment and frowned. Then she studied my face as if making up her mind. Then her words came with a burst: It wasnt like Orrin not to write to us regularly. He only wrote twice to mother and three times to me in the last six months. And the last letter was several months ago. Mother and I got worried. So it was my vacation and I came out to see him. Hed never been away from Kansas before. She stopped. Arent you going to take any notes? she asked.

I grunted.

I thought detectives always wrote things down in little notebooks.

Ill make the gags, I said. You tell the story. You came out on your vacation. Then what?

Id written to Orrin that I was coming but I didnt get any answer. Then I sent a wire to him about Salt Lake City but he didnt answer that either. So all I could do was go down where he lived. Its an awful long way. I went in a bus. Its in Bay City. No. 449 Idaho Street.

She stopped again, then repeated the address, and I still didnt write it down. I just sat there looking at her glasses and her smooth brown hair and the silly little hat and the fingernails with no color and her mouth with no lipstick and the tip of the little tongue that came and went between the pale lips.

Maybe you dont know Bay City, Mr. Marlowe.

Ha, I said. All I know about Bay City is that every time I go there I have to buy a new head. You want me to finish your story for you?

Wha-a-at? Her eyes opened so wide that the glasses made them look like something you see in the deep-sea fish tanks.

Hes moved, I said. And you dont know where hes moved to. And youre afraid hes living a life of sin in a penthouse on top of the Regency Towers with something in a long mink coat and an interesting perfume.

Well for goodness sakes!

Or am I being coarse? I asked.

Please, Mr. Marlowe, she said at last, I dont think anything of the sort about Orrin. And if Orrin heard you say that youd be sorry. He can be awfully mean. But I know something has happened. It was just a cheap rooming house, and I didnt like the manager at all. A horrid kind of man. He said Orrin had moved away a couple of weeks before and he didnt know where to and he didnt care, and all he wanted was a good slug of gin. I dont know why Orrin would even live in a place like that.

Did you say slug of gin? I asked.

She blushed. Thats what the manager said. Im just telling you.

All right, I said. Go on.

Well, I called the place where he worked. The Cal-Western Company, you know. And they said hed been laid off like a lot of others and that was all they knew. So then I went to the post office and asked if Orrin had put in a change of address to anywhere. And they said they couldnt give me any information. It was against the regulations. So I told them how it was and the man said, well if I was his sister hed go look. So he went and looked and came back and said no. Orrin hadnt put in any change of address. So then I began to get a little frightened. He might have had an accident or something.

Did it occur to you to ask the police about that?

I wouldnt dare ask the police. Orrin would never forgive me. Hes difficult enough at the best of times. Our family— She hesitated and there was something behind her eyes she tried not to have there. So she went on breathlessly: Our familys not the kind of family—

Look, I said wearily, Im not talking about the guy lifting a wallet. Im talking about him getting knocked down by a car and losing his memory or being too badly hurt to talk.

She gave me a level look which was not too admiring. If it was anything like that, wed know, she said. Everybody has things in their pockets to tell who they are.

Sometimes all they have left is pockets.

Are you trying to scare me, Mr. Marlowe?

If I am, Im certainly getting nowhere fast. Just what do you think might have happened?

She put her slim forefinger to her lips and touched it very carefully with the tip of that tongue. I guess if I knew that I wouldnt have to come and see you. How much would you charge to find him?

I didnt answer for a long moment, then I said: You mean alone, without telling anybody?

Yes. I mean alone, without telling anybody.

Uh-huh. Well that depends. I told you what my rates were.

She clasped her hands on the edge of the desk and squeezed them together hard. She had about the most meaningless set of gestures I had ever laid eyes on. I thought you being a detective and all you could find him right away, she said. I couldnt possibly afford more than twenty dollars. Ive got to buy my meals here and my hotel and the train going back and you know the hotel is so terribly expensive and the food on the train—

Which one are you staying at?

I — Id rather not tell you, if you dont mind.

Why?

Id just rather not. Im terribly afraid of Orrins temper. And, well I can always call you up, cant I?

Uh-huh. Just what is it youre scared of, besides Orrins temper, Miss Quest? I had let my pipe go out. I struck a match and held it to the bowl, watching her over it.

Isnt pipe-smoking a very dirty habit? she asked.

Probably, I said. But it would take more than twenty bucks to have me drop it. And dont try to side-step my questions.

You cant talk to me like that, she flared up. Pipe-smoking is a dirty habit. Mother never let father smoke in the house, even the last two years after he had his stroke. He used to sit with that empty pipe in his mouth sometimes. But she didnt like him to do that really. We owed a lot of money too and she said she couldnt afford to give him money for useless things like tobacco. The church needed it much more than he did.

Im beginning to get it, I said slowly. Take a family like yours and somebody in it has to be the dark meat.

She stood up sharply and clasped the first-aid kit to her body. I dont like you, she said. I dont think Im going to employ you. If youre insinuating that Orrin has done something wrong, well I can assure you that its not Orrin whos the black sheep of our family.

I didnt move an eyelash. She swung around and marched to the door and put her hand on the knob and then she swung around again and marched back and suddenly began to cry. I reacted to that just the way a stuffed fish reacts to cut bait. She got out her little handkerchief and tickled the corners of her eyes.

And now I suppose youll call the p-police, she said with a catch in her voice. And the Manhattan p-paper will hear about it and theyll print something n-nasty about us.

You dont suppose anything of the sort. Stop chipping at my emotions. Lets see a photo of him.

She put the handkerchief away in a hurry and dug something else out of her bag. She passed it across the desk. An envelope. Thin, but there could be a couple of snapshots in it. I didnt look inside.

Describe him the way you see him, I said.

She concentrated. That gave her a chance to do something with her eyebrows. He was twenty-eight years old last March. He has light brown hair, much lighter than mine, and lighter blue eyes, and he brushes his hair straight back. Hes very tall, over six feet. But he only weighs about a hundred and forty pounds. Hes sort of bony. He used to wear a little blond mustache but mother made him cut it off. She said—

Dont tell me. The minister needed it to stuff a cushion.

You cant talk like that about my mother, she yelped getting pale with rage.

Oh stop being silly. Theres a lot of things about you I dont know. But you can stop pretending to be an Easter lily right now. Does Orrin have any distinguishing marks on him, like moles or scars, or a tattoo of the Twenty-Third Psalm on his chest? And dont bother to blush.

Well you dont have to yell at me. Why dont you look at the photograph?

He probably has his clothes on. After all, youre his sister. You ought to know.

No he hasnt, she said tightly. He has a little scar on his left hand where he had a wen removed.

What about his habits? What does he do for fun — besides not smoking or drinking or going out with girls?

Why — how did you know that?

Your mother told me.

She smiled. I was beginning to wonder if she had one in her. She had very white teeth and she didnt wave her gums. That was something. Arent you silly, she said. He studies a lot and he has a very expensive camera he likes to snap people with when they dont know. Sometimes it makes them mad. But Orrin says people ought to see themselves as they really are.

Lets hope it never happens to him, I said. What kind of camera is it?

One of those little cameras with a very fine lens. You can take snaps in almost any kind of light. A Leica.

I opened the envelope and took out a couple of small prints, very clear. These werent taken with anything like that, I said.

Oh no. Philip took those, Philip Anderson. A boy I was going with for a while. She paused and sighed. And I guess thats really why I came here, Mr. Marlowe. Just because your names Philip too.

I just said: Uh-huh, but I felt touched in some vague sort of way. What happened to Philip Anderson?

But its about Orrin—

I know, I interrupted. But what happened to Philip Anderson?

Hes still there in Manhattan. She looked away. Mother doesnt like him very much. I guess you know how it is.

Yes, I said, I know how it is. You can cry if you want to. I wont hold it against you. Im just a big soft slob myself.

I looked at the two prints. One of them was looking down and was no good to me. The other was a fairly good shot of a tall angular bird with narrow-set eyes and a thin straight mouth and a pointed chin. He had the expression I expected to see. If you forgot to wipe the mud off your shoes, he was the boy who would tell you. I laid the photos aside and looked at Orfamay Quest, trying to find something in her face even remotely like his. I couldnt. Not the slightest trace of family resemblance, which of course meant absolutely nothing. It never has.

All right, I said. Ill go down there and take a look. But you ought to be able to guess whats happened. Hes in a strange city. Hes made good money for a while. More than hes ever made in his life, perhaps. Hes meeting a kind of people he never met before. And its not the kind of town — believe me it isnt, I know Bay City — that Manhattan, Kansas, is. So he just broke training and he doesnt want his family to know about it. Hell straighten out.

She just stared at me for a moment in silence, then she shook her head. No. Orrins not the type to do that, Mr. Marlowe.

Anyone is, I said. Especially a fellow like Orrin. The small town sanctimonious type of guy whos lived his entire life with his mother on his neck and the minister holding his hand. Out here hes lonely. Hes got dough. Hed like to buy a little sweetness and light, and not the kind that comes through the east window of a church. Not that I have anything against that. I mean he already had enough of that, didnt he?

She nodded her head silently.

So he starts to play, I went on, and he doesnt know how to play. That takes experience too. Hes got himself all jammed up with some floozy and a bottle of hootch and what hes done looks to him as if hed stolen the bishops pants. After all, the guys going on twenty-nine years old and if he wants to roll in the gutter thats his business. Hell find somebody to blame it on after a while.

I hate to believe you, Mr. Marlowe, she said slowly. Id hate for mother—

Something was said about twenty dollars, I cut in.

She looked shocked. Do I have to pay you now?

What would be the custom in Manhattan, Kansas?

We dont have any private detectives in Manhattan. Just the regular police. That is, I dont think we do.

She probed in the inside of her tool kit again and dragged out a red change purse and from that she took a number of bills, all neatly folded and separate. Three fives and five ones. There didnt seem to be much left. She kind of held the purse so I could see how empty it was. Then she straightened the bills out on the desk and put one on top of the other and pushed them across. Very slowly, very sadly, as if she was drowning a favorite kitten.

Ill give you a receipt, I said.

I dont need a receipt, Mr. Marlowe.

I do. You wont give me your name and address, so I want something with your name on it.

What for?

To show Im representing you. I got the receipt book out and made the receipt and held the book for her to sign the duplicate. She didnt want to. After a moment reluctantly she took the hard pencil and wrote Orfamay Quest in a neat secretarys writing across the face of the duplicate.

Still no address? I asked.

Id rather not.

Call me any time then. My home number is in the phone book, too. Bristol Apartments, Apartment 428.

I shant be very likely to visit you, she said coldly.

I havent asked you yet, I said. Call me around four if you like. I might have something. And then again I might not.

She stood up. I hope mother wont think Ive done wrong, she said, picking at her lip now with the pale fingernail. Coming here, I mean.

Just dont tell me any more of the things your mother wont like, I said. Just leave that part out.

Well really!

And stop saying well really. 

I think you are a very offensive person, she said.

No, you dont. You think Im cute. And I think youre a fascinating little liar. You dont think Im doing this for any twenty bucks, do you?

She gave me a level, suddenly cool stare. Then why? Then when I didnt answer she added, Because spring is in the air?

I still didnt answer. She blushed a little. Then she giggled.

I didnt have the heart to tell her I was just plain bored with doing nothing. Perhaps it was the spring too. And something in her eyes that was much older than Manhattan, Kansas.

I think youre very nice — really, she said softly. Then she turned quickly and almost ran out of the office. Her steps along the corridor outside made tiny, sharp pecky sounds, kind of like mother drumming on the edge of the dinner table when father tried to promote himself a second piece of pie. And him with no money any more. No nothing. Just sitting in a rocker on the front porch back there in Manhattan, Kansas, with his empty pipe in his mouth. Rocking on the front porch, slow and easy, because when youve had a stroke you have to take it slow and easy. And wait for the next one. And the empty pipe in his mouth. No tobacco. Nothing to do but wait.

I put Orfamay Quests twenty hard-earned dollars in an envelope and wrote her name on it and dropped it in the desk drawer. I didnt like the idea of running around loose with that much currency on me.


THREE
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YOU COULD KNOW Bay City a long time without knowing Idaho Street. And you could know a lot of Idaho Street without knowing Number 449. The block in front of it had a broken paving that had almost gone back to dirt. The warped fence of a lumberyard bordered the cracked sidewalk on the opposite side of the street. Halfway up the block the rusted rails of a spur track turned in to a pair of high, chained wooden gates that seem not to have been opened for twenty years. Little boys with chalk had been writing and drawing pictures on the gates and all along the fence.

Number 449 had a shallow, paintless front porch on which five wood and cane rockers loafed dissolutely, held together with wire and the moisture of the beach air. The green shades over the lower windows of the house were two thirds down and full of cracks. Beside the front door there was a large printed sign No Vacancies. That had been there a long time too. It had got faded and fly-specked. The door opened on a long hall from which stairs went up a third of the way back. To the right there was a narrow shelf with a chained, indelible pencil hanging beside it. There was a push button and a yellow and black sign above which read Manager, and was held up by three thumbtacks no two of which matched. There was a pay phone on the opposite wall.

I pushed the bell. It rang somewhere near by but nothing happened. I rang it again. The same nothing happened. I prowled along to a door with a black and white metal sign on it— Manager. I knocked on that. Then I kicked it. Nobody seemed to mind my kicking it.

I went back out of the house and down around the side where a narrow concrete walk led to the service entrance. It looked as if it was in the right place to belong to the managers apartment. The rest of the house would be just rooms. There was a dirty garbage pail on the small porch and a wooden box full of liquor bottles. Behind the screen the back door of the house was open. It was gloomy inside. I put my face against the screen and peered in. Through the open inner door beyond the service porch I could see a straight chair with a mans coat hanging over it and in the chair a man in shirtsleeves with his hat on. He was a small man. I couldnt see what he was doing, but he seemed to be sitting at the end of the built-in breakfast table in the breakfast nook.

I banged on the screen door. The man paid no attention. I banged again, harder. This time he tilted his chair back and showed me a small pale face with a cigarette in it. Whatcha want? he barked.

Manager.

Not in, bub.

Who are you?

Whats it to you?

I want a room.

No vacancies, bub. Cant you read large print?

I happen to have different information, I said.

Yeah? He shook ash from his cigarette by flicking it with a nail without removing it from his small sad mouth. Go fry your head in it.

He tilted his chair forward again and went on doing whatever it was he was doing.

I made noise getting down off the porch and none whatever coming back up on it. I felt the screen door carefully. It was hooked. With the open blade of a penknife I lifted the hook and eased it out of the eye. It made a small tinkle but louder tinkling sounds were being made beyond, in the kitchen.

I stepped into the house, crossed the service porch, went through the door into the kitchen. The little man was too busy to notice me. The kitchen had a three-burner gas stove, a few shelves of greasy dishes, a chipped icebox and the breakfast nook. The table in the breakfast nook was covered with money. Most of it was paper, but there was silver also, in all sizes up to dollars. The little man was counting and stacking it and making entries in a small book. He wetted his pencil without bothering the cigarette that lived in his face.

There must have been several hundred dollars on that table.

Rent day? I asked genially.

The small man turned very suddenly. For a moment he smiled and said nothing. It was the smile of a man whose mind is not smiling. He removed the stub of cigarette from his mouth, dropped it on the floor and stepped on it. He reached a fresh one out of his shirt and put it in the same hole in his face and started fumbling for a match.

You came in nice, he said pleasantly.

Finding no match, he turned casually in his chair and reached into a pocket of his coat. Something heavy knocked against the wood of the chair. I got hold of his wrist before the heavy thing came out of the pocket. He threw his weight backwards and the pocket of the coat started to lift towards me. I yanked the chair out from under him.

He sat down hard on the floor and knocked his head against the end of the breakfast table. That didnt keep him from trying to kick me in the groin. I stepped back with his coat and took a .38 out of the pocket he had been playing with.

Dont sit on the floor just to be chummy, I said.

He got up slowly, pretending to be groggier than he was. His hand fumbled at the back of his collar and light winked on metal as his arm swept toward me. He was a game little rooster.

I sideswiped his jaw with his own gun and he sat down on the floor again. I stepped on the hand that held the knife. His faced twisted with pain but he didnt make a sound. So I kicked the knife into a corner. It was a long thin knife and it looked very sharp.

You ought to be ashamed of yourself, I said. Pulling guns and knives on people that are just looking for a place to live. Even for these times thats out of line.

He held his hurt hand between his knees and squeezed it and began to whistle through his teeth. The slap on the jaw didnt seem to have hurt him. O.K., he said, O.K. I aint supposed to be perfect. Take the dough and beat it. But dont ever think we wont catch up with you.

I looked at the collection of small bills and medium bills and silver on the table. You must meet a lot of sales resistance, the weapons you carry, I told him. I walked across to the inner door and tried it. It was not locked. I turned back.

Ill leave your gun in the mailbox, I said. Next time ask to see the buzzer.

He was still whistling gently between his teeth and holding his hands. He gave me a narrow, thoughtful eye, then shoveled the money into a shabby briefcase and slipped its catch. He took his hat off, straightened it around, put it back jauntily on the back of his head and gave me a quiet efficient smile.

Never mind about the heater, he said. The towns full of old iron. But you could leave the skiv with Clausen. Ive done quite a bit of work on it to get it in shape.

And with it? I said.

Could be. He flicked a finger at me airily. Maybe we meet again some day soon. When I got a friend with me.

Tell him to wear a clean shirt, I said. And lend you one.

My, my, the little man said chidingly. How tough we get how quick once we get that badge pinned on.

He went softly past me and down the wooden steps from the back porch. His footsteps tapped to the street and faded. They sounded very much like Orfamays heels clicking along the corridor in my office building. And for some reason I had that empty feeling of having miscounted the trumps. No reason for it at all. Maybe it was the steely quality about the little man. No whimper, no bluster, just the smile, the whistling between the teeth, the light voice and the unforgetting eyes.

I went over and picked up the knife. The blade was long and round and thin, like a rattailed file that has been ground smooth. The handle and guard were lightweight plastic and seemed all one piece. I held the knife by the handle and gave it a quick flip at the table. The blade came loose and quivered in the wood.

I took a deep breath and slid the handle down over the end again and worked the blade loose from the table. A curious knife, with design and purpose in it, and neither of them agreeable.

I opened the door beyond the kitchen and went through it with the gun and knife in one hand.

It was a wall-bed living room, with the wall bed down and rumpled. There was an overstuffed chair with a hole burnt in the arm. A high oak desk with tilted doors like old-fashioned cellar doors stood against the wall by the front window. Near this there was a studio couch and on the studio couch lay a man. His feet hung over the end of the couch in knobby gray socks. His head had missed the pillow by two feet. It was nothing much to miss from the color of the slip on it. The upper part of him was contained in a colorless shirt and a threadbare gray coatsweater. His mouth was open and his face was shining with sweat and he breathed like an old Ford with a leaky head gasket. On a table beside him was a plate full of cigarette stubs, some of which had a homemade look. On the floor a near full gin bottle and a cup that seemed to have contained coffee but not at all recently. The room was full mostly of gin and bad air, but there was also a reminiscence of marijuana smoke.

I opened a window and leaned my forehead against the screen to get a little cleaner air into my lungs and looked out into the street. Two kids were wheeling bicycles along the lumberyard fence, stopping from time to time to study the examples of restroom art on the boarding. Nothing else moved in the neighborhood. Not even a dog. Down at the corner was dust in the air as though a car had passed that way.

I went over to the desk. Inside it was the house register, so I leafed back until I came to the name Orrin P. Quest, written in a sharp meticulous handwriting, and the number 214 added in pencil by another hand that was by no means sharp or meticulous. I followed on through to the end of the register but found no new registration for Room 214. A party named G. W. Hicks had Room 215. I shut the register in the desk and crossed to the couch. The man stopped his snoring and bubbling and threw his right arm across his body as if he thought he was making a speech. I leaned down and gripped his nose tight between my first and second fingers and stuffed a handful of his sweater into his mouth. He stopped snoring and jerked his eyes open. They were glazed and bloodshot. He struggled against my hand. When I was sure he was fully awake I let go of him, picked the bottle full of gin off the floor and poured some into a glass that lay on its side near the bottle. I showed the glass to the man.

His hand came out to it with the beautiful anxiety of a mother welcoming a lost child.

I moved it out of his reach and said: You the manager?

He licked his lips stickily and said: Gr-r-r-r.

He made a grab for the glass. I put it on the table in front of him. He grasped it carefully in both hands and poured the gin into his face. Then he laughed heartily and threw the glass at me. I managed to catch it and up-end it on the table again. The man looked me over with a studied but unsuccessful attempt at sternness.

What gives? he croaked in an annoyed tone.

Manager?

He nodded and almost fell off the couch. Must be Im drunky, he said. Kind of a bit of a little bit drunky.

Youre not bad, I said. Youre still breathing.

He put his feet on the ground and pushed himself upright. He cackled with sudden amusement, took three uneven steps, went down on his hands and knees and tried to bite the leg of a chair.

I pulled him up on his feet again, set him down in the overstuffed chair with the burned arm and poured him another slug of his medicine. He drank it, shuddered violently and all at once his eyes seemed to get sane and cunning. Drunks of his type have a certain balanced moment of reality. You never know when it will come or how long it will last.

Who the hell are you? he growled.

Im looking for a man named Orrin P. Quest.

Huh?

I said it again. He smeared his face with his hands and said tersely: Moved away.

Moved away when?

He waved his hand, almost fell out of his chair and waved it again the other way to restore his balance. Gimme a drink, he said.

I poured another slug of the gin and held it out of his reach.

Gimme, the man said urgently. Im not happy.

All I want is the present address of Orrin P. Quest.

Just think of that, he said wittily and made a loose pass at the glass I was holding.

I put the glass down on the floor and got one of my business cards out for him. This might help you to concentrate, I told him.

He peered at the card closely, sneered, bent it in half and bent it again. He held it on the flat of his hand, spit on it, and tossed it over his shoulder.

I handed him the glass of gin. He drank it to my health, nodded solemnly, and threw the glass over his shoulder too. It rolled along the floor and thumped the baseboard. The man stood up with surprising ease, jerked a thumb towards the ceiling, doubled the fingers of his hand under it and made a sharp noise with his tongue and teeth.

Beat it, he said. I got friends. He looked at the telephone on the wall and back at me with cunning. A couple of boys to take care of you, he sneered. I said nothing. Dont believe me, huh? he snarled, suddenly angry. I shook my head.

He started for the telephone, clawed the receiver off the hook, and dialed the five digits of a number. I watched him. One-three-five-seven-two.

That took all he had for the time being. He let the receiver fall and bang against the wall and he sat down on the floor beside it. He put it to his ear and growled at the wall: Lemme talk to the Doc. I listened silently. Vince! The Doc! he shouted angrily. He shook the receiver and threw it away from him. He put his hands down on the floor and started to crawl in a circle. When he saw me he looked surprised and annoyed. He got shakily to his feet again and held his hand out. Gimme a drink.

I retrieved the fallen glass and milked the gin bottle into it. He accepted it with the dignity of an intoxicated dowager, drank it down with an airy flourish, walked calmly over to the couch and lay down, putting the glass under his head for a pillow. He went to sleep instantly.

I put the telephone receiver back on its hook, glanced out in the kitchen again, felt the man on the couch over and dug some keys out of his pocket. One of them was a passkey. The door to the hallway had a spring lock and I fixed it so that I could come in again and started up the stairs. I paused on the way to write Doc — Vince, 13572 on an envelope. Maybe it was a clue.

The house was quite silent as I went on up.
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THE MANAGERS MUCH filed passkey turned the lock of Room 214 without noise. I pushed the door open. The room was not empty. A chunky, strongly built man was bending over a suitcase on the bed, with his back to the door. Shirts and socks and underwear were laid out on the bed cover, and he was packing them leisurely and carefully, whistling between his teeth in a low monotone.

He stiffened as the door hinge creaked. His hand moved fast for the pillow on the bed.

I beg your pardon, I said. The manager told me this room was vacant.

He was as bald as a grapefruit. He wore dark gray flannel slacks and transparent plastic suspenders over a blue shirt. His hand came up from the pillow, went to his head, and down again. He turned and he had hair.

It looked as natural as hair ever looked, smooth, brown, not parted. He glared at me from under it.

You can always try knocking, he said.

He had a thick voice and a broad careful face that had been around.

Why would I? If the manager said the room was empty?

He nodded, satisfied. The glare went out of his eyes.

I came further into the room without invitation. An open love-pulp magazine lay face down on the bed near the suitcase. A cigar smoked in a green glass ash tray. The room was careful and orderly, and, for that house, clean.

He must have thought you had already moved out, I said, trying to look like a well-meaning party with some talent for the truth.

Have it in half an hour, the man said.

O.K. if I look around?

He smiled mirthlessly. Aint been in town long, have you?

Why?

New around here, aint you?

Why?

Like the house and the neighborhood?

Not much, I said. The room looks all right.

He grinned, showing a porcelain jacket crown that was too white for his other teeth. How long you been looking?

Just started, I said. Why all the questions?

You make me laugh, the man said, not laughing. You dont look at rooms in this town. You grab them sight unseen. This burgs so jam-packed even now that I could get ten bucks just for telling theres a vacancy here.

Thats too bad, I said. A man named Orrin P. Quest told me about the room. So theres one sawbuck you dont get to spend.

That so? Not a flicker of an eye. Not a movement of a muscle. I might as well have been talking to a turtle.

Dont get tough with me, the man said. Im a bad man to get tough with.

He picked his cigar out of the green glass ash tray and blew a little smoke. Through it he gave me the cold gray eye. I got a cigarette out and scratched my chin with it.

What happens to people that get tough with you? I asked him. You make them hold your toupee?

You lay off my toupee, he said savagely.

So sorry, I said.

Theres a No Vacancy sign on the house, the man said. So what makes you come here and find one?

You didnt catch the name, I said. Orrin P. Quest. I spelled it for him. Even that didnt make him happy. There was a dead-air pause.

He turned abruptly and put a pile of handkerchiefs into his suitcase. I moved a little closer to him. When he turned back there was what might have been a watchful look on his face. But it had been a watchful face to start with.

Friend of yours? he asked casually.

We grew up together, I said.

Quiet sort of guy, the man said easily. I used to pass the time of day with him. Works for Cal-Western, dont he?

He did, I said.

Oh. He quit?

Let out.

We went on staring at each other. It didnt get either of us anywhere. We both had done too much of it in our lives to expect miracles.

The man put the cigar back in his face and sat down on the side of the bed beside the open suitcase. Glancing into it I saw the square butt of an automatic peeping out from under a pair of badly folded shorts.

This Quest partys been out of here ten days, the man said thoughtfully. So he still thinks the room is vacant, huh?

According to the register it is vacant, I said.

He made a contemptuous noise. That rummy downstairs probably aint looked at the register in a month. Say — wait a minute. His eyes sharpened and his hand wandered idly over the open suitcase and gave an idle pat to something that was close to the gun. When the hand moved away, the gun was no longer visible.

Ive been kind of dreamy all morning or Id have wised up, he said. Youre a dick.

All right. Say Im a dick.

Whats the beef?

No beef at all. I just wondered why you had the room.

I moved from 215 across the hall. This here is a better room. Thats all. Simple. Satisfied?

Perfectly, I said, watching the hand that could be near the gun if it wanted to.

What kind of dick? City? Lets see the buzzer.

I didnt say anything.

I dont believe you got no buzzer.

If I showed it to you, youre the type of guy would say it was counterfeit. So youre Hicks.

He looked surprised.

George W. Hicks, I said. Its in the register. Room 215. You just got through telling me you moved from 215. I glanced around the room. If you had a blackboard here, Id write it out for you.

Strictly speaking, we dont have to get into no snarling match, he said. Sure Im Hicks. Pleased to meetcha. Whats yours?

He held his hand out. I shook hands with him, but not as if I had been longing for the moment to arrive.

My names Marlowe, I said. Philip Marlowe.

You know something, Hicks said politely, youre a God-damn liar.

I laughed in his face.

You aint getting no place with that breezy manner, bub. Whats your connection?

I got my wallet out and handed him one of my business cards. He read it thoughtfully and tapped the edge against his porcelain crown.

He coulda went somewhere without telling me, he mused.

Your grammar, I said, is almost as loose as your toupee.

You lay off my toupee, if you know whats good for you, he shouted.

I wasnt going to eat it, I said. Im not that hungry.

He took a step towards me, and dropped his right shoulder. A scowl of fury dropped his lip almost as far.

Dont hit me. Im insured, I told him.

Oh hell. Just another screwball. He shrugged and put his lip back up on his face. Whats the lay?

I have to find this Orrin P. Quest, I said.

Why?

I didnt answer that.

After a moment he said: O.K. Im a careful guy myself. Thats why Im movin out.

Maybe you dont like the reefer smoke.

That, he said emptily, and other things. Thats why Quest left. Respectable type. Like me. I think a couple of hard boys threw a scare into him.

I see, I said. That would be why he left no forwarding address. And why did they throw a scare into him?

You just mentioned reefer smoke, didnt you? Wouldnt he be the type to go to headquarters about that?

In Bay City? I asked. Why would he bother? Well, thanks a lot, Mr. Hicks. Going far?

Not far, he said. No. Not very far. Just far enough.

Whats your racket? I asked him.

Racket? He looked hurt.

Sure. What do you shake them for? How do you make your dibs?

You got me wrong, brother. Im a retired optometrist.

That why you have the .45 gun in there? I pointed to the suitcase.

Nothing to get cute about, he said sourly. Its been in the family for years. He looked down at the card again. Private investigator, huh? he said thoughtfully. What kind of work do you do mostly?

Anything thats reasonably honest, I said.

He nodded. Reasonably is a word you could stretch. So is honest.

I gave him a shady leer. Youre so right, I agreed. Lets get together some quiet afternoon and stretch them. I reached out and slipped the card from between his fingers and dropped it into my pocket. Thanks for the time, I said.

I went out and closed the door, then stood against it listening. I dont know what I expected to hear. Whatever it was I didnt hear it. I had a feeling he was standing exactly where I had left him and looking at the spot where I had made my exit. I made noise going along the hall and stood at the head of the stairs.

A car drove away from in front of the house. Somewhere a door closed. I went quietly back to Room 215 and used the passkey to enter. I closed and locked its door silently, and waited just inside.
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NOT MORE THAN two minutes passed before Mr. George W. Hicks was on his way. He came out so quietly that I wouldnt have heard him if I hadnt been listening for precisely that kind of movement. I heard the slight metallic sound of the doorknob turning. The slow steps. Then very gently the door was closed. The steps moved off. The faint distant creak of the stairs. Then nothing. I waited for the sound of the front door. It didnt come. I opened the door of 215 and moved along the hall to the stairhead again. Below there was the careful sound of a door being tried. I looked down to see Hicks going into the managers apartment. The door closed behind him. I waited for the sound of voices. No voices.

I shrugged and went back to 215.

The room showed signs of occupancy. There was a small radio on a night table, an unmade bed with shoes under it, and an old bathrobe hung over the cracked, pull-down green shade to keep the glare out.

I looked at all this as if it meant something, then stepped back into the hall and relocked the door. Then I made another pilgrimage into Room 214. Its door was now unlocked. I searched the room with care and patience and found nothing that connected it in any way with Orrin P. Quest. I didnt expect to. There was no reason why I should. But you always have to look.

I went downstairs, listened outside the managers door, heard nothing, went in and crossed to put the keys on the desk. Lester B. Clausen lay on his side on the couch with his face to the wall, dead to the world. I went through the desk, found an old account book that seemed to be concerned with rent taken in and expenses paid out and nothing else. I looked at the register again. It wasnt up to date but the party on the couch seemed enough explanation for that. Orrin P. Quest had moved away. Somebody had taken over his room. Somebody else had the room registered to Hicks. The little man counting money in the kitchen went nicely with the neighborhood. The fact that he carried a gun and a knife was a social eccentricity that would cause no comment at all on Idaho Street.

I reached the small Bay City telephone book off the hook beside the desk. I didnt think it would be much of a job to sift out the party that went by the name of Doc or Vince and the phone number one-three-five-seven-two. First of all I leafed back through the register. Something which I ought to have done first. The page with Orrin Quests registration had been torn out. A careful man, Mr. George W. Hicks. Very careful.

I closed the register, glanced over at Lester B. Clausen again, wrinkled my nose at the stale air and the sickly sweetish smell of gin and of something else, and started back to the entrance door. As I reached it, something for the first time penetrated my mind. A drunk like Clausen ought to be snoring very loudly. He ought to be snoring his head off with a nice assortment of checks and gurgles and snorts. He wasnt making any sound at all. A brown army blanket was pulled up around his shoulders and the lower part of his head. He looked very comfortable, very calm. I stood over him and looked down. Something which was not an accidental fold held the army blanket away from the back of his neck. I moved it. A square yellow wooden handle was attached to the back of Lester B. Clausens neck. On the side of the yellow handle were printed the words Compliments of the Crumsen Hardware Company. The position of the handle was just below the occipital bulge.

It was the handle of an ice pick. . . .

I did a nice quiet thirty-five getting away from the neighborhood. On the edge of the city, a frogs jump from the line, I shut myself in an outdoor telephone booth and called the Police Department.

Bay City Police. Moot talking, a furry voice said.

I said: Number 449 Idaho Street. In the apartment of the manager. His names Clausen.

Yeah? The voice said. What do we do?

I dont know, I said. Its a bit of a puzzle to me. But the mans name is Lester B. Clausen. Got that?

What makes it important? the furry voice said without suspicion.

The coroner will want to know, I said, and hung up.
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I DROVE BACK to Hollywood and locked myself in the office with the Bay City telephone book. It took me a quarter-hour to find out that the party who went with the telephone number one-three-five-seven-two in Bay City was a Dr. Vincent Lagardie, who called himself a neurologist, had his home and offices on Wyoming Street, which according to my map was not quite in the best residential neighborhood and not quite out of it. I locked the Bay City telephone book up in my desk and went down to the corner drugstore for a sandwich and a cup of coffee and used a pay booth to call Dr. Vincent Lagardie. A woman answered and I had some trouble getting through to Dr. Lagardie himself. When I did his voice was impatient. He was very busy, in the middle of an examination he said. I never knew a doctor who wasnt. Did he know Lester B. Clausen? He never heard of him. What was the purpose of my inquiry?

Mr. Clausen tried to telephone you this morning, I said. He was too drunk to talk properly.

But I dont know Mr. Clausen, the doctors cool voice answered. He didnt seem to be in quite such a hurry now.

Well thats all right then, I said. Just wanted to make sure. Somebody stuck an ice pick into the back of his neck.

There was a quiet pause. Dr. Lagardies voice was now almost unctuously polite. Has this been reported to the police?

Naturally, I said. But it shouldnt bother you — unless of course it was your ice pick.

He passed that one up. And who is this speaking? he inquired suavely.

The name is Hicks, I said. George W. Hicks. I just moved out of there. I dont want to get mixed up with that sort of thing. I just figured when Clausen tried to call you — this was before he was dead you understand — that you might be interested.

Im sorry, Mr. Hicks, Dr. Lagardies voice said, but I dont know Mr. Clausen. I have never heard of Mr. Clausen or had any contact with him whatsoever. And I have an excellent memory for names.

Well, thats fine, I said. And you wont meet him now, but somebody may want to know why he tried to telephone you — unless I forget to pass the information along.

There was a dead pause. Dr. Lagardie said: I cant think of any comment to make on that.

I said: Neither can I. I may call you again. Dont get me wrong, Dr. Lagardie. This isnt any kind of a shake. Im just a mixed-up little man who needs a friend. I kind of felt that a doctor — like a clergyman—

Im at your entire disposal, Dr. Lagardie said. Please feel free to consult me.

Thank you, doctor, I said fervently. Thank you very very much.

I hung up. If Dr. Vincent Lagardie was on the level, he would now telephone the Bay City Police Department and tell them the story. If he didnt telephone the police, he wasnt on the level. Which might or might not be useful to know.
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THE PHONE ON my desk rang at four oclock sharp.

Did you find Orrin yet, Mr. Marlowe?

Not yet. Where are you?

Why Im in the drugstore next to—

Come on up and stop acting like Mata Hari, I said.

Arent you ever polite to anybody? she snapped.

I hung up and fed myself a slug of Old Forester to brace my nerves for the interview. As I was inhaling it I heard her steps tripping along the corridor. I moved across and opened the door.

Come in this way and miss the crowd, I said.

She seated herself demurely and waited.

All I could find out, I told her, is that the dump on Idaho Street is peddling reefers. Thats marijuana cigarettes.

Why, how disgusting, she said.

We have to take the bad with the good in this life, I said. Orrin must have got wise and threatened to report it to the police.

You mean, she said in her little-girl manner, that they might hurt him for doing that?

Well, most likely theyd just throw a scare into him first.

Oh, they couldnt scare Orrin, Mr. Marlowe, she said decisively. He just gets mean when people try to run him.

Yeah, I said. But were not talking about the same things. You can scare anybody — with the right technique.

She set her mouth stubbornly. No, Mr. Marlowe. They couldnt scare Orrin.

Okay, I said. So they didnt scare him. Say they just cut off one of his legs and beat him over the head with it. What would he do then — write to the Better Business Bureau?

Youre making fun of me, she said politely. Her voice was as cool as boarding-house soup. Is that all you did all day? Just find Orrin had moved and it was a bad neighborhood? Why I found that out for myself, Mr. Marlowe. I thought you being a detective and all— She trailed off, leaving the rest of it in the air.

I did a little more than that, I said. I gave the landlord a little gin and went through the register and talked to a man named Hicks. George W. Hicks. He wears a toupee. I guess maybe you didnt meet him. He has, or had, Orrins room. So I thought maybe— It was my turn to do a little trailing in the air.

She fixed me with her pale blue eyes enlarged by the glasses. Her mouth was small and firm and tight, her hands clasped on the desk in front of her over her large square bag, her whole body stiff and erect and formal and disapproving.

I paid you twenty dollars, Mr. Marlowe, she said coldly. I understood that was in payment of a days work. It doesnt seem to me that youve done a days work.

No, I said. Thats true. But the day isnt over yet. And dont bother about the twenty bucks. You can have it back if you like. I didnt even bruise it.

I opened the desk drawer and got out her money. I pushed it across the desk. She looked at it but didnt touch it. Her eyes came up slowly to meet mine.

I didnt mean it like that. I know youre doing the best you can, Mr. Marlowe.

With the facts I have.

But Ive told you all I know.

I dont think so, I said.

Well Im sure I cant help what you think, she said tartly. After all, if I knew what I wanted to know already, I wouldnt have come here and asked you to find it out, would I?

Im not saying you know all you want to know, I answered. The point is I dont know all I want to know in order to do a job for you. And what you tell me doesnt add up.

What doesnt add up? Ive told you the truth. Im Orrins sister. I guess I know what kind of person he is.

How long did he work for Cal-Western?

Ive told you that. He came out to California just about a year ago. He got work right away because he practically had the job before he left.

He wrote home how often? Before he stopped writing.

Every week. Sometimes oftener. Hed take turns writing to mother and me. Of course the letters were for both of us.

About what?

You mean what did he write about?

What did you think I meant?

Well, you dont have to snap at me. He wrote about his work and the plant and the people there and sometimes about a show hed been to. Or it was about California. Hed write about church too.

Nothing about girls?

I dont think Orrin cared much for girls.

And lived at the same address all this time?

She nodded, looking puzzled.

And he stopped writing how long ago?

That took thought. She pressed her lips and pushed a fingertip around the middle of the lower one. About three or four months, she said at last.

What was the date of his last letter?

I — Im afraid I cant tell you exactly the date. But it was like I said, three or four—

I waved a hand at her. Anything out of the ordinary in it? Anything unusual said or anything unusual unsaid?

Why no. It seemed just like all the rest.

Dont you have any friends or relatives in this part of the country?

She gave me a funny stare, started to say something, then shook her head sharply. No.

Okay. Now Ill tell you whats wrong. Ill skip over your not telling me where youre staying, because it might be just that youre afraid Ill show up with a quart of hooch under my arm and make a pass at you.

Thats not a very nice way to talk, she said.

Nothing I say is nice. Im not nice. By your standards nobody with less than three prayerbooks could be nice. But I am inquisitive. Whats wrong with this picture is that youre not scared. Neither you personally nor your mother. And you ought to be scared as hell.

She clutched her bag to her bosom with tight little fingers. You mean something has happened to him? Her voice faded off into a sort of sad whisper, like a mortician asking for a down payment.

I dont know that anything has. But in your position, knowing the kind of guy Orrin was, the way his letters came through and then didnt, I cant see myself waiting for my summer vacation to come around before I start asking questions. I cant see myself by-passing the police who have an organization for finding people. And going to a lone-wolf operator you never heard of, asking him to root around for you in the rubble. And I cant see your dear old mother just sitting there in Manhattan, Kansas, week after week darning the ministers winter underwear. No letter from Orrin. No news. And all she does about it is take a long breath and mend up another pair of pants.

She came to her feet with a lunge. Youre a horrid, disgusting person, she said angrily. I think youre vile. Dont you dare say mother and I werent worried. Just dont you dare.

I pushed the twenty dollars worth of currency a little closer to the other side of the desk. You were worried twenty dollars worth, honey, I said. But about what I wouldnt know. I guess I dont really want to know. Just put this hunk of folding back in your saddlebag and forget you ever met me. You might want to lend it to another detective tomorrow.

She snapped her bag shut viciously on the money. Im not very likely to forget your rudeness, she said between her teeth. Nobody in the worlds ever talked to me the way you have.

I stood up and wandered around the end of the desk. Dont think about it too much. You might get to like it.

I reached up and twitched her glasses off. She took half a step back, almost stumbled, and I reached an arm around her by pure instinct. Her eyes widened and she put her hands against my chest and pushed. Ive been pushed harder by a kitten.

Without the cheaters those eyes are really something, I said in an awed voice.

She relaxed and let her head go back and her lips open a little. I suppose you do this to all the clients, she said softly. Her hands now had dropped to her sides. The bag whacked against my leg. She leaned her weight on my arm. If she wanted me to let go of her, she had her signals mixed.

I just didnt want you to lose your balance, I said.

I knew you were the thoughtful type. She relaxed still more. Her head went back now. Her upper lids drooped, fluttered a bit and her lips came open a little farther. On them appeared the faint provocative smile that nobody ever has to teach them. I suppose you thought I did it on purpose, she said.

Did what on purpose?

Stumbled, sort of.

Wel-l-l-l.

She reached a quick arm around my neck and started to pull. So I kissed her. It was either that or slug her. She pushed her mouth hard at me for a long moment, then quietly and very comfortably wriggled around in my arms and nestled. She let out a long easy sigh.

In Manhattan, Kansas, you could be arrested for this, she said.

If there was any justice, I could be arrested just for being there, I said.

She giggled and poked the end of my nose with a fingertip. I suppose you really prefer fast girls, she said, looking up at me sideways. At least you wont have to wipe off any lip rouge. Maybe Ill wear some next time.

Maybe wed better sit down on the floor, I said. My arms getting tired.

She giggled again and disengaged herself gracefully. I guess you think Ive been kissed lots of times, she said.

What girl hasnt?

She nodded, gave me the up-from-under look that made her eyelashes cut across the iris. Even at the church socials they play kissing games, she said.

Or there wouldnt be any church socials, I said.

We looked at each other with no particular expression.

Well-l-l— she began at last. I handed her back her glasses. She put them on. She opened her bag, looked at herself in a small mirror, rooted around in her bag and came out with her hand clenched.

Im sorry I was mean, she said, and pushed something under the blotter of my desk. She gave me another little frail smile and marched to the door and opened it.

Ill call you, she said intimately. And out she went, tap, tap, tap down the hall.

I went over and lifted the blotter and smoothed out the crumpled currency that lay under it. It hadnt been much of a kiss, but it looked like I had another chance at the twenty dollars.

The phone rang before I had quite started to worry about Mr. Lester B. Clausen. I reached for it absently. The voice I heard was an abrupt voice, but thick and clogged, as if it was being strained through a curtain or somebodys long white beard.

You Marlowe? it said.

Speaking.

You got a safe-deposit box, Marlowe?

I had enough of being polite for one afternoon. Stop asking and start telling, I said.

I asked you a question, Marlowe.

I didnt answer it, I said. Like this. I reached over and pressed down the riser on the phone. Held it that way while I fumbled for a cigarette. I knew he would call right back. They always do when they think theyre tough. They havent used their exit line. When it rang again I started right in.

If you have a proposition, state it. And I get called mister until you give me some money.

Dont let that temper ride you so hard, friend. Im in a jam. I need something kept in a safe place. For a few days. Not longer. And for that you make a little quick money.

How little? I asked. And how quick?

A C note. Right here and waiting. Im warming it for you.

I can hear it purr, I said. Right where and waiting? I was listening to the voice twice, once when I heard it and once when it echoed in my mind.

Room 332, Van Nuys Hotel. Knock two quick ones and two slow ones. Not too loud. I got to have live action. How fast can you—

What is it you want me to keep?

Thatll wait till you get here. I said I was in a hurry.

Whats your name?

Just Room 332.

Thanks for the time, I said. Goodbye.

Hey. Wait a minute, dope. Its nothing hot like you think. No ice. No emerald pendants. It just happens to be worth a lot of money to me — and nothing at all to anybody else.

The hotel has a safe.

Do you want to die poor, Marlowe?

Why not? Rockefeller did. Goodbye again.

The voice changed. The furriness went out of it. It said sharply and swiftly: Hows every little thing in Bay City?

I didnt speak. Just waited. There was a dim chuckle over the wire. Thought that might interest you, Marlowe. Room 332 it is. Tramp on it friend. Make speed.

The phone clicked in my ear. I hung up. For no reason a pencil rolled off the desk and broke its point on the glass doohickey under one of the desk legs. I picked it up and slowly and carefully sharpened it in the Boston sharpener screwed to the edge of the window frame, turning the pencil around to get it nice and even. I laid it down in the tray on the desk and dusted off my hands. I had all the time in the world. I looked out of the window. I didnt see anything. I didnt hear anything.

And then, for even less reason, I saw Orfamay Quests face without the glasses, and polished and painted and with blonde hair piled up high on the forehead with a braid around the middle of it. And bedroom eyes. They all have to have bedroom eyes. I tried to imagine this face in a vast close-up being gnawed by some virile character from the wide-open spaces of Romanoffs bar.

It took me twenty-nine minutes to get to the Van Nuys Hotel.
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ONCE, LONG AGO, it must have had a certain elegance. But no more. The memories of old cigars clung to its lobby like the dirty gilt on its ceiling and the sagging springs of its leather lounging chairs. The marble of the desk had turned a yellowish brown with age. But the floor carpet was new and had a hard look, like the room clerk. I passed him up and strolled over to the cigar counter in the corner and put down a quarter for a package of Camels. The girl behind the counter was a straw blonde with a long neck and tired eyes. She put the cigarettes in front of me, added a packet of matches, dropped my change into a slotted box marked The Community Chest Thanks You.

Youd want me to do that, wouldnt you, she said, smiling patiently. Youd want to give your change to the poor little underprivileged kids with bent legs and stuff, wouldnt you?

Suppose I didnt, I said.

I dig up seven cents, the girl said, and it would be very painful. She had a low lingering voice with a sort of moist caress in it like a damp bath towel. I put a quarter after the seven cents. She gave me her big smile then. It showed more of her tonsils.

Youre nice, she said. I can see youre nice. A lot of fellows would have come in here and made a pass at a girl. Just think. Over seven cents. A pass.

Whos the house peeper here now? I asked her, without taking up the option.

Theres two of them. She did something slow and elegant to the back of her head, exhibiting what seemed like more than one handful of blood-red fingernails in the process. Mr. Hady is on nights and Mr. Flack is on days. Its day now so it would be Mr. Flack would be on.

Where could I find him?

She leaned over the counter and let me smell her hair, pointing with a half-inch fingernail toward the elevator bank. Its down along that corridor there, next to the porters room. You cant miss the porters room on account of it has a half-door and says PORTER on the upper part in gold letters. Only that half is folded back like, so I guess maybe you cant see it.

Ill see it, I said. Even if I have to get a hinge screwed to my neck. What does this Flack look like?

Well, she said, hes a little squatty number, with a bit of a mustache. A sort of chunky type. Thick-set like, only not tall. Her fingers moved languidly along the counter to where I could have touched them without jumping. Hes not interesting, she said. Why bother?

Business, I said, and made off before she threw a half-nelson on me.

I looked back at her from the elevators. She was staring after me with an expression she probably would have said was thoughtful.

The porters room was halfway down the corridor to the Spring Street entrance. The door beyond it was half open. I looked around its edge, then went in and closed it behind me.

A man was sitting at a small desk which had dust on it, a very large ash tray and very little else. He was short and thick-set. He had something dark and bristly under his nose about an inch long. I sat down across from him and put a card on the desk.

He reached for the card without excitement, read it, turned it over and read the back with as much care as the front. There was nothing on the back to read. He picked half of a cigar out of his ash tray and burned his nose lighting it.

Whats the gripe? he growled at me.

No gripe. You Flack?

He didnt bother to answer. He gave me a steady look which may or may not have concealed his thoughts, depending on whether he had any to conceal.

Like to get a line on one of the customers, I said.

What name? Flack asked, with no enthusiasm.

I dont know what name hes using here. Hes in Room 332.

What name was he using before he came here? Flack asked.

I dont know that either.

Well, what did he look like? Flack was suspicious now. He reread my card but it added nothing to his knowledge.

I never saw him, so far as I know.

Flack said: I must be overworked. I dont get it.

I had a call from him, I said. He wanted to see me.

Am I stopping you?

Look, Flack. A man in my business makes enemies at times. You ought to know that. This party wants something done. Tells me to come on over, forgets to give his name, and hangs up. I figured Id do a little checking before I went up there.

Flack took the cigar out of his mouth and said patiently: Im in terrible shape. I still dont get it. Nothing makes sense to me any more.

I leaned over the desk and spoke to him slowly and distinctly: The whole thing could be a nice way to get me into a hotel room and knock me off and then quietly check out. You wouldnt want anything like that to happen in your hotel, would you, Flack?

Supposing I cared, he said, you figure youre that important?

Do you smoke that piece of rope because you like it or because you think it makes you look tough?

For forty-five bucks a week, Flack said, would I smoke anything better? He eyed me steadily.

No expense account yet, I told him. No deal yet.

He made a sad sound and got up wearily and went out of the room. I lit one of my cigarettes and waited. He came back in a short time and dropped a registration card on the desk. Dr. G. W. Hambleton, El Centro, California was written on it in a firm round hand in ink. The clerk had written other things on it, including the room number and daily rate. Flack pointed a finger that needed a manicure or failing that a nailbrush.

Came in at 2.47 p.m., he said. Just today, that is. Nothing on his bill. One days rent. No phone calls. No nothing. That what you want?

What does he look like? I asked.

I didnt see him. You think I stand out there by the desk and take pictures of them while they register?

Thanks, I said. Dr. G. W. Hambleton, El Centro. Much obliged. I handed him back the registration card.

Anything I ought to know, Flack said as I went out, dont forget where I live. That is, if you call it living.

I nodded and went out. There are days like that. Everybody you meet is a dope. You begin to look at yourself in the glass and wonder.
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ROOM 332 WAS at the back of the building near the door to the fire escape. The corridor which led to it had a smell of old carpet and furniture oil and the drab anonymity of a thousand shabby lives. The sand bucket under the racked fire hose was full of cigarette and cigar stubs, an accumulation of several days. A radio pounded brassy music through an open transom. Through another transom people were laughing fit to kill themselves. Down at the end by Room 332 it was quieter.

I knocked the two longs and two shorts as instructed. Nothing happened. I felt jaded and old. I felt as if I had spent my life knocking at doors in cheap hotels that nobody bothered to open. I tried again. Then turned the knob and walked in. A key with a red fiber tab hung in the inside keyhole.

There was a short hall with a bathroom on the right. Beyond the hall the upper half of a bed was in view and a man lay on it in shirt and pants.

I said: Dr. Hambleton?

The man didnt answer. I went past the bathroom door towards him. A whiff of perfume reached me and I started to turn, but not quickly enough. A woman who had been in the bathroom was standing there holding a towel in front of the lower part of her face. Dark glasses showed above the towel. And then the brim of a widebrimmed straw hat in a sort of dusty delphinium blue. Under that was fluffed-out pale blond hair. Blue earbuttons lurked somewhere back in the shadows. The sunglasses were in white frames with broad flat sidebows. Her dress matched her hat. An embroidered silk or rayon coat was open over the dress. She wore gauntleted gloves and there was an automatic in her right hand. White bone grip. Looked like a .32.

Turn around and put your hands behind you, she said through the towel. The voice muffled by the towel meant as little to me as the dark glasses. It was not the voice which had talked to me on the telephone. I didnt move.

Dont ever think Im fooling, she said. Ill give you exactly three seconds to do what I say.

Couldnt you make it a minute? I like looking at you.

She made a threatening gesture with the little gun. Turn around, she snapped. But fast.

I like the sound of your voice too.

All right, she said, in a tight dangerous tone. If thats the way you want it, thats the way you want it.

Dont forget youre a lady, I said, and turned around and put my hands up to my shoulders. A gun muzzle poked into the back of my neck. Breath almost tickled my skin. The perfume was an elegant something or other, not strong, not decisive. The gun against my neck went away and a white flame burned for an instant behind my eyes. I grunted and fell forward on my hands and knees and reached back quickly. My hand touched a leg in a nylon stocking but slipped off, which seemed a pity. It felt like a nice leg. The jar of another blow on the head took the pleasure out of this and I made the hoarse sound of a man in desperate shape. I collapsed on the floor. The door opened. A key rattled. The door closed. The key turned. Silence.

I climbed up to my feet and went into the bathroom. I bathed my head with a towel from the rack soaked with cold water. It felt as if the heel of a shoe had hit me. Certainly it was not a gun butt. There was a little blood, not much. I rinsed the towel out and stood there patting the bruise and wondering why I didnt run after her screaming. But what I was doing was staring into the open medicine cabinet over the basin. The upper part of a can of talcum had been pried off the shoulder. There was talcum all over the shelf. A toothpaste tube had been cut open. Someone had been looking for something.

I went back to the little hallway and tried the room door. Locked from the outside. I bent down and looked through the keyhole. But it was an up-and-down lock, with the outer and inner keyholes on different levels. The girl in the dark glasses with the white rims didnt know much about hotels. I twisted the night latch, which opened the outside lock, opened the door, looked along the empty corridor, and closed the door again.

Then I went towards the man on the bed. He had not moved during all this time, for a somewhat obvious reason.

Beyond the little hallway the room widened towards a pair of windows through which the evening sun slanted in a shaft that reached almost across the bed and came to a stop under the neck of the man that lay there. What it stopped on was blue and white and shining and round. He lay quite comfortably half on his face with his hands down at his sides and his shoes off. The side of his face was on the pillow and he seemed relaxed. He was wearing a toupee. The last time I had talked to him his name had been George W. Hicks. Now it was Dr. G. W. Hambleton. Same initials. Not that it mattered any more. I wasnt going to be talking to him again. There was no blood. None at all, which is one of the few nice things about an expert ice-pick job.

I touched his neck. It was still warm. While I was doing it the shaft of sunlight moved away from the knob of the ice pick toward his left ear. I turned away and looked the room over. The telephone bell box had been opened and left open. The Gideon Bible was thrown in the corner. The desk had been searched. I went to a closet and looked into that. There were clothes in it and a suitcase I had seen before. I found nothing that seemed important. I picked a snap-brim hat off the floor and put it on the desk and went back to the bathroom. The point of interest now was whether the people who had icepicked Dr. Hambleton had found what they came for. They had had very little time.

I searched the bathroom carefully. I moved the top of the toilet tank and drained it. There was nothing in it. I peered down the overflow pipe. No thread hung there with a small object at the end of it. I searched the bureau. It was empty except for an old envelope. I unhooked the window screens and felt under the sills outside. I picked the Gideon Bible off the floor and leafed through it again. I examined the backs of three pictures and studied the edge of the carpet. It was tacked close to the wall and there were little pockets of dust in the depressions made by the tacks. I got down on the floor and examined the part under the bed. Just the same. I stood on a chair, looked into the bowl of the light fixture. It contained dust and dead moths. I looked the bed over. It had been made up by a professional and not touched since. I felt the pillow under the dead mans head, then got the extra pillow out of the closet and examined its edges. Nothing.

Dr. Hambletons coat hung over a chair back. I went through that, knowing it was the least likely place to find anything. Somebody with a knife had worked on the lining and the shoulder padding. There were matches, a couple of cigars, a pair of dark glasses, a cheap handkerchief not used, a Bay City movie theater ticket stub, a small comb, an unopened package of cigarettes. I looked at it in the light. It showed no sign of having been disturbed. I disturbed it. I tore off the cover, went through it, found nothing but cigarettes.

That left Dr. Hambleton himself. I eased him over and got into his trouser pockets. Loose change, another handkerchief, a small tube of dental floss, more matches, a bunch of keys, a folder of bus schedules. In a pigskin wallet was a book of stamps, a second comb (here was a man who really took care of his toupee), three flat packages of white powder, seven printed cards reading Dr. G. W. Hambleton, O. D. Tustin Building, El Centro, California, Hours 9-12 and 2-4, and by Appointment. Telephone El Centro 50406. There was no drivers license, no social-security card, no insurance cards, no real identification at all. There was $164 in currency in the wallet. I put the wallet back where I found it.

I lifted Dr. Hambletons hat off the desk and examined the sweatband and the ribbon. The ribbon bow had been picked loose with a knife point, leaving hanging threads. There was nothing hidden inside the bow. No evidence of any previous ripping and restitching.

This was the take. If the killers knew what they were looking for, it was something that could be hidden in a book, a telephone box, a tube of toothpaste, or a hatband. I went back into the bathroom and looked at my head again. It was still oozing a tiny trickle of blood. I gave it more cold water and dried the cut with toilet paper and flushed that down the bowl. I went back and stood a moment looking down on Dr. Hambleton, wondering what his mistake had been. He had seemed a fairly wise bird. The sunlight had moved over to the far edge of the room now, off the bed and down into a sad dusty corner.

I grinned suddenly, bent over and quickly and with the grin still on my face, out of place as it was, pulled off Dr. Hambletons toupee and turned it inside out. As simple as all that. To the lining of the toupee a piece of orange-colored paper was fastened by Scotch tape, protected by a square of cellophane. I pulled it loose, turned it over, and saw that it was a numbered claim check belonging to the Bay City Camera Shop. I put it in my wallet and put the toupee carefully back on the dead egg-bald head.

I left the room unlocked because I had no way to lock it.

Down the hall the radio still blared through the transom and the exaggerated alcoholic laughter accompanied it from across the corridor.
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OVER THE TELEPHONE the Bay City Camera Shop man said: Yes, Mr. Hicks. We have them for you. Six enlarged prints on glossy from your negative.

What time do you close? I asked.

Oh in about five minutes. We open at nine in the morning.

Ill pick them up in the morning. Thanks.

I hung up, reached mechanically into the slot and found somebody elses nickel. I walked over to the lunch counter and bought myself a cup of coffee with it, and sat there sipping and listening to the auto horns complaining on the street outside. It was time to go home. Whistles blew. Motors raced. Old brake linings squeaked. There was a dull steady mutter of feet on the sidewalk outside. It was just after five-thirty. I finished the coffee, stuffed a pipe, and strolled a half-block back to the Van Nuys Hotel. In the writing room I folded the orange camera-shop check into a sheet of hotel stationery and addressed an envelope to myself. I put a special-delivery stamp on it and dropped it in the mail chute by the elevator bank. Then I went along to Flacks office again.

Again I closed his door and sat down across from him. Flack didnt seem to have moved an inch. He was chewing morosely on the same cigar butt and his eyes were still full of nothing. I relit my pipe by striking a match on the side of his desk. He frowned.

Dr. Hambleton doesnt answer his door, I said.

Huh? Flack looked at me vacantly.

Party in 332. Remember? He doesnt answer his door.

What should I do — bust my girdle? Flack asked.

I knocked several times, I said. No answer. Thought he might be taking a bath or something, although I couldnt hear anything. Went away for a while, then tried again. Same no answer again.

Flack looked at a turnip watch he got from his vest. Im off at seven, he said. Jesus. A whole hour to go, and more. Boy, am I hungry.

Working the way you do, I said, you must be. You have to keep your strength up. Do I interest you at all in Room 332?

You said he wasnt in, Flack said irritably. So what? He wasnt in.

I didnt say he wasnt in. I said he didnt answer his door.

Flack leaned forward. Very slowly he removed the débris of the cigar from his mouth and put it in the glass tray. Go on. Make me like it, he said, carefully.

Maybe youd like to run up and look, I said. Maybe you didnt see a first-class ice-pick job lately.

Flack put his hands on the arms of his chair and squeezed the wood hard. Aw, he said painfully, aw. He got to his feet and opened the desk drawer. He took out a large black gun, flicked the gate open, studied the cartridges, squinted down the barrel, snapped the cylinder back into place. He unbuttoned his vest and tucked the gun down inside his waistband. In an emergency he could probably have got to it in less than a minute. He put his hat on firmly and jerked a thumb at the door.

We went up to the third floor in silence. We went down the corridor. Nothing had changed. No sound had increased or diminished. Flack hurried along to 332 and knocked from force of habit. Then tried the door. He looked back at me with a twisted mouth.

You said the door wasnt locked, he complained.

I didnt exactly say that. It was unlocked, though.

It aint now, Flack said, and unshipped a key on a long chain. He unlocked the door and glanced up and down the hall. He twisted the knob slowly without sound and eased the door a couple of inches. He listened. No sounds came from within. Flack stepped back, took the black gun out of his waistband. He removed the key from the door, kicked it wide open, and brought the gun up hard and straight, like the wicked foreman of the Lazy Q. Lets go, he said out of the corner of his mouth.

Over his shoulder I could see that Dr. Hambleton lay exactly as before, but the ice-pick handle didnt show from the entrance. Flack leaned forward and edged cautiously into the room. He reached the bathroom door and put his eye to the crack, then pushed the door open until it bounded against the tub. He went in and came out, stepped down into the room, a tense and wary man who was taking no chances.

He tried the closet door, leveled his gun and jerked it wide open. No suspects in the closet.

Look under the bed, I said.

Flack bent swiftly and looked under the bed.

Look under the carpet, I said.

You kidding me? Flack asked nastily.

I just like to watch you work.

He bent over the dead man and studied the ice pick.

Somebody locked that door, he sneered. Unless youre lying about its being unlocked.

I said nothing.

Well I guess its the cops, he said slowly. No chance to cover up on this one.

Its not your fault, I told him. It happens even in good hotels.
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THE REDHEADED INTERN filled out a DOA form and clipped his stylus to the outside pocket of his white jacket. He snapped the book shut with a faint grin on his face.

Punctured spinal cord just below the occipital bulge, Id say, he said carelessly. A very vulnerable spot. If you know how to find it. And I suppose you do.

Detective Lieutenant Christy French growled. Think its the first time Ive seen one?

No, I guess not, the intern said. He gave a last quick look at the dead man, turned and walked out of the room. Ill call the coroner, he said over his shoulder. The door closed behind him.

What a stiff means to those birds is what a plate of warmed-up cabbage means to me, Christy French said sourly to the closed door. His partner, a cop named Fred Beifus, was down on one knee by the telephone box. He had dusted it for fingerprints and blown off the loose powder. He was looking at the smudge through a small magnifying glass. He shook his head, then picked something off the screw with which the box had been fastened shut.

Gray cotton undertakers gloves, he said disgustedly. Cost about four cents a pair wholesale. Fat lot of good printing this joint. They were looking for something in the telephone box, huh?

Evidently something that could be there, French said. I didnt expect prints. These ice-pick jobs are a specialty. Well get the experts after a while. This is just a quick-over.

He was stripping the dead mans pockets and laying what had been in them out on the bed beside the quiet and already waxy corpse. Flack was sitting in a chair by the window, looking out morosely. The assistant manager had been up, said nothing with a worried expression, and gone away. I was leaning against the bathroom wall and sorting out my fingers.

Flack said suddenly: I figure an ice-pick jobs a dames work. You can buy them anywhere. Ten cents. If you want one fast, you can slip it down inside a garter and let it hang there.

Christy French gave him a brief glance which had a kind of wonder in it. Beifus said: What kind of dames you been running around with, honey? The way stockings cost nowadays a dame would as soon stick a saw down her sock.

I never thought of that, Flack said.

Beifus said: Leave us do the thinking sweetheart. It takes equipment.

No need to get tough, Flack said.

Beifus took his hat off and bowed. You mustnt deny us our little pleasures, Mr. Flack.

Christy French said: Besides, a woman would keep on jabbing. She wouldnt even know how much was enough. Lots of the punks dont. Whoever did this one was a performer. He got the spinal cord the first try. And another thing — you have to have the guy quiet to do it. That means more than one guy, unless he was doped, or the killer was a friend of his.

I said: I dont see how he could have been doped, if hes the party that called me on the phone.

French and Beifus both looked at me with the same expression of patient boredom. If, French said, and since you didnt know the guy — according to you — theres always the faint possibility that you wouldnt know his voice. Or am I being too subtle?

I dont know, I said. I havent read your fan mail.

French grinned.

Dont waste it on him, Beifus told French. Save it for when you talk to the Friday Morning Club. Some of them old ladies in the shiny-nose league go big for the nicer angles of murder.

French rolled himself a cigarette and lit it with a kitchen match he struck on the back of a chair. He sighed.

They worked the technique out in Brooklyn, he explained. Sunny Moe Steins boys specialized in it, but they run it into the ground. It got so you couldnt walk across a vacant lot without finding some of their work. Then they came out here, what was left of them. I wonder why did they do that.

Maybe we just got more vacant lots, Beifus said.

Funny thing, though, French said, almost dreamily. When Weepy Moyer had the chill put on Sunny Moe Stein over on Franklin Avenue last February, the killer used a gun. Moe wouldnt have liked that at all.

I betcha that was why his face had that disappointed look, after they washed the blood off, Beifus remarked.

Whos Weepy Moyer? Flack asked.

He was next to Moe in the organization, French told him. This could easily be his work. Not that hed have done it personal.

Why not? Flack asked sourly.

Dont you guys ever read a paper? Moyers a gentleman now. He knows the nicest people. Even has another name. And as for the Sunny Moe Stein job, it just happened we had him in jail on a gambling rap. We didnt get anywhere. But we did make him a very sweet alibi. Anyhow hes a gentleman like I said, and gentlemen dont go around sticking ice picks into people. They hire it done.

Did you ever have anything on Moyer? I asked.

French looked at me sharply. Why?

I just had an idea. But its very fragile, I said.

French eyed me slowly. Just between us girls in the powder room, he said, we never even proved the guy we had was Moyer. But dont broadcast it. Nobodys supposed to know but him and his lawyer and the D.A. and the police beat and the city hall and maybe two or three hundred other people.

He slapped the dead mans empty wallet against his thigh and sat down on the bed. He leaned casually against the corpses leg, lit a cigarette and pointed with it.

Thats enough time on the vaudeville circuit. Heres what we got, Fred. First off, the customer here was not too bright. He was going by the name of Dr. G. W. Hambleton and had the cards printed with an El Centro address and a phone number. It took just two minutes to find out there aint any such address or any such phone number. A bright boy doesnt lay open that easy. Next, the guy is definitely not in the chips. He has fourteen smackeroos folding in here and about two bucks loose change. On his key ring he dont have any car key or any safe-deposit key or any house key. All hes got is a suitcase key and seven filed Yale master keys. Filed fairly recently at that. I figure he was planning to sneak the hotel a little. Do you think these keys would work in your dump, Flack?

Flack went over and stared at the keys. Two of them are the right size, he said. I couldnt tell if theyd work by just looking. If I want a master key I have to get it from the office. All I carry is a passkey. I can only use that if the guest is out. He took a key out of his pocket, a key on a long chain, and compared it. He shook his head. Theyre no good without more work, he said. Far too much metal on them.

French flicked ash into the palm of his hand and blew it off as dust. Flack went back to his chair by the window.

Next point, Christy French announced. He dont have a drivers license or any identification. None of his outside clothes were bought in El Centro. He had some kind of a grift, but he dont have the looks or personality to bounce checks.

You didnt really see him at his best, Beifus put in.

And this hotel is the wrong dump for that anyway, French went on. Its got a crummy reputation.

Now wait a minute! Flack began.

French cut him short with a gesture. I know every hotel in the metropolitan district, Flack. Its my business to know. For fifty bucks I could organize a double-strip act with French trimmings inside of an hour in any room in this hotel. Dont kid me. You earn your living and Ill earn mine. Just dont kid me. All right. The customer had something he was afraid to keep around. That means he knew somebody was after him and getting close. So he offers Marlowe a hundred bucks to keep it for him. But he doesnt have that much money on him. So what he must have been planning on was getting Marlowe to gamble with him. It couldnt have been hot jewelry then. It had to be something semi-legitimate. That right, Marlowe?

You could leave out the semi, I said.

French grinned faintly. So what he had was something that could be kept flat or rolled up — in a phone box, a hatband, a Bible, a can of talcum. We dont know whether it was found or not. But we do know there was very little time. Not much more than half an hour.

If Dr. Hambleton did the phoning, I said. You opened that can of beans yourself.

Its kind of pointless any other way. The killers wouldnt be in a hurry to have him found. Why should they ask anybody to come over to his room? He turned to Flack. Any chance to check his visitors?

Flack shook his head gloomily. You dont even have to pass the desk to get to the elevators.

Beifus said: Maybe that was one reason he came here. That, and the homey atmosphere.

All right, French said. Whoever knocked him off could come and go without any questions asked. All he had to know was his room number. And thats about all we know. Okay, Fred?

Beifus nodded.

I said: Not quite all. Its a nice toupee, but its still a toupee.

French and Beifus both swung around quickly. French reached, carefully removed the dead mans hair, and whistled. I wondered what that damn intern was grinning at, he said. The bastard didnt even mention it. See what I see, Fred?

All I see is a guy without no hair, Beifus answered.

Maybe you never knew him at that. Mileaway Marston. Used to be a runner for Ace Devore.

Why sure enough, Beifus chuckled. He leaned over and patted the dead bald head gently. How you been all this time, Mileaway? I didnt see you in so long I forgot. But you know me, pal. Once a softy always a softy.

The man on the bed looked old and hard and shrunken without his toupee. The yellow mask of death was beginning to set his face into rigid lines.

French said calmly: Well, that takes a load off my mind. This punk aint going to be no twenty-four-hour-a-day job. The hell with him. He replaced the toupee over one eye and stood up off the bed. Thats all for you two, he said to Flack and me.

Flack stood up.

Thanks for the murder, honey, Beifus told him. You get any more in your nice hotel, dont forget our service. Even when it aint good, its quick.

Flack went down the short hall and yanked the door open. I followed him out. On the way to the elevator we didnt speak. Nor on the way down. I walked with him along to his little office, followed him in and shut the door. He seemed surprised.

He sat down at his desk and reached for his telephone. I got to make a report to the Assistant Manager, he said. Something you want?

I rolled a cigarette around on my fingers, put a match to it and blew smoke softly across the desk. One hundred and fifty dollars, I said.

Flacks small, intent eyes became round holes in a face washed clean of expression. Dont get funny in the wrong place, he said.

After those two comedians upstairs, you could hardly blame me if I did. But Im not being funny. I beat a tattoo on the edge of the desk and waited.

Tiny beads of sweat showed on Flacks lip above his little mustache. I got business to attend to, he said, more throatily this time. Beat it and keep going.

Such a tough little man, I said. Dr. Hambleton had $164 currency in his wallet when I searched him. He promised me a hundred as retainer, remember? Now, in the same wallet, he has fourteen dollars. And I did leave the door of his room unlocked. And somebody else locked it. You locked it, Flack.

Flack took hold of the arms of his chair and squeezed. His voice came from the bottom of a well saying: You cant prove a damn thing.

Do I have to try?

He took the gun out of his waistband and laid it on the desk in front of him. He stared down at it. It didnt have any message for him. He looked up at me again. Fifty-fifty, huh? he said brokenly.

There was a moment of silence between us. He got his old shabby wallet out and rooted in it. He came up with a handful of currency and spread bills out on the desk, sorted them into two piles and pushed one pile my way.

I said: I want the whole hundred and fifty.

He hunched down in his chair and stared at a corner of the desk. After a long time, he sighed. He put the two piles together and pushed them over — to my side of the desk.

It wasnt doing him any good, Flack said. Take the dough and breeze. Ill remember you, buddy. All you guys make me sick to my stomach. How do I know you didnt take half a grand off him.

Id take it all. So would the killer. Why leave fourteen dollars?

So why did I leave fourteen dollars? Flack asked, in a tired voice, making vague movements along the desk edge with his fingers. I picked up the money, counted it and threw it back at him.

Because youre in the business and could size him up. You knew hed at least have room rent, and a few dollars for loose change. The cops would expect the same thing. Here, I dont want the money. I want something else.

He stared at me with his mouth open.

Put that dough out of sight, I said.

He reached for it and crammed it back in his wallet. What something else? His eyes were small and thoughtful. His tongue pushed out his lower lip. It dont seem to me youre in a very hot trading position either.

You could be a little wrong about that. If I have to go back up there and tell Christy French and Beifus I was up there before and searched the body, Id get a tongue-lashing all right. But hed understand that I havent been holding out just to be smart. Hed know that somewhere in the background I had a client I was trying to protect. Id get tough talk and bluster. But thats not what youd get. I stopped and watched the faint glisten of moisture forming on his forehead now. He swallowed hard. His eyes were sick.

Cut out the wise talk and lay your deal on the deck, he said. He grinned suddenly, rather wolfishly. Got here a little late to protect her, didnt you? The fat sneer he lived with was coming home again, but slowly, but gladly.

I killed my cigarette and got another one out and went through all the slow futile face-saving motions of lighting it, getting rid of the match, blowing smoke off to one side, inhaling deeply as though that scrubby little office was a hilltop overlooking the bouncing ocean — all the tired clichéd mannerisms of my trade.

All right, I said. Ill admit it was a woman. Ill admit she must have been up there while he was dead, if that makes you happy. I guess it was just shock that made her run away.

Oh sure, Flack said nastily. The fat sneer was all the way home now. Or maybe she hadnt ice-picked a guy in a month. Kind of lost touch.

But why would she take his key? I said, talking to myself. And why leave it at the desk? Why not just walk away and leave the whole thing? What if she did think she had to lock the door? Why not drop the key in a sand jar and cover it up? Or take it away with her and lose it? Why do anything with that key that would connect her with that room? I brought my eyes down and gave Flack a thick leaden stare. Unless of course she was seen to leave the room — with the key in her hand — and followed out of the hotel.

What for would anybody do that? Flack asked.

Because whoever saw her could have got into that room at once. He had a passkey.

Flacks eyes flicked up at me and dropped all in one motion.

So he must have followed her, I said. He must have seen her dump the key at the desk and stroll out of the hotel and he must have followed her a little further than that.

Flack said derisively: What makes you so wonderful?

I leaned down and pulled the telephone towards me. Id better call Christy and get this over with, I said. The more I think about it the scareder I get. Maybe she did kill him. I cant cover up for a murderer.

I took the receiver off the hook. Flack slammed his moist paw down hard on top of my hand. The phone jumped on the desk. Lay off. His voice was almost a sob. I followed her to a car parked down the street. Got the number. Christ sake, pal, give me some kind of a break. He was fumbling wildly in his pockets. Know what I make on this job? Cigarette and cigar money and hardly a dime more. Wait a minute now. I think— He looked down and played solitaire with some dirty envelopes, finally selected one and tossed it over to me. License number, he said wearily, and if its any satisfaction to you, I cant even remember what it was.

I looked down at the envelope. There was a scrawled license number on it all right. Ill-written and faint and oblique, the way it would be written hastily on a paper held in a mans hand on the street. 6N333. California 1947.

Satisfied? This was Flacks voice. Or it came out of his mouth. I tore the number off and tossed the envelope back to him.

4P 327, I said, watching his eyes. Nothing flicked in them. No trace of derision or concealment. But how do I know this isnt just some license number you had already?

You just got to take my word for it.

Describe the car, I said.

Caddy convertible, not new, top up. About 1942 model. Sort of dusty blue color.

Describe the woman.

Want a lot for your dough, dont you, peeper?

Dr. Hambletons dough.

He winced. All right. Blonde. White coat with some colored stitching on it. Wide blue straw hat. Dark glasses. Height about five two. Built like a Conover model.

Would you know her again — without the glasses? I asked carefully.

He pretended to think. Then shook his head, no.

What was that license number again, Flackie? I caught him off guard.

Which one? he said.

I leaned across the desk and dropped some cigarette ash on his gun. I did some more staring into his eyes. But I knew he was licked now. He seemed to know too. He reached for his gun, blew off the ash and put it back in the drawer of his desk.

Go on. Beat it, he said between his teeth. Tell the cops I frisked the stiff. So what? Maybe I lose a job. Maybe I get tossed in the fishbowl. So what? When I come out Im solid. Little Flackie dont have to worry about coffee and crullers. Dont think for a minute those dark cheaters fool little Flackie. Ive seen too many movies to miss that lovely puss. And if you ask me that babell be around for a long time. Shes a comer — and who knows— he leered at me triumphantly— shed need a bodyguard one of these days. A guy to have around, watch things, keep her out of jams. Somebody that knows the ropes and aint unreasonable about dough. . . . Whats the matter?

I had put my head on one side and was leaning forward. I was listening. I thought I heard a church bell, I said.

There aint any church around here, he said contemptuously. Its that platinum brain of yours getting cracks in it.

Just one bell, I said. Very slow. Tolling is the word, I believe.

Flack listened with me. I dont hear anything, he said sharply.

Oh you wouldnt hear it, I said. Youd be the one guy in the whole world who wouldnt hear it.

He just sat there and stared at me with his nasty little eyes half closed and his nasty little mustache shining. One of his hands twitched on the desk, an aimless movement.

I left him to his thoughts, which were probably as small, ugly and frightened as the man himself.


TWELVE
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THE APARTMENT HOUSE was over on Doheny Drive, just down the hill from the Strip. It was really two buildings, one behind the other, loosely connected by a floored patio with a fountain, and a room built over the arch. There were mailboxes and bells in the imitation marble foyer. Three out of the sixteen had no names over them. The names that I read meant nothing to me. The job needed a little more work. I tried the front door, found it unlocked, and the job still needed more work.

Outside stood two Cadillacs, a Lincoln Continental and a Packard Clipper. Neither of the Cadillacs had the right color or license. Across the way a guy in riding breeches was sprawled with his legs over the door of a low-cut Lancia. He was smoking and looking up at the pale stars which know enough to keep their distance from Hollywood. I walked up the steep hill to the boulevard and a block east and smothered myself in an outdoor sweat-box phone booth. I dialed a man named Peoria Smith, who was so-called because he stuttered — another little mystery I hadnt had time to work out.

Mavis Weld, I said. Phone number. This is Marlowe.

S-s-s-ure, he said. M-M-Mavis Weld huh? You want h-h-her ph-ph-phone number?

How much?

Be-b-b-be ten b-b-b-bucks, he said.

Just forget I called, I said.

W-W-Wait a minute! I aint supposed to give out with them b-b-babes phone numbers. An assistant prop man is taking a hell of a chance.

I waited and breathed back my own breath.

The address goes with it naturally, Peoria whined, forgetting to stutter.

Five bucks, I said. Ive got the address already. And dont haggle. If you think youre the only studio grifter in the business of selling unlisted telephone numbers—

Hold it, he said wearily, and went to get his little red book. A left-handed stutterer. He only stuttered when he wasnt excited. He came back and gave it to me. A Crestview number of course. If you dont have a Crestview number in Hollywood youre a bum.

I opened up the steel-and-glass cell to let in some air while I dialed again. After two rings a drawling sexy voice answered. I pulled the door shut.

Ye-e-e-s, the voice cooed.

Miss Weld, please.

And who is calling Miss Weld if you please?

I have some stills Whitey wants me to deliver tonight.

Whitey? And who is Whitey, amigo?

The head still-photographer at the studio, I said. Dont you know that much? Ill come up if youll tell me which apartment. Im only a couple of blocks away.

Miss Weld is taking a bath. She laughed. I guess it was a silvery tinkle where she was. It sounded like somebody putting away saucepans where I was. But of course bring up the photographs. I am sure she is dying to see them. The apartment number is fourteen.

Will you be there too?

But of course. But naturally. Why do you ask that?

I hung up and staggered out into the fresh air. I went down the hill. The guy in the riding breeches was still hanging out of the Lancia but one of the Cadillacs was gone and two Buick convertibles had joined the cars in front. I pushed the bell to number fourteen, went on through the patio where scarlet Chinese honeysuckle was lit by a peanut spotlight. Another light glowed down on the big ornamental pool full of fat goldfish and silent lily pads, the lilies folded tight for the night. There were a couple of stone seats and a lawn swing. The place didnt look very expensive except that every place was expensive that year. The apartment was on the second floor, one of two doors facing across a wide landing.

The bell chimed and a tall dark girl in jodhpurs opened the door. Sexy was very faint praise for her. The jodhpurs, like her hair, were coal black. She wore a white silk shirt with a scarlet scarf loose around her throat. It was not as vivid as her mouth. She held a long brown cigarette in a pair of tiny golden tweezers. The fingers holding it were more than adequately jeweled. Her black hair was parted in the middle and a line of scalp as white as snow went over the top of her head and dropped out of sight behind. Two thick braids of her shining black hair lay one on each side of her slim brown neck. Each was tied with a small scarlet bow. But it was a long time since she was a little girl.

She looked sharply down at my empty hands. Studio stills are usually a little too big to put in your pocket.

I said: Miss Weld please.

You can give me the stills. The voice was cool, drawling and insolent, but the eyes were something else. She looked almost as hard to get as a haircut.

For Miss Weld personally. Sorry.

I told you she was taking a bath.

Ill wait.

Are you quite sure you have the stills, amigo?

As sure as Ill ever be. Why?

Your name? Her voice froze on the second word, like a feather taking off in a sudden draft. Then it cooed and hovered and soared and eddied and the silent invitation of a smile picked delicately at the corners of her lips, very slowly, like a child trying to pick up a snowflake.

Your last picture was wonderful, Miss Gonzales.

The smile flashed like lightning and changed her whole face. The body came erect and vibrant with delight. But it was stinking, she glowed. Positively God-damned stinking, you sweet lovely man. You know but positively God-damn well it was stinking.

Nothing with you in it stinks for me, Miss Gonzales.

She stood away from the door and waved me in. We will have a drink, she said. The God-damnest drink we will have. I adore flattery, however dishonest.

I went in. A gun in the kidney wouldnt have surprised me a bit. She stood so that I had to practically push her mammaries out of the way to get through the door. She smelled the way the Taj Mahal looks by moonlight. She closed the door and danced over to a small portable bar.

Scotch? Or would you prefer a mixed drink? I mix a perfectly loathsome Martini, she said.

Scotch is fine, thanks.

She made a couple of drinks in a couple of glasses you could almost have stood umbrellas in. I sat down in a chintz chair and looked around. The place was old-fashioned. It had a false fireplace with gas logs and a marble mantel, cracks in the plaster, a couple of vigorously colored daubs on the walls that looked lousy enough to have cost money, an old black chipped Steinway and for once no Spanish shawl on it. There were a lot of new-looking books in bright jackets scattered around and a double-barreled shotgun with a handsomely carved stock stood in the corner with a white satin bow tied around the barrels. Hollywood wit.

The dark lady in the jodhpurs handed me a glass and perched on the arm of my chair. You may call me Dolores if you wish, she said, taking a hearty swig out of her own tumbler.

Thanks.

And what may I call you?

I grinned.

Of course, she said, I am most fully aware that you are a God-damn liar and that you have no stills in your pockets. Not that I wish to inquire into your no doubt very private business.

Yeah? I inhaled a couple of inches of my liquor. Just what kind of bath is Miss Weld taking? An old-fashioned soap or something with Arabian spices in it?

She waved the remains of the brown cigarette in the small gold clasp. Perhaps you would like to help her. The bathroom is over there — through the arch and to the right. Most probably the door is not locked.

Not if its that easy, I said.

Oh, she gave me the brilliant smile again. You like to do the difficult things in life. I must remember to be less approachable, must I not? She removed herself elegantly from the arm of my chair and ditched her cigarette, bending over enough so that I could trace the outline of her hips.

Dont bother, Miss Gonzales. Im just a guy who came here on business. I dont have any idea of raping anybody.

No? The smile became soft, lazy and, if you cant think of a better word, provocative.

But Im sure as hell working up to it, I said.

You are an amusing son-of-a-bitch, she said with a shrug and went off through the arch, carrying her half-quart of Scotch and water with her. I heard a gentle tapping on a door and her voice: Darling, theres a man here who says he has some stills from the studio. He says. Muy simpático. Muy guapo también. Con cojones.

A voice I had heard before said sharply: Shut up, you little bitch. Ill be out in a second.

The Gonzales came back through the archway humming. Her glass was empty. She went to the bar again. But you are not drinking, she cried, looking at my glass.

I ate dinner. I only have a two-quart stomach anyway. I understand a little Spanish.

She tossed her head. You are shocked? Her eyes rolled. Her shoulders did a fan dance.

Im pretty hard to shock.

But you heard what I said? Madre de Dios. Im so terribly sorry.

Ill bet, I said.

She finished making herself another highball.

Yes. I am so sorry, she sighed. That is, I think I am. Sometimes I am not sure. Sometimes I do not give a good goddamn. It is so confusing. All my friends tell me I am far too outspoken. I do shock you, dont I? She was on the arm of my chair again.

No. But if I wanted to be shocked Id know right where to come. She reached her glass behind her indolently and leaned towards me.

But I do not live here, she said. I live at the Chateau Bercy.

Alone?

She slapped me delicately across the tip of my nose. The next thing I knew I had her in my lap and she was trying to bite a piece off my tongue. You are a very sweet son-of-a-bitch, she said. Her mouth was as hot as ever a mouth was. Her lips burned like dry ice. Her tongue was driving hard against my teeth. Her eyes looked enormous and black and the whites showed under them.

I am so tired, she whispered into my mouth. I am so worn, so incredibly tired.

I felt her hand in my breast pocket. I shoved her off hard, but she had my wallet. She danced away with it laughing, flicked it open and went through it with fingers that darted like little snakes.

So glad you two got acquainted, a voice off to one side said coolly. Mavis Weld stood in the archway.

Her hair was fluffed out carelessly and she hadnt bothered with make-up. She wore a hostess gown and very little else. Her legs ended in a little green and silver slippers. Her eyes were empty, her lips contemptuous. But she was the same girl all right, dark glasses on or off.

The Gonzales gave her a quick darting glance, closed my wallet and tossed it. I caught it and put it away. She strolled to a table and picked up a black bag with a long strap, hooked it over her shoulder and moved towards the door.

Mavis Weld didnt move, didnt look at her. She looked at me. But there was no emotion of any kind in her face. The Gonzales opened the door and glanced outside and almost closed it and turned.

The name is Philip Marlowe, she said to Mavis Weld. Nice dont you think?

I didnt know you bothered to ask them their names, Mavis Weld said. You so seldom know them long enough.

I see, the Gonzales answered gently. She turned and smiled at me faintly. Such a charming way to call a girl a whore, dont you think?

Mavis Weld said nothing. Her face had no expression.

At least, the Gonzales said smoothly as she pulled the door open again, I havent been sleeping with any gunmen lately.

Are you sure you can remember? Mavis Weld asked her in exactly the same tone. Open the door, honey. This is the day we put the garbage out.

The Gonzales looked back at her slowly, levelly, and with a knife in her eyes. Then she made a faint sound with her lips and teeth and yanked the door wide. It closed behind her with a jarring smash. The noise didnt even flicker the steady dark-blue glare in Mavis Welds eyes.

Now suppose you do the same — but more quietly, she said.

I got out a handkerchief and scrubbed the lipstick over my face. It looked exactly the color of blood, fresh blood. That could happen to anybody, I said. I wasnt petting her. She was petting me.

She marched to the door and heaved it open. On your way, dreamboat. Make with the feet.

I came here on business, Miss Weld.

Yes. I can imagine. Out. I dont know you. I dont want to know you. And if I did, this wouldnt be either the day or the hour.

Never the time and place and the loved one all together, I said.

Whats that? She tried to throw me out with the point of her chin, but even she wasnt that good.

Browning. The poet, not the automatic. I feel sure youd prefer the automatic.

Look little man, do I have to call the manager to bounce you downstairs like a basketball?

I went over and pushed the door shut. She held on to the last moment. She didnt quite kick me, but it cost her an effort not to. I tried to ease her away from the door without appearing to. She didnt ease worth a darn. She stood her ground, one hand still reaching for the doorknob, her eyes full of dark-blue rage.

If youre going to stand that close to me, I said, maybe youd better put some clothes on.

She took her hand back and swung it hard. The slap sounded like Miss Gonzales slamming the door, but it stung. And it reminded me of the sore place on the back of my head.

Did I hurt you? she said softly.

I nodded.

Thats fine. She hauled off and slapped me again, harder if anything. I think youd better kiss me, she breathed. Her eyes were clear and limpid and melting. I glanced down casually. Her right hand was balled into a very businesslike fist. It wasnt too small to work with, either.

Believe me, I said. Theres only one reason I dont. Even if you had your little black gun with you. Or the brass knuckles you probably keep on your night table.

She smiled politely.

I might just happen to be working for you, I said. And I dont go whoring around after every pair of legs I see. I looked down at hers. I could see them all right and the flag that marked the goal line was no larger than it had to be. She pulled the hostess gown together and turned and walked over to the little bar shaking her head.

Im free, white and twenty-one, she said. Ive seen all the approaches there are. I think I have. If I cant scare you, lick you, or seduce you, what the hell can I buy you with?

Well—

Dont tell me, she interrupted sharply and turned with a glass in her hand. She drank and tossed the loose hair around and smiled a thin little smile. Money, of course. How damned stupid of me to overlook that.

Money would help, I said.

Her mouth twisted in wry disgust but the voice was almost affectionate. How much money?

Oh a hundred bucks would do to start with.

Youre cheap. Its a cheap little bastard, isnt it? A hundred bucks it says. Is a hundred bucks money in your circle, darling?

Make it two hundred then. I could retire on that.

Still cheap. Every week of course. In a nice clean envelope?

You could skip the envelope. Id only get it dirty.

And just what would I get for this money, my charming little gum-shoe? Im quite sure of what you are, of course.

Youd get a receipt. Who told you I was a gum-shoe?

She stared out of her own eyes for a brief instant before the act dropped over her again. It must have been the smell. She sipped her drink and stared at me over it with a faint smile of contempt.

Im beginning to think you write your own dialogue, I said. Ive been wondering just what was the matter with it.

I ducked. A few drops splattered me. The glass splintered on the wall behind me. The broken pieces fell soundlessly.

And with that, she said, completely calm, I believe I must have used up my entire stock of girlish charm.

I went over and picked up my hat. I never thought you killed him, I said. But it would help to have some sort of reason for not telling you were there. Its a help to have enough money for a retainer just to establish myself. And enough information to justify my accepting the retainer.

She picked a cigarette out of a box, tossed it in the air, caught it between her lips effortlessly and lit it with a match that came from nowhere.

My goodness. Am I supposed to have killed somebody? she asked. I was still holding the hat. It made me feel foolish. I dont know why. I put it on and started for the door.

I trust you have carfare home, the contemptuous voice said behind me.

I didnt answer. I just kept going. When I had the door ready to open she said: I also trust Miss Gonzales gave you her address and phone number. You should be able to get almost anything out of her — including, I am told, money.

I let go of the doorknob and went back across the room fast. She stood her ground and the smile on her lips didnt slip a millimeter.

Look, I said. Youre going to find this hard to believe. But I came over here with the quaint idea that you might be a girl who needed some help — and would find it rather hard to get anyone you could bank on. I figured you went to that hotel room to make some kind of a payoff. And the fact that you went by yourself and took chances on being recognized — and were recognized by a house dick whose standard of ethics would take about as much strain as a very tired old cobweb — all this made me think you might be in one of those Hollywood jams that really mean curtains. But youre not in any jam. Youre right up front under the baby spot pulling every tired ham gesture you ever used in the most tired B-picture you ever acted in — if acting is the word—

Shut up, she said, between teeth so tight they grated. Shut up, you slimy, blackmailing keyhole peeper.

You dont need me, I said. You dont need anybody. Youre so God-damn smart you could talk your way out of a safe-deposit box. Okay. Go ahead and talk your way out. I wont stop you. Just dont make me listen to it. Id burst out crying to think a mere slip of an innocent little girl like you should be so clever. You do things to me, honey. Just like Margaret OBrien.

She didnt move or breathe when I reached the door, nor when I opened it. I dont know why. The stuff wasnt that good.

I went down the stairs and across the court and out of the front door, almost bumping into a slim dark-eyed man who was standing there lighting a cigarette.

Excuse me, he said quietly, Im afraid Im in your way.

I started to go around him, then I noticed that his lifted right hand held a key. I reached out and snapped it out of his hand for no reason at all. I looked at the number stamped on it. No. 14. Mavis Welds apartment. I threw it off behind some bushes.

You dont need that, I said. The door isnt locked.

Of course, he said. There was a peculiar smile on his face. How stupid of me.

Yeah, I said. Were both stupid. Anybodys stupid that bothers with that tramp.

I wouldnt quite say that, he answered quietly, his small sad eyes watching me without any particular expression.

You dont have to, I said. I just said it for you. I beg your pardon. Ill get your key. I went over behind the bushes, picked it up and handed it to him.

Thank you very much, he said. And by the way— He stopped. I stopped. I hope I dont interrupt an interesting quarrel, he said. I should hate to do that. No? He smiled. Well, since Miss Weld is a friend in common, may I introduce myself. My name is Steelgrave. Havent I seen you somewhere?

No you havent seen me anywhere, Mr. Steelgrave, I said. My names Marlowe, Philip Marlowe. Its extremely unlikely that weve met. And strange to relate I never heard of you, Mr. Steelgrave. And I wouldnt give a damn, even if your name was Weepy Moyer. I never knew quite why I said that. There was nothing to make me say it, except that the name had been mentioned. A peculiar stillness came over his face. A peculiar fixed look in his silent black eyes. He took the cigarette out of his mouth, looked at the tip, flicked a little ash off it, although there was no ash to flick off, looking down as he said: Weepy Moyer? Peculiar name. I dont think I ever heard that. Is he somebody I should know?

Not unless youre unusually fond of ice picks, I said, and left him. I went on down the steps, crossed to my car, looked back before I got in. He was standing there looking down at me, the cigarette between his lips. From that distance I couldnt see whether there was any expression on his face. He didnt move or make any kind of gesture when I looked back at him. He didnt even turn away. He just stood there. I got in and drove off.


THIRTEEN
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I DROVE EAST on Sunset but I didnt go home. At La Brea I turned north and swung over to Highland, out over Cahuenga Pass and down on to Ventura Boulevard, past Studio City and Sherman Oaks and Encino. There was nothing lonely about the trip. There never is on that road. Fast boys in stripped-down Fords shot in and out of the traffic streams, missing fenders by a sixteenth of an inch, but somehow always missing them. Tired men in dusty coupés and sedans winced and tightened their grip on the wheel and ploughed on north and west towards home and dinner, an evening with the sports page, the blatting of the radio, the whining of their spoiled children and the gabble of their silly wives. I drove on past the gaudy neons and the false fronts behind them, the sleazy hamburger joints that look like palaces under the colors, the circular drive-ins as gay as circuses with the chipper hard-eyed carhops, the brilliant counters, and the sweaty greasy kitchens that would have poisoned a toad. Great double trucks rumbled down over Sepulveda from Wilmington and San Pedro and crossed towards the Ridge Route, starting up in low-low from the traffic lights with a growl of lions in the zoo.

Behind Encino an occasional light winked from the hills through thick trees. The homes of screen stars. Screen stars, phooey. The veterans of a thousand beds. Hold it, Marlowe, youre not human tonight.

The air got cooler. The highway narrowed. The cars were so few now that the headlights hurt. The grade rose against chalk walls and at the top a breeze, unbroken from the ocean, danced casually across the night.

I ate dinner at a place near Thousand Oaks. Bad but quick. Feed em and throw em out. Lots of business. We cant bother with you sitting over your second cup of coffee, mister. Youre using money space. See those people over there behind the rope? They want to eat. Anyway they think they have to. God knows why they want to eat here. They could do better home out of a can. Theyre just restless. Like you. They have to get the car out and go somewhere. Sucker-bait for the racketeers that have taken over the restaurants. Here we go again. Youre not human tonight, Marlowe.

I paid off and stopped in a bar to drop a brandy on top of the New York cut. Why New York, I thought. It was Detroit where they made machine tools. I stepped out into the night air that nobody had yet found out how to option. But a lot of people were probably trying. Theyd get around to it.

I drove on to the Oxnard cut-off and turned back along the ocean. The big eight-wheelers and sixteen-wheelers were streaming north, all hung over with orange lights. On the right the great fat solid Pacific trudging into shore like a scrubwoman going home. No moon, no fuss, hardly a sound of the surf. No smell. None of the harsh wild smell of the sea. A California ocean. California, the department-store state. The most of everything and the best of nothing. Here we go again. Youre not human tonight, Marlowe.

All right. Why would I be? Im sitting in that office, playing with a dead fly and in pops this dowdy little item from Manhattan, Kansas, and chisels me down to a shopworn twenty to find her brother. He sounds like a creep but she wants to find him. So with this fortune clasped to my chest, I trundle down to Bay City and the routine I go through is so tired Im half asleep on my feet. I meet nice people, with and without ice picks in their necks. I leave, and I leave myself wide-open too. Then she comes in and takes the twenty away from me and gives me a kiss and gives it back to me because I didnt do a full days work.

So I go see Dr. Hambleton, retired (and how) optometrist from El Centro, and meet again the new style in neckwear. And I dont tell the cops. I just frisk the customers toupee and put on an act. Why? Who am I cutting my throat for this time? A blonde with sexy eyes and too many door keys? A girl from Manhattan, Kansas? I dont know. All I know is that something isnt what it seems and the old tired but always reliable hunch tells me that if the hand is played the way it is dealt the wrong person is going to lose the pot. Is that my business? Well, what is my business? Do I know? Did I ever know? Lets not go into that. Youre not human tonight, Marlowe. Maybe I never was or ever will be. Maybe Im an ectoplasm with a private license. Maybe we all get like this in the cold half-lit world where always the wrong thing happens and never the right.

Malibu. More movie stars. More pink and blue bathtubs. More tufted beds. More Chanel No. 5. More Lincoln Continentals and Cadillacs. More wind-blown hair and sunglasses and attitudes and pseudo-refined voices and waterfront morals. Now, wait a minute. Lots of nice people work in pictures. Youve got the wrong attitude, Marlowe. Youre not human tonight.

I smelled Los Angeles before I got to it. It smelled stale and old like a living room that had been closed too long. But the colored lights fooled you. The lights were wonderful. There ought to be a monument to the man who invented neon lights. Fifteen stories high, solid marble. Theres a boy who really made something out of nothing.

So I went to a picture show and it had to have Mavis Weld in it. One of those glass-and-chromium deals where everybody smiled too much and talked too much and knew it. The women were always going up a long curving staircase to change their clothes. The men were always taking monogrammed cigarettes out of expensive cases and snapping expensive lighters at each other. And the help was round-shouldered from carrying trays with drinks across the terrace to a swimming pool about the size of Lake Huron but a lot neater.

The leading man was an amiable ham with a lot of charm, some of it turning a little yellow at the edges. The star was a bad-tempered brunette with contemptuous eyes and a couple of bad close-ups that showed her pushing forty-five backwards almost hard enough to break a wrist. Mavis Weld played second lead and she played it with wraps on. She was good, but she could have been ten times better. But if she had been ten times better half her scenes would have been yanked out to protect the star. It was as neat a bit of tightrope walking as I ever saw. Well it wouldnt be a tightrope shed be walking from now on. It would be a piano wire. It would be very high. And there wouldnt be any net under it.


FOURTEEN
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I HAD A reason for going back to the office. A special-delivery letter with an orange claim check ought to have arrived there by now. Most of the windows were dark in the building, but not all. People work nights in other businesses than mine. The elevator man said Howdy from the depths of his throat and trundled me up. The corridor had lighted open doors where the scrubwomen were still cleaning up the débris of the wasted hours. I turned a corner past the slobbery hum of a vacuum cleaner, let myself into my dark office and opened the windows. I sat there at the desk doing nothing, not even thinking. No special-delivery letter. All the noise of the building, except the vacuum cleaner, seemed to have flowed out into the street and lost itself among the turning wheels of innumerable cars. Then somewhere along the hall outside a man started whistling Lili Marlene with elegance and virtuosity. I knew who that was. The night man checking office doors. I switched the desk lamp on and he passed without trying mine. His steps went away, then came back with a different sound, more of a shuffle. The buzzer sounded in the other office which was still unlocked. That would be special delivery. I went out to get it, only it wasnt.

A fat man in sky-blue pants was closing the door with that beautiful leisure only fat men ever achieve. He wasnt alone, but I looked at him first. He was a large man and wide. Not young nor handsome, but he looked durable. Above the sky-blue gabardine slacks he wore a two-tone leisure jacket which would have been revolting on a zebra. The neck of his canary-yellow shirt was open wide, which it had to be if his neck was going to get out. He was hatless and his large head was decorated with a reasonable amount of pale salmon-colored hair. His nose had been broken but well set and it hadnt been a collectors item in the first place.

The creature with him was a weedy number with red eyes and sniffles. Age about twenty, five feet nine, thin as a broom straw. His nose twitched and his mouth twitched and his hands twitched and he looked very unhappy.

The big man smiled genially. Mr. Marlowe, no doubt?

I said: Who else?

Its a little late for a business call, the big man said and hid half the office by spreading out his hands. I hope you dont mind. Or do you already have all the business you can handle?

Dont kid me. My nerves are frayed, I said. Whos the junky?

Come along, Alfred, the big man said to his companion. And stop acting girlish.

In a pigs valise, Alfred told him.

The big man turned to me placidly. Why do all these punks keep saying that? It isnt funny. It isnt witty. It doesnt mean anything. Quite a problem, this Alfred. I got him off the stuff, you know, temporarily at least. Say how do you do to Mr. Marlowe, Alfred.

Screw him, Alfred said.

The big man sighed. My names Toad, he said. Joseph P. Toad.

I didnt say anything.

Go ahead and laugh, the big man said. Im used to it. Had the name all my life. He came towards me with his hand out. I took it. The big man smiled pleasantly into my eyes. O.K. Alfred, he said without looking back.

Alfred made what seemed to be a very slight and unimportant movement at the end of which a heavy automatic was pointing at me.

Careful, Alfred, the big man said, holding my hand with a grip that would have bent a girder. Not yet.

In a pigs valise, Alfred said. The gun pointed at my chest. His finger tightened around the trigger. I watched it tighten. I knew at precisely what moment that tightening would release the hammer. It didnt seem to make any difference. This was happening somewhere else in a cheesy program picture. It wasnt happening to me.

The hammer of the automatic clicked dryly on nothing. Alfred lowered the gun with a grunt of annoyance and it disappeared whence it had come. He started to twitch again. There was nothing nervous about his movements with the gun. I wondered just what junk he was off of.

The big man let go of my hand, the genial smile still over his large healthy face.

He patted a pocket. I got the magazine, he said. Alfred aint reliable lately. The little bastard might have shot you.

Alfred sat down in a chair and tilted it against the wall and breathed through his mouth.

I let my heels down on the floor again.

I bet he scared you, Joseph P. Toad said.

I tasted salt on my tongue.

You aint so tough, Toad said, poking me in the stomach with a fat finger.

I stepped away from the finger and watched his eyes.

What does it cost? he asked almost gently.

Lets go into my parlor, I said.

I turned my back on him and walked through the door into the other office. It was hard work but I made it. I sweated all the way. I went around behind the desk and stood there waiting. Mr. Toad followed me in placidly. The junky came twitching in behind him.

You dont have a comic book around, do you? Toad asked. Keeps him quiet.

Sit down, I said. Ill look.

He reached for the chair arms. I jerked a drawer open and got my hand around the butt of a Luger. I brought it up slowly, looking at Alfred. Alfred didnt even look at me. He was studying the corner of the ceiling and trying to keep his mouth out of his eye.

This is as comic as I get, I said.

You wont need that, the big man said, genially.

Thats fine, I said, like somebody else talking, far away behind a wall. I could just barely hear the words. But if I do, here it is. And this ones loaded. Want me to prove it to you?

The big man looked as near worried as he would ever look. Im sorry you take it like that, he said. Im so used to Alfred I hardly notice him. Maybe youre right. Maybe I ought to do something about him.

Yeah, I said. Do it this afternoon before you come up here. Its too late now.

Now wait a minute, Mr. Marlowe. He put his hand out. I slashed at it with the Luger. He was fast, but not fast enough. I cut the back of his hand open with the sight on the gun. He grabbed at it and sucked at the cut. Hey, please! Alfreds my nephew. My sisters kid. I kind of look after him. He wouldnt hurt a fly, really.

Next time you come up Ill have one for him not to hurt, I said.

Now dont be like that, mister. Please dont be like that. Ive got quite a nice little proposition—

Shut up, I said. I sat down very slowly. My face burned. I had difficulty speaking clearly at all. I felt a little drunk. I said, slowly and thickly: A friend of mine told me about a fellow that had something like this pulled on him. He was at a desk the way I am. He had a gun, just the way I have. There were two men on the other side of the desk, like you and Alfred. The man on my side began to get mad. He couldnt help himself. He began to shake. He couldnt speak a word. He just had this gun in his hand. So without a word he shot twice under the desk, right where your belly is.

The big man turned a sallow green color and started to get up. But he changed his mind. He got a violent-looking handkerchief out of his pocket and mopped his face. You seen that in a picture, he said.

Thats right, I said. But the man who made the picture told me where he got the idea. That wasnt in any picture. I put the Luger down on the desk in front of me and said in a more natural voice: Youve got to be careful about firearms, Mr. Toad. You never know but what it may upset a man to have an Army .45 snapped in his face — especially when he doesnt know its not loaded. It made me kind of nervous for a minute. I havent had a shot of morphine since lunch time.

Toad studied me carefully with narrow eyes. The junky got up and went to another chair and kicked it around and sat down and tilted his greasy head against the wall. But his nose and hands kept on twitching.

I heard you were kind of hard-boiled, Toad said slowly, his eyes cool and watchful.

You heard wrong. Im a very sensitive guy. I go all to pieces over nothing.

Yeah. I understand. He stared at me a long time without speaking. Maybe we played this wrong. Mind if I put my hand in my pocket? I dont wear a gun.

Go ahead, I said. It would give me the greatest possible pleasure to see you try to pull a gun.

He frowned, then very slowly got out a flat pigskin wallet and drew out a crisp new one-hundred-dollar bill. He laid it on the edge of the glass top, drew out another just like it, then one by one three more. He laid them carefully in a row along the desk, end to end. Alfred let his chair settle to the floor and stared at the money with his mouth quivering.

Five Cs, the big man said. He folded his wallet and put it away. I watched every movement he made. For nothing at all but keeping the nose clean. Check?

I just looked at him.

You aint looking for nobody, the big man said. You couldnt find nobody. You dont have time to work for nobody. You didnt hear a thing or see a thing. Youre clean. Five Cs clean. Okay?

There was no sound in the office but Alfreds sniffling. The big man half turned his head. Quiet Alfred. Ill give you a shot when we leave, the big man told him. Try to act nice. He sucked again at the cut on the back of his hand.

With you for a model that ought to be easy, I said.

Screw you, Alfred said.

Limited vocabulary, the big man told me. Very limited. Get the idea, chum? He indicated the money. I fingered the butt of the Luger. He leaned forward a little. Relax, cant you. Its simple. This is a retainer. You dont do a thing for it. Nothing is what you do. If you keep on doing nothing for a reasonable length of time you get the same amount later on. Thats simple, isnt it?

And who am I doing this nothing for? I asked.

Me. Joseph P. Toad.

Whats your racket?

Business representative, you might call me.

What else could I call you? Besides what I could think up myself?

You could call me a guy that wants to help out a guy that dont want to make trouble for a guy.

And what could I call that lovable character? I asked.

Joseph P. Toad gathered the five hundred-dollar bills together, lined up the edges neatly and pushed the packet across the desk. You can call him a guy that would rather spill money than blood, he said. But he dont mind spilling blood if it looks like thats what hes got to do.

How is he with an ice pick? I asked. I can see how lousy he is with a .45.

The big man chewed his lower lip, then pulled it out with a blunt forefinger and thumb and nibbled on the inside of it softly, like a milch cow chewing her cud. Were not talking about ice picks, he said at length. All were talking about is how you might get off on the wrong foot and do yourself a lot of harm. Whereas if you dont get off on no foot at all, youre sitting pretty and money coming in.

Who is the blonde? I asked.

He thought about that and nodded. Maybe youre into this too far already, he sighed. Maybe its too late to do business.

After a moment he leaned forward and said gently: Okay. Ill check back with my principal and see how far out he wants to come. Maybe we can still do business. Everything stands as it is until you hear from me. Check?

I let him have that one. He put his hands on the desk and very slowly stood up, watching the gun I was pushing around on the blotter.

You can keep the dough, he said. Come on, Alfred. He turned and walked solidly out of the office.

Alfreds eyes crawled sideways watching him, then jerked to the money on the desk. The big automatic appeared with the same magic in his thin right hand. Dartingly as an eel he moved over to the desk. He kept the gun on me and reached for the money with his left hand. It disappeared into his pocket. He gave me a smooth cool empty grin, nodded and moved away, apparently not realizing for a moment that I was holding a gun too.

Come on, Alfred, the big man called sharply from outside the door. Alfred slipped through the door and was gone.

The outer door opened and closed. Steps went along the hall. Then silence. I sat there thinking back over it, trying to make up my mind whether it was pure idiocy or just a new way to toss a scare.

Five minutes later the telephone rang.

A thick pleasant voice said: Oh by the way, Mr. Marlowe, I guess you know Sherry Ballou, dont you?

Nope.

Sheridan Ballou, Incorporated. The big agent? You ought to look him up sometime.

I held the phone silently for a moment. Then I said: Is he her agent?

He might be, Joseph P. Toad said, and paused a moment. I suppose you realize were just a couple of bit players, Mr. Marlowe. Thats all. Just a couple of bit players. Somebody wanted to find out a little something about you. It seemed the simplest way to do it. Now, Im not so sure.

I didnt answer. He hung up. Almost at once the phone rang again.

A seductive voice said: You do not like me so well, do you, amigo?

Sure I do. Just dont keep biting me.

I am at home at the Chateau Bercy. I am lonely.

Call an escort bureau.

But please. That is no way to talk. This is business of a great importance.

I bet. But not the business Im in.

That slut — What does she say about me? she hissed.

Nothing. Oh, she might have called you a Tijuana hooker in riding pants. Would you mind?

That amused her. The silvery giggle went on for a little while. Always the wisecrack with you. Is it not so? But you see I did not then know you were a detective. That makes a very big difference.

I could have told her how wrong she was. I just said: Miss Gonzales, you said something about business. What kind of business, if youre not kidding me?

Would you like to make a great deal of money? A very great deal of money?

You mean without getting shot? I asked.

Her incaught breath came over the wire. Sí, she said thoughtfully. There is also that to consider. But you are so brave, so big, so—

Ill be at my office at nine in the morning, Miss Gonzales. Ill be a lot braver then. Now if youll excuse me—

You have a date? Is she beautiful? More beautiful than I am?

For Christs sake, I said. Dont you ever think of anything but one thing?

The hell with you, darling, she said and hung up in my face.

I turned the lights out and left. Halfway down the hall I met a man looking at numbers. He had a special delivery in his hand. So I had to go back to the office and put it in the safe. And the phone rang again while I was doing this.

I let it ring. I had had enough for one day. I just didnt care. It could have been the Queen of Sheba with her cellophane pajamas on — or off — I was too tired to bother. My brain felt like a bucket of wet sand.

It was still ringing as I reached the door. No use. I had to go back. Instinct was stronger than weariness. I lifted the receiver.

Orfamay Quests twittery little voice said: Oh Mr. Marlowe Ive been trying to get you for just the longest time. Im so upset. Im—

In the morning, I said. The office is closed.

Please, Mr. Marlowe — just because I lost my temper for a moment—

In the morning.

But I tell you I have to see you. The voice didnt quite rise to a yell. Its terribly important.

Unhuh.

She sniffled. You — you kissed me.

Ive kissed better since, I said. To hell with her. To hell with all women.

Ive heard from Orrin, she said.

That stopped me for a moment, then I laughed. Youre a nice little liar, I said. Goodbye.

But really I have. He called me. On the telephone. Right here where Im staying.

Fine, I said. Then you dont need a detective at all. And if you did, youve got a better one than I am right in the family. I couldnt even find out where you were staying.

There was a little pause. She still had me talking to her anyway. Shed kept me from hanging up. I had to give her that much.

I wrote to him where Id be staying, she said at last.

Unhuh. Only he didnt get the letter because he had moved and he didnt leave any forwarding address. Remember? Try again some time when Im not so tired. Goodnight, Miss Quest. And you dont have to tell me where you are staying now. Im not working for you.

Very well, Mr. Marlowe. Im ready to call the police now. But I dont think youll like it. I dont think youll like it at all.

Why?

Because theres murder in it, Mr. Marlowe, and murder is a very nasty word — dont you think?

Come on up, I said. Ill wait.

I hung up. I got the bottle of Old Forester out. There was nothing slow about the way I poured myself a drink and dropped it down my throat.


FIFTEEN
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SHE CAME IN briskly enough this time. Her motions were small and quick and determined. There was one of those thin little, bright little smiles on her face. She put her bag down firmly, settled herself in the customers chair and went on smiling.

Its nice of you to wait for me, she said. I bet you havent had your dinner yet, either.

Wrong, I said. I have had my dinner. I am now drinking whiskey. You dont approve of whiskey-drinking do you?

I certainly do not.

Thats just dandy, I said. I hoped you hadnt changed your mind. I put the bottle up on the desk and poured myself another slug. I drank a little of it and gave her a leer above the glass.

If you keep on with that you wont be in any condition to listen to what I have to say, she snapped.

About this murder, I said. Anybody I know? I can see youre not murdered — yet.

Please dont be unnecessarily horrid. Its not my fault. You doubted me over the telephone so I had to convince you. Orrin did call me up. But he wouldnt tell me where he was or what he was doing. I dont know why.

He wanted you to find out for yourself, I said. Hes building your character.

Thats not funny. Its not even smart.

But youve got to admit its nasty, I said. Who was murdered? Or is that a secret too?

She fiddled a little with her bag, not enough to overcome her embarrassment, because she wasnt embarrassed. But enough to needle me into taking another drink.

That horrid man in the rooming house was murdered. Mr. — Mr. — I forget his name.

Lets both forget it, I said. Lets do something together for once. I dropped the whiskey bottle into the desk drawer and stood up. Look, Orfamay, Im not asking you how you know all this. Or rather how Orrin knows it all. Or if he does know it. Youve found him. Thats what you wanted me to do. Or hes found you, which comes to the same thing.

Its not the same thing, she cried. I havent really found him. He wouldnt tell me where he was living.

Well if it is anything like the last place, I dont blame him.

She set her lips in a firm line of distaste. He wouldnt tell me anything really.

Just about murders, I said. Trifles like that.

She laughed bubblingly. I just said that to scare you. I dont really mean anybody was murdered, Mr. Marlowe. You sounded so cold and distant. I thought you wouldnt help me any more. And — well, I just made it up.

I took a couple of deep breaths and looked down at my hands. I straightened out the fingers slowly. Then I stood up. I didnt say anything.

Are you mad at me? she asked timidly, making a little circle on the desk with the point of a finger.

I ought to slap your face off, I said. And quit acting innocent. Or it mightnt be your face Id slap.

Her breath caught with a jerk. Why, how dare you!

You used that line, I said. You used it too often. Shut up and get the hell out of here. Do you think I enjoy being dared to death? Oh — theres this. I yanked a drawer open, got out her twenty dollars and threw them down in front of her. Take this money away. Endow a hospital or a research laboratory with it. It makes me nervous having it around.

Her hand reached automatically for the money. Her eyes behind the cheaters were round and wondering. Goodness, she said, assembling her handbag with a nice dignity. Im sure I didnt know you scared that easy. I thought you were tough.

Thats just an act, I growled, moving around the desk. She leaned back in her chair away from me. Im only tough with little girls like you that dont let their fingernails grow too long. Im all mush inside. I took hold of her arm and yanked her to her feet. Her head went back. Her lips parted. I was hell with the women that day.

But you will find Orrin for me, wont you? she whispered. It was all a lie. Everything Ive told you was a lie. He didnt call me up. I — I dont know anything.

Perfume, I said sniffing. Why, you little darling. You put perfume behind your ears — and all for me!

She nodded her little chin half an inch. Her eyes were melting. Take my glasses off, she whispered, Philip. I dont mind if you take a little whiskey once in a while. Really I dont.

Our faces were about six inches apart. I was afraid to take her glasses off. I might have socked her on the nose.

Yes, I said in a voice that sounded like Orson Welles with his mouth full of crackers. Ill find him for you, honey, if hes still alive. And for free. Not a dime of expense involved. I only ask one thing.

What, Philip? she asked softly and opened her lips a little wider.

Who was the black sheep in your family?

She jerked away from me like a startled fawn might, if I had a startled fawn and it jerked away from me. She stared at me stony-faced.

You said Orrin wasnt the black sheep in your family. Remember? With a very peculiar emphasis. And when you mentioned your sister Leila, you sort of passed on quickly as if the subject was distasteful.

I — I dont remember saying anything like that, she said very slowly.

So I was wondering, I said. What name does your sister Leila use in pictures?

Pictures? she sounded vague. Oh you mean motion pictures? Why I never said she was in pictures. I never said anything about her like that.

I gave her my big homely lopsided grin. She suddenly flew into a rage.

Mind your own business about my sister Leila, she spit at me. You leave my sister Leila out of your dirty remarks.

What dirty remarks? I asked. Or should I try to guess?

All you think about is liquor and women, she screamed. I hate you! She rushed to the door and yanked it open and went out. She practically ran down the hall.

I went back around my desk and slumped into the chair. A very strange little girl. Very strange indeed. After a while the phone started ringing again, as it would. On the fourth ring I leaned my head on my hand and groped for it, fumbled it to my face.

Utter McKinley Funeral Parlors, I said.

A female voice said: Wha-a-t? and went off into a shriek of laughter. That one was a riot at the police smoker in 1921. What a wit. Like a hummingbirds beak. I put the lights out and went home.
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EIGHT-FORTY-FIVE THE NEXT morning found me parked a couple of doors from the Bay City Camera Shop, breakfasted and peaceful and reading the local paper through a pair of sunglasses. I had already chewed my way through the Los Angeles paper, which contained no item about ice picks in the Van Nuys or any other hotel. Not even MYSTERIOUS DEATH IN DOWNTOWN HOTEL, with no names or weapons specified. The Bay City News wasnt too busy to write up a murder. They put it on the first page, right next to the price of meat.

LOCAL MAN FOUND STABBED

IN IDAHO STREET ROOMING HOUSE

An anonymous telephone call late yesterday sent police speeding to an address on Idaho Street opposite the Seamans and Jansing Companys lumber yard. Entering the unlocked door of his apartment, officers found Lester B. Clausen, 45, manager of the rooming house, dead on the couch. Clausen had been stabbed in the neck with an ice pick which was still in his body. After a preliminary examination, Coroner Frank L. Crowdy announced that Clausen had been drinking heavily and may have been unconscious at the time of his death. No signs of struggle were observed by the police.

Detective Lieutenant Moses Maglashan immediately took charge and questioned tenants of the rooming house on their return from work, but no light has so far been thrown on the circumstances of the crime. Interviewed by this reporter, Coroner Crowdy stated that Clausens death might have been suicide but that the position of the wound made this unlikely. Examination of the rooming-house register disclosed that a page had recently been torn out. Lieutenant Maglashan, after questioning the tenants at length, stated that a thick-set middle-aged man with brown hair and heavy features had been noticed in the hallway of the rooming house on several occasions, but that none of the tenants knew his name or occupation. After carefully checking all rooms, Maglashan further gave it as his opinion that one of the roomers had left recently and in some haste. The mutilation of the register, however, the character of the neighborhood, the lack of an accurate description of the missing man, made the job of tracing him extremely difficult.

I have no idea at present why Clausen was murdered, Maglashan announced at a late hour last night. But I have had my eye on this man for some time. Many of his associates are known to me. Its a tough case, but well crack it.

It was a nice piece and only mentioned Maglashans name twelve times in the text and twice more in picture captions. There was a photo of him on page three holding an ice pick and looking at it with profound thought wrinkling his brows. There was a photo of 449 Idaho Street which did it more than justice, and a photo of something with a sheet over it on a couch and Lieutenant Maglashan pointing at it sternly. There was also a closeup of the mayor looking as executive as hell behind his official desk and an interview with him on the subject of post-war crime. He said just what you would expect a mayor to say — a watered-down shot of J. Edgar Hoover with some extra bad grammar thrown in.

At three minutes to nine the door of the Bay City Camera Shop opened and an elderly Negro began to sweep dirt across the sidewalk into the gutter. At nine a.m. a neat-appearing young guy in glasses fixed the lock on the door and I went in there with the black-and-orange check Dr. G. W. Hambleton had pasted to the inside of his toupee.

The neat-appearing young man gave me a searching glance as I exchanged the check and some money for an envelope containing a tiny negative and half a dozen shiny prints blown up to eight times the size of the negative. He didnt say anything, but the way he looked at me gave me the impression that he remembered I was not the man who had left the negative.

I went out and sat in my car and looked over the catch. The prints showed a man and a blond girl sitting in a rounded booth in a restaurant with food in front of them. They were looking up as though their attention had suddenly been attracted and they had only just had time to react before the camera had clicked. It was clear from the lighting that no flashbulb had been used.

The girl was Mavis Weld. The man was rather small, rather dark, rather expressionless. I didnt recognize him. There was no reason why I should. The padded leather seat was covered with tiny figures of dancing couples. That made the restaurant THE DANCERS. This added to the confusion. Any amateur camera hound that tried to flash a lens in there without getting an okay from the management would have been thrown out so hard that he would have bounced all the way down to Hollywood and Vine. I figured it must have been the hidden-camera trick, the way they took Ruth Snyder in the electric chair. He would have the little camera up hanging by a strap under his coat collar, the lens just peeping out from his open jacket, and he would have rigged a bulb release that he could hold in his pocket. It wasnt too hard for me to guess who had taken the picture. Mr. Orrin P. Quest must have moved fast and smooth to get out of there with his face still in front of his head.

I put the pictures in my vest pocket and my fingers touched a crumpled piece of paper. I got it out and read: Doctor Vincent Lagardie, 965 Wyoming Street, Bay City. That was the Vince I had talked to on the phone, the one Lester B. Clausen might have been trying to call.

An elderly flatfoot was strolling down the line of parked cars, marking tires with yellow chalk. He told me where Wyoming Street was. I drove out there. It was a cross-town street well out beyond the business district, parallel with two numbered streets. Number 965, a gray-white frame house, was on a corner. On its door a brass plate said Vincent Lagardie, M.D., Hours 10:00 to 12:00 and 2:30 to 4:00.

The house looked quiet and decent. A woman with an unwilling small boy was going up the steps. She read the plate, looked at a watch pinned to her lapel and chewed irresolutely on her lip. The small boy looked around carefully, then kicked her on the ankle. She winced but her voice was patient. Now, Johnny, you mustnt do that to Aunty Fern, she said mildly.

She opened the door and dragged the little ape in with her. Diagonally across the intersection was a big white colonial mansion with a portico which was roofed and much too small for the house. Floodlight reflectors were set into the front lawn. The walk was bordered by tree roses in bloom. A large black and silver sign over the portico said: The Garland Home of Peace. I wondered how Dr. Lagardie liked looking out of his front windows at a funeral parlor. Maybe it made him careful.

I turned around at the intersection and drove back to Los Angeles, and went up to the office to look at my mail and lock my catch from the Bay City Camera Shop up in the battered green safe — all but one print. I sat down at the desk and studied this through a magnifying glass. Even with that and the camera shop blow-up the detail was still clear. There was an evening paper, a News-Chronicle, lying on the table in front of the dark thin expressionless man who sat beside Mavis Weld. I could just read the headline. LIGHT HEAVYWEIGHT CONTENDER SUCCUMBS TO RING INJURIES. Only a noon or late sports edition would use a headline like that. I pulled the phone towards me. It rang just as I got my hand on it.

Marlowe? This is Christy French downtown. Any ideas this morning?

Not if your teletypes working. Ive seen a Bay City paper.

Yeah, we got that, he said casually. Sounds like the same guy, dont it? Same initials, same description, same method of murder, and the time element seems to check. I hope to Christ this doesnt mean Sunny Moe Steins mob have started in business again.

If they have, theyve changed their technique, I said. I was reading up on it last night. The Stein mob used to jab their victims full of holes. One of them had over a hundred stab wounds in him.

They could learn better, French said a little evasively, as if he didnt want to talk about it. What I called you about was Flack. Seen anything of him since yesterday afternoon?

No.

He skipped out. Didnt come to work. Hotel called his landlady. Packed up and left last night. Destination unknown.

I havent seen him or heard from him, I said.

Didnt it strike you as kind of funny our stiff only had fourteen bucks in his kick?

It did a little. You answered that yourself.

I was just talking. I dont buy that any more. Flacks either scared out or come into money. Either he saw something he didnt tell and got paid to breeze, or else he lifted the customers case dough, leaving the fourteen bucks to make it look better.

I said: Ill buy either one. Or both at the same time. Whoever searched that room so thoroughly wasnt looking for money.

Why not?

Because when this Dr. Hambleton called me up I suggested the hotel safe to him. He wasnt interested.

A type like that wouldnt have hired you to hold his dough anyway, French said. He wouldnt have hired you to keep anything for him. He wanted protection or he wanted a sidekick — or maybe just a messenger.

Sorry, I said. He told me just what I told you.

And seeing he was dead when you got over there, French said with a too casual drawl, you couldnt hardly have given him one of your business cards.

I held the phone too tight and thought back rapidly over my talk with Hicks in the Idaho Street rooming house. I saw him holding my card between his fingers, looking down at it. And then I saw myself taking it out of his hand quickly, before he froze to it. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Hardly, I said. And stop trying to scare me to death.

He had one, chum. Folded twice across in his pants watch pocket. We missed it the first time.

I gave Flack a card, I said, stiff-lipped.

There was silence. I could hear voices in the background and the clack of a typewriter. Finally French said dryly: Fair enough. See you later. He hung up abruptly.

I put the phone down very slowly in its cradle and flexed my cramped fingers. I stared down at the photo lying on the desk in front of me. All it told me was that two people, one of whom I knew, were having lunch at The Dancers. The paper on the table told me the date, or would.

I dialed the News-Chronicle and asked for the sports section. Four minutes later I wrote on a pad: Ritchy Belleau, popular young light heavyweight contender, died in the Sisters Hospital just before midnight February 19 as a result of ring injuries sustained the previous evening in the main event at the Hollywood Legion Stadium. The News-Chronicle Noon Sports Edition for February 20 carried the headlines.

I dialed the same number again and asked for Kenny Haste in the City Room. He was an ex-crime reporter I had known for years. We chatted around for a minute and then I said:

Who covered the Sunny Moe Stein killing for you?

Tod Barrow. Hes on the Post-Despatch now. Why?

Id like the details, if any.

He said he would send to the morgue for the file and call me, which he did ten minutes later. He was shot twice in the head, in his car, about two blocks from the Chateau Bercy on Franklin. Time, about 11.15 p.m.

Date, February 20, I said, or was it?

Check, it was. No witnesses, no arrests except the usual police stock company of book-handlers, out-of-work fight managers and other professional suspects. Whats in it?

Wasnt a pal of his supposed to be in town about that time?

Nothing here says so. What name?

Weepy Moyer. A cop friend of mine said something about a Hollywood money man being held on suspicion and then released for lack of evidence.

Kenny said: Wait a minute. Somethings coming back to me — yeah. Fellow named Steelgrave, owns The Dancers, supposed to be a gambler and so on. Nice guy. Ive met him. That was a bust.

How do you mean, a bust?

Some smart monkey tipped the cops he was Weepy Moyer and they held him for ten days on an open charge for Cleveland. Cleveland brushed it off. That didnt have anything to do with the Stein killing. Steelgrave was under glass all that week. No connection at all. Your cop friend has been reading pulp magazines.

They all do, I said. Thats why they talk so tough. Thanks, Kenny.

We said goodbye and hung up and I sat leaning back in my chair and looking at my photograph. After a while I took scissors and cut out the piece that contained the folded newspaper with the headline. I put the two pieces in separate envelopes and put them in my pocket with the sheet from the pad.

I dialed Miss Mavis Welds Crestview number. A womans voice answered after several rings. It was a remote and formal voice that I might or might not have heard before. All it said was, Hello?

This is Philip Marlowe. Is Miss Weld in?

Miss Weld will not be in until late this evening. Do you care to leave a message?

Very important. Where could I reach her?

Im sorry. I have no information.

Would her agent know?

Possibly.

Youre quite sure youre not Miss Weld?

Miss Weld is not in. She hung up.

I sat there and listened to the voice. At first I thought yes, then I thought no. The longer I thought the less I knew. I went down to the parking lot and got my car out.


SEVENTEEN
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ON THE TERRACE at The Dancers a few early birds were getting ready to drink their lunch. The glass-fronted upstairs room had the awning let down in front of it. I drove on past the curve that goes down into the Strip and stopped across the street from a square building of two stories of rose-red brick with small white leaded bay windows and a Greek porch over the front door and what looked, from across the street, like an antique pewter doorknob. Over the door was a fanlight and the name Sheridan Ballou, Inc., in black wooden letters severely stylized. I locked my car and crossed to the front door. It was white and tall and wide and had a keyhole big enough for a mouse to crawl through. Inside this keyhole was the real lock. I went for the knocker, but they had thought of that too. It was all in one piece and didnt knock.

So I patted one of the slim fluted white pillars and opened the door and walked directly into the reception room which filled the entire front of the building. It was furnished in dark antique-looking furniture and many chairs and settees of quilted chintz-like material. There were lace curtains at the windows and chintz boxes around them that matched the chintz of the furniture. There was a flowered carpet and a lot of people waiting to see Mr. Sheridan Ballou.

Some of them were bright and cheerful and full of hope. Some looked as if they had been there for days. One small dark girl was sniffling into her handkerchief in the corner. Nobody paid any attention to her. I got a couple of profiles at nice angles before the company decided I wasnt buying anything and didnt work there.

A dangerous-looking redhead sat languidly at an Adam desk talking into a pure-white telephone. I went over there and she put a couple of cold blue bullets into me with her eyes and then stared at the cornice that ran around the room.

No, she said into the phone. No. So sorry. Im afraid its no use. Far, far too busy. She hung up and ticked off something on a list and gave me some more of her steely glance.

Good morning. Id like to see Mr. Ballou, I said. I put my plain card on her desk. She lifted it by one corner, smiled at it amusedly.

Today? she inquired amiably. This week?

How long does it usually take?

It has taken six months, she said cheerfully. Cant somebody else help you?

No.

So sorry. Not a chance. Drop in again wont you? Somewhere about Thanksgiving. She was wearing a white wool skirt, a burgundy silk blouse and a black velvet over-jacket with short sleeves. Her hair was a hot sunset. She wore a golden topaz bracelet and topaz earrings and a topaz dinner ring in the shape of a shield. Her fingernails matched her blouse exactly. She looked as if it would take a couple of weeks to get her dressed.

Ive got to see him, I said.

She read my card again. She smiled beautifully. Everyone has, she said. Why — er — Mr. Marlowe. Look at all these lovely people. Every one of them has been here since the office opened two hours ago.

This is important.

No doubt. In what way if I may ask?

I want to peddle a little dirt.

She picked a cigarette out of a crystal box and lit it with a crystal lighter. Peddle? You mean for money — in Hollywood?

Could be.

What kind of dirt? Dont be afraid to shock me.

Its a bit obscene, Miss — Miss— I screwed my head around to read the plaque on her desk.

Helen Grady, she said. Well, a little well-bred obscenity never did any harm, did it?

I didnt say it was well-bred.

She leaned back carefully and puffed smoke in my face.

Blackmail in short. She sighed. Why the hell dont you lam out of here, bud? Before I throw a handful of fat coppers in your lap?

I sat on the corner of her desk, grabbed a double handful of her cigarette smoke and blew it into her hair. She dodged angrily. Beat it, lug, she said in a voice that could have been used for paint remover.

Oh oh. What happened to the Bryn Mawr accent?

Without turning her head she said sharply: Miss Vane.

A tall slim elegant dark girl with supercilious eyebrows looked up. She had just come through an inner door camouflaged as a stained-glass window. The dark girl came over. Miss Grady handed her my card: Spink.

Miss Vane went back through the stained-glass window with the card.

Sit down and rest your ankles, big stuff, Miss Grady informed me. You may be here all week.

I sat down in a chintz winged chair, the back of which came eight inches above my head. It made me feel shrunken. Miss Grady gave me her smile again, the one with the hand-honed edge, and bent to the telephone once more.

I looked around. The little girl in the corner had stopped crying and was making up her face with calm unconcern. A very tall distinguished-looking party swung up a graceful arm to stare at his elegant wrist watch and oozed gently to his feet. He set a pearl-gray homburg at a rakish angle on the side of his head, checked his yellow chamois gloves and his silver-knobbed cane, and strolled languidly over to the red-headed receptionist.

I have been waiting two hours to see Mr. Ballou, he said icily in a rich sweet voice that had been modulated by a lot of training. Im not accustomed to waiting two hours to see anybody.

So sorry, Mr. Fortescue. Mr. Ballou is just too busy for words this a.m.

Im sorry I cannot leave him a check, the elegant tall party remarked with a weary contempt. Probably the only thing that would interest him. But in default of that—

Just a minute, kid. The redhead picked up a phone and said into it: Yes? . . . Who says so besides Goldwyn? Cant you reach somebody thats not crazy? . . . Well try again. She slammed the telephone down. The tall party had not moved.

In default of that, he resumed as if he had never stopped speaking, I should like to leave a short personal message.

Please do, Miss Grady told him. Ill get it to him somehow.

Tell him with my love that he is a dirty polecat.

Make it skunk, darling, she said. He doesnt know any English words.

Make it skunk and double skunk, Fortescue told her. With a slight added nuance of sulphurated hydrogen and a very cheap grade of whore-house perfume. He adjusted his hat and gave his profile the once over in a mirror. I now bid you good morning and to hell with Sheridan Ballou, Incorporated.

The tall actor stalked out elegantly, using his cane to open the door.

Whats the matter with him? I asked.

She looked at me pityingly. Billy Fortescue? Nothings the matter with him. He isnt getting any parts so he comes in every day and goes through that routine. He figures somebody might see him and like it.

I shut my mouth slowly. You can live a long time in Hollywood and never see the part they use in pictures.

Miss Vane appeared through the inner door and made a chin-jerk at me. I went in past her. This way. Second on the right. She watched me while I went down the corridor to the second door which was open. I went in and closed the door.

A plump white-haired Jew sat at the desk smiling at me tenderly. Greetings, he said. Im Moss Spink. Whats on the thinker, pal? Park the body. Cigarette? He opened a thing that looked like a trunk and presented me with a cigarette which was not more than a foot long. It was in an individual glass tube.

No thanks, I said. I smoke tobacco.

He sighed. All right. Give. Lets see. Your names Marlowe. Huh? Marlowe. Marlowe. Have I ever heard of anybody named Marlowe?

Probably not, I said. I never heard of anybody named Spink. I asked to see a man named Ballou. Does that sound like Spink? Im not looking for anybody named Spink. And just between you and me, the hell with people named Spink.

Anti-Semitic huh? Spink said. He waved a generous hand on which a canary-yellow diamond looked like an amber traffic light. Dont be like that, he said. Sit down and dust off the brains. You dont know me. You dont want to know me. O.K. I aint offended. In a business like this you got to have somebody around that dont get offended.

Ballou, I said.

Now be reasonable, pal. Sherry Ballous a very busy guy. He works twenty hours a day and even then hes way behind schedule. Sit down and talk it out with little Spinky.

Youre what around here? I asked him.

Im his protection, pal. I gotta protect him. A guy like Sherry cant see everybody. I see people for him. Im the same as him — up to a point you understand.

Could be Im past the point youre up to, I said.

Could be, Spink agreed pleasantly. He peeled a thick tape off an aluminum individual cigar container, reached the cigar out tenderly and looked it over for birthmarks. I dont say not. Why not demonstrate a little? Then well know. Up to now all youre doing is throwing a line. We get so much of that in here it dont mean a thing to us.

I watched him clip and light the expensive-looking cigar. How do I know you wouldnt double-cross him? I asked cunningly.

Spinks small tight eyes blinked and I wasnt sure but that there were tears in them. Me cross Sherry Ballou? he asked brokenly in a hushed voice, like a six-hundred-dollar funeral. Me? Id sooner double-cross my own mother.

That doesnt mean anything to me either, I said. I never met your mother.

Spink laid his cigar aside in an ash tray the size of a bird bath. He waved both his arms. Sorrow was eating into him. Oh pal. What a way to talk, he wailed. I love Sherry Ballou like he was my own father. Better. My father — well, skip it. Come on, pal. Be human. Give with a little of the old trust and friendliness. Spill the dirt to little Spinky, huh?

I drew an envelope from my pocket and tossed it across the desk to him. He pulled the single photograph from it and stared at it solemnly. He laid it down on the desk. He looked up at me, down at the photo, up at me. Well, he said woodenly, in a voice suddenly empty of the old trust and friendliness he had been talking about. Whats it got thats so wonderful?

Do I have to tell you who the girl is?

Whos the guy? Spink snapped.

I said nothing.

I said whos the guy? Spink almost yelled at me. Cough up, mug. Cough up.

I still didnt say anything. Spink reached slowly for his telephone, keeping his hard bright eyes on my face.

Go on. Call them, I said. Call downtown and ask for Lieutenant Christy French in the homicide bureau. Theres another boy thats hard to convince.

Spink took his hand off the phone. He got up slowly and went out with the photograph. I waited. Outside on Sunset Boulevard traffic went by distantly, monotonously. The minutes dropped silently down a well. The smoke of Spinks freshly lit cigar played in the air for a moment, then was sucked through the vent of the air-conditioning apparatus. I looked at the innumerable inscribed photos on the walls, all inscribed to Sherry Ballou with somebodys eternal love. I figured they were back numbers if they were in Spinks office.


EIGHTEEN
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AFTER A WHILE Spink came back and gestured to me. I followed him along the corridor through double doors into an anteroom with two secretaries. Past them towards more double doors of heavy black glass with silver peacocks etched into the panels. As we neared the doors they opened of themselves.

We went down three carpeted steps into an office that had everything in it but a swimming pool. It was two stories high, surrounded by a balcony loaded with book shelves. There was a concert grand Steinway in the corner and a lot of glass and bleached-wood furniture and a desk about the size of a badminton court and chairs and couches and tables and a man lying on one of the couches with his coat off and his shirt open over a Charvet scarf you could have found in the dark by listening to it purr. A white cloth was over his eyes and forehead and a lissome blond girl was wringing out another in a silver bowl of ice water at a table beside him.

The man was a big shapely guy with wavy dark hair and a strong brown face below the white cloth. An arm dropped to the carpet and a cigarette hung between fingers, wisping a tiny thread of smoke.

The blond girl changed the cloth deftly. The man on the couch groaned. Spink said: This is the boy, Sherry. Name of Marlowe.

The man on the couch groaned. What does he want?

Spink said: Wont spill.

The man on the couch said: What did you bring him in for then? Im tired.

Spink said: Well you know how it is, Sherry. Sometimes you kind of got to.

The man on the couch said: What did you say his beautiful name was?

Spink turned to me. You can tell us what you want now. And make it snappy, Marlowe.

I said nothing.

After a moment the man on the couch slowly raised the arm with the cigarette at the end of it. He got the cigarette wearily into his mouth and drew on it with the infinite languor of a decadent aristocrat moldering in a ruined château.

Im talking to you pal, Spink said harshly. The blonde changed the cloth again, looking at nobody. The silence hung in the room as acrid as the smoke of the cigarette. Come on, lug. Snap it up.

I got one of my Camels out and lit it and picked out a chair and sat down. I stretched my hand out and looked at it. The thumb twitched up and down slowly every few seconds.

Spinks voice cut into this furiously: Sherry dont have all day, you.

What would he do with the rest of the day? I heard myself asking. Sit on a white satin couch and have his toenails gilded?

The blonde turned suddenly and stared at me. Spinks mouth fell open. He blinked. The man on the couch lifted a slow hand to the corner of the towel over his eyes. He removed enough so that one seal-brown eye looked at me. The towel fell softly back into place.

You cant talk like that in here, Spink said in a tough voice.

I stood up. I said: I forgot to bring my prayer book. This is the first time I knew God worked on commission.

Nobody said anything for a minute. The blonde changed the towel again.

From under it the man on the couch said calmly: Get the Jesus out of here, darlings. All but the new chum.

Spink gave me a narrow glare of hate. The blonde left silently.

Spink said: Why dont I just toss him out on his can?

The tired voice under the towel said: Ive been wondering about that so long Ive lost interest in the problem. Beat it.

Okay, boss, Spink said. He withdrew reluctantly. He paused at the door, gave me one more silent snarl and disappeared.

The man on the couch listened to the door close and then said: How much?

You dont want to buy anything.

He pushed the towel off his head, tossed it to one side and sat up slowly. He put his bench-made pebble-grain brogues on the carpet and passed a hand across his forehead. He looked tired but not dissipated. He fumbled another cigarette from somewhere, lit it and stared morosely through the smoke at the floor.

Go on, he said.

I dont know why you wasted all the build-up on me, I said, But I credit you with enough brains to know you couldnt buy anything, and know it would stay bought.

Ballou picked up the photo that Spink had put down near him on a long low table. He reached out a languid hand. The piece thats cut out would be the punch line, no doubt, he said.

I got the envelope out of my pocket and gave him the cut out corner, watched him fit the two pieces together. With a glass you can read the headline, I said.

Theres one on my desk. Please.

I went over and got the magnifying glass off his desk. Youre used to a lot of service, arent you, Mr. Ballou?

I pay for it. He studied the photograph through the glass and sighed. Seems to me I saw that fight. They ought to take more care of these boys.

Like you do of your clients, I said.

He laid down the magnifying glass and leaned back to stare at me with cool untroubled eyes.

Thats the chap that owns The Dancers. Names Steelgrave. The girl is a client of mine, of course. He made a vague gesture towards a chair. I sat down in it. What were you thinking of asking, Mr. Marlowe?

For what?

All the prints and the negative. The works.

Ten grand, I said, and watched his mouth. The mouth smiled, rather pleasantly.

It needs a little more explanation, doesnt it? All I see is two people having lunch in a public place. Hardly disastrous to the reputation of my client. I assume that was what you had in mind.

I grinned. You cant buy anything, Mr. Ballou. I could have had a positive made from the negative and another negative from the positive. If that snap is evidence of something, you could never know you had suppressed it.

Not much of a sales talk for a blackmailer, he said, still smiling.

I always wonder why people pay blackmailers. They cant buy anything. Yet they do pay them, sometimes over and over and over again. And in the end are just where they started.

The fear of today, he said, always overrides the fear of tomorrow. Its a basic fact of the dramatic emotions that the part is greater than the whole. If you see a glamour star on the screen in a position of great danger, you fear for her with one part of your mind, the emotional part. Notwithstanding that your reasoning mind knows that she is the star of the picture and nothing very bad is going to happen to her. If suspense and menace didnt defeat reason, there would be very little drama.

I said: Very true, I guess, and puffed some of my Camel smoke around.

His eyes narrowed a little. As to really being able to buy anything, if I paid you a substantial price and didnt get what I bought, Id have you taken care of. Beaten to a pulp. And when you got out of the hospital, if you felt aggressive enough, you could try to get me arrested.

Its happened to me, I said. Im a private eye. I know what you mean. Why are you talking to me?

He laughed. He had a deep pleasant effortless laugh. Im an agent, sonny. I always tend to think traders have a little something in reserve. But we wont talk about any ten grand. She hasnt got it. She only makes a grand a week so far. I admit shes very close to the big money, though.

That would stop her cold, I said, pointing to the photo. No big money, no swimming pool with underwater lights, no platinum mink, no name in neons, no nothing. All blown away like dust.

He laughed contemptuously.

Okay if I show this to the johns down town, then? I said.

He stopped laughing. His eyes narrowed. Very quietly he asked:

Why would they be interested?

I stood up. I dont think were going to do any business, Mr. Ballou. And youre a busy man. Ill take myself off.

He got up off the couch and stretched, all six feet two of him. He was a very fine hunk of man. He came over and stood close to me. His seal-brown eyes had little gold flecks in them. Lets see who you are, sonny.

He put his hand out. I dropped my open wallet into it. He read the photostat of my license, poked a few more things out of the wallet and glanced at them. He handed it back.

What would happen, if you did show your little picture to the cops?

Id first of all have to connect it up with something theyre working on — something that happened in the Van Nuys Hotel yesterday afternoon. Id connect it up through the girl — who wont talk to me — thats why Im talking to you.

She told me about it last night, he sighed.

Told you how much? I asked.

That a private detective named Marlowe had tried to force her to hire him, on the ground that she was seen in a downtown hotel inconveniently close to where a murder was committed.

How close? I asked.

She didnt say.

Nuts she didnt.

He walked away from me to a tall cylindrical jar in the corner. From this he took one of a number of short thin malacca canes. He began to walk up and down the carpet, swinging the cane deftly past his right shoe.

I sat down again and killed my cigarette and took a deep breath. It could only happen in Hollywood, I grunted.

He made a neat about turn and glanced at me. I beg your pardon.

That an apparently sane man could walk up and down inside the house with a Piccadilly stroll and a monkey stick in his hand.

He nodded. I caught the disease from a producer at MGM. Charming fellow. Or so Ive been told. He stopped and pointed the cane at me. You amuse the hell out of me, Marlowe. Really you do. Youre so transparent. Youre trying to use me for a shovel to dig yourself out of a jam.

Theres some truth in that. But the jam Im in is nothing to the jam your client would be in if I hadnt done the thing that put me in the jam.

He stood quite still for a moment. Then he threw the cane away from him and walked over to a liquor cabinet and swung the two halves of it open. He poured something into a couple of pot-bellied glasses. He carried one of them over to me. Then went back and got his own. He sat down with it on the couch.

Armagnac, he said. If you knew me, youd appreciate the compliment. This stuff is pretty scarce. The Krauts cleaned most of it out. Our brass got the rest. Heres to you.

He lifted the glass, sniffed and sipped a tiny sip. I put mine down in a lump. It tasted like good French brandy.

Ballou looked shocked. My God, you sip that stuff, you dont swallow it whole.

I swallow it whole, I said, Sorry. She also told you that if somebody didnt shut my mouth, she would be in a lot of trouble.

He nodded.

Did she suggest how to go about shutting my mouth?

I got the impression she was in favor of doing it with some kind of heavy blunt instrument. So I tried out a mixture of threat and bribery. We have an outfit down the street that specializes in protecting picture people. Apparently they didnt scare you and the bribe wasnt big enough.

They scared me plenty, I said. I damn near fanned a Luger at them. That junky with the .45 puts on a terrific act. And as for the money not being big enough, its all a question of how its offered to me.

He sipped a little more of his Armagnac. He pointed at the photograph lying in front of him with the two pieces fitted together.

We got to where you were taking that to the cops. What then?

I dont think we got that far. We got to why she took this up with you instead of with her boy friend. He arrived just as I left. He has his own key.

Apparently she just didnt. He frowned and looked down into his Armagnac.

I like that fine, I said. Id like it still better if the guy didnt have her doorkey.

He looked up rather sadly. So would I. So would we all. But show business has always been like that — any kind of show business. If these people didnt live intense and rather disordered lives, if their emotions didnt ride them too hard — well, they wouldnt be able to catch those emotions in flight and imprint them on a few feet of celluloid or project them across the footlights.

Im not talking about her love life, I said. She doesnt have to shack up with a redhot.

Theres no proof of that, Marlowe.

I pointed to the photograph. The man that took that is missing and cant be found. Hes probably dead. Two other men who lived at the same address are dead. One of them was trying to peddle those pictures just before he got dead. She went to his hotel in person to take delivery. So did whoever killed him. She didnt get delivery and neither did the killer. They didnt know where to look.

And you did?

I was lucky. Id seen him without his toupee. None of this is what I call proof, maybe. You could build an argument against it. Why bother? Two men have been killed, perhaps three. She took an awful chance. Why? She wanted that picture. Getting it was worth an awful chance. Why, again? Its just two people having lunch on a certain day. The day Moe Stein was shot to death on Franklin Avenue. The day a character named Steelgrave was in jail because the cops got a tip he was a Cleveland redhot named Weepy Moyer. Thats what the record shows. But the photo says he was out of jail. And by saying that about him on that particular day it says who is he is. And she knows it. And he still has her doorkey.

I paused and we eyed each other solidly for a while. I said:

You dont really want the cops to have that picture, do you? Win, lose or draw, theyd crucify her. And when it was all over it wouldnt make a damn bit of difference whether Steelgrave was Moyer or whether Moyer killed Stein or had him killed or just happened to be out on a jail pass the day he was killed. If he got away with it, thered always be enough people to think it was a fix. She wouldnt get away with anything. Shes a gangsters girl in the public mind. And as far as your business is concerned, shes definitely and completely through.

Ballou was silent for a moment, staring at me without expression. And where are you all this time? he asked softly.

That depends a good deal on you, Mr. Ballou.

What do you really want? His voice was thin and bitter now.

What I wanted from her and couldnt get. Something that gives me a colorable right to act in her interests up to the point where I decided I cant go any farther.

By suppressing evidence? he asked tightly.

If it is evidence. The cops couldnt find out without smearing Miss Weld. Maybe I can. They wouldnt be bothered to try; they dont care enough. I do.

Why?

Lets say its the way I earn my living. I might have other motives, but that ones enough.

Whats your price?

You sent it to me last night. I wouldnt take it then. Ill take it now. With a signed letter employing my services to investigate an attempt to blackmail one of your clients.

I got up with my empty glass and went over and put it down on the desk. As I bent down I heard a soft whirring noise. I went around behind the desk and yanked upon a drawer. A wire recorder slid out on a hinged shelf. The motor was running and the fine steel wire was moving steadily from one spool to the other. I looked across at Ballou.

You can shut off and take the record with you, he said. You cant blame me for using it.

I moved the switch over to rewind and the wire reversed direction and picked up speed until the wire was winding so fast I couldnt see it. It made a sort of high keening noise, like a couple of pansies fighting for a piece of silk. The wire came loose and the machine stopped. I took the spool off and dropped it into my pocket.

You might have another one, I said. Ill have to chance that.

Pretty sure of yourself, arent you, Marlowe?

I only wish I was.

Press that button on the end of the desk, will you?

I pressed it. The black glass doors opened and a dark girl came in with a stenographers notebook.

Without looking at her Ballou began to dictate. Letter to Mr. Philip Marlowe, with his address, Dear Mr. Marlowe: This agency herewith employs you to investigate an attempt to blackmail one of my clients, particulars of which have been given to you verbally. Your fee is to be one hundred dollars a day with a retainer of five hundred dollars, receipt of which you acknowledge on the copy of this letter. Blah, blah, blah. Thats all, Eileen. Right away please.

I gave the girl my address and she went out.

I took the wire spool out of my pocket and put it back in the drawer.

Ballou crossed his knees and danced the shiny tip of his shoe up and down staring at it. He ran his hand through crisp dark hair.

One of these days, he said, Im going to make the mistake which a man in my business dreads above all other mistakes. Im going to find myself doing business with a man I can trust and Im going to be just too god-damn smart to trust him. Here youd better keep this. He held out the two pieces of the photograph.

Five minutes later I left. The glass doors opened when I was three feet from them. I went past the two secretaries and down the corridor past the open door of Spinks office. There was no sound in there, but I could smell his cigar smoke. In the reception room exactly the same people seemed to be sitting around in the chintzy chairs. Miss Helen Grady gave me her Saturday-night smile. Miss Vane beamed at me.

I had been forty minutes with the boss. That made me as gaudy as a chiropractors chart.


NINETEEN
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THE STUDIO COP at the semicircular glassed-in desk put down his telephone and scribbled on a pad. He tore off the sheet and pushed in through the narrow slit not more than three quarters of an inch wide where the glass did not quite meet the top of his desk. His voice coming through the speaking device set into the glass panel had a metallic ring.

Straight through to the end of the corridor, he said, youll find a drinking fountain in the middle of the patio. George Wilson will pick up there.

I said: Thanks. Is this bullet-proof glass?

Sure. Why?

I just wondered, I said. I never heard of anybody shooting his way into the picture business.

Behind me somebody snickered. I turned to look at a girl in slacks with a red carnation behind her ear. She was grinning.

Oh brother, if a gun was all it took.

I went over to an olive-green door that didnt have any handle. It made a buzzing sound and let me push it open. Beyond was an olive-green corridor with bare walls and a door at the far end. A rat trap. If you got into that and something was wrong, they could still stop you. The far door made the same buzz and click. I wondered how the cop knew I was at it. So I looked up and found his eyes staring at me in a tilted mirror. As I touched the door the mirror went blank. They thought of everything.

Outside in the hot midday sun flowers rioted in a small patio with tiled walks and a pool in the middle and a marble seat. The drinking fountain was beside the marble seat. An elderly and beautifully dressed man was lounging on the marble seat watching three tan-colored boxers root up some tea-rose begonias. There was an expression of intense but quiet satisfaction on his face. He didnt glance at me as I came up. One of the boxers, the biggest one, came over and made a wet on the marble seat beside his pants leg. He leaned down and patted the dogs hard short-haired head.

You Mr. Wilson? I asked.

He looked up at me vaguely. The middle-sized boxer trotted up and sniffed and wet after the first one.

Wilson? He had a lazy voice with a touch of drawl to it. Oh, no. My names not Wilson. Should it be?

Sorry. I went over to the drinking fountain and hit myself in the face with a stream of water. While I was wiping it off with a handkerchief the smallest boxer did his duty on the marble bench.

The man whose name was not Wilson said lovingly, Always do it in the exact same order. Fascinates me.

Do what? I asked.

Pee, he said. Question of seniority it seems. Very orderly. First Maisie. Shes the mother. Then Mac. Year older than Jock, the baby. Always the same. Even in my office.

In your office? I said, and nobody ever looked stupider saying anything.

He lifted his whitish eyebrows at me, took a plain brown cigar out of his mouth, bit the end off and spit it into the pool.

That wont do the fish any good, I said.

He gave me an up-from-under look. I raise boxers. The hell with fish.

I figured it was just Hollywood. I lit a cigarette and sat down on the bench. In your office, I said. Well, every day has its new idea, hasnt it.

Up against the corner of the desk. Do it all the time. Drives my secretaries crazy. Gets into the carpet, they say. Whats the matter with women nowadays? Never bothers me. Rather like it. You get fond of dogs, you even like to watch them pee.

One of the dogs heaved a full-blown begonia plant into the middle of the tiled walk at his feet. He picked it up and threw it into the pool.

Bothers the gardeners, I suppose, he remarked as he sat down again. Oh well, if theyre not satisfied, they can always— He stopped dead and watched a slim mail girl in yellow slacks deliberately detour in order to pass through the patio. She gave him a quick side glance and went off making music with her hips.

You know whats the matter with this business? he asked me.

Nobody does, I said.

Too much sex, he said. All right in its proper time and place. But we get it in carload lots. Wade through it. Stand up to our necks in it. Gets to be like flypaper. He stood up. We have too many flies too. Nice to have met you, Mister—

Marlowe, I said. Im afraid you dont know me.

Dont know anybody, he said. Memorys going. Meet too many people. Names Oppenheimer.

Jules Oppenheimer?

He nodded. Right. Have a cigar. He held one out to me. I showed my cigarette. He threw the cigar into the pool, then frowned. Memorys going, he said sadly. Wasted fifty cents. Oughtnt to do that.

You run this studio, I said.

He nodded absently. Ought to have saved that cigar. Save fifty cents and what have you got?

Fifty cents, I said, wondering what the hell he was talking about.

Not in this business. Save fifty cents in this business and all you have is five dollars worth of bookkeeping. He paused and made a motion to the three boxers. They stopped whatever they were rooting at and watched him. Just run the financial end, he said. Thats easy. Come on children, back to the brothel. He sighed. Fifteen hundred theaters, he added.

I must have been wearing my stupid expression again. He waved a hand around the patio. Fifteen hundred theaters is all you need. A damn sight easier than raising purebred boxers. The motion-picture business is the only business in the world in which you can make all the mistakes there are and still make money.

Must be the only business in the world where you can have three dogs pee up against your office desk, I said.

You have to have the fifteen hundred theaters.

That makes it a little harder to get a start, I said.

He looked pleased. Yes. That is the hard part. He looked across the green clipped lawn at a four-story building which made one side of the open square. All offices over there, he said. I never go there. Always redecorating. Makes me sick to look at the stuff some of these people put in their suites. Most expensive talent in the world. Give them anything they like, all the money they want. Why? No reason at all. Just habit. Doesnt matter a damn what they do or how they do it. Just give me fifteen hundred theaters.

You wouldnt want to be quoted on that, Mr. Oppenheimer?

You a newspaper man?

No.

Too bad. Just for the hell of it Id like to see somebody try to get that simple elementary fact of life into the papers. He paused and snorted. Nobodyd print it. Afraid to. Come on, children!

The big one, Maisie, came over and stood beside him. The middle-sized one paused to ruin another begonia and then trotted up beside Maisie. The little one, Jock, lined up in order, then with a sudden inspiration, lifted a hind leg at the cuff of Oppenheimers pants. Maisie blocked him off casually.

See that? Oppenheimer beamed. Jock tried to get out of turn. Maisie wouldnt stand for it. He leaned down and patted Maisies head. She looked up at him adoringly.

The eyes of your dog, Oppenheimer mused. The most unforgettable thing in the world.

He strolled off down the tiled path towards the executive building, the three boxers trotting sedately beside him.

Mr. Marlowe?

I turned to find that a tall sandy-haired man with a nose like a straphangers elbow had sneaked up on me.

Im George Wilson. Glad to know you. I see you know Mr. Oppenheimer.

Been talking to him. He told me how to run the picture business. Seems all it takes is fifteen hundred theaters.

Ive been working here five years. Ive never even spoken to him.

You just dont get peed on by the right dogs.

You could be right. Just what can I do for you, Mr. Marlowe?

I want to see Mavis Weld.

Shes on the set. Shes in a picture thats shooting.

Could I see her on the set for a minute?

He looked doubtful. What kind of pass did they give you?

Just a pass, I guess, I held it out to him. He looked it over.

Ballou sent you. Hes her agent. I guess we can manage. Stage 12. Want to go over there now?

If you have time.

Im the unit publicity man. Thats what my time is for. We walked along the tiled path towards the corners of two buildings. A concrete roadway went between them towards the back lot and the stages.

You in Ballous office? Wilson asked.

Just came from there.

Quite an organization, I hear. Ive thought of trying that business myself. Theres nothing in this but a lot of grief.

We passed a couple of uniformed cops, then turned into a narrow alley between two stages. A red wigwag was swinging in the middle of the alley, a red light was on over a door marked 12, and a bell was ringing steadily above the red light. Wilson stopped beside the door. Another cop in a tilted-back chair nodded to him, and looked me over with that dead gray expression that grows on them like scum on a water tank.

The bell and the wigwag stopped and the red light went off. Wilson pulled a heavy door open and I went in past him. Inside was another door. Inside that what seemed after the sunlight to be pitch-darkness. Then I saw a concentration of lights in the far corner. The rest of the enormous sound stage seemed to be empty.

We went towards the lights. As we drew near the floor seemed to be covered with thick black cables. There were rows of folding chairs, a cluster of portable dressing rooms with names on the doors. We were wrong way on to the set and all I could see was the wooden backing and on either side a big screen. A couple of back-projection machines sizzled off to the side.

A voice shouted: Roll em. A bell rang loudly. The two screens came alive with tossing waves. Another calmer voice said: Watch your positions, please, we may have to end up matching this little vignette. All right, action.

Wilson stopped dead and touched my arm. The voices of the actors came out of nowhere, neither loud nor distinct, an unimportant murmur with no meaning.

One of the screens suddenly went blank. The smooth voice, without change of tone, said: Cut.

The bell rang again and there was a general sound of movement. Wilson and I went on. He whispered in my ear: If Ned Gammon doesnt get this take before lunch, hell bust Torrance on the nose.

Oh, Torrance in this? Dick Torrance at the time was a ranking star of the second grade, a not uncommon type of Hollywood actor that nobody really wants but a lot of people in the end have to take for lack of better.

Care to run over the scene again, Dick? the calm voice asked, as we came around the corner of the set and saw what it was — the deck of a pleasure yacht near the stern. There were two girls and three men in the scene. One of the men was middle-aged, in sport clothes, lounging in a deck chair. One wore whites and had red hair and looked like the yachts captain. The third was the amateur yachtsman, with the handsome cap, the blue jacket with gold buttons, the white shoes and slacks and the supercilious charm. This was Torrance. One of the girls was a dark beauty who had been younger; Susan Crawley. The other was Mavis Weld. She wore a wet white sharkskin swim suit, and had evidently just come aboard. A make-up man was spraying water on her face and arms and the edges of her blond hair.

Torrance hadnt answered. He turned suddenly and stared at the camera. You think I dont know my lines?

A gray-haired man in gray clothes came forward into the light from the shadowy background. He had hot black eyes, but there was no heat in his voice.

Unless you changed them intentionally, he said, his eyes steady on Torrance.

Its just possible that Im not used to playing in front of a back projection screen that has a habit of running out of film only in the middle of a take.

Thats a fair complaint, Ned Gammon said. Trouble is he only has two hundred and twelve feet of film, and thats my fault. If you could take the scene just a little faster—

Huh. Torrance snorted. If I could take it a little faster. Perhaps Miss Weld could be prevailed upon to climb aboard this yacht in rather less time than it would take to build the damn boat.

Mavis Weld gave him a quick, contemptuous look.

Welds timing is just right, Gammon said. Her performance is just right too.

Susan Crawley shrugged elegantly. I had the impression she could speed it up a trifle, Ned. Its good, but it could be better.

If it was any better, darling, Mavis Weld told her smoothly, somebody might call it acting. You wouldnt want anything like that to happen in your picture, would you.

Torrance laughed. Susan Crawley turned and glared at him. Whats funny, Mister Thirteen?

Torrances face settled into an icy mask. The name again? he almost hissed.

Good heavens, you mean you didnt know, Susan Crawley said wonderingly. They call you Mister Thirteen because any time you play a part it means twelve other guys have turned it down.

I see, Torrance said coolly, then burst out laughing again. He turned to Ned Gammon. Okay, Ned. Now everybodys got the rat poison out of their system, maybe we can give it to you the way you want it.

Ned Gammon nodded. Nothing like a little hamming to clear the air. All right here we go.

He went back beside the camera. The assistant shouted roll em and the scene went through without a hitch.

Cut, Gammon said. Print that one. Break for lunch everybody.

The actors came down a flight of rough wooden steps and nodded to Wilson. Mavis Weld came last, having stopped to put on a terry-cloth robe and a pair of beach sandals. She stopped dead when she saw me. Wilson stepped forward.

Hello, George, Mavis Weld said, staring at me. Want something from me?

Mr. Marlowe would like a few words with you. Okay?

Mr. Marlowe?

Wilson gave me a quick sharp look. From Ballous office. I supposed you knew him.

I may have seen him. She was still staring at me. What is it?

I didnt speak.

After a moment she said, Thanks, George. Better come along to my dressing room, Mr. Marlowe.

She turned and walked off around the far side of the set. A green and white dressing room stood against the wall. The name on the door was Miss Weld. At the door she turned and looked around carefully. Then she fixed her lovely blue eyes on my face.

And now, Mr. Marlowe?

You do remember me?

I believe so.

Do we take up where we left off — or have a new deal with a clean deck?

Somebody let you in here. Who? Why? That takes explaining.

Im working for you. Ive been paid a retainer and Ballou has the receipt.

How very thoughtful. And suppose I dont want you to work for me? Whatever your work is.

All right, be fancy, I said. I took the Dancers photo out of my pocket and held it out. She looked at me a long steady moment before she dropped her eyes. Then she looked at the snapshot of herself and Steelgrave in the booth. She looked at it gravely without movement. Then very slowly she reached up and touched the tendrils of damp hair at the side of her face. Ever so slightly she shivered. Her hand came out and she took the photograph. She stared at it. Her eyes came up again slowly, slowly.

Well? she asked.

I have the negative and some other prints. You would have had them, if you had had more time and known where to look. Or if he had stayed alive to sell them to you.

Im a little chilly, she said. And I have to eat some lunch. She held the photo out to me.

Youre a little chilly and you have to eat some lunch, I said.

I thought a pulse beat in her throat. But the light was not too good. She smiled very faintly. The bored-aristocrat touch.

The significance of all this escapes me, she said.

Youre spending too much time on yachts. What you mean is I know you and I know Steelgrave, so what has this photo got that makes anybody give me a diamond dog collar?

All right, she said. What?

I dont know, I said. But if finding out is what it takes to shake you out of this duchess routine, Ill find out. And in the meantime youre still chilly and you still have to eat some lunch.

And youve waited too long, she said quietly. You havent anything to sell. Except perhaps your life.

Id sell that cheap. For love of a pair of dark glasses and a delphinium-blue hat and a crack on the head from a high-heeled slipper.

Her mouth twitched as if she was going to laugh. But there was no laughter in her eyes.

Not to mention three slaps in the face, she said. Goodbye, Mr. Marlowe. You came too late. Much, much too late.

For me — or for you? She reached back and opened the door of the dressing room.

I think for both of us. She went in quickly, leaving the door open.

Come in and shut the door, her voice said from the dressing room.

I went in and shut the door. It was no fancy custom-built stars dressing room. Strictly utility only. There was a shabby couch, one easy chair, a small dressing table with mirror and two lights, a straight chair in front of it, a tray that had held coffee.

Mavis Weld reached down and plugged in a round electric heater. Then she grabbed up a towel and rubbed the damp edges of her hair. I sat down on the couch and waited.

Give me a cigarette. She tossed the towel to one side. Her eyes came close to my face as I lit the cigarette for her. How did you like that little scene we ad libbed on the yacht?

Bitchy.

Were all bitches. Some smile more than others, thats all. Show business. Theres something cheap about it. There always has been. There was a time when actors went in at the back door. Most of them still should. Great strain, great urgency, great hatred, and it comes out in nasty little scenes. They dont mean a thing.

Cat talk, I said.

She reached up and pulled a fingertip down the side of my cheek. It burned like a hot iron. How much money do you make, Marlowe?

Forty bucks a day and expenses. Thats the asking price. I take twenty-five. Ive taken less. I thought about Orfamays worn twenty.

She did that with her finger again and I just didnt grab hold of her. She moved away from me and sat in the chair, drawing the robe close. The electric heater was making the little room warm.

Twenty-five dollars a day, she said wonderingly.

Little lonely dollars.

Are they very lonely?

Lonely as lighthouses.

She crossed her legs and the pale glow of her skin in the light seemed to fill the room.

So ask me the questions, she said, making no attempt to cover her thighs.

Whos Steelgrave?

A man Ive known for years. And liked. He owns things. A restaurant or two. Where he comes from — that I dont know.

But you know him very well.

Why dont you ask me if I sleep with him?

I dont ask that kind of questions.

She laughed and snapped ash from her cigarette. Miss Gonzales would be glad to tell you.

Shes dark and lovely and passionate. And very, very kind.

And exclusive as a mailbox, I said. The hell with her. About Steelgrave — has he ever been in trouble?

Who hasnt?

With the police.

Her eyes widened a little too innocently. Her laugh was a little too silvery. Dont be ridiculous. The man is worth a couple of million dollars.

How did he get it?

How would I know?

All right. You wouldnt. That cigarettes going to burn your fingers. I leaned across and took the stub out of her hand. Her hand lay open on her bare leg. I touched the palm with a fingertip. She drew away from me and tightened the hand into a fist.

Dont do that, she said sharply.

Why? I used to do that to girls when I was a kid.

I know. She was breathing a little fast. It makes me feel very young and innocent and kind of naughty. And Im far from being young and innocent any more.

Then you dont really know anything about Steelgrave.

I wish youd make up your mind whether you are giving me a third degree or making love to me.

My mind has nothing to do with it, I said.

After a silence she said: I really do have to eat something, Marlowe. Im working this afternoon. You wouldnt want me to collapse on the set, would you?

Only stars do that. I stood up. Okay, Ill leave. Dont forget Im working for you. I wouldnt be if I thought youd killed anybody. But you were there. You took a big chance. There was something you wanted very badly.

She reached the photo out from somewhere and stared at it, biting her lip. Her eyes came up without her head moving.

It could hardly have been this.

That was the one thing he had so well hidden that it was not found. But what good is it? You and a man called Steelgrave in a booth at The Dancers. Nothing in that.

Nothing at all, she said.

So it has to be something about Steelgrave — or something about the date.

Her eyes snapped down to the picture again. Theres nothing to tell the date, she said quickly. Even if it meant something. Unless the cut-out piece—

Here. I gave her the cut-out piece. But youll need a magnifier. Show it to Steelgrave. Ask him if it means anything. Or ask Ballou.

I started towards the exit of the dressing room. Dont kid yourself the date cant be fixed, I said over my shoulder. Steelgrave wont.

Youre just building a sand castle, Marlowe.

Really? I looked back at her, not grinning. You really think that? Oh no you dont. You went there. The man was murdered. You had a gun. He was a known crook. And I found something the police would love to have me hide from them. Because it must be as full of motive as the ocean is full of salt. As long as the cops dont find it I have a license. And as long as somebody else doesnt find it I dont have an ice pick in the back of my neck. Would you say I was in an overpaid profession?

She just sat there and looked at me, one hand on her kneecap, squeezing it. The other moving restlessly, finger by finger, on the arm of the chair.

All I had to do was turn the knob and go on out. I dont know why it had to be so hard to do.


TWENTY
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THERE WAS THE usual coming and going in the corridor outside my office and when I opened the door and walked into the musty silence of the little waiting room there was the usual feeling of having been dropped down a well dried up twenty years ago to which no one would come back ever. The smell of old dust hung in the air as flat and stale as a football interview.

I opened the inner door and inside there it was the same dead air, the same dust along the veneer, the same broken promise of a life of ease. I opened the windows and turned on the radio. It came up too loud and when I had it turned down to normal the phone sounded as if it had been ringing for some time. I took my hat off it and lifted the receiver.

It was high time I heard from her again. Her cool compact voice said: This time I really mean it.

Go on.

I lied before. Im not lying now. I really have heard from Orrin.

Go on.

Youre not believing me. I can tell by your voice.

You cant tell anything by my voice. Im a detective. Heard from him how?

By phone from Bay City.

Wait a minute. I put the receiver down on the stained brown blotter and lit my pipe. No hurry. Lies are always patient. I took it up again.

Weve been through that routine, I said. Youre pretty forgetful for your age. I dont think Dr. Zugsmith would like it.

Please dont tease me. This is very serious. He got my letter. He went to the post office and asked for his mail. He knew where Id be staying. And about when Id be here. So he called up. Hes staying with a doctor he got to know down there. Doing some kind of work for him. I told you he had two years medical.

Doctor have a name?

Yes. A funny name. Dr. Vincent Lagardie.

Just a minute. Theres somebody at the door.

I laid the phone down very carefully. It might be brittle. It might be made of spun glass. I got a handkerchief out and wiped the palm of my hand, the one that had been holding it. I got up and went to the built-in wardrobe and looked at my face in the flawed mirror. It was me all right. I had a strained look. Id been living too fast.

Dr. Vincent Lagardie, 965 Wyoming Street. Cattycorners from The Garland Home of Peace. Frame house on the corner. Quiet. Nice neighborhood. Friend of the extinct Clausen. Maybe. Not according to him. But still maybe.

I went back to the telephone and squeezed the jerks out of my voice. How would you spell that? I asked.

She spelled it — with ease and precision. Nothing to do then, is there? I said. All jake to the angels — or whatever they say in Manhattan, Kansas.

Stop sneering at me. Orrins in a lot of trouble. Some— her voice quivered a little and her breath came quickly, some gangsters are after him.

Dont be silly, Orfamay. They dont have gangsters in Bay City. Theyre all working in pictures. Whats Dr. Lagardies phone number?

She gave it to me. It was right. I wont say the pieces were beginning to fall into place, but at least they were getting to look like parts of the same puzzle. Which is all I ever get or ask.

Please go down there and see him and help him. Hes afraid to leave the house. After all I did pay you.

I gave it back.

Well, I offered it to you again.

You more or less offered me other things that are more than Id care to take.

There was silence.

All right, I said. All right. If I can stay free that long. Im in a lot of trouble myself.

Why?

Telling lies and not telling the truth. It always catches up with me. Im not as lucky as some people.

But Im not lying, Philip. Im not lying. Im frantic.

Take a deep breath and get frantic so I can hear it.

They might kill him, she said quietly.

And what is Dr. Vincent Lagardie doing all this time?

He doesnt know, of course. Please, please go at once. I have the address here. Just a moment.

And the little bell rang, the one that rings far back at the end of the corridor, and is not loud, but youd better hear it. No matter what other noises there are youd better hear it.

Hell be in the phone book, I said. And by an odd coincidence I have a Bay City phone book. Call me around four. Or five. Better make it five.

I hung up quickly. I stood up and turned the radio off, not having heard a thing it said. I closed the windows again. I opened the drawer of my desk and took out the Luger and strapped it on. I fitted my hat on my head. On the way out I had another look at the face in the mirror.

I looked as if I had made up my mind to drive off a cliff.


TWENTY-ONE
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THEY WERE JUST finishing a funeral service at The Garland Home of Peace. A big gray hearse was waiting at the side entrance. Cars were clotted along both sides of the street, three black sedans in a row at the side of Dr. Vincent Lagardies establishment. People were coming sedately down the walk from the funeral chapel to the corner and getting into their cars. I stopped a third of a block away and waited. The cars didnt move. Then three people came out with a woman heavily veiled and all in black. They half carried her down to a big limousine. The boss mortician fluttered around making elegant little gestures and body movements as graceful as a Chopin ending. His composed gray face was long enough to wrap twice around his neck.

The amateur pallbearers carried the coffin out the side door and professionals eased the weight from them and slid it into the back of the hearse as smoothly as if it had no more weight than a pan of butter rolls. Flowers began to grow into a mound over it. The glass doors were closed and motors started all over the block.

A few moments later nothing was left but one sedan across the way and the boss mortician sniffing a tree-rose on his way back to count the take. With a beaming smile he faded into his neat colonial doorway and the world was still and empty again. The sedan that was left hadnt moved. I drove along and made a U-turn and came up behind it. The driver wore blue serge and a soft cap with a shiny peak. He was doing a crossword puzzle from the morning paper. I stuck a pair of those diaphanous mirror sunglasses on my nose and strolled past him toward Dr. Lagardies place. He didnt look up. When I was a few yards ahead I took the glasses off and pretended to polish them on my handkerchief. I caught him in one of the mirror lenses. He still didnt look up. He was just a guy doing a crossword puzzle. I put the mirror glasses back on my nose, and went around to Dr. Lagardies front door.

The sign over the door said: Ring and Enter. I rang, but the door wouldnt let me enter. I waited. I rang again. I waited again. There was silence inside. Then the door opened a crack very slowly, and the thin expressionless face over a white uniform looked out at me.

Im sorry. Doctor is not seeing any patients today. She blinked at the mirror glasses. She didnt like them. Her tongue moved restlessly inside her lips.

Im looking for a Mr. Quest. Orrin P. Quest.

Who? There was a dim reflection of shock behind her eyes.

Quest. Q as in quintessential, U as in uninhibited, E as in Extrasensory, S as in Subliminal, T as in Toots. Put them all together and they spell Brother.

She looked at me as if I had just come up from the floor of the ocean with a drowned mermaid under my arm.

I beg your pardon. Dr. Lagardie is not—

She was pushed out of the way by invisible hands and a thin dark haunted man stood in the half-open doorway.

I am Dr. Lagardie. What is it, please?

I gave him a card. He read it. He looked at me. He had the white pinched look of a man who is waiting for a disaster to happen.

We talked over the phone, I said. About a man named Clausen.

Please come in, he said quickly. I dont remember, but come in.

I went in. The room was dark, the blinds drawn, the windows closed. It was dark, and it was cold.

The nurse backed away and sat down behind a small desk. It was an ordinary living room with light painted woodwork which had once been dark, judging by the probable age of the house. A square arch divided the living room from the dining room. There were easy chairs and a center table with magazines. It looked like what it was — the reception room of a doctor practicing in what had been a private home.

The telephone rang on the desk in front of the nurse. She started and her hand went out and then stopped. She stared at the telephone. After a while it stopped ringing.

What was the name you mentioned? Dr. Lagardie asked me softly.

Orrin Quest. His sister told me he was doing some kind of work for you, Doctor. Ive been looking for him for days. Last night he called her up. From here, she said.

There is no one of that name here, Dr. Lagardie said politely. There hasnt been.

You dont know him at all?

I have never heard of him.

I cant figure why he would say that to his sister.

The nurse dabbed at her eyes furtively. The telephone on her desk burred and made her jump again. Dont answer it, Dr. Lagardie said without turning his head.

We waited while it rang. Everybody waits while a telephone rings. After a while it stopped.

Why dont you go home, Miss Watson? Theres nothing for you to do here.

Thank you, Doctor. She sat without moving, looking down at the desk. She squeezed her eyes shut and blinked them open. She shook her head hopelessly.

Dr. Lagardie turned back to me. Shall we go into my office?

We went across through another door leading to the hallway. I walked on eggs. The atmosphere of the house was charged with foreboding. He opened a door and ushered me into what must have once been a bedroom, but nothing suggested a bedroom. It was a small compact doctors office. An open door showed a part of an examination room. A sterilizer was working in the corner. There were a lot of needles cooking in it.

Thats a lot of needles, I said, always quick with an idea.

Sit down, Mr. Marlowe.

He went behind the desk and sat down and picked up a long thin letter-opening knife.

He looked at me levelly from his sorrowful eyes. No, I dont know anyone named Orrin Quest, Mr. Marlowe. I cant imagine any reason in the world why a person of that name should say he was in my house.

Hiding out, I said.

His eyebrows went up. From what?

From some guys that might want to stick an ice pick in the back of his neck. On account of he is a little too quick with his little Leica. Taking peoples photographs when they want to be private. Or it could be something else, like peddling reefers and he got wise. Am I talking in riddles?

It was you who sent the police here, he said coldly.

I didnt say anything.

It was you who called up and reported Clausens death.

I said the same as before.

It was you who called me up and asked me if I knew Clausen. I said I did not.

But it wasnt true.

I was under no obligation to give you information, Mr. Marlowe.

I nodded and got a cigarette out and lit it. Dr. Lagardie glanced at his watch. He turned in his chair and switched off the sterilizer. I looked at the needles. A lot of needles. Once before I had had trouble in Bay City with a guy who cooked a lot of needles.

What makes it? I asked him. The yacht harbor? He picked up the wicked-looking paper knife with a silver handle in the shape of a nude woman. He pricked the ball of his thumb. A pearl of dark blood showed on it. He put it to his mouth and licked it. I like the taste of blood, he said softly.

There was a distant sound as of the front door opening and closing. We both listened to it carefully. We listened to retreating steps on the front steps of the house. We listened hard.

Miss Watson has gone home, Dr. Lagardie said. We are all alone in the house. He mulled that over and licked his thumb again. He laid the knife down carefully on the desk blotter. Ah, the question of the yacht harbor, he added. The proximity of Mexico you are thinking of, no doubt. The ease with which marihuana—

I wasnt thinking so much of marihuana any more. I stared again at the needles. He followed my stare. He shrugged.

I said: Why so many of them?

Is it any of your business?

Nothings any of my business.

But you seem to expect your questions to be answered.

Im just talking, I said. Waiting for something to happen. Somethings going to happen in this house. Its leering at me from corners.

Dr. Lagardie licked another pearl of blood off his thumb.

I looked hard at him. It didnt buy me a way into his soul. He was quiet, dark and shuttered and all the misery of life was in his eyes. But he was still gentle.

Let me tell you about the needles, I said.

By all means. He picked the long thin knife up again.

Dont do that, I said sharply. It gives me the creeps. Like petting snakes.

He put the knife down again gently and smiled. We do seem to talk in circles, he suggested.

Well get there. About the needles. A couple of years back I had a case that brought me down here and mixed me up with a doctor named Almore. Lived over on Altair Street. He had a funny practice. Went out nights with a big case of hypodermic needles — all ready to go. Loaded with the stuff. He had a peculiar practice. Drunks, rich junkies, of whom there are far more than people think, overstimulated people who had driven themselves beyond the possibility of relaxing. Insomniacs — all the neurotic types that cant take it cold. Have to have their little pills and little shots in the arm. Have to have help over the humps. It gets to be all humps after a while. Good business for the doctor. Almore was the doctor for them. Its all right to say it now. He died a year or so back. Of his own medicine.

And you think I may have inherited his practice?

Somebody would. As long as there are the patients, there will be the doctor.

He looked even more exhausted than before. I think you are an ass, my friend. I did not know Dr. Almore. And I do not have the sort of practice you attribute to him. As for the needles — just to get that trifle out of the way — they are in somewhat constant use in the medical profession today, often for such innocent medicaments as vitamin injections. And needles get dull. And when they are dull they are painful. Therefore in the course of the day one may use a dozen or more. Without narcotics in a single one.

He raised his head slowly and stared at me with a fixed contempt.

I can be wrong, I said. Smelling that reefer smoke over at Clausens place yesterday, and having him call your number on the telephone — and call you by your first name — all this probably made me jump to wrong conclusions.

I have dealt with addicts, he said. What doctor has not? It is a complete waste of time.

They get cured sometimes.

They can be deprived of their drug. Eventually after great suffering they can do without it. That is not curing them, my friend. That is not removing the nervous or emotional flaw which made them become addicts. It is making them dull negative people who sit in the sun and twirl their thumbs and die of sheer boredom and inanition.

Thats a pretty raw theory, doctor.

You raised the subject. I have disposed of it. I will raise another subject. You may have noticed a certain atmosphere and strain about this house. Even with those silly mirror glasses on. Which you may now remove. They dont make you look in the least like Cary Grant.

I took them off. Id forgotten all about them.

The police have been here, Mr. Marlowe. A certain Lieutenant Maglashan, who is investigating Clausens death. He would be pleased to meet you. Shall I call him? Im sure he would come back.

Go ahead, call him, I said. I just stopped off here on my way to commit suicide.

His hand went towards the telephone but was pulled to one side by the magnetism of the paper knife. He picked it up again. Couldnt leave it alone, it seemed.

You could kill a man with that, I said.

Very easily, and he smiled a little.

An inch and a half in the back of the neck, square in the center, just under the occipital bulge.

An ice pick would be better, he said. Especially a short one, filed down very sharp. It would not bend. If you miss the spinal cord, you do no great damage.

Takes a bit of medical knowledge then? I got out a poor old package of Camels and untangled one from the cellophane.

He just kept on smiling. Very faintly, rather sadly. It was not the smile of a man in fear. That would help, he said softly. But any reasonably dexterous person could acquire the technique in ten minutes.

Orrin Quest had a couple of years medical, I said.

I told you I did not know anybody of that name.

Yeah, I know you did. I didnt quite believe you.

He shrugged his shoulders. But his eyes as always went to the knife in the end.

Were a couple of sweethearts, I said. We just sit here making with the old over-the-desk dialogue. As though we hadnt a care in the world. Because both of us are going to be in the clink by nightfall.

He raised his eyebrows again. I went on:

You, because Clausen knew you by your first name. And you may have been the last man he talked to. Me, because Ive been doing all the things a P.I. never gets away with. Hiding evidence, hiding information, finding bodies and not coming in with my hat in my hand to these lovely incorruptible Bay City cops. Oh, Im through. Very much through. But theres a wild perfume in the air this afternoon. I dont seem to care. Or Im in love. I just dont seem to care.

You have been drinking, he said slowly.

Only Chanel No. 5, and kisses, and the pale glow of lovely legs, and the mocking invitation in deep blue eyes. Innocent things like that.

He just looked sadder than ever. Women can weaken a man terribly, can they not? he said.

Clausen.

A hopeless alcoholic. You probably know how they are. They drink and drink and dont eat. And little by little the vitamin deficiency brings on the symptoms of delirium. There is only one thing to do for them. He turned and looked at the sterilizer. Needles, and more needles. It makes me feel dirty. I am a graduate of the Sorbonne. But I practice among dirty little people in a dirty little town.

Why?

Because of something that happened years ago — in another city. Dont ask me too much, Mr. Marlowe.

He used your first name.

It is a habit with people of a certain class. Onetime actors especially. And onetime crooks.

Oh, I said. That all there is to it?

All.

Then the cops coming here doesnt bother you on account of Clausen. Youre just afraid of this other thing that happened somewhere else long gone. Or it could even be love.

Love? He dropped the word slowly off the end of his tongue, tasting it to the last. A bitter little smile stayed after the word, like powder smell in the air after a gun is fired. He shrugged and pushed a desk cigarette box from behind a filing tray and over to my side of the desk.

Not love then, I said. Im trying to read your mind. Here you are a guy with a Sorbonne degree and a cheap little practice in a cheap and nasty little town. I know it well. So what are you doing here? What are you doing with people like Clausen? What was the rap, Doctor? Narcotics, abortions, or were you by any chance a medic for the gang boys in some hot Eastern city?

As for instance? he smiled thinly.

As for instance Cleveland.

A very wild suggestion, my friend. His voice was like ice now.

Wild as all hell, I said. But a fellow like me with very limited brain tends to fit the things he knows into a pattern. Its often wrong, but its an occupational disease with me. It goes like this, if you want to listen.

I am listening. He picked the knife up again and pricked lightly at the blotter on his desk.

You knew Clausen. Clausen was killed very skillfully with an ice pick, killed while I was in the house, upstairs talking to a grifter named Hicks. Hicks moved out fast taking a page of the register with him, the page that had Orrin Quests name on it. Later that afternoon Hicks was killed with an ice pick in L. A. His room had been searched. There was a woman there who had come to buy something from him. She didnt get it. I had more time to search. I did get it. Presumption A: Clausen and Hicks killed by same man, not necessarily for same reason. Hicks killed because he muscled in on another guys racket and muscled the other guy out. Clausen killed because he was a babbling drunk and might know who would be likely to kill Hicks. Any good so far?

Not the slightest interest to me, Dr. Lagardie said.

But you are listening. Sheer good manners, I suppose. Okay. Now what did I find? A photo of a movie queen and an ex-Cleveland gangster, maybe, on a particular day. Day when the ex-Cleveland gangster was supposed to be in hock at the County Jail, also day when ex-Cleveland gangsters onetime sidekick was shot dead on Franklin Avenue in Los Angeles. Why was he in hock? Tip-off that he was who he was, and say what you like against the L.A. cops they do try to run back-East hot shots out of town. Who gave them the tip? The guy they pinched gave it to them himself, because his ex-partner was being troublesome and had to be rubbed out, and being in jail was a first-class alibi when it happened.

All fantastic, Dr. Lagardie smiled wearily. Utterly fantastic.

Sure. It gets worse. Cops couldnt prove anything on ex-gangster. Cleveland police not interested. The L.A. cops turn him loose. But they wouldnt have turned him loose if theyd seen that photo. Photo therefore strong blackmail material, first against ex-Cleveland character, if he really is the guy; secondly against movie queen for being seen around with him in public. A good man could make a fortune out of that photo. Hicks not good enough. Paragraph. Presumption B: Orrin Quest, the boy Im trying to find, took that photo. Taken with Contax or Leica, without flashbulb, without subjects knowing they were being photographed. Quest had a Leica and liked to do things like that. In this case of course he had a more commercial motive. Question, how did he get a chance to take photo? Answer, the movie queen was his sister. She would let him come up and speak to her. He was out of work, needed money. Likely enough she gave him some and made it a condition he stay away from her. She wants no part of her family. Is it still utterly fantastic, Doctor?

He stared at me moodily. I dont know, he said slowly. It begins to have possibilities. But why are you telling this rather dangerous story to me?

He reached a cigarette out of the box and tossed me one casually. I caught it and looked it over. Egyptian, oval and fat, a little rich for my blood. I didnt light it, just sat holding it between my fingers, watching his dark unhappy eyes. He lit his own cigarette and puffed nervously.

Ill tie you in on it now, I said. You knew Clausen. Professionally you said. I showed him I was a dick. He tried at once to call you up: He was too drunk to talk to you. I caught the number and later told you he was dead. Why? If you were on the level, you would call the cops. You didnt. Why? You knew Clausen, you could have known some of his roomers. No proof either way. Paragraph. Presumption C: you knew Hicks or Orrin Quest or both. The L.A. cops couldnt or didnt establish identity of ex-Cleveland character — lets give him his new name, call him Steelgrave. But somebody had to be able to — if that photo was worth killing people over. Did you ever practice medicine in Cleveland, Doctor?

Certainly not. His voice seemed to come from far off. His eyes were remote too. His lips opened barely enough to admit his cigarette. He was very still.

I said: They have a whole roomful of directories over at the telephone office. From all over the country. I checked you up.

A suite in a downtown office building, I said. And now this — an almost furtive practice in a little beach town. Youd have liked to change your name — but you couldnt and keep your license. Somebody had to mastermind this deal, Doctor. Clausen was a bum. Hicks a stupid lout, Orrin Quest a nasty-minded creep. But they could be used. You couldnt go up against Steelgrave directly. You wouldnt have stayed alive long enough to brush your teeth. You had to work through pawns — expendable pawns. Well — are we getting anywhere?

He smiled faintly and leaned back in his chair with a sigh. Presumption D, Mr. Marlowe, he almost whispered. You are an unmitigated idiot.

I grinned and reached for a match to light his fat Egyptian cigarette.

Added to all the rest, I said, Orrins sister calls me up and tells me he is in your house. There are a lot of weak arguments taken one at a time, I admit. But they do seem to sort of focus on you. I puffed peacefully on the cigarette.

He watched me. His face seemed to fluctuate and become vague, to move far off and come back. I felt a tightness in my chest. My mind had slowed to a turtles gallop.

Whats going on here? I heard myself mumble.

I put my hands on the arms of the chair and pushed myself up. Been dumb, havent I? I said, with the cigarette still in my mouth and me still smoking it. Dumb was hardly the word. Have to coin a new word.

I was out of the chair and my feet were stuck in two barrels of cement. When I spoke my voice seemed to come through cottonwool.

I let go of the arms of the chair and reached for the cigarette. I missed it clean a couple of times, then got my hand around it. It didnt feel like a cigarette. It felt like the hind leg of an elephant. With sharp toenails. They stuck into my hand. I shook my hand and the elephant took his leg away.

A vague but enormously tall figure swung around in front of me and a mule kicked me in the chest. I sat down on the floor.

A little potassium hydrocyanide, a voice said, over the transatlantic telephone. Not fatal, not even dangerous. Merely relaxing. . . .

I started to get up off the floor. You ought to try it sometime. But have somebody nail the floor down first. This one looped the loop. After a while it steadied a little. I settled for an angle of forty-five degrees. I took hold of myself and started to go somewhere. There was a thing that might have been Napoleons tomb on the horizon. That was a good enough objective. I started that way. My heart beat fast and thick and I was having trouble opening my lungs. Like after being winded at football. You think your breath will never come back. Never, never, never.

Then it wasnt Napoleons tomb any more. It was a raft on a swell. There was a man on it. Id seen him somewhere. Nice fellow. Wed got on fine. I started towards him and hit a wall with my shoulder. That spun me around. I started clawing for something to hold on to. There was nothing but the carpet. How did I get down there? No use asking. Its a secret. Every time you ask a question they just push the floor in your face. Okay, I started to crawl along the carpet. I was on what formerly had been my hands and knees. No sensation proved it. I crawled towards a dark wooden wall. Or it could have been black marble. Napoleons tomb again. What did I ever do to Napoleon? What for should he keep shoving his tomb at me?

Need a drink of water, I said.

I listened for the echo. No echo. Nobody said anything. Maybe I didnt say it. Maybe it was just an idea I thought better of. Potassium cyanide. Thats a couple of long words to be worrying about when youre crawling through tunnels. Nothing fatal, he said. Okay, this is just fun. What you might call semi-fatal. Philip Marlowe, 38, a private license operator of shady reputation, was apprehended by police last night while crawling through the Ballona Storm Drain with a grand piano on his back. Questioned at the University Heights Police station Marlowe declared he was taking the piano to the Maharajah of Coot-Berar. Asked why he was wearing spurs Marlowe declared that a clients confidence was sacred. Marlowe is being held for investigation. Chief Hornside said police were not yet ready to say more. Asked if the piano was in tune Chief Hornside declared that he had played the Minute Waltz on it in thirty-five seconds and so far as he could tell there were no strings in the piano. He intimated that something else was. A complete statement to the press will be made within twelve hours, Chief Hornside said abruptly. Speculation is rife that Marlowe was attempting to dispose of a body.

A face swam towards me out of the darkness. I changed direction and started for the face. But it was too late in the afternoon. The sun was setting. It was getting dark rapidly. There was no face. There was no wall, no desk. Then there was no floor. There was nothing at all.

I wasnt even there.


TWENTY-TWO
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A BIG BLACK gorilla with a big black paw had his big black paw over my face and was trying to push it through the back of my neck. I pushed back. Taking the weak side of an argument is my speciality. Then I realized that he was trying to keep me from opening my eyes.

I decided to open my eyes just the same. Others have done it, why not me? I gathered my strength and very slowly, keeping the back straight, flexing the thighs and knees, using the arms as ropes, I lifted the enormous weight of my eyelids.

I was looking at the ceiling, lying on my back on the floor, a position in which my calling has occasionally placed me. I rolled my head. My lungs felt stiff and my mouth felt dry. The room was just Dr. Lagardies consulting room. Same chair, same desk, same walls and window. There was a shuttered silence hanging around.

I got up on my haunches and braced myself on the floor and shook my head. It went into a flat spin. It spun down about five thousand feet and then I dragged it out and leveled off. I blinked. Same floor, same desk, same walls. But no Dr. Lagardie.

I wet my lips and made some kind of a vague noise to which nobody paid any attention. I got up on my feet. I was as dizzy as a dervish, as weak as a worn-out washer, as low as a badgers belly, as timid as a titmouse, and as unlikely to succeed as a ballet dancer with a wooden leg.

I groped my way over behind the desk and slumped into Lagardies chair and began to paw fitfully through his equipment for a likely-looking bottle of liquid fertilizer. Nothing doing. I got up again. I was as hard to lift as a dead elephant. I staggered around looking into cabinets of shining white enamel which contained everything somebody else was in a hurry for. Finally, after what seemed like four years on the road gang, my little hand closed around six ounces of ethyl alcohol. I got the top off the bottle and sniffed. Grain alcohol. Just what the label said. All I needed now was a glass and some water. A good man ought to be able to get that far. I started through the door to the examination room. The air still had the aromatic perfume of overripe peaches. I hit both sides of the doorway going through and paused to take a fresh sighting.

At that moment I was aware that steps were coming down the hall. I leaned against the wall wearily and listened.

Slow, dragging steps with a long pause between each. At first they seemed furtive. Then they just seemed very, very tired. An old man trying to make it to his last armchair. That made two of us. And then I thought, for no reason at all, of Orfamays father back there on the porch in Manhattan, Kansas, moving quietly along to his rocking chair with his cold pipe in his hand, to sit down and look out over the front lawn and have himself a nice economical smoke that required no matches and no tobacco and didnt mess up the living-room carpet. I arranged his chair for him. In the shade at the end of the porch where the bougainvillaea was thick I helped him sit down. He looked up and thanked me with the good side of his face. His fingernails scratched on the arms of the chair as he leaned back.

The fingernails scratched, but it wasnt on the arm of any chair. It was a real sound. It was close by, on the outside of a closed door that led from the examination room to the hallway. A thin feeble scratch, possibly a young kitten wanting to be let in. Okay, Marlowe, youre an old animal lover. Go over and let the kitten in. I started. I made it with the help of the nice examination couch with the rings on the end and the nice clean towels. The scratching had stopped. Poor little kitten, outside and wanting in. A tear formed itself in my eye and trickled down my furrowed cheek. I let go of the examination table and made a smooth four yards to the door. The heart was bumping inside me. And the lungs still had that feeling of having been in storage for a couple of years. I took a deep breath and got hold of the doorknob and opened it. Just at the last moment it occurred to me to reach for a gun. It occurred to me but thats as far as I got. Im a fellow that likes to take an idea over by the light and have a good look at it. Id have had to let go of the doorknob. It seemed like too big an operation. I just twisted the knob and opened the door instead.

He was braced to the doorframe by four hooked fingers made of white wax. He had eyes an eighth of an inch deep, pale gray-blue, wide open. They looked at me but they didnt see me. Our faces were inches apart. Our breathing met in midair. Mine was quick and harsh, his was the far-off whisper which has not yet begun to rattle. Blood bubbled from his mouth and ran down his chin. Something made me look down. Blood drained slowly down the inside of his trouser leg and out on his shoe and from his shoe it flowed without haste to the floor. It was already a small pool.

I couldnt see where he had been shot. His teeth clicked and I thought he was going to speak, or try to speak. But that was the only sound from him. He had stopped breathing. His jaw fell slack. Then the rattle started. It isnt a rattle at all, of course. It isnt anything like a rattle.

Rubber heels squeaked on the linoleum between the rug and the door sill. The white fingers slid away from the door frame. The mans body started to wind up on the legs. The legs refused to hold it. They scissored. His torso turned in midair, like a swimmer in a wave, and jumped at me.

In the same moment his other arm, the one that had been out of sight, came up and over in a galvanic sweep that seemed not to have any possible living impetus behind it. It fell across my left shoulder blades. Something besides the bottle of alcohol I had been holding thumped to the floor and rattled against the bottom of the wall.

I clamped my teeth hard and spread my feet and caught him under the arms. He weighed like five men. I took a step back and tried to hold him up. It was like trying to lift one end of a fallen tree. I went down with him. His head bumped the floor. I couldnt help it. There wasnt enough of me working to stop it. I straightened him out a bit and got away from him. I climbed up on my knees, and bent down and listened. The rattle stopped. There was a long silence. Then there was a muted sigh, very quiet and indolent and without urgency. Another silence. Another still slower sigh, languid and peaceful as a summer breeze drifting past the nodding roses.

Something happened to his face and behind his face, the indefinable thing that happens in that always baffling and inscrutable moment, the smoothing out, the going back over the years to the age of innocence. The face now had a vague inner amusement, an almost roguish lift at the corners of the mouth. All of which was very silly, because I knew damn well, if I ever knew anything at all, that Orrin P. Quest had not been that kind of boy.

In the distance a siren wailed. I stayed kneeling and listened. It wailed and went away. I got to my feet and went over and looked out of the side window. In front of The Garland Home of Peace another funeral was forming up. The street was thick with cars again. People walked slowly up the path past the tree roses. Very slowly, the men with their hats in their hands long before they reached the little colonial porch.

I dropped the curtain and went over and picked up the bottle of ethyl alcohol and wiped it off with my handkerchief and laid it aside. I was no longer interested in alcohol. I bent down again and the bee-sting between my shoulder blades reminded me that there was something else to pick up. A thing with a round white wooden handle that lay against the baseboard. An ice pick with a filed-down blade not more than three inches long. I held it against the light and looked at the needle-sharp tip. There might or might not have been a faint stain of my blood on it. I pulled a finger gently beside the point. No blood. The point was very sharp.

I did some more work with my handkerchief and then bent down and put the ice pick on the palm of his right hand, white and waxy against the dull nap of the carpet. It looked too arranged. I shook his arm enough to make it roll off his hand to the floor. I thought about going through his pockets, but a more ruthless hand than mine would have done that already.

In a flash of sudden panic I went through mine instead. Nothing had been taken. Even the Luger under my arm had been left. I dragged it out and sniffed at it. It had not been fired, something I should have known without looking. You dont walk around much after being shot with a Luger.

I stepped over the dark red pool in the doorway and looked along the hall. The house was still silent and waiting. The blood trail led me back and across to a room furnished like a den. There was a studio couch and a desk, some books and medical journals, an ash tray with five fat oval stubs in it. A metallic glitter near the leg of the studio couch turned out to be a used shell from an automatic — .32 caliber. I found another under the desk. I put them in my pocket.

I went back out and up the stairs. There were two bedrooms both in use, one pretty thoroughly stripped of clothes. In an ash tray more of Dr. Lagardies oval stubs. The other room contained Orrin Quests meager wardrobe, his spare suit and overcoat neatly hung in the closet, his shirts and socks and underwear equally neat in the drawers of a chest. Under the shirts at the back I found a Leica with an F.2 lens.

I left all these things as they were and went back downstairs into the room where the dead man lay indifferent to these trifles. I wiped off a few more doorknobs out of sheer perverseness, hesitated over the phone in the front room, and left without touching it. The fact that I was still walking around was a pretty good indication that the good Dr. Lagardie hadnt killed anybody.

People were still crawling up the walk to the oddly undersized colonial porch of the funeral parlor across the street. An organ was moaning inside.

I went around the corner of the house and got into my car and left. I drove slowly and breathed deeply from the bottom of my lungs, but I still couldnt seem to get enough oxygen.

Bay City ends about four miles from the ocean. I stopped in front of the last drugstore. It was time for me to make one more of my anonymous phone calls. Come and pick up the body, fellows. Who am I? Just a lucky boy who keeps finding them for you. Modest too. Dont even want my name mentioned.

I looked at the drugstore and in through the plate-glass front. A girl with slanted cheaters was reading at a magazine. She looked something like Orfamay Quest. Something tightened up my throat.

I let the clutch in and drove on. She had a right to know first, law or no law. And I was far outside the law already.


TWENTY-THREE
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I STOPPED AT the office door with the key in my hand. Then I went noiselessly along to the other door, the one that was always unlocked, and stood there and listened. She might be in there already, waiting, with her eyes shining behind the slanted cheaters and the small moist mouth willing to be kissed. I would have to tell her a harder thing than she dreamed of, and then after a while she would go and I would never see her again.

I didnt hear anything. I went back and unlocked the other door and picked the mail up and carried it over and dumped it on the desk. Nothing in it made me feel any taller. I left it and crossed to turn the latch in the other door and after a long slow moment I opened it and looked out. Silence and emptiness. A folded piece of paper lay at my feet. It had been pushed under the door. I picked it up and unfolded it.

Please call me at the apartment house. Most urgent. I must see you. It was signed D.

I dialed the number of the Chateau Bercy and asked for Miss Gonzales. Who was calling, please? One moment please, Mr. Marlowe. Buzz, buzz. Buzz, buzz.

 Allo?

The accents a bit thick this afternoon.

Ah, it is you, amigo. I waited so long in your funny little office. Can you come over here and talk to me?

Impossible. Im waiting for a call.

Well, may I come there?

Whats it all about?

Nothing I could discuss on the telephone, amigo.

Come ahead.

I sat there and waited for the telephone to ring. It didnt ring. I looked out of the window. The crowd was seething on the boulevard, the kitchen of the coffee shop next door was pouring the smell of Blue Plate Specials out of its ventilator shaft. Time passed and I sat there hunched over the desk, my chin in a hand, staring at the mustard-yellow plaster of the end wall, seeing on it the vague figure of a dying man with a short ice pick in his hand, and feeling the sting of its point between my shoulder blades. Wonderful what Hollywood will do to a nobody. It will make a radiant glamour queen out of a drab little wench who ought to be ironing a truck drivers shirts, a he-man hero with shining eyes and brilliant smile reeking of sexual charm out of some overgrown kid who was meant to go to work with a lunchbox. Out of a Texas car hop with the literacy of a character in a comic strip it will make an international courtesan, married six times to six millionaires and so blasé and decadent at the end of it that her idea of a thrill is to seduce a furniture mover in a sweaty undershirt.

And by remote control it might even take a small-town prig like Orrin Quest and make an ice-pick murderer out of him in a matter of months, elevating his simple meanness into the classic sadism of the multiple killer.

It took her a little over ten minutes to get there. I heard the door open and close and I went through to the waiting room and there she was, the All-American Gardenia. She hit me right between the eyes. Her own were deep and dark and unsmiling.

She was all in black, like the night before, but a tailor-made outfit this time, a wide black straw hat set at a rakish angle, the collar of a white silk shirt folded out over the collar of her jacket, and her throat brown and supple and her mouth as red as a new fire engine.

I waited a long time, she said. I have not had any lunch.

I had mine, I said. Cyanide. Very satisfying. Ive only just stopped looking blue.

I am not in an amusing mood this morning, amigo.

You dont have to amuse me, I said. I amuse myself. I do a brother act that has me rolling in the aisle. Lets go inside.

We went into my private thinking parlor and sat down.

You always wear black? I asked.

But yes. It is more exciting when I take my clothes off.

Do you have to talk like a whore?

You do not know much about whores, amigo. They are always most respectable. Except of course the very cheap ones.

Yeah, I said. Thanks for telling me. What is the urgent matter we have to talk about? Going to bed with you is not urgent. It can be done any day.

You are in a nasty mood.

Okay. Im in a nasty mood.

She got one of her long brown cigarettes out of her bag and fitted it carefully into the golden tweezers. She waited for me to light it for her. I didnt so she lit it herself with a golden lighter.

She held this doohickey in a black gauntleted glove and stared at me out of depthless black eyes that had no laughter in them now.

Would you like to go to bed with me?

Most anyone would. But lets leave sex out of it for now.

I do not draw a very sharp line between business and sex, she said evenly. And you cannot humiliate me. Sex is a net with which I catch fools. Some of these fools are useful and generous. Occasionally one is dangerous.

She paused thoughtfully.

I said: If youre waiting for me to say something that lets on I know who a certain party is — okay, I know who he is.

Can you prove it?

Probably not. The cops couldnt.

The cops, she said contemptuously, do not always tell all they know. They do not always prove everything they could prove. I suppose you know he was in jail for ten days last February.

Yes.

Did it not occur to you as strange that he did not get bail?

I dont know what charge they had him on. If it was as a material witness—

Do you not think he could get the charge changed to something bailable — if he really wanted to?

I havent thought much about it, I lied. I dont know the man.

You have never spoken to him? she asked idly, a little too idly.

I didnt answer.

She laughed shortly. Last night, amigo. Outside Mavis Welds apartment. I was sitting in a car across the street.

I may have bumped into him accidentally. Was that the guy?

You do not fool me at all.

Okay. Miss Weld was pretty rough with me. I went away sore. Then I meet this ginzo with her doorkey in his hand. I yank it out of his hand and toss it behind some bushes. Then I apologize and go get it for him. He seemed like a nice little guy too.

Ver-ry nice, she drawled. He was my boy friend also.

I grunted.

Strange as it may seem Im not a hell of a lot interested in your love life, Miss Gonzales. I assume it covers a wide field — all the way from Stein to Steelgrave.

Stein? she asked softly. Who is Stein?

A Cleveland hot shot that got himself gunned in front of your apartment house last February. He had an apartment there. I thought perhaps you might have met him.

She let out a silvery little laugh. Amigo, there are men I do not know. Even at the Chateau Bercy.

Reports say he was gunned two blocks away, I said. I like it better that it happened right in front. And you were looking out of the window and saw it happen. And saw the killer run away and just under a street light he turned back and the light caught his face and darned if it wasnt old man Steelgrave. You recognized him by his rubber nose and the fact that he was wearing his tall hat with the pigeons on it.

She didnt laugh.

You like it better that way, she purred.

We could make more money that way.

But Steelgrave was in jail, she smiled. And even if he was not in jail — even if, for example, I happened to be friendly with a certain Dr. Chalmers who was county jail physician at the time and he told me, in an intimate moment, that he had given Steelgrave a pass to go to the dentist — with a guard of course, but the guard was a reasonable man — on the very day Stein was shot — even if this happened to be true, would it not be a very poor way to use the information by blackmailing Steelgrave?

I hate to talk big, I said, but Im not afraid of Steelgrave — or a dozen like him in one package.

But I am, amigo. A witness to a gang murder is not in a very safe position in this country. No, we will not blackmail Steelgrave. And we will not say anything about Mr. Stein, whom I may or may not have known. It is enough that Mavis Weld is a close friend of a known gangster and is seen in public with him.

Wed have to prove he was a known gangster, I said.

Can we not do that?

How?

She made a disappointed mouth. But I felt sure that was what you had been doing these last couple of days.

Why?

I have private reasons.

They mean nothing to me while you keep them private.

She got rid of the brown cigarette stub in my ash tray. I leaned over and squashed it out with the stub of a pencil. She touched my hand lightly with a gauntleted finger. Her smile was the reverse of anesthetic. She leaned back and crossed her legs. The little lights began to dance in her eyes. It was a long time between passes — for her.

Love is such a dull word, she mused. It amazes me that the English language so rich in the poetry of love can accept such a feeble word for it. It has no life, no resonance. It suggests to me little girls in ruffled summer dresses, with little pink smiles, and little shy voices, and probably the most unbecoming underwear.

I said nothing. With an effortless change of pace she became businesslike again.

Mavis will get $75,000 a picture from now on, and eventually $150,000. She has started to climb and nothing will stop her. Except possibly a bad scandal.

Then somebody ought to tell her who Steelgrave is, I said. Why dont you? And incidentally, suppose we did have all this proof, whats Steelgrave doing all the time were putting the bite on Weld?

Does he have to know? I hardly think she would tell him. In fact, I hardly think she would go on having anything to do with him. But that would not matter to us — if we had our proof. And if she knew we had it.

Her black gauntleted hand moved towards her black bag, stopped, drummed lightly on the edge of the desk, and so got back to where they could drop it in her lap. She hadnt looked at the bag. I hadnt either.

I stood up. I might happen to be under some obligation to Miss Weld. Ever think of that?

She just smiled.

And if that was so, I said, dont you think its about time you got the hell out of my office?

She put her hands on the arms of her chair and started to get up, still smiling. I scooped the bag before she could change direction. Her eyes filled with glare. She made a spitting sound.

I opened the bag and went through and found a white envelope that looked a little familiar. Out of it I shook the photo at The Dancers, the two pieces fitted together and pasted on another piece of paper.

I closed the bag and tossed it across to her.

She was on her feet now, her lips drawn back over her teeth. She was very silent.

Interesting, I said and snapped a digit at the glazed surface of the print. If its not a fake. Is that Steelgrave?

The silvery laugh bubbled up again. You are a ridiculous character, amigo. You really are. I did not know they made such people any more.

Prewar stock, I said. Were getting scarcer every day. Where did you get this?

From Mavis Welds purse in Mavis Welds dressing room. While she was on the set.

She know?

She does not know.

I wonder where she got it.

From you.

Nonsense. I raised my eyebrows a few inches. Where would I get it?

She reached the gauntleted hand across the desk. Her voice was cold. Give it back to me, please.

Ill give it back to Mavis Weld. And I hate to tell you this, Miss Gonzales, but Id never get anywhere as a blackmailer. I just dont have the engaging personality.

Give it back to me! she said sharply. If you do not—

She cut herself off. I waited for her to finish. A look of contempt showed on her smooth features.

Very well, she said. It is my mistake. I thought you were smart, I can see that you are just another dumb private eye. This shabby little office, she waved a black gloved hand at it, and the shabby little life that goes on here — they ought to tell me what sort of idiot you are.

They do, I said.

She turned slowly and walked to the door. I got around the desk and she let me open it for her.

She went out slowly. The way she did it hadnt been learned at business college.

She went on down the hall without looking back. She had a beautiful walk.

The door bumped against the pneumatic doorcloser and very softly clicked shut. It seemed to take a long time to do that. I stood there watching it as if I had never seen it happen before. Then I turned and started back towards my desk and the phone rang.

I picked it up and answered it. It was Christy French. Marlowe? Wed like to see you down at headquarters.

Right away?

If not sooner, he said and hung up.

I slipped the pasted-together print from under the blotter and went over to put it in the safe with the others. I put my hat on and closed the window. There was nothing to wait for. I looked at the green tip on the sweep hand of my watch. It was a long time until five oclock. The sweep hand went around and around the dial like a door-to-door salesman. The hands stood at four-ten. Youd think shed have called up by now. I peeled my coat off and unstrapped the shoulder harness and locked it with the Luger in the desk drawer. The cops dont like you to be wearing a gun in their territory. Even if you have the right to wear one. They like you to come in properly humble, with your hat in your hand, and your voice low and polite, and your eyes full of nothing.

I looked at the watch again. I listened. The building seemed quiet this afternoon. After a while it would be silent and then the madonna of the dark-gray mop would come shuffling along the hall, trying doorknobs.

I put my coat back on and locked the communicating door and switched off the buzzer and let myself out into the hallway. And then the phone rang. I nearly took the door off its hinges getting back to it. It was her voice all right, but it had a tone I had never heard before. A cool balanced tone, not flat or empty or dead, or even childish. Just the voice of a girl I didnt know and yet did know. What was in that voice I knew before she said more than three words.

I called you up because you told me to, she said. But you dont have to tell me anything. I went down there.

I was holding the phone with both hands.

You went down there, I said. Yes, I heard that. So?

I — borrowed a car, she said. I parked across the street. There were so many cars you would never have noticed me. Theres a funeral home there. I wasnt following you. I tried to go after you when you came out but I dont know the streets down there at all. I lost you. So I went back.

What did you go back for?

I dont really know. I thought you looked kind of funny when you came out of the house. Or maybe I just had a feeling. He being my brother and all. So I went back and rang the bell. And nobody answered the door. I thought that was funny too. Maybe Im psychic or something. All of a sudden I seemed to have to get into that house. And I didnt know how to do it, but I had to.

Thats happened to me, I said, and it was my voice, but somebody had been using my tongue for sandpaper.

I called the police and told them I had heard shots, she said. They came and one of them got into the house through a window. And then he let the other one in. And after a while they let me in. And then they wouldnt let me go. I had to tell them all about it, who he was, and that I had lied about the shots, but I was afraid something had happened to Orrin. And I had to tell them about you too.

Thats all right, I said. Id have told them myself as soon as I could get a chance to tell you.

Its kind of awkward for you, isnt it?

Yes.

Will they arrest you or something?

They could.

You left him lying there on the floor. Dead. You had to, I guess.

I had my reasons, I said. They wont sound too good, but I had them. It made no difference to him.

Oh youd have your reasons all right, she said. Youre very smart. Youd always have reasons for things. Well, I guess youll have to tell the police your reasons too.

Not necessarily.

Oh yes, you will, the voice said, and there was a ring of pleasure in it I couldnt account for. You certainly will. Theyll make you.

We wont argue about that, I said. In my business a fellow does what he can to protect a client. Sometimes he goes a little too far. Thats what I did. Ive put myself where they can hurt me. But not entirely for you.

You left him lying on the floor, dead, she said. And I dont care what they do to you. If they put you in prison, I think I would like that. I bet youll be awfully brave about it.

Sure, I said. Always a gay smile. Did you see what he had in his hand?

He didnt have anything in his hand.

Well, lying near his hand.

There wasnt anything. There wasnt anything at all. What sort of thing?

Thats fine, I said. Im glad of that. Well, goodbye. Im going down to headquarters now. They want to see me. Good luck, if I dont see you again.

Youd better keep your good luck, she said. You might need it. And I wouldnt want it.

I did my best for you, I said. Perhaps if youd given me a little more information in the beginning—

She hung up while I was saying it.

I put the phone down in its cradle as gently as if it was a baby. I got out a handkerchief and wiped the palms of my hands. I went over to the washbasin and washed my hands and face. I sloshed cold water on my face and dried off hard with the towel and looked at it in the mirror.

You drove off a cliff all right, I said to the face.


TWENTY-FOUR
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IN THE CENTER of the room was a long yellow oak table. Its edges were unevenly grooved with cigarette burns. Behind it was a window with wire over the stippled glass. Also behind it with a mess of papers spread out untidily in front of him was Detective-Lieutenant Fred Beifus. At the end of the table leaning back on two legs of an armchair was a big burly man whose face had for me the vague familiarity of a face previously seen in a halftone on newsprint. He had a jaw like a park bench. He had the butt end of a carpenters pencil between his teeth. He seemed to be awake and breathing, but apart from that he just sat.

There were two rolltop desks at the other side of the table and there was another window. One of the rolltop desks was backed to the window. A woman with orange-colored hair was typing out a report on a typewriter stand beside the desk. At the other desk, which was endways to the window, Christy French sat in a tilted-back swivel chair with his feet on the corner of the desk. He was looking out of the window, which was open and afforded a magnificent view of the police parking lot and the back of a billboard.

Sit down there, Beifus said, pointing.

I sat down across from him in a straight oak chair without arms. It was far from new and when new had not been beautiful.

This is Lieutenant Moses Maglashan of the Bay City police, Beifus said. He dont like you any better than we do.

Lieutenant Moses Maglashan took the carpenters pencil out of his mouth and looked at the teeth marks in the fat octagonal pencil butt. Then he looked at me. His eyes went over me slowly exploring me, noting me, cataloguing me. He said nothing. He put the pencil back in his mouth.

Beifus said: Maybe Im a queer, but for me you dont have no more sex appeal than a turtle. He half turned to the typing woman in the corner. Millie.

She swung around from the typewriter to a shorthand notebook. Names Philip Marlowe, Beifus said. With an e on the end, if youre fussy. License number?

He looked back at me. I told him. The orange queen wrote without looking up. To say she had a face that would have stopped a clock would have been to insult her. It would have stopped a runaway horse.

Now if youre in the mood, Beifus told me, You could start in at the beginning and give us all the stuff you left out yesterday. Dont try to sort it out. Just let it flow natural. We got enough stuff to check you as you go along.

You want me to make a statement?

A very full statement, Beifus said. Fun, huh?

This statement is to be voluntary and without coercion?

Yeah. They all are. Beifus grinned.

Maglashan looked at me steadily for a moment. The orange queen turned back to her typing. Nothing for her yet. Thirty years of it had perfected her timing.

Maglashan took a heavy worn pigskin glove out of his pocket and put it on his right hand and flexed his fingers.

Whats that for? Beifus asked him.

I bite my nails times, Maglashan said. Funny. Only bite em on my right hand. He raised his slow eyes to stare at me. Some guys are more voluntary than others, he said idly. Something to do with the kidneys, they tell me. Ive known guys of the not so voluntary type that had to go to the can every fifteen minutes for weeks after they got voluntary. Couldnt seem to hold water.

Just think of that, Beifus said wonderingly.

Then theres the guys cant talk above a husky whisper, Maglashan went on. Like punch-drunk fighters that have stopped too many with their necks.

Maglashan looked at me. It seemed to be my turn.

Then theres the type that wont go to the can at all, I said. They try too hard. Sit in a chair like this for thirty hours straight. Then they fall down and rupture a spleen or burst a bladder. They overco-operate. And after sunrise court, when the tank is empty, you find them dead in a dark corner. Maybe they ought to have seen a doctor, but you cant figure everything, can you, Lieutenant?

We figure pretty close down in Bay City, he said. When we got anything to figure with.

There were hard lumps of muscle at the corners of his jaws. His eyes had a reddish glare behind them.

I could do lovely business with you, he said staring at me. Just lovely.

Im sure you could, Lieutenant. Ive always had a swell time in Bay City — while I stayed conscious.

Id keep you conscious a long long time, baby. Id make a point of it. Id give it my personal attention.

Christy French turned his head slowly and yawned. What makes you Bay City cops so tough? he asked. You pickle your nuts in salt water or something?

Beifus put his tongue out so that the tip showed and ran it along his lips.

Weve always been tough, Maglashan said, not looking at him. We like to be tough. Jokers like this character here keep us tuned up. He turned back to me. So youre the sweetheart that phoned in about Clausen. Youre right handy with a pay phone, aint you, sweetheart?

I didnt say anything.

Im talking to you, sweetheart, Maglashan said. I asked you a question, sweetheart. When I ask a question I get answered. Get that, sweetheart?

Keep on talking and youll answer yourself, Christy French said. And maybe you wont like the answer, and maybe youll be so damn tough youll have to knock yourself out with that glove. Just to prove it.

Maglashan straightened up. Red spots the size of half-dollars glowed dully on his cheeks.

I come up here to get co-operation, he told French slowly. The big razzoo I can get to home. From my wife. Here I dont expect the wise numbers to work out on me.

Youll get co-operation, French said. Just dont try to steal the picture with that nineteen-thirty dialogue. He swung his chair around and looked at me. Lets take out a clean sheet of paper and play like were just starting this investigation. I know all your arguments. Im no judge of them. The point is do you want to talk or get booked as a material witness?

Ask the questions, I said. If you dont like the answers, you can book me. If you book me, I get to make a phone call.

Correct, French said, if we book you. But we dont have to. We can ride the circuit with you. It might take days.

And canned cornbeef hash to eat, Beifus put in cheerfully.

Strictly speaking, it wouldnt be legal, French said. But we do it all the time. Like you do a few things which you hadnt ought to do maybe. Would you say you were legal in this picture?

No.

Maglashan let out a deep throated, Ha!

I looked across at the orange queen who was back to her notebook, silent and indifferent.

You got a client to protect, French said.

Maybe.

You mean you did have a client. She ratted on you.

I said nothing.

Names Orfamay Quest, French said, watching me.

Ask your questions, I said.

What happened down there in Idaho Street?

I went there looking for her brother. Hed moved away, she said, and shed come out here to see him. She was worried. The manager, Clausen, was too drunk to talk sense. I looked at the register and saw another man had moved into Quests room. I talked to this man. He told me nothing that helped.

French reached around and picked a pencil off the desk and tapped it against his teeth. Ever see this man again?

Yes. I told him who I was. When I went back downstairs Clausen was dead. And somebody had torn a page out of the register. The page with Quests name on it. I called the police.

But you didnt stick around?

I had no information about Clausens death.

But you didnt stick around, French repeated. Maglashan made a savage noise in his throat and threw the carpenters pencil clear across the room. I watched it bounce against the wall and floor and come to a stop.

Thats correct, I said.

In Bay City, Maglashan said, we could murder you for that.

In Bay City you could murder me for wearing a blue tie, I said.

He started to get up. Beifus looked sideways at him and said: Leave Christy handle it. Theres always a second show.

We could break you for that, French said to me without inflexion.

Consider me broke, I said. I never liked the business anyway.

So you came back to your office. What then?

I reported to the client. Then a guy called me up and asked me over to the Van Nuys Hotel. He was the same guy I had talked to down on Idaho Street, but with a different name.

You could have told us that, couldnt you?

If I had, Id have had to tell you everything. That would have violated the conditions of my employment.

French nodded and tapped his pencil. He said slowly: A murder wipes out agreements like that. Two murders ought to do it double. And two murders by the same method, treble. You dont look good, Marlowe. You dont look good at all.

I dont even look good to the client, I said, after today.

What happened today?

She told me her brother had called her up from this doctors house. Dr. Lagardie. The brother was in danger. I was to hurry on down and take care of him. I hurried on down. Dr. Lagardie and his nurse had the office closed. They acted scared. The police had been there. I looked at Maglashan.

Another of his phone calls, Maglashan snarled.

Not me this time, I said.

All right. Go on, French said, after a pause.

Lagardie denied knowing anything about Orrin Quest. He sent his nurse home. Then he slipped me a doped cigarette and I went away from there for a while. When I came to I was alone in the house. Then I wasnt. Orrin Quest, or what was left of him, was scratching at the door. He fell through it and died as I opened it. With his last ounce of strength he tried to stick me with an ice pick. I moved my shoulders. The place between them was a little stiff and sore, nothing more.

French looked hard at Maglashan. Maglashan shook his head, but French kept on looking at him. Beifus began to whistle under his breath. I couldnt make out the tune at first, and then I could. It was Old Man Mose is Dead.

French turned his head and said slowly: No ice pick was found by the body.

I left it where it fell, I said.

Maglashan said: Looks like I ought to be putting on my glove again. He stretched it between his fingers. Somebodys a goddam liar and it aint me.

All right, French said. All right. Lets not be theatrical. Suppose the kid did have an ice pick in his hand, that doesnt prove he was born holding one.

Filed down, I said. Short. Three inches from the handle to the tip of the point. Thats not the way they come from the hardware store.

Why would he want to stick you? Beifus asked with his derisive grin. You were his pal. You were down there to keep him safe for his sister.

I was just something between him and the light, I said. Something that moved and could have been a man and could have been the man that hurt him. He was dying on his feet. Id never seen him before. If he ever saw me, I didnt know it.

It could have been a beautiful friendship, Beifus said with a sigh. Except for the ice pick, of course.

And the fact that he had it in his hand and tried to stick me with it could mean something.

For instance what?

A man in his condition acts from instinct. He doesnt invent new techniques. He got me between the shoulder blades, a sting, the feeble last effort of a dying man. Maybe it would have been a different place and a much deeper penetration if he had had his health.

Maglashan said: How much longer we have to barber round with this monkey? You talk to him like he was human. Leave me talk to him my way.

The captain doesnt like it, French said casually.

Hell with the captain.

The captain doesnt like small-town cops saying the hell with him, French said.

Maglashan clamped his teeth tight and the line of his jaw showed white. His eyes narrowed and glistened. He took a deep breath through his nose.

Thanks for the co-operation, he said and stood up. Ill be on my way. He rounded the corner of the table and stopped beside me. He put his left hand out and tilted my chin up again.

See you again, sweetheart. In my town.

He lashed me across the face twice with the wrist end of the glove. The buttons stung sharply. I put my hand up and rubbed my lower lip.

French said: For Chrissake, Maglashan, sit down and let the guy speak his piece. And keep your hands off him.

Maglashan looked back at him and said: Think you can make me?

French just shrugged. After a moment Maglashan rubbed his big hand across his mouth and strolled back to his chair. French said:

Lets have your ideas about all this, Marlowe.

Among other things Clausen was probably pushing reefers, I said. I sniffed marihuana smoke in his apartment. A tough little guy was counting money in the kitchen when I got there. He had a gun and a sharpened rat-tail file, both of which he tried to use on me. I took them away from him and he left. He would be the runner. But Clausen was liquored to a point where you wouldnt want to trust him any more. They dont go for that in the organizations. The runner thought I was a dick. Those people wouldnt want Clausen picked up. He would be too easy to milk. The minute they smelled dick around the house Clausen would be missing.

French looked at Maglashan. That make any sense to you?

It could happen, Maglashan said grudgingly.

French said: Suppose it was so, whats it got to do with this Orrin Quest?

Anybody can smoke reefers, I said. If youre dull and lonely and depressed and out of a job, they might be very attractive. But when you smoke them you get warped ideas and calloused emotions. And marihuana affects different people different ways. Some it makes very tough and some it just makes never-no-mind. Suppose Quest tried to put the bite on somebody and threatened to go to the police. Quite possibly all three murders are connected with the reefer gang.

That dont jibe with Quest having a filed-down ice pick, Beifus said.

I said: According to the lieutenant here he didnt have one. So I must have imagined that. Anyhow, he might just have picked it up. They might be standard equipment around Dr. Lagardies house. Get anything on him?

He shook his head, Not so far.

He didnt kill me, probably he didnt kill anybody, I said. Quest told his sister — according to her — that he was working for Dr. Lagardie, but that some gangsters were after him.

This Lagardie, French said, prodding at his blotter with a pen point, what do you make of him?

He used to practise in Cleveland. Downtown in a large way. He must have had his reasons for hiding out in Bay City.

Cleveland, huh? French drawled and looked at a corner of the ceiling. Beifus looked down at his papers. Maglashan said:

Probably an abortionist. Ive had my eye on him for some time.

Which eye? Beifus asked him mildly.

Maglashan flushed.

French said: Probably the one he didnt have on Idaho Street.

Maglashan stood up violently. You boys think youre so goddam smart it might interest you to know that were just a small town police force. We got to double in brass once in a while. Just the same I like that reefer angle. It might cut down my work considerable. Im looking into it right now.

He marched solidly to the door and left. French looked after him. Beifus did the same. When the door closed they looked at each other.

I betcha they pull that raid again tonight, Beifus said.

French nodded.

Beifus said: In a flat over a laundry. Theyll go down on the beach and pull in three or four vagrants and stash them in the flat and then theyll line them up for the camera boys after they pull the raid.

French said: Youre talking too much, Fred.

Beifus grinned and was silent. French said to me: If you were guessing, what would you guess they were looking for in that room at the Van Nuys?

A claim check for a suitcase full of weed.

Not bad, French said. And still guessing where would it have been?

I thought about that. When I talked to Hicks down at Bay City he wasnt wearing his muff. A man doesnt around the house. But he was wearing it on the bed at the Van Nuys. Maybe he didnt put it on himself.

French said: So?

I said: Wouldnt be a bad place to stash a claim check.

French said: You could pin it down with a piece of scotch tape. Quite an idea.

There was a silence. The orange queen went back to her typing. I looked at my nails. They werent as clean as they might be. After the pause French said slowly:

Dont think for a minute youre in the clear, Marlowe. Still guessing, how came Dr. Lagardie to mention Cleveland to you?

I took the trouble to look him up. A doctor cant change his name if he wants to go on practicing. The ice pick made you think of Weepy Moyer. Weepy Moyer operated in Cleveland. Sunny Moe Stein operated in Cleveland. Its true the ice-pick technique was different, but it was an ice pick. You said yourself the boys might have learned. And always with these gangs theres a doctor somewhere in the background.

Pretty wild, French said. Pretty loose connection.

Would I do myself any good if I tightened it up?

Can you?

I can try.

French sighed. The little Quest girl is okay, he said. I talked to her mother back in Kansas. She really did come out here to look for her brother. And she really did hire you to do it. She gives you a good write-up. Up to a point. She really did suspect her brother was mixed up in something wrong. You make any money on the deal?

Not much, I said. I gave her back the fee. She didnt have much.

That way you dont have to pay income tax on it, Beifus said.

French said, Lets break this off. The next move is up to the D. A. And if I know Endicott, it will be a week from Tuesday before he decides how to play it. He made a gesture towards the door.

I stood up. Will it be all right if I dont leave town? I asked.

They didnt bother to answer that one.

I just stood there and looked at them. The ice-pick wound between my shoulders had a dry sting, and the flesh around the place was stiff. The side of my face and mouth smarted where Maglashan had sideswiped me with his well-used pigskin glove. I was in the deep water. It was dark and unclear and the taste of the salt was in my mouth.

They just sat there and looked back at me. The orange queen was clacking her typewriter. Cop talk was no more treat to her than legs to a dance director. They had the calm weathered faces of healthy men in hard condition. They had the eyes they always have, cloudy and gray like freezing water. The firm set mouth, the hard little wrinkles at the corners of the eyes, the hard hollow meaningless stare, not quite cruel and a thousand miles from kind. The dull ready-made clothes, worn without style, with a sort of contempt; the look of men who are poor and yet proud of their power, watching always for ways to make it felt, to shove it into you and twist it and grin and watch you squirm, ruthless without malice, cruel and yet not always unkind. What would you expect them to be? Civilization had no meaning for them. All they saw of it was the failures, the dirt, the dregs, the aberrations and the disgust.

What you standing there for? Beifus asked sharply. You want us to give you a great big spitty kiss? No snappy comeback, huh? Too bad. His voice fell away into a dull drone. He frowned and reached a pencil off the desk. With a quick motion of his fingers he snapped it in half and held the two halves out on his palm.

Were giving you that much break, he said thinly, the smile all gone. Go on out and square things up. What the hell you think were turning you loose for? Maglashan bought you a rain check. Use it.

I put my hand up and rubbed my lip. My mouth had too many teeth in it.

Beifus lowered his eyes to the table, picked up a paper and began to read it. Christy French swung around in his chair and put his feet on the desk and stared out of the open window at the parking lot. The orange queen stopped typing. The room was suddenly full of heavy silence, like a fallen cake.

I went on out, parting the silence as if I was pushing my way through water.


TWENTY-FIVE
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THE OFFICE WAS empty again. No leggy brunettes, no little girls with slanted glasses, no neat dark men with gangsters eyes.

I sat down at the desk and watched the light fade. The going-home sounds had died away. Outside the neon signs began to glare at one another across the boulevard. There was something to be done, but I didnt know what. Whatever it was it would be useless. I tidied up my desk, listening to the scrape of a bucket on the tiling of the corridor. I put my papers away in the drawer, straightened the pen stand, got out a duster and wiped off the glass and then the telephone. It was dark and sleek in the fading light. It wouldnt ring tonight. Nobody would call me again. Not now, not this time. Perhaps not ever.

I put the duster away folded with the dust in it, leaned back and just sat, not smoking, not even thinking. I was a blank man. I had no face, no meaning, no personality, hardly a name. I didnt want to eat. I didnt even want a drink. I was the page from yesterdays calendar crumpled at the bottom of the waste basket.

So I pulled the phone towards me and dialed Mavis Welds number. It rang and rang and rang. Nine times. Thats a lot of ringing, Marlowe. I guess theres nobody home. Nobody home to you. I hung up. Who would you like to call now? You got a friend somewhere that might like to hear your voice? No. Nobody.

Let the telephone ring, please. Let there be somebody to call up and plug me into the human race again. Even a cop. Even a Maglashan. Nobody has to like me. I just want to get off this frozen star.

The telephone rang.

Amigo, her voice said. There is trouble. Bad trouble. She wants to see you. She likes you. She thinks you are an honest man.

Where? I asked. It wasnt really a question, just a sound I made. I sucked on a cold pipe and leaned my head on my hand, brooding at the telephone. It was a voice to talk to anyway.

You will come?

Id sit up with a sick parrot tonight. Where do I go?

I will come for you. I will be before your building in fifteen minutes. It is not easy to get where we go.

How is it coming back, I asked, or dont we care?

But she had already hung up.

Down at the drugstore lunch counter I had time to inhale two cups of coffee and a melted-cheese sandwich with two slivers of ersatz bacon imbedded in it, like dead fish in the silt at the bottom of a drained pool.

I was crazy. I liked it.


TWENTY-SIX
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IT WAS A black Mercury convertible with a light top. The top was up. When I leaned in at the door Dolores Gonzales slid over towards me along the leather seat.

You drive please, amigo. I do not really ever like to drive.

The light from the drugstore caught her face. She had changed her clothes again, but it was still all black, save for a flame-colored shirt. Slacks and a kind of loose coat like a mans leisure jacket.

I leaned on the door of the car. Why didnt she call me?

She couldnt. She did not have the number and she had very little time.

Why?

It seemed to be while someone was out of the room for just a moment.

And where is this place she called from?

I do not know the name of the street. But I can find the house. That is why I come. Please get into the car and let us hurry.

Maybe, I said. And again maybe I am not getting into the car. Old age and arthritis have made me cautious.

Always the wisecrack, she said. It is a very strange man.

Always the wisecrack where possible, I said, and it is a very ordinary guy with only one head — which has been rather harshly used at times. The times usually started out like this.

Will you make love to me tonight? she asked softly.

That again is an open question. Probably not.

You would not waste your time. I am not one of these synthetic blondes with a skin you could strike matches on. These ex-laundresses with large bony hands and sharp knees and unsuccessful breasts.

Just for half an hour, I said, lets leave the sex to one side. Its great stuff, like chocolate sundaes. But there comes a time you would rather cut your throat. I guess maybe Id better cut mine.

I went around the car and slid under the wheel and started the motor.

We go west, she said, through the Beverly Hills and then farther on.

I let the clutch in and drifted around the corner to go south to Sunset. Dolores got one of her long brown cigarettes out.

Did you bring a gun? she asked.

No. What would I want a gun for? The inside of my left arm pressed against the Luger in the shoulder harness.

It is better not perhaps. She fitted the cigarette into the little golden tweezer thing and lit it with the golden lighter. The light flaring in her face seemed to be swallowed up by her depthless black eyes.

I turned west on Sunset and swallowed myself up in three lanes of race-track drivers who were pushing their mounts hard to get nowhere and do nothing.

What kind of trouble is Miss Weld in?

I do not know. She just said that it was trouble and she was much afraid and she needed you.

You ought to be able to think up a better story than that.

She didnt answer. I stopped for a traffic signal and turned to look at her. She was crying softly in the dark.

I would not hurt a hair of Mavis Welds head, she said. I do not quite expect that you would believe me.

On the other hand, I said, maybe the fact that you dont have a story helps.

She started to slide along the seat towards me.

Keep to your own side of the car, I said. Ive got to drive this heap.

You do not want my head on your shoulder?

Not in this traffic.

I stopped at Fairfax with the green light to let a man make a left turn. Horns blew violently behind. When I started again the car that had been right behind swung out and pulled level and a fat guy in a sweatshirt yelled:

Aw go get yourself a hammock!

He went on, cutting in so hard that I had to brake.

I used to like this town, I said, just to be saying something and not to be thinking too hard. A long time ago. There were trees along Wilshire Boulevard. Beverly Hills was a country town. Westwood was bare hills and lots offering at eleven hundred dollars and no takers. Hollywood was a bunch of frame houses on the interurban line. Los Angeles was just a big dry sunny place with ugly homes and no style, but goodhearted and peaceful. It had the climate they just yap about now. People used to sleep out on porches. Little groups who thought they were intellectual used to call it the Athens of America. It wasnt that, but it wasnt a neon-lighted slum either.

We crossed La Cienega and went into the curve of the Strip. The Dancers was a blaze of light. The terrace was packed. The parking lot was like ants on a piece of overripe fruit.

Now we get characters like this Steelgrave owning restaurants. We get guys like that fat boy that bawled me out back there. Weve got the big money, the sharp shooters, the percentage workers, the fast-dollar boys, the hoodlums out of New York and Chicago and Detroit — and Cleveland. Weve got the flash restaurants and night clubs they run, and the hotels and apartment houses they own, and the grifters and con men and female bandits that live in them. The luxury trades, the pansy decorators, the Lesbian dress designers, the riffraff of a big hard-boiled city with no more personality than a paper cup. Out in the fancy suburbs dear old Dad is reading the sports page in front of a picture window, with his shoes off, thinking he is high class because he has a three-car garage. Mom is in front of her princess dresser trying to paint the suitcases out from under her eyes. And Junior is clamped onto the telephone calling up a succession of high school girls that talk pigeon English and carry contraceptives in their make-up kit.

It is the same in all big cities, amigo.

Real cities have something else, some individual bony structure under the muck. Los Angeles has Hollywood — and hates it. It ought to consider itself damn lucky. Without Hollywood it would be a mail-order city. Everything in the catalogue you could get better somewhere else.

You are bitter tonight, amigo.

Ive got a few troubles. The only reason Im driving this car with you beside me is that Ive got so much trouble a little more will seem like icing.

You have done something wrong? she asked and came close to me along the seat.

Well, just collecting bodies, I said. Depends on the point of view. The cops dont like the work done by us amateurs. They have their own service.

What will they do to you?

They might run me out of town and I couldnt care less. Dont push me so hard. I need this arm to shift gears with.

She pulled away in a huff. I think you are very nasty to get along with, she said. Turn right at the Lost Canyon Road.

After a while we passed the University. All the lights of the city were on now, a vast carpet of them stretching down the slope to the south and on into the almost infinite distance. A plane droned overhead losing altitude, its two signal lights winking on and off alternately. At Lost Canyon I swung right skirting the big gates that led into Bel-Air. The road began to twist and climb. There were too many cars; the headlights glared angrily down the twisting white concrete. A little breeze blew down over the pass. There was the odor of wild sage, the acrid tang of eucalyptus, and the quiet smell of dust. Windows glowed on the hillside. We passed a big white two storied Monterey house that must have cost $70,000 and had a cut-out illuminated sign in front: Cairn Terriers.

The next to the right, Dolores said.

I made the turn. The road got steeper and narrower. There were houses behind walls and masses of shrubbery but you couldnt see anything. Then we came to the fork and there was a police car with a red spotlight parked at it and across the right side of the fork two cars parked at right angles. A torch waved up and down. I slowed the car and stopped level with the police car. Two cops sat in it smoking. They didnt move.

What goes on?

Amigo, I have no idea at all. Her voice had a hushed withdrawn sound. She might have been a little scared. I didnt know what of.

A tall man, the one with the torch, came around the side of the car and poked the flash at me, then lowered it.

Were not using this road tonight, he said. Going anywhere in particular?

I set the brake, reached for a flash which Dolores got out of the glove compartment. I snapped the light on to the tall man. He wore expensive-looking slacks, a sport shirt with initials on the pocket and a polka-dot scarf knotted around his neck. He had horn-rimmed glasses and glossy wavy black hair. He looked as Hollywood as all hell.

I said: Any explanation — or are you just making law?

The law is over there, if you want to talk to them. His voice held a tone of contempt. We are merely private citizens. We live around here. This is a residential neighborhood. We mean to keep it that way.

A man with a sporting gun came out of the shadows and stood beside the tall man. He held the gun in the crook of his left arm, pointed muzzle down. But he didnt look as if he just had it for ballast.

Thats jake with me, I said. I didnt have any other plans. We just want to go to a place.

What place? the tall man asked coolly.

I turned to Dolores. What place?

It is a white house on the hill, high up, she said.

And what did you plan to do up there? the tall man asked.

The man who lives there is my friend, she said tartly.

He shone the flash in her face for a moment. You look swell, he said. But we dont like your friend. We dont like characters that try to run gambling joints in this kind of neighborhood.

I know nothing about a gambling joint, Dolores told him sharply.

Neither do the cops, the tall man said. They dont even want to find out. Whats your friends name, darling?

That is not of your business, Dolores spit at him.

Go on home and knit socks, darling, the tall man said. He turned to me.

The roads not in use tonight, he said. Now you know why.

Think you can make it stick? I asked him.

It will take more than you to change our plans. You ought to see our tax assessments. And those monkeys in the prowl car — and a lot more like them down at the City Hall — just sit on their hands when we ask for the law to be enforced.

I unlatched the car door and swung it open. He stepped back and let me get out. I walked over to the prowl car. The two cops in it were leaning back lazily. Their loudspeaker was turned low, just audibly muttering. One of them was chewing gum rhythmically.

Hows to break up this road block and let the citizens through? I asked him.

No orders, buddy. Were just here to keep the peace. Anybody starts anything, we finish it.

They say theres a gambling house up the line.

They say, the cop said.

You dont believe them?

I dont even try, buddy, he said, and spat past my shoulder.

Suppose I have urgent business up there.

He looked at me without expression and yawned.

Thanks a lot, buddy, I said.

I went back to the Mercury, got my wallet out and handed the tall man a card. He put his flash on it, and said: Well?

He snapped the flash off and stood silent. His face began to take form palely in the darkness.

Im on business. To me its important business. Let me through and perhaps you wont need this block tomorrow.

You talk large, friend.

Would I have the kind of money it takes to patronize a private gambling club?

She might, he flicked an eye at Dolores. She might have brought you along for protection.

He turned to the shotgun man. What do you think?

Chance it. Just two of them and both sober.

The tall one snapped his flash on again and made a sidesweep with it back and forth. A car motor started. One of the block cars backed around on to the shoulder. I got in and started the Mercury, went on through the gap and watched the block car in the mirror as it took up position again, then cut its high beam lights.

Is this the only way in and out of here?

They think it is, amigo. There is another way, but it is a private road through an estate. We would have had to go around by the valley side.

We nearly didnt get through, I told her. This cant be very bad trouble anybody is in.

I knew you would find a way, amigo.

Something stinks, I said nastily. And it isnt wild lilac.

Such a suspicious man. Do you not even want to kiss me?

You ought to have used a little of that back at the road block. That tall guy looked lonely. You could have taken him off in the bushes.

She hit me across the mouth with the back of her hand. You son of a bitch, she said casually. The next driveway on the left, if you please.

We topped a rise and the road ended suddenly in a wide black circle edged with whitewashed stones. Directly ahead was a wire fence with a wide gate in it, and a sign on the gate: Private Road. No Trespassing. The gate was open and a padlock hung from one end of a loose chain on the posts. I turned the car around a white oleander bush and was in the motor yard of a long low white house with a tile roof and a four-car garage in the corner, under a walled balcony. Both the wide garage doors were closed. There was no light in the house. A high moon made a bluish radiance on the white stucco walls. Some of the lower windows were shuttered. Four packing cases full of trash stood in a row at the foot of the steps. There was a big garbage can upended and empty. There were two steel drums with papers in them.

There was no sound from the house, no sign of life. I stopped the Mercury, cut the lights and the motor, and just sat. Dolores moved in the corner. The seat seemed to be shaking. I reached across and touched her. She was shivering.

Whats the matter?

Get — get out, please, she said as if her teeth chattered.

How about you?

She opened the door on her side and jumped out. I got out my side and left the door hanging open, the keys in the lock. She came around the back of the car and as she got close to me I could almost feel her shaking before she touched me. Then she leaned up against me hard thigh to thigh and breast to breast. Her arms went around my neck.

I am being very foolish, she said softly. He will kill me for this — just as he killed Stein. Kiss me.

I kissed her. Her lips were hot and dry. Is he in there?

Yes.

Who else?

Nobody else — except Mavis. He will kill her too.

Listen—

Kiss me again, I have not very long to live, amigo. When you are the finger for a man like that — you die young.

I pushed her away from me, but gently.

She stepped back and lifted her right hand quickly. There was a gun in it now.

I looked at the gun. There was a dull shine on it from the high moon. She held it level and her hand wasnt shaking now.

What a friend I would make if I pulled this trigger, she said.

Theyd hear the shot down the road.

She shook her head. No, there is a little hill between. I do not think they would hear, amigo.

I thought the gun would jump when she pulled the trigger. If I dropped just at the right moment — 

I wasnt that good. I didnt say anything. My tongue felt large in my mouth.

She went on slowly, in a soft tired voice: With Stein it did not matter. I would have killed him myself, gladly. That filth. To die is not much, to kill is not much. But to entice people to their deaths— She broke off with what might have been a sob. Amigo, I liked you for some strange reason. I should be far beyond such nonsense. Mavis took him away from me, but I did not want him to kill her. The world is full of men who have enough money.

He seems like a nice little guy, I said, still watching the hand that held the gun. Not a quiver in it now.

She laughed contemptuously. Of course he does. That is why he is what he is. You think you are tough, amigo. You are a very soft peach compared with Steelgrave. She lowered the gun and now it was my time to jump. I still wasnt good enough.

He has killed a dozen men, she said. With a smile for each one. I have known him for a long time. I knew him in Cleveland.

With ice picks? I asked.

If I give you the gun, will you kill him for me?

Would you believe me if I promised?

Yes. Somewhere down the hill there was the sound of a car. But it seemed as remote as Mars, as meaningless as the chattering of monkeys in the Brazilian jungle. It had nothing to do with me.

Id kill him if I had to, I said licking along my lips.

I was leaning a little, knees bent, all set for a jump again.

Good night, amigo. I wear black because I am beautiful and wicked — and lost.

She held the gun out to me. I took it. I just stood there holding it. For another silent moment neither of us moved. Then she smiled and tossed her head and jumped into the car. She started the motor and slammed the door shut. She idled the motor down and sat looking out at me. There was a smile on her face now.

I was pretty good in there, no? she said softly.

Then the car backed violently with a harsh tearing of the tires on the asphalt paving. The lights jumped on. The car curved away and was gone past the oleander bush. The lights turned left, into the private road. The lights drifted off among trees and the sound faded into the long-drawn whee of tree frogs. Then that stopped and for a moment there was no sound at all. And no light except the tired old moon.

I broke the magazine from the gun. It had seven shells in it. There was another in the breach. Two less than a full load. I sniffed at the muzzle. It had been fired since it was cleaned. Fired twice, perhaps.

I pushed the magazine into place again and held the gun on the flat of my hand. It had a white bone grip. .32 caliber.

Orrin Quest had been shot twice. The two exploded shells I picked up on the floor of the room were .32 caliber.

And yesterday afternoon, in Room 332 of the Hotel Van Nuys, a blonde girl with a towel in front of her face had pointed a .32-caliber automatic with a white bone grip at me.

You can get too fancy about these things. You can also not get fancy enough.


TWENTY-SEVEN
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I WALKED ON rubber heels across to the garage and tried to open one of the two wide doors. There were no handles, so it must have been operated by a switch. I played a tiny pencil flash on the frame, but no switch looked at me.

I left that and prowled over to the trash barrels. Wooden steps went up to a service entrance. I didnt think the door would be unlocked for my convenience. Under the porch was another door. This was unlocked and gave on darkness and the smell of corded eucalyptus wood. I closed the door behind me and put the little flash on again. In the corner there was another staircase, with a thing like a dumb-waiter beside it. It wasnt dumb enough to let me work it. I started up the steps.

Somewhere remotely something buzzed. I stopped. The buzzing stopped. I started again. The buzzing didnt. I went on up to a door with no knob, set flush. Another gadget.

But I found the switch to this one. It was an oblong movable plate set into the door frame. Too many dusty hands had touched it. I pressed it and the door clicked and fell back off the latch. I pushed it open, with the tenderness of a young intern delivering his first baby.

Inside was a hallway. Through shuttered windows moonlight caught the white corner of a stove and the chromed griddle on top of it. The kitchen was big enough for a dancing class. An open arch led to a butlers pantry tiled to the ceiling. A sink, a huge icebox set into the wall, a lot of electrical stuff for making drinks without trying. You pick your poison, press a button, and four days later you wake up on the rubbing table in a reconditioning parlor.

Beyond the butlers pantry a swing door. Beyond the swing door a dark dining room with an open end to a glassed-in lounge into which the moonlight poured like water through the floodgates of a dam.

A carpeted hall led off somewhere. From another flat arch a flying buttress of a staircase went up into more darkness, but shimmered as it went in what might have been glass brick and stainless steel.

At last I came to what should be the living room. It was curtained and quite dark, but it had the feel of great size. The darkness was heavy in it and my nose twitched at a lingering odor that said somebody had been there not too long ago. I stopped breathing and listened. Tigers could be in the darkness watching me. Or guys with large guns, standing flat-footed, breathing softly with their mouths open. Or nothing and nobody and too much imagination in the wrong place.

I edged back to the wall and felt around for a light switch. Theres always a light switch. Everybody has light switches. Usually on the right side as you go in. You go into a dark room and you want light. Okay, you have a light switch in a natural place at a natural height. This room hadnt. This was a different kind of house. They had odd ways of handling doors and lights. The gadget this time might be something fancy like having to sing A above high C, or stepping on a flat button under the carpet, or maybe you just spoke and said: Let there be light, and a mike picked it up and turned the voice vibration into a low-power electrical impulse and a transformer built that up to enough voltage to throw a silent mercury switch.

I was psychic that night. I was a fellow who wanted company in a dark place and was willing to pay a high price for it. The Luger under my arm and the .32 in my hand made me tough. Two-gun Marlowe, the kid from Cyanide Gulch.

I took the wrinkles out of my lips and said aloud:

Hello again. Anybody here needing a detective?

Nothing answered me, not even a stand-in for an echo. The sound of my voice fell on silence like a tired head on a swansdown pillow.

And then amber light began to grow high up behind the cornice that circumnavigated the huge room. It brightened very slowly, as if controlled by a rheostat panel in a theater. Heavy apricot-colored curtains covered the windows.

The walls were apricot too. At the far end was a bar off to one side, a little catty-corner, reaching back into the space by the butlers pantry. There was an alcove with small tables and padded seats. There were floor lamps and soft chairs and love seats and the usual paraphernalia of a living room, and there were long shrouded tables in the middle of the floor space.

The boys back at the road block had something after all. But the joint was dead. The room was empty of life. It was almost empty. Not quite empty.

A blonde in a pale cocoa fur coat stood leaning against the side of a grandfathers chair. Her hands were in the pockets of the coat. Her hair was fluffed out carelessly and her face was not chalk-white because the light was not white.

Hello again yourself, she said in a dead voice. I still think you came too late.

Too late for what?

I walked towards her, a movement which was always a pleasure. Even then, even in that too silent house.

Youre kind of cute, she said. I didnt think you were cute. You found a way in. You— Her voice clicked off and strangled itself in her throat.

I need a drink, she said after a thick pause. Or maybe Ill fall down.

Thats a lovely coat, I said. I was up to her now. I reached out and touched it. She didnt move. Her mouth moved in and out, trembling.

Stone marten, she whispered. Forty thousand dollars. Rented. For the picture.

Is this part of the picture? I gestured around the room.

This is the picture to end all pictures — for me. I — I do need that drink. If I try to walk— the clear voice whispered away into nothing. Her eyelids fluttered up and down.

Go ahead and faint, I said. Ill catch you on the first bounce.

A smile struggled to arrange her face for smiling. She pressed her lips together, fighting hard to stay on her feet.

Why did I come too late? I asked. Too late for what?

Too late to be shot.

Shucks, Ive been looking forward to it all evening. Miss Gonzales brought me.

I know.

I reached out and touched the fur again. Forty thousand dollars is nice to touch, even rented.

Dolores will be disappointed as hell, she said, her mouth edged with white.

No.

She put you on the spot — just as she did Stein.

She may have started out to. But she changed her mind.

She laughed. It was a silly pooped-out little laugh like a child trying to be supercilious at a playroom tea party.

What a way you have with the girls, she whispered. How the hell do you do it, wonderful? With doped cigarettes? It cant be your clothes or your money or your personality. You dont have any. Youre not too young, nor too beautiful. Youve seen your best days and—

Her voice had been coming faster and faster, like a motor with a broken governor. At the end she was chattering. When she stopped a spent sigh drifted along the silence and she caved at the knees and fell straight forward into my arms.

If it was an act it worked perfectly. I might have had guns in all nine pockets and they would have been as much use to me as nine little pink candles on a birthday cake.

But nothing happened. No hard characters peeked at me with automatics in their hands. No Steelgrave smiled at me with the faint dry remote killers smile. No stealthy footsteps crept up behind me.

She hung in my arms as limp as a wet tea towel and not as heavy as Orrin Quest, being less dead, but heavy enough to make the tendons in my knee joints ache. Her eyes were closed when I pushed her head away from my chest. Her breath was inaudible and she had that bluish look on the parted lips.

I got my right hand under her knees and carried her over to a gold couch and spread her out on it. I straightened up and went along to the bar. There was a telephone on the corner of it but I couldnt find the way through to the bottles. So I had to swing over the top. I got a likely-looking bottle with a blue and silver label and five stars on it. The cork had been loosened. I poured dark and pungent brandy into the wrong kind of glass and went back over the bar top, taking the bottle with me.

She was lying as I had left her, but her eyes were open.

Can you hold a glass?

She could, with a little help. She drank the brandy and pressed the edge of the glass hard against her lips as if she wanted to hold them still. I watched her breathe into the glass and cloud it. A slow smile formed itself on her mouth.

Its cold tonight, she said.

She swung her legs over the edge of the couch and put her feet on the floor.

More, she said, holding the glass out. I poured into it. Wheres yours?

Not drinking. My emotions are being worked on enough without that.

The second drink made her shudder. But the blue look had gone away from her mouth and her lips didnt glare like stop lights and the little etched lines at the corners of her eyes were not in relief any more.

Whos working on your emotions?

Oh, a lot of women that keep throwing their arms around my neck and fainting on me and getting kissed and so forth. Quite a full couple of days for a beat-up gumshoe with no yacht.

No yacht, she said. Id hate that. I was brought up rich.

Yeah, I said. You were born with a Cadillac in your mouth. And I could guess where.

Her eyes narrowed. Could you?

Didnt think it was a very tight secret, did you?

I — I— She broke off and made a helpless gesture. I cant think of any lines tonight.

Its the technicolor dialogue, I said. It freezes upon you.

Arent we talking like a couple of nuts?

We could get sensible. Wheres Steelgrave?

She just looked at me. She held the empty glass out and I took it and put it somewhere or other without taking my eyes off her. Nor she hers off me. It seemed as if a long long minute went by.

He was here, she said at last, as slowly as if she had to invent the words one at a time. May I have a cigarette?

The old cigarette stall, I said. I got a couple out and put them in my mouth and lit them. I leaned across and tucked one between her ruby lips.

Nothings cornier than that, she said. Except maybe butterfly kisses.

Sex is a wonderful thing, I said. When you dont want to answer questions.

She puffed loosely and blinked, then put her hand up to adjust the cigarette. After all these years I can never put a cigarette in a girls mouth where she wants it.

She gave her head a toss and swung the soft loose hair around her cheeks and watched me to see how hard that hit me. All the whiteness had gone now. Her cheeks were a little flushed. But behind her eyes things watched and waited.

Youre rather nice, she said, when I didnt do anything sensational. For the kind of guy you are.

I stood that well too.

But I dont really know what kind of guy you are, do I? She laughed suddenly and a tear came from nowhere and slid down her cheek. For all I know you might be nice for any kind of guy. She snatched the cigarette loose and put her hand to her mouth and bit on it. Whats the matter with me? Am I drunk?

Youre stalling for time, I said. But I cant make up my mind whether its to give someone time to get here — or to give somebody time to get far away from here. And again it could just be brandy on top of shock. Youre a little girl and you want to cry into your mothers apron.

Not my mother, she said. I could get as far crying into a rain barrel.

Dealt and passed. So where is Steelgrave?

You ought to be glad wherever he is. He had to kill you. Or thought he had.

You wanted me here, didnt you? Were you that fond of him?

She blew cigarette ash off the back of her hand. A flake of it went into my eye and made me blink.

I must have been, she said, once. She put a hand down on her knee and spread the fingers out, studying the nails. She brought her eyes up slowly without moving her head. It seems like about a thousand years ago I met a nice quiet little guy who knew how to behave in public and didnt shoot his charm around every bistro in town. Yes, I liked him. I liked him a lot.

She put her hand up to her mouth and bit a knuckle. Then she put the same hand into the pocket of the fur coat and brought out a white-handled automatic, the brother of the one I had myself.

And in the end I liked him with this, she said.

I went over and took it out of her hand. I sniffed the muzzle. Yes. That made two of them fired around.

Arent you going to wrap it up in a handkerchief, the way they do in the movies?

I just dropped it into my other pocket, where it could pick up a few interesting crumbs of tobacco and some seeds that grow only on the southeast slope of the Beverly Hills City Hall. It might amuse a police chemist for a while.
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I WATCHED HER for a minute, biting at the end of my lip. She watched me. I saw no change of expression. Then I started prowling the room with my eyes. I lifted up the dust cover on one of the long tables. Under it was a roulette layout but no wheel. Under the table was nothing.

Try that chair with the magnolias on it, she said.

She didnt look towards it so I had to find it myself. Surprising how long it took me. It was a high-backed wing chair, covered in flowered chintz, the kind of chair that a long time ago was intended to keep the draft off while you sat crouched over a fire of cannel coal.

It was turned away from me. I went over there walking softly, in low gear. It almost faced the wall. Even at that it seemed ridiculous that I hadnt spotted him on my way back from the bar. He leaned in the corner of the chair with his head tilted back. His carnation was red and white and looked as fresh as though the flower girl had just pinned it into his lapel. His eyes were half open as such eyes usually are. They stared at a point in the corner of the ceiling. The bullet had gone through the outside pocket of his double-breasted jacket. It had been fired by someone who knew where the heart was.

I touched his cheek and it was still warm. I lifted his hand and let it fall. It was quite limp. It felt like the back of somebodys hand. I reached for the big artery in his neck. No blood moved in him and very little had stained his jacket. I wiped my hands off on my handkerchief and stood for a little longer looking down at his quiet little face. Everything I had done or not done, everything wrong and everything right — all wasted.

I went back and sat down near her and squeezed my kneecaps.

What did you expect me to do? she asked. He killed my brother.

Your brother was no angel.

He didnt have to kill him.

Somebody had to — and quick.

Her eyes widened suddenly.

I said: Didnt you ever wonder why Steelgrave never went after me and why he let you go to the Van Nuys yesterday instead of going himself? Didnt you ever wonder why a fellow with his resources and experience never tried to get hold of those photographs, no matter what he had to do to get them?

She didnt answer.

How long have you known the photographs existed? I asked.

Weeks, nearly two months. I got one in the mail a couple of days after — after that time we had lunch together.

After Stein was killed.

Yes, of course.

Did you think Steelgrave had killed Stein?

No. Why should I? Until tonight, that is.

What happened after you got the photo?

My brother Orrin called me up and said he had lost his job and was broke. He wanted money. He didnt say anything about the photo. He didnt have to. There was only one time it could have been taken.

How did he get your number?

Telephone? How did you?

Bought it.

Well— She made a vague movement with her hand. Why not call the police and get it over with.

Wait a minute. Then what? More prints of the photo?

One every week. I showed them to him. She gestured toward the chintzy chair. He didnt like it. I didnt tell him about Orrin.

He must have known. His kind find things out.

I suppose so.

But not where Orrin was hiding out, I said. Or he wouldnt have waited this long. When did you tell Steelgrave?

She looked away from me. Her fingers kneaded her arm. Today, she said in a distant voice.

Why today?

Her breath caught in her throat. Please, she said. Dont ask me a lot of useless questions. Dont torment me. Theres nothing you can do. I thought there was — when I called Dolores. There isnt now.

I said: All right. Theres something you dont seem to understand. Steelgrave knew that whoever was behind that photograph wanted money — a lot of money. He knew that sooner or later the blackmailer would have to show himself. That was what Steelgrave was waiting for. He didnt care anything about the photo itself, except for your sake.

He certainly proved that, she said wearily.

In his own way, I said.

Her voice came to me with glacial calm. He killed my brother. He told me so himself. The gangster showed through then all right. Funny people you meet in Hollywood, dont you — including me.

You were fond of him once, I said brutally.

Red spots flared on her cheeks.

Im not fond of anybody, she said. Im all through being fond of people. She glanced briefly towards the highbacked chair. I stopped being fond of him last night. He asked me about you, who you were and so on. I told him. I told him that I would have to admit that I was at the Van Nuys Hotel when that man was lying there dead.

You were going to tell the police that?

I was going to tell Julius Oppenheimer. He would know how to handle it.

If he didnt one of his dogs would, I said.

She didnt smile. I didnt either.

If Oppenheimer couldnt handle it, Id be through in pictures, she added without interest. Now Im through everywhere else as well.

I got a cigarette out and lit it. I offered her one. She didnt want one. I wasnt in any hurry. Time seemed to have lost its grip on me. And almost everything else. I was flat out.

Youre going too fast for me, I said, after a moment. You didnt know when you went to the Van Nuys that Steelgrave was Weepy Moyer.

No.

Then what did you go there for?

To buy back those photographs.

That doesnt check. The photographs didnt mean anything to you then. They were just you and him having lunch.

She stared at me and winked her eyes tight, then opened them wide. Im not going to cry, she said. I said I didnt know. But when he was in jail that time, I had to know there was something about him that he didnt care to have known. I knew he had been in some kind of racket, I guess. But not killing people.

I said: Uh-huh. I got up and walked around the highbacked chair again. Her eyes traveled slowly to watch me. I leaned over the dead Steelgrave and felt under his arm on the left side. There was a gun there in the holster. I didnt touch it. I went back and sat down opposite her again.

Its going to cost a lot of money to fix this, I said.

For the first time she smiled. It was a very small smile, but it was a smile. I dont have a lot of money, she said. So thats out.

Oppenheimer has. Youre worth millions to him by now.

He wouldnt chance it. Too many people have their knives into the picture business these days. Hell take his loss and forget it in six months.

You said youd go to him.

I said if I got into a jam and hadnt really done anything, Id go to him. But I have done something now.

How about Ballou? Youre worth a lot to him too.

Im not worth a plugged nickel to anybody. Forget it, Marlowe. You mean well, but I know these people.

That puts it up to me, I said. That would be why you sent for me.

Wonderful, she said. You fix it, darling. For free. Her voice was brittle and shallow again.

I went and sat beside her on the davenport. I took hold of her arm and pulled her hand out of the fur pocket and took hold of that. It was almost ice cold, in spite of the fur.

She turned her head and looked at me squarely. She shook her head a little. Believe me, darling, Im not worth it — even to sleep with.

I turned the hand over and opened the fingers out. They were stiff and resisted. I opened them out one by one. I smoothed the palm of her hand.

Tell me why you had the gun with you.

The gun?

Dont take time to think. Just tell me. Did you mean to kill him?

Why not, darling? I thought I meant something to him. I guess Im a little vain. He fooled me. Nobody means anything to the Steelgraves of this world. And nobody means anything to the Mavis Welds of this world any more.

She pulled away from me and smiled thinly. I oughtnt to have given you that gun. If I killed you I might get clear yet.

I took it out and held it towards her. She took it and stood up quickly. The gun pointed at me. The small tired smile moved her lips again. Her finger was very firm on the trigger.

Shoot high, I said. Im wearing my bullet-proof underwear.

She dropped the gun to her side and for a moment she just stood staring at me. Then she tossed the gun down on the davenport.

I guess I dont like the script, she said. I dont like the lines. It just isnt me, if you know what I mean.

She laughed and looked down at the floor. The point of her shoe moved back and forth on the carpeting. Weve had a nice chat, darling. The phones over there at the end of the bar.

Thanks, do you remember Doloress number?

Why Dolores?

When I didnt answer she told me. I went along the room to the corner of the bar and dialed. The same routine as before. Good evening, the Chateau Bercy, who is calling Miss Gonzales please. One moment, please, buzz, buzz, and then a sultry voice saying: Hello?

This is Marlowe. Did you really mean to put me on a spot?

I could almost hear her breath catch. Not quite. You cant really hear it over the phone. Sometimes you think you can.

Amigo, but I am glad to hear your voice, she said, I am so very very glad.

Did you or didnt you?

I — I dont know. I am very sad to think that I might have. I like you very much.

Im in a little trouble here.

Is he— Long pause. Apartment house phone. Careful. Is he there?

Well — in a way. He is and yet he isnt.

I really did hear her breath this time. A long indrawn sigh that was almost a whistle.

Who else is there?

Nobody. Just me and my homework. I want to ask you something. It is deadly important. Tell me the truth. Where did you get that thing you gave me tonight?

Why, from him. He gave it to me.

When?

Early this evening. Why?

How early?

About six oclock, I think.

Why did he give it to you?

He asked me to keep it. He always carried one.

Asked you to keep it why?

He did not say, amigo. He was a man that did things like that. He did not often explain himself.

Notice anything unusual about it? About what he gave you?

Why — no, I did not.

Yes, you did. You noticed that it had been fired and that it smelled of burned powder.

But I did not—

Yes, you did. Just like that. You wondered about it. You didnt like to keep it. You didnt keep it. You gave it back to him. You dont like them around anyhow.

There was a long silence. She said at last, But of course. But why did he want me to have it? I mean, if that was what happened.

He didnt tell you why. He just tried to ditch a gun on you and you werent having any. Remember?

That is something I have to tell?

Sí.

Will it be safe for me to do that?

When did you ever try to be safe?

She laughed softly. Amigo, you understand me very well.

Goodnight, I said.

One moment, you have not told me what happened.

I havent even telephoned you.

I hung up and turned.

Mavis Weld was standing in the middle of the floor watching me.

You have your car here? I asked.

Yes.

Get going.

And do what?

Just go home. Thats all.

You cant get away with it, she said softly.

Youre my client.

I cant let you. I killed him. Why should you be dragged into it?

Dont stall. And when you leave go the back way. Not the way Dolores brought me.

She stared me straight in the eyes and repeated in a tense voice, But I killed him.

I cant hear a word you say.

Her teeth took hold of her lower lip and held it cruelly. She seemed hardly to breathe. She stood rigid. I went over close to her and touched her cheek with a fingertip. I pressed it hard and watched the white spot turn red.

If you want to know my motive, I said, it has nothing to do with you. I owe it to the johns. I havent played clean cards in this game. They know. I know. Im just giving them a chance to use the loud pedal.

As if anyone ever had to give them that, she said, and turned abruptly and walked away. I watched her to the arch and waited for her to look back. She went on through without turning. After a long time I heard a whirring noise. Then the bump of something heavy — the garage door going up. A car started a long way off. It idled down and after another pause the whirring noise again.

When that stopped the motor faded off into the distance. I heard nothing now. The silence of the house hung around me in thick loose folds like that fur coat around the shoulders of Mavis Weld.

I carried the glass and bottle of brandy over to the bar and climbed over it. I rinsed the glass in a little sink and set the bottle back on the shelf. I found the trick catch this time and swung the door open at the end opposite the telephone. I went back to Steelgrave.

I took out the gun Dolores had given me and wiped it off and put his small limp hand around the butt, held it there and let go. The gun thudded to the carpet. The position looked natural. I wasnt thinking about fingerprints. He would have learned long ago not to leave them on any gun.

That left me with three guns. The weapon in his holster I took out and went and put it on the bar shelf under the counter, wrapped in a towel. The Luger I didnt touch. The other white-handled automatic was left. I tried to decide about how far away from him it had been fired. Beyond scorching distance, but probably very close beyond. I stood about three feet from him and fired two shots past him. They nicked peacefully into the wall. I dragged the chair around until it faced into the room. I laid the small automatic down on the dust cover of one of the roulette tables. I touched the big muscle in the side of his neck, usually the first to harden. I couldnt tell whether it had begun to set or not. But his skin was colder than it had been.

There was not a hell of a lot of time to play around with.

I went to the telephone and dialed the number of the Los Angeles Police Department. I asked the police operator for Christy French. A voice from homicide came on, said he had gone home and what was it. I said it was a personal call he was expecting. They gave me his phone number at home, reluctantly, not because they cared, but because they hate to give anybody anything any time.

I dialed and a woman answered and screamed his name. He sounded rested and calm.

This is Marlowe. What were you doing?

Reading the funnies to my kid. He ought to be in bed. Whats doing?

Remember over at the Van Nuys yesterday you said a man could make a friend if he got you something on Weepy Moyer?

Yeah.

I need a friend.

He didnt sound very interested. What you got on him?

Im assuming its the same guy. Steelgrave.

Too much assuming, kid. We had him in the fishbowl because we thought the same. It didnt pan any gold.

You got a tip. He set that tip up himself. So the night Stein was squibbed off he would be where you knew.

You just making this up — or got evidence? He sounded a little less relaxed.

If a man got out of jail on a pass from the jail doctor, could you prove that?

There was a silence. I heard a childs voice complaining and a womans voice speaking to the child.

Its happened, French said heavily. I dunno. Thats a tough order to fill. Theyd send him under guard. Did he get to the guard?

Thats my theory.

Better sleep on it. Anything else?

Im out at Stillwood Heights. In a big house where they were setting up for gambling and the local residents didnt like it.

Read about it. Steelgrave there?

Hes here. Im here alone with him.

Another silence. The kid yelled and I thought I heard a slap. The kid yelled louder. French yelled at somebody.

Put him on the phone, French said at last.

Youre not bright tonight, Christy. Why would I call you?

Yeah, he said. Stupid of me. Whats the address there?

I dont know. But its up at the end of Tower Road in Stillwood Heights and the phone number is Halldale 9-5033. Ill be waiting for you.

He repeated the number and said slowly: This time you wait, huh?

It had to come sometime.

The phone clicked and I hung up.

I went back through the house putting on lights as I found them and came out at the back door at the top of the stairs. There was a floodlight for the motor yard. I put that on. I went down the steps and walked along to the oleander bush. The private gate stood open as before. I swung it shut, hooked up the chain and clicked the padlock. I went back, walking slowly, looking up at the moon, sniffing the night air, listening to the tree frogs and the crickets. I went into the house and found the front door and put the light on over that. There was a big parking space in front and a circular lawn with roses. But you had to slide back around the house to the rear to get away.

The place was a dead end except for the driveway through the neighboring grounds. I wondered who lived there. A long way off through trees I could see the lights of a big house. Some Hollywood big shot, probably, some wizard of the slobbery kiss, and the pornographic dissolve.

I went back in and felt the gun I had just fired. It was cold enough. And Mr. Steelgrave was beginning to look as if he meant to stay dead.

No siren. But the sound of a car coming up the hill at last. I went out to meet it, me and my beautiful dream.
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THEY CAME IN as they should, big, tough and quiet, their eyes flickering with watchfulness and cautious with disbelief.

Nice place, French said. Wheres the customer?

In there, Beifus said, without waiting for me to answer.

They went along the room without haste and stood in front of him looking down solemnly.

Dead, wouldnt you say? Beifus remarked, opening up the act.

French leaned down and took the gun that lay on the floor with thumb and finger on the trigger guard. His eyes flicked sideways and he jerked his chin. Beifus took the other white-handled gun by sliding a pencil into the end of the barrel.

Fingerprints all in the right places, I hope, Beifus said. He sniffed. Oh yeah, this babys been working. Hows yours, Christy?

Fired, French said. He sniffed again. But not recently. He took a clip flash from his pocket and shone it into the barrel of the black gun. Hours ago.

Down at Bay City, in a house on Wyoming Street, I said.

Their heads swung around to me in unison.

Guessing? French asked slowly.

Yes.

He walked over to the covered table and laid the gun down some distance from the other. Better tag them right away, Fred. Theyre twins. Well both sign the tags.

Beifus nodded and rooted around in his pockets. He came up with a couple of tie-on tags. The things cops carry around with them.

French moved back to me. Lets stop guessing and get to the part you know.

A girl I know called me this evening and said a client of mine was in danger up here — from him. I pointed with my chin at the dead man in the chair. This girl rode me up here. We passed the road block. A number of people saw us both. She left me in back of the house and went home.

Somebody with a name? French asked.

Dolores Gonzales, Chateau Bercy Apartments. On Franklin. Shes in pictures.

Oh-ho, Beifus said and rolled his eyes.

Whos your client? Same one? French asked.

No. This is another party altogether.

She have a name?

Not yet.

They stared at me with hard bright faces. Frenchs jaw moved almost with a jerk. Knots of muscles showed at the sides of his jaw bone.

New rules, huh? he said softly.

I said, There has to be some agreement about publicity. The D.A. ought to be willing.

Beifus said, You dont know the D.A. good, Marlowe. He eats publicity like I eat tender young garden peas.

French said, We dont give you any undertaking whatsoever.

She hasnt any name, I said.

Theres a dozen ways we can find out, kid, Beifus said. Why go into this routine that makes it tough for all of us?

No publicity, I said, unless charges are actually filed.

You cant get away with it, Marlowe.

God damn it, I said, this man killed Orrin Quest. You take that gun downtown and check it against the bullets in Quest. Give me that much at least, before you force me into an impossible position.

I wouldnt give you the dirty end of a burnt match, French said.

I didnt say anything. He stared at me with cold hate in his eyes. His lips moved slowly and his voice was thick saying, You here when he got it?

No.

Who was?

He was, I said looking across at the dead Steelgrave.

Who else?

I wont lie to you, I said. And I wont tell you anything I dont want to tell — except on the terms I stated. I dont know who was here when he got it.

Who was here when you got here?

I didnt answer. He turned his head slowly and said to Beifus: Put the cuffs on him. Behind.

Beifus hesitated. Then he took a pair of steel handcuffs out of his left hip pocket and came over to me. Put your hands behind you, he said in an uncomfortable voice.

I did. He clicked the cuffs on. French walked over slowly and stood in front of me. His eyes were half closed. The skin around them was grayish with fatigue.

Im going to make a little speech, he said. Youre not going to like it.

I didnt say anything.

French said: Its like this with us, baby. Were coppers and everybody hates our guts. And as if we didnt have enough trouble, we have to have you. As if we didnt get pushed around enough by the guys in the corner offices, the City Hall gang, the day chief, the night chief, the Chamber of Commerce, His Honor the Mayor in his paneled office four times as big as the three lousy rooms the whole homicide staff has to work out of. As if we didnt have to handle one hundred and fourteen homicides last year out of three rooms that dont have enough chairs for the whole duty squad to sit down in at once. We spend our lives turning over dirty underwear and sniffing rotten teeth. We go up dark stairways to get a gun punk with a skinful of hop and sometimes we dont get all the way up, and our wives wait dinner that night and all the other nights. We dont come home any more. And nights we do come home, we come home so goddam tired we cant eat or sleep or even read the lies the papers print about us. So we lie awake in the dark in a cheap house on a cheap street and listen to the drunks down the block having fun. And just about the time we drop off the phone rings and we get up and start all over again. Nothing we do is right, not ever. Not once. If we get a confession, we beat it out of the guy, they say, and some shyster calls us Gestapo in court and sneers at us when we muddle our grammar. If we make a mistake they put us back in uniform on Skid Row and we spend the nice cool summer evenings picking drunks out of the gutter and being yelled at by whores and taking knives away from greaseballs in zoot suits. But all that aint enough to make us entirely happy. We got to have you.

He stopped and drew in his breath. His face glistened a little as if with sweat. He leaned forward from his hips.

We got to have you, he repeated. We got to have sharpers with private licenses hiding information and dodging around corners and stirring up dust for us to breathe in. We got to have you suppressing evidence and framing set-ups that wouldnt fool a sick baby. You wouldnt mind me calling you a goddam cheap double-crossing keyhole peeper, would you, baby?

You want me to mind? I asked him.

He straightened up. Id love it, he said. In spades redoubled.

Some of what you say is true, I said. Not all. Any private eye wants to play ball with the police. Sometimes its a little hard to find out whos making the rules of the ball game. Sometimes he doesnt trust the police, and with cause. Sometimes he just gets in a jam without meaning to and has to play his hand out the way its dealt. Hed usually rather have a new deal. Hed like to keep on earning a living.

Your license is dead, French said. As of now. That problem wont bother you any more.

Its dead when the commission that gave it to me says so. Not before.

Beifus said quietly, Lets get on with it, Christy. This could wait.

Im getting on with it, French said. My way. This bird hasnt cracked wise yet. Im waiting for him to crack wise. The bright repartee. Dont tell me youre all out of the quick stuff, Marlowe.

Just what is it you want me to say? I asked him.

Guess, he said.

Youre a man eater tonight, I said. You want to break me in half. But you want an excuse. And you want me to give it to you?

That might help, he said between his teeth.

What would you have done in my place? I asked him.

I couldnt imagine myself getting that low.

He licked at the point of his upper lip. His right hand was hanging loose at his side. He was clenching and unclenching the fingers without knowing it.

Take it easy, Christy, Beifus said. Lay off.

French didnt move. Beifus came over and stepped between us. French said, Get out of there, Fred.

No.

French doubled his fist and slugged him hard on the point of the jaw. Beifus stumbled back and knocked me out of the way. His knees wobbled. He bent forward and coughed. He shook his head slowly in a bent-over position. After a while he straightened up with a grunt. He turned and looked at me. He grinned.

Its a new kind of third degree, he said. The cops beat hell out of each other and the suspect cracks up from the agony of watching.

His hand went up and felt the angle of his jaw. It already showed swelling. His mouth grinned but his eyes were still a little vague. French stood rooted and silent.

Beifus got out a pack of cigarettes and shook one loose and held the pack out to French. French looked at the cigarette, looked at Beifus.

Seventeen years of it, he said. Even my wife hates me.

He lifted his open hand and slapped Beifus across the cheek with it lightly. Beifus kept on grinning.

French said: Was it you I hit, Fred?

Beifus said: Nobody hit me, Christy. Nobody that I can remember.

French said: Take the cuffs off him and take him out to the car. Hes under arrest. Cuff him to the rail if you think its necessary.

Okay. Beifus went around behind me. The cuffs came loose. Come along, baby, Beifus said.

I stared hard at French. He looked at me as if I was the wallpaper. His eyes didnt seem to see me at all.

I went out under the archway and out of the house.
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I NEVER KNEW his name, but he was rather short and thin for a cop, which was what he must have been, partly because he was there, and partly because when he leaned across the table to reach a card I could see the leather underarm holster and the butt end of a police .38.

He didnt speak much, but when he did he had a nice voice, a soft-water voice. And he had a smile that warmed the whole room.

Wonderful casting, I said, looking at him across the cards.

We were playing double Canfield. Or he was. I was just there, watching him, watching his small and very neat and very clean hands go out across the table and touch a card and lift it delicately and put it somewhere else. When he did this he pursed his lips a little and whistled without tune, a low soft whistle, like a very young engine that is not yet sure of itself.

He smiled and put a red nine on a black ten.

What do you do in your spare time? I asked him.

I play the piano a good deal, he said. I have a seven-foot Steinway. Mozart and Bach mostly. Im a bit old-fashioned. Most people find it dull stuff. I dont.

Perfect casting, I said, and put a card somewhere.

Youd be surprised how difficult some of that Mozart is, he said. It sounds so simple when you hear it played well.

Who can play it well? I asked.

Schnabel.

Rubinstein?

He shook his head. Too heavy. Too emotional. Mozart is just music. No comment needed from the performer.

I bet you get a lot of them in the confession mood, I said. Like the job?

He moved another card and flexed his fingers lightly. His nails were bright but short. You could see he was a man who loved to move his hands, to make little neat inconspicuous motions with them, motions without any special meaning, but smooth and flowing and light as swansdown. They gave him a feel of delicate things delicately done, but not weak. Mozart, all right. I could see that.

It was about five-thirty, and the sky behind the screened window was getting light. The rolltop desk in the corner was rolled shut. The room was the same room I had been in the afternoon before. Down at the end of the table the square carpenters pencil was lying where somebody had picked it up and put it back after Lieutenant Maglashan of Bay City threw it against the wall. The flat desk at which Christy French had sat was littered with ash. An old cigar butt clung to the extreme edge of a glass ash tray. A moth circled around the overhead light on a drop cord that had one of those green and white glass shades they still have in country hotels.

Tired? he asked.

Pooped.

You oughtnt to get yourself involved in these elaborate messes. No point in it that I can see.

No point in shooting a man?

He smiled the warm smile. You never shot anybody.

What makes you say that?

Common sense — and a lot of experience sitting here with people.

I guess you do like the job, I said.

Its night work. Gives me the days to practice. Ive had it for twelve years now. Seen a lot of funny ones come and go.

He got another ace out, just in time. We were almost blocked.

Get many confessions?

I dont take confessions, he said. I just establish a mood.

Why give it all away?

He leaned back and tapped lightly with the edge of a card on the edge of the table. The smile came again. Im not giving anything away. We got you figured long ago.

Then what are they holding me for?

He wouldnt answer that. He looked around at the clock on the wall. I think we could get some food now. He got up and went to the door. He half opened it and spoke softly to someone outside. Then he came back and sat down again and looked at what we had in the way of cards.

No use, he said. Three more up and were blocked. Okay with you to start over?

Okay with me if we never started at all. I dont play cards. Chess.

He looked up at me quickly. Why didnt you say so? Id rather have played chess too.

Id rather drink some hot black coffee as bitter as sin.

Any minute now. But I wont promise the coffees what youre used to.

Hell, I eat anywhere. . . . Well, if I didnt shoot him, who did?

Guess thats what is annoying them.

They ought to be glad to have him shot.

They probably are, he said. But they dont like the way it was done.

Personally I thought it was as neat a job as you could find.

He looked at me in silence. He had the cards between his hands, all in a lump. He smoothed them out and flicked them over on their faces and dealt them rapidly into the two decks. The cards seemed to pour from his hands in a stream, in a blur.

If you were that fast with a gun, I began.

The stream of cards stopped. Without apparent motion a gun took their place. He held it lightly in his right hand pointed at a distant corner of the room. It went away and the cards started flowing again.

Youre wasted in here, I said. You ought to be in Las Vegas.

He picked up one of the packs and shuffled it slightly and quickly, cut it, and dealt me a king high flush in spades.

Im safer with a Steinway, he said.

The door opened and a uniformed man came in with a tray.

We ate canned cornbeef hash and drank hot but weak coffee. By that time it was full morning.

At eight-fifteen Christy French came in and stood with his hat on the back of his head and dark smudges under his eyes.

I looked from him to the little man across the table. But he wasnt there any more. The cards werent there either. Nothing was there but a chair pushed in neatly to the table and the dishes we had eaten off gathered on a tray. For a moment I had that creepy feeling.

Then Christy French walked around the table and jerked the chair out and sat down and leaned his chin on his hand. He took his hat off and rumpled his hair. He stared at me with hard morose eyes. I was back in coptown again.
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THE D.A. WANTS to see you at nine oclock, he said. After that I guess you can go on home. That is, if he doesnt hang a pinch on you. Im sorry you had to sit up in that chair all night.

Its all right, I said. I needed the exercise.

Yeah, back in the groove again, he said. He stared moodily at the dishes on the tray.

Got Lagardie? I asked him.

No. Hes a doctor all right, though. His eyes moved to mine. He practiced in Cleveland.

I said: I hate it to be that tidy.

How do you mean?

Young Quest wants to put the bite on Steelgrave. So he just by pure accident runs into the one guy in Bay City that could prove who Steelgrave was. Thats too tidy.

Arent you forgetting something?

Im tired enough to forget my name. What?

Me too, French said. Somebody had to tell him who Steelgrave was. When that photo was taken Moe Stein hadnt been squibbed off. So what good was the photo unless somebody knew who Steelgrave was?

I guess Miss Weld knew, I said. And Quest was her brother.

Youre not making much sense, chum. He grinned a tired grin. Would she help her brother put the bite on her boy friend and on her too?

I give up. Maybe the photo was just a fluke. His other sister — my client that was — said he liked to take candid camera shots. The candider the better. If hed lived long enough youd have had him up for mopery.

For murder, French said indifferently.

Oh?

Maglashan found that ice pick all right. He just wouldnt give out to you.

Thered have to be more than that.

There is, but its a dead issue. Clausen and Mileaway Marston both had records. The kids dead. His familys respectable. He had an off streak in him and he got in with the wrong people. No point in smearing his family just to prove the police can solve a case.

Thats white of you. How about Steelgrave?

Thats out of my hands. He started to get up. When a gangster gets his how long does the investigation last?

Just as long as its front-page stuff, I said. But theres a question of identity involved here.

No.

I stared at him. How do you mean, no?

Just no. Were sure. He was on his feet now. He combed his hair with his fingers and rearranged his tie and hat. Out of the corner of his mouth he said in a low voice: Off the record — we were always sure. We just didnt have a thing on him.

Thanks, I said, Ill keep it to myself. How about the guns?

He stopped and stared down at the table. His eyes came up to mine rather slowly. They both belonged to Steelgrave. Whats more he had a permit to carry a gun. From the sheriffs office in another county. Dont ask me why. One of them— he paused and looked up at the wall over my head— one of them killed Quest. . . . The same gun killed Stein.

Which one?

He smiled faintly. It would be hell if the ballistics man got them mixed up and we didnt know, he said.

He waited for me to say something. I didnt have anything to say. He made a gesture with his hand.

Well, so long. Nothing personal you know, but I hope the D.A. takes your hide off — in long thin strips.

He turned and went out.

I could have done the same, but I just sat there and stared across the table at the wall, as if I had forgotten how to get up. After a while the door opened and the orange queen came in. She unlocked her rolltop desk and took her hat off of her impossible hair and hung her jacket on a bare hook in the bare wall. She opened the window near her and uncovered her typewriter and put paper in it. Then she looked across at me. Waiting for somebody?

I room here, I said. Been here all night.

She looked at me steadily for a moment. You were here yesterday afternoon. I remember.

She turned to her typewriter and her fingers began to fly. From the open window behind her came the growl of cars filling up the parking lot. The sky had a white glare and there was not much smog. It was going to be a hot day.

The telephone rang on the orange queens desk. She talked into it inaudibly, and hung up. She looked across at me again.

Mr. Endicotts in his office, she said. Know the way?

I worked there once. Not for him, though. I got fired.

She looked at me with that City Hall look they have. A voice that seemed to come from anywhere but her mouth said:

Hit him in the face with a wet glove.

I went over near her and stood looking down at the orange hair. There was plenty of gray at the roots.

Who said that?

Its the wall, she said. It talks. The voices of the dead men who have passed through on the way to hell.

I went out of the room walking softly and shut the door against the closer so that it wouldnt make any noise.


THIRTY-TWO

[image: img47.jpg]

YOU GO IN through double swing doors. Inside the double doors there is a combination PBX and information desk at which sits one of those ageless women you see around municipal offices everywhere in the world. They were never young and will never be old. They have no beauty, no charm, no style. They dont have to please anybody. They are safe. They are civil without ever quite being polite and intelligent and knowledgeable without any real interest in anything. They are what human beings turn into when they trade life for existence and ambition for security.

Beyond this desk there is a row of glassed-in cubicles stretching along one side of a very long room. On the other side is the waiting room, a row of hard chairs all facing one way, towards the cubicles.

About half of the chairs were filled with people waiting and the look of long waiting on their faces and the expectation of still longer waiting to come. Most of them were shabby. One was from the jail, in denim, with a guard. A white-faced kid built like a tackle, with sick, empty eyes.

At the back of the line of cubicles a door was lettered SEWELL ENDICOTT DISTRICT ATTORNEY. I knocked and went on into a big airy corner room. A nice enough room, old-fashioned with padded black leather chairs and pictures of former D.A.s and governors on the walls. Breeze fluttered the net curtains at four windows. A fan on a high shelf purred and swung slowly in a languid arc.

Sewell Endicott sat behind a flat dark desk and watched me come. He pointed to a chair across from him. I sat down. He was tall, thin and dark with loose black hair and long delicate fingers.

Youre Marlowe? he said in a voice that had a touch of the soft South.

I didnt think he really needed an answer to that. I just waited.

Youre in a bad spot, Marlowe. You dont look good at all. Youve been caught suppressing evidence helpful to the solution of a murder. That is obstructing justice. You could go up for it.

Suppressing what evidence? I asked.

He picked a photo off his desk and frowned at it. I looked across at the other two people in the room. They sat in chairs side by side. One of them was Mavis Weld. She wore the dark glasses with the wide white bows. I couldnt see her eyes, but I thought she was looking at me. She didnt smile. She sat very still.

By her side sat a man in an angelic pale-gray flannel suit with a carnation the size of a dahlia in his lapel. He was smoking a monogrammed cigarette and flicking the ashes on the floor, ignoring the smoking stand at his elbow. I knew him by pictures I had seen in the papers. Lee Farrell, one of the hottest trouble-shooting lawyers in the country. His hair was white but his eyes were bright and young. He had a deep outdoor tan. He looked as if it would cost a thousand dollars to shake hands with him.

Endicott leaned back and tapped the arm of his chair with his long fingers. He turned with polite deference to Mavis Weld.

And how well did you know Steelgrave, Miss Weld?

Intimately. He was very charming in some ways. I can hardly believe— She broke off and shrugged.

And you are prepared to take the stand and swear as to the time and place when this photograph was taken? He turned the photograph over and showed it to her.

Farrell said indifferently, Just a moment. Is that the evidence Mr. Marlowe is supposed to have suppressed?

I ask the questions, Endicott said sharply.

Farrell smiled. Well, in case the answer is yes, that photo isnt evidence of anything.

Endicott said softly: Will you answer my question, Miss Weld?

She said quietly and easily: No, Mr. Endicott, I couldnt swear when that picture was taken or where. I didnt know it was being taken.

All you have to do is look at it, Endicott suggested.

And all I know is what I get from looking at it, she told him.

I grinned. Farrell looked at me with a twinkle. Endicott caught the grin out of the corner of his eye. Something you find amusing? he snapped at me.

Ive been up all night. My face keeps slipping, I said.

He gave me a stern look and turned to Mavis Weld again.

Will you amplify that, Miss Weld?

Ive had a lot of photos taken of me, Mr. Endicott. In a lot of different places and with a lot of different people. I have had lunch and dinner at The Dancers with Mr. Steelgrave and with various other men. I dont know what you want me to say.

Farrell put in smoothly, If I understand your point, you would like Miss Weld to be your witness to connect this photo up. In what kind of proceeding?

Thats my business, Endicott said shortly. Somebody shot Steelgrave to death last night. It could have been a woman. It could even have been Miss Weld. Im sorry to say that, but it seems to be in the cards.

Mavis Weld looked down at her hands. She twisted a white glove between her fingers.

Well, lets assume a proceeding, Farrell said. One in which that photo is part of your evidence — if you can get it in. But you cant get it in. Miss Weld wont get it in for you. All she knows about the photo is what she sees by looking at it. What anybody can see. Youd have to connect it up with a witness who could swear as to when, how and where it was taken. Otherwise Id object — if I happened to be on the other side. I could even introduce experts to swear the photo was faked.

Im sure you could, Endicott said dryly.

The only man who could connect it up for you is the man who took it, Farrell went on without haste or heat. I understand hes dead. I suspect that was why he was killed.

Endicott said: This photo is clear evidence of itself that at a certain time and place Steelgrave was not in jail and therefore had no alibi for the killing of Stein.

Farrell said: Its evidence when and if you get it introduced in evidence, Endicott. For Petes sake, Im not trying to tell you the law. You know it. Forget that picture. It proves nothing whatsoever. No paper would dare print it. No judge would admit it in evidence, because no competent witness can connect it up. And if thats the evidence Marlowe suppressed, then he didnt in a legal sense suppress evidence at all.

I wasnt thinking of trying Steelgrave for murder, Endicott said dryly. But I am a little interested in who killed him. The police department, fantastically enough, also has an interest in that. I hope our interest doesnt offend you.

Farrell said: Nothing offends me. Thats why Im where I am. Are you sure Steelgrave was murdered?

Endicott just stared at him. Farrell said easily: I understand two guns were found, both the property of Steelgrave.

Who told you? Endicott asked sharply. He leaned forward frowning.

Farrell dropped his cigarette into the smoking stand and shrugged. Hell, these things come out. One of these guns had killed Quest and also Stein. The other had killed Steelgrave. Fired at close quarters too. I admit those boys dont as a rule take that way out. But it could happen.

Endicott said gravely: No doubt. Thanks for the suggestion. It happens to be wrong.

Farrell smiled a little and was silent. Endicott turned slowly to Mavis Weld.

Miss Weld, this office — or the present incumbent of it at least — doesnt believe in seeking publicity at the expense of people to whom a certain kind of publicity might be fatal. It is my duty to determine whether anyone should be brought to trial for any of these murders, and to prosecute them, if the evidence warrants it. It is not my duty to ruin your career by exploiting the fact that you had the bad luck or bad judgment to be the friend of a man who, although never convicted or even indicted for any crime, was undoubtedly a member of a criminal mob at one time. I dont think you have been quite candid with me about this photograph, but I wont press the matter now. There is not much point in my asking you whether you shot Steelgrave. But I do ask you whether you have any knowledge that would point to who may have or might have killed him.

Farrell said quickly: Knowledge, Miss Weld — not mere suspicion.

She faced Endicott squarely. No.

He stood up and bowed. That will be all for now then. Thanks for coming in.

Farrell and Mavis Weld stood up. I didnt move. Farrell said: Are you calling a press conference?

I think Ill leave that to you, Mr. Farrell. You have always been very skillful in handling the press.

Farrell nodded and went to open the door. They went out. She didnt seem to look at me when she went out, but something touched the back of my neck lightly. Probably accidental. Her sleeve.

Endicott watched the door close. He looked across the desk at me. Is Farrell representing you? I forgot to ask him.

I cant afford him. So Im vulnerable.

He smiled thinly. I let them take all the tricks and then salve my dignity by working out on you, eh?

I couldnt stop you.

Youre not exactly proud of the way you have handled things, are you, Marlowe?

I got off on the wrong foot. After that I just had to take my lumps.

Dont you think you owe a certain obligation to the law?

I would — if the law was like you.

He ran his long pale fingers through his tousled black hair.

I could make a lot of answers to that, he said. Theyd all sound about the same. The citizen is the law. In this country we havent got around to understanding that. We think of the law as an enemy. Were a nation of cop-haters.

Itll take a lot to change that, I said. On both sides.

He leaned forward and pressed a buzzer. Yes, he said quietly. It will. But somebody has to make a beginning. Thanks for coming in.

As I went out a secretary came in at another door with a fat file in her hand.
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A SHAVE AND a second breakfast made me feel a little less like the box of shavings the cat had had kittens in. I went up to the office and unlocked the door and sniffed in the twice-breathed air and the smell of dust. I opened a window and inhaled the fry-cook smell from the coffee shop next door. I sat down at my desk and felt the grit on it with fingertips. I filled a pipe and lit it and leaned back and looked around.

Hello, I said.

I was just talking to the office equipment, the three green filing cases, the threadbare piece of carpet, the customers chair across from me, and the light fixture in the ceiling with three dead moths in it that had been there for at least six months. I was talking to the pebbled glass panel and the grimy woodwork and the pen set on the desk and tired, tired telephone. I was talking to the scales on an alligator, the name of the alligator being Marlowe, a private detective in our thriving little community. Not the brainiest guy in the world, but cheap. He started out cheap and he ended cheaper still.

I reached down and put the bottle of Old Forester up on the desk. It was about a third full. Old Forester. Now who gave you that, pal? Thats green-label stuff. Out of your class entirely. Must have been a client. I had a client once.

And that got me thinking about her, and maybe I have stronger thoughts than I know. The telephone rang, and the funny little precise voice sounded just as it had the first time she called me up.

Im in that telephone booth, she said. If youre alone, Im coming up.

Uh-huh.

I suppose youre mad at me, she said.

Im not mad at anybody. Just tired.

Oh yes you are, her tight little voice said. But Im coming up anyway. I dont care if you are mad at me.

She hung up. I took the cork out of the bottle of Old Forester and gave a sniff at it. I shuddered. That settled it. Any time I couldnt smell whiskey without shuddering I was through.

I put the bottle away and got up to unlock the communicating door. Then I heard her tripping along the hall. Id know those tight little footsteps anywhere. I opened the door and she came up to me and looked at me shyly.

It was all gone. The slanted cheaters, and the new hair-do and the smart little hat and the perfume and the prettied-up touch. The costume jewelry, the rouge, the everything. All gone. She was right back where she started the first morning. Same brown tailor-made, same square bag, same rimless glasses, same prim little narrow-minded smile.

Its me, she said. Im going home.

She followed me into my private thinking parlor and sat down primly and I sat down just any old way and stared at her.

Back to Manhattan, I said. Im surprised they let you.

I may have to come back.

Can you afford it?

She gave a quick little half-embarrassed laugh. It wont cost me anything, she said. She reached up and touched the rimless glasses. These feel all wrong now, she said. I liked the others. But Dr. Zugsmith wouldnt like them at all. She put her bag on the desk and drew a line along the desk with her fingertip. That was just like the first time too.

I cant remember whether I gave you back your twenty dollars or not, I said. We kept passing it back and forth until I lost count.

Oh, you gave it to me, she said. Thank you.

Sure?

I never make mistakes about money. Are you all right? Did they hurt you?

The police? No. And it was as tough a job as they ever didnt do.

She looked innocently surprised. Then her eyes glowed. You must be awfully brave, she said.

Just luck, I said. I picked up a pencil and felt the point. It was a good sharp point, if anybody wanted to write anything. I didnt. I reached across and slipped the pencil through the strap of her bag and pulled it towards me.

Dont touch my bag, she said quickly and reached for it.

I grinned and drew it out of her reach. All right. But its such a cute little bag. Its so like you.

She leaned back. There was a vague worry behind her eyes, but she smiled. You think Im cute — Philip? Im so ordinary.

I wouldnt say so.

You wouldnt?

Hell no, I think youre one of the most unusual girls I ever met. I swung the bag by its strap and set it down on the corner of the desk. Her eyes fastened on it quickly, but she licked her lip and kept on smiling at me.

And I bet youve known an awful lot of girls, she said. Why— she looked down and did that with her fingertip on the desk again— why didnt you ever get married?

I thought of all the ways you answer that. I thought of all the women I had liked that much. No, not all. But some of them.

I suppose I know the answer, I said. But it would just sound corny. The ones Id maybe like to marry — well, I havent what they need. The others you dont have to marry. You just seduce them — if they dont beat you to it.

She flushed to the roots of her mousy hair.

Youre horrid when you talk like that.

That goes for some of the nice ones too, I said. Not what you said. What I said. You wouldnt have been so hard to take yourself.

Dont talk like that, please!

Well, would you?

She looked down at the desk. I wish youd tell me, she said slowly, what happened to Orrin. Im all confused.

I told you he probably went off the rails. The first time you came in. Remember?

She nodded slowly, still blushing.

Abnormal sort of home life, I said. Very inhibited sort of guy and with a very highly developed sense of his own importance. It looked at you out of the picture you gave me. I dont want to go psychological on you, but I figure he was just the type to go very completely haywire, if he went haywire at all. Then theres that awful money hunger that runs in your family — all except one.

She smiled at me now. If she thought I meant her, that was jake with me.

Theres one question I want to ask you, I said. Was your father married before?

She nodded, yes.

That helps. Leila had another mother. That suits me fine. Tell me some more. After all I did a lot of work for you, for a very low fee of no dollars net.

You got paid, she said sharply. Well paid. By Leila. And dont expect me to call her Mavis Weld. I wont do it.

You didnt know I was going to get paid.

Well— there was a long pause, during which her eyes went to her bag again— you did get paid.

Okay, pass that. Why wouldnt you tell me who she was?

I was ashamed. Mother and I were both ashamed.

Orrin wasnt. He loved it.

Orrin? There was a tidy little silence while she looked at her bag again. I was beginning to get curious about that bag. But he had been out here and I suppose hed got used to it.

Being in pictures isnt that bad, surely.

It wasnt just that, she said swiftly, and her tooth came down on the outer edge of her lower lip and something flared in her eyes and very slowly died away. I just put another match to my pipe. I was too tired to show emotions, even if I felt any.

I know. Or anyway I kind of guessed. How did Orrin find out something about Steelgrave that the cops didnt know?

I — I dont know, she said slowly, picking her way among her words like a cat on a fence. Could it have been that doctor?

Oh sure, I said, with a big warm smile. He and Orrin got to be friends somehow. A common interest in sharp tools maybe.

She leaned back in her chair. Her little face was thin and angular now. Her eyes had a watchful look.

Now youre just being nasty, she said. Every so often you have to be that way.

Such a pity, I said. Id be a lovable character if Id let myself alone. Nice bag. I reached for it and pulled it in front of me and snapped it open.

She came up out of her chair and lunged.

You let my bag alone!

I looked her straight in the rimless glasses. You want to go home to Manhattan, Kansas, dont you? Today? You got your ticket and everything?

She worked her lips and slowly sat down again.

Okay, I said. Im not stopping you. I just wondered how much dough you squeezed out of the deal.

She began to cry. I opened the bag and went through it. Nothing until I came to the zipper pocket at the back. I unzipped and reached in. There was a flat packet of new bills in there. I took them out and riffled them. Ten centuries. All new. All nice. An even thousand dollars. Nice traveling money.

I leaned back and tapped the edge of the packet on my desk. She sat silent now, staring at me with wet eyes. I got a handkerchief out of her bag and tossed it across to her. She dabbed at her eyes. She watched me around the handkerchief. Once in a while she made a nice little appealing sob in her throat.

Leila gave the money to me, she said softly.

What size chisel did you use?

She just opened her mouth and a tear ran down her cheek into it.

Skip it, I said. I dropped the pack of money back into the bag, snapped the bag shut and pushed it across the desk to her. I guess you and Orrin belong to that class of people that can convince themselves that everything they do is right. He can blackmail his sister and then when a couple of small-time crooks get wise to his racket and take it away from him, he can sneak up on them and knock them off with an ice pick in the back of the neck. Probably didnt even keep him awake that night. You can do much the same. Leila didnt give you that money. Steelgrave gave it to you. For what?

Youre filthy, she said. Youre vile. How dare you say such things to me?

Who tipped off the law that Dr. Lagardie knew Clausen? Lagardie thought I did. I didnt. So you did. Why? To smoke out your brother who was not cutting you in — because right then he had lost his deck of cards and was hiding out. Id like to see some of those letters he wrote home. I bet theyre meaty. I can see him working at it, watching his sister, trying to get her lined up for his Leica, with the good Doctor Lagardie waiting quietly in the background for his share of the take. What did you hire me for?

I didnt know, she said evenly. She wiped her eyes again and put the handkerchief away in the bag and got herself all collected and ready to leave. Orrin never mentioned any names. I didnt even know Orrin had lost his pictures. But I knew he had taken them and that they were very valuable. I came out to make sure.

Sure of what?

That Orrin treated me right. He could be awfully mean sometimes. He might have kept all the money himself.

Why did he call you up night before last?

He was scared. Dr. Lagardie wasnt pleased with him any more. He didnt have the pictures. Somebody else had them. Orrin didnt know who. But he was scared.

I had them. I still have, I said. Theyre in that safe.

She turned her head very slowly to look at the safe. She ran a fingertip questioningly along her lip. She turned back.

I dont believe you, she said, and her eyes watched me like a cat watching a mousehole.

Hows to split that grand with me. You get the pictures.

She thought about it. I could hardly give you all that money for something that doesnt belong to you, she said and smiled. Please give them to me. Please, Philip. Leila ought to have them back.

For how much dough?

She frowned and looked hurt.

Shes my client now, I said. But double-crossing her wouldnt be bad business — at the right price.

I dont believe you have them.

Okay. I got up and went to the safe. In a moment I was back with the envelope. I poured the prints and the negative out on the desk — my side of the desk. She looked down at them and started to reach.

I picked them up and shuffled them together and held one so that she could look at it. When she reached for it I moved it back.

But I cant see it so far away, she complained.

It costs money to get closer.

I never thought you were a crook, she said with dignity.

I didnt say anything. I relit my pipe.

I could make you give them to the police, she said.

You could try.

Suddenly she spoke rapidly. I couldnt give you this money I have, really I couldnt. We — well mother and I owe money still on account of father and the house isnt clear and—

What did you sell Steelgrave for the grand?

Her mouth fell open and she looked ugly. She closed her lips and pressed them together. It was a tight hard little face that I was looking at.

You had one thing to sell, I said. You knew where Orrin was. To Steelgrave that information was worth a grand. Easy. Its a question of connecting up evidence. You wouldnt understand. Steelgrave went down there and killed him. He paid you the money for the address.

Leila told him, she said in a faraway voice.

Leila told me she told him, I said. If necessary Leila would tell the world she told him. Just as she would tell the world she killed Steelgrave — if that was the only way out. Leila is a sort of free-and-easy Hollywood babe that doesnt have very good morals. But when it comes to bedrock guts — she has what it takes. Shes not the icepick type. And shes not the blood-money type.

The color flowed away from her face and left her as pale as ice. Her mouth quivered, then tightened up hard into a little knot. She pushed her chair back and leaned forward to get up.

Blood money, I said quietly. Your own brother. And you set him up so they could kill him. A thousand dollars blood money. I hope youll be happy with it.

She stood away from the chair and took a couple of steps backward. Then suddenly she giggled.

Who could prove it? she half squealed. Whos alive to prove it? You? Who are you? A cheap shyster, a nobody. She went off into a shrill peal of laughter. Why even twenty dollars buys you.

I was still holding the packet of photos. I struck a match and dropped the negative into the ash tray and watched it flare up.

She stopped dead, frozen in a kind of horror. I started to tear the pictures up into strips. I grinned at her.

A cheap shyster, I said. Well, what would you expect. I dont have any brothers or sisters to sell out. So I sell out my clients.

She stood rigid and glaring. I finished my tearing-up job and lit the scraps of paper in the tray.

One thing I regret, I said. Not seeing your meeting back in Manhattan, Kansas, with dear old Mom. Not seeing the fight over how to split that grand. I bet that would be something to watch.

I poked at the paper with a pencil to keep it burning. She came slowly, step by step, to the desk and her eyes were fixed on the little smoldering heap of torn prints.

I could tell the police, she whispered. I could tell them a lot of things. Theyd believe me.

I could tell them who shot Steelgrave, I said. Because I know who didnt. They might believe me.

The small head jerked up. The light glinted on the glasses. There were no eyes behind them.

Dont worry, I said. Im not going to. It wouldnt cost me enough. And it would cost somebody else too much.

The telephone rang and she jumped a foot. I turned and reached for it and put my face against it and said, Hello.

Amigo, are you all right?

There was a sound in the background. I swung around and saw the door click shut. I was alone in the room.

Are you all right, amigo?

Im tired. Ive been up all night. Apart from—

Has the little one called you up?

The little sister? She was just in here. Shes on her way back to Manhattan with the swag.

The swag?

The pocket money she got from Steelgrave for fingering her brother.

There was a silence, then she said gravely, You cannot know that, amigo.

Like I know Im sitting leaning on this desk holding on to this telephone. Like I know I hear your voice. And not quite so certainly, but certainly enough like I know who shot Steelgrave.

You are somewhat foolish to say that to me, amigo. I am not above reproach. You should not trust me too much.

I make mistakes, but this wont be one. Ive burned all the photographs. I tried to sell them to Orfamay. She wouldnt bid high enough.

Surely you are making fun, amigo.

Am I? Who of?

She tinkled her laugh over the wire. Would you like to take me to lunch?

I might. Are you home?

Sí.

Ill come over in a little while.

But I shall be delighted.

I hung up.



The play was over. I was sitting in the empty theater. The curtain was down and projected on it dimly I could see the action. But already some of the actors were getting vague and unreal. The little sister above all. In a couple of days I would forget what she looked like. Because in a way she was so unreal. I thought of her tripping back to Manhattan, Kansas, and dear old Mom, with that fat little new little thousand dollars in her purse. A few people had been killed so she could get it, but I didnt think that would bother her for long. I thought of her getting down to the office in the morning — what was the mans name? Oh yes. Dr. Zugsmith — and dusting off his desk before he arrived and arranging the magazines in the waiting room. Shed have her rimless cheaters on and a plain dress and her face would be without make-up and her manners to the patients would be most correct.

Dr. Zugsmith will see you now, Mrs. Whosis.

She would hold the door open with a little smile and Mrs. Whosis would go in past her and Dr. Zugsmith would be sitting behind his desk as professional as hell with a white coat on and his stethoscope hanging around his neck. A case file would be in front of him and his note pad and prescription pad would be neatly squared off. Nothing that Dr. Zugsmith didnt know. You couldnt fool him. He had it all at his fingertips. When he looked at a patient he knew the answers to all the questions he was going to ask just as a matter of form.

When he looked at his receptionist, Miss Orfamay Quest, he saw a nice quiet young lady, properly dressed for a doctors office, no red nails, no loud make-up, nothing to offend the old-fashioned type of customer. An ideal receptionist, Miss Quest.

Dr. Zugsmith, when he thought about her at all thought of her with self-satisfaction. He had made her what she was. She was just what the doctor ordered.

Most probably he hadnt made a pass at her yet. Maybe they dont in those small towns. Ha, ha! I grew up in one.

I changed position and looked at my watch and got that bottle of Old Forester up out of the drawer after all. I sniffed it. It smelled good. I poured myself a good stiff jolt and held it up against the light.

Well, Dr. Zugsmith, I said out loud, just as if he was sitting there on the other side of the desk with a drink in his hand, I dont know you very well and you dont know me at all. Ordinarily I dont believe in giving advice to strangers, but Ive had a short intensive course of Miss Orfamay Quest and Im breaking my rule. If ever that little girl wants anything from you, give it to her quick. Dont stall around or gobble about your income tax and your overhead. Just wrap yourself in a smile and shell out. Dont get involved in any discussions about what belongs to who. Keep the little girl happy, thats the main thing. Good luck to you, Doctor, and dont leave any harpoons lying around the office.

I drank off half of my drink and waited for it to warm me up. When it did that I drank the rest and put the bottle away.

I knocked the cold ashes out of my pipe and refilled it from the leather humidor an admirer had given me for Christmas, the admirer by an odd coincidence having the same name as mine.

When I had the pipe filled I lit it carefully, without haste, and went on out and down the hall, as breezy as a Britisher coming in from a tiger hunt.


THIRTY-FOUR
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THE CHATEAU BERCY was old but made over. It had the sort of lobby that asks for plush and india-rubber plants, but gets glass brick, cornice lighting, three-cornered glass tables, and a general air of having been redecorated by a parolee from a nut hatch. Its color scheme was bile green, linseed-poultice brown, sidewalk gray and monkey-bottom blue. It was as restful as a split lip.

The small desk was empty but the mirror behind it could be diaphanous, so I didnt try to sneak up the stairs. I rang a bell and a large soft man oozed out from behind a wall and smiled at me with moist soft lips and bluish-white teeth and unnaturally bright eyes.

Miss Gonzales, I said. Names Marlowe. Shes expecting me.

Why, yes of course, he said, fluttering his hands. Yes, of course. Ill telephone up at once. He had a voice that fluttered too.

He picked up the telephone and gurgled into it and put it down.

Yes, Mr. Marlowe. Miss Gonzales says to come right up. Apartment 412. He giggled. But I suppose you know.

I know now, I said. By the way were you here last February?

Last February? Last February? Oh yes, I was here last February. He pronounced it exactly as spelled.

Remember the night Stein got chilled out front?

The smile went away from the fat face in a hurry. Are you a police officer? His voice was now thin and reedy.

No. But your pants are unzipped, if you care.

He looked down with horror and zipped them up with hands that almost trembled.

Why thank you, he said. Thank you. He leaned across the low desk. It was not exactly out front, he said. That is not exactly. It was almost to the next corner.

Living here, wasnt he?

Id really rather not talk about it. Really Id rather not talk about it. He paused and ran his pinkie along his lower lip. Why do you ask?

Just to keep you talking. You want to be more careful, bud. I can smell it on your breath.

The pink flowed all over him right down to his neck. If you suggest I have been drinking—

Only tea, I said. And not from a cup.

I turned away. He was silent. As I reached the elevator I looked back. He stood with his hands flat on the desk and his head strained around to watch me. Even from a distance he seemed to be trembling.

The elevator was self-service. The fourth floor was cool gray, the carpet thick. There was a small bell push beside Apartment 412. It chimed softly inside. The door was swung open instantly. The beautiful deep dark eyes looked at me and the red red mouth smiled at me. Black slacks and the flame-colored shirt, just like last night.

Amigo, she said softly. She put her arms out. I took hold of her wrists and brought them together and made her palms touch. I played patacake with her for a moment. The expression in her eyes was languorous and fiery at the same time.

I let go of her wrists, closed the door with my elbow and slid past her. It was like the first time.

You ought to carry insurance on those, I said touching one. It was real enough. The nipple was as hard as a ruby.

She went into her joyous laugh. I went on in and looked the place over. It was French gray and dusty blue. Not her colors, but very nice. There was a false fireplace with gas logs, and enough chairs and tables and lamps, but not too many. There was a neat little cellarette in the corner.

You like my little apartment, amigo?

Dont say little apartment. That sounds like a whore too.

I didnt look at her. I didnt want to look at her. I sat down on a davenport and rubbed a hand across my forehead.

Four hours sleep and a couple of drinks, I said. And Id be able to talk nonsense to you again. Right now Ive barely strength to talk sense. But Ive got to.

She came to sit close to me. I shook my head. Over there. I really do have to talk sense.

She sat down opposite and looked at me with grave dark eyes. But yes, amigo, whatever you wish. I am your girl — at least I would gladly be your girl.

Where did you live in Cleveland?

In Cleveland? Her voice was very soft, almost cooing. Did I say I had lived in Cleveland?

You said you knew him there.

She thought back and then nodded. I was married then, amigo. What is the matter?

You did live in Cleveland then?

Yes, she said softly.

You got to know Steelgrave how?

It was just that in those days it was fun to know a gangster. A form of inverted snobbery, I suppose. One went to the places where they were said to go and if one was lucky, perhaps some evening—

You let him pick you up.

She nodded brightly. Let us say I picked him up. He was a very nice little man. Really, he was.

What about the husband? Your husband. Or dont you remember?

She smiled. The streets of the world are paved with discarded husbands, she said.

Isnt it the truth? You find them everywhere. Even in Bay City.

That bought me nothing. She shrugged politely. I would not doubt it.

Might even be a graduate of the Sorbonne. Might even be mooning away in a measly small-town practice. Waiting and hoping. Thats one coincidence Id like to eat. It has a touch of poetry.

The polite smile stayed in place on her lovely face.

Weve slipped far apart, I said. Ever so far. And we got to be pretty clubby there for a while.

I looked down at my fingers. My head ached. I wasnt even forty per cent of what I ought to be. She reached me a crystal cigarette box and I took one. She fitted one for herself into the golden tweezers. She took it from a different box.

Id like to try one of yours, I said.

But Mexican tobacco is so harsh to most people.

As long as its tobacco, I said, watching her. I made up my mind. No, youre right. I wouldnt like it.

What, she asked carefully, is the meaning of this by-play?

Desk clerks a muggle-smoker.

She nodded slowly. I have warned him, she said. Several times.

Amigo, I said.

What?

You dont use much Spanish do you? Perhaps you dont know much Spanish. Amigo gets worn to shreds.

We are not going to be like yesterday afternoon, I hope, she said slowly.

Were not. The only thing Mexican about you is a few words and a careful way of talking thats supposed to give the impression of a person speaking a language they had to learn. Like saying do not instead of dont. That sort of thing.

She didnt answer. She puffed gently on her cigarette and smiled.

Im in bad trouble downtown, I went on. Apparently Miss Weld had the good sense to tell it to her boss — Julius Oppenheimer — and he came through. Got Lee Farrell for her. I dont think they think she shot Steelgrave. But they think I know who did, and they dont love me any more.

And do you know, amigo?

Told you over the phone I did.

She looked at me steadily for a longish moment. I was there. Her voice had a dry serious sound for once.

It was very curious, really. The little girl wanted to see the gambling house. She had never seen anything like that and there had been in the papers—

She was staying here — with you?

Not in my apartment, amigo. In a room I got for her here.

No wonder she wouldnt tell me, I said. But I guess you didnt have time to teach her the business.

She frowned very slightly and made a motion in the air with the brown cigarette. I watched its smoke write something unreadable in the still air.

Please. As I was saying she wanted to go to that house. So I called him up and he said to come along. When we got there he was drunk. I have never seen him drunk before. He laughed and put his arm around little Orfamay and told her she had earned her money well. He said he had something for her, then he took from his pocket a billfold wrapped in a cloth of some kind and gave it to her. When she unwrapped it there was a hole in the middle of it and the hole was stained with blood.

That wasnt nice, I said. I wouldnt even call it characteristic.

You did not know him very well.

True. Go on.

Little Orfamay took the billfold and stared at it and then stared at him and her white little face was very still. Then she thanked him and opened her bag to put the billfold in it, as I thought — it was all very curious—

A scream, I said. It would have had me gasping on the floor.

 — but instead she took a gun out of her bag. It was a gun he had given Mavis, I think. It was like the one—

I know exactly what it was like, I said. I played with it some.

She turned around and shot him dead with one shot. It was very dramatic.

She put the brown cigarette back in her mouth and smiled at me. A curious, rather distant smile, as if she was thinking of something far away.

You made her confess to Mavis Weld, I said.

She nodded.

Mavis wouldnt have believed you, I guess.

I did not care to risk it.

It wasnt you gave Orfamay the thousand bucks, was it, darling? To make her tell? Shes a little girl who would go a long way for a thousand bucks.

I do not care to answer that, she said with dignity.

No. So last night when you rushed me out there, you already knew he was dead and there wasnt anything to be afraid of and all that act with the gun was just an act.

I do not like to play God, she said softly. There was a situation and I knew that somehow or other you would get Mavis out of it. There was no one else who would. Mavis was determined to take the blame.

I better have a drink, I said. Im sunk.

She jumped up and went to the little cellarette. She came back with a couple of huge glasses of Scotch and water. She handed me one and watched me over her glass as I tried it out. It was wonderful. I drank some more. She sank down into her chair again, and reached for the golden tweezers.

I chased her out, I said, finally. Mavis, Im talking about. She told me she had shot him. She had the gun. The twin of the one you gave me. You didnt probably notice that yours had been fired.

I know very little about guns, she said softly.

Sure. I counted the shells in it, and assuming it had been full to start with, two had been fired. Quest was killed with two shots from a .32 automatic. Same caliber. I picked up the empty shells in the den down there.

Down where, amigo?

It was beginning to grate. Too much amigo, far too much.

Of course I couldnt know it was the same gun, but it seemed worth trying out. Only confuse things up a little anyhow, and give Mavis that much break. So I switched guns on him, and put his behind the bar. His was a black .38. More like what he would carry, if he carried one at all. Even with a checked grip you can leave prints, but with an ivory grip youre apt to leave a fair set of finger marks on the left side. Steelgrave couldnt carry that kind of gun.

Her eyes were round and empty and puzzled. I am afraid I am not following you too well.

And if he killed a man he would kill him dead, and be sure of it. This guy got up and walked a bit.

A flash of something showed in her eyes and was gone.

Id like to say he talked a bit, I went on. But he didnt. His lungs were full of blood. He died at my feet. Down there.

But down where? You have not told me where it was that this—

Do I have to?

She sipped from her glass. She smiled. She put the glass down. I said:

You were present when little Orfamay told him where to go.

Oh yes, of course. Nice recovery. Fast and clean. But her smile looked a little more tired.

Only he didnt go, I said.

Her cigarette stopped in midair. That was all. Nothing else. It went on slowly to her lips. She puffed elegantly.

Thats whats been the matter all along, I said. I just wouldnt buy what was staring me in the face. Steelgrave is Weepy Moyer. Thats solid, isnt it?

Most certainly. And it can be proved.

Steelgrave is a reformed character and doing fine. Then this Stein comes out bothering him, wanting to cut in. Im guessing, but thats about how it would happen. Okay, Stein has to go. Steelgrave doesnt want to kill anybody — and he has never been accused of killing anybody. The Cleveland cops wouldnt come out and get him. No charges pending. No mystery — except that he had been connected with a mob in some capacity. But he has to get rid of Stein. So he gets himself pinched. And then he gets out of jail by bribing the jail doctor, and he kills Stein and goes back into jail at once. When the killing shows up whoever let him out of jail is going to run like hell and destroy any records there might be of his going out. Because the cops will come over and ask questions.

Very naturally, amigo.

I looked her over for cracks, but there werent any yet.

So far so good. But weve got to give this lad credit for a few brains. Why did he let them hold him in jail for ten days? Answer One, to make himself an alibi. Answer Two, because he knew that sooner or later this question of him being Moyer was going to get aired, so why not give them the time and get it over with? That way any time a racket boy gets blown down around here theyre not going to keep pulling Steelgrave in and trying to hang the rap on him.

You like that idea, amigo?

Yes. Look at it this way. Why would he have lunch in a public place the very day he was out of the cooler to knock Stein off? And if he did, why would young Quest happen around to snap that picture? Stein hadnt been killed, so the picture wasnt evidence of anything. I like people to be lucky, but thats too lucky. Again, even if Steelgrave didnt know his picture had been taken, he knew who Quest was. Must have. Quest had been tapping his sister for eating money since he lost his job, maybe before. Steelgrave had a key to her apartment. He must have known something about this brother of hers. Which simply adds up to the result, that that night of all nights Steelgrave would not have shot Stein — even if he had planned to.

It is now for me to ask you who did, she said politely.

Somebody who knew Stein and could get close to him. Somebody who already knew that photo had been taken, knew who Steelgrave was, knew that Mavis Weld was on the edge of becoming a big star, knew that her association with Steelgrave was dangerous, but would be a thousand times more dangerous if Steelgrave could be framed for the murder of Stein. Knew Quest, because he had been to Mavis Welds apartment, and had met him there and given him the works, and he was a boy that could be knocked clean out of his mind by that sort of treatment. Knew that those bone-handled .32s were registered to Steelgrave, although he had only bought them to give to a couple of girls, and if he carried a gun himself, it would be one that was not registered and could not be traced to him. Knew—

Stop! Her voice was a sharp stab of sound, but neither frightened nor even angry. You will stop at once, please! I will not tolerate this another minute. You will now go!

I stood up. She leaned back and a pulse beat in her throat. She was exquisite, she was dark, she was deadly. And nothing would ever touch her, not even the law.

Why did you kill Quest? I asked her.

She stood up and came close to me, smiling again. For two reasons, amigo. He was more than a little crazy and in the end he would have killed me. And the other reason is that none of this — absolutely none of it — was for money. It was for love.

I started to laugh in her face. I didnt. She was dead serious. It was out of this world.

No matter how many lovers a woman may have, she said softly, there is always one she cannot bear to lose to another woman. Steelgrave was the one.

I just stared into her lovely dark eyes. I believe you, I said at last.

Kiss me, amigo.

Good God!

I must have men, amigo. But the man I loved is dead. I killed him. That man I would not share.

You waited a long time.

I can be patient — as long as there is hope.

Oh, nuts.

She smiled a free, beautiful and perfectly natural smile. And you cannot do a damn thing about all this, darling, unless you destroy Mavis Weld utterly and finally.

Last night she proved she was willing to destroy herself.

If she was not acting. She looked at me sharply and laughed. That hurt, did it not? You are in love with her.

I said slowly, That would be kind of silly. I could sit in the dark with her and hold hands, but for how long? In a little while she will drift off into a haze of glamour and expensive clothes and froth and unreality and muted sex. She wont be a real person any more. Just a voice from a sound track, a face on a screen. Id want more than that.

I moved towards the door without putting my back to her. I didnt really expect a slug. I thought she liked better having me the way I was — and not being able to do a damn thing about any of it.

I looked back as I opened the door. Slim, dark and lovely and smiling. Reeking with sex. Utterly beyond the moral laws of this or any world I could imagine.

She was one for the book all right. I went out quietly. Very softly her voice came to me as I closed the door.

Querido — I have liked you very much. It is too bad.

I shut the door.


THIRTY-FIVE
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AS THE ELEVATOR opened at the lobby a man stood there waiting for it. He was tall and thin and his hat was pulled low over his eyes. It was a warm day but he wore a thin topcoat with the collar up. He kept his chin low.

Dr. Lagardie, I said softly.

He glanced at me with no trace of recognition. He moved into the elevator. It started up.

I went across to the desk and banged the bell. The large fat soft man came out and stood with a pained smile on his loose mouth. His eyes were not quite so bright.

Give me the phone.

He reached down and put it on the desk. I dialed Madison 7911. The voice said: Police. This was the Emergency Board.

Chateau Bercy Apartments, Franklin and Girard in Hollywood. A man named Dr. Vincent Lagardie wanted for questioning by homicide, Lieutenants French and Beifus, has just gone up to Apartment 412. This is Philip Marlowe, a private detective.

Franklin and Girard. Wait there please. Are you armed?

Yes.

Hold him if he tries to leave.

I hung up and wiped my mouth off. The fat softy was leaning against the counter, white around the eyes.



They came fast — but not fast enough. Perhaps I ought to have stopped him. Perhaps I had a hunch what he would do, and deliberately let him do it. Sometimes when Im low I try to reason it out. But it gets too complicated. The whole damn case was that way. There was never a point where I could do the natural obvious thing without stopping to rack my head dizzy with figuring how it would affect somebody I owed something to.



When they cracked the door he was sitting on the couch holding her pressed against his heart. His eyes were blind and there was bloody foam on his lips. He had bitten through his tongue.

Under her left breast and tight against the flame-colored shirt lay the silver handle of a knife I had seen before. The handle was in the shape of a naked woman. The eyes of Miss Dolores Gonzales were half open and on her lips there was the dim ghost of a provocative smile.

The Hippocrates smile, the ambulance intern said, and sighed. On her it looks good.

He glanced across at Dr. Lagardie who saw nothing and heard nothing, if you could judge by his face.

I guess somebody lost a dream, the intern said. He bent over and closed her eyes.


The Long Good-bye (1953) 
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This novel, which Chandler described as his best book (not all his fans or critics agreed), was published in the autumn of 1953 in Britain by Hamish Hamilton and by Houghton Mifflin in America early in 1954. It is the sixth to feature Philip Marlowe and a slight departure from the usual Marlowe novels as it includes elements of autobiographical content from Chandler and also some social commentary. At over 120,000 words, it is also much longer than its predecessors. Chandler wrote the novel at a time of great stress and grief, as his wife Cissy was dying; this led him to fall into periods of deep depression and even thoughts of self harm. After her death, Chandler wrote to his friend Leonard Russell, She was the beat of my heart for thirty years (29 December 1954.). Chandler was also experiencing concerns over his income and as well as paying for Cissys care he was swallowing his pride and looking for buyers for the serial rights to his new story, something he had declared he would never do again. At the same time, Chandler regarded this book as very much one written for his own enjoyment and benefit, but his new agents, Brandt and Brandt, were baffled by the obvious softening in Marlowes character. Bernice Baumgarten of the agency wrote to Chandler: I cant believe in him (Marlowe) as a sentimentalist. Chandler was deeply hurt and equally angry and felt they had misunderstood both him and Marlowe. He threatened to withdraw the book completely and determinedly ignored any helpful suggestions they made about the novel. Of course he did not withdraw the novel in the end and after publication, it was awarded the Edgar Award for Best Novel, in 1955. He did however dispense with the services of Brandt and Brandt. The book was well received in Britain, garnering positive reviews. The New Statesman declared the rhythm of his prose is superb.

Two characters in the novel are based on Chandler himself; both of them highlighting his awareness of his prominent flaws — his alcoholism and his doubts about the value of his writing. The personality most clearly based on Chandler is the usually drunken writer Roger Wade, whilst another, Terry Lennox, reflects his alcoholism. This was also supposed to be the novel that broke away from Philip Marlowe; Chandler chose a new protagonist and wrote the story in the third person not the first person, but found he was completely indifferent to the new character and decided a re-write was in order. In a letter to Hamish Hamilton he wrote It begins to look as though I were tied to this fellow [Marlowe] for life. I simply cant function without him (14 July 1951). Chandler also reused large sections of a previously written story, The Curtain (1936), and he consulted his lawyer, Leroy Wright, about some legal aspects of the story, such as whether the fingerprints of a private detective would be kept on file somewhere. The information he received from Wright was fundamental to the opening scenes of the story. 

Anthony Boucher of The New York Times summarised the book thus: …despite occasional outbursts of violence, its a moody, brooding book, in which Marlowe is less a detective than a disturbed man of 42 on a quest for some evidence of truth and humanity (25 April 1954). This brooding ambience and the turn in Marlowes character towards a persistently reflective mood could be Chandlers response to his circumstances, nursing a seriously ill spouse and he was almost shame-faced that he wrote his best work as he watched his wifes decline. I used to shut myself in my study and think myself into another world. It usually took an hour, at least. Then I went to work. From a letter to Jean de Leon, 11 February 1957).

Philip Marlowe has made modest improvements to his life since the reader last encountered him. He has a new car – an Oldsmobile – and has upgraded to an office with its own parking place. His new work space has a fan and a potted fern, both additions, but he still has no secretary. He is renting a small hillside house opposite a grove of eucalyptus trees. If this comes across to anyone as domestication, Marlowe is quick to put them right. He tells character Howard Spencer Im a lone wolf, unmarried, getting middle-aged and not rich. I like liquor and women and chess and few other things. His traits are left for other characters to highlight. Linda Loring accuses Marlowe of being a self-sufficient, self-satisfied, self-confident bastard.

This novel tells two stories about two different couples and what draws both strands of the story together is that both couples live in the suburb of Idle Valley. The narrative opens with Marlowe rescuing a drunken young man outside a night club, The Dancers, which has an affluent clientele that disillusions you about what a lot of golfing money can do for the personality. The man has been abandoned by his female companion, as soon as he mentions money problems. By the time Marlowe gets Terry – that is the only name he has for him – in his Oldsmobile, the younger man is unconscious. Marlowe takes him back to his own home to sober up. After a session of sleeping and snoring like a grampus, the man reveals his surname is Lennox. Terry Lennox sounds English, but only because he lived there for a while. Marlowe takes the studiously polite Lennox back to his apartment and leaves him there, not thinking he would ever see him again. 

However, Marlowe does see Lennox again – in a terrible state, bad enough for the local police to think he is a vagrant – and has to rescue him a second time. He takes him from Hollywood Boulevard to his house, calling along the way for some food. In a pensive frame of mind, Lennox reveals that he is trying to raise the money to get to Las Vegas, where his friend and former army comrade Randy Starr has a night club and will give him work; also, the young woman who ditched him at The Dancers is Lennoxs former wife, Sylvia, the daughter of a millionaire, whom he married for her money. Marlowe makes sure Lennox has a meal and has the funds to get on the bus to Vegas, glad to see Lennox on his way – Marlowe has a hunch that the younger man is a potential focus for trouble of some sort.

Marlowe is not done with the Lennoxes, however. At Christmas, he receives a gift of $100 and with it, a note from Sylvia saying she and Lennox have remarried. Marlowe hopes that will be the end of his connection with them and it is – for a few months until the following March, when Lennox appears at his office. He is changed; Older, very sober and severe and beautifully calm. He looked like a guy who had learned to roll with a punch. He is also bitter and rueful about being a kept man, living on his wifes huge income in a loveless marriage. After this meeting Lennox calls on Marlowe often, opening up about the shallowness of the lives of rich people, who have money, but a life of little value. He finds out that Lennox grew up in an orphanage, but he does not find out why in the past, the young man had such a bad injury to his face that it required surgical reconstruction. 

The second storyline begins in a bar, where Marlowe has been asked to meet a publisher from New York named Howard Spencer. He wants to talk to Marlowe about one of his writers, an author of best selling historical novels named Roger Wade. Wades life has descended into chaos:

He cant finish a book. Hes losing his grip…[there are] Wild fits of drinking and temper. Every once in a while he disappears for days on end. Not very long ago he threw his wife downstairs…The man just goes nuts when he drinks. 

Wades wife feels that there is an underlying problem she does not know about, causing her husbands distress – is it something from his past, or blackmail? Spender is also worried for Mrs Wade and wants her protected. Marlowe does not feel he is right for the job, despite being enchanted by the lovely Mrs Wade. He does not want to babysit a writer till he finishes his book and if Mrs Wade is frightened, why cant she leave him? 

Marlowe is finally persuaded by Mrs Wade to take the case. Her husband has been missing for three days and she is genuinely frightened for him. All Marlowe has to go on is Wades association with a doctor whose surname begins with V. He starts searching around and eventually finds his target, being treated for his alcohol dependence by a Dr Verringer at a soon to be abandoned ranch in the middle of nowhere. His job done, he takes his fee, but is uneasy. The stories he has heard from the Wades are not compatible – why? And at the back of Marlowes mind are still unanswered questions about Terry Lennox. Marlowe is not a man to let the truth evade him in either case…

The reader will note a slower pace in this novel than some of the previous Marlowe outings. Marlowe too is more considered and we get a much greater depth of insight into him, from his keen interest in chess, to his thoughts on women – and his compassion, even if at times it is grudging. The plot is carefully managed and there is no confusion between the two elements of the story, with clearly drawn characters and believable links between the two strands. Unfortunately, one will encounter more prejudices of the day, in particular from Roger Wade. He bitterly contends that had he been homosexual, he would have been better received by book reviewers whom he claims are nearly all queers…the queer is the artistic arbiter of our age, chum. The pervert is the top guy, now.

Whether he meant to or not, Chandler seems to be speaking from the heart about some matters in the story. Terry Lennox expresses a desire to stop drinking and Marlowes response is:

It takes about three years…Its a different world. You have to get used to a paler set of colors, a quieter lot of sounds. You have to allow for relapses. All the people you used to know well will get to be just a little strange. You wont even like most of them and they wont like you too well. 

One wonders if this was Chandlers own experience of his numerous rehabilitations from his alcohol addiction.

Overall, it is an impressive, reflective, almost depressive novel, classic Chandler, but with a sense that the world of noir and the real world have come together and it is a seamless blend. This the first novel in which Chandler allows Marlowe to have an intimate relationship with a woman, a turn of the plot that was to inspire events in future Marlowe outings.

The book was adapted for film in 1973 and released under the same name. Directed by Robert Altman, it was set in modern day Los Angeles and starred Elliot Gould. This novel was dramatised for television in 1954 for the anthology series Climax!, with Dick Powell playing Marlowe, as he had a decade earlier in the film Murder, My Sweet. This live telecast is memorable for an incident in which the actor Tris Coffin, whose character had just died, thinking he was out of camera range, stood up and walked away while in view of the TV audience. An adaptation of the novel was broadcast by BBC Radio 4 on 16 January 1978, with Ed Bishop as Marlowe and again on 1 October 2011, with Toby Stephens as Marlowe as part of its Classic Chandler series. Japanese broadcaster NHK aired five episodes of a Japanese adaptation of the novel in 2014.
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In 1973, Robert Altman filmed this adaptation set in contemporary Los Angeles, with Elliott Gould as Marlowe.
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Chandler and his wife Cissy. The Long Goodbye is regarded as Chandlers most personal novel, which he wrote as his wife was dying. Her illness and death had a profound effect on him, driving him into fits of melancholy and leading him to talk of and even to attempt suicide.
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THE FIRST TIME I laid eyes on Terry Lennox he was drunk in a Rolls-Royce Silver Wraith outside the terrace of The Dancers. The parking lot attendant had brought the car out and he was still holding the door open because Terry Lennoxs left foot was still dangling outside, as if he had forgotten he had one. He had a young-looking face but his hair was bone white. You could tell by his eyes that he was plastered to the hairline, but otherwise he looked like any other nice young guy in a dinner jacket who had been spending too much money in a joint that exists for that purpose and for no other.

There was a girl beside him. Her hair was a lovely shade of dark red and she had a distant smile on her lips and over her shoulders she had a blue mink that almost made the Rolls-Royce look like just another automobile. It didnt quite. Nothing can.

The attendant was the usual half-tough character in a white coat with the name of the restaurant stitched across the front of it in red. He was getting fed up.

Look, mister, he said with an edge to his voice, would you mind a whole lot pulling your leg into the car so I can kind of shut the door? Or should I open it all the way so you can fall out?

The girl gave him a look which ought to have stuck at least four inches out of his back. It didnt bother him enough to give him the shakes. At The Dancers they get the sort of people that disillusion you about what a lot of golfing money can do for the personality.

A low-swung foreign speedster with no top drifted into the parking lot and a man got out of it and used the dash lighter on a long cigarette. He was wearing a pullover check shirt, yellow slacks, and riding boots. He strolled off trailing clouds of incense, not even bothering to look towards the Rolls-Royce. He probably thought it was corny. At the foot of the steps up to the terrace he paused to stick a monocle in his eye.

The girl said with a nice burst of charm: I have a wonderful idea, darling. Why dont we just take a cab to your place and get your convertible out? Its such a wonderful night for a run up the coast to Montecito. I know some people there who are throwing a dance around the pool.

The white-haired lad said politely: Awfully sorry, but I dont have it any more. I was compelled to sell it. From his voice and articulation you wouldnt have known he had had anything stronger than orange juice to drink.

Sold it, darling? How do you mean? She slid away from him along the seat but her voice slid away a lot farther than that.

I mean I had to, he said. For eating money.

Oh, I see. A slice of spumoni wouldnt have melted on her now.

The attendant had the white-haired boy right where he could reach him — in a low-income bracket. Look, buster, he said, Ive got to put a car away. See you some more some other time — maybe.

He let the door swing open. The drunk promptly slid off the seat and landed on the blacktop on the seat of his pants. So I went over and dropped my nickel. I guess its always a mistake to interfere with a drunk. Even if he knows and likes you he is always liable to haul off and poke you in the teeth. I got him under the arms and got him up on his feet.

Thank you so very much, he said politely.

The girl slid under the wheel. He gets so goddam English when hes loaded, she said in a stainless-steel voice. Thanks for catching him.

Ill get him in the back of the car, I said.

Im terribly sorry. Im late for an engagement. She let the clutch in and the Rolls started to glide. Hes just a lost dog, she added with a cool smile. Perhaps you can find a home for him. Hes housebroken — more or less.

And the Rolls ticked down the entrance driveway onto Sunset Boulevard, made a right turn, and was gone. I was looking after her when the attendant came back. And I was still holding the man up and he was now sound asleep.

Well, thats one way of doing it, I told the white coat.

Sure, he said cynically. Why waste it on a lush? Them curves and all.

You know him?

I heard the dame call him Terry. Otherwise I dont know him from a cows caboose. But I only been here two weeks.

Get my car, will you? I gave him the ticket.

By the time he brought my Olds over I felt as if I was holding up a sack of lead. The white coat helped me get him into the front seat. The customer opened an eye and thanked us and went to sleep again.

Hes the politest drunk I ever met, I said to the white coat.

They come all sizes and shapes and all kinds of manners, he said. And theyre all bums. Looks like this one had a plastic job one time.

Yeah. I gave him a dollar and he thanked me. He was right about the plastic job. The right side of my new friends face was frozen and whitish and seamed with thin fine scars. The skin had a glossy look along the scars. A plastic job and a pretty drastic one.

Whatcha aim to do with him?

Take him home and sober him up enough to tell me where he lives.

The white coat grinned at me. Okay, sucker. If it was me, Id just drop him in the gutter and keep going. Them booze hounds just make a man a lot of trouble for no fun. I got a philosophy about them things. The way the competition is nowadays a guy has to save his strength to protect hisself in the clinches.

I can see youve made a big success out of it, I said.

He looked puzzled and then he started to get mad, but by that time I was in the car and moving.

He was partly right of course. Terry Lennox made me plenty of trouble. But after all thats my line of work.



I was living that year in a house on Yucca Avenue in the Laurel Canyon district. It was a small hillside house on a dead-end street with a long flight of redwood steps to the front door and a grove of eucalyptus trees across the way. It was furnished, and it belonged to a woman who had gone to Idaho to live with her widowed daughter for a while. The rent was low, partly because the owner wanted to be able to come back on short notice, and partly because of the steps. She was getting too old to face them every time she came home.

I got the drunk up them somehow. He was eager to help but his legs were rubber and he kept falling asleep in the middle of an apologetic sentence. I got the door unlocked and dragged him inside and spread him on the long couch, threw a rug over him and let him go back to sleep. He snored like a grampus for an hour. Then he came awake all of a sudden and wanted to go to the bathroom. When he came back he looked at me peeringly, squinting his eyes, and wanted to know where the hell he was. I told him. He said his name was Terry Lennox and that he lived in an apartment in Westwood and no one was waiting up for him. His voice was clear and unslurred.

He said he could handle a cup of black coffee. When I brought it he sipped it carefully holding the saucer close under the cup.

How come Im here? he asked, looking around.

You squiffed out at The Dancers in a Rolls. Your girl friend ditched you.

Quite, he said. No doubt she was entirely justified.

You English?

Ive lived there. I wasnt born there. If I might call a taxi, Ill take myself off.

Youve got one waiting.

He made the steps on his own going down. He didnt say much on the way to Westwood, except that it was very kind of me and he was sorry to be such a nuisance. He had probably said it so often and to so many people that it was automatic.

His apartment was small and stuffy and impersonal. He might have moved in that afternoon. On a coffee table in front of a hard green davenport there was a half empty Scotch bottle and melted ice in a bowl and three empty fizzwater bottles and two glasses and a glass ash tray loaded with stubs with and without lipstick. There wasnt a photograph or a personal article of any kind in the place. It might have been a hotel room rented for a meeting or a farewell, for a few drinks and a talk, for a roll in the hay. It didnt look like a place where anyone lived.

He offered me a drink. I said no thanks. I didnt sit down. When I left he thanked me some more, but not as if I had climbed a mountain for him, nor as if it was nothing at all. He was a little shaky and a little shy but polite as hell. He stood in the open door until the automatic elevator came up and I got into it. Whatever he didnt have he had manners.

He hadnt mentioned the girl again. Also, he hadnt mentioned that he had no job and no prospects and that almost his last dollar had gone into paying the check at The Dancers for a bit of high class fluff that couldnt stick around long enough to make sure he didnt get tossed in the sneezer by some prowl car boys, or rolled by a tough hackie and dumped out in a vacant lot.

On the way down in the elevator I had an impulse to go back up and take the Scotch bottle away from him. But it wasnt any of my business and it never does any good anyway. They always find a way to get it if they have to have it.

I drove home chewing my lip. Im supposed to be tough but there was something about the guy that got me. I didnt know what it was unless it was the white hair and the scarred face and the clear voice and the politeness. Maybe that was enough. There was no reason why I should ever see him again. He was just a lost dog, like the girl said.


2
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IT WAS THE week after Thanksgiving when I saw him again. The stores along Hollywood Boulevard were already beginning to fill up with overpriced Christmas junk, and the daily papers were beginning to scream about how terrible it would be if you didnt get your Christmas shopping done early. It would be terrible anyway; it always is.

It was about three blocks from my office building that I saw a cop car double-parked and the two buttons in it staring at something over by a shop window on the sidewalk. The something was Terry Lennox — or what was left of him — and that little was not too attractive.

He was leaning against a store front. He had to lean against something. His shirt was dirty and open at the neck and partly outside his jacket and partly not. He hadnt shaved for four or five days. His nose was pinched. His skin was so pale that the long thin scars hardly showed. And his eyes were like holes poked in a snowbank. It was pretty obvious that the buttons in the prowl car were about ready to drop the hook on him, so I went over there fast and took hold of his arm.

Straighten up and walk, I said, putting on the tough. I winked at him from the side. Can you make it? Are you stinko?

He looked me over vaguely and then smiled his little one-sided smile. I have been, he breathed. Right now I guess Im just a little — empty.

Okay, but make with the feet. Youre halfway into the drunk tank already.

He made the effort and let me walk him through the sidewalk loafers to the edge of the curb. There was a taxi stand there and I yanked open the door.

He goes first, the hackie said, jerking a thumb at the cab ahead. He swung his head around and saw Terry. If at all, he added.

This is an emergency. My friend is sick.

Yeah, the hackie said. He could get sick somewheres else.

Five bucks, I said, and lets see that beautiful smile.

Oh well, he said, and stuck a magazine with a Martian on the cover behind his mirror. I reached in and got the door open. I got Terry Lennox in and the shadow of the prowl car blocked the far window. A gray-haired cop got out and came over. I went around the taxi and met him.

Just a minute, Mac. What have we got here? Is the gentleman in the soiled laundry a real close friend of yours?

Close enough for me to know he needs a friend. Hes not drunk.

For financial reasons, no doubt, the cop said. He put his hand out and I put my license in it. He looked at it and handed it back. Oh-oh, he said. A P.I. picking up a client. His voice changed and got tough. That tells a little something about you, Mr. Marlowe. What about him?

His names Terry Lennox. He works in pictures.

Thats nice. He leaned into the taxi and stared at Terry back in the corner. Id say he didnt work too lately. Id say he didnt sleep indoors too lately. Id even say he was a vag and so maybe we ought to take him in.

Your arrest record cant be that low, I said. Not in Hollywood.

He was still looking in at Terry. Whats your friends name, buddy?

Philip Marlowe, Terry said slowly. He lives on Yucca Avenue, Laurel Canyon.

The cop pulled his head out of the window space. He turned, and made a gesture with his hand. You could of just told him.

I could have, but I didnt.

He stared at me for a second or two. Ill buy it this time, he said. But get him off the street. He got into the police car and the police car went away.

I got into the taxi and we went the three-odd blocks to my parking lot and shifted to my car. I held out the five-spot to the hackie. He gave me a stiff look and shook his head.

Just whats on the meter, Jack, or an even buck if you feel like it. I been down and out myself. In Frisco. Nobody picked me up in no taxi either. Theres one stony-hearted town.

San Francisco, I said mechanically.

I call it Frisco, he said. The hell with them minority groups. Thanks. He took the dollar and went away.

We went to a drive-in where they made hamburgers that didnt taste like something the dog wouldnt eat. I fed Terry Lennox a couple and a bottle of beer and drove him home. The steps were still tough on him but he grinned and panted and made the climb. An hour later he was shaved and bathed and he looked human again. We sat down over a couple of very mild drinks.

Lucky you remembered my name, I said.

I made a point of it, he said. I looked you up too. Could I do less?

So why not give me a ring? I live here all the time. I have an office as well.

Why should I bother you?

Looks like you had to bother somebody. Looks like you dont have many friends.

Oh I have friends, he said, of a sort. He turned his glass on the table top. Asking for help doesnt come easy — especially when its all your own fault. He looked up with a tired smile. Maybe I can quit drinking one of these days. They all say that, dont they?

It takes about three years.

Three years? He looked shocked.

Usually it does. Its a different world. You have to get used to a paler set of colors, a quieter lot of sounds. You have to allow for relapses. All the people you used to know well will get to be just a little strange. You wont even like most of them, and they wont like you too well.

That wouldnt be much of a change, he said. He turned and looked at the clock. I have a two-hundred-dollar suitcase checked at the Hollywood bus station. If I could bail it out I could buy a cheap one and pawn the one thats checked for enough to get to Vegas on the bus. I can get a job there.

I didnt say anything. I just nodded and sat there nursing my drink.

Youre thinking that idea might have come to me a little sooner, he said quietly.

Im thinking theres something behind all this thats none of my business. Is the job for sure or just a hope?

Its for sure. Fellow I knew very well in the army runs a big club there, the Terrapin Club. Hes part racketeer, of course, they all are — but the other part is a nice guy.

I can manage the bus fare and something over. But Id just as soon it bought something that would stay bought for a while. Better talk to him on the phone.

Thank you, but its not necessary. Randy Starr wont let me down. He never has. And the suitcase will pawn for fifty dollars. I know from experience.

Look, I said, Id put up what you need. Im no big soft-hearted slob. So you take whats offered and be good. I want you out of my hair because Ive got a feeling about you.

Really? He looked down into his glass. He was only sipping the stuff. Weve only met twice and youve been more than white to me both times. What sort of feeling?

A feeling that next time Ill find you in worse trouble than I can get you out of. I dont know just why I have the feeling, but I have it.

He touched the right side of his face gently with two fingertips. Maybe its this. It does make me look a little sinister, I suppose. But its an honorable wound — or anyhow the result of one.

Its not that. That doesnt bother me at all. Im a private dick. Youre a problem that I dont have to solve. But the problem is there. Call it a hunch. If you want to be extra polite, call it a sense of character. Maybe that girl didnt walk out on you at The Dancers just because you were drunk. Maybe she had a feeling too.

He smiled faintly. I was married to her once. Her name is Sylvia Lennox. I married her for her money.

I stood up scowling at him. Ill fix you some scrambled eggs. You need food.

Wait a minute, Marlowe. Youre wondering why if I was down and out and Sylvia had plenty I couldnt ask her for a few bucks. Did you ever hear of pride?

Youre killing me, Lennox.

Am I? My kind of pride is different. Its the pride of a man who has nothing else. Im sorry if I annoy you.

I went out to my kitchen and cooked up some Canadian bacon and scrambled eggs and coffee and toast. We ate in the breakfast nook. The house belonged to the period that always had one.

I said I had to go to the office and would pick up his suitcase on the way back. He gave me the check ticket. His face now had a little color and the eyes were not so far back in his head that you had to grope for them.

Before I went out I put the whiskey bottle on the table in front of the couch. Use your pride on that, I said. And call Vegas, if only as a favor to me.

He just smiled and shrugged his shoulders. I was still sore going down the steps. I didnt know why, any more than I knew why a man would starve and walk the streets rather than pawn his wardrobe. Whatever his rules were he played by them.



The suitcase was the damndest thing you ever saw. It was bleached pigskin and when new had been a pale cream color. The fittings were gold. It was English made and if you could buy it here at all, it would cost more like eight hundred than two.

I planked it down in front of him. I looked at the bottle on the cocktail table. He hadnt touched it. He was as sober as I was. He was smoking, but not liking that very well.

I called Randy, he said. He was sore because I hadnt called him before.

It takes a stranger to help you, I said. A present from Sylvia? I pointed at the suitcase.

He looked out of the window. No. That was given to me in England, long before I met her. Very long ago indeed. Id like to leave it with you, if you could lend me an old one.

I got five double sawbucks out of my wallet and dropped them in front of him. I dont need security.

That wasnt the idea at all. Youre no pawnbroker. I just dont want it with me in Vegas. And I dont need this much money.

Okay. You keep the money and Ill keep the suitcase. But this house is easy to burgle.

It wouldnt matter, he said indifferently. It wouldnt matter at all.

He changed his clothes and we ate dinner at Mussos about five-thirty. No drinks. He caught the bus on Cahuenga and I drove home thinking about this and that. His empty suitcase was on my bed where he had unpacked it and put his stuff in a lightweight job of mine. His had a gold key which was in one of the locks. I locked the suitcase up empty and tied the key to the handle and put it on the high shelf on my clothes closet. It didnt feel quite empty, but what was in it was no business of mine.

It was a quiet night and the house seemed emptier than usual. I set out the chessmen and played a French defense against Steinitz. He beat me in forty-four moves, but I had him sweating a couple of times.

The phone rang at nine-thirty and the voice that spoke was one I had heard before.

Is this Mr. Philip Marlowe?

Yeah. Im Marlowe.

This is Sylvia Lennox, Mr. Marlowe. We met very briefly in front of The Dancers one night last month. I heard afterwards that you had been kind enough to see that Terry got home.

I did that.

I suppose you know that we are not married any more, but Ive been a little worried about him. He gave up the apartment he had in Westwood and nobody seems to know where he is.

I noticed how worried you were the night we met.

Look, Mr. Marlowe, Ive been married to the man. Im not very sympathetic to drunks. Perhaps I was a little unfeeling and perhaps I had something rather important to do. Youre a private detective and this can be put on a professional basis, if you prefer it.

It doesnt have to be put on any basis at all, Mrs. Lennox. Hes on a bus going to Las Vegas. He has a friend there who will give him a job.

She brightened up very suddenly. Oh — to Las Vegas? How sentimental of him. Thats where we were married.

I guess he forgot, I said, or he would have gone somewhere else.

Instead of hanging up on me she laughed. It was a cute little laugh. Are you always as rude as this to your clients?

Youre not a client, Mrs. Lennox.

I might be someday. Who knows? Lets say to your lady friends, then.

Same answer. The guy was down and out, starving, dirty, without a bean. You could have found him if it had been worth your time. He didnt want anything from you then and he probably doesnt want anything from you now.

That, she said coolly, is something you couldnt possibly know anything about. Good night. And she hung up.

She was dead right, of course, and I was dead wrong. But I didnt feel wrong. I just felt sore. If she had called up half an hour earlier I might have been sore enough to beat the hell out of Steinitz — except that he had been dead for fifty years and the chess game was out of a book.
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THREE DAYS BEFORE Christmas I got a cashiers check on a Las Vegas bank for $100. A note written on hotel paper came with it. He thanked me, wished me a Merry Christmas and all kinds of luck and said he hoped to see me again soon. The kick was in a postscript. Sylvia and I are starting a second honeymoon. She says please dont be sore at her for wanting to try again.

I caught the rest of it in one of those snob columns in the society section of the paper. I dont read them often, only when I run out of things to dislike.

Your correspondent is all fluttery at the news that Terry and Sylvia Lennox have rehitched at Las Vegas, the dears. Shes the younger daughter of multimillionaire Harlan Potter of San Francisco and Pebble Beach, of course. Sylvia is having Marcel and Jeanne Duhaux redecorate the entire mansion in Encino from basement to roof in the most devastatingly dernier cri. Curt Westerheym, Sylvias last but one, my dears, gave her the little eighteen-room shack for a wedding present, you may remember. And whatever happened to Curt, you ask? Or do you? St. Tropez has the answer, and permanently I hear. Also a certain very, very blue-blooded French duchess with two perfectly adorable children. And what does Harlan Potter think of the remarriage, you may also ask? One can only guess. Mr. Potter is one person who but never gives an interview. How exclusive can you get, darlings?

I threw the paper into the corner and turned on the TV set. After the society page dog vomit even the wrestlers looked good. But the facts were probably right. On the society page they better be.

I had a mental picture of the kind of eighteen-room shack that would go with a few of the Potter millions, not to mention decorations by Duhaux in the last subphallic symbolism. But I had no mental picture at all of Terry Lennox loafing around one of the swimming pools in Bermuda shorts and phoning the butler by R/T to ice the champagne and get the grouse atoasting. There was no reason why I should have. If the guy wanted to be somebodys woolly bear, it was no skin off my teeth. I just didnt want to see him again. But I knew I would — if only on account of his goddamn gold-plated pigskin suitcase.

It was five oclock of a wet March evening when he walked into my down-at-heels brain emporium. He looked changed. Older, very sober and severe and beautifully calm. He looked like a guy who had learned to roll with a punch. He wore an oyster-white raincoat and gloves and no hat and his white hair was as smooth as a birds breast.

Lets go to some quiet bar and have a drink, he said, as if he had been in ten minutes before. If you have the time, that is.

We didnt shake hands. We never did. Englishmen dont shake hands all the time like Americans and although he wasnt English he had some of the mannerisms.

I said: Lets go by my place and pick up your fancy suitcase. It kind of worries me.

He shook his head. It would be kind of you to keep it for me.

Why?

I just feel that way. Do you mind? Its a sort of link with a time when I wasnt a no-good waster.

Nuts to that, I said. But its your business.

If it bothers you because you think it might be stolen—

Thats your business too. Lets go get that drink.

We went to Victors. He drove me in a rust-colored Jupiter-Jowett with a flimsy canvas rain top under which there was only just room for the two of us. It had pale leather upholstery and what looked like silver fittings. Im not too fussy about cars, but the damn thing did make my mouth water a little. He said it would do sixty-five in second. It had a squatty little gear shift that barely came up to his knee.

Four speeds, he said. They havent invented an automatic shift that will work for one of these jobs yet. You dont really need one. You can start it in third even uphill and thats as high as you can shift in traffic anyway.

Wedding present?

Just a casual I happened to see this gadget in a window sort of present. Im a very pampered guy.

Nice, I said. If theres no price tag.

He glanced at me quickly and then put his eyes back on the wet pavement. Double wipers swished gently over the little windscreen. Price tag? Theres always a price tag, chum. You think Im not happy maybe?

Sorry. I was out of line.

Im rich. Who the hell wants to be happy? There was a bitterness in his voice that was new to me.

Hows your drinking?

Perfectly elegant, old top. For some strange reason I seem to be able to handle the stuff. But you never know, do you?

Perhaps you were never really a drunk.

We sat in a corner of the bar at Victors and drank gimlets. They dont know how to make them here, he said. What they call a gimlet is just some lime or lemon juice and gin with a dash of sugar and bitters. A real gimlet is half gin and half Roses Lime Juice and nothing else. It beats martinis hollow.

I was never fussy about drinks. How did you get on with Randy Starr? Down my street hes called a tough number.

He leaned back and looked thoughtful. I guess he is. I guess they all are. But it doesnt show on him. I could name you a couple of lads in the same racket in Hollywood that act the part. Randy doesnt bother. In Las Vegas hes a legitimate businessman. You look him up next time youre there. Hell be your pal.

Not too likely. I dont like hoodlums.

Thats just a word, Marlowe. We have that kind of world. Two wars gave it to us and we are going to keep it. Randy and I and another fellow were in a jam once. It made a sort of bond between us.

Then why didnt you ask him for help when you needed it?

He drank up his drink and signaled the waiter. Because he couldnt refuse.

The waiter brought fresh drinks and I said: Thats just talk to me. If by any chance the guy owed you something, think of his end. Hed like a chance to pay something back.

He shook his head slowly. I know youre right. Of course I did ask him for a job. But I worked at it while I had it. As for asking favors or handouts, no.

But youll take them from a stranger.

He looked me straight in the eye. The stranger can keep going and pretend not to hear.

We had three gimlets, not doubles, and it didnt do a thing to him. That much would just get a real souse started. So I guess maybe he was cured at that.

Then he drove me back to the office.

We have dinner at eight-fifteen, he said. Only millionaires can afford it. Only millionaires servants will stand for it nowadays. Lots of lovely people coming.



From then on it got to be a sort of habit with him to drop in around five oclock. We didnt always go to the same bar, but oftener to Victors than anywhere else. It may have had some association for him that I didnt know about. He never drank too much, and that surprised him.

It must be something like the tertian ague, he said. When it hits you its bad. When you dont have it, its as though you never did have it.

What I dont get is why a guy with your privileges would want to drink with a private eye.

Are you being modest?

Nope. Im just puzzled. Im a reasonably friendly type but we dont live in the same world. I dont even know where you hang out except that its Encino. I should guess your home life is adequate.

I dont have any home life.

We were drinking gimlets again. The place was almost empty. There was the usual light scattering of compulsive drinkers getting tuned up at the bar on the stools, the kind that reach very slowly for the first one and watch their hands so they wont knock anything over.

I dont get that. Am I supposed to?

Big production, no story, as they say around the movie lots. I guess Sylvia is happy enough, though not necessarily with me. In our circle thats not too important. Theres always something to do if you dont have to work or consider the cost. Its no real fun but the rich dont know that. They never had any. They never want anything very hard except maybe somebody elses wife and thats a pretty pale desire compared with the way a plumbers wife wants new curtains for the living room.

I didnt say anything. I let him carry the ball.

Mostly I just kill time, he said, and it dies hard. A little tennis, a little golf, a little swimming and horseback riding, and the exquisite pleasure of watching Sylvias friends trying to hold out to lunch time before they start killing their hangovers.

The night you went to Vegas she said she didnt like drunks.

He grinned crookedly. I was getting so used to his scarred face that I only noticed it when some change of expression emphasized its one-sided woodenness.

She meant drunks without money. With money they are just heavy drinkers. If they vomit in the lanai, thats for the butler to handle.

You didnt have to have it the way it is.

He finished his drink at a gulp and stood up. Ive got to run, Marlowe. Besides Im boring you and God knows Im boring myself.

Youre not boring me. Im a trained listener. Sooner or later I may figure out why you like being a kept poodle.

He touched his scars gently with a fingertip. He had a remote little smile. You should wonder why she wants me around, not why I want to be there, waiting patiently on my satin cushion to have my head patted.

You like satin cushions, I said, as I stood up to leave with him. You like silk sheets and bells to ring and the butler to come with his deferential smile.

Could be. I was raised in an orphanage in Salt Lake City.

We went out into the tired evening and he said he wanted to walk. We had come in my car, and for once I had been fast enough to grab the check. I watched him out of sight. The light from a store window caught the gleam of his white hair for a moment as he faded into the light mist.

I liked him better drunk, down and out, hungry and beaten and proud. Or did I? Maybe I just liked being top man. His reasons for things were hard to figure. In my business theres a time to ask questions and a time to let your man simmer until he boils over. Every good cop knows that. Its a good deal like chess or boxing. Some people you have to crowd and keep off balance. Some you just box and they will end up beating themselves.

He would have told me the story of his life if I had asked him. But I never even asked him how he got his face smashed. If I had and he told me, it just possibly might have saved a couple of lives. Just possibly, no more.
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THE LAST TIME we had a drink in a bar was in May and it was earlier than usual, just after four oclock. He looked tired and thinner but he looked around with a slow smile of pleasure.

I like bars just after they open for the evening. When the air inside is still cool and clean and everything is shiny and the barkeep is giving himself that last look in the mirror to see if his tie is straight and his hair is smooth. I like the neat bottles on the bar back and the lovely shining glasses and the anticipation. I like to watch the man mix the first one of the evening and put it down on a crisp mat and put the little folded napkin beside it. I like to taste it slowly. The first quiet drink of the evening in a quiet bar — thats wonderful.

I agreed with him.

Alcohol is like love, he said. The first kiss is magic, the second is intimate, the third is routine. After that you take the girls clothes off.

Is that bad? I asked him.

Its excitement of a high order, but its an impure emotion — impure in the aesthetic sense. Im not sneering at sex. Its necessary and it doesnt have to be ugly. But it always has to be managed. Making it glamorous is a billion-dollar industry and it costs every cent of it.

He looked around and yawned. I havent been sleeping well. Its nice in here. But after a while the lushes will fill the place up and talk loud and laugh and the goddam women will start waving their hands and screwing up their faces and tinkling their goddam bracelets and making with the packaged charm which will later on in the evening have a slight but unmistakable odor of sweat.

Take it easy, I said. So theyre human, they sweat, they get dirty, they have to go to the bathroom. What did you expect — golden butterflies hovering in a rosy mist?

He emptied his glass and held it upside down and watched a slow drop form on the rim and then tremble and fall.

Im sorry for her, he said slowly. Shes such an absolute bitch. Could be Im fond of her too in a remote sort of way. Some day shell need me and Ill be the only guy around not holding a chisel. Likely enough then Ill flunk out.

I just looked at him. You do a great job of selling yourself, I said after a moment.

Yeah, I know. Im a weak character, without guts or ambition. I caught the brass ring and it shocked me to find out it wasnt gold. A guy like me has one big moment in his life, one perfect swing on the high trapeze. Then he spends the rest of his time trying not to fall off the sidewalk into the gutter.

Whats this in favor of? I got out a pipe and started to fill it.

Shes scared. Shes scared stiff.

What of?

I dont know. We dont talk much any more. Maybe of the old man. Harlan Potter is a coldhearted son of a bitch. All Victorian dignity on the outside. Inside hes as ruthless as a Gestapo thug. Sylvia is a tramp. He knows it and he hates it and theres nothing he can do about it. But he waits and he watches and if Sylvia ever gets into a big mess of scandal hell break her in half and bury the two halves a thousand miles apart.

Youre her husband.

He lifted the empty glass and brought it down hard on the edge of the table. It smashed with a sharp ping. The barman stared, but didnt say anything.

Like that, chum. Like that. Oh sure. Im her husband. Thats what the record says. Im the three white steps and the big green front door and the brass knocker you rap one long and two short and the maid lets you into the hundred-dollar whorehouse.

I stood up and dropped some money on the table. You talk too damn much, I said, and its too damn much about you. See you later.

I walked out leaving him sitting there shocked and white-faced as well as I could tell by the kind of light they have in bars. He called something after me, but I kept going.

Ten minutes later I was sorry. But ten minutes later I was somewere else. He didnt come to the office any more. Not at all, not once. I had got to him where it hurt.

I didnt see him again for a month. When I did it was five oclock in the morning and just beginning to get light. The persistent ringing of the doorbell yanked me out of bed. I plowed down the hall and across the living room and opened up. He stood there looking as if he hadnt slept for a week. He had a light topcoat on with the collar turned up and he seemed to be shivering. A dark felt hat was pulled down over his eyes.

He had a gun in his hand.
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THE GUN WASNT pointed at me, he was just holding it. It was a medium-caliber automatic, foreign made, certainly not a Colt or a Savage. With the white tired face and the scars and the turned-up collar and the pulled-down hat and the gun he could have stepped right out of an old fashioned kick-em-in-the-teeth gangster movie.

Youre driving me to Tijuana to get a plane at ten-fifteen, he said. I have a passport and visa and Im all set except for transportation. For certain reasons I cant take a train or a bus or a plane from L.A. Would five hundred bucks be a reasonable taxi fare?

I stood in the doorway and didnt move to let him in. Five hundred plus the gat? I asked.

He looked down at it rather absently. Then he dropped it into his pocket.

It might be a protection, he said, for you. Not for me.

Come on in then. I stood to one side and he came in with an exhausted lunge and fell into a chair.

The living room was still dark, because of the heavy growth of shrubbery the owner had allowed to mask the windows. I put a lamp on and mooched a cigarette. I lit it. I stared down at him. I rumpled my hair which was already rumpled. I put the old tired grin on my face.

What the hells the matter with me sleeping such a lovely morning away? Ten-fifteen, huh? Well, theres plenty of time. Lets go out to the kitchen and Ill brew some coffee.

Im in a great deal of trouble, shamus. Shamus, it was the first time he had called me that. But it kind of went with his style of entry, the way he was dressed, the gun and all.

Its going to be a peach of a day. Light breeze. You can hear those tough old eucalyptus trees across the street whispering to each other. Talking about old times in Australia when the wallabies hopped about underneath the branches and the koala bears rode piggyback on each other. Yes, I got the general idea you were in some trouble. Lets talk about it after Ive had a couple of cups of coffee. Im always a little lightheaded when I first wake up. Let us confer with Mr. Huggins and Mr. Young.

Look, Marlowe, this is not the time—

Fear nothing, old boy. Mr. Huggins and Mr. Young are two of the best. They make Huggins-Young coffee. Its their life work, their pride and joy. One of these days Im going to see that they get the recognition they deserve. So far all theyre making is money. You couldnt expect that to satisfy them.

I left him with that bright chatter and went out to the kitchen at the back. I turned the hot water on and got the coffee maker down off the shelf. I wet the rod and measured the stuff into the top and by that time the water was steaming. I filled the lower half of the dingus and set it on the flame. I set the upper part on top and gave it a twist so it would bind.

By that time he had come in after me. He leaned in the doorway a moment and then edged across to the breakfast nook and slid into the seat. He was still shaking. I got a bottle of Old Grand-Dad off the shelf and poured him a shot in a big glass. I knew he would need a big glass. Even with that he had to use both hands to get it to his mouth. He swallowed, put the glass down with a thud, and hit the back of the seat with a jar.

Almost passed out, he muttered. Seems like Ive been up for a week. Didnt sleep at all last night.

The coffee maker was almost ready to bubble. I turned the flame low and watched the water rise. It hung a little at the bottom of the glass tube. I turned the flame up just enough to get it over the hump and then turned it low again quickly. I stirred the coffee and covered it. I set my timer for three minutes. Very methodical guy, Marlowe. Nothing must interfere with his coffee technique. Not even a gun in the hand of a desperate character.

I poured him another slug. Just sit there, I said. Dont say a word. Just sit.

He handled the second slug with one hand. I did a fast wash-up in the bathroom and the bell of the timer went just as I got back. I cut the flame and set the coffee maker on a straw mat on the table. Why did I go into such detail? Because the charged atmosphere made every little thing stand out as a performance, a movement distinct and vastly important. It was one of those hypersensitive moments when all your automatic movements, however long established, however habitual, become separate acts of will. You are like a man learning to walk after polio. You take nothing for granted, absolutely nothing at all.

The coffee was all down and the air rushed in with its usual fuss and the coffee bubbled and then became quiet. I removed the top of the maker and set it on the drainboard in the socket of the cover.

I poured two cups and added a slug to his. Black for you, Terry. I added two lumps of sugar and some cream to mine. I was coming out of it by now. I wasnt conscious of how I opened the Frig and got the cream carton.

I sat down across from him. He hadnt moved. He was propped in the corner of the nook, rigid. Then without warning his head came down on the table and he was sobbing.

He didnt pay any attention when I reached across and dug the gun out of his pocket. It was a Mauser 7.65, a beauty. I sniffed it. I sprang the magazine loose. It was full. Nothing in the breach.

He lifted his head and saw the coffee and drank some slowly, not looking at me. I didnt shoot anybody, he said.

Well — not recently anyhow. And the gun would have had to be cleaned. I hardly think you shot anybody with this.

Ill tell you about it, he said.

Wait just a minute. I drank my coffee as quickly as the heat would let me. I refilled my cup. Its like this, I said. Be very careful what you tell me. If you really want me to ride you down to Tijuana, there are two things I must not be told. One — are you listening?

He nodded very slightly. He was looking blank-eyed at the wall over my head. The scars were very livid this morning. His skin was almost dead white but the scars seemed to shine out of it just the same.

One, I repeated slowly, if you have committed a crime or anything the law calls a crime — a serious crime, I mean — I cant be told about it. Two, if you have essential knowledge that such a crime has been committed, I cant be told about that either. Not if you want me to drive you to Tijuana. That clear?

He looked me in the eye. His eyes focused, but they were lifeless. He had the coffee inside him. He had no color, but he was steady. I poured him some more and loaded it the same way.

I told you I was in a jam, he said.

I heard you. I dont want to know what kind of jam. I have a living to earn, a license to protect.

I could hold the gun on you, he said.

I grinned and pushed the gun across the table. He looked down at it but didnt touch it.

Not to Tijuana you couldnt hold it on me, Terry. Not across the border, not up the steps into a plane. Im a man who occasionally has business with guns. Well forget about the gun. Id look great telling the cops I was so scared I just had to do what you told me to. Supposing, of course, which I dont know, that there was anything to tell the cops.

Listen, he said, it will be noon or even later before anybody knocks at the door. The help knows better than to disturb her when she sleeps late. But by about noon her maid would knock and go in. She wouldnt be in her room.

I sipped my coffee and said nothing.

The maid would see that her bed hadnt been slept in, he went on. Then she would think of another place to look. Theres a big guest house pretty far back from the main house. It has its own driveway and garage and so on. Sylvia spent the night there. The maid would eventually find her there.

I frowned. Ive got to be very careful what questions I ask you, Terry. Couldnt she have spent the night away from home?

Her clothes would be thrown all over her room. She never hangs anything up. The maid would know she had put a robe over her pajamas and gone out that way. So it would only be to the guest house.

Not necessarily, I said.

It would be to the guest house. Hell, do you think they dont know what goes on in the guest house? Servants always know.

Pass it, I said.

He ran a finger down the side of his good cheek hard enough to leave a red streak. And in the guest house, he went on slowly, the maid would find—

Sylvia dead drunk, paralyzed, spifflicated, iced to the eyebrows, I said harshly.

Oh. He thought about it. Big think. Of course, he added, thats how it would be. Sylvia is not a souse. When she does get over the edge its pretty drastic.

Thats the end of the story, I said. Or almost. Let me improvise. The last time we drank together I was a bit rough with you, walked out if you recall. You irritated the hell out of me. Thinking it over afterwards I could see that you were just trying to sneer yourself out of a feeling of disaster. You say you have a passport and a visa. It takes a little time to get a visa to Mexico. They dont let just anybody in. So youve been planning to blow for some time. I was wondering how long you would stick.

I guess I felt some vague kind of obligation to be around, some idea she might need me for something more than a front to keep the old man from nosing around too hard. By the way, I tried to call you in the middle of the night.

I sleep hard. I didnt hear.

Then I went to a Turkish bath place. I stayed a couple of hours, had a steam bath, a plunge, a needle shower, a rubdown and made a couple of phone calls from there. I left the car at La Brea and Fountain. I walked from there. Nobody saw me turn into your street.

Do these phone calls concern me?

One was to Harlan Potter. The old man flew down to Pasadena yesterday, some business. He hadnt been to the house. I had a lot of trouble getting him. But he finally talked to me. I told him I was sorry, but I was leaving. He was looking a little sideways when he said this, towards the window over the sink and the tecoma bush that fretted against the screen.

How did he take it?

He was sorry. He wished me luck. Asked if I needed any money. Terry laughed harshly. Money. Those are the first five letters of his alphabet. I said I had plenty. Then I called Sylvias sister. Much the same story there. Thats all.

I want to ask this, I said. Did you ever find her with a man in that guest house?

He shook his head. I never tried. It would not have been difficult. It never has been.

Your coffees getting cold.

I dont want any more.

Lots of men, huh? But you went back and married her again. I realize that shes quite a dish, but all the same—

I told you I was no good. Hell, why did I leave her the first time? Why after that did I get stinking every time I saw her? Why did I roll in the gutter rather than ask her for money? Shes been married five times, not including me. Any one of them would go back at the crook of her finger. And not just for a million bucks.

Shes quite a dish, I said. I looked at my watch. Just why does it have to be the ten-fifteen at Tijuana?

Theres always space on that flight. Nobody from L.A. wants to ride a DC-3 over mountains when he can take a Connie and make it in seven hours to Mexico City. And the Connies dont stop where I want to go.

I stood up and leaned against the sink. Now lets add it up and dont interrupt me. You came to me this morning in a highly emotional condition and wanted to be driven to Tijuana to catch an early plane. You had a gun in your pocket, but I neednt have seen it. You told me you had stood things as long as you could but last night you blew up. You found your wife dead drunk and a man had been with her. You got out and went to a Turkish bath to pass the time until morning and you phoned your wifes two closest relatives and told them what you were doing. Where you went was none of my business. You had the necessary documents to enter Mexico. How you went was none of my business either. We are friends and I did what you asked me without much thought. Why wouldnt I? Youre not paying me anything. You had your car but you felt too upset to drive yourself. Thats your business too. Youre an emotional guy and you got yourself a bad wound in the war. I think I ought to pick up your car and shove it in a garage somewhere for storage.

He reached into his clothes and pushed a leather keyholder across the table.

How does it sound? he asked.

Depends whos listening. I havent finished. You took nothing but the clothes you stood up in and some money you had from your father-in-law. You left everything she had given you including that beautiful piece of machinery you parked at La Brea and Fountain. You wanted to go away as clean as it was possible for you to go and still go. All right. Ill buy it. Now I shave and get dressed.

Why are you doing it, Marlowe?

Buy yourself a drink while I shave.

I walked out and left him sitting there hunched in the corner of the nook. He still had his hat and light topcoat on. But he looked a lot more alive.

I went into the bathroom and shaved. I was back in the bedroom knotting my tie when he came and stood in the doorway. I washed the cups just in case, he said. But I got thinking. Maybe it would be better if you called the police.

Call them yourself. I havent anything to tell them.

You want me to?

I turned around sharply and gave him a hard stare. God damn it! I almost yelled at him. Cant you for Chrissake just leave it lay?

Im sorry.

Sure youre sorry. Guys like you are always sorry, and always too late.

He turned and walked back along the hall to the living room.

I finished dressing and locked up the back part of the house. When I got to the living room he had fallen asleep in a chair, his head on one side, his face drained of color, his whole body slack with exhaustion. He looked pitiful. When I touched his shoulder he came awake slowly as if it was a long way from where he was to where I was.

When I had his attention I said, What about a suitcase? I still got that white pigskin job on the top shelf in my closet.

Its empty, he said without interest. Also its too conspicuous.

Youd be more conspicuous without any baggage.

I walked back to the bedroom and stood up on the steps in the clothes closet and pulled the white pigskin job down off the high shelf. The square ceiling trap was right over my head, so I pushed that up and reached in as far as I could and dropped his leather keyholder behind one of the dusty tie beams or whatever they were.

I climbed down with the suitcase, dusted it off, and shoved some things into it, a pair of pajamas never worn, toothpaste, an extra toothbrush, a couple of cheap towels and washcloths, a package of cotton handkerchiefs, a fifteen-cent tube of shaving cream, and one of the razors they give away with a package of blades. Nothing used, nothing marked, nothing conspicuous, except that his own stuff would be better. I added a pint of bourbon still in its wrapping paper. I locked the suitcase and left the key in one of the locks and carried it up front. He had gone to sleep again. I opened the door without waking him and carried the suitcase down to the garage and put it in the convertible behind the front seat. I got the car out and locked the garage and went back up the steps to wake him. I finished locking up and we left.

I drove fast but not fast enough to get tagged. We hardly spoke on the way down. We didnt stop to eat either. There wasnt that much time.

The border people had nothing to say to us. Up on the windy mesa where the Tijuana Airport is I parked close to the office and just sat while Terry got his ticket. The propellers of the DC-3 were already turning over slowly, just enough to keep warm. A tall dreamboat of a pilot in a gray uniform was chatting with a group of four people. One was about six feet four and carried a gun case. There was a girl in slacks beside him, and a smallish middle-aged man and a gray-haired woman so tall that she made him look puny. Three or four obvious Mexicans were standing around as well. That seemed to be the load. The steps were at the door but nobody seemed anxious to get in. Then a Mexican flight steward came down the steps and stood waiting. There didnt seem to be any loudspeaker equipment. The Mexicans climbed into the plane but the pilot was still chatting with the Americans.

There was a big Packard parked next to me. I got out and took a gander at the license on the post. Maybe someday Ill learn to mind my own business. As I pulled my head out I saw the tall woman staring in my direction.

Then Terry came across the dusty gravel.

Im all set, he said. This is where I say goodbye.

He put his hand out. I shook it. He looked pretty good now, just tired, just tired as all hell.

I lifted the pigskin suitcase out of the Olds and put it down on the gravel. He stared at it angrily.

I told you I didnt want it, he said snappishly.

Theres a nice pint of hooch in it, Terry. Also some pajamas and stuff. And its all anonymous. If you dont want it, check it. Or throw it away.

I have reasons, he said stiffly.

So have I.

He smiled suddenly. He picked up the suitcase and squeezed my arm with his free hand. Okay, pal. Youre the boss. And remember, if things get tough, you have a blank check. You dont owe me a thing. We had a few drinks together and got to be friendly and I talked too much about me. I left five C notes in your coffee can. Dont be sore at me.

Id rather you hadnt.

Ill never spend half of what I have.

Good luck, Terry.

The two Americans were going up the steps into the plane. A squatty guy with a wide dark face came out of the door of the office building and waved and pointed.

Climb aboard, I said. I know you didnt kill her. Thats why Im here.

He braced himself. His whole body got stiff. He turned slowly, then looked back.

Im sorry, he said quietly. But youre wrong about that. Im going to walk quite slowly to the plane. You have plenty of time to stop me.

He walked. I watched him. The guy in the doorway of the office was waiting, but not too impatient. Mexicans seldom are. He reached down and patted the pigskin suitcase and grinned at Terry. Then he stood aside and Terry went through the door. In a little while Terry came out through the door on the other side, where the customs people are when youre coming in. He walked, still slowly, across the gravel to the steps. He stopped there and looked towards me. He didnt signal or wave. Neither did I. Then he went up into the plane, and the steps were pulled back.

I got into the Olds and started it and backed and turned and moved halfway across the parking space. The tall woman and the short man were still out on the field. The woman had a handkerchief out to wave. The plane began to taxi down to the end of the field raising plenty of dust. It turned at the far end and the motors revved up in a thundering roar. It began to move forward picking up speed slowly.

The dust rose in clouds behind it. Then it was airborne. I watched it lift slowly into the gusty air and fade off into the naked blue sky to the southeast.

Then I left. Nobody at the border gate looked at me as if my face meant as much as the hands on a clock.
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ITS A LONG drag back from Tijuana and one of the dullest drives in the state. Tijuana is nothing; all they want there is the buck. The kid who sidles over to your car and looks at you with big wistful eyes and says, One dime, please, mister, will try to sell you his sister in the next sentence. Tijuana is not Mexico. No border town is anything but a border town, just as no waterfront is anything but a waterfront. San Diego? One of the most beautiful harbors in the world and nothing in it but navy and a few fishing boats. At night it is fairyland. The swell is as gentle as an old lady singing hymns. But Marlowe has to get home and count the spoons.

The road north is as monotonous as a sailors chantey. You go through a town, down a hill, along a stretch of beach, through a town, down a hill, along a stretch of beach.

It was two oclock when I got back and they were waiting for me in a dark sedan with no police tags, no red light, only the double antenna, and not only police cars have those. I was halfway up the steps before they came out of it and yelled at me, the usual couple in the usual suits, with the usual stony leisure of movement, as if the world was waiting hushed and silent for them to tell it what to do.

Your name Marlowe? We want to talk to you.

He let me see the glint of a badge. For all I caught of it he might have been Pest Control. He was gray blond and looked sticky. His partner was tall, good-looking, neat, and had a precise nastiness about him, a goon with an education. They had watching and waiting eyes, patient and careful eyes, cool disdainful eyes, cops eyes. They get them at the passing-out parade at the police school.

Sergeant Green, Central Homicide. This is Detective Dayton.

I went on up and unlocked the door. You dont shake hands with big city cops. That close is too close.

They sat in the living room. I opened the windows and the breeze whispered. Green did the talking.

Man named Terry Lennox. Know him, huh?

We have a drink together once in a while. He lives in Encino, married money. Ive never been where he lives.

Once in a while, Green said. How often would that be?

Its a vague expression. I meant it that way. It could be once a week or once in two months.

Met his wife?

Once, very briefly, before they were married.

You saw him last when and where?

I took a pipe off the end table and filled it. Green leaned forward close to me. The tall lad sat farther back holding a ball-point poised over a red-edged pad.

This is where I say, Whats this all about? and you say, We ask the questions.

So you just answer them, huh?

I lit the pipe. The tobacco was a little too moist. It took me some time to light it properly and three matches.

I got time, Green said, but I already used up a lot of it waiting around. So snap it up, mister. We know who you are. And you know we aint here to work up an appetite.

I was just thinking, I said. We used to go to Victors fairly often, and not so often to The Green Lantern and The Bull and Bear — thats the place down at the end of the Strip that tries to look like an English inn—

Quit stalling.

Whos dead? I asked.

Detective Dayton spoke up. He had a hard, mature, dont-try-to-fool-with-me voice. Just answer the questions, Marlowe. We are conducting a routine investigation. Thats all you need to know.

Maybe I was tired and irritable. Maybe I felt a little guilty. I could learn to hate this guy without even knowing him. I could just look at him across the width of a cafeteria and want to kick his teeth in.

Shove it, Jack, I said. Keep that guff for the juvenile bureau. Its a horse laugh even to them.

Green chuckled. Nothing changed in Daytons face that you could put a finger on but he suddenly looked ten years older and twenty years nastier. The breath going through his nose whistled faintly.

He passed the bar examination, Green said. You cant fool around with Dayton.

I got up slowly and went over to the bookshelves. I took down the bound copy of the California Penal Code. I held it out to Dayton.

Would you kindly find me the section that says I have to answer the questions?

He was holding himself very still. He was going to slug me and we both knew it. But he was going to wait for the break. Which meant that he didnt trust Green to back him up if he got out of line.

He said: Every citizen has to co-operate with the police. In all ways, even by physical action, and especially by answering any questions of a non-incriminating nature the police think it necessary to ask. His voice saying this was hard and bright and smooth.

It works out that way, I said. Mostly by a process of direct or indirect intimidation. In law no such obligation exists. Nobody has to tell the police anything, any time, anywhere.

Aw shut up, Green said impatiently. Youre crawfishing and you know it. Sit down. Lennoxs wife has been murdered. In a guest house at their place in Encino. Lennox has skipped out. Anyway he cant be found. So were looking for a suspect in a murder case. That satisfy you?

I threw the book in a chair and went back to the couch across the table from Green. So why come to me? I asked. Ive never been near the house. I told you that.

Green patted his thighs, up and down, up and down. He grinned at me quietly. Dayton was motionless in the chair. His eyes ate me.

On account of your phone number was written on a pad in his room during the past twenty-four hours, Green said. Its a date pad and yesterday was torn off but you could see the impression on todays page. We dont know when he called you up. We dont know where he went or why or when. But we got to ask, natch.

Why in the guest house? I asked, not expecting him to answer, but he did.

He blushed a little. Seems she went there pretty often. At night. Had visitors. The help can see down through the trees where the lights show. Cars come and go, sometimes late, sometimes very late. Too much is enough, huh? Dont kid yourself. Lennox is our boy. He went down that way about one in the a.m. The butler happened to see. He come back alone, maybe twenty minutes later. After that nothing. The lights stayed on. This morning no Lennox. The butler goes down by the guest house. The dame is as naked as a mermaid on the bed and let me tell you he dont recognize her by her face. She practically aint got one. Beat to pieces with a bronze statuette of a monkey.

Terry Lennox wouldnt do anything like that, I said. Sure she cheated on him. Old stuff. She always had. Theyd been divorced and remarried. I dont suppose it made him happy but why should he go crazy over it now?

Nobody knows that answer, Green said patiently. It happens all the time. Men and women both. A guy takes it and takes it and takes it. Then he dont. He probably dont know why himself, why at that particular instant he goes berserk. Only he does, and somebodys dead. So we got business to do. So we ask you one simple question. So quit horsing around or we take you in.

Hes not going to tell you, Sergeant, Dayton said acidly. He read that law book. Like a lot of people that read a law book he thinks the law is in it.

You make the notes, Green said, and leave your brains alone. If youre real good well let you sing Mother Machree at the police smoker.

The hell with you, Sarge, if I may say so with proper respect for your rank.

Lets you and him fight, I said to Green. Ill catch him when he drops.

Dayton laid his note pad and ball-point aside very carefully. He stood up with a bright gleam in his eyes. He walked over and stood in front of me.

On your feet, bright boy. Just because I went to college dont make me take any guff from a nit like you.

I started to get up. I was still off balance when he hit me. He hooked me with a neat left and crossed it. Bells rang, but not for dinner. I sat down hard and shook my head. Dayton was still there. He was smiling now.

Lets try again, he said. You werent set that time. It wasnt really kosher.

I looked at Green. He was looking at his thumb as if studying a hangnail. I didnt move or speak, waiting for him to look up. If I stood up again, Dayton would slug me again. He might slug me again anyhow. But if I stood up and he slugged me, I would take him to pieces, because the blows proved he was strictly a boxer. He put them in the right place but it would take a lot of them to wear me down.

Green said almost absently: Smart work, Billy boy. You gave the man exactly what he wanted. Clam juice.

Then he looked up and said mildly: Once more, for the record, Marlowe. Last time you saw Terry Lennox, where and how and what was talked about, and where did you come from just now. Yes — or no?

Dayton was standing loosely, nicely balanced. There was a soft sweet sheen in his eyes.

How about the other guy? I asked, ignoring him.

What other guy was that?

In the hay, in the guest house. No clothes on. Youre not saying she had to go down there to play solitaire.

That comes later — when we get the husband.

Fine. If its not too much trouble when you already have a patsy.

You dont talk, we take you in, Marlowe.

As a material witness?

As a material my foot. As a suspect. Suspicion of accessory after the fact of murder. Helping a suspect escape. My guess is you took the guy somewhere. And right now a guess is all I need. The skipper is tough these days. He knows the rule book but he gets absent-minded. This could be a misery for you. One way or another we get a statement from you. The harder it is to get, the surer we are we need it.

Thats a lot of crap to him, Dayton said. He knows the book.

Its a lot of crap to everybody, Green said calmly. But it still works. Come on, Marlowe. Im blowing the whistle on you.

Okay, I said. Blow it. Terry Lennox was my friend. Ive got a reasonable amount of sentiment invested in him. Enough not to spoil it just because a cop says come through. Youve got a case against him, maybe far more than I hear from you. Motive, opportunity, and the fact that he skipped out. The motive is old stuff, long neutralized, almost part of the deal. I dont admire that kind of deal, but thats the kind of guy he is — a little weak and very gentle. The rest of it means nothing except that if he knew she was dead he knew he was a sitting duck for you. At the inquest if they have one and if they call me, Ill have to answer questions. I dont have to answer yours. I can see youre a nice guy, Green. Just as I can see your partner is just another goddam badge flasher with a power complex. If you want to get me in a real jam, let him hit me again. Ill break his goddam pencil for him.

Green stood up and looked at me sadly. Dayton hadnt moved. He was a one-shot tough guy. He had to have time out to pat his back.

Ill use the phone, Green said. But I know what answer Ill get. Youre a sick chicken, Marlowe. A very sick chicken. Get the hell outa my way. This last to Dayton. Dayton turned and went back and picked up his pad.

Green crossed to the phone and lifted it slowly, his plain face creased with the long slow thankless grind. Thats the trouble with cops. Youre all set to hate their guts and then you meet one that goes human on you.

The Captain said to bring me in, and rough.

They put handcuffs on me. They didnt search the house, which seemed careless of them. Possibly they figured I would be too experienced to have anything there that could be dangerous to me. In which they were wrong. Because if they had made any kind of job of it they would have found Terry Lennoxs car keys. And when the car was found, as it would be sooner or later, they would fit the keys to it and know he had been in my company.

Actually, as it turned out, that meant nothing. The car was never found by any police. It was stolen sometime in the night, driven most probably to El Paso, fitted with new keys and forged papers, and put on the market eventually in Mexico City. The procedure is routine. Mostly the money comes back in the form of heroin. Part of the good-neighbor policy, as the hoodlums see it.
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THE HOMICIDE SKIPPER that year was a Captain Gregorius, a type of copper that is getting rarer but by no means extinct, the kind that solves crimes with the bright light, the soft sap, the kick to the kidneys, the knee to the groin, the fist to the solar plexus, the night stick to the base of the spine. Six months later he was indicted for perjury before a grand jury, booted without trial, and later stamped to death by a big stallion on his ranch in Wyoming.

Right now I was his raw meat. He sat behind his desk with his coat off and his sleeves rolled almost to his shoulders. He was as bald as a brick and getting heavy around the waist like all hard-muscled men in middle age. His eyes were fish gray. His big nose was a network of burst capillaries. He was drinking coffee and not quietly. His blunt strong hands had hairs thick on their backs. Grizzled tufts stuck out of his ears. He pawed something on his desk and looked at Green.

Green said: All we got on him is he wont tell us nothing, skipper. The phone number makes us look him up. Hes out riding and dont say where. He knows Lennox pretty well and dont say when he saw him last.

Thinks hes tough, Gregorius said indifferently. We could change that. He said it as if he didnt care one way or another. He probably didnt. Nobody was tough to him. Point is the D.A. smells a lot of headlines on this one. Cant blame him, seeing who the girls old man is. I guess we better pick this fellows nose for him.

He looked at me as if I was a cigarette stub, or an empty chair. Just something in his line of vision, without interest for him.

Dayton said respectfully: Its pretty obvious that his whole attitude was designed to create a situation where he could refuse to talk. He quoted law at us and needles me into socking him. I was out of line there, Captain.

Gregorius eyed him bleakly. You must needle easy if this punk can do it. Who took the cuffs off?

Green said he did. Put them back on, Gregorius said. Tight. Give him something to brace him up.

Green put the cuffs back on or started to. Behind the back, Gregorius barked. Green cuffed my hands behind my back. I was sitting in a hard chair.

Tighter, Gregorius said. Make them bite.

Green made them tighter. My hands started to feel numb.

Gregorius looked at me finally. You can talk now. Make it snappy.

I didnt answer him. He leaned back and grinned. His hand went out slowly for his coffee cup and went around it. He leaned forward a little. The cup jerked but I beat it by going sideways out of the chair. I landed hard on my shoulder, rolled over and got up slowly. My hands were quite numb now. They didnt feel anything. The arms above the cuffs were beginning to ache.

Green helped me back into the chair. The wet smear of the coffee was over the back and some of the seat, but most of it was on the floor.

He dont like coffee, Gregorius said. Hes a swifty. He moves fast. Good reflexes.

Nobody said anything. Gregorius looked me over with fish eyes.

In here, mister, a dick license dont mean any more than a calling card. Now lets have your statement, verbal at first. Well take it down later. Make it complete. Lets have, say, a full account of your movements since ten p.m. last night. I mean full. This office is investigating a murder and the prime suspect is missing. You connect with him. Guy catches his wife cheating and beats her head to raw flesh and bone and bloodsoaked hair. Our old friend the bronze statuette. Not original but it works. You think any goddam private eye is going to quote law at me over this, mister, you got a hell of a tough time coming your way. There aint a police force in the country could do its job with a law book. You got information and I want it. You could of said no and I could of not believed you. But you didnt even say no. Youre not dummying up on me, my friend. Not six cents worth. Lets go.

Would you take the cuffs off, Captain? I asked. I mean if I made a statement?

I might. Make it short.

If I told you I hadnt seen Lennox within the last twenty-four hours, hadnt talked to him and had no idea where he might be — would that satisfy you, Captain?

It might — if I believed it.

If I told you I had seen him and where and when, but had no idea he had murdered anyone or that any crime had been committed, and further had no idea where he might be at this moment, that wouldnt satisfy you at all, would it?

With more detail I might listen. Things like where, when, what he looked like, what was talked about, where he was headed. It might grow into something.

With your treatment, I said, it would probably grow into making me an accessory.

His jaw muscles bulged. His eyes were dirty ice. So?

I dont know, I said. I need legal advice. Id like to co-operate. How would it be if we had somebody from the D.A.s office here?

He let out a short raucous laugh. It was over very soon. He got up slowly and walked around the desk. He leaned down close to me, one big hand on the wood, and smiled. Then without change of expression he hit me on the side of the neck with a fist like a piece of iron.

The blow traveled eight or ten inches, no more. It nearly took my head off. Bile seeped into my mouth. I tasted blood mixed with it. I heard nothing but a roaring in my head. He leaned over me still smiling, his left hand still on the desk. His voice seemed to come from a long way off.

I used to be tough but Im getting old. You take a good punch, mister, and thats all you get from me. We got boys over at the City Jail that ought to be working in the stockyards. Maybe we hadnt ought to have them because they aint nice clean powderpuff punchers like Dayton here. They dont have four kids and a rose garden like Green. They live for different amusements. It takes all kinds and labors scarce. You got any more funny little ideas about what you might say, if you bothered to say it?

Not with the cuffs on, Captain. It hurt even to say that much.

He leaned farther towards me and I smelled his sweat and the gas of corruption. Then he straightened and went back around the desk and planted his solid buttocks in his chair. He picked up a three-cornered ruler and ran his thumb along one edge as if it was a knife. He looked at Green.

What are you waiting for, Sergeant?

Orders. Green ground out the word as if he hated the sound of his own voice.

You got to be told? Youre an experienced man, it says in the records. I want a detailed statement of this mans movements for the past twenty-four hours. Maybe longer, but that much at first. I want to know what he did every minute of the time. I want it signed and witnessed and checked. I want it in two hours. Then I want him back here clean, tidy, and unmarked. And one thing more, Sergeant.

He paused and gave Green a stare that would have frozen a fresh-baked potato.

 — next time I ask a suspect a few civil questions I dont want you standing there looking as if I had torn his ear off.

Yes, sir. Green turned to me. Lets go, he said gruffly.

Gregorius bared his teeth at me. They needed cleaning — badly. Lets have the exit line, chum.

Yes, sir, I said politely. You probably didnt intend it, but youve done me a favor. With an assist from Detective Dayton. Youve solved a problem for me. No man likes to betray a friend but I wouldnt betray an enemy into your hands. Youre not only a gorilla, youre an incompetent. You dont know how to operate a simple investigation. I was balanced on a knife edge and you could have swung me either way. But you had to abuse me, throw coffee in my face, and use your fists on me when I was in a spot where all I could do was take it. From now on I wouldnt tell you the time by the clock on your own wall.

For some strange reason he sat there perfectly still and let me say it. Then he grinned. Youre just a little old cop-hater, friend. Thats all you are, shamus, just a little old cop-hater.

There are places where cops are not hated, Captain. But in those places you wouldnt be a cop.

He took that too. I guess he could afford it. Hed probably taken worse many times. Then the phone rang on his desk. He looked at it and gestured. Dayton stepped smartly around the desk and lifted the receiver.

Captain Gregorius office. Detective Dayton speaking.

He listened. A tiny frown drew his handsome eyebrows together. He said softly: One moment, please, sir.

He held the phone out to Gregorius. Commissioner Allbright, sir.

Gregorius scowled. Yeah? Whats that snotty bastard want? He took the phone, held it a moment and smoothed his face out. Gregorius, Commissioner.

He listened. Yeah, hes here in my office, Commissioner. I been asking him a few questions. Not co-operative. Not co-operative at all ... Hows that again? A sudden ferocious scowl twisted his face into dark knots. The blood darkened his forehead. But his voice didnt change in tone by a fraction. If thats a direct order, it ought to come through the Chief of Detectives, Commissioner ... Sure, Ill act on it until its confirmed. Sure ... Hell, no. Nobody laid a glove on him ... Yes, sir. Right away.

He put the phone back in its cradle. I thought his hand shook a little. His eyes moved up and across my face and then to Green. Take the cuffs off, he said tonelessly.

Green unlocked the cuffs. I rubbed my hands together, waiting for the pins and needles of circulation.

Book him in the county jail, Gregorius said slowly. Suspicion of murder. The D.A. has glommed the case right out of our hands. Lovely system we got around here.

Nobody moved. Green was close to me, breathing hard. Gregorius looked up at Dayton.

Whatcha waiting for, cream puff? An ice-cream cone maybe?

Dayton almost choked. You didnt give me any orders, skipper.

Say sir to me, damn you! Im skipper to sergeants and better. Not to you, kiddo. Not to you. Out.

Yes, sir. Dayton walked quickly to the door and went out. Gregorius heaved himself to his feet and moved to the window and stood with his back to the room.

Come on, lets drift, Green muttered in my ear.

Get him out of here before I kick his face in, Gregorius said to the window.

Green went to the door and opened it. I started through. Gregorius barked suddenly: Hold it! Shut that door!

Green shut it and leaned his back to it.

Come here, you! Gregorius barked at me.

I didnt move. I stood and looked at him. Green didnt move either. There was a grim pause. Then very slowly Gregorius walked across the room and stood facing me toe to toe. He put his big hard hands in his pockets. He rocked on his heels.

Never laid a glove on him, he said under his breath, as if talking to himself. His eyes were remote and expressionless. His mouth worked convulsively.

Then he spat in my face.

He stepped back. That will be all, thank you.

He turned and went back to the window. Green opened the door again.

I went through it reaching for my handkerchief.
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CELL NO. 3 in the felony tank has two bunks, Pullman style, but the tank was not very full and I had the cell to myself. In the felony tank they treat you pretty well. You get two blankets, neither dirty nor clean, and a lumpy mattress two inches thick which goes over crisscrossed metal slats. There is a flush toilet, a washbasin, paper towels and gritty gray soap. The cell block is clean and doesnt smell of disinfectant. The trusties do the work. The supply of trusties is always ample.

The jail deputies look you over and they have wise eyes. Unless you are a drunk or a psycho or act like one you get to keep your matches and cigarettes. Until preliminary you wear your own clothes. After that you wear the jail denim, no tie, no belt, no shoelaces. You sit on the bunk and wait. There is nothing else to do.

In the drunk tank it is not so good. No bunk, no chair, no blankets, no nothing. You lie on the concrete floor. You sit on the toilet and vomit in your own lap. That is the depth of misery. Ive seen it.

Although it was still daylight the lights were on in the ceiling. Inside the steel door of the cell block was a basket of steel bars around the Judas window. The lights were controlled from outside the steel door. They went out at nine p.m. Nobody came through the door or said anything. You might be in the middle of a sentence in a newspaper or magazine. Without any sound of a click or any warning — darkness. And there you were until the summer dawn with nothing to do but sleep if you could, smoke if you had anything to smoke, and think if you had anything to think about that didnt make you feel worse than not thinking at all.

In jail a man has no personality. He is a minor disposal problem and a few entries on reports. Nobody cares who loves or hates him, what he looks like, what he did with his life. Nobody reacts to him unless he gives trouble. Nobody abuses him. All that is asked of him is that he go quietly to the right cell and remain quiet when he gets there. There is nothing to fight against, nothing to be mad at. The jailers are quiet men without animosity or sadism. All this stuff you read about men yelling and screaming, beating against the bars, running spoons along them, guards rushing in with clubs — all that is for the big house. A good jail is one of the quietest places in the world. You could walk through the average cell block at night and look in through the bars and see a huddle of brown blanket, or a head of hair, or a pair of eyes looking at nothing. You might hear a snore. Once in a long while you might hear a nightmare. The life in a jail is in suspension, without purpose or meaning. In another cell you might see a man who cannot sleep or even try to sleep. He is sitting on the edge of his bunk doing nothing. He looks at you or doesnt. You look at him. He says nothing and you say nothing. There is nothing to communicate.

In the corner of the cell block there may be a second steel door that leads to the show-up box. One of its walls is wire mesh painted black. On the back wall are ruled lines for height. Overhead are floodlights. You go in there in the morning as a rule, just before the night captain goes off duty. You stand against the measuring lines and the lights glare at you and there is no light behind the wire mesh. But plenty of people are out there: cops, detectives, citizens who have been robbed or assaulted or swindled or kicked out of their cars at gun point or conned out of their life savings. You dont see or hear them. You hear the voice of the night captain. You receive him loud and clear. He puts you through your paces as if you were a performing dog. He is tired and cynical and competent. He is the stage manager of a play that has had the longest run in history, but it no longer interests him.

All right, you. Stand straight. Pull your belly in. Pull your chin in. Keep your shoulders back. Hold your head level. Look straight front. Turn left. Turn right. Face front again and hold your hands out. Palms up. Palms down. Pull your sleeves back. No visible scars. Hair dark brown, some gray. Eyes brown. Height six feet, one half inch. Weight about one ninety. Name, Philip Marlowe. Occupation private detective. Well, well, nice to see you, Marlowe. Thats all. Next man.

Much obliged, Captain. Thanks for the time. You forgot to have me open my mouth. I have some nice inlays and one very high-class porcelain jacket crown. Eighty-seven dollars worth of porcelain jacket crown. You forgot to look inside my nose too, Captain. A lot of scar tissue in there for you. Septum operation and was that guy a butcher! Two hours of it in those days. I hear they do it in twenty minutes now. I got it playing football, Captain, a slight miscalculation in an attempt to block a punt. I blocked the guys foot instead — after he kicked the ball. Fifteen yards penalty, and thats about how much stiff bloody tape they pulled out of my nose an inch at a time the day after the operation. Im not bragging, Captain. Im just telling you. Its the little things that count.

On the third day a deputy unlocked my cell in the middle of the morning.

Your lawyers here. Kill the butt — and not on the floor.

I flushed it down the toilet. He took me to the conference room. A tall pale dark-haired man was standing there looking out of the window. There was a fat brown briefcase on the table. He turned. He waited for the door to close. Then he sat down near his briefcase on the far side of a scarred oak table that came out of the Ark. Noah bought it secondhand. The lawyer opened a hammered silver cigarette case and put it in front of him and looked me over.

Sit down, Marlowe. Care for a cigarette? My name is Endicott. Sewell Endicott. Ive been instructed to represent you without cost or expense to you. I guess youd like to get out of here, wouldnt you?

I sat down and took one of the cigarettes. He held a lighter for me.

Nice to see you again, Mr. Endicott. Weve met before — while you were D.A.

He nodded. I dont remember, but its quite possible. He smiled faintly. That position was not quite in my line. I guess I dont have enough tiger in me.

Who sent you?

Im not at liberty to say. If you accept me as your attorney, the fee will be taken care of.

I guess that means theyve got him.

He just stared at me. I puffed at the cigarette. It was one of those things with filters in them. It tasted like a high fog strained through cotton wool.

If you mean Lennox, he said, and of course you do, no — they havent got him.

Why the mystery, Mr. Endicott? About who sent you.

My principal wishes to remain anonymous. That is the privilege of my principal. Do you accept me?

I dont know, I said. If they havent got Terry, why are they holding me? Nobody has asked me anything, nobody has been near me.

He frowned and looked down at his long white delicate fingers. District Attorney Springer has taken personal charge of this matter. He may have been too busy to question you yet. But you are entitled to arraignment and a preliminary hearing. I can get you out on bail on a habeas corpus proceeding. You probably know what the law is.

Im booked on suspicion of murder.

He shrugged impatiently. Thats just a catch-all. You could have been booked in transit to Pittsburgh, or any one of a dozen charges. What they probably mean is accessory after the fact. You took Lennox somewhere, didnt you?

I didnt answer. I dropped the tasteless cigarette on the floor and stepped on it. Endicott shrugged again and frowned.

Assume you did then, just for the sake of argument. To make you an accessory they have to prove intent. In this case that would mean knowledge that a crime had been committed and that Lennox was a fugitive. Its bailable in any case. Of course what you really are is a material witness. But a man cant be held in prison as a material witness in this state except by court order. Hes not a material witness unless a judge so declares. But the law enforcement people can always find a way to do what they want to do.

Yeah, I said. A detective named Dayton slugged me. A homicide captain named Gregorius threw a cup of coffee at me, hit me in the neck hard enough to bust an artery — you can see its still swollen, and when a call from Police Commissioner Allbright kept him from turning me over to the wrecking crew, he spat in my face. Youre quite right, Mr. Endicott. The law boys can always do what they want to do.

He looked at his wrist watch rather pointedly. You want out on bail or dont you?

Thanks. I dont think I do. A guy out on bail is already half guilty in the public mind. If he gets off later on, he had a smart lawyer.

Thats silly, he said impatiently.

Okay, its silly. Im silly. Otherwise I wouldnt be here. If youre in touch with Lennox, tell him to quit bothering about me. Im not in here for him. Im in here for me. No complaints. Its part of the deal. Im in a business where people come to me with troubles. Big troubles, little troubles, but always troubles they dont want to take to the cops. How long would they come if any bruiser with a police shield could hold me upside down and drain my guts?

I see your point, he said slowly. But let me correct you on one thing. I am not in touch with Lennox. I scarcely know him. Im an officer of the court, as all lawyers are. If I knew where Lennox was, I couldnt conceal the information from the District Attorney. The most I could do would be to agree to surrender him at a specified time and place after I had had an interview with him.

Nobody else would bother to send you here to help me.

Are you calling me a liar? He reached down to rub out his cigarette stub on the underside of the table.

I seem to remember that youre a Virginian, Mr. Endicott. In this country we have a sort of historical fixation about Virginians. We think of them as the flower of southern chivalry and honor.

He smiled. That was nicely said. I only wish it was true. But were wasting time. If you had had a grain of sense youd have told the police you hadnt seen Lennox for a week. It didnt have to be true. Under oath you could always have told the real story. Theres no law against lying to the cops. They expect it. They feel much happier when you lie to them than when you refuse to talk to them. Thats a direct challenge to their authority. What do you expect to gain by it?

I didnt answer. I didnt really have an answer. He stood up and reached for his hat and snapped his cigarette case shut and put it in his pocket.

You had to play the big scene, he said coldly. Stand on your rights, talk about the law. How ingenuous can a man get, Marlowe? A man like you who is supposed to know his way around. The law isnt justice. Its a very imperfect mechanism. If you press exactly the right buttons and are also lucky, justice may show up in the answer. A mechanism is all the law was ever intended to be. I guess youre not in any mood to be helped. So Ill take myself off. You can reach me if you change your mind.

Ill stick it out for a day or two longer. If they catch Terry they wont care how he got away. All theyll care about is the circus they can make of the trial. The murder of Mr. Harlan Potters daughter is headline material all over the country. A crowd-pleaser like Springer could ride himself right into Attorney General on that show, and from there into the governors chair and from there— I stopped talking and let the rest of it float in the air.

Endicott smiled a slow derisive smile. I dont think you know very much about Mr. Harlan Potter, he said.

And if they dont get Lennox, they wont want to know how he got away, Mr. Endicott. Theyll just want to forget the whole thing fast.

Got it all figured out, havent you, Marlowe?

Ive had the time. All I know about Mr. Harlan Potter is that he is supposed to be worth a hundred million bucks, and that he owns nine or ten newspapers. Hows the publicity going?

The publicity? His voice was ice cold saying it.

Yeah. Nobodys interviewed me from the press. I expected to make a big noise in the papers out of this. Get lots of business. Private eye goes to jail rather than split on a pal.

He walked to the door and turned with his hand on the knob. You amuse me, Marlowe. Youre childish in some ways. True, a hundred million dollars can buy a great deal of publicity. It can also, my friend, if shrewdly employed, buy a great deal of silence.

He opened the door and went out. Then a deputy came in and took me back to Cell No. 3 in the felony block.

Guess you wont be with us long, if youve got Endicott, he said pleasantly as he locked me in. I said I hoped he was right.
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THE DEPUTY ON the early night shift was a big blond guy with meaty shoulders and a friendly grin. He was middle-aged and had long since outlived both pity and anger. He wanted to put in eight easy hours and he looked as if almost anything would be easy down his street. He unlocked my door.

Company for you. Guy from the D.A.s office. No sleep, huh?

Its a little early for me. What time is it?

Ten-fourteen. He stood in the doorway and looked over the cell. One blanket was spread on the lower bunk, one was folded for a pillow. There were a couple of used paper towels in the trash bucket and a small wad of toilet paper on the edge of the washbasin. He nodded approval. Anything personal in here?

Just me.

He left the cell door open. We walked along a quiet corridor to the elevator and rode down to the booking desk. A fat man in a gray suit stood by the desk smoking a corncob. His fingernails were dirty and he smelled.

Im Spranklin from the D.A.s office, he told me in a tough voice. Mr. Grenz wants you upstairs. He reached behind his hip and came up with a pair of bracelets. Lets try these for size.

The jail deputy and the booking clerk grinned at him with deep enjoyment. Whats the matter, Sprank? Afraid hell mug you in the elevator?

I dont want no trouble, he growled. Had a guy break from me once. They ate my ass off. Lets go, boy.

The booking clerk pushed a form at him and he signed it with a flourish. I never take no unnecessary chances, he said. Man never knows what hes up against in this town.

A prowl car cop brought in a drunk with a bloody ear. We went towards the elevator. Youre in trouble, boy, Spranklin told me in the elevator. Heap bad trouble. It seemed to give him a vague satisfaction. A guy can get hisself in a lot of trouble in this town.

The elevator man turned his head and winked at me. I grinned.

Dont try nothing, boy, Spranklin told me severely. I shot a man once. Tried to break. They ate my ass off.

You get it coming and going, dont you?

He thought it over. Yeah, he said. Either way they eat your ass off. Its a tough town. No respect.

We got out and went in through the double doors of the D.A.s office. The switchboard was dead, with lines plugged in for the night. There was nobody in the waiting chairs. Lights were on in a couple of offices. Spranklin opened the door of a small lighted room which contained a desk, a filing case, a hard chair or two, and a thick-set man with a hard chin and stupid eyes. His face was red and he was just pushing something into the drawer of his desk.

You could knock, he barked at Spranklin.

Sorry, Mr. Grenz, Spranklin bumbled. I was thinkin about the prisoner.

He pushed me into the office. Should I take the cuffs off, Mr. Grenz?

I dont know what the hell you put them on for, Grenz said sourly. He watched Spranklin unlock the cuffs on my wrist. He had the key on a bunch the size of a grapefruit and it troubled him to find it.

Okay, scram, Grenz said. Wait outside to take him back.

Im kind of off duty, Mr. Grenz.

Youre off duty when I say youre off duty.

Spranklin flushed and edged his fat bottom out through the door. Grenz looked after him savagely, then when the door closed he moved the same look to me. I pulled a chair over and sat down.

I didnt tell you to sit down, Grenz barked.

I got a loose cigarette out of my pocket and stuck it in my mouth. And I didnt say you could smoke, Grenz roared.

Im allowed to smoke in the cell block. Why not here?

Because this is my office. I make the rules here. A raw smell of whiskey floated across the desk.

Take another quick one, I said. Itll calm you down. You got kind of interrupted when we came in.

His back hit the back of the chair hard. His face went dark red. I struck a match and lit my cigarette.

After a long minute Grenz said softly. Okay, tough boy. Quite a man, arent you? You know something? Theyre all sizes and shapes when they come in here, but they all go out the same size — small. And the same shape — bent.

What did you want to see me about, Mr. Grenz? And dont mind me if you feel like hitting that bottle. Im a fellow that will take a snort myself, if Im tired and nervous and overworked.

You dont seem much impressed by the jam youre in.

I dont figure Im in any jam.

Well see about that. Meantime I want a very full statement from you. He flicked a finger at a recording set on a stand beside his desk. Well take it now and have it transcribed tomorrow. If the Chief Deputy is satisfied with your statement, he may release you on your own undertaking not to leave town. Lets go. He switched on the recorder. His voice was cold, decisive, and as nasty as he knew how to make it. But his right hand kept edging towards the desk drawer. He was too young to have veins in his nose, but he had them, and the whites of his eyes were a bad color.

I get so tired of it, I said.

Tired of what? he snapped.

Hard little men in hard little offices talking hard little words that dont mean a goddam thing. Ive had fifty-six hours in the felony block. Nobody pushed me around, nobody tried to prove he was tough. They didnt have to. They had it on ice for when they needed it. And why was I in there? I was booked on suspicion. What the hell kind of legal system lets a man be shoved in a felony tank because some cop didnt get an answer to some questions? What evidence did he have? A telephone number on a pad. And what was he trying to prove by locking me up? Not a damn thing except that he had the power to do it. Now youre on the same pitch — trying to make me feel what a lot of power you generate in this cigar box you call your office. You send this scared baby sitter over late at night to bring me in here. You think maybe sitting alone with my thoughts for fifty-six hours has made gruel out of my brains? You think Im going to cry in your lap and ask you to stroke my head because Im so awful goddam lonely in the great big jail? Come off it, Grenz. Take your drink and get human; Im willing to assume you are just doing your job. But take the brass knuckles off before you start. If youre big enough you dont need them, and if you need them youre not big enough to push me around.

He sat there and listened and looked at me. Then he grinned sourly. Nice speech, he said. Now youve got the crap out of your system, lets get that statement. You want to answer specific questions or just tell it your own way?

I was talking to the birds, I said. Just to hear the breeze blow. Im not making any statement. Youre a lawyer and you know I dont have to.

Thats right, he said coolly. I know the law. I know police work. Im offering you a chance to clear yourself. If you dont want it, thats jake with me too. I can arraign you tomorrow morning at ten a.m. and have you set for a preliminary hearing. You may get bail, although Ill fight it, but if you do, it will be stiff. Itll cost you plenty. Thats one way we can do it.

He looked down at a paper on his desk, read it, and turned it face down.

On what charge? I asked him.

Section thirty-two. Accessory after the fact. A felony. It rates up to a five-spot in Quentin.

Better catch Lennox first, I said carefully. Grenz had something and I sensed it in his manner. I didnt know how much, but he had something all right.

He leaned back in his chair and picked up a pen and twirled it slowly between his palms. Then he smiled. He was enjoying himself.

Lennox is a hard man to hide, Marlowe. With most people you need a photo and a good clear photo. Not with a guy that has scars all over one side of his face. Not to mention white hair, and not over thirty-five years old. We got four witnesses, maybe more.

Witnesses to what? I was tasting something bitter in my mouth, like the bile I had tasted after Captain Gregorius slugged me. That reminded me that my neck was still sore and swollen. I rubbed it gently.

Dont be a chump, Marlowe. A San Diego superior court judge and his wife happened to be seeing their son and daughter-in-law off on that plane. All four saw Lennox and the judges wife saw the car he came in and who came with him. You dont have a prayer.

Thats nice, I said. How did you get to them?

Special bulletin on radio and TV. A full description was all it took. The judge called in.

Sounds good, I said judicially. But it takes a little more than that, Grenz. You have to catch him and prove he committed a murder. Then you have to prove I knew it.

He snapped a finger at the back of the telegram. I think I will take that drink, he said. Been working nights too much. He opened the drawer and put a bottle and a shot glass on the desk. He poured it full to the brim and knocked it back in a lump. Better, he said. Much better. Sorry I cant offer you one while youre in custody. He corked the bottle and pushed it away from him, but not out of reach. Oh yeah, we got to prove something, you said. Well, it could be we already got a confession, chum. Too bad, huh?

A small but very cold finger moved the whole length of my spine, like an icy insect crawling.

So why do you need a statement from me?

He grinned. We like a tidy record. Lennox will be brought back and tried. We need everything we can get. Its not so much what we want from you as what we might be willing to let you get away with — if you co-operate.

I stared at him. He did a little paper-fiddling. He moved around in his chair, looked at his bottle, and had to use up a lot of will power not grabbing for it. Maybe youd like the whole libretto, he said suddenly with an off-key leer. Well, smart guy, just to show you Im not kidding, here it is.

I leaned across his desk and he thought I was reaching for his bottle. He grabbed it away and put it back in the drawer. I just wanted to drop a stub in his ash tray. I leaned back again and lit another pill. He spoke rapidly.

Lennox got off the plane at Mazatlán, an airline junction point and a town of about thirty-five thousand. He disappeared for two or three hours. Then a tall man with black hair and a dark skin and what might have been a lot of knife scars booked to Torreón under the name of Silvano Rodriguez. His Spanish was good but not good enough for a man of his name. He was too tall for a Mexican with such dark skin. The pilot turned in a report on him. The cops were too slow at Torreón. Mex cops are no balls of fire. What they do best is shoot people. By the time they got going the man had chartered a plane and gone on to a little mountain town called Otatoclán, a small time summer resort with a lake. The pilot of the charter plane had trained as a combat pilot in Texas. He spoke good English. Lennox pretended not to catch what he said.

If it was Lennox, I put in.

Wait a while, chum. It was Lennox all right. Okay, he gets off at Otatoclán and registers at the hotel there, this time as Mario de Cerva. He was wearing a gun, a Mauser 7.65, which doesnt mean too much in Mexico, of course. But the charter pilot thought the guy didnt seem kosher, so he had a word with the local law. They put Lennox under surveillance. They did some checking with Mexico City and then they moved in.

Grenz picked up a ruler and sighted along it, a meaningless gesture which kept him from looking at me.

I said, Uh-huh. Smart boy, your charter pilot, and nice to his customers. The story stinks.

He looked up at me suddenly. What we want, he said dryly, is a quick trial, a plea of second degree which we will accept. There are some angles wed rather not go into. After all, the family is pretty influential.

Meaning Harlan Potter.

He nodded briefly. For my money the whole idea is all wet. Springer could have a field day with it. Its got everything. Sex, scandal, money, beautiful unfaithful wife, wounded war hero husband — I suppose thats where he got the scars — hell, it would be front page stuff for weeks. Every rag in the country would eat it up. So we shuffle it off to a fast fade. He shrugged. Okay, if the chief wants it that way, its up to him. Do I get that statement? He turned to the recording machine which had been humming away softly all this time, with the light showing in front.

Turn it off, I said.

He swung around and gave me a vicious look. You like it in jail?

Its not too bad. You dont meet the best people, but who the hell wants to? Be reasonable, Grenz. Youre trying to make a fink out of me. Maybe Im obstinate, or even sentimental, but Im practical too. Suppose you had to hire a private eye — yeah, yeah, I know how you would hate the idea — but just suppose you were where it was your only out. Would you want one that finked on his friends?

He stared at me with hate.

A couple more points. Doesnt it strike you that Lennoxs evasion tactics were just a little too transparent? If he wanted to be caught, he didnt have to go to all that trouble. If he didnt want to be caught, he had brains enough not to disguise himself as a Mexican in Mexico.

Meaning what? Grenz was snarling at me now.

Meaning you could just be filling me up with a lot of hooey you made up, that there wasnt any Rodriguez with dyed hair and there wasnt any Mario de Cerva at Otatoclán, and you dont know any more about where Lennox is than where Black Beard the Pirate buried his treasure.

He got his bottle out again. He poured himself a shot and drank it down quickly, as before. He relaxed slowly. He turned in his chair and switched off the recording machine.

Id like to have tried you, he said gratingly. Youre the kind of wise guy I like to work over. This rap will be hanging over you for a long long time, cutie. Youll walk with it and eat with it and sleep with it. And next time you step out of line well murder you with it. Right now I got to do something that turns my guts inside out.

He pawed on his desk and pulled the face-down paper to him, turned it over and signed it. You can always tell when a man is writing his own name. He has a special way of moving. Then he stood up and marched around the desk and threw the door of his shoe box open and yelled for Spranklin.

The fat man came in with his B.O. Grenz gave him the paper.

Ive just signed your release order, he said. Im a public servant and sometimes I have unpleasant duties. Would you care to know why I signed it?

I stood up. If you want to tell me.

The Lennox case is closed, mister. There aint any Lennox case. He wrote out a full confession this afternoon in his hotel room and shot himself. In Otatoclán, just like I said.

I stood there looking at nothing. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Grenz back away slowly as if he thought I might be going to slug him. I must have looked pretty nasty for a moment. Then he was behind his desk again and Spranklin had grabbed onto my arm.

Come on, move, he said in a whining kind of voice. Man likes to get to home nights once in a while.

I went out with him and closed the door. I closed it quietly as if on a room where someone had just died.
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I DUG OUT the carbon of my property slip and turned it over and receipted on the original. I put my belongings back in my pockets. There was a man draped over the end of the booking desk and as I turned away he straightened up and spoke to me. He was about six feet four inches tall and as thin as a wire.

Need a ride home?

In the bleak light he looked young-old, tired and cynical, but he didnt look like a grifter. For how much?

For free. Im Lonnie Morgan of the Journal. Im knocking off.

Oh, police beat, I said.

Just this week. The City Hall is my regular beat.

We walked out of the building and found his car in the parking lot. I looked up at the sky. There were stars but there was too much glare. It was a cool pleasant night. I breathed it in. Then I got into his car and he drove away from there.

I live way out in Laurel Canyon, I said. Just drop me anywhere.

They ride you in, he said, but they dont worry how you get home. This case interests me, in a repulsive sort of way.

It seems there isnt any case, I said. Terry Lennox shot himself this afternoon. So they say. So they say.

Very convenient, Lonnie Morgan said, staring ahead through the windshield. His car drifted quietly along quiet streets. It helps them build their wall.

What wall?

Somebodys building a wall around the Lennox case, Marlowe. Youre smart enough to see that, arent you? Its not getting the kind of play it rates. The D.A. left town tonight for Washington. Some kind of convention. He walked out on the sweetest hunk of publicity hes had in years. Why?

No use to ask me. Ive been in cold storage.

Because somebody made it worth his while, thats why. I dont mean anything crude like a wad of dough. Somebody promised him something important to him and theres only one man connected with the case in a position to do that. The girls father.

I leaned my head back in a corner of the car. Sounds a little unlikely, I said. What about the press? Harlan Potter owns a few papers, but what about the competition?

He gave me a brief amused glance and then concentrated on his driving. Ever been a newspaperman?

No.

Newspapers are owned and published by rich men. Rich men all belong to the same club. Sure, theres competition — hard tough competition for circulation, for newsbeats, for exclusive stories. Just so long as it doesnt damage the prestige and privilege and position of the owners. If it does, down comes the lid. The lid, my friend, is down on the Lennox case. The Lennox case, my friend, properly built up, could have sold a hell of a lot of papers. It has everything. The trial would have drawn feature writers from all over the country. But there aint going to be no trial. On account of Lennox checked out before it could get moving. Like I said — very convenient — for Harlan Potter and his family.

I straightened up and gave him a hard stare.

You calling the whole thing a fix?

He twisted his mouth sardonically. Could just be Lennox had some help committing suicide. Resisting arrest a little. Mexican cops have very itchy trigger fingers. If you want to lay a little bet, Ill give you nice odds that nobody gets to count the bullet holes.

I think youre wrong, I said. I knew Terry Lennox pretty well. He wrote himself off a long time ago. If they brought him back alive, he would have let them have it their way. Hed have copped a manslaughter plea.

Lonnie Morgan shook his head. I knew what he was going to say and he said it. Not a chance. If he had shot her or cracked her skull, maybe yes. But there was too much brutality. Her face was beaten to a pulp. Second degree murder would be the best he could get, and even that would raise a stink.

I said: You could be right.

He looked at me again. You say you knew the guy. Do you go for the setup?

Im tired. Im not in a thinking mood tonight.

There was a long pause. Then Lonnie Morgan said quietly: If I was a real bright guy instead of a hack newspaperman, Id think maybe he didnt kill her at all.

Its a thought.

He stuck a cigarette in his mouth and lit it by scratching a match on the dashboard. He smoked silently with a fixed frown on his thin face. We reached Laurel Canyon and I told him where to turn off the boulevard and where to turn into my street. His car churned up the hill and stopped at the foot of my redwood steps.

I got out. Thanks for the ride, Morgan. Care for a drink?

Ill take a rain check. I figure youd rather be alone.

Ive got lots of time to be alone. Too damn much.

Youve got a friend to say goodbye to, he said. He must have been that if you let them toss you into the can on his account.

Who said I did that?

He smiled faintly. Just because I cant print it dont mean I didnt know it, chum. So long. See you around.

I shut the car door and he turned and drove off down the hill. When his tail lights vanished around the corner I climbed the steps, picked up newspapers, and let myself into the empty house. I put all the lamps on and opened all the windows. The place was stuffy.

I made some coffee and drank it and took the five C notes out of the coffee can. They were rolled tight and pushed down into the coffee at the side. I walked up and down with a cup of coffee in my hand, turned the TV on, turned it off, sat, stood, and sat again. I read through the papers that had piled up on the front steps. The Lennox case started out big, but by that morning it was a Part Two item. There was a photo of Sylvia, but none of Terry. There was a snap of me that I didnt know existed. L.A. Private Detective Held for Questioning. There was a large photo of the Lennox home in Encino. It was pseudo English with a lot of peaked roof and it would have cost a hundred bucks to wash the windows. It stood on a knoll in a big two acres, which is a lot of real estate for the Los Angeles area. There was a photo of the guest house, which was a miniature of the main building. It was hedged in with trees. Both photos had obviously been taken from some distance off and then blown up and trimmed. There was no photo of what the papers called the death room.

I had seen all this stuff before, in jail, but I read it and looked at it again with different eyes. It told me nothing except that a rich and beautiful girl had been murdered and the press had been pretty thoroughly excluded. So the influence had started to work very early. The crime beat boys must have gnashed their teeth and gnashed them in vain. It figured. If Terry talked to his father-in-law in Pasadena the very night she was killed, there would have been a dozen guards on the estate before the police were even notified.

But there was something that didnt figure at all — the way she had been beaten up. Nobody could sell me that Terry had done that.

I put the lamps out and sat by an open window. Outside in a bush a mockingbird ran through a few trills and admired himself before settling down for the night. My neck itched, so I shaved and showered and went to bed and lay on my back listening, as if far off in the dark I might hear a voice, the kind of calm and patient voice that makes everything clear. I didnt hear it and I knew I wasnt going to. Nobody was going to explain the Lennox case to me. No explanation was necessary. The murderer had confessed and he was dead. There wouldnt even be an inquest.

As Lonnie Morgan of the Journal had remarked — very convenient. If Terry Lennox had killed his wife, that was fine. There was no need to try him and bring out all the unpleasant details. If he hadnt killed her, that was fine too. A dead man is the best fall guy in the world. He never talks back.


11

[image: img52.jpg]

IN THE MORNING I shaved again and dressed and drove downtown in the usual way and parked in the usual place and if the parking lot attendant happened to know that I was an important public character he did a top job in hiding it. I went upstairs and along the corridor and got keys out to unlock my door. A dark smooth-looking guy watched me.

You Marlowe?

So?

Stick around, he said. A guy wants to see you. He unplastered his back from the wall and strolled off languidly.

I stepped inside the office and picked up the mail. There was more of it on the desk where the night cleaning woman had put it. I slit the envelopes after I opened windows, and threw away what I didnt want, which was practically all of it. I switched on the buzzer to the other door and filled a pipe and lit it and then just sat there waiting for somebody to scream for help.

I thought about Terry Lennox in a detached sort of way. He was already receding into the distance, white hair and scarred face and weak charm and his peculiar brand of pride. I didnt judge him or analyze him, just as I had never asked him questions about how he got wounded or how he ever happened to get himself married to anyone like Sylvia. He was like somebody you meet on board ship and get to know very well and never really know at all. He was gone like the same fellow when he says goodbye at the pier and lets keep in touch, old man, and you know you wont and he wont. Likely enough youll never even see the guy again. If you do he will be an entirely different person, just another Rotarian in a club car. Hows business? Oh, not too bad. You look good. So do you. Ive put on too much weight. Dont we all? Remember that trip in the Franconia (or whatever it was)? Oh sure, swell trip, wasnt it?

The hell it was a swell trip. You were bored stiff. You only talked to the guy because there wasnt anybody around that interested you. Maybe it was like that with Terry Lennox and me. No, not quite. I owned a piece of him. I had invested time and money in him, and three days in the icehouse, not to mention a slug on the jaw and a punch in the neck that I felt every time I swallowed. Now he was dead and I couldnt even give him back his five hundred bucks. That made me sore. It is always the little things that make you sore.

The door buzzer and the telephone rang at the same time. I answered the phone first because the buzzer meant only that somebody had walked into my pint-size waiting room.

Is this Mr. Marlowe? Mr. Endicott is calling you. One moment please.

He came on the line. This is Sewell Endicott, he said, as if he didnt know his goddam secretary had already fed me his name.

Good morning, Mr. Endicott.

Glad to hear they turned you loose. I think possibly you had the right idea not to build any resistance.

It wasnt an idea. It was just mulishness.

I doubt if youll hear any more about it. But if you do and need help, let me hear from you.

Why would I? The man is dead. Theyd have a hell of a time proving he ever came near me. Then theyd have to prove I had guilty knowledge. And then theyd have to prove he had committed a crime or was a fugitive.

He cleared his throat. Perhaps, he said carefully, you havent been told he left a full confession.

I was told, Mr. Endicott. Im talking to a lawyer. Would I be out of line in suggesting that the confession would have to be proved too, both as to genuineness and as to veracity?

Im afraid I have no time for a legal discussion, he said sharply. Im flying to Mexico with a rather melancholy duty to perform. You can probably guess what it is?

Uh-huh. Depends who youre representing. You didnt tell me, remember.

I remember very well. Well, goodbye, Marlowe. My offer of help is still good. But let me also offer you a little advice. Dont be too certain youre in the clear. Youre in a pretty vulnerable business.

He hung up. I put the phone back in its cradle carefully. I sat for a moment with my hand on it, scowling. Then I wiped the scowl off my face and got up to open the communicating door into my waiting room.

A man was sitting by the window ruffling a magazine. He wore a bluish-gray suit with an almost invisible pale blue check. On his crossed feet were black moccasin-type ties, the kind with two eyelets that are almost as comfortable as strollers and dont wear your socks out every time you walk a block. His white handkerchief was folded square and the end of a pair of sunglasses showed behind it. He had thick dark wavy hair. He was tanned very dark. He looked up with bird-bright eyes and smiled under a hairline mustache. His tie was a dark maroon tied in a pointed bow over a sparkling white shirt.

He threw the magazine aside. The crap these rags go for, he said. I been reading a piece about Costello. Yeah, they know all about Costello. Like I know all about Helen of Troy.

What can I do for you?

He looked me over unhurriedly. Tarzan on a big red scooter, he said.

What?

You. Marlowe. Tarzan on a big red scooter. They rough you up much?

Here and there. What makes it your business?

After Allbright talked to Gregorius?

No. Not after that.

He nodded shortly. You got a crust asking Allbright to use ammunition on that slob.

I asked you what made it your business. Incidentally I dont know Commissioner Allbright and I didnt ask him to do anything. Why would he do anything for me?

He stared at me morosely. He stood up slowly, graceful as a panther. He walked across the room and looked into my office. He jerked his head at me and went in. He was a guy who owned the place where he happened to be. I went in after him and shut the door. He stood by the desk looking around, amused.

Youre small time, he said. Very small time.

I went behind my desk and waited.

How much you make in a month, Marlowe?

I let it ride, and lit my pipe.

Seven-fifty would be tops, he said.

I dropped a burnt match into a tray and puffed tobacco smoke.

Youre a piker, Marlowe. Youre a peanut grifter. Youre so little it takes a magnifying glass to see you.

I didnt say anything at all.

You got cheap emotions. Youre cheap all over. You pal around with a guy, eat a few drinks, talk a few gags, slip him a little dough when hes strapped, and youre sold out to him. Just like some school kid that read Frank Merriwell. You got no guts, no brains, no connections, no savvy, so you throw out a phony attitude and expect people to cry over you. Tarzan on a big red scooter. He smiled a small weary smile. In my book youre a nickels worth of nothing.

He leaned across the desk and flicked me across the face back-handed, casually and contemptuously, not meaning to hurt me, and the small smile stayed on his face. Then when I didnt even move for that he sat down slowly and leaned an elbow on the desk and cupped his brown chin in his brown hand. The bird-bright eyes stared at me without anything in them but brightness.

Know who I am, cheapie?

Your names Menendez. The boys call you Mendy. You operate on the Strip.

Yeah? How did I get so big?

I wouldnt know. You probably started out as a pimp in a Mexican whorehouse.

He took a gold cigarette case out of his pocket and lit a brown cigarette with a gold lighter. He blew acrid smoke and nodded. He put the gold cigarette case on the desk and caressed it with his fingertips.

Im a big bad man, Marlowe. I make lots of dough. I got to make lots of dough to juice the guys I got to juice in order to make lots of dough to juice the guys I got to juice. I got a place in Bel-Air that cost ninety grand and I already spent more than that to fix it up. I got a lovely platinum-blond wife and two kids in private schools back east. My wifes got a hundred and fifty grand in rocks and another seventy-five in furs and clothes. I got a butler, two maids, a cook, a chauffeur, not counting the monkey that walks behind me. Everywhere I go Im a darling. The best of everything, the best food, the best drinks, the best hotel suites. I got a place in Florida and a seagoing yacht with a crew of five men. I got a Bentley, two Cadillacs, a Chrysler station wagon, and an MG for my boy. Couple of years my girl gets one too. What you got?

Not much, I said. This year I have a house to live in — all to myself.

No woman?

Just me. In addition to that I have what you see here and twelve hundred dollars in the bank and a few thousand in bonds. That answer your question?

Whats the most you ever made on a single job?

Eight-fifty.

Jesus, how cheap can a guy get?

Stop hamming and tell me what you want.

He killed his cigarette half smoked and immediately lit another. He leaned back in his chair. His lip curled at me.

We were three guys in a foxhole eating, he said. It was cold as hell, snow all around. We eat out of cans. Cold food. A little shelling, more mortar fire. We are blue with the cold, and I mean blue, Randy Starr and me and this Terry Lennox. A mortar shell plops right in the middle of us and for some reason it dont go off. Those jerries have a lot of tricks. They got a twisted sense of humor. Sometimes you think its a dud and three seconds later it aint a dud. Terry grabs it and hes out of the foxhole before Randy and me can even start to get unstuck. But I mean quick, brother. Like a good ball handler. He throws himself face down and throws the thing away from him and it goes off in the air. Most of it goes over his head but a hunk gets the side of his face. Right then the krauts mount an attack and the next thing we know we aint there any more.

Menendez stopped talking and gave me the bright steady glare of his dark eyes.

Thanks for telling me, I said.

You take a good ribbing, Marlowe. Youre okay. Randy and me talked things over and we decided that what happened to Terry Lennox was enough to screw up any guys brains. For a long time we figured he was dead but he wasnt. The krauts got him. They worked him over for about a year and a half. They did a good job but they hurt him too much. It cost us money to find out, and it cost us money to find him. But we made plenty in the black market after the war. We could afford it. All Terry gets out of saving our lives is half of a new face, white hair, and a bad case of nerves. Back east he hits the bottle, gets picked up here and there, kind of goes to pieces. Theres something on his mind but we never know what. The next thing we know hes married to this rich dame and riding high. He unmarries her, hits bottom again, marries her again, and she gets dead. Randy and me cant do a thing for him. He wont let us except for that short job in Vegas. And when he gets in a real jam he dont come to us, he goes to a cheapie like you, a guy that cops can push around. So then he gets dead, and without telling us goodbye, and without giving us a chance to pay off. I could have got him out of the country faster than a card sharp can stack a deck. But he goes crying to you. It makes me sore. A cheapie, a guy cops can push around.

The cops can push anybody around. What do you want me to do about it?

Just lay off, Menendez said tightly.

Lay off what?

Trying to make yourself dough or publicity out of the Lennox case. Its finished, wrapped up. Terrys dead and we dont want him bothered any more. The guy suffered too much.

A hoodlum with sentiment, I said. That slays me.

Watch your lip, cheapie. Watch your lip. Mendy Menendez dont argue with guys. He tells them. Find yourself another way to grab a buck. Get me?

He stood up. The interview was finished. He picked up his gloves. They were snow-white pigskin. They didnt look as if he ever had them on. A dressy type, Mr. Menendez. But very tough behind it all.

Im not looking for publicity, I said. And nobodys offered me any dough. Why would they and for what?

Dont kid me, Marlowe. You didnt spend three days in the freezer just because youre a sweetheart. You got paid off. I aint saying who by but I got a notion. And the party Im thinking about has plenty more of the stuff. The Lennox case is closed and it stays closed even if— He stopped dead and flipped his gloves at the desk edge.

Even if Terry didnt kill her, I said.

His surprise was as thin as the gold on a weekend wedding ring. Id like to go along with you on that, cheapie. But it dont make any sense. But if it did make sense — and Terry wanted it the way it is — then thats how it stays.

I didnt say anything. After a moment he grinned slowly. Tarzan on a big red scooter, he drawled. A tough guy. Lets me come in here and walk all over him. A guy that gets hired for nickels and dimes and gets pushed around by anybody. No dough, no family, no prospects, no nothing. See you around, cheapie.

I sat still with my jaws clamped, staring at the glitter of his gold cigarette case on the desk corner. I felt old and tired. I got up slowly and reached for the case.

You forgot this, I said, going around the desk.

I got half a dozen of them, he sneered.

When I was near enough to him I held it out. His hand reached for it casually. How about half a dozen of these? I asked him and hit him as hard as I could in the middle of his belly.

He doubled up mewling. The cigarette case fell to the floor. He backed against the wall and his hands jerked back and forth convulsively. His breath fought to get into his lungs. He was sweating. Very slowly and with an intense effort he straightened up and we were eye to eye again. I reached out and ran a finger along the bone of his jaw. He held still for it. Finally he worked a smile onto his brown face.

I didnt think you had it in you, he said.

Next time bring a gun — or dont call me cheapie.

I got a guy to carry the gun.

Bring him with you. Youll need him.

Youre a hard guy to get sore, Marlowe.

I moved the gold cigarette case to one side with my foot and bent and picked it up and handed it to him. He took it and dropped it into his pocket.

I couldnt figure you, I said. Why it was worth your time to come up here and ride me. Then it got monotonous. All tough guys are monotonous. Like playing cards with a deck thats all aces. Youve got everything and youve got nothing. Youre just sitting there looking at yourself. No wonder Terry didnt come to you for help. It would be like borrowing money from a whore.

He pressed delicately on his stomach with two fingers. Im sorry you said that, cheapie. You could crack wise once too often.

He walked to the door and opened it. Outside the bodyguard straightened from the opposite wall and turned. Menendez jerked his head. The bodyguard came into the office and stood there looking me over without expression.

Take a good look at him, Chick, Menendez said. Make sure you know him just in case. You and him might have business one of these days.

I already saw him, Chief, the smooth dark tight-lipped guy said in the tight-lipped voice they all affect. He wouldnt bother me none.

Dont let him hit you in the guts, Menendez said with a sour grin. His right hook aint funny.

The bodyguard just sneered at me. He wouldnt get that close.

Well, so long, cheapie, Menendez told me and went out.

See you around, the bodyguard told me coolly. The names Chick Agostino. I guess youll know me.

Like a dirty newspaper, I said. Remind me not to step on your face.

His jaw muscles bulged. Then he turned suddenly and went out after his boss.

The door closed slowly on the pneumatic gadget. I listened but I didnt hear their steps going down the hall. They walked as softly as cats. Just to make sure, I opened the door again after a minute and looked out. But the hall was quite empty.

I went back to my desk and sat down and spent a little time wondering why a fairly important local racketeer like Menendez would think it worth his time to come in person to my office and warn me to keep my nose clean, just minutes after I had received a similiar though differently expressed warning from Sewell Endicott.

I didnt get anywhere with that, so I thought I might as well make it a perfect score. I lifted the phone and put in a call to the Terrapin Club at Las Vegas, person to person, Philip Marlowe calling Mr. Randy Starr. No soap. Mr. Starr was out of town, and would I talk to anyone else? I would not. I didnt even want to talk to Starr very badly. It was just a passing fancy. He was too far away to hit me.

After that nothing happened for three days. Nobody slugged me or shot at me or called me up on the phone and warned me to keep my nose clean. Nobody hired me to find the wandering daughter, the erring wife, the lost pearl necklace, or the missing will. I just sat there and looked at the wall. The Lennox case died almost as suddenly as it had been born. There was a brief inquest to which I was not summoned. It was held at an odd hour, without previous announcement and without a jury. The coroner entered his own verdict, which was that the death of Sylvia Potter Westerheym di Giorgio Lennox had been caused with homicidal intent by her husband, Terence William Lennox, since deceased outside the jurisdiction of the coroners office. Presumably a confession was read into the record. Presumably it was verified enough to satisfy the coroner.

The body was released for burial. It was flown north and buried in the family vault. The press was not invited. Nobody gave any interviews, least of all Mr. Harlan Potter, who never gave interviews. He was about as hard to see as the Dalai Lama. Guys with a hundred million dollars live a peculiar life, behind a screen of servants, bodyguards, secretaries, lawyers, and tame executives. Presumably they eat, sleep, get their hair cut, and wear clothes. But you never know for sure. Everything you read or hear about them has been processed by a public relations gang of guys who are paid big money to create and maintain a usable personality, something simple and clean and sharp, like a sterilized needle. It doesnt have to be true. It just has to be consistent with the known facts, and the known facts you could count on your fingers.

Late afternoon of the third day the telephone rang and I was talking to a man who said his name was Howard Spencer, that he was a representative of a New York publishing house in California on a brief business trip, that he had a problem he would like to discuss with me and would I meet him in the bar of the Ritz-Beverly Hotel at eleven a.m. the next morning.

I asked him what sort of problem.

Rather a delicate one, he said, but entirely ethical. If we dont agree, I shall expect to pay you for your time, naturally.

Thank you, Mr. Spencer, but that wont be necessary. Did someone I know recommend me to you?

Someone who knows about you — including your recent brush with the law, Mr. Marlowe. I might say that that was what interested me. My business, however, has nothing to do with that tragic affair. Its just that — well, lets discuss it over a drink, rather than over the telephone.

You sure you want to mix it with a guy who has been in the cooler?

He laughed. His laugh and his voice were both pleasant. He talked the way New Yorkers used to talk before they learned to talk Flatbush.

From my point of view, Mr. Marlowe, that is a recommendation. Not, let me add, the fact that you were, as you put it, in the cooler, but the fact, shall I say, that you appear to be extremely reticent, even under pressure.

He was a guy who talked with commas, like a heavy novel. Over the phone anyway.

Okay, Mr. Spencer, Ill be there in the morning.

He thanked me and hung up. I wondered who could have given me the plug. I thought it might be Sewell Endicott and called him to find out. But he had been out of town all week, and still was. It didnt matter much. Even in my business you occasionally get a satisfied customer. And I needed a job because I needed the money — or thought I did, until I got home that night and found the letter with a portrait of Madison in it.
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THE LETTER WAS in the red and white birdhouse mailbox at the foot of my steps. A woodpecker on top of the box attached to the swing arm was raised and even at that I might not have looked inside because I never got mail at the house. But the woodpecker had lost the point of his beak quite recently. The wood was fresh broken. Some smart kid shooting off his atom gun.

The letter had Correo Aéreo on it and a flock of Mexican stamps and writing that I might or might not have recognized if Mexico hadnt been on my mind pretty constantly lately. I couldnt read the postmark. It was hand-stamped and the ink pad was pretty far gone. The letter was thick. I climbed my steps and sat down in the living room to read it. The evening seemed very silent. Perhaps a letter from a dead man brings its own silence with it.

It began without date and without preamble.

Im sitting beside a second-floor window in a room in a not too clean hotel in a town called Otatoclán, a mountain town with a lake. Theres a mailbox just below the window and when the mozo comes in with some coffee Ive ordered he is going to mail the letter for me and hold it up so that I can see it before he puts it in the slot. When he does that he gets a hundred-peso note, which is a hell of a lot of money for him.

Why all the finagling? Theres a swarthy character with pointed shoes and a dirty shirt outside the door watching it. Hes waiting for something, I dont know what, but he wont let me out. It doesnt matter too much as long as the letter gets posted. I want you to have this money because I dont need it and the local gendarmerie would swipe it for sure. It is not intended to buy anything. Call it an apology for making you so much trouble and a token of esteem for a pretty decent guy. Ive done everything wrong as usual, but I still have the gun. My hunch is that you have probably made up your mind on a certain point. I might have killed her and perhaps I did, but I never could have done the other thing. That kind of brutality is not in my line. So something is very sour. But it doesnt matter, not in the least. The main thing now is to save an unnecessary and useless scandal. Her father and her sister never did me any harm. They have their lives to live and Im up to here in disgust with mine. Sylvia didnt make a bum out of me, I was one already. I cant give you any very clean answer about why she married me. I suppose it was just a whim. At least she died young and beautiful. They say lust makes a man old, but keeps a woman young. They say a lot of nonsense. They say the rich can always protect themselves and that in their world it is always summer. Ive lived with them and they are bored and lonely people.

I have written a confession. I feel a little sick and more than a little scared. You read about these situations in books, but you dont read the truth. When it happens to you, when all you have left is the gun in your pocket, when you are cornered in a dirty little hotel in a strange country, and have only one way out — believe me, pal, there is nothing elevating or dramatic about it. It is just plain nasty and sordid and gray and grim.

So forget it and me. But first drink a gimlet for me at Victors. And the next time you make coffee, pour me a cup and put some bourbon in it and light me a cigarette and put it beside the cup. And after that forget the whole thing. Terry Lennox over and out. And so goodbye.

A knock at the door. I guess it will be the mozo with the coffee. If it isnt, there will be some shooting. I like Mexicans, as a rule, but I dont like their jails. So long.

Terry

That was all. I refolded the letter and put it back in the envelope. It had been the mozo with the coffee all right. Otherwise I would never have had the letter. Not with a portrait of Madison in it. A portrait of Madison is a $5000 bill.

It lay in front of me green and crisp on the table top. I had never even seen one before. Lots of people who work in banks havent either. Very likely characters like Randy Starr and Menendez wear them for folding money. If you went to a bank and asked for one, they wouldnt have it. Theyd have to get it for you from the Federal Reserve. It might take several days. There are only about a thousand of them in circulation in the whole U.S.A. Mine had a nice glow around it. It created a little private sunshine all its own.

I sat there and looked at it for a long time. At last I put it away in my letter case and went out to the kitchen to make that coffee. I did what he asked me to, sentimental or not. I poured two cups and added some bourbon to his and set it down on the side of the table where he had sat the morning I took him to the plane. I lit a cigarette for him and set it in an ash tray beside the cup. I watched the steam rise from the coffee and the thin thread of smoke rise from the cigarette. Outside in the tecoma a bird was gussing around, talking to himself in low chirps, with an occasional brief flutter of wings.

Then the coffee didnt steam any more and the cigarette stopped smoking and was just a dead butt on the edge of an ash tray. I dropped it into the garbage can under the sink. I poured the coffee out and washed the cup and put it away.

That was that. It didnt seem quite enough to do for five thousand dollars.

I went to a late movie after a while. It meant nothing. I hardly saw what went on. It was just noise and big faces. When I got home again I set out a very dull Ruy Lopez and that didnt mean anything either. So I went to bed.

But not to sleep. At three a.m. I was walking the floor and listening to Khachaturyan working in a tractor factory. He called it a violin concerto. I called it a loose fan belt and the hell with it.

A white night for me is as rare as a fat postman. If it hadnt been for Mr. Howard Spencer at the Ritz-Beverly I would have killed a bottle and knocked myself out. And the next time I saw a polite character drunk in a Rolls-Royce Silver Wraith, I would depart rapidly in several directions. There is no trap so deadly as the trap you set for yourself.


13

[image: img52.jpg]

AT ELEVEN OCLOCK I was sitting in the third booth on the right-hand side as you go in from the dining-room annex. I had my back against the wall and I could see anyone who came in or went out. It was a clear morning, no smog, no high fog even, and the sun dazzled the surface of the swimming pool which began just outside the plateglass wall of the bar and stretched to the far end of the dining room. A girl in a white sharkskin suit and a luscious figure was climbing the ladder to the high board. I watched the band of white that showed between the tan of her thighs and the suit. I watched it carnally. Then she was out of sight, cut off by the deep overhang of the roof. A moment later I saw her flash down in a one and a half. Spray came high enough to catch the sun and make rainbows that were almost as pretty as the girl. Then she came up the ladder and unstrapped her white helmet and shook her bleach job loose. She wobbled her bottom over to a small white table and sat down beside a lumberjack in white drill pants and dark glasses and a tan so evenly dark that he couldnt have been anything but the hired man around the pool. He reached over and patted her thigh. She opened a mouth like a firebucket and laughed. That terminated my interest in her. I couldnt hear the laugh but the hole in her face when she unzippered her teeth was all I needed.

The bar was pretty empty. Three booths down a couple of sharpies were selling each other pieces of Twentieth Century-Fox, using double-arm gestures instead of money. They had a telephone on the table between them and every two or three minutes they would play the match game to see who called Zanuck with a hot idea. They were young, dark, eager and full of vitality. They put as much muscular activity into a telephone conversation as I would put into carrying a fat man up four flights of stairs. There was a sad fellow over on a bar stool talking to the bartender, who was polishing a glass and listening with that plastic smile people wear when they are trying not to scream. The customer was middle-aged, handsomely dressed, and drunk. He wanted to talk and he couldnt have stopped even if he hadnt really wanted to talk. He was polite and friendly and when I heard him he didnt seem to slur his words much, but you knew that he got up on the bottle and only let go of it when he fell asleep at night. He would be like that for the rest of his life and that was what his life was. You would never know how he got that way because even if he told you it would not be the truth. At the very best a distorted memory of the truth as he knew it. There is a sad man like that in every quiet bar in the world.

I looked at my watch and this high-powered publisher man was already twenty minutes late. I would wait half an hour and then I would leave. It never pays to let the customer make all the rules. If he can push you around, he will assume other people can too, and that is not what he hires you for. And right now I didnt need the work badly enough to let some fathead from back east use me for a horse-holder, some executive character in a paneled office on the eighty-fifth floor, with a row of pushbuttons and an intercom and a secretary in a Hattie Carnegie Career Girls Special and a pair of those big beautiful promising eyes. This was the kind of operator who would tell you to be there at nine sharp and if you werent sitting quietly with a pleased smile on your pan when he floated in two hours later on a double Gibson, he would have a paroxysm of outraged executive ability which would necessitate five weeks at Acapulco before he got back the hop on his high hard one.

The old bar waiter came drifting by and glanced softly at my weak Scotch and water. I shook my head and he bobbed his white thatch, and right then a dream walked in. It seemed to me for an instant that there was no sound in the bar, that the sharpies stopped sharping and the drunk on the stool stopped burbling away, and it was like just after the conductor taps on his music stand and raises his arms and holds them poised.

She was slim and quite tall in a white linen tailormade with a black and white polka-dotted scarf around her throat. Her hair was the pale gold of a fairy princess. There was a small hat on it into which the pale gold hair nestled like a bird in its nest. Her eyes were cornflower blue, a rare color, and the lashes were long and almost too pale. She reached the table across the way and was pulling off a white gauntleted glove and the old waiter had the table pulled out in a way no waiter ever will pull a table out for me. She sat down and slipped the gloves under the strap of her bag and thanked him with a smile so gentle, so exquisitely pure, that he was damn near paralyzed by it. She said something to him in a very low voice. He hurried away, bending forward. There was a guy who really had a mission in life.

I stared. She caught me staring. She lifted her glance half an inch and I wasnt there any more. But wherever I was I was holding my breath.

There are blondes and blondes and it is almost a joke word nowadays. All blondes have their points, except perhaps the metallic ones who are as blond as a Zulu under the bleach and as to disposition as soft as a sidewalk. There is the small cute blonde who cheeps and twitters, and the big statuesque blonde who straight-arms you with an ice-blue glare. There is the blonde who gives you the up-from-under look and smells lovely and shimmers and hangs on your arm and is always very very tired when you take her home. She makes that helpless gesture and has that goddamned headache and you would like to slug her except that you are glad you found out about the headache before you invested too much time and money and hope in her. Because the headache will always be there, a weapon that never wears out and is as deadly as the bravos rapier or Lucrezias poison vial.

There is the soft and willing and alcoholic blonde who doesnt care what she wears as long as it is mink or where she goes as long as it is the Starlight Roof and there is plenty of dry champagne. There is the small perky blonde who is a little pal and wants to pay her own way and is full of sunshine and common sense and knows judo from the ground up and can toss a truck driver over her shoulder without missing more than one sentence out of the editorial in the Saturday Review. There is the pale, pale blonde with anemia of some non-fatal but incurable type. She is very languid and very shadowy and she speaks softly out of nowhere and you cant lay a finger on her because in the first place you dont want to and in the second place she is reading The Waste Land or Dante in the original, or Kafka or Kierkegaard or studying Provençal. She adores music and when the New York Philharmonic is playing Hindemith she can tell you which one of the six bass viols came in a quarter of a beat too late. I hear Toscanini can also. That makes two of them.

And lastly there is the gorgeous show piece who will outlast three kingpin racketeers and then marry a couple of millionaires at a million a head and end up with a pale rose villa at Cap Antibes, an Alfa-Romeo town car complete with pilot and co-pilot, and a stable of shopworn aristocrats, all of whom she will treat with the affectionate absent-mindedness of an elderly duke saying goodnight to his butler.

The dream across the way was none of these, not even of that kind of world. She was unclassifiable, as remote and clear as mountain water, as elusive as its color. I was still staring when a voice close to my elbow said:

Im shockingly late. I apologize. You must blame it on this. My names Howard Spencer. Youre Marlowe, of course.

I turned my head and looked at him. He was middle-aged, rather plump, dressed as if he didnt give any thought to it, but well shaved and with thin hair smoothed back carefully over a head that was wide between the ears. He wore a flashy double-breasted vest, the sort of thing you hardly ever see in California except perhaps on a visiting Bostonian. His glasses were rimless and he was patting a shabby old dog of a briefcase which was evidently the this.

Three brand new book-length manuscripts. Fiction. It would be embarrassing to lose them before we have a chance to reject them. He made a signal to the old waiter who had just stepped back from placing a tall green something or other in front of the dream. I have a weakness for gin and orange. A silly sort of drink really. Will you join me? Good.

I nodded and the old waiter drifted away.

Pointing to the briefcase I said: How do you know you are going to reject them?

If they were any good, they wouldnt be dropped at my hotel by the writers in person. Some New York agent would have them.

Then why take them at all?

Partly not to hurt feelings. Partly the thousand-to-one chance all publishers live for. But mostly youre at a cocktail party and get introduced to all sorts of people, and some of them have novels written and you are just liquored up enough to be benevolent and full of love for the human race, so you say youd love to see the script. It is then dropped at your hotel with such sickening speed that you are forced to go through the motions of reading it. But I dont suppose you are much interested in publishers and their problems.

The waiter brought the drinks. Spencer grabbed for his and took a healthy swig. He wasnt noticing the golden girl across the way. I had all his attention. He was a good contact man.

If its part of the job, I said. I can read a book once in a while.

One of our most important authors lives around here, he said casually. Maybe youve read his stuff. Roger Wade.

Uh-huh.

I see your point. He smiled sadly. You dont care for historical romances. But they sell brutally.

I dont have any point, Mr. Spencer. I looked at one of his books once. I thought it was tripe. Is that the wrong thing for me to say?

He grinned. Oh no. There are many people who agree with you. But the point is at the moment that hes an automatic best seller. And every publisher has to have a couple with the way costs are now.

I looked across at the golden girl. She had finished her limeade or whatever it was and was glancing at a microscopic wrist watch. The bar was filling up a little, but not yet noisy. The two sharpies were still waving their hands and the solo drinker on the bar stool had a couple of pals with him. I looked back at Howard Spencer.

Something to do with your problem? I asked him. This fellow Wade, I mean.

He nodded. He was giving me a careful once over. Tell me a little about yourself, Mr. Marlowe. That is, if you dont find the request objectionable.

What sort of thing? Im a licensed private investigator and have been for quite a while. Im a lone wolf, unmarried, getting middle-aged, and not rich. Ive been in jail more than once and I dont do divorce business. I like liquor and women and chess and a few other things. The cops dont like me too well, but I know a couple I get along with. Im a native son, born in Santa Rosa, both parents dead, no brothers or sisters, and when I get knocked off in a dark alley sometime, if it happens, as it could to anyone in my business, and to plenty of people in any business or no business at all these days, nobody will feel that the bottom has dropped out of his or her life.

I see, he said. But all that doesnt exactly tell me what I want to know.

I finished the gin and orange. I didnt like it. I grinned at him. I left out one item, Mr. Spencer. I have a portrait of Madison in my pocket.

A portrait of Madison? Im afraid I dont—

A five-thousand-dollar bill, I said. Always carry it. My lucky piece.

Good God, he said in a hushed voice. Isnt that terribly dangerous?

Who was it said that beyond a certain point all dangers are equal?

I think it was Walter Bagehot. He was talking about a steeplejack. Then he grinned. Sorry, but I am a publisher. Youre all right, Marlowe. Ill take a chance on you. If I didnt you would tell me to go to hell. Right?

I grinned back at him. He called the waiter and ordered another pair of drinks.

Here it is, he said carefully. We are in bad trouble over Roger Wade. He cant finish a book. Hes losing his grip and theres something behind it. The man seems to be going to pieces. Wild fits of drinking and temper. Every once in a while he disappears for days on end. Not very long ago he threw his wife downstairs and put her in the hospital with five broken ribs. Theres no trouble between them in the usual sense, none at all. The man just goes nuts when he drinks. Spencer leaned back and looked at me gloomily. We have to have that book finished. We need it badly. To a certain extent my job depends on it. But we need more than that. We want to save a very able writer who is capable of much better things than he has ever done. Something is very wrong. This trip he wont even see me. I realize this sounds like a job for a psychiatrist. Mrs. Wade disagrees. She is convinced that he is perfectly sane but that something is worrying him to death. A blackmailer, for instance. The Wades have been married five years. Something from his past may have caught up with him. It might even be — just as a wild guess — a fatal hit-and-run accident and someone has the goods on him. We dont know what it is. We want to know. And we are willing to pay well to correct the trouble. If it turns out to be a medical matter, well — thats that. If not, there has to be an answer. And in the meantime Mrs. Wade has to be protected. He might kill her the next time. You never know.

The second round of drinks came. I left mine untouched and watched him gobble half of his in one swallow. I lit a cigarette and just stared at him.

You dont want a detective, I said. You want a magician. What the hell could I do? If I happened to be there at exactly the right time, and if he isnt too tough for me to handle, I might knock him out and put him to bed. But Id have to be there. Its a hundred to one against. You know that.

Hes about your size, Spencer said, but hes not in your condition. And you could be there all the time.

Hardly. And drunks are cunning. Hed be certain to pick a time when I wasnt around to throw his wingding. Im not in the market for a job as a male nurse.

A male nurse wouldnt be any use. Roger Wade is not the kind of man to accept one. He is a very talented guy who has been jarred loose from his self-control. He has made too much money writing junk for halfwits. But the only salvation for a writer is to write. If there is anything good in him, it will come out.

Okay, Im sold on him, I said wearily. Hes terrific. Also hes damn dangerous. He has a guilty secret and he tries to drown it in alcohol. Its not my kind of problem, Mr. Spencer.

I see. He looked at his wrist watch with a worried frown that knotted his face and made it look older and smaller. Well, you cant blame me for trying.

He reached for his fat briefcase. I looked across at the golden girl. She was getting ready to leave. The white-haired waiter was hovering over her with the check. She gave him some money and a lovely smile and he looked as if he had shaken hands with God. She touched up her lips and put her white gauntlets on and the waiter pulled the table halfway across the room for her to stroll out.

I glanced at Spencer. He was frowning down at the empty glass on the table edge. He had the briefcase on his knees.

Look, I said. Ill go see the man and try to size him up, if you want me to. Ill talk to his wife. But my guess is hell throw me out of the house.

A voice that was not Spencers said: No, Mr. Marlowe, I dont think he would do that. On the contrary I think he might like you.

I looked up into the pair of violet eyes. She was standing at the end of the table. I got up and canted myself against the back of the booth in that awkward way you have to stand when you cant slide out.

Please dont get up, she said in a voice like the stuff they use to line summer clouds with. I know I owe you an apology, but it seemed important for me to have a chance to observe you before I introduced myself. I am Eileen Wade.

Spencer said grumpily: Hes not interested, Eileen.

She smiled gently. I disagree.

I pulled myself together. I had been standing there off balance with my mouth open and me breathing through it like a sweet girl graduate. This was really a dish. Seen close up she was almost paralyzing.

I didnt say I wasnt interested, Mrs. Wade. What I said or meant to say was that I didnt think I could do any good, and it might be a hell of a mistake for me to try. It might do a lot of harm.

She was very serious now. The smile had gone. You are deciding too soon. You cant judge people by what they do. If you judge them at all, it must be by what they are.

I nodded vaguely. Because that was exactly the way I had thought about Terry Lennox. On the facts he was no bargain, except for that one brief flash of glory in the foxhole — if Menendez told the truth about that — but the facts didnt tell the whole story by any means. He had been a man it was impossible to dislike. How many do you meet in a lifetime that you can say that about?

And you have to know them for that, she added gently. Goodbye, Mr. Marlowe. If you should change your mind— She opened her bag quickly and gave me a card— and thank you for being here.

She nodded to Spencer and walked away. I watched her out of the bar, down the glassed-in annex to the dining room. She carried herself beautifully. I watched her turn under the archway that led to the lobby. I saw the last flicker of her white linen skirt as she turned the corner. Then I eased myself down into the booth and grabbed the gin and orange.

Spencer was watching me. There was something hard in his eyes.

Nice work, I said, but you ought to have looked at her once in a while. A dream like that doesnt sit across the room from you for twenty minutes without your even noticing.

Stupid of me, wasnt it? He was trying to smile, but he didnt really want to. He didnt like the way I had looked at her. People have such queer ideas about private detectives. When you think of having one in your home—

Dont think of having this one in your home, I said. Anyhow, think up another story first. You can do better than trying to make me believe anybody, drunk or sober, would throw that gorgeous downstairs and break five ribs for her.

He reddened. His hands tightened on the briefcase. You think Im a liar?

Whats the difference? Youve made your play. Youre a little hot for the lady yourself, maybe.

He stood up suddenly. I dont like your tone, he said. Im not sure I like you. Do me a favor and forget the whole idea. I think this ought to pay you for your time.

He threw a twenty on the table, and then added some ones for the waiter. He stood a moment staring down at me. His eyes were bright and his face was still red. Im married and have four children, he said abruptly.

Congratulations.

He made a swift noise in his throat and turned and went. He went pretty fast. I watched him for a while and then I didnt. I drank the rest of my drink and got out my cigarettes and shook one loose and stuck it in my mouth and lit it. The old waiter came up and looked at the money.

Can I get you anything else, sir?

Nope. The dough is all yours.

He picked it up slowly. This is a twenty-dollar bill, sir. The gentleman made a mistake.

He can read. The dough is all yours, I said.

Im sure Im very grateful. If you are quite sure, sir—

Quite sure.

He bobbed his head and went away, still looking worried. The bar was filling up. A couple of streamlined demi-virgins went by caroling and waving. They knew the two hotshots in the booth farther on. The air began to be spattered with darlings and crimson fingernails.

I smoked half of my cigarette, scowling at nothing, and then got up to leave. I turned to reach back for my cigarettes and something bumped into me hard from behind. It was just what I needed. I swung around and I was looking at the profile of a broad-beamed crowd-pleaser in an overdraped oxford flannel. He had the outstretched arm of the popular character and the two-by-six grin of the guy who never loses a sale.

I took hold of the outstretched arm and spun him around. Whats the matter, Jack? Dont they make the aisles wide enough for your personality?

He shook his arm loose and got tough. Dont get fancy, buster. I might loosen your jaw for you.

Ha, ha, I said. You might play center field for the Yankees and hit a home run with a breadstick.

He doubled a meaty fist.

Darling, think of your manicure, I told him.

He controlled his emotions. Nuts to you, wise guy, he sneered. Some other time, when I have less on my mind.

Could there be less?

Gwan, beat it, he snarled. One more crack and youll need new bridgework.

I grinned at him. Call me up, Jack. But with better dialogue.

His expression changed. He laughed. You in pictures, chum?

Only the kind they pin up in the post office.

See you in the mug book, he said, and walked away, still grinning.

It was all very silly, but it got rid of the feeling. I went along the annex and across the lobby of the hotel to the main entrance. I paused inside to put on my sunglasses. It wasnt until I got into my car that I remembered to look at the card Eileen Wade had given me. It was an engraved card, but not a formal calling card, because it had an address and a telephone number on it. Mrs. Roger Stearns Wade, 1247 Idle Valley Road. Tel. Idle Valley 5-6324.

I knew a good deal about Idle Valley, and I knew it had changed a great deal from the days when they had the gatehouse at the entrance and the private police force, and the gambling casino on the lake, and the fifty-dollar joy girls. Quiet money had taken over the tract after the casino was closed out. Quiet money had made it a subdividers dream. A club owned the lake and the lake frontage and if they didnt want you in the club, you didnt get to play in the water. It was exclusive in the only remaining sense of the word that doesnt mean merely expensive.

I belonged in Idle Valley like a pearl onion on a banana split.

Howard Spencer called me up late in the afternoon. He had got over his mad and wanted to say he was sorry and he hadnt handled the situation very well, and had I perhaps any second thoughts.

Ill go see him if he asks me to. Not otherwise.

I see. There would be a substantial bonus—

Look, Mr. Spencer, I said impatiently, you cant hire destiny. If Mrs. Wade is afraid of the guy, she can move out. Thats her problem. Nobody could protect her twenty-four hours a day from her own husband. There isnt that much protection in the world. But thats not all you want. You want to know why and how and when the guy jumped the rails, and then fix it so that he doesnt do it again — at least until he finishes the book. And thats up to him. If he wants to write the damn book bad enough, hell lay off the hooch until he does it. You want too damn much.

They all go together, he said. Its all one problem. But I guess I understand. Its a little oversubtle for your kind of operation. Well, goodbye. Im flying back to New York tonight.

Have a smooth trip.

He thanked me and hung up. I forgot to tell him I had given his twenty to the waiter. I thought of calling back to tell him, then I thought he was miserable enough already.

I closed the office and started off in the direction of Victors to drink a gimlet, as Terry had asked me to in his letter. I changed my mind. I wasnt feeling sentimental enough. I went to Lowrys and had a martini and some prime ribs and Yorkshire pudding instead.

When I got home I turned on the TV set and looked at the fights. They were no good, just a bunch of dancing masters who ought to have been working for Arthur Murray. All they did was jab and bob up and down and feint one another off balance. Not one of them could hit hard enough to wake his grandmother out of a light doze. The crowd was booing and the referee kept clapping his hands for action, but they went right on swaying and jittering and jabbing long lefts. I turned to another channel and looked at a crime show. The action took place in a clothes closet and the faces were tired and over familiar and not beautiful. The dialogue was stuff even Monogram wouldnt have used. The dick had a colored houseboy for comic relief. He didnt need it, he was plenty comical all by himself. And the commercials would have sickened a goat raised on barbed wire and broken beer bottles.

I cut it off and smoked a long cool tightly packed cigarette. It was kind to my throat. It was made of fine tobacco. I forgot to notice what brand it was. I was about ready to hit the hay when Detective-Sergeant Green of homicide called me up.

Thought you might like to know they buried your friend Lennox a couple of days ago right in that Mexican town where he died. A lawyer representing the family went down there and attended to it. You were pretty lucky this time, Marlowe. Next time you think of helping a pal skip the country, dont.

How many bullet holes did he have in him?

Whats that? he barked. Then he was silent for a space. Then he said rather too carefully: One, I should say. Its usually enough when it blows a guys head off. The lawyer is bringing back a set of prints and whatever was in his pockets. Anything more youd like to know?

Yeah, but you cant tell me. Id like to know who killed Lennoxs wife.

Cripes, didnt Grenz tell you he left a full confession? It was in the papers, anyway. Dont you read the papers any more?

Thanks for calling me, Sergeant. It was real kind of you.

Look, Marlowe, he said raspingly. You got any funny ideas about this case, you could buy yourself a lot of grief talking about them. The case is closed, finalized, and laid away in mothballs. Damn lucky for you it is. Accessory after the fact is good for five years in this state. And let me tell you something else. Ive been a cop a long time and one thing Ive learned for sure is it aint always what you do that gets you sent up. Its what it can be made to look like when it comes in to court. Goodnight.

He hung up in my ear. I replaced the phone thinking that an honest cop with a bad conscience always acts tough. So does a dishonest cop. So does almost anyone, including me.
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NEXT MORNING THE bell rang as I was wiping the talcum off an earlobe. When I got to the door and opened up I looked into a pair of violet-blue eyes. She was in brown linen this time, with a pimento-colored scarf, and no earrings or hat. She looked a little pale, but not as though anyone had been throwing her downstairs. She gave me a hesitant little smile.

I know I shouldnt have come here to bother you, Mr. Marlowe. You probably havent even had breakfast. But I had a reluctance to go to your office and I hate telephoning about personal matters.

Sure. Come in, Mrs. Wade. Would you go for a cup of coffee?

She came into the living room and sat on the davenport without looking at anything. She balanced her bag on her lap and sat with her feet close together. She looked rather prim. I opened windows and pulled up venetian blinds and lifted a dirty ash tray off the cocktail table in front of her.

Thank you. Black coffee, please. No sugar.

I went out to the kitchen and spread a paper napkin on a green metal tray. It looked as cheesy as a celluloid collar. I crumpled it up and got out one of those fringed things that come in sets with little triangular napkins. They came with the house, like most of the furniture. I set out two Desert Rose coffee cups and filled them and carried the tray in.

She sipped. This is very nice, she said. You make good coffee.

Last time anyone drank coffee with me was just before I went to jail, I said. I guess you knew Id been in the cooler, Mrs. Wade.

She nodded. Of course. You were suspected of having helped him escape, wasnt it?

They didnt say. They found my telephone number on a pad in his room. They asked me questions I didnt answer — mostly because of the way they were asked. But I dont suppose you are interested in that.

She put her cup down carefully and leaned back and smiled at me. I offered her a cigarette.

I dont smoke, thank you. Of course Im interested. A neighbor of ours knew the Lennoxes. He must have been insane. He doesnt sound at all like that kind of man.

I filled a bulldog pipe and lit it. I guess so, I said. He must have been. He was badly wounded in the war. But hes dead and its all done with. And I dont think you came here to talk about that.

She shook her head slowly. He was a friend of yours, Mr. Marlowe. You must have a pretty strong opinion. And I think you are a pretty determined man.

I tamped the tobacco in my pipe and lit it again. I took my time and stared at her over the pipe bowl while I was doing it.

Look, Mrs. Wade, I said finally. My opinion means nothing. It happens every day. The most unlikely people commit the most unlikely crimes. Nice old ladies poison whole families. Clean-cut kids commit multiple holdups and shootings. Bank managers with spotless records going back twenty years are found out to be long-term embezzlers. And successful and popular and supposedly happy novelists get drunk and put their wives in the hospital. We know damn little about what makes even our best friends tick.

I thought it would burn her up, but she didnt do much more than press her lips together and narrow her eyes.

Howard Spencer shouldnt have told you that, she said. It was my own fault. I didnt know enough to keep away from him. Ive learned since that the one thing you can never do to a man who is drinking too much is to try to stop him. You probably know that much better than I do.

You certainly cant stop him with words, I said. If youre lucky, and if you have the strength, you can sometimes keep him from hurting himself or someone else. Even that takes luck.

She reached quietly for her coffee cup and saucer. Her hands were lovely, like the rest of her. The nails were beautifully shaped and polished and only very slightly tinted.

Did Howard tell you he hadnt seen my husband this time?

Yeah.

She finished her coffee and put the cup carefully back on the tray. She fiddled with the spoon for a few seconds. Then she spoke without looking up at me.

He didnt tell you why, because he didnt know. I am very fond of Howard but he is the managing type, wants to take charge of everything. He thinks he is very executive.

I waited, not saying anything. There was another silence. She looked at me quickly then looked away again. Very softly she said: My husband has been missing for three days. I dont know where he is. I came here to ask you to find him and bring him home. Oh, it has happened before. One time he drove himself all the way to Portland and got sick in a hotel there and had to get a doctor to sober him up. Its a wonder how he ever got that far without getting into trouble. He hadnt eaten anything for three days. Another time he was in a Turkish bath in Long Beach, one of those Swedish places where they give high colonics. And the last time it was some sort of small private and probably not very reputable sanitarium. This was less than three weeks ago. He wouldnt tell me the name of it or where it was, just said he had been taking a cure and was all right. But he looked deadly pale and weak. I got a brief glimpse of the man who brought him home. A tall young man dressed in the sort of overelaborate cowboy outfit you would only see on the stage or in a technicolor musical film. He let Roger out in the driveway and backed out and drove away at once.

Could have been a dude ranch, I said. Some of these tame cowpunchers spend every dime they make on a fancy outfit like that. The women go crazy over them. Thats what theyre there for.

She opened her bag and took out a folded paper. Ive brought you a check for five hundred dollars, Mr. Marlowe. Will you accept it as a retainer?

She put the folded check down on the table. I looked at it, but didnt touch it. Why? I asked her. You say he has been gone three days. It takes three or four to sober a man up and get some food into him. Wont he come back the way he did before? Or does something make this time different?

He cant stand much more of it, Mr. Marlowe. It will kill him. The intervals are getting shorter. Im badly worried. Im more than worried, Im scared. Its unnatural. Weve been married for five years. Roger was always a drinker, but not a psychopathic drinker. Something is all wrong. I want him found. I didnt sleep more than an hour last night.

Any idea why he drinks?

The violet eyes were looking at me steadily. She seemed a bit fragile this morning, but certainly not helpless. She bit her lower lip and shook her head. Unless its me, she said at last, almost in a whisper. Men fall out of love with their wives.

Im only an amateur psychologist, Mrs. Wade. A man in my racket has to be a little of that. Id say its more likely he has fallen out of love with the kind of stuff he writes.

Its quite possible, she said quietly. I imagine all writers have spells like that. Its true that he cant seem to finish a book he is working on. But it isnt as if he had to finish it for the rent money. I dont think that is quite enough reason.

What sort of guy is he sober?

She smiled. Well, Im rather prejudiced. I think he is a very nice guy indeed.

And how is he drunk?

Horrible. Bright and hard and cruel. He thinks he is being witty when he is only being nasty.

You left out violent.

She raised her tawny eyebrows. Just once, Mr. Marlowe. And too much has been made of that. Id never have told Howard Spencer. Roger told him himself.

I got up and walked around in the room. It was going to be a hot day. It already was hot. I turned the blinds on one of the windows to keep the sun out. Then I gave it to her straight.

I looked him up in Whos Who yesterday afternoon. Hes forty-two years old, yours is his only marriage, no children. His people are New Englanders, he went to Andover and Princeton. He has a war record and a good one. He has written twelve of these fat sex-and-swordplay historical novels and every damn one of them has been on the best-seller lists. He must have made plenty of the folding. If he had fallen out of love with his wife, he sounds like the type who would say so and get a divorce. If he was haring around with another woman, you would probably know about it, and anyway he wouldnt have to get drunk just to prove he felt bad. If youve been married five years, then he was thirty-seven when that happened. Id say he knew most of what there is to know about women by that time. I say most, because nobody ever knows all of it.

I stopped and looked at her and she smiled at me. I wasnt hurting her feelings. I went on.

Howard Spencer suggested — on what grounds I have no idea — that whats the matter with Roger Wade is something that happened a long time ago before you were married and that it has caught up with him now, and is hitting him harder than he can take. Spencer thought of blackmail. Would you know?

She shook her head slowly. If you mean would I know if Roger had been paying out a lot of money to someone — no, I wouldnt know that. I dont meddle with his bookkeeping affairs. He could give away a lot of money without my knowing it.

Okay then. Not knowing Mr. Wade I cant have much idea how he would react to having the bite put on him. If he has a violent temper, he might break somebodys neck. If the secret, whatever it is, might damage his social or professional standing or even, to take an extreme case, made the law boys drop around, he might pay off — for a while anyhow. But none of this gets us anywhere. You want him found, youre worried, youre more than worried. So how do I go about finding him? I dont want your money, Mrs. Wade. Not now anyway.

She reached into her bag again and came up with a couple of pieces of yellow paper. They looked like second sheets, folded, and one of them looked crumpled. She smoothed them out and handed them to me.

One I found on his desk, she said. It was very late, or rather early in the morning. I knew he had been drinking and I knew he hadnt come upstairs. About two oclock I went down to see if he was all right — or comparatively all right, passed out on the floor or the couch or something. He was gone. The other paper was in the wastebasket or rather caught on the edge, so that it hadnt fallen in.

I looked at the first piece, the one not crumpled. There was a short typewritten paragraph on it, no more. It read: I do not care to be in love with myself and there is no longer anyone else for me to be in love with. Signed: Roger (F. Scott Fitzgerald) Wade. P.S. This is why I never finished The Last Tycoon.

That mean anything to you, Mrs. Wade?

Just attitudinizing. He has always been a great admirer of Scott Fitzgerald. He says Fitzgerald is the best drunken writer since Coleridge, who took dope. Notice the typing, Mr. Marlowe. Clear, even, and no mistakes.

I did. Most people cant even write their names properly when soused. I opened the crumpled paper. More typing, also without any errors or unevenness. This one read: I do not like you, Dr. V. But right now youre the man for me.

She spoke while I was still looking at it. I have no idea who Dr. V. is. We dont know any doctor with a name beginning that way. I suppose he is the one who has that place where Roger was the last time.

When the cowpoke brought him home? Your husband didnt mention any names at all — even place names?

She shook her head. Nothing. Ive looked in the directory. There are dozens of doctors of one sort or another whose names begin with V. Also, it may not be his surname.

Quite likely hes not even a doctor, I said. That brings up the question of ready cash. A legitimate man would take a check, but a quack wouldnt. It might turn into evidence. And a guy like that wouldnt be cheap. Room and board at his house would come high. Not to mention the needle.

She looked puzzled. The needle?

All the shady ones use dope on their clients. Easiest way to handle them. Knock them out for ten or twelve hours and when they come out of it, theyre good boys. But using narcotics without a license can get you room and board with Uncle Sam. And that comes very high indeed.

I see. Roger probably would have several hundred dollars. He always keeps that much in his desk. I dont know why. I suppose its just a whim. Theres none there now.

Okay, I said. Ill try to find Dr. V. I dont know just how, but Ill do my best. Take the check with you, Mrs. Wade.

But why? Arent you entitled—

Later on, thanks. And Id rather have it from Mr. Wade. Hes not going to like what I do in any case.

But if hes sick and helpless—

He could have called his own doctor or asked you to. He didnt. That means he didnt want to.

She put the check back in her bag and stood up. She looked very forlorn. Our doctor refused to treat him, she said bitterly.

There are hundreds of doctors, Mrs. Wade. Any one of them would handle him once. Most of them would stay with him for some time. Medicine is a pretty competitive affair nowadays.

I see. Of course you must be right. She walked slowly to the door and I walked with her. I opened it.

You could have called a doctor on your own. Why didnt you?

She faced me squarely. Her eyes were bright. There might have been a hint of tears in them. A lovely dish and no mistake.

Because I love my husband, Mr. Marlowe. Id do anything in the world to help him. But I know what sort of man he is too. If I called a doctor every time he took too many drinks, I wouldnt have a husband very long. You cant treat a grown man like a child with a sore throat.

You can if hes a drunk. Often you damn well have to.

She was standing close to me. I smelled her perfume. Or thought I did. It hadnt been put on with a spray gun. Perhaps it was just the summer day.

Suppose there is something shameful in his past, she said, dragging the words out one by one as if each of them had a bitter taste. Even something criminal. It would make no difference to me. But Im not going to be the means of its being found out.

But its all right if Howard Spencer hires me to find out?

She smiled very slowly. Do you really think I expected you to give Howard any answer but the one you did — a man who went to jail rather than betray a friend?

Thanks for the plug, but that wasnt why I got jugged.

She nodded after a moment of silence, said goodbye, and started down the redwood steps. I watched her get into her car, a slim gray Jaguar, very new looking. She drove it up to the end of the street and swung around in the turning circle there. Her glove waved at me as she went by down the hill. The little car whisked around the corner and was gone.

There was a red oleander bush against part of the front wall of the house. I heard a flutter in it and a baby mockingbird started cheeping anxiously. I spotted him hanging on to one of the top branches, flapping his wings as if he was having trouble keeping his balance. From the cypress trees at the corner of the wall there was a single harsh warning chirp. The cheeping stopped at once and the little fat bird was silent.

I went inside and shut the door and left him to his flying lesson. Birds have to learn too.
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NO MATTER HOW smart you think you are, you have to have a place to start from: a name, an address, a neighborhood, a background, an atmosphere, a point of reference of some sort. All I had was typing on a crumpled yellow page that said, I do not like you, Dr. V. But right now youre the man for me. With that I could pinpoint the Pacific Ocean, spend a month wading through the lists of half a dozen county medical associations, and end up with the big round 0. In our town quacks breed like guinea pigs. There are eight counties within a hundred miles of the City Hall and in every town in every single one of them there are doctors, some genuine medical men, some just mail-order mechanics with a license to cut corns or jump up and down on your spine. Of the real doctors some are prosperous and some poor, some ethical, others not sure they can afford it. A well-heeled patient with incipient D.T.s could be money from home to plenty of old geezers who have fallen behind in the vitamin and antibiotic trade. But without a clue there was no place to start. I didnt have the clue and Eileen Wade either didnt have it or didnt know she had it. And even if I found somebody that fitted and had the right initial, he might turn out to be a myth, so far as Roger Wade was concerned. The jingle might be something that just happened to run through his head while he was getting himself stewed up. Just as the Scott Fitzgerald allusion might be merely an off-beat way of saying goodbye.

In a situation like that the small man tries to pick the big mans brains. So I called up a man I knew in The Carne Organization, a flossy agency in Beverly Hills that specialized in protection for the carriage trade — protection meaning almost anything with one foot inside the law. The mans name was George Peters and he said he could give me ten minutes if I made it fast.

They had half the second floor of one of these candy-pink four-storied buildings where the elevator doors open all by themselves with an electric eye, where the corridors are cool and quiet, and the parking lot has a name on every stall, and the druggist off the front lobby has a sprained wrist from filling bottles of sleeping pills.

The door was French gray outside with raised metal lettering, as clean and sharp as a new knife. The Carne Organization, Inc. Gerald C. Carne, President. Below and smaller: Entrance. It might have been an investment trust.

Inside was a small and ugly reception room, but the ugliness was deliberate and expensive. The furniture was scarlet and dark green, the walls were a flat Brunswick green, and the pictures hung on them were framed in a green about three shades darker than that. The pictures were guys in red coats on big horses that were just crazy to jump over high fences. There were two frameless mirrors tinted a slight but disgusting shade of rose pink. The magazines on the table of polished primavera were of the latest issue and each one was enclosed in a clear plastic cover. The fellow who decorated that room was not a man to let colors scare him. He probably wore a pimento shirt, mulberry slacks, zebra shoes, and vermilion drawers with his initials on them in a nice Mandarin orange.

The whole thing was just window-dressing. The clients of The Carne Organization were charged a minimum of one hundred fish per diem and they expected service in their homes. They didnt go sit in no waiting rooms. Carne was an ex-colonel of military police, a big pink and white guy as hard as a board. He had offered me a job once, but I never got desperate enough to take it. There are one hundred and ninety ways of being a bastard and Carne knew all of them.

A rubbed glass partition slid open and a receptionist looked out at me. She had an iron smile and eyes that could count the money in your hip wallet.

Good morning. May I help you?

George Peters, please. My name is Marlowe.

She put a green leather book on the ledge. Is he expecting you, Mr. Marlowe? I dont see your name on the appointment list.

Its a personal matter. I just talked to him on the phone.

I see. How do you spell your name, Mr. Marlowe? And your first name, please?

I told her. She wrote it down on a long narrow form, then slipped the edge under a clock punch.

Whos that supposed to impress? I asked her.

We are very particular about details here, she said coldly. Colonel Carne says you never know when the most trivial fact may turn out to be vital.

Or the other way around, I said, but she didnt get it. When she had finished her book work she looked up and said:

I will announce you to Mr. Peters.

I told her that made me very happy. A minute later a door in the paneling opened and Peters beckoned me into a battleship-gray corridor lined with little offices that looked like cells. His office had soundproofing on the ceiling, a gray steel desk with two matching chairs, a gray dictating machine on a gray stand, a telephone and pen set of the same color as the walls and floor. There were a couple of framed photographs on the walls, one of Carne in uniform, with his snowdrop helmet on, and one of Carne as a civilian seated behind a desk and looking inscrutable. Also framed on the wall was a small inspirational legend in steely letters on a gray background. It read:

A carne operative dresses, speaks and behaves like a gentleman at all times and in all places. There are no exceptions to this rule.

Peters crossed the room in two long steps and pushed one of the pictures aside. Set into the gray wall behind it was a gray microphone pickup. He pulled it out, unclipped a wire, and pushed it back in place. He moved the picture in front of it again.

Right now Id be out of a job, he said, except that the son of a bitch is out fixing a drunk-driving rap for some actor. All the mike switches are in his office. He has the whole joint wired. The other morning I suggested to him that he have a microfilm camera installed with infra-red light behind a diaphanous mirror in the reception room. He didnt like the idea too well. Maybe because somebody else had it.

He sat down in one of the hard gray chairs. I stared at him. He was a gawky long-legged man with a bony face and receding hair. His skin had the worn weathered look of a man who has been out of doors a great deal, in all kinds of weather. He had deep-set eyes and an upper lip almost as long as his nose. When he grinned the bottom half of his face disappeared into two enormous ditches that ran from his nostrils to the ends of his wide mouth.

How can you take it? I asked him.

Sit down, pal. Breathe quietly, keep your voice down, and remember that a Carne operative is to a cheap shamus like you what Toscanini is to an organ grinders monkey. He paused and grinned. I take it because I dont give a damn. Its good money and any time Carne starts acting like he thought I was doing time in that maximum-security prison he ran in England during the war, Ill pick up my check and blow. Whats your trouble? I hear you had it rough a while back.

No complaints about that. Id like to look at your file on the barred-window boys. I know you have one. Eddie Dowst told me after he quit here.

He nodded. Eddie was just a mite too sensitive for The Carne Organization. The file you mention is top secret. In no circumstances must any confidential information be disclosed to outsiders. Ill get it at once.

He went out and I stared at the gray wastebasket and the gray linoleum and the gray leather corners of the desk blotter. Peters came back with a gray cardboard file in his hand. He put it down and opened it.

For Chrissake, havent you got anything in this place that isnt gray?

The school colors, my lad. The spirit of the organization. Yeah, I have something that isnt gray.

He pulled a desk drawer open and took out a cigar about eight inches long.

An Upman Thirty, he said. Presented to me by an elderly gent from England who has been forty years in California and still says wireless. Sober he is just an old swish with a good deal of superficial charm, which is all right with me, because most people dont have any, superficial or otherwise, including Carne. He has as much charm as a steel puddlers underpants. Not sober, the client has a strange habit of writing checks on banks which never heard of him. He always makes good and with my fond help he has so far stayed out of the icebox. He gave me this. Should we smoke it together, like a couple of Indian chiefs planning a massacre?

I cant smoke cigars.

Peters looked at the huge cigar sadly. Same here, he said. I thought of giving it to Carne. But its not really a one-man cigar, even when the one man is Carne. He frowned. You know something? Im talking too much about Carne. I must be edgy. He dropped the cigar back in the drawer and looked at the open file. Just what do we want from this?

Im looking for a well-heeled alcoholic with expensive tastes and money to gratify them. So far he hasnt gone in for check-bouncing. I havent heard so anyway. He has a streak of violence and his wife is worried about him. She thinks hes hid out in some sobering-up joint but she cant be sure. The only clue we have is a jingle mentioning a Dr. V. Just the initial. My man is gone three days now.

Peters stared at me thoughtfully. Thats not too long, he said. Whats to worry about?

If I find him first, I get paid.

He looked at me some more and shook his head. I dont get it, but thats okay. Well see. He began to turn the pages of the file. Its not too easy, he said. These people come and go. A single letter aint much of a lead. He pulled a page out of the folder, turned some more pages, pulled another, and finally a third. Three of them here, he said. Dr. Amos Varley, an osteopath. Big place in Altadena. Makes or used to make night calls for fifty bucks. Two registered nurses. Was in a hassle with the State Narcotics people a couple of years back, and turned in his prescription book. This information is not really up to date.

I wrote down the name and address in Altadena.

Then we have Dr. Lester Vukanich. Ear, Nose, and Throat, Stockwell Building, on Hollywood Boulevard. This ones a dilly. Office practice mostly, and seems to sort of specialize in chronic sinus infections. Rather a neat routine. You go in and complain of a sinus headache and he washes out your antrums for you. First of course he has to anesthetize with Novocain. But if he likes your looks it dont have to be Novocain. Catch?

Sure. I wrote that one down.

This is good, Peters went on, reading some more. Obviously his trouble would be supplies. So our Dr. Vukanich does a lot of fishing off Ensenada and flies down in his own plane.

I wouldnt think hed last long if he brings the dope in himself, I said.

Peters thought about that and shook his head. I dont think I agree. He could last forever if hes not too greedy. His only real danger is a discontented customer — pardon me, I mean patient — but he probably knows how to handle that. Hes had fifteen years in the same office.

Where the hell do you get this stuff? I asked him.

Were an organization, my boy. Not a lone wolf like you. Some we get from the clients themselves, some we get from the inside. Carnes not afraid to spend money. Hes a good mixer when he wants to be.

Hed love this conversation.

Screw him. Our last offering today is a man named Verringer. The operative who filed on him is long gone. Seems a lady poet suicided at Verringers ranch in Sepulveda Canyon one time. He runs a sort of art colony for writers and such who want seclusion and a congenial atmosphere. Rates moderate. He sounds legit. He calls himself doctor, but doesnt practice medicine. Could be a Ph.D. Frankly, I dont know why hes in here. Unless there was something about this suicide. He picked up a newspaper clipping pasted to a blank sheet. Yeah, overdose of morphine. No suggestion Verringer knew anything about it.

I like Verringer, I said. I like him very much.

Peters closed the file and slapped it. You havent seen this, he said. He got up and left the room. When he came back I was standing up to leave. I started to thank him, but he shook it off.

Look, he said, there must be hundreds of places where your man could be.

I said I knew that.

And by the way, I heard something about your friend Lennox that might interest you. One of our boys ran across a fellow in New York five or six years ago that answers the description exactly. But the guys name was not Lennox, he says. It was Marston. Of course he could be wrong. The guy was drunk all the time, so you couldnt really be sure.

I said: I doubt if it was the same man. Why would he change his name? He had a war record that could be checked.

I didnt know that. Our mans in Seattle right now. You can talk to him when he gets back, if it means anything to you. His name is Ashterfelt.

Thanks for everything, George. It was a pretty long ten minutes.

I might need your help some day.

The Carne Organization, I said, never needs anything from anybody.

He made a rude gesture with his thumb. I left him in his metallic gray cell and departed through the waiting room. It looked fine now. The loud colors made sense after the cell block.
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BACK FROM THE highway at the bottom of Sepulveda Canyon were two square yellow gateposts. A five-barred gate hung open from one of them. Over the entrance was a sign hung on wire: Private Road. No Admittance. The air was warm and quiet and full of the tomcat smell of eucalyptus trees.

I turned in and followed a graveled road around the shoulder of a hill, up a gentle slope, over a ridge and down the other side into a shallow valley. It was hot in the valley, ten or fifteen degrees hotter than on the highway. I could see now that the graveled road ended in a loop around some grass edged with stones that had been lime-washed. Off to my left there was an empty swimming pool, and nothing ever looks emptier than an empty swimming pool. Around three sides of it there was what remained of a lawn dotted with redwood lounging chairs with badly faded pads on them. The pads had been of many colors, blue, green, yellow, orange, rust red. Their edge bindings had come loose in spots, the buttons had popped, and the pads were bloated where this had happened. On the fourth side there was the high wire fence of a tennis court. The diving board over the empty pool looked knee-sprung and tired. Its matting covering hung in shreds and its metal fittings were flaked with rust.

I came to the turning loop and stopped in front of a redwood building with a shake roof and a wide front porch. The entrance had double screen doors. Large black flies dozed on the screens. Paths led off among the ever green and always dusty California oaks and among the oaks there were rustic cabins scattered loosely over the side of the hill, some almost completely hidden. Those I could see had that desolate out-of-season look. Their doors were shut, their windows were blanked by drawn curtains of monks cloth or something on that order. You could almost feel the thick dust on their sills.

I switched off the ignition and sat there with my hands on the wheel listening. There was no sound. The place seemed to be as dead as Pharaoh, except that the doors behind the double screens were open and something moved in the dimness of the room beyond. Then I heard a light accurate whistling and a mans figure showed against the screen, pushed it open and strolled down the steps. He was something to see.

He wore a flat black gaucho hat with the woven strap under his chin. He wore a white silk shirt, spotlessly clean, open at the throat, with tight wristlets and loose puffed sleeves above. Around his neck a black fringed scarf was knotted unevenly so that one end was short and the other dropped almost to his waist. He wore a wide black sash and black pants, skin-tight at the hips, coal black, and stitched with gold thread down the side to where they were slashed and belled out loosely with gold buttons along both sides of the slash. On his feet he wore patent-leather dancing pumps.

He stopped at the foot of the steps and looked at me, still whistling. He was as lithe as a whip. He had the largest and emptiest smoke-colored eyes I had ever seen, under long silky lashes. His features were delicate and perfect without being weak. His nose was straight and almost but not quite thin, his mouth was a handsome pout, there was a dimple in his chin, and his small ears nestled gracefully against his head. His skin had that heavy pallor which the sun never touches.

He struck an attitude with his left hand on a hip and his right made a graceful curve in the air.

Greetings, he said. Lovely day, isnt it?

Pretty hot in here for me.

I like it hot. The statement was flat and final and closed the discussion. What I liked was beneath his notice. He sat down on a step, produced a long file from somewhere, and began to file his fingernails. You from the bank? he asked without looking up.

Im looking for Dr. Verringer.

He stopped working with the file and looked off into the warm distance. Whos he? he asked with no possible interest.

He owns the place. Laconic as hell, arent you? As if you didnt know.

He went back to his file and fingernails. You got told wrong, sweetie. The bank owns the place. They done foreclosed it or its in escrow or something. I forget the details.

He looked up at me with the expression of a man to whom details mean nothing. I got out of the Olds and leaned against the hot door, then I moved away from that to where there was some air.

Which bank would that be?

You dont know, you dont come from there. You dont come from there, you dont have any business here. Hit the trail, sweetie. Buzz off but fast.

I have to find Dr. Verringer.

The joints not operating, sweetie. Like it says on the sign, this is a private road. Some gopher forgot to lock the gate.

You the caretaker?

Sort of. Dont ask any more questions, sweetie. My tempers not reliable.

What do you do when you get mad — dance a tango with a ground squirrel?

He stood up suddenly and gracefully. He smiled a minute, an empty smile. Looks like I got to toss you back in your little old convertible, he said.

Later. Where would I find Dr. Verringer about now?

He pocketed his file in his shirt and something else took its place in his right hand. A brief motion and he had a fist with shining brass knuckles on it. The skin over his cheekbones was tighter and there was a flame deep in his large smoky eyes.

He strolled towards me. I stepped back to get more room. He went on whistling but the whistle was high and shrill.

We dont have to fight, I told him. We dont have anything to fight about. And you might split those lovely britches.

He was as quick as a flash. He came at me with a smooth leap and his left hand snaked out very fast. I expected a jab and moved my head well enough but what he wanted was my right wrist and he got it. He had a grip too. He jerked me off balance and the hand with the brass knucks came around in a looping bolo punch. A crack on the back of the head with those and I would be a sick man. If I pulled he would catch me on the side of the face or on the upper arm below the point of the shoulder. It would have been a dead arm or a dead face, whichever it happened to be. In a spot like that there is only one thing to do.

I went with the pull. In passing I blocked his left foot from behind, grabbed his shirt and heard it tear. Some thing hit me on the back of the neck, but it wasnt the metal. I spun to the left and he went over sideways and landed catlike and was on his feet again before I had any kind of balance. He was grinning now. He was delighted with everything. He loved his work. He came for me fast.

A strong beefy voice yelled from somewhere: Earl! Stop that at once! At once, do you hear me?

The gaucho boy stopped. There was a sort of sick grin on his face. He made a quick motion and the brass knucks disappeared into the wide sash around the top of his pants.

I turned and looked at a solid chunk of man in a Hawaiian shirt hurrying towards us down one of the paths waving his arms. He came up breathing a little fast.

Are you crazy, Earl?

Dont ever say that, Doc, Earl said softly. Then he smiled, turned away, and went to sit on the steps of the house. He took off the flat-crowned hat, produced a comb, and began to comb his thick dark hair with an absent expression. In a second or two he started to whistle softly.

The heavy man in the loud shirt stood and looked at me. I stood and looked at him.

Whats going on here? he growled. Who are you, sir?

Names Marlowe. I was asking for Dr. Verringer. The lad you call Earl wanted to play games. I figure its too hot.

I am Dr. Verringer, he said with dignity. He turned his head. Go in the house, Earl.

Earl stood up slowly. He gave Dr. Verringer a thoughtful studying look, his large smoky eyes blank of expression. Then he went up the steps and pulled the screen door open. A cloud of flies buzzed angrily and then settled on the screen again as the door closed.

Marlowe? Dr. Verringer gave me his attention again. And what can I do for you, Mr. Marlowe?

Earl says you are out of business here.

That is correct. I am just waiting for certain legal formalities before moving out. Earl and I are alone here.

Im disappointed, I said, looking disappointed. I thought you had a man named Wade staying with you.

He hoisted a couple of eyebrows that would have interested a Fuller Brush man. Wade? I might possibly know somebody of that name — its a common enough name — but why should he be staying with me?

Taking the cure.

He frowned. When a guy has eyebrows like that he can really do you a frown. I am a medical man, sir, but no longer in practice. What sort of cure did you have in mind?

The guys a wino. He goes off his rocker from time to time and disappears. Sometimes he comes home under his own power, sometimes he gets brought home, and sometimes he takes a bit of finding. I got a business card out and handed it to him.

He read it with no pleasure.

What goes with Earl? I asked him. He think hes Valentino or something?

He made with the eyebrows again. They fascinated me. Parts of them curled off all by themselves as much as an inch and a half. He shrugged his meaty shoulders.

Earl is quite harmless, Mr. Marlowe. He is — at times — a little dreamy. Lives in a play world, shall we say?

You say it, Doc. From where I stand he plays rough.

Tut, tut, Mr. Marlowe. You exaggerate surely. Earl likes to dress himself up. He is childlike in that respect.

You mean hes a nut, I said. This place some kind of sanitarium, isnt it? Or was?

Certainly not. When it was in operation it was an artists colony. I provided meals, lodging, facilities for exercise and entertainment, and above all seclusion. And for moderate fees. Artists, as you probably know, are seldom wealthy people. In the term artists I of course include writers, musicians, and so on. It was a rewarding occupation for me — while it lasted.

He looked sad when he said this. The eyebrows drooped at the outer corners to match his mouth. Give them a little more growth and they would be in his mouth.

I know that, I said. Its in the file. Also the suicide you had here a while back. A dope case, wasnt it?

He stopped drooping and bristled. What file? he asked sharply.

Weve got a file on what we call the barred-window boys, Doctor. Places where you cant jump out of when the French fits take over. Small private sanitariums or what have you that treat alcoholics and dopers and mild cases of mania.

Such places must be licensed by law, Dr. Verringer said harshly.

Yeah. In theory anyway. Sometimes they kind of forget about that.

He drew himself up stiffly. The guy had a kind of dignity, at that. The suggestion is insulting, Mr. Marlowe. I have no knowledge of why my name should be on any such list as you mention. I must ask you to leave.

Lets get back to Wade. Could he be here under another name, maybe?

There is no one here but Earl and myself. We are quite alone. Now if you will excuse me—

Id like to look around.

Sometimes you can get them mad enough to say something off key. But not Dr. Verringer. He remained dignified. His eyebrows went all the way with him. I looked towards the house. From inside there came a sound of music, dance music. And very faintly the snapping of fingers.

I bet hes in there dancing, I said. Thats a tango. I bet you hes dancing all by himself in there. Some kid.

Are you going to leave, Mr. Marlowe? Or shall I have to ask Earl to assist me in putting you off my property?

Okay, Ill leave. No hard feelings, Doctor. There were only three names beginning with V and you seemed the most promising of them. Thats the only real clue we had — Dr. V. He scrawled it on a piece of paper before he left: Dr. V.

There must be dozens, Dr. Verringer said evenly.

Oh sure. But not dozens in our file of the barred-window boys. Thanks for the time, Doctor. Earl bothers me a little.

I turned and went over to my car and got into it. By the time I had the door shut Dr. Verringer was beside me. He leaned in with a pleasant expression.

We need not quarrel, Mr. Marlowe. I realize that in your occupation you often have to be rather intrusive. Just what bothers you about Earl?

Hes so obviously a phony. Where you find one thing phony youre apt to expect others. The guys a manic-depressive, isnt he? Right now hes on the upswing.

He stared at me in silence. He looked grave and polite. Many interesting and talented people have stayed with me, Mr. Marlowe. Not all of them were as level-headed as you may be. Talented people are often neurotic. But I have no facilities for the care of lunatics or alcoholics, even if I had the taste for that sort of work. I have no staff except Earl, and he is hardly the type to care for the sick.

Just what would you say he is the type for, Doctor? Apart from bubble-dancing and stuff?

He leaned on the door. His voice got low and confidential. Earls parents were dear friends of mine, Mr. Marlowe. Someone has to look after Earl and they are no longer with us. Earl has to live a quiet life, away from the noise and temptations of the city. He is unstable but fundamentally harmless. I control him with absolute ease, as you saw.

Youve got a lot of courage, I said.

He sighed. His eyebrows waved gently, like the antennae of some suspicious insect. It has been a sacrifice, he said. A rather heavy one. I thought Earl could help me with my work here. He plays beautiful tennis, swims and dives like a champion, and can dance all night. Almost always he is amiability itself. But from time to time there were — incidents. He waved a broad hand as if pushing painful memories into the background. In the end it was either give up Earl or give up my place here.

He held both hands palms up, spread them apart, turned them over and let them fall to his sides. His eyes looked moist with unshed tears.

I sold out, he said. This peaceful little valley will become a real estate development. There will be sidewalks and lampposts and children with scooters and blatting radios. There will even — he heaved a forlorn sigh— be Television. He waved his hand in a sweeping gesture. I hope they will spare the trees, he said, but Im afraid they wont. Along the ridges there will be television aerials instead. But Earl and I will be far away, I trust.

Goodbye, Doctor. My heart bleeds for you.

He put out his hand. It was moist but very firm. I appreciate your sympathy and understanding, Mr. Marlowe. And I regret I am unable to help you in your quest for Mr. Slade.

Wade, I said.

Pardon me, Wade, of course. Goodbye and good luck, sir.

I started up and drove back along the graveled road by the way I had come. I felt sad, but not quite as sad as Dr. Verringer would have liked me to feel.

I came out through the gates and drove far enough around the curve of the highway to park out of sight of the entrance. I got out and walked back along the edge of the paving to where I could just see the gates from the barbed-wire boundary fence. I stood there under a eucalyptus and waited.

Five minutes or so passed. Then a car came down the private road churning gravel. It stopped out of sight from where I was. I pulled back still farther into the brush. I heard a creaking noise, then the click of a heavy catch and the rattle of a chain. The car motor revved up and the car went back up the road.

When the sound of it had died I went back to my Olds and did a U turn to face back towards town. As I drove past the entrance to Dr. Verringers private road I saw that the gate was fastened with a padlocked chain. No more visitors today, thank you.


17

[image: img52.jpg]

I DROVE THE twenty-odd miles back to town and ate lunch. While I ate I felt more and more silly over the whole deal. You just dont find people the way I was going about it. You meet interesting characters like Earl and Dr. Verringer, but you dont meet the man you are looking for. You waste tires, gasoline, words, and nervous energy in a game with no pay-off. Youre not even betting table limit four ways on Black 28. With three names that started with V, I had as much chance of paging my man as I had of breaking Nick the Greek in a crap game.

Anyway the first one is always wrong, a dead end, a promising lead that blows up in your face with no music. But he shouldnt have said Slade instead of Wade. He was an intelligent man. He wouldnt forget that easy, and if he did he would just forget.

Maybe, and maybe not. It had not been a long acquaintance. Over my coffee I thought about Drs. Vukanich and Varley. Yes or no? They would kill most of the afternoon. By then I could call the Wade mansion in Idle Valley and be told the head of the household had returned to his domicile and all was gleaming bright for the time being.

Dr. Vukanich was easy. He was only half a dozen blocks down the line. But Dr. Varley was away to hell and gone in the Altadena hills, a long, hot, boring drive. Yes or no?

The final answer was yes. For three good reasons. One was that you can never know too much about the shadow line and the people who walk it. The second was that anything I could add to the file Peters had got out for me was just that much thanks and goodwill. The third reason was that I didnt have anything else to do.

I paid my check, left my car where it was, and walked the north side of the street to the Stockwell Building. It was an antique with a cigar counter in the entrance and a manually operated elevator that lurched and hated to level off. The corridor of the sixth floor was narrow and the doors had frosted glass panels. It was older and much dirtier than my own building. It was loaded with doctors, dentists, Christian Science practitioners not doing too good, the kind of lawyers you hope the other fellow has, the kind of doctors and dentists who just scrape along. Not too skillful, not too clean, not too much on the ball, three dollars and please pay the nurse; tired, discouraged men who know just exactly where they stand, what kind of patients they can get and how much money they can be squeezed into paying. Please Do Not Ask For Credit. Doctor is In, Doctor is Out. Thats a pretty shaky molar you have there, Mrs. Kazinski. Now if you want this new acrylic filling, every bit as good as a gold inlay, I can do it for you for $14. Novocain will be two dollars extra, if you wish it. Doctor is In, Doctor is Out. That will be Three Dollars. Please Pay the Nurse.

In a building like that there will always be a few guys making real money, but they dont look it. They fit into the shabby background, which is protective coloring for them. Shyster lawyers who are partners in a bail-bond racket on the side (only about two per cent of all forfeited bail bonds are ever collected). Abortionists posing as anything you like that explains their furnishings. Dope pushers posing as urologists, dermatologists, or any branch of medicine in which the treatment can be frequent, and the regular use of local anesthetics is normal.

Dr. Lester Vukanich had a small and ill-furnished waiting room in which there were a dozen people, all uncomfortable. They looked like anybody else. They had no signs on them. Anyway you cant tell a doper well under control from a vegetarian bookkeeper. I had to wait three quarters of an hour. The patients went in through two doors. An active ear, nose, and throat man can handle four sufferers at once, if he has enough room.

Finally I got in. I got to sit in a brown leather chair beside a table covered with a white towel on which was a set of tools. A sterilizing cabinet bubbled against the wall. Dr. Vukanich came in briskly with his white smock and his round mirror strapped to his forehead. He sat down in front of me on a stool.

A sinus headache, is it? Very severe? He looked at a folder the nurse had given him.

I said it was awful. Blinding. Especially when I first got up in the morning. He nodded sagely.

Characteristic, he said, and fitted a glass cap over a thing that looked like a fountain pen.

He pushed it into my mouth. Close the lips but not the teeth, please. While he said it he reached out and switched off the light. There was no window. A ventilating fan purred somewhere.

Dr. Vukanich withdrew his glass tube and put the lights back up. He looked at me carefully.

No congestion at all, Mr. Marlowe. If you have a headache, it is not from a sinus condition. Id hazard a guess that you never had sinus trouble in your life. You had a septum operation sometime in the past, I see.

Yes, Doctor. Got a kick playing football.

He nodded. There is a slight shelf of bone which should have been cut away. Hardly enough to interfere with breathing, however.

He leaned back on the stool and held his knee. Just what did you expect me to do for you? he asked. He was a thin-faced man with an uninteresting pallor. He looked like a tubercular white rat.

I wanted to talk to you about a friend of mine. Hes in bad shape. Hes a writer. Plenty of dough, but bad nerves. Needs help. He lives on the sauce for days on end. He needs that little extra something. His own doctor wont co-operate any more.

Exactly what do you mean by co-operate? Dr. Vukanich asked.

All the guy needs is an occasional shot to calm him down. I thought maybe we could work something out. The money would be solid.

Sorry, Mr. Marlowe. It is not my sort of problem. He stood up. Rather a crude approach, if I may say so. Your friend may consult me, if he chooses. But hed better have something wrong with him that requires treatment. That will be ten dollars, Mr. Marlowe.

Come off it, Doc. Youre on the list.

Dr. Vukanich leaned against the wall and lit a cigarette. He was giving me time. He blew smoke and looked at it. I gave him one of my cards to look at instead. He looked at it.

What list would that be? he inquired.

The barred-window boys. I figure you might know my friend already. His names Wade. I figure you might have him stashed away somewhere in a little white room. The guy is missing from home.

You are an ass, Dr. Vukanich told me. I dont go in for penny ante stuff like four-day liquor cures. They cure nothing in any case. I have no little white rooms and I am not acquainted with the friend you mention — even if he exists. That will be ten dollars — cash — right now. Or would you rather I called the police and make a complaint that you solicited me for narcotics?

That would be dandy, I said. Lets.

Get out of here, you cheap grifter.

I stood up off the chair. I guess I made a mistake, Doctor. The last time the guy broke parole he holed up with a doctor whose name began with V. It was strictly an undercover operation. They fetched him late at night and brought him back the same way when he was over the jumps. Didnt even wait long enough to see him go in the house. So when he hops the coop again and dont come back for quite a piece, naturally we check over our files for a lead. We come up with three doctors whose names begin with V.

Interesting, he said with a bleak smile. He was still giving me time. What is the basis of your selection?

I stared at him. His right hand was moving softly up and down the upper part of his left arm on the inside of it. His face was covered with a light sweat.

Sorry, Doctor. We operate very confidential.

Excuse me a moment. I have another patient that—

He left the rest of it hanging in the air and went out. While he was gone a nurse poked her head through the doorway, looked at me briefly and withdrew.

Then Dr. Vukanich came back in strolling happily. He was smiling and relaxed. His eyes were bright.

What? Are you still here? He looked very surprised or pretended to. I thought our little visit had been brought to an end.

Im leaving. I thought you wanted me to wait.

He chuckled. You know something, Mr. Marlowe? We live in extraordinary times. For a mere five hundred dollars I could have you put in the hospital with several broken bones. Comical, isnt it?

Hilarious, I said. Shoot yourself in the vein, dont you, Doc? Boy, do you brighten up!

I started out. Hasta luego, amigo, he chirped. Dont forget my ten bucks. Pay the nurse.

He moved to an intercom and was speaking into it as I left. In the waiting room the same twelve people or twelve just like them were being uncomfortable. The nurse was right on the job.

That will be ten dollars, please, Mr. Marlowe. This office requires immediate cash payment.

I stepped among the crowded feet to the door. She bounded out of her chair and ran around the desk. I pulled the door open.

What happens when you dont get it? I asked her.

Youll find out what happens, she said angrily.

Sure. Youre just doing your job. So am I. Take a gander at the card I left and youll see what my job is.

I went on out. The waiting patients looked at me with disapproving eyes. That was no way to treat Doctor.
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DR. AMOS VARLEY was a very different proposition. He had a big old house in a big old garden with big old oak trees shading it. It was a massive frame structure with elaborate scrollwork along the overhang of the porches and the white porch railings had turned and fluted uprights like the legs of an old-fashioned grand piano. A few frail elderly people sat in long chairs on the porches with rugs tucked around them.

The entrance doors were double and had stained-glass panels. The hall inside was wide and cool and the parquetry floor was polished and without a single rug. Altadena is a hot place in summer. It is pushed back against the hills and the breeze jumps clear over it. Eighty years ago people knew how to build houses for this climate.

A nurse in crisp white took my card and after a wait Dr. Amos Varley condescended to see me. He was a big bald-headed guy with a cheery smile. His long white coat was spotless, he walked noiselessly on crepe rubber soles.

What can I do for you, Mr. Marlowe? He had a rich soft voice to soothe the pain and comfort the anxious heart. Doctor is here, there is nothing to worry about, everything will be fine. He had that bedside manner, thick, honeyed layers of it. He was wonderful — and he was as tough as armor plate.

Doctor, I am looking for a man named Wade, a well-to-do alcoholic who has disappeared from his home. His past history suggests that he is holed up in some discreet joint that can handle him with skill. My only lead is a reference to a Dr. V. Youre my third Dr. V. and Im getting discouraged.

He smiled benignly. Only your third, Mr. Marlowe? Surely there must be a hundred doctors in and around the Los Angeles area whose names begin with V.

Sure, but not many of them would have rooms with barred windows. I noticed a few upstairs here, on the side of the house.

Old people, Dr. Varley said sadly, but it was a rich full sadness. Lonely old people, depressed and unhappy old people, Mr. Marlowe. Sometimes— He made an expressive gesture with his hand, a curving motion outwards, a pause, then a gentle falling, like a dead leaf fluttering to the ground. I dont treat alcoholics here, he added precisely. Now if you will excuse me—

Sorry, Doctor. You just happened to be on our list. Probably a mistake. Something about a run-in with the narcotics people a couple of years ago.

Is that so? He looked puzzled, then the light broke. Ah, yes, an assistant I was unwise enough to employ. For a very short time. He abused my confidence badly. Yes, indeed.

Not the way I heard it, I said. I guess I heard it wrong.

And how did you hear it, Mr. Marlowe? He was still giving me the full treatment with his smile and his mellow tones.

That you had to turn in your narcotic prescription book.

That got to him a little. He didnt quite scowl but he peeled off a few layers of the charm. His blue eyes had a chilly glint. And the source of this fantastic information?

A large detective agency that has facilities for building files on that sort of thing.

A collection of cheap blackmailers, no doubt.

Not cheap, Doctor. Their base rate is a hundred dollars a day. Its run by a former colonel of military police. No nickel grabber, Doctor. He rates way up.

I shall give him a piece of my mind, Dr. Varley said with cool distaste. His name? The sun had set in Dr. Varleys manner. It was getting to be a chilly evening.

Confidential, Doctor. But dont give it a thought. All in the days work. Name of Wade doesnt ring a bell at all, huh?

I believe you know your way out, Mr. Marlowe.

The door of a small elevator opened behind him. A nurse pushed a wheel chair out. The chair contained what was left of a broken old man. His eyes were closed, his skin had a bluish tinge. He was well wrapped up. The nurse wheeled him silently across the polished floor and out of a side door. Dr. Varley said softly:

Old people. Sick old people. Lonely old people. Do not come back, Mr. Marlowe. You might annoy me. When annoyed I can be rather unpleasant. I might even say very unpleasant.

Okay by me, Doctor. Thanks for the time. Nice little dying-in home you got here.

What was that? He took a step towards me and peeled off the remaining layers of honey. The soft lines of his face set themselves into hard ridges.

Whats the matter? I asked him. I can see my man wouldnt be here. I wouldnt look for anybody here that wasnt too frail to fight back. Sick old people. Lonely old people. You said it yourself, Doctor. Unwanted old people, but with money and hungry heirs. Most of them probably judged incompetent by the court.

I am getting annoyed, Dr. Varley said.

Light food, light sedation, firm treatment. Put them out in the sun, put them back in the bed. Bar some of the windows in case theres a little spunk left. They love you, Doctor, one and all. They die holding your hand and seeing the sadness in your eyes. Its genuine too.

It certainly is, he said in a low throaty growl. His hands were fists now. I ought to knock it off. But he had begun to nauseate me.

Sure it is, I said. Nobody likes to lose a good paying customer. Especially one you dont even have to please.

Somebody has to do it, he said. Somebody has to care for these sad old people, Mr. Marlowe.

Somebody has to clean out cesspools. Come to think of it thats a clean honest job. So long, Dr. Varley. When my job makes me feel dirty Ill think of you. It will cheer me up no end.

You filthy louse, Dr. Varley said between his wide white teeth. I ought to break your back. Mine is an honorable branch of an honorable profession.

Yeah. I looked at him wearily. I know it is. Only it smells of death.

He didnt slug me, so I walked away from him and out. I looked back from the wide double doors. He hadnt moved. He had a job to do, putting back the layers of honey.
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I DROVE BACK to Hollywood feeling like a short length of chewed string. It was too early to eat, and too hot. I turned on the fan in my office. It didnt make the air any cooler, just a little more lively. Outside on the boulevard the traffic brawled endlessly. Inside my head thoughts stuck together like flies on flypaper.

Three shots, three misses. All I had been doing was seeing too many doctors.

I called the Wade home. A Mexican sort of accent answered and said that Mrs. Wade was not at home. I asked for Mr. Wade. The voice said Mr. Wade was not home either. I left my name. He seemed to catch it without any trouble. He said he was the houseboy.

I called George Peters at The Carne Organization. Maybe he knew some more doctors. He wasnt in. I left a phony name and a right telephone number. An hour crawled by like a sick cockroach. I was a grain of sand on the desert of oblivion. I was a two-gun cowpoke fresh out of bullets. Three shots, three misses. I hate it when they come in threes. You call on Mr. A. Nothing. You call on Mr. B. Nothing. You call on Mr. C. More of the same. A week later you find out it should have been Mr. D. Only you didnt know he existed and by the time you found out, the client had changed his mind and killed the investigation.

Drs. Vukanich and Varley were scratched. Varley had it too rich to fool with hooch cases. Vukanich was a punk, a high-wire performer who hit the main line in his own office. The help must know. At least some of the patients must know. All it took to finish him was one sorehead and one telephone call. Wade wouldnt have gone within blocks of him, drunk or sober. He might not be the brightest guy in the world — plenty of successful people are far from mental giants — but he couldnt be dumb enough to fool with Vukanich.

The only possible was Dr. Verringer. He had the space and the seclusion. He probably had the patience. But Sepulveda Canyon was a long way from Idle Valley. Where was the point of contact, how did they know each other, and if Verringer owned that property and had a buyer for it, he was halfway to being pretty well heeled. That gave me an idea. I called a man I knew in a title company to find out the status of the property. No answer. The title company had closed for the day.

I closed for the day too, and drove over to La Cienaga to Rudys Bar-B-Q, gave my name to the master of ceremonies, and waited for the big moment on a bar stool with a whiskey sour in front of me and Marek Webers waltz music in my ears. After a while I got in past the velvet rope and ate one of Rudys world-famous Salisbury steaks, which is hamburger on a slab of burnt wood, ringed with browned-over mashed potato, supported by fried onion rings and one of those mixed up salads which men will eat with complete docility in restaurants, although they would probably start yelling if their wives tried to feed them one at home.

After that I drove home. As I opened the front door the phone started to ring.

This is Eileen Wade, Mr. Marlowe. You wanted me to call you.

Just to find out if anything had happened at your end. I have been seeing doctors all day and have made no friends.

No, Im sorry. He still hasnt showed up. I cant help being rather anxious. Then you have nothing to tell me, I suppose. Her voice was low and dispirited.

Its a big crowded county, Mrs. Wade.

It will be four whole days tonight.

Sure, but thats not too long.

For me it is. She was silent for a while. Ive been doing a lot of thinking, trying to remember something, she went on. There must be something, some kind of hint or memory. Roger talks a great deal about all sorts of things.

Does the name Verringer mean anything to you, Mrs. Wade?

No, Im afraid not. Should it?

You mentioned that Mr. Wade was brought home one time by a tall young man dressed in a cowboy outfit. Would you recognize this tall young man if you saw him again, Mrs. Wade?

I suppose I might, she said hesitantly, if the conditions were the same. But I only caught the merest glimpse of him. Was his name Verringer?

No, Mrs. Wade. Verringer is a heavily built, middle-aged man who runs, or more accurately has run, some kind of guest ranch in Sepulveda Canyon. He has a dressed up fancy boy named Earl working for him. And Verringer calls himself a doctor.

Thats wonderful, she said warmly. Dont you feel that youre on the right track?

I could be wetter than a drowned kitten. Ill call you when I know. I just wanted to make sure Roger hadnt come home and that you hadnt recalled anything definite.

Im afraid I havent been of much help to you, she said sadly. Please call me at any time, no matter how late it is.

I said I would do that and we hung up. I took a gun and a three-cell flashlight with me this time. The gun was a tough little short-barreled .32 with flat-point cartridges. Dr. Verringers boy Earl might have other toys than brass knuckles. If he had, he was plenty goofy enough to play with them.

I hit the highway again and drove as fast as I dared. It was a moonless night, and would be getting dark by the time I reached the entrance to Dr. Verringers estate. Darkness was what I needed.

The gates were still locked with the chain and padlock. I drove on past and parked well off the highway. There was still some light under the trees but it wouldnt last long. I climbed the gate and went up the side of the hill looking for a hiking path. Far back in the valley I thought I heard a quail. A mourning dove exclaimed against the miseries of life. There wasnt any hiking path or I couldnt find one, so I went back to the road and walked along the edge of the gravel. The eucalyptus trees gave way to the oaks and I crossed the ridge and far off I could see a few lights. It took me three quarters of an hour to work up behind the swimming pool and the tennis courts to a spot where I could look down on the main building at the end of the road. It was lighted up and I could hear music coming from it. And farther off in the trees another cabin showed light. There were small dark cabins dotted all over the place in the trees. I went along a path now and suddenly a floodlight went on at the back of the main cabin. I stopped dead. The floodlight was not looking for anything. It pointed straight down and made a wide pool of light on the back porch and the ground beyond. Then a door banged open and Earl came out. Then I knew I was in the right place.

Earl was a cowpoke tonight, and it had been a cowpoke who brought Roger Wade home the time before. Earl was spinning a rope. He wore a dark shirt stitched with white and a polka-dot scarf knotted loosely around his neck. He wore a wide leather belt with a load of silver on it and a pair of tooled leather holsters with ivory-handled guns in them. He wore elegant riding pants and boots cross-stitched in white and glistening new. On the back of his head was a white sombrero and what looked like a woven silver cord hanging loosely down his shirt, the ends not fastened.

He stood there alone under the white floodlight, spinning his rope around him, stepping in and out of it, an actor without an audience, a tall, slender, handsome dude wrangler putting on a show all by himself and loving every minute of it. Two-Gun Earl, the Terror of Cochise County. He belonged on one of those guest ranches that are so all-fired horsy the telephone girl wears riding boots to work.

All at once he heard a sound, or pretended to. The rope dropped, his hands swept the two guns from the holsters, and the crook of his thumbs was over the hammers as they came level. He peered into the darkness. I didnt dare move. The damn guns could be loaded. But the floodlight had blinded him and he didnt see anything. He slipped his guns back in the holsters, picked up the rope and gathered it loosely, went back into the house. The light went off, and so did I.

I moved around through the trees and got close to the small lighted cabin on the slope. No sound came from it. I reached a screened window and looked in. The light came from a lamp on a night table beside a bed. A man lay flat on his back in the bed, his body relaxed, his arms in pajama sleeves outside the covers, his eyes wide open and staring at the ceiling. He looked big. His face was partly shadowed, but I could see that he was pale and that he needed a shave and had needed one for just about the right length of time. The spread fingers of his hands lay motionless on the outside of the bed. He looked as if he hadnt moved for hours.

I heard steps coming along the path at the far side of the cabin. A screen door creaked and then the solid shape of Dr. Verringer showed in the doorway. He was carrying what looked like a large glass of tomato juice. He switched on a standing lamp. His Hawaiian shirt gleamed yellowly. The man in the bed didnt even look at him.

Dr. Verringer put the glass down on the night table and pulled a chair close and sat down. He reached for one of the wrists and felt a pulse. How are you feeling now, Mr. Wade? His voice was kindly and solicitous.

The man on the bed didnt answer him or look at him. He went on staring at the ceiling.

Come, come, Mr. Wade. Let us not be moody. Your pulse is only slightly faster than normal. You are weak, but otherwise—

Tejjy, the man on the bed said suddenly, tell the man that if he knows how I am, the son of a bitch neednt bother to ask me. He had a nice clear voice, but the tone was bitter.

Who is Tejjy? Dr. Verringer said patiently.

My mouthpiece. Shes up there in the corner.

Dr. Verringer looked up. I see a small spider, he said. Stop acting, Mr. Wade. It is not necessary with me.

Tegenaria domestica, the common jumping spider, pal. I like spiders. They practically never wear Hawaiian shirts.

Dr. Verringer moistened his lips. I have no time for playfulness, Mr. Wade.

Nothing playful about Tejjy. Wade turned his head slowly, as if it weighed very heavy, and stared at Dr. Verringer contemptuously. Tejjy is dead serious. She creeps up on you. When youre not looking she makes a quick silent hop. After a while shes near enough. She makes the last jump. You get sucked dry, Doctor. Very dry. Tejjy doesnt eat you. She just sucks the juice until theres nothing left but the skin. If you plan to wear that shirt much longer, Doctor, Id say it couldnt happen too soon.

Dr. Verringer leaned back in the chair. I need five thousand dollars, he said calmly. How soon could that happen?

You got six hundred and fifty bucks, Wade said nastily. As well as my loose change. How the hell much does it cost in this bordello?

Chicken feed, Dr. Verringer said. I told you my rates had gone up.

You didnt say they had moved to Mount Wilson.

Dont fence with me, Wade, Dr. Verringer said curtly. You are in no position to get funny. Also you have betrayed my confidence.

I didnt know you had any.

Dr. Verringer tapped slowly on the arms of the chair. You called me up in the middle of the night, he said. You were in a desperate condition. You said you would kill yourself if I didnt come. I didnt want to do it and you know why. I have no license to practice medicine in this state. I am trying to get rid of this property without losing it all. I have Earl to look after and he was about due for a bad spell. I told you it would cost you a lot of money. You still insisted and I went. I want five thousand dollars.

I was foul with strong drink, Wade said. You cant hold a man to that kind of bargain. Youre damn well paid already.

Also, Dr. Verringer said slowly, you mentioned my name to your wife. You told her I was coming for you.

Wade looked surprised. I didnt do anything of the sort, he said. I didnt even see her. She was asleep.

Some other time then. A private detective has been here asking about you. He couldnt possibly have known where to come, unless he was told. I stalled him off, but he may come back. You have to go home, Mr. Wade. But first I want my five thousand dollars.

Youre not the brightest guy in the world, are you, Doc? If my wife knew where I was, why would she need a detective? She could have come herself — supposing she cared that much. She could have brought Candy, our houseboy. Candy would cut your Blue Boy into thin strips while Blue Boy was making up his mind what picture he was starring in today.

You have a nasty tongue, Wade. And a nasty mind.

I have a nasty five thousand bucks too, Doc. Try and get it.

You will write me a check, Dr. Verringer said firmly. Now, at once. Then you will get dressed and Earl will take you home.

A check? Wade was almost laughing. Sure Ill give you a check. Fine. How will you cash it?

Dr. Verringer smiled quietly. You think you will stop payment, Mr. Wade. But you wont. I assure you that you wont.

You fat crook! Wade yelled at him.

Dr. Verringer shook his head. In some things, yes. Not in all. I am a mixed character like most people. Earl will drive you home.

Nix. That lad makes my skin crawl, Wade said.

Dr. Verringer stood up gently and reached over and patted the shoulder of the man on the bed. To me Earl is quite harmless, Mr. Wade. I have ways of controlling him.

Name one, a new voice said, and Earl came through the door in his Roy Rogers outfit. Dr. Verringer turned smiling.

Keep that psycho away from me, Wade yelled, showing fear for the first time.

Earl put his hands on his ornamented belt. His face was deadpan. A light whistling noise came from between his teeth. He moved slowly into the room.

You shouldnt have said that, Dr. Verringer said quickly, and turned towards Earl. All right, Earl. Ill handle Mr. Wade myself. Ill help him get dressed while you bring the car up here as close to the cabin as possible. Mr. Wade is quite weak.

And hes going to be a lot weaker, Earl said in a whistling kind of voice. Out of my way, fatso.

Now, Earl— he reached out and grabbed the handsome young mans arm— you dont want to go back to Camarillo, do you? One word from me and—

That was as far as he got. Earl jerked his arm loose and his right hand came up with a flash of metal. The armored fist crashed against Dr. Verringers jaw. He went down as if shot through the heart. The fall shook the cabin. I started running.

I reached the door and yanked it open. Earl spun around, leaning forward a little, staring at me without recognition. There was a bubbling sound behind his lips. He started for me fast.

I jerked the gun out and showed it to him. It meant nothing. Either his own guns were not loaded or he had forgotten all about them. The brass knuckles were all he needed. He kept coming.

I fired through the open window across the bed. The crash of the gun in the small room seemed much louder than it should have been. Earl stopped dead. His head slewed around and he looked at the hole in the window screen. He looked back at me. Slowly his face came alive and he grinned.

Wha happen? he asked brightly.

Get rid of the knucks, I said, watching his eyes.

He looked surprisingly down at his hand. He slipped the mauler off and threw it casually in the corner.

Now the gun belt, I said. Dont touch the guns, just the buckle.

Theyre not loaded, he said smiling. Hell, theyre not even guns, just stage money.

The belt. Hurry it.

He looked at the short-barreled .32. That a real one? Oh sure it is. The screen. Yeah, the screen.

The man on the bed wasnt on the bed any more. He was behind Earl. He reached swiftly and pulled one of the bright guns loose. Earl didnt like this. His face showed it.

Lay off him, I said angrily. Put that back where you got it.

Hes right, Wade said. Theyre cap guns. He backed away and put the shiny pistol on the table. Christ, Im as weak as a broken arm.

Take the belt off, I said for the third time. When you start something with a type like Earl you have to finish it. Keep it simple and dont change your mind.

He did it at last, quite amiably. Then, holding the belt, he walked over to the table and got his other gun and put it in the holster and put the belt right back on again. I let him do it. It wasnt until then that he saw Dr. Verringer crumpled on the floor against the wall. He made a sound of concern, went quickly across the room into the bathroom, and came back with a glass jug of water. He dumped the water on Dr. Verringers head. Dr. Verringer sputtered and rolled over. Then he groaned. Then he clapped a hand to his jaw. Then he started to get up. Earl helped him.

Sorry, Doc. I must have just let fly without seeing who it was.

Its all right, nothing broken, Verringer said, waving him away. Get the car up here, Earl. And dont forget the key for the padlock down below.

Car up here, sure. Right away. Key for the padlock. I got it. Right away, Doc.

He went out of the room whistling.

Wade was sitting on the side of the bed, looking shaky. You the dick he was talking about? he asked me. How did you find me?

Just asking around from people who know about these things, I said. If you want to get home, you might get clothes on.

Dr. Verringer was leaning against the wall, massaging his jaw. Ill help him, he said thickly. All I do is help people and all they do is kick me in the teeth.

I know just how you feel, I said.

I went out and left them to work at it.
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THE CAR WAS close by when they came out, but Earl was gone. He had stopped the car, cut the lights, and walked back towards the big cabin without saying anything to me. He was still whistling, groping for some half-remembered tune.

Wade climbed carefully into the back seat and I got in beside him. Dr. Verringer drove. If his jaw hurt badly and his head ached, he didnt show it or mention it. We went over the ridge and down to the end of the graveled drive. Earl had already been down and unlocked the gate and pulled it open. I told Verringer where my car was and he pulled up close to it. Wade got into it and sat silent, staring at nothing. Verringer got out and went round beside him. He spoke to Wade gently.

About my five thousand dollars, Mr. Wade. The check you promised me.

Wade slid down and rested his head on the back of the seat. Ill think about it.

You promised it. I need it.

Duress, the word is, Verringer, a threat of harm. I have protection now.

I fed and washed you, Verringer persisted. I came in the night. I protected you, I cured you — for the time being, at least.

Not five grand worth, Wade sneered. You got plenty out of my pockets.

Verringer wouldnt let go. I have a promise of a connection in Cuba, Mr. Wade. You are a rich man. You should help others in their need. I have Earl to look after. To avail myself of this opportunity I need the money. I will pay it back in full.

I began to squirm. I wanted to smoke, but I was afraid it would make Wade sick.

Like hell youd pay it back, Wade said wearily. You wont live long enough. One of these nights Blue Boy will kill you in your sleep.

Verringer stepped back. I couldnt see his expression, but his voice hardened. There are more unpleasant ways to die, he said. I think yours will be one of them.

He walked back to his car and got into it. He drove in through his gates and was gone. I backed and turned and headed towards the city. After a mile or two Wade muttered: Why should I give that fat slob five thousand dollars?

No reason at all.

Then why do I feel like a bastard for not giving it to him?

No reason at all.

He turned his head just enough to look at me. He handled me like a baby, Wade said. He hardly left me alone for fear Earl would come in and beat me up. He took every dime I had in my pockets.

You probably told him to.

You on his side?

Skip it, I said. This is just a job to me.

Silence for a couple of miles more. We went past the fringe of one of the outlying suburbs. Wade spoke again.

Maybe Ill give it to him. Hes broke. The property is foreclosed. He wont get a dime out of it. All on account of that psycho. Why does he do it?

I wouldnt know.

Im a writer, Wade said. Im supposed to understand what makes people tick. I dont understand one damn thing about anybody.

I turned over the pass and after a climb the lights of the valley spread out endlessly in front of us. We dipped down to the highway north and west that goes to Ventura. After a while we passed through Encino. I stopped for a light and looked up towards the lights high on the hill where the big houses were. In one of them the Lennoxes had lived. We went on.

The turn-off is pretty close now, Wade said. Or do you know it?

I know it.

By the way, you havent told me your name.

Philip Marlowe.

Nice name. His voice changed sharply, saying: Wait a minute. You the guy that was mixed up with Lennox?

Yeah.

He was staring at me in the darkness of the car. We passed the last buildings on the main drag of Encino.

I knew her, Wade said. A little. Him I never saw. Queer business, that. The law boys gave you the rough edge, didnt they?

I didnt answer him.

Maybe you dont like to talk about it, he said.

Could be. Why would it interest you?

Hell, Im a writer. It must be quite a story.

Take tonight off. You must be feeling pretty weak.

Okay, Marlowe. Okay. You dont like me. I get it.

We reached the turn-off and I swung the car into it and towards the low hills and the gap between them that was Idle Valley.

I dont either like you or dislike you, I said. I dont know you. Your wife asked me to find you and bring you home. When I deliver you at your house Im through. Why she picked on me I couldnt say. Like I said, its just a job.

We turned the flank of a hill and hit a wider, more firmly paved road. He said his house was a mile farther on, on the right side. He told me the number, which I already knew. For a guy in his shape he was a pretty persistent talker.

How much is she paying you? he asked.

We didnt discuss it.

Whatever it is, its not enough. I owe you a lot of thanks. You did a great job, chum. I wasnt worth the trouble.

Thats just the way you feel tonight.

He laughed. You know something, Marlowe? I could get to like you. Youre a bit of a bastard — like me.

We reached the house. It was a two-story over-all shingle house with a small pillared portico and a long lawn from the entrance to a thick row of shrubs inside the white fence. There was a light in the portico. I pulled into the driveway and stopped close to the garage.

Can you make it without help?

Of course. He got out of the car. Arent you coming in for a drink or something?

Not tonight, thanks; Ill wait here until youre in the house.

He stood there breathing hard. Okay, he said shortly.

He turned and walked carefully along a flagged path to the front door. He held on to a white pillar for a moment, then tried the door. It opened, he went in. The door stayed open and light washed across the green lawn. There was a sudden flutter of voices. I started backing from the driveway, following the back-up light. Somebody called out.

I looked and saw Eileen Wade standing in the open doorway. I kept going and she started to run. So I had to stop. I cut the lights and got out of the car. When she came up I said:

I ought to have called you, but I was afraid to leave him.

Of course. Did you have a lot of trouble?

Well — a little more than ringing a doorbell.

Please come in the house and tell me all about it.

He should be in bed. By tomorrow hell be as good as new.

Candy will put him to bed, she said. He wont drink tonight, if thats what you are thinking of.

Never occurred to me. Goodnight, Mrs. Wade.

You must be tired. Dont you want a drink yourself?

I lit a cigarette. It seemed like a couple of weeks since I had tasted tobacco. I drank in the smoke.

May I have just one puff?

She came close to me and I handed her the cigarette. She drew on it and coughed. She handed it back laughing. Strictly an amateur, as you see.

So you knew Sylvia Lennox, I said. Was that why you wanted to hire me?

I knew who? She sounded puzzled.

Sylvia Lennox. I had the cigarette back now. I was eating it pretty fast.

Oh, she said, startled. That girl that was — murdered. No, I didnt know her personally. I knew who she was. Didnt I tell you that?

Sorry, Id forgotten just what you did tell me.

She was still standing there quietly, close to me, slim and tall in a white dress of some sort. The light from the open door touched the fringe of her hair and made it glow softly.

Why did you ask me if that had anything to do with my wanting to, as you put it, hire you? When I didnt answer at once she added, Did Roger tell you he knew her?

He said something about the case when I told him my name. He didnt connect me with it immediately, then he did. He talked so damn much I dont remember half of what he said.

I see. I must go in, Mr. Marlowe, and see if my husband needs anything. And if you wont come in—

Ill leave this with you, I said.

I took hold of her and pulled her towards me and tilted her head back. I kissed her hard on the lips. She didnt fight me and she didnt respond. She pulled herself away quietly and stood there looking at me.

You shouldnt have done that, she said. That was wrong. Youre too nice a person.

Sure. Very wrong, I agreed. But Ive been such a nice faithful well-behaved gun dog all day long, I got charmed into one of the silliest ventures I ever tackled, and damned if it didnt turn out just as though somebody had written a script for it. You know something? I believe you knew where he was all along — or at least knew the name of Dr. Verringer. You just wanted to get me involved with him, tangled up with him so Id feel a sense of responsibility to look after him. Or am I crazy?

Of course youre crazy, she said coldly. That is the most outrageous nonsense I ever listened to. She started to turn away.

Wait a minute, I said. That kiss wont leave a scar. You just think it will. And dont tell me Im too nice a person. Id rather be a heel.

She looked back. Why?

If I hadnt been a nice guy to Terry Lennox, he would still be alive.

Yes? she said quietly. How can you be so sure? Goodnight, Mr. Marlowe. And thank you so very much for almost everything.

She walked back along the edge of the grass. I watched her into the house. The door closed. The porch light went off. I waved at nothing and drove away.
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NEXT MORNING I got up late on account of the big fee I had earned the night before. I drank an extra cup of coffee, smoked an extra cigarette, ate an extra slice of Canadian bacon, and for the three hundredth time I swore I would never again use an electric razor. That made the day normal. I hit the office about ten, picked up some odds and ends of mail, slit the envelopes and let the stuff lie on the desk. I opened the windows wide to let out the smell of dust and dinginess that collected in the night and hung in the still air, in the corners of the room, in the slats of the venetian blinds. A dead moth was spread-eagled on a corner of the desk. On the window sill a bee with tattered wings was crawling along the woodwork, buzzing in a tired remote sort of way, as if she knew it wasnt any use, she was finished, she had flown too many missions and would never get back to the hive again.

I knew it was going to be one of those crazy days. Everyone has them. Days when nobody rolls in but the loose wheels, the dingoes who park their brains with their gum, the squirrels who cant find their nuts, the mechanics who always have a gear wheel left over.

The first was a big blond roughneck named Kuissenen or something Finnish like that. He jammed his massive bottom in the customers chair and planted two wide horny hands on my desk and said he was a power-shovel operator, that he lived in Culver City, and the goddam woman who lived next door to him was trying to poison his dog. Every morning before he let the dog out for a run in the back yard he had to search the place from fence to fence for meatballs thrown over the potato vine from next door. Hed found nine of them so far and they were loaded with a greenish powder he knew was an arsenic weed killer.

How much to watch out and catch her at it? He stared at me as unblinkingly as a fish in a tank.

Why not do it yourself?

I got to work for a living, mister. Im losing four twentyfive an hour just coming up here to ask.

Try the police?

I try the police. They might get around to it some time next year. Right now theyre busy sucking up to MGM.

S.P.C.A.? The Tailwaggers?

Whats them?

I told him about the Tailwaggers. He was far from interested. He knew about the S.P.C.A. The S.P.C.A. could take a running jump. They couldnt see nothing smaller than a horse.

It says on the door youre an investigator, he said truculently. Okay, go the hell out and investigate. Fifty bucks if you catch her.

Sorry, I said. Im tied up. Spending a couple of weeks hiding in a gopher hole in your back yard would be out of my line anyway — even for fifty bucks.

He stood up glowering. Big shot, he said. Dont need the dough, huh? Cant be bothered saving the life of a itty-bitty dog. Nuts to you, big shot.

Ive got troubles too, Mr. Kuissenen.

Ill twist her goddam neck if I catch her, he said, and I didnt doubt he could have done it. He could have twisted the hind leg off of an elephant. Thats what makes it I want somebody else. Just because the little tike barks when a car goes by the house. Sour-faced old bitch.

He started for the door. Are you sure its the dog shes trying to poison? I asked his back.

Sure Im sure. He was halfway to the door before the nickel dropped. He swung around fast then. Say that again, buster.

I just shook my head. I didnt want to fight him. He might hit me on the head with my desk. He snorted and went out, almost taking the door with him.

The next cookie in the dish was a woman, not old, not young, not clean, not too dirty, obviously poor, shabby, querulous and stupid. The girl she roomed with — in her set any woman who works out is a girl — was taking money out of her purse. A dollar here, four bits there, but it added up. She figured she was out close to twenty dollars in all. She couldnt afford it. She couldnt afford to move either. She couldnt afford a detective. She thought I ought to be willing to throw a scare into the roommate just on the telephone like, not mentioning any names.

It took her twenty minutes or more to tell me this. She kneaded her bag incessantly while telling it.

Anybody you know could do that, I said.

Yeah, but you bein a dick and all.

I dont have a license to threaten people I know nothing about.

Im goin to tell her I been in to see you. I dont have to say its her. Just that youre workin on it.

I wouldnt if I were you. If you mention my name she may call me up. If she does that, Ill tell her the facts.

She stood up and slammed her shabby bag against her stomach. Youre no gentleman, she said shrilly.

Where does it say I have to be?

She went out mumbling.

After lunch I had Mr. Simpson W. Edelweiss. He had a card to prove it. He was manager of a sewing machine agency. He was a small tired-looking man about forty-eight to fifty, small hands and feet, wearing a brown suit with sleeves too long, and a stiff white collar behind a purple tie with black diamonds on it. He sat on the edge of the chair without fidgeting and looked at me out of sad black eyes. His hair was black too and thick and rough without a sign of gray in it that I could see. He had a clipped mustache with a reddish tone. He could have passed for thirty-five if you didnt look at the backs of his hands.

Call me Simp, he said. Everybody else does. I got it coming. Im a Jewish man married to a Gentile woman, twenty-four years of age, beautiful. She run away a couple of times before.

He got out a photo of her and showed it to me. She might have been beautiful to him. To me she was a big sloppy-looking cow of a woman with a weak mouth.

Whats your trouble, Mr. Edelweiss? I dont do divorce business. I tried to give him back the photo. He waved it away. The client is always mister to me, I added. Until he has told me a few dozen lies anyway.

He smiled. Lies I got no use for. Its not a divorce matter. I just want Mabel back again. But she dont come back until I find her. Maybe its a kind of game with her.

He told me about her, patiently, without rancor. She drank, she played around, she wasnt a very good wife by his standards, but he could have been brought up too strict. She had a heart as big as a house, he said, and he loved her. He didnt kid himself he was any dreamboat, just a steady worker bringing home the pay check. They had a joint bank account. She had drawn it all out, but he was prepared for that. He had a pretty good idea who she had lit out with, and if he was right the man would clean her out and leave her stranded.

Name of Kerrigan, he said. Monroe Kerrigan. I dont aim to knock the Catholics. There is plenty of bad Jews too. This Kerrigan is a barber when he works. I aint knocking barbers either. But a lot of them are drifters and horse players. Not real steady.

Wont you hear from her when she is cleaned out?

She gets awful ashamed. She might hurt herself.

Its a Missing Persons job, Mr. Edelweiss. You should go down and make a report.

No. Im not knocking the police, but I dont want it that way. Mabel would be humiliated.

The world seemed to be full of people Mr. Edelweiss was not knocking. He put some money on the desk.

Two hundred dollars, he said. Down payment. Id rather do it my way.

It will happen again, I said.

Sure. He shrugged and spread his hands gently. But twenty-four years old and me almost fifty. How could it be different? Shell settle down after a while. Trouble is, no kids. She cant have kids. A Jew likes to have a family. So Mabel knows that. Shes humiliated.

Youre a very forgiving man, Mr. Edelweiss.

Well I aint a Christian, he said. And Im not knocking Christians, you understand. But with me its real. I dont just say it. I do it. Oh, I almost forgot the most important.

He got out a picture postcard and pushed it across the desk after the money. From Honolulu she sends it. Money goes fast in Honolulu. One of my uncles had a jewelry business there. Retired now. Lives in Seattle.

I picked the photo up again. Ill have to farm this one out, I told him. And Ill have to have this copied.

I could hear you saying that, Mr. Marlowe, before I got here. So I come prepared. He took out an envelope and it contained five more prints. I got Kerrigan too, but only a snapshot. He went into another pocket and gave me another envelope. I looked at Kerrigan. He had a smooth dishonest face that did not surprise me. Three copies of Kerrigan.

Mr. Simpson W. Edelweiss gave me another card which had on it his name, his residence, his telephone number. He said he hoped it would not cost too much but that he would respond at once to any demand for further funds and he hoped to hear from me.

Two hundred ought to pretty near do it if shes still in Honolulu, I said. What I need now is a detailed physical description of both parties that I can put into a telegram. Height, weight, age, coloring, any noticeable scars or other identifying marks, what clothes she was wearing and had with her, and how much money was in the account she cleaned out. If youve been through this before, Mr. Edelweiss, you will know what I want.

I got a peculiar feeling about this Kerrigan. Uneasy.

I spent another half hour milking him and writing things down. Then he stood up quietly, shook hands quietly, bowed and left the office quietly.

Tell Mabel everything is fine, he said as he went out.

It turned out to be routine. I sent a wire to an agency in Honolulu and followed it with an airmail containing the photos and whatever information I had left out of the wire. They found her working as a chambermaids helper in a luxury hotel, scrubbing bathtubs and bathroom floors and so on. Kerrigan had done just what Mr. Edelweiss expected, cleaned her out while she was asleep and skipped, leaving her stuck with the hotel bill. She pawned a ring which Kerrigan couldnt have taken without violence, and got enough out of it to pay the hotel but not enough to buy her way home. So Edelweiss hopped a plane and went after her.

He was too good for her. I sent him a bill for twenty dollars and the cost of a long telegram. The Honolulu agency grabbed the two hundred. With a portrait of Madison in my office safe I could afford to be underpriced.

So passed a day in the life of a P.I. Not exactly a typical day but not totally untypical either. What makes a man stay with it nobody knows. You dont get rich, you dont often have much fun. Sometimes you get beaten up or shot at or tossed into the jailhouse. Once in a long while you get dead. Every other month you decide to give it up and find some sensible occupation while you can still walk without shaking your head. Then the door buzzer rings and you open the inner door to the waiting room and there stands a new face with a new problem, a new load of grief, and a small piece of money.

Come in, Mr. Thingummy. What can I do for you?

There must be a reason.

Three days later in the shank of the afternoon Eileen Wade called me up, and asked me to come around to the house for a drink the next evening. They were having a few friends in for cocktails. Roger would like to see me and thank me adequately. And would I please send in a bill?

You dont owe me anything, Mrs. Wade. What little I did I got paid for.

I must have looked very silly acting Victorian about it, she said. A kiss doesnt seem to mean much nowadays. You will come, wont you?

I guess so. Against my better judgment.

Roger is quite well again. Hes working.

Good.

You sound very solemn today. I guess you take life pretty seriously.

Now and then. Why?

She laughed very gently and said goodbye and hung up. I sat there for a while taking life seriously. Then I tried to think of something funny so that I could have a great big laugh. Neither way worked, so I got Terry Lennoxs letter of farewell out of the safe and reread it. It reminded me that I had never gone to Victors for that gimlet he asked me to drink for him. It was just about the right time of day for the bar to be quiet, the way he would have liked it himself, if he had been around to go with me. I thought of him with a vague sadness and with a puckering bitterness too. When I got to Victors I almost kept going. Almost, but not quite. I had too much of his money. He had made a fool of me but he had paid well for the privilege.
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IT WAS SO quiet in Victors that you almost heard the temperature drop as you came in at the door. On a bar stool a woman in a black tailormade, which couldnt at that time of year have been anything but some synthetic fabric like orlon, was sitting alone with a pale greenish-colored drink in front of her and smoking a cigarette in a long jade holder. She had that fine-drawn intense look that is sometimes neurotic, sometimes sex-hungry, and sometimes just the result of drastic dieting.

I sat down two stools away and the barkeep nodded to me, but didnt smile.

A gimlet, I said. No bitters.

He put the little napkin in front of me and kept looking at me. You know something, he said in a pleased voice. I heard you and your friend talking one night and I got me in a bottle of that Roses Lime Juice. Then you didnt come back any more and I only opened it tonight.

My friend left town, I said. A double if its all right with you. And thanks for taking the trouble.

He went away. The woman in black gave me a quick glance, then looked down into her glass. So few people drink them around here, she said so quietly that I didnt realize at first that she was speaking to me. Then she looked my way again. She had very large dark eyes. She had the reddest fingernails I had ever seen. But she didnt look like a pickup and there was no trace of come-on in her voice. Gimlets I mean.

A fellow taught me to like them, I said.

He must be English.

Why?

The lime juice. Its as English as boiled fish with that awful anchovy sauce that looks as if the cook had bled into it. Thats how they got called limeys. The English — not the fish.

I thought it was more a tropical drink, hot weather stuff. Malaya or some place like that.

You may be right. She turned away again.

The bartender set the drink in front of me. With the lime juice it has a sort of pale greenish yellowish misty look. I tasted it. It was both sweet and sharp at the same time. The woman in black watched me. Then she lifted her own glass towards me. We both drank. Then I knew hers was the same drink.

The next move was routine, so I didnt make it. I just sat there. He wasnt English, I said after a moment. I guess maybe he had been there during the war. We used to come in here once in a while, early like now. Before the mob started boiling.

Its a pleasant hour, she said. In a bar almost the only pleasant hour. She emptied her glass. Perhaps I knew your friend, she said. What was his name?

I didnt answer her right away. I lit a cigarette and watched her tap the stub of hers out of the jade holder and fit another in its place. I reached across with a lighter. Lennox, I said.

She thanked me for the light and gave me a brief searching glance. Then she nodded. Yes, I knew him very well. Perhaps a little too well.

The barkeep drifted over and glanced at my glass. A couple more of the same, I said. In a booth.

I got down off the stool and stood waiting. She might or might not blow me down. I didnt particularly care. Once in a while in this much too sex-conscious country a man and a woman can meet and talk without dragging bedrooms into it. This could be it, or she could just think I was on the make. If so, the hell with her.

She hesitated, but not for long. She gathered up a pair of black gloves and a black suede bag with a gold frame and clasp and walked across into a corner booth and sat down without a word. I sat down across the small table.

My name is Marlowe.

Mine is Linda Loring, she said calmly. A bit of a sentimentalist, arent you, Mr. Marlowe?

Because I came in here to drink a gimlet? How about yourself?

I might have a taste for them.

So might I. But it would be a little too much coincidence.

She smiled at me vaguely. She had emerald earrings and an emerald lapel pin. They looked like real stones because of the way they were cut — flat with beveled edges. And even in the dim light of a bar they had an inner glow.

So youre the man, she said.

The bar waiter brought the drinks over and set them down. When he went away I said: Im a fellow who knew Terry Lennox, liked him, and had an occasional drink with him. It was kind of a side deal, an accidental friendship. I never went to his home or knew his wife. I saw her once in a parking lot.

There was a little more to it than that, wasnt there?

She reached for her glass. She had an emerald ring set in a nest of diamonds. Beside it a thin platinum band said she was married. I put her in the second half of the thirties, early in the second half.

Maybe, I said. The guy bothered me. He still does. How about you?

She leaned on an elbow and looked up at me without any particular expression. I said I knew him rather too well. Too well to think it mattered much what happened to him. He had a rich wife who gave him all the luxuries. All she asked in return was to be let alone.

Seems reasonable, I said.

Dont be sarcastic, Mr. Marlowe. Some women are like that. They cant help it. It wasnt as if he didnt know in the beginning. If he had to get proud, the door was open. He didnt have to kill her.

I agree with you.

She straightened up and looked hard at me. Her lip curled. So he ran away and, if what I hear is true, you helped him. I suppose you feel proud about that.

Not me, I said. I just did it for the money.

That is not amusing, Mr. Marlowe. Frankly I dont know why I sit here drinking with you.

Thats easily changed, Mrs. Loring. I reached for my glass and dropped the contents down the hatch. I thought perhaps you could tell me something about Terry that I didnt know. Im not interested in speculating why Terry Lennox beat his wifes face to a bloody sponge.

Thats a pretty brutal way to put it, she said angrily.

You dont like the words? Neither do I. And I wouldnt be here drinking a gimlet if I believed he did anything of the sort.

She stared. After a moment she said slowly: He killed himself and left a full confession. What more do you want?

He had a gun, I said. In Mexico that might be enough excuse for some jittery cop to pour lead into him. Plenty of American police have done their killings the same way — some of them through doors that didnt open fast enough to suit them. As for the confession, I havent seen it.

No doubt the Mexican police faked it, she said tartly.

They wouldnt know how, not in a little place like Otatoclán. No, the confession is probably real enough, but it doesnt prove he killed his wife. Not to me anyway. All it proves to me is that he didnt see any way out. In a spot like that a certain sort of man — you can call him weak or soft or sentimental if it amuses you — might decide to save some other people from a lot of very painful publicity.

Thats fantastic, she said. A man doesnt kill himself or deliberately get himself killed to save a little scandal. Sylvia was already dead. As for her sister and her father — they could take care of themselves very efficiently. People with enough money, Mr. Marlowe, can always protect themselves.

Okay, Im wrong about the motive. Maybe Im wrong all down the line. A minute ago you were mad at me. You want me to leave now — so you can drink your gimlet?

Suddenly she smiled. Im sorry. Im beginning to think you are sincere. What I thought then was that you were trying to justify yourself, far more than Terry. I dont think you are, somehow.

Im not. I did something foolish and I got the works for it. Up to a point anyway. I dont deny that his confession saved me a lot worse. If they had brought him back and tried him, I guess they would have hung one on me too. The least it would have cost me would have been far more money than I could afford.

Not to mention your license, she said dryly.

Maybe. There was a time when any cop with a hangover could get me busted. Its a little different now. You get a hearing before a commission of the state licensing authority. Those people are not too crazy about the city police.

She tasted her drink and said slowly: All things considered, dont you think it was best the way it was? No trial, no sensational headlines, no mud-slinging just to sell newspapers without the slightest regard for truth or fairplay or for the feelings of innocent people.

Didnt I just say so? And you said it was fantastic.

She leaned back and put her head against the upper curve of the padding on the back of the booth. Fantastic that Terry Lennox should have killed himself just to achieve that. Not fantastic that it was better for all parties that there should be no trial.

I need another drink, I said, and waved at the waiter. I feel an icy breath on the back of my neck. Could you by any chance be related to the Potter family, Mrs. Loring?

Sylvia Lennox was my sister, she said simply. I thought you would know.

The waiter drifted over and I gave him an urgent message. Mrs. Loring shook her head and said she didnt want anything more. When the waiter took off I said:

With the hush old man Potter — excuse me, Mr. Harlan Potter — put on this affair, I would be lucky to know for sure that Terrys wife even had a sister.

Surely you exaggerate. My father is hardly that powerful, Mr. Marlowe — and certainly not that ruthless. Ill admit he does have very old-fashioned ideas about his personal privacy. He never gives interviews even to his own newspapers. He is never photographed, he never makes speeches, he travels mostly by car or in his own plane with his own crew. But he is quite human for all that. He liked Terry. He said Terry was a gentleman twenty-four hours a day instead of for the fifteen minutes between the time the guests arrive and the time they feel their first cocktail.

He slipped a little at the end. Terry did.

The waiter trotted up with my third gimlet. I tried it for flavor and then sat there with a finger on the edge of the round base of the glass.

Terrys death was quite a blow to him, Mr. Marlowe. And youre getting sarcastic again. Please dont. Father knew it would all look far too neat to some people. He would much rather Terry had just disappeared. If Terry had asked him for help, I think he would have given it.

Oh no, Mrs. Loring. His own daughter had been murdered.

She made an irritable motion and eyed me coldly.

This is going to sound pretty blunt, Im afraid. Father had written my sister off long ago. When they met he barely spoke to her. If he expressed himself, which he hasnt and wont, I feel sure he would be just as doubtful about Terry as you are. But once Terry was dead, what did it matter? They could have been killed in a plane crash or a fire or a highway accident. If she had to die, it was the best possible time for her to die. In another ten years she would have been a sex-ridden hag like some of these frightful women you see at Hollywood parties, or used to a few years back. The dregs of the international set.

All of a sudden I got mad, for no good reason. I stood up and looked over the booth. The next one was still empty. In the one beyond a guy was reading a paper all by himself, quietly. I sat down with a bump, pushed my glass out of the way, and leaned across the table. I had sense enough to keep my voice down.

For hells sake, Mrs. Loring, what are you trying to sell me? That Harlan Potter is such a sweet lovely character he wouldnt dream of using his influence on a political D.A. to drop the blanket on a murder investigation so that the murder was never really investigated at all? That he had doubts about Terrys guilt but didnt let anyone lift a finger to find out who was really the killer? That he didnt use the political power of his newspapers and his bank account and the nine hundred guys who would trip over their chins trying to guess what he wanted done before he knew himself? That he didnt arrange it so that a tame lawyer and nobody else, nobody from the D.A.s office or the city cops, went down to Mexico to make sure Terry actually had put a slug in his head instead of being knocked off by some Indian with a hot gun just for kicks? Your old man is worth a hundred million bucks, Mrs. Loring. I wouldnt know just how he got it, but I know damn well he didnt get it without building himself a pretty far-reaching organization. Hes no softie. Hes a hard tough man. Youve got to be in these days to make that kind of money. And you do business with some funny people. You may not meet them or shake hands with them, but they are there on the fringe doing business with you.

Youre a fool, she said angrily. Ive had enough of you.

Oh sure. I dont make the kind of music you like to hear. Let me tell you something. Terry talked to your old man the night Sylvia died. What about? What did your old man say to him? Just run on down to Mexico and shoot yourself, old boy. Lets keep this in the family. I know my daughter is a tramp and that any one of a dozen drunken bastards might have blown his top and pushed her pretty face down her throat for her. But thats incidental, old boy. The guy will be sorry when he sobers up. Youve had it soft and now is the time you pay back. What we want is to keep the fair Potter name as sweet as mountain lilac. She married you because she needed a front. She needs it worse than ever now shes dead. And youre it. If you can get lost and stay lost, fine. But if you get found, you check out. See you in the morgue.

Do you really think, the woman in black asked with dry ice in her voice, that my father talks like that?

I leaned back and laughed unpleasantly. We could polish up the dialogue a little if that helps.

She gathered her stuff together and slid along the seat. Id like to give you a word of warning, she said slowly and very carefully, a very simple word of warning. If you think my father is that kind of man and if you go around broadcasting the kind of thoughts you have just expressed to me, your career in this city in your business or in any business is apt to be extremely short and terminated very suddenly.

Perfect, Mrs. Loring. Perfect. I get it from the law, I get it from the hoodlum element, I get it from the carriage trade. The words change, but the meaning is the same. Lay off. I came in here to drink a gimlet because a man asked me to. Now look at me. Im practically in the boneyard.

She stood up and nodded briefly. Three gimlets. Doubles. Perhaps youre drunk.

I dropped too much money on the table and stood up beside her. You had one and a half, Mrs. Loring. Why even that much? Did a man ask you too, or was it all your own idea? Your own tongue got a little loose.

Who knows, Mr. Marlowe? Who knows? Who really knows anything? Theres a man over there at the bar watching us. Would it be anyone you know?

I looked around, surprised that she had noticed. A lean dark character sat on the end stool nearest the door.

His name is Chick Agostino, I said. Hes a gun toter for a gambling boy named Menendez. Lets knock him down and jump on him.

You certainly are drunk, she said quickly and started to walk. I went after her. The man on the stool swung around and looked to his front. When I came abreast I stepped up behind him and reached in under both his arms quickly. Maybe I was a little drunk.

He swung around angrily and slid off the stool. Watch it, kiddo, he snarled. Out of the corner of my eye I saw that she had stopped just inside the door to glance back.

No guns, Mr. Agostino? How reckless of you. Its almost dark. What if you should run into a tough midget?

Scram! he said savagely.

Aw, you stole that line from the New Yorker.

His mouth worked but he didnt move. I left him and followed Mrs. Loring out through the door into the space under the awning. A gray-haired colored chauffeur stood there talking to the kid from the parking lot. He touched his cap and went off and came back with a flossy Cadillac limousine. He opened the door and Mrs. Loring got in. He shut the door as though he was putting down the lid of a jewel box. He went around the car to the drivers seat.

She ran the window down and looked out at me, half smiling.

Goodnight, Mr. Marlowe. Its been nice — or has it?

We had quite a fight.

You mean you had — and mostly with yourself.

It usually is. Goodnight, Mrs. Loring. You dont live around here, do you?

Not exactly. I live in Idle Valley. At the far end of the lake. My husband is a doctor.

Would you happen to know any people named Wade?

She frowned. Yes, I know the Wades. Why?

Why do I ask? Theyre the only people in Idle Valley that I know.

I see. Well, goodnight again, Mr. Marlowe.

She leaned back in the seat and the Cadillac purred politely and slid away into the traffic along the Strip.

Turning I almost bumped into Chick Agostino.

Whos the doll? he sneered. And next time you crack wise, be missing.

Nobody that would want to know you, I said.

Okay, bright boy. I got the license number. Mendy likes to know little things like that.

The door of a car banged open and a man about seven feet high and four feet wide jumped out of it, took one look at Agostino, then one long stride, and grabbed him by the throat with one hand.

How many times I gotta tell you cheap hoods not to hang around where I eat? he roared.

He shook Agostino and hurled him across the sidewalk against the wall. Chick crumpled up coughing.

Next time, the enormous man yelled, I sure as hell put the blast on you, and believe me, boy, youll be holding a gun when they pick you up.

Chick shook his head and said nothing. The big man gave me a raking glance and grinned. Nice night, he said, and strolled into Victors.

I watched Chick straighten himself out and regain some of his composure. Whos your buddy? I asked him.

Big Willie Magoon, he said thickly. A vice squad bimbo. He thinks hes tough.

You mean he isnt sure? I asked him politely.

He looked at me emptily and walked away. I got my car out of the lot and drove home. In Hollywood anything can happen, anything at all.
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A LOW-SWUNG JAGUAR swept around the hill in front of me and slowed down so as not to bathe me in the granite dust from the half mile of neglected paving at the entrance to Idle Valley. It seemed they wanted it left that way to discourage the Sunday drivers spoiled by drifting along on superhighways. I caught a glimpse of a bright scarf and a pair of sun goggles. A hand waved at me casually, neighbor to neighbor. Then the dust slid across the road and added itself to the white film already well spread over the scrub and the sunbaked grass. Then I was around the outcrop and the paving started up in proper shape and everything was smooth and cared for. Live oaks clustered towards the road, as if they were curious to see who went by, and sparrows with rosy heads hopped about pecking at things only a sparrow would think worth pecking at.

Then there were a few cottonwoods but no eucalyptus. Then a thick growth of Carolina poplars screening a white house. Then a girl walking a horse along the shoulder of the road. She had levis on and a loud shirt and she was chewing on a twig. The horse looked hot but not lathered and the girl was crooning to him gently. Beyond a fieldstone wall a gardener was guiding a power lawnmower over a huge undulating lawn that ended far back in the portico of a Williamsburg Colonial mansion, the large de luxe size. Somewhere someone was playing left-handed exercises on a grand piano.

Then all this wheeled away and the glisten of the lake showed hot and bright and I began to watch numbers on gateposts. I had seen the Wades house only once and in the dark. It wasnt as big as it had looked by night. The driveway was full of cars, so I parked on the side of the road and walked in. A Mexican butler in a white coat opened the door for me. He was a slender neat good-looking Mexican and his coat fitted him elegantly and he looked like a Mexican who was getting fifty a week and not killing himself with hard work.

He said: Buenas tardes, señor, and grinned as if he had put one over. Su nombre de Usted, por favor?

Marlowe, I said, and who are you trying to upstage, Candy? We talked on the phone, remember?

He grinned and I went in. It was the same old cocktail party, everybody talking too loud, nobody listening, everybody hanging on for dear life to a mug of the juice, eyes very bright, cheeks flushed or pale and sweaty according to the amount of alcohol consumed and the capacity of the individual to handle it. Then Eileen Wade materialized beside me in a pale blue something which did her no harm. She had a glass in her hand but it didnt look as if it was more than a prop.

Im so glad you could come, she said gravely. Roger wants to see you in his study. He hates cocktail parties. Hes working.

With this racket going on?

It never seems to bother him. Candy will get you a drink — or if youd rather go to the bar—

Ill do that, I said. Sorry about the other night.

She smiled. I think you apologized already. It was nothing.

The hell it was nothing.

She kept the smile long enough to nod and turn and walk away. I spotted the bar over in the corner by some very large french windows. It was one of those things you push around. I was halfway across the room, trying not to bump anybody, when a voice said: Oh, Mr. Marlowe.

I turned and saw Mrs. Loring on a couch beside a prissy-looking man in rimless cheaters with a smear on his chin that might have been a goatee. She had a drink in her hand and looked bored. He sat still with his arms folded and scowled.

I went over there. She smiled at me and gave me her hand. This is my husband, Dr. Loring. Mr. Philip Marlowe, Edward.

The guy with the goatee gave me a brief look and a still briefer nod. He didnt move otherwise. He seemed to be saving his energy for better things.

Edward is very tired, Linda Loring said. Edward is always very tired.

Doctors often are, I said. Can I get you a drink, Mrs. Loring? Or you, Doctor?

Shes had enough, the man said without looking at either of us. I dont drink. The more I see of people who do, the more glad I am that I dont.

Come back, little Sheba, Mrs. Loring said dreamily.

He swung around and did a take. I got away from there and made it to the bar. In the company of her husband Linda Loring seemed like a different person. There was an edge to her voice and a sneer in her expression which she hadnt used on me even when she was angry.

Candy was behind the bar. He asked me what I would drink.

Nothing right now, thanks. Mr. Wade wants to see me.

Es muy occupado, señor. Very busy.

I didnt think I was going to like Candy. When I just looked at him he added: But I go see. De pronto, señor.

He threaded his way delicately through the mob and was back in no time at all. Okay, chum, lets go, he said cheerfully.

I followed him across the room the long way of the house. He opened a door, I went through, he shut it behind me, and a lot of the noise was dimmed. It was a corner room, big and cool and quiet, with french windows and roses outside and an airconditioner set in a window to one side. I could see the lake, and I could see Wade lying flat out on a long blond leather couch. A big bleached wood desk had a typewriter on it and there was a pile of yellow paper beside the typewriter.

Good of you to come, Marlowe, he said lazily. Park yourself. Did you have a drink or two?

Not yet. I sat down and looked at him. He still looked a bit pale and pinched. Hows the work going?

Fine, except that I get tired too quick. Pity a four-day drunk is so painful to get over. I often do my best work after one. In my racket its so easy to tighten up and get all stiff and wooden. Then the stuff is no good. When its good it comes easy. Anything you have read or heard to the contrary is a lot of mishmash.

Depends who the writer is, maybe, I said. It didnt come easy to Flaubert, and his stuff is good.

Okay, Wade said, sitting up. So you have read Flaubert, so that makes you an intellectual, a critic, a savant of the literary world. He rubbed his forehead. Im on the wagon and I hate it. I hate everybody with a drink in his hand. Ive got to go out there and smile at those creeps. Every damn one of them knows Im an alcoholic. So they wonder what Im running away from. Some Freudian bastard has made that a commonplace. Every ten-year-old kid knows it by now. If I had a ten-year-old kid, which God forbid, the brat would be asking me, What are you running away from when you get drunk, Daddy?

The way I got it, all this was rather recent, I said.

Its got worse, but I was always a hard man with a bottle. When youre young and in hard condition you can absorb a lot of punishment. When you are pushing forty you dont snap back the same way.

I leaned back and lit a cigarette. What did you want to see me about?

What do you think Im running away from, Marlowe?

No idea. I dont have enough information. Besides, everybody is running away from something.

Not everybody gets drunk. What are you running away from? Your youth or a guilty conscience or the knowledge that youre a small time operator in a small time business?

I get it, I said. You need somebody to insult. Fire away, chum. When it begins to hurt Ill let you know.

He grinned and rumpled his thick curly hair. He speared his chest with a forefinger. Youre looking right at a small time operator in a small time business, Marlowe. All writers are punks and I am one of the punkest. Ive written twelve best sellers, and if I ever finish that stack of magoozlum on the desk there I may possibly have written thirteen. And not a damn one of them worth the powder to blow it to hell. I have a lovely home in a highly restricted residential neighborhood that belongs to a highly restricted multimillionaire. I have a lovely wife who loves me and a lovely publisher who loves me and I love me the best of all. Im an egotistical son of a bitch, a literary prostitute or pimp — choose your own word — and an all-round heel. So what can you do for me?

Well, what?

Why dont you get sore?

Nothing to get sore about. Im just listening to you hate yourself. Its boring but it doesnt hurt my feelings.

He laughed roughly. I like you, he said. Lets have a drink.

Not in here, chum. Not you and me alone. I dont care to watch you take the first one. Nobody can stop you and I dont guess anyone would try. But I dont have to help.

He stood up. We dont have to drink in here. Lets go outside and glance at a choice selection of the sort of people you get to know when you make enough lousy money to live where they live.

Look, I said. Shove it. Knock it off. Theyre no different from anybody else.

Yeah, he said tightly, but they ought to be. If theyre not, what use are they? Theyre the class of the county and theyre no better than a bunch of truckdrivers full of cheap whiskey. Not as good.

Knock it off, I said again. You want to get boiled, get boiled. But dont take it out on a crowd that can get boiled without having to lie up with Dr. Verringer or get loose in the head and throw their wives down the stairs.

Yeah, he said, and he was suddenly calm and thoughtful. You pass the test, chum. How about coming to live here for a while? You could do me a lot of good just being here.

I dont see how.

But I do. Just by being here. Would a thousand a month interest you? Im dangerous when Im drunk. I dont want to be dangerous and I dont want to be drunk.

I couldnt stop you.

Try it for three months. Id finish the damn book and then go far off for a while. Lie up some place in the Swiss mountains and get clean.

The book, huh? Do you have to have the money?

No. I just have to finish something I started. If I dont Im through. Im asking you as a friend. You did more than that for Lennox.

I stood up and walked over close to him and gave him a hard stare. I got Lennox killed, mister. I got him killed.

Phooey. Dont go soft on me, Marlowe. He put the edge of his hand against his throat. Im up to here in the soft babies.

Soft? I asked. Or just kind?

He stepped back and stumbled against the edge of the couch, but didnt lose his balance.

The hell with you, he said smoothly. No deal. I dont blame you, of course. Theres something I want to know, that I have to know. You dont know what it is and Im not sure I know myself. All Im positive of is that there is something, and I have to know it.

About who? Your wife?

He moved his lips one over the other. I think its about me, he said. Lets go get that drink.

He walked to the door and threw it open and we went out.

If he had been trying to make me uncomfortable, he had done a first class job.
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WHEN HE OPENED the door the buzz from the living room exploded into our faces. It seemed louder than before, if possible. About two drinks louder. Wade said hello here and there and people seemed glad to see him. But by that time they would have been glad to see Pittsburgh Phil with his custom-built icepick. Life was just one great big vaudeville show.

On the way to the bar we came face to face with Dr. Loring and his wife. The doctor stood up and stepped forward to face Wade. He had a look on his face that was almost sick with hatred.

Nice to see you, Doctor, Wade said amiably. Hi, Linda. Where have you been keeping yourself lately? No, I guess that was a stupid question. I—

Mr. Wade, Loring said in a voice that had a tremor to it, I have something to say to you. Something very simple, and I hope very conclusive. Stay away from my wife.

Wade looked at him curiously. Doctor, youre tired. And you dont have a drink. Let me get you one.

I dont drink, Mr. Wade. As you very well know. I am here for one purpose and I have expressed that purpose.

Well, I guess I get your point, Wade said, still amiable. And since you are a guest in my house, I have nothing to say except that I think you are a little off the beam.

There had been a drop in the talk near by. The boys and girls were all ears. Big production. Dr. Loring took a pair of gloves out of his pocket, straightened them, took hold of one by the finger end, and swung it hard against Wades face.

Wade didnt bat an eye. Pistols and coffee at dawn? he asked quietly.

I looked at Linda Loring. She was flushed with anger. She stood up slowly and faced the doctor.

Dear God, what a ham you are, darling. Stop acting like a damn fool, will you, darling? Or would you rather stick around until somebody slaps your face?

Loring swung around to her and raised the gloves. Wade stepped in front of him. Take it easy, Doc. Around here we only hit our wives in private.

If you are speaking for yourself, I am well aware of it, Loring sneered. And I dont need lessons in manners from you.

I only take promising pupils, Wade said. Sorry you have to leave so soon. He raised his voice. Candy! Que el Doctor Loring salga de aqui en el acto! He swung back to Loring. In case you dont know Spanish, Doctor, that means the door is over there. He pointed.

Loring stared at him without moving. I have warned you, Mr. Wade, he said icily. And a number of people have heard me. I shall not warn you again.

Dont, Wade said curtly. But if you do, make it on neutral territory. Gives me a little more freedom of action. Sorry, Linda. But you married him. He rubbed his cheek gently where the heavy end of the glove had hit him. Linda Loring was smiling bitterly. She shrugged.

We are leaving, Loring said. Come, Linda.

She sat down again and reached for her glass. She gave her husband a glance of quiet contempt. You are, she said. You have a number of calls to make, remember.

You are leaving with me, he said furiously.

She turned her back on him. He reached suddenly and took hold of her arm. Wade took him by the shoulder and spun him around.

Take it easy, Doc. You cant win them all.

Take your hand off me!

Sure, just relax, Wade said. I have a good idea, Doctor. Why dont you see a good doctor?

Somebody laughed loudly. Loring tensed like an animal all set to spring. Wade sensed it and neatly turned his back and moved away. Which left Dr. Loring holding the bag. If he went after Wade, he would look sillier than he looked now. There was nothing for him to do but leave, and he did it. He marched quickly across the room staring straight in front of him to where Candy was holding the door open. He went out. Candy shut the door, wooden-faced, and went back to the bar. I went over there and asked for some Scotch. I didnt see where Wade went. He just disappeared. I didnt see Eileen either. I turned my back on the room and let them sizzle while I drank my Scotch.

A small girl with mud-colored hair and a band around her forehead popped up beside me and put a glass on the bar and bleated. Candy nodded and made her another drink.

The small girl turned to me. Are you interested in Communism? she asked me. She was glassy-eyed and she was running a small red tongue along her lips as if looking for a crumb of chocolate. I think everyone ought to be, she went on. But when you ask any of the men here they just want to paw you.

I nodded and looked over my glass at her snub nose and sun-coarsened skin.

Not that I mind too much if its done nicely, she told me, reaching for the fresh drink. She showed me her molars while she inhaled half of it.

Dont rely on me, I said.

Whats your name?

Marlowe.

With an e or not?

With.

Ah, Marlowe, she intoned. Such a sad beautiful name. She put her glass down damn nearly empty and closed her eyes and threw her head back and her arms out, almost hitting me in the eye. Her voice throbbed with emotion, saying:

Was this the face that launchd a thousand ships

  And burnt the topless towers of Ilium?

  Sweet Helen, make me immortal with a kiss.

She opened her eyes, grabbed her glass, and winked at me. You were pretty good in there, chum. Been writing any poetry lately?

Not very much.

You can kiss me if you like, she said coyly.

A guy in a shantung jacket and an open neck shirt came up behind her and grinned at me over the top of her head. He had short red hair and a face like a collapsed lung. He was as ugly a guy as I ever saw. He patted the top of the little girls head.

Come on kitten. Time to go home.

She rounded on him furiously. You mean you got to water those goddamned tuberous begonias again? she yelled.

Aw listen, kitten—

Take your hands off me, you goddamned rapist, she screamed, and threw the rest of her drink in his face. The rest wasnt more than a teaspoonful and two lumps of ice.

For Chrissake, baby, Im your husband, he yelled back, grabbing for a handkerchief and mopping his face. Get it? Your husband.

She sobbed violently and threw herself into his arms. I stepped around them and got out of there. Every cocktail party is the same, even the dialogue.

The house was leaking guests out into the evening air now. Voices were fading, cars were starting, goodbyes were bouncing around like rubber balls. I went to the french windows and out onto a flagged terrace. The ground sloped towards the lake which was as motionless as a sleeping cat. There was a short wooden pier down there with a rowboat tied to it by a white painter. Towards the far shore, which wasnt very far, a black waterhen was doing lazy curves, like a skater. They didnt seem to cause as much as a shallow ripple.

I stretched out on a padded aluminum chaise and lit a pipe and smoked peacefully and wondered what the hell I was doing there. Roger Wade seemed to have enough control to handle himself if he really wanted to. He had done all right with Loring. I wouldnt have been too surprised if he had hung one on Lorings sharp little chin. He would have been out of line by the rules, but Loring was much farther out of line.

If the rules mean anything at all any more, they mean that you dont pick a roomful of people as the spot to threaten a man and hit him across the face with a glove when your wife is standing right beside you and you are practically accusing her of a little double time. For a man still shaky from a hard bout with the hard stuff Wade had done all right. He had done more than all right. Of course I hadnt seen him drunk. I didnt know what he would be like drunk. I didnt even know that he was an alcoholic. Theres a big difference. A man who drinks too much on occasion is still the same man as he was sober. An alcoholic, a real alcoholic, is not the same man at all. You cant predict anything about him for sure except that he will be someone you never met before.

Light steps sounded behind me and Eileen Wade came across the terrace and sat down beside me on the edge of a chaise.

Well, what did you think? she asked quietly.

About the gentleman with the loose gloves?

Oh no. She frowned. Then she laughed. I hate people who make stagy scenes like that. Not that he isnt a fine doctor. He has played that scene with half the men in the valley. Linda Loring is no tramp. She doesnt look like one, talk like one, or behave like one. I dont know what makes Dr. Loring behave as if she was.

Maybe hes a reformed drunk, I said. A lot of them grow pretty puritanical.

Its possible, she said, and looked towards the lake. This is a very peaceful place. One would think a writer would be happy here — if a writer is ever happy anywhere. She turned to look at me. So you wont be persuaded to do what Roger asked.

Theres no point in it, Mrs. Wade. Nothing I could do. Ive said all this before. I couldnt be sure of being around at the right time. Id have to be around all the time. Thats impossible, even if I had nothing else to do. If he went wild, for example, it would happen in a flash. And I havent seen any indications that he does get wild. He seems pretty solid to me.

She looked down at her hands. If he could finish his book, I think things would be much better.

I cant help him do that.

She looked up and put her hands on the edge of the chaise beside her. She leaned forward a little. You can if he thinks you can. Thats the whole point. Is it that you would find it distasteful to be a guest in our house and be paid for it?

He needs a psychiatrist, Mrs. Wade. If you know one that isnt a quack.

She looked startled, A psychiatrist? Why?

I knocked the ashes out of my pipe and sat holding it, waiting for the bowl to get cooler before I put it away.

You want an amateur opinion, here it is. He thinks he has a secret buried in his mind and he cant get at it. It may be a guilty secret about himself, it may be about someone else. He thinks thats what makes him drink, because he cant get at this thing. He probably thinks that whatever happened, happened while he was drunk and he ought to find it wherever people go when theyre drunk — really bad drunk, the way he gets. Thats a job for a psychiatrist. So far, so good. If that is wrong, then he gets drunk because he wants to or cant help it, and the idea about the secret is just his excuse. He cant write his book, or anyway cant finish it. Because he gets drunk. That is, the assumption seems to be that he cant finish his book because he knocks himself out by drinking. It could be the other way around.

Oh no, she said. No. Roger has a great deal of talent. I feel quite sure that his best work is still to come.

I told you it was an amateur opinion. You said the other morning that he might have fallen out of love with his wife. Thats something else that could go the other way around.

She looked towards the house, then turned so that she had her back to it. I looked the same way. Wade was standing inside the doors, looking out at us. As I watched he moved behind the bar and reached for a bottle.

Theres no use interfering, she said quickly. I never do. Never. I suppose youre right, Mr. Marlowe. There just isnt anything to do but let him work it out of his system.

The pipe was cool now and I put it away. Since were groping around in the back of the drawer, how about that other way around?

I love my husband, she said simply. Not as a young girl loves, perhaps. But I love him. A woman is only a young girl once. The man I loved then is dead. He died in the war. His name, strangely enough, had the same initials as yours. It doesnt matter now — except that sometimes I cant quite believe that he is dead. His body was never found. But that happened to many men.

She gave me a long searching look. Sometimes — not often, of course — when I go into a quiet cocktail lounge or the lobby of a good hotel at a dead hour, or along the deck of a liner early in the morning or very late at night, I think I may see him waiting for me in some shadowy corner. She paused and dropped her eyes. Its very silly. Im ashamed of it. We were very much in love — the wild, mysterious, improbable kind of love that never comes but once.

She stopped talking and sat there half in a trance looking out over the lake. I looked back at the house again. Wade was standing just inside the open french windows with a glass in his hand. I looked back at Eileen. For her I wasnt there any more. I got up and went into the house. Wade stood there with the drink and the drink looked pretty heavy. And his eyes looked wrong.

How you making out with my wife, Marlowe? It was said with a twist of the mouth.

No passes, if you mean it that way.

Thats exactly the way I mean it. You got to kiss her the other night. Probably fancy yourself as a fast worker, but youre wasting your time, bud. Even if you had the right kind of polish.

I tried to move around him but he blocked me with a solid shoulder. Dont hurry away, old man. We like you around. We get so few private dicks in our house.

Im the one too many, I said.

He hoisted the glass and drank from it. When he lowered it he leered at me.

You ought to give yourself a little more time to build resistance, I told him. Empty words, huh?

Okay, coach. Some little character builder, arent you? You ought to have more sense than to try educating a drunk. Drunks dont educate, my friend. They disintegrate. And part of the process is a lot of fun. He drank from the glass again, leaving it nearly empty. And part of it is damned awful. But if I may quote the scintillating words of the good Dr. Loring, a bastardly bastard with a little black bag, stay away from my wife, Marlowe. Sure you go for her. They all do. Youd like to sleep with her. They all would. Youd like to share her dreams and sniff the rose of her memories. Maybe I would too. But there is nothing to share, chum — nothing, nothing, nothing. Youre all alone in the dark.

He finished his drink and turned the glass upside down.

Empty like that, Marlowe. Nothing there at all. Im the guy that knows.

He put the glass on the edge of the bar and walked stiffly to the foot of the stairs. He made about a dozen steps up, holding on to the rail, and stopped and leaned against it. He looked down at me with a sour grin.

Forgive the corny sarcasm, Marlowe. Youre a nice guy. I wouldnt want anything to happen to you.

Anything like what?

Perhaps she didnt get around yet to that haunting magic of her first love, the guy that went missing in Norway. You wouldnt want to be missing, would you, chum? Youre my own special private eye. You find me when Im lost in the savage splendor of Sepulveda Canyon. He moved the palm of his hand in a circular motion on the polished wood banister. It would hurt me to the quick if you got lost yourself. Like that character who hitched up with the limeys. He got so lost a man sometimes wonders if he ever existed. You figure she could have maybe just invented him to have a toy to play with?

How would I know?

He looked down at me. There were deep lines between his eyes now and his mouth was twisted with bitterness.

How would anybody know? Maybe she dont know herself. Babys tired. Baby been playing too long with broken toys. Baby wants to go bye-bye.

He went on up the stairs.

I stood there until Candy came in and started tidying up around the bar, putting glasses on a tray, examining bottles to see what was left, paying no attention to me. Or so I thought. Then he said: Señor. One good drink left. Pity to waste him. He held up a bottle.

You drink it.

Gracias, señor, no me gusta. Un vaso de Cerveza, no más. A glass of beer is my limit.

Wise man.

One lush in the house is enough, he said, staring at me. I speak good English, not?

Sure, fine.

But I think Spanish. Sometimes I think with a knife. The boss is my guy. He dont need any help, hombre. I take care of him, see.

A great job youre doing, punk.

Hijo de la flauta, he said between his white teeth. He picked up a loaded tray and swung it up on the edge of his shoulder and the flat of his hand, bus boy style.

I walked to the door and let myself out, wondering how an expression meaning son of a flute had come to be an insult in Spanish. I didnt wonder very long. I had too many other things to wonder about. Something more than alcohol was the matter with the Wade family. Alcohol was no more than a disguised reaction.

Later that night, between nine-thirty and ten, I called the Wades number. After eight rings I hung up, but I had only just taken my hand off the instrument when it started to ring me. It was Eileen Wade.

Someone just rang here, she said. I had a sort of hunch it might be you. I was just getting ready to take a shower.

It was me, but it wasnt important, Mrs. Wade. He seemed a little woolly-headed when I left — Roger did. I guess maybe I feel a little responsibility for him by now.

Hes quite all right, she said. Fast asleep in bed. I think Dr. Loring upset him more than he showed. No doubt he talked a lot of nonsense to you.

He said he was tired and wanted to go to bed. Pretty sensible, I thought.

If that is all he said, yes. Well, goodnight and thank you for calling, Mr. Marlowe.

I didnt say it was all he said. I said he said it.

There was a pause, then: Everyone gets fantastic ideas once in a while. Dont take Roger too seriously, Mr. Marlowe. After all, his imagination is rather highly developed. Naturally it would be. He shouldnt have had anything to drink so soon after the last time. Please try to forget all about it. I suppose he was rude to you among other things.

He wasnt rude to me. He made quite a lot of sense. Your husband is a guy who can take a long hard look at himself and see what is there. Its not a very common gift. Most people go through life using up half their energy trying to protect a dignity they never had. Goodnight, Mrs. Wade.

She hung up and I set out the chess board. I filled a pipe, paraded the chessmen and inspected them for French shaves and loose buttons, and played a championship tournament game between Gortchakoff and Meninkin, seventy-two moves to a draw, a prize specimen of the irresistible force meeting the immovable object, a battle without armor, a war without blood, and as elaborate a waste of human intelligence as you could find anywhere outside an advertising agency.
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NOTHING HAPPENED FOR a week except that I went about my business which just then didnt happen to be very much business. One morning George Peters of The Carne Organization called me up and told me he had happened to be down Sepulveda Canyon way and had looked in on Dr. Verringers place just out of curiosity. But Dr. Verringer was no longer there. Half a dozen teams of surveyors were mapping the tract for a subdivision. Those he spoke to had never even heard of Dr. Verringer.

The poor sucker got closed out on a trust deed, Peters said. I checked. They gave him a grand for a quitclaim just to save time and expense, and now somebody is going to make a million bucks clear, out of cutting the place up for residential property. Thats the difference between crime and business. For business you gotta have capital. Sometimes I think its the only difference.

A properly cynical remark, I said, but big time crime takes capital too.

And where does it come from, chum? Not from guys that hold up liquor stores. So long. See you soon.

It was ten minutes to eleven on a Thursday night when Wade called me up. His voice was thick, almost gurgling, but I recognized it somehow. And I could hear short hard rapid breathing over the telephone.

Im in bad shape, Marlowe. Very bad. Im slipping my anchor. Could you make it out here in a hurry?

Sure — but let me talk to Mrs. Wade a minute.

He didnt answer. There was a crashing sound, then a dead silence, then in a short while a kind of banging around. I yelled something into the phone without getting any answer. Time passed. Finally the light click of the receiver being replaced and the buzz of an open line.

In five minutes I was on the way. I made it in slightly over half an hour and I still dont know how. I went over the pass on wings and hit Ventura Boulevard with the light against me and made a left turn anyhow and dodged between trucks and generally made a damn fool of myself. I went through Encino at close to sixty with a spotlight on the outer edge of the parked cars so that it would freeze anyone with a notion to step out suddenly. I had the kind of luck you only get when you dont care. No cops, no sirens, no red flashers. Just visions of what might be happening in the Wade residence and not very pleasant visions. She was alone in the house with a drunken maniac, she was lying at the bottom of the stairs with her neck broken, she was behind a locked door and somebody was howling outside and trying to break it in, she was running down a moonlit road barefoot and a big buck Negro with a meat cleaver was chasing her.

It wasnt like that at all. When I swung the Olds into their driveway lights were on all over the house and she was standing in the open doorway with a cigarette in her mouth. I got out and walked over the flagstones to her. She had slacks on and a shirt with an open collar. She looked at me calmly. If there was any excitement around there I had brought it with me.

The first thing I said was as loony as the rest of my behavior. I thought you didnt smoke.

What? No, I dont usually. She took the cigarette out and looked at it and dropped it and stepped on it. Once in a long while. He called Dr. Verringer.

It was a remote placid voice, a voice heard at night over water. Completely relaxed.

He couldnt, I said. Dr. Verringer doesnt live there any more. He called me.

Oh really? I just heard him telephoning and asking someone to come in a hurry. I thought it must be Dr. Verringer.

Where is he now?

He fell down, she said. He must have tipped the chair too far back. Hes done it before. He cut his head on something. Theres a little blood, not much.

Well, thats fine, I said. We wouldnt want a whole lot of blood. Where is he now, I asked you.

She looked at me solemnly. Then she pointed. Out there somewhere. By the edge of the road or in the bushes along the fence.

I leaned forward and peered at her. Chrissake, didnt you look? I decided by this time that she was in shock. Then I looked back across the lawn. I didnt see anything but there was heavy shadow near the fence.

No, I didnt look, she said quite calmly. You find him. Ive had all of it I can take. Ive had more than I can take. You find him.

She turned and walked back into the house, leaving the door open. She didnt walk very far. About a yard inside the door she just crumpled to the floor and lay there. I scooped her up and spread her out on one of the two big davenports that faced each other across a long blond cocktail table. I felt her pulse. It didnt seem very weak or unsteady. Her eyes were closed and the lids were blue. I left her there and went back out.

He was there all right, just as she had said. He was lying on his side in the shadow of the hibiscus. He had a fast thumping pulse and his breathing was unnatural. Something on the back of his head was sticky. I spoke to him and shook him a little. I slapped his face a couple of times. He mumbled but didnt come to. I dragged him up into a sitting position and dragged one of his arms over my shoulder and heaved him up with my back turned to him and grabbed for a leg. I lost. He was as heavy as a block of cement. We both sat down on the grass and I took a short breather and tried again. Finally I got him hoisted into a firemans lift position and plowed across the lawn in the direction of the open front door. It seemed about the same distance as a round trip to Siam. The two steps of the porch were ten feet high. I staggered over to the couch and went down on my knees and rolled him off. When I straightened up again my spine felt as if it had cracked in at least three places.

Eileen Wade wasnt there any more. I had the room to myself. I was too bushed at the moment to care where anybody was. I sat down and looked at him and waited for some breath. Then I looked at his head. It was smeared with blood. His hair was sticky with it. It didnt look very bad but you never know with a head wound.

Then Eileen Wade was standing beside me, quietly looking down at him with that same remote expression.

Im sorry I fainted, she said. I dont know why.

I guess wed better call a doctor.

I telephoned Dr. Loring. He is my doctor, you know. He didnt want to come.

Try somebody else then.

Oh hes coming, she said. He didnt want to. But hes coming as soon as he can manage.

Wheres Candy?

This is his day off. Thursday. The cook and Candy have Thursdays off. Its the usual thing around here. Can you get him up to bed?

Not without help. Better get a rug or blanket. Its a warm night, but cases like this get pneumonia very easily.

She said she would get a rug. I thought it was damn nice of her. But I wasnt thinking very intelligently. I was too bushed from carrying him.

We spread a steamer rug over him and in fifteen minutes Dr. Loring came, complete with starched collar and rimless cheaters and the expression of a man who has been asked to clean up after the dog got sick.

He examined Wades head. A superficial cut and bruise, he said. No chance of concussion. I should say his breath would indicate his condition rather obviously.

He reached for his hat. He picked up his bag.

Keep him warm, he said. You might bathe his head gently and get rid of the blood. Hell sleep it off.

I cant get him upstairs alone, Doctor, I said.

Then leave him where he is. He looked at me without interest. Goodnight, Mrs. Wade. As you know I dont treat alcoholics. Even if I did, your husband would not be one of my patients. Im sure you understand that.

Nobodys asking you to treat him, I said. Im asking for some help to get him into his bedroom so that I can undress him.

And just who are you? Dr. Loring asked me freezingly.

My names Marlowe. I was here a week ago. Your wife introduced me.

Interesting, he said. In what connection do you know my wife?

What the hell does that matter? All I want is—

Im not interested in what you want, he cut in on me. He turned to Eileen, nodded briefly, and started out. I got between him and the door and put my back to it.

Just a minute, Doc. Must be a long time since you glanced at that little piece of prose called the Hippocratic Oath. This man called me on the phone and I live some way off. He sounded bad and I broke every traffic law in the state getting over here. I found him lying on the ground and I carried him in here and believe me he isnt any bunch of feathers. The houseboy is away and theres nobody here to help me upstairs with Wade. How does it look to you?

Get out of my way, he said between his teeth. Or I shall call the sheriffs substation and have them send over a deputy. As a professional man—

As a professional man youre a handful of flea dirt, I said, and moved out of his way.

He turned red — slowly but distinctly. He choked on his own bile. Then he opened the door and went out. He shut it carefully. As he pulled it shut he looked in at me. It was as nasty a look as I ever got and on as nasty a face as I ever saw.

When I turned away from the door Eileen was smiling.

Whats funny? I snarled.

You. You dont care what you say to people, do you? Dont you know who Dr. Loring is?

Yeah — and I know what he is.

She glanced at her wrist watch. Candy ought to be home by now, she said. Ill go see. He has a room behind the garage.

She went out through an archway and I sat down and looked at Wade. The great big writer man went on snoring. His face was sweaty but I left the rug over him. In a minute or two Eileen came back and she had Candy with her.
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THE MEX HAD a black and white checked sport shirt, heavily pleated black slacks without a belt, two-tone black and white buckskin shoes, spotlessly clean. His thick black hair was brushed straight back and shining with some kind of hair oil or cream.

Señor, he said, and sketched a brief sarcastic bow.

Help Mr. Marlowe carry my husband upstairs, Candy. He fell and hurt himself a little. Im sorry to trouble you.

De nada, señora, Candy said smiling.

I think Ill say goodnight, she said to me. Im tired out. Candy will get you anything you want.

She went slowly up the stairs. Candy and I watched her.

Some doll, he said confidentially. You stay the night?

Hardly.

Es lástima. She is very lonely, that one.

Get that gleam out of your eyes, kid. Lets put this to bed.

He looked sadly at Wade snoring on the couch. Pobrecito, he murmured as if he meant it. Borracho como una cuba.

He may be drunk as a sow but he sure aint little, I said. You take the feet.

We carried him and even for two he was as heavy as a lead coffin. At the top of the stairs we went along an open balcony past a closed door. Candy pointed to it with his chin.

La señora, he whispered. You knock very light maybe she let you in.

I didnt say anything because I needed him. We went on with the carcass and turned in at another door and dumped him on the bed. Then I took hold of Candys arm high up near the shoulder where dug-in fingers can hurt. I made mine hurt him. He winced a little and then his face set hard.

Whats your name, cholo?

Take your hand off me, he snapped. And dont call me a cholo. Im no wetback. My name is Juan Garcia de Soto yo Soto-mayor. I am Chileno.

Okay, Don Juan. Just dont get out of line around here. Keep your nose and mouth clean when you talk about the people you work for.

He jerked loose and stepped back, his black eyes hot with anger. His hand slipped inside his shirt and came out with a long thin knife. He balanced it by the point on the heel of his hand, hardly even glancing at it. Then he dropped the hand and caught the handle of the knife while it hung in the air. It was done very fast and without any apparent effort. His hand went up to shoulder height, then snapped forward and the knife sailed through the air and hung quivering in the wood of the window frame.

Cuidado, señor! he said with a sharp sneer. And keep your paws to yourself. Nobody fools with me.

He walked lithely across the room and plucked the knife out of the wood, tossed it in the air, spun on his toes and caught it behind him. With a snap it disappeared under his shirt.

Neat, I said, but just a little on the gaudy side.

He strolled up to me smiling derisively.

And it might get you a broken elbow, I said. Like this.

I took hold of his right wrist, jerked him off balance, swung to one side and a little behind him, and brought my bent forearm up under the back of his elbow joint. I bore down on it, using my forearm as a fulcrum.

One hard jerk, I said, and your elbow joint cracks. A crack is enough. Youd be out of commission as a knife thrower for several months. Make the jerk a little harder and youd be through permanently. Take Mr. Wades shoes off.

I let go of him and he grinned at me. Good trick, he said. I will remember.

He turned to Wade and reached for one of his shoes, then stopped. There was a smear of blood on the pillow.

Who cut the boss?

Not me, chum. He fell and cut his head on something. Its only a shallow cut. The doctor has been here.

Candy let his breath out slowly. You see him fall?

Before I got here. You like this guy, dont you?

He didnt answer me. He took the shoes off. We got Wade undressed little by little and Candy dug out a pair of green and silver pajamas. We got Wade into those and got him inside the bed and well covered up. He was still sweaty and still snoring. Candy looked down at him sadly, shaking his sleek head from side to side, slowly.

Somebodys got to take care of him, he said. I go change my clothes.

Get some sleep. Ill take care of him. I can call you if I need you.

He faced me. You better take care of him good, he said in a quiet voice. Very good.

He went out of the room. I went into the bathroom and got a wet washcloth and a heavy towel. I turned Wade over a little and spread the towel on the pillow and washed the blood off his head gently so as not to start the bleeding again. Then I could see a sharp shallow cut about two inches long. It was nothing. Dr. Loring had been right that much. It wouldnt have hurt to stitch it but it probably was not really necessary. I found a pair of scissors and cut the hair away enough so that I could put on a strip of adhesive. Then I turned him on his back and washed his face. I guess that was a mistake.

He opened his eyes. They were vague and unfocused at first, then they cleared and he saw me standing beside the bed. His hand moved and went up to his head and felt the adhesive. His lips mumbled something, then his voice cleared up also.

Who hit me? You? His hand felt for the adhesive.

Nobody hit you. You took a fall.

Took a fall? When? Where?

Wherever you telephoned from. You called me. I heard you fall. Over the wire.

I called you? He grinned slowly. Always available, arent you, fella? What time is it?

After one a.m.

Wheres Eileen?

Gone to bed. She had it rough.

He thought that over silently. His eyes were full of pain. Did I— He stopped and winced.

You didnt touch her as far as I know. If thats what you mean. You just wandered outdoors and passed out near the fence. Quit talking. Go to sleep.

Sleep, he said quietly and slowly, like a child reciting its lesson. What would that be?

Maybe a pill would help. Got any?

In the drawer. Night table.

I opened it and found a plastic bottle with red capsules in it. Seconal, 1½ grains. Prescription by Dr. Loring. That nice Dr. Loring. Mrs. Roger Wades prescription.

I shook two of them loose and put the bottle back and poured a glass of water from a thermos jug on the night table. He said one capsule would be enough. He took it and drank some water and lay back and stared at the ceiling again. Time passed. I sat in a chair and watched him. He didnt seem to get sleepy. Then he said slowly:

I remember something. Do me a favor, Marlowe. I wrote some crazy stuff I dont want Eileen to see. Its on top of the typewriter under the cover. Tear it up for me.

Sure. That all you remember?

Eileen is all right? Positive about that?

Yes. Shes just tired. Let it ride, Wade. Stop thinking. I shouldnt have asked you.

Stop thinking, the man says. His voice was a little drowsy now. He was talking as if to himself. Stop thinking, stop dreaming, stop loving, stop hating. Goodnight, sweet prince. Ill take that other pill.

I gave it to him with some more water. He lay back again, this time with his head turned so that he could see me. Look, Marlowe, I wrote some stuff I dont want Eileen—

You told me already. Ill attend to it when you go to sleep.

Oh. Thanks. Nice to have you around. Very nice.

Another longish pause. His eyelids were getting heavy.

Ever kill a man, Marlowe?

Yes.

Nasty feeling, isnt it?

Some people like it.

His eyes went shut all the way. Then they opened again, but they looked vague. How could they?

I didnt answer. The eyelids came down again, very gradually, like a slow curtain in the theater. He began to snore. I waited a little longer. Then I dimmed the light in the room and went out.
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I STOPPED OUTSIDE Eileens door and listened. I didnt hear any sound of movement inside, so I didnt knock. If she wanted to know how he was, it was up to her. Downstairs the living room looked bright and empty. I put out some of the lights. From over near the front door I looked up at the balcony. The middle part of the living room rose to the full height of the house walls and was crossed by open beams that also supported the balcony. The balcony was wide and edged on two sides by a solid railing which looked to be about three and a half feet high. The top and the uprights were cut square to match the cross beams. The dining room was through a square arch closed off by double louvered doors. Above it I guessed there were servants quarters. This part of the second floor was walled off so there would be another stairway reaching it from the kitchen part of the house. Wades room was in the corner over his study. I could see the light from his open door reflected against the high ceiling and I could see the top foot of his doorway.

I cut all the lights except in one standing lamp and crossed to the study. The door was shut but two lamps were lit, a standing lamp at the end of the leather couch and a cowled desk lamp. The typewriter was on a heavy stand under this and beside it on the desk there was a disorderly mess of yellow paper. I sat in a padded chair and studied the layout. What I wanted to know was how he had cut his head. I sat in his desk chair with the phone at my left hand. The spring was set very weak. If I tilted back and went over, my head might have caught the corner of the desk. I moistened my handkerchief and rubbed the wood. No blood, nothing there. There was a lot of stuff on the desk, including a row of books between bronze elephants, and an old-fashioned square glass inkwell. I tried that without result. Not much point to it anyway, because if someone else had slugged him, the weapon didnt have to be in the room. And there wasnt anyone else to do it. I stood up and switched on the cornice lights. They reached into the shadowy corners and of course the answer was simple enough after all. A square metal wastebasket was lying on its side over against the wall, with paper spilled. It couldnt have walked there, so it had been thrown or kicked. I tried its sharp corners with my moistened handkerchief. I got the red-brown smear of blood this time. No mystery at all. Wade had fallen over and struck his head on the sharp corner of the wastebasket — a glancing blow most likely — picked himself up and booted the damn thing across the room. Easy.

Then he would have another quick drink. The drinking liquor was on the cocktail table in front of the couch. An empty bottle, another three quarters full, a thermos jug of water and a silver bowl containing water which had been ice cubes. There was only one glass and it was the large economy size.

Having taken his drink he felt a little better. He noticed the phone off the hook in a bleary sort of way and very likely didnt remember any more what he had been doing with it. So he just walked across and put it back in its cradle. The time had been just about right. There is something compulsive about a telephone. The gadget-ridden man of our age loves it, loathes it, and is afraid of it. But he always treats it with respect, even when he is drunk. The telephone is a fetish.

Any normal man would have said hello into the mouthpiece before hanging up, just to be sure. But not necessarily a man who was bleary with drink and had just taken a fall. It didnt matter anyhow. His wife might have done it, she might have heard the fall and the bang as the wastebasket bounced against the wall and come into the study. About that time the last drink would kick him in the face and he would stagger out of the house and across the front lawn and pass out where I had found him. Somebody was coming for him. By this time he didnt know who it was. Maybe the good Dr. Verringer.

So far, so good. So what would his wife do? She couldnt handle him or reason with him and she might well be afraid to try. So she would call somebody to come and help. The servants were out, so it would have to be by the telephone. Well, she had called somebody. She had called that nice Dr. Loring. Id just assumed she called him after I got there. She hadnt said so.

From here on it didnt quite add up. Youd expect her to look for him and find him and make sure he wasnt hurt. It wouldnt hurt him to lie out on the ground on a warm summer night for a while. She couldnt move him. It had taken all I had to do that. But you wouldnt quite expect to find her standing in the open doorway smoking a cigarette, not knowing except very vaguely where he was. Or would you? I didnt know what she had been through with him, how dangerous he was in that condition, how much afraid she might be to go near him. Ive had all of it I can take, she had said to me when I arrived. You find him. Then she had gone inside and pulled a faint.

It still bothered me, but I had to leave it at that. I had to assume that when she had been up against the situation often enough to know there was nothing she could do about it except to let it ride, then that would be what she would do. Just that. Let it ride. Let him lie out there on the ground until somebody came around with the physical equipment to handle him.

It still bothered me. It bothered me also that she had checked out and gone into her own room while Candy and I got him upstairs to bed. She said she loved the guy. He was her husband, they had been married for five years, he was a very nice guy indeed when sober — those were her own words. Drunk, he was something else, something to stay away from because he was dangerous. All right, forget it. But somehow it still bothered me. If she was really scared, she wouldnt have been standing there in the open door smoking a cigarette. If she was just bitter and withdrawn and disgusted, she wouldnt have fainted.

There was something else. Another woman, perhaps. Then she had only just found out. Linda Loring? Maybe. Dr. Loring thought so and said so in a very public manner.

I stopped thinking about it and took the cover off the typewriter. The stuff was there, several loose sheets of typed yellow paper that I was supposed to destroy so Eileen wouldnt see them. I took them over to the couch and decided I deserved a drink to go with the reading matter. There was a half bath off the study. I rinsed the tall glass out and poured a libation and sat down with it to read. And what I read was really wild. Like this:
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THE MOONS FOUR days off the full and theres a square patch of moonlight on the wall and its looking at me like a big blind milky eye, a wall eye. Joke. Goddam silly simile. Writers. Everything has to be like something else. My head is as fluffy as whipped cream but not as sweet. More similes. I could vomit just thinking about the lousy racket. I could vomit anyway. I probably will. Dont push me. Give me time. The worms in my solar plexus crawl and crawl and crawl. I would be better off in bed but there would be a dark animal underneath the bed and the dark animal would crawl around rustling and hump himself and bump the underside of the bed, then I would let out a yell that wouldnt make any sound except to me. A dream yell, a yell in a nightmare. There is nothing to be afraid of and I am not afraid because there is nothing to be afraid of, but just the same I was lying like that once in bed and the dark animal was doing it to me, bumping himself against the underside of the bed, and I had an orgasm. That disgusted me more than any other of the nasty things I have done.

Im dirty. I need a shave. My hands are shaking. Im sweating. I smell foul to myself. The shirt under my arms is wet and on the chest and back. The sleeves are wet in the folds of the elbows. The glass on the table is empty. It would take both hands to pour the stuff now. I could get one out of the bottle maybe to brace me. The taste of the stuff is sickening. And it wouldnt get me anywhere. In the end I wont be able to sleep even and the whole world will moan in the horror of tortured nerves. Good stuff, huh, Wade? More.

Its all right for the first two or three days and then it is negative. You suffer and you take a drink and for a little while it is better, but the price keeps getting higher and higher and what you get for it is less and less and then there is always the point where you get nothing but nausea. Then you call Verringer. All right, Verringer, here I come. There isnt any Verringer any more. Hes gone to Cuba or he is dead. The queen has killed him. Poor old Verringer, what a fate, to die in bed with a queen — that kind of queen. Come on, Wade, lets get up and go places. Places where we havent ever been and arent ever going back to when we have been. Does this sentence make sense? No. Okay, Im not asking any money for it. A short pause here for a long commercial.

Well, I did it. I got up. What a man. I went over to the couch and here I am kneeling beside the couch with my hands down on it and my face in my hands, crying. Then I prayed and despised myself for praying. Grade Three drunk despising himself. What the hell are you praying to, you fool? If a well man prays, thats faith. A sick man prays and he is just scared. Nuts to prayer. This is the world you made and you make it all by yourself and what little outside help you got — well you made that too. Stop praying, you jerk. Get up on your feet and take that drink. Its too late for anything else now.

Well, I took it. Both hands. Poured it in the glass too. Hardly spilled a drop. Now if I can hold it without vomiting. Better add some water. Now lift it slow. Easy, not too much at a time. It gets warm. It gets hot. If I could stop sweating. The glass is empty. Its down on the table again.

Theres a haze over the moonlight but I set that glass down in spite of it, carefully, carefully, like a spray of roses in a tall vase. The roses nod their heads with dew. Maybe Im a rose. Brother, have I got dew. Now to get upstairs. Maybe a short one straight for the journey. No? Okay, whatever you say. Take it upstairs when I get there. If I get there, something to look forward to. If I make it upstairs I am entitled to compensation. A token of regard from me to me. I have such a beautiful love for myself — and the sweet part of it — no rivals.

Double space. Been up and came down. Didnt like it upstairs. The altitude makes my heart flutter. But I keep hitting these typewriter keys. What a magician is the subconscious. If only it would work regular hours. There was moonlight upstairs too. Probably the same moon. No variety about the moon. It comes and goes like the milkman and the moons milk is always the same. The milks moon is always — hold it, chum. Youve got your feet crossed. This is no time to get involved in the case history of the moon. You got enough case history to take care of the whole damn valley.

She was sleeping on her side without sound. Her knees drawn up. Too still I thought. You always make some sound when you sleep. Maybe not asleep, maybe just trying to sleep. If I went closer I would know. Might fall down too. One of her eyes opened — or did it? She looked at me or did she? No. Would have sat up and said, Are you sick, darling? Yes, I am sick, darling. But dont give it a thought, darling, because this sick is my sick and not your sick, and let you sleep still and lovely and never remember and no slime from me to you and nothing come near you that is grim and gray and ugly.

Youre a louse, Wade. Three adjectives, you lousy writer. Cant you even stream-of-consciousness you louse without getting it in three adjectives for Chrissake? I came downstairs again holding on to the rail. My guts lurched with the steps and I held them together with a promise. I made the main floor and I made the study and I made the couch and I waited for my heart to slow down. The bottle is handy. One thing you can say about Wades arrangements the bottle is always handy. Nobody hides it, nobody locks it up. Nobody says, Dont you think youve had enough, darling? Youll make yourself sick, darling. Nobody says that. Just sleep on side softly like roses.

I gave Candy too much money. Mistake. Should have started him with a bag of peanuts and worked up to a banana. Then a little real change, slow and easy, always keep him eager. You give him a big slug of the stuff to begin with and pretty soon he has a stake. He can live in Mexico for a month, live high wide and nasty, on what it costs here for a day. So when he gets that stake, what does he do? Well, does a man ever have enough money, if he thinks he can get more? Maybe its all right. Maybe I ought to kill the shiny-eyed bastard. A good man died for me once, why not a cockroach in a white jacket?

Forget Candy. Theres always a way to blunt a needle. The other I shall never forget. Its carved on my liver in green fire.

Better telephone. Losing control. Feel them jumping, jumping, jumping. Better call someone quick before the pink things crawl on my face. Better call, call, call. Call Sioux City Sue. Hello, Operator, give me Long Distance. Hello, Long Distance, get me Sioux City Sue. Whats her number? No have number, just name, Operator. Youll find her walking along Tenth Street, on the shady side, under the tall corn trees with their spreading ears.... All right, Operator, all right. Just cancel the whole program and let me tell you something, I mean, ask you something. Whos going to pay for all those snazzy parties Gifford is throwing in London, if you cancel my long distance call? Yeah, you think your job is solid. You think. Here, I better talk to Gifford direct. Get him on the line. His valet just brought in his tea. If he cant talk well send over somebody that can.

Now what did I write that for? What was I trying not to think about? Telephone. Better telephone now. Getting very bad, very, very ...

That, was all. I folded the sheets up small and pushed them down into my inside breast pocket behind the note case. I went over to the french windows and opened them wide and stepped out onto the terrace. The moonlight was a little spoiled. But it was summer in Idle Valley and summer is never quite spoiled. I stood there looking at the motionless colorless lake and thought and wondered. Then I heard a shot.
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ON THE BALCONY two lighted doors were open now — Eileens and his. Her room was empty. There was a sound of struggling from his and I came through the door in a jump to find her bending over the bed wrestling with him. The black gleam of a gun shot up into the air, two hands, a large male hand and a womans small hand were both holding it, neither by the butt. Roger was sitting up in bed and leaning forward pushing. She was in a pale blue house coat, one of those quilted things, her hair was all over her face and now she had both hands on the gun and with a quick jerk she got it away from him. I was surprised that she had the strength, even dopey as he was. He fell back glaring and panting and she stepped away and bumped into me.

She stood there leaning against me, holding the gun with both hands pressed hard against her body. She was racked with panting sobs. I reached around her body and put my hand on the gun.

She spun around as if it took that to make her realize I was there. Her eyes widened and her body sagged against me. She let go of the gun. It was a heavy clumsy weapon, a Webley double-action hammerless. The barrel was warm. I held her with one arm, dropped the gun in my pocket, and looked past her head at him. Nobody said anything.

Then he opened his eyes and that weary smile played on his lips. Nobody hurt, he muttered. Just a wild shot into the ceiling.

I felt her go stiff. Then she pulled away. Her eyes were focused and clear. I let her go.

Roger, she said in a voice not much more than a sick whisper, did it have to be that?

He stared owlishly, licked his lip and said nothing. She went and leaned against the dressing table. Her hand moved mechanically and threw the hair back from her face. She shuddered once from head to foot, shaking her head from side to side. Roger, she whispered again. Poor Roger. Poor miserable Roger.

He was staring straight up at the ceiling now. I had a nightmare, he said slowly. Somebody with a knife was leaning over the bed. I dont know who. Looked a little like Candy. Couldnt of been Candy.

Of course not, darling, she said softly. She left the dressing table and sat down on the side of the bed. She put her hand out and began to stroke his forehead. Candy has gone to bed long ago. And why would Candy have a knife?

Hes a Mex. They all have knives, Roger said in the same remote impersonal voice. They like knives. And he doesnt like me.

Nobody likes you, I said brutally.

She turned her head swiftly. Please — please dont talk like that. He didnt know. He had a dream—

Where was the gun? I growled, watching her, not paying any attention to him.

Night table. In the drawer. He turned his head and met my stare. There hadnt been any gun in the drawer, and he knew I knew it. The pills had been in there and some odds and ends, but no gun.

Or under the pillow, he added. Im vague about it. I shot once— he lifted a heavy hand and pointed— up there.

I looked up. There seemed to be a hole in the ceiling plaster all right. I went where I could look up at it. Yes. The kind of hole a bullet might make. From that gun it would go on through, into the attic. I went back close to the bed and stood looking down at him, giving him the hard eye.

Nuts. You meant to kill yourself. You didnt have any nightmare. You were swimming in a sea of self-pity. You didnt have any gun in the drawer or under your pillow either. You got up and got the gun and got back into bed and there you were all ready to wipe out the whole messy business. But I dont think you had the nerve. You fired a shot not meant to hit anything. And your wife came running — thats what you wanted. Just pity and sympathy, pal. Nothing else. Even the struggle was mostly fake. She couldnt take a gun away from you if you didnt want her to.

Im sick, he said. But you could be right. Does it matter?

It matters like this. Theyd put you in the psycho ward, and believe me, the people who run that place are about as sympathetic as Georgia chain-gang guards.

Eileen stood up suddenly. Thats enough, she said sharply. He is sick, and you know it.

He wants to be sick. Im just reminding him of what it would cost him.

This is not the time to tell him.

Go on back to your room.

Her blue eyes flashed. How dare you—

Go on back to your room. Unless you want me to call the police. These things are supposed to be reported.

He almost grinned. Yeah, call the police, he said, like you did on Terry Lennox.

I didnt pay any attention to that. I was still watching her. She looked exhausted now, and frail, and very beautiful. The moment of flashing anger was gone. I put a hand out and touched her arm. Its all right, I said. He wont do it again. Go back to bed.

She gave him a long look and went out of the room. When the open door was empty of her I sat down on the side of the bed where she had been sitting.

More pills?

No thanks. It doesnt matter whether I sleep. I feel a lot better.

Did I hit right about that shot? It was just a crazy bit of acting?

More or less. He turned his head away. I guess I was lightheaded.

Nobody can stop you from killing yourself, if you really want to. I realize that. So do you.

Yes. He was still looking away. Did you do what I asked you — that stuff in the typewriter?

Uh huh. Im surprised you remember. Its pretty crazy writing. Funny thing, its clearly typed.

I can always do that — drunk or sober — up to a point anyway.

Dont worry about Candy, I said. Youre wrong about his not liking you. And I was wrong to say nobody did. I was trying to jar Eileen, make her mad.

Why?

She pulled one faint already tonight.

He shook his head slightly. Eileen never faints.

Then it was a phony.

He didnt like that either.

What did you mean — a good man died for you? I asked.

He frowned, thinking about it. Just rubbish. I told you I had a dream—

Im talking about that guff you typed out.

He looked at me now, turning his head on the pillow as if it had enormous weight. Another dream.

Ill try again. Whats Candy got on you?

Shove it, Jack, he said, and closed his eyes.

I got up and closed the door. You cant run forever, Wade. Candy could be a blackmailer, sure. Easy. He could even be nice about it — like you and lift your dough at the same time. What is it — a woman?

You believe that fool, Loring, he said with his eyes closed.

Not exactly. What about the sister — the one thats dead?

It was a wild pitch in a sense but it happened to split the plate. His eyes snapped wide open. A bubble of saliva showed on his lips.

Is that — why youre here? he asked slowly, and in a whispering voice.

You know better. I was invited. You invited me.

His head rolled back and forth on the pillow. In spite of the seconal he was eaten up by his nerves. His face was covered with sweat.

Im not the first loving husband who has been an adulterer. Leave me alone, damn you. Leave me alone.

I went into the bathroom and got a face towel and wiped his face off. I grinned at him sneeringly. I was the heel to end all heels. Wait until the man is down, then kick him and kick him again. Hes weak. He cant resist or kick back.

One of these days well get together on it, I said.

Im not crazy, he said.

You just hope youre not crazy.

Ive been living in hell.

Oh sure. Thats obvious. The interesting point is why. Here — take this. I had another seconal out of the night table and another glass of water. He got up on one elbow and grabbed for the glass and missed it by a good four inches. I put it in his hand. He managed to drink and swallow his pill. Then he lay back flat and deflated, his face drained of emotion. His nose had that pinched look. He could almost have been a dead man. He wasnt throwing anybody down any stairs tonight. Most likely not any night.

When his eyelids got heavy I went out of the room. The weight of the Webley was against my hip, dragging at my pocket. I started back downstairs again. Eileens door was open. Her room was dark but there was enough light from the moon to frame her standing just inside the door. She called out something that sounded like a name, but it wasnt mine. I stepped close to her.

Keep your voice down, I said. Hes gone back to sleep.

I always knew you would come back, she said softly. Even after ten years.

I peered at her. One of us was goofy.

Shut the door, she said in the same caressing voice. All these years I have kept myself for you.

I turned and shut the door. It seemed like a good idea at the moment. When I faced her she was already falling towards me. So I caught her. I damn well had to. She pressed herself hard against me and her hair brushed my face. Her mouth came up to be kissed. She was trembling. Her lips opened and her teeth opened and her tongue darted. Then her hands dropped and jerked at something and the robe she was wearing came open and underneath it she was as naked as September Morn but a darn sight less coy.

Put me on the bed, she breathed.

I did that. Putting my arms around her I touched bare skin, soft skin, soft yielding flesh. I lifted her and carried her the few steps to the bed and lowered her. She kept her arms around my neck. She was making some kind of a whistling noise in her throat. Then she thrashed about and moaned. This was murder. I was as erotic as a stallion. I was losing control. You dont get that sort of invitation from that sort of woman very often anywhere.

Candy saved me. There was a thin squeak and I swung around to see the doorknob moving. I jerked loose and jumped for the door. I got it open and barged out through it and the Mex was tearing along the hall and down the stairs. Halfway down he stopped and turned and leered at me. Then he was gone.

I went back to the door and shut it — from the outside this time. Some kind of weird noises were coming from the woman on the bed, but thats all they were now. Weird noises. The spell was broken.

I went down the stairs fast and crossed into the study and grabbed the bottle of Scotch and tilted it. When I couldnt swallow any more I leaned against the wall and panted and let the stuff burn in me until the fumes reached my brain.

It was a long time since dinner. It was a long time since anything that was normal. The whiskey hit me hard and fast and I kept guzzling it until the room started to get hazy and the furniture was all in the wrong places and the lamplight was like widlfire or summer lightning. Then I was flat out on the leather couch, trying to balance the bottle on my chest. It seemed to be empty. It rolled away and thumped on the floor.

That was the last incident of which I took any precise notice.
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A SHAFT OF sunlight tickled one of my ankles. I opened my eyes and saw the crown of a tree moving gently against a hazed blue sky. I rolled over and leather touched my cheek. An axe split my head. I sat up. There was a rug over me. I threw that off and got my feet on the floor. I scowled at a clock. The clock said a minute short of six-thirty.

I got up on my feet and it took character. It took will power. It took a lot out of me, and there wasnt as much to spare as there once had been. The hard heavy years had worked me over.

I plowed across to the half bath and stripped off my tie and shirt and sloshed cold water in my face with both hands and sloshed it on my head. When I was dripping wet I toweled myself off savagely. I put my shirt and tie back on and reached for my jacket and the gun in the pocket banged against the wall. I took it out and swung the cylinder away from the frame and tipped the cartridges into my hand, five full, one just a blackened shell. Then I thought, whats the use, there are always more of them. So I put them back where they had been before and carried the gun into the study and put it away in one of the drawers of the desk.

When I looked up Candy was standing in the doorway, spick and span in his white coat, his hair brushed back and shining black, his eyes bitter.

You want some coffee?

Thanks.

I put the lamps out. The boss is okay. Asleep. I shut his door. Why you get drunk?

I had to.

He sneered at me. Didnt make her, huh? Got tossed out on your can, shamus.

Have it your own way.

You aint tough this morning, shamus. You aint tough at all.

Get the goddam coffee, I yelled at him.

Hijo de la puta!

In one jump I had him by the arm. He didnt move. He just looked at me contemptuously. I laughed and let go of his arm.

Youre right, Candy. Im not tough at all.

He turned and went out. In no time at all he was back with a silver tray and a small silver pot of coffee on it and sugar and cream and a neat triangular napkin. He set it down on the cocktail table and removed the empty bottle and the rest of the drinking materials. He picked another bottle off the floor.

Fresh. Just made, he said, and went out.

I drank two cups black. Then I tried a cigarette. It was all right. I still belonged to the human race. Then Candy was back in the room again.

You want breakfast? he asked morosely.

No, thanks.

Okay, scram out of here. We dont want you around.

Whos we?

He lifted the lid of a box and helped himself to a cigarette. He lit it and blew smoke at me insolently.

I take care of the boss, he said.

You making it pay?

He frowned, then nodded. Oh yes. Good money.

How much on the side — for not spilling what you know?

He went back to Spanish. No entendido.

You understand all right. How much you shake him for? I bet its not more than a couple of yards.

Whats that? Couple of yards.

Two hundred bucks.

He grinned. You give me couple of yards, shamus. So I dont tell the boss you come out of her room last night.

That would buy a whole busload of wetbacks like you.

He shrugged that off. The boss gets pretty rough when he blows his top. Better pay up, shamus.

Pachuco stuff, I said contemptuously. All youre touching is the small money. Lots of men play around when theyre lit. Anyhow she knows all about it. You dont have anything to sell.

There was a gleam in his eye. Just dont come round any more, tough boy.

Im leaving.

I stood up and walked around the table. He moved enough to keep facing towards me. I watched his hand but he evidently wasnt wearing a knife this morning. When I was close enough I slapped a hand across his face.

I dont get called a son of a whore by the help, greaseball. Ive got business here and I come around whenever I feel like it. Watch your lip from now on. You might get pistol-whipped. That pretty face of yours would never look the same again.

He didnt react at all, not even to the slap. That and being called a greaseball must have been deadly insults to him. But this time he just stood there wooden-faced, motionless. Then without a word he picked up the coffee tray and carried it out.

Thanks for the coffee, I said to his back.

He kept going. When he was gone I felt the bristles on my chin, shook myself, and decided to be on my way. I had had a skinful of the Wade family.

As I crossed the living room Eileen was coming down the stairs in white slacks and open-toed sandals and a pale blue shirt. She looked at me with complete surprise. I didnt know you were here, Mr. Marlowe, she said, as though she hadnt seen me for a week and at that time I had just dropped in for tea.

I put his gun in the desk, I said.

Gun? Then it seemed to dawn on her. Oh, last night was a little hectic, wasnt it? But I thought you had gone home.

I walked over closer to her. She had a thin gold chain around her neck and some kind of fancy pendant in gold and blue on white enamel. The blue enameled part looked like a pair of wings, but not spread out. Against these there was a broad white enamel and gold dagger that pierced a scroll. I couldnt read the words. It was some kind of military insigne.

I got drunk, I said. Deliberately and not elegantly. I was a little lonely.

You didnt have to be, she said, and her eyes were as clear as water. There wasnt a trace of guile in them.

A matter of opinion, I said. Im leaving now and Im not sure Ill be back. You heard what I said about the gun?

You put it in his desk. It might be a good idea to put it somewhere else. But he didnt really mean to shoot himself, did he?

I cant answer that. But next time he might.

She shook her head. I dont think so. I really dont. You were a wonderful help last night, Mr. Marlowe. I dont know how to thank you.

You made a pretty good try.

She got pink. Then she laughed. I had a very curious dream in the night, she said slowly, looking off over my shoulder. Someone I used to know was here in the house. Someone who has been dead for ten years. Her fingers went up and touched the gold and enamel pendant. Thats why I am wearing this today. He gave it to me.

I had a curious dream myself, I said. But Im not telling mine. Let me know how Roger gets on and if there is anything I can do.

She lowered her eyes and looked into mine. You said you were not coming back.

I said I wasnt sure. I may have to come back. I hope I wont. There is something very wrong in this house. And only part of it came out of a bottle.

She stared at me, frowning. What does that mean?

I think you know what Im talking about.

She thought it over carefully. Her fingers were still touching the pendant gently. She let out a slow patient sigh. Theres always another woman, she said quietly. At some time or other. Its not necessarily fatal. Were talking at cross purposes, arent we? We are not even talking about the same thing, perhaps.

Could be, I said. She was still standing on the steps, the third step from the bottom. She still had her fingers on the pendant. She still looked like a golden dream. Especially if you have in mind that the other woman is Linda Loring.

She dropped her hand from the pendant and came down one more step of the stairs.

Dr. Loring seems to agree with me, she said indifferently. He must have some source of information.

You said he had played that scene with half the males in the valley.

Did I? Well — it was the conventional sort of thing to say at the time. She came down another step.

I havent shaved, I said.

That startled her. Then she laughed. Oh, I wasnt expecting you to make love to me.

Just what did you expect of me, Mrs. Wade — in the beginning, when you first persuaded me to go hunting? Why me — what have I got to offer?

You kept faith, she said quietly. When it couldnt have been very easy.

Im touched. But I dont think that was the reason.

She came down the last step and then she was looking up at me. Then what was the reason?

Or if it was — it was a damn poor reason. Just about the worst reason in the world.

She frowned a tiny frown. Why?

Because what I did — this keeping faith — is something even a fool doesnt do twice.

You know, she said lightly, this is getting to be a very enigmatic conversation.

Youre a very enigmatic person, Mrs. Wade. So long and good luck and if you really care anything about Roger, youd better find him the right kind of doctor — and quick.

She laughed again. Oh, that was a mild attack last night. You ought to see him in a bad one. Hell be up and working by this afternoon.

Like hell he will.

But believe me he will. I know him so well.

I gave her the last shot right in the teeth and it sounded pretty nasty.

You dont really want to save him, do you? You just want to look as if you are trying to save him.

That, she said deliberately, was a very beastly thing to say to me.

She stepped past me and walked through the dining room doors and then the big room was empty and I crossed to the front door and let myself out. It was a perfect summer morning in that bright secluded valley. It was too far from the city to get any smog and cut off by the low mountains from the dampness of the ocean. It was going to be hot later, but in a nice refined exclusive sort of way, nothing brutal like the heat of the desert, not sticky and rank like the heat of the city. Idle Valley was a perfect place to live. Perfect. Nice people with nice homes, nice cars, nice horses, nice dogs, possibly even nice children.

But all a man named Marlowe wanted from it was out. And fast.
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I WENT HOME and showered and shaved and changed clothes and began to feel clean again. I cooked some breakfast, ate it, washed up, swept the kitchen and the service porch, filled a pipe and called the phone answering service. I shot a blank. Why go to the office? There would be nothing there but another dead moth and another layer of dust. In the safe would be my portrait of Madison. I could go down and play with that, and with the five crisp hundred dollar bills that still smelled of coffee. I could do that, but I didnt want to. Something inside me had gone sour. None of it really belonged to me. What was it supposed to buy? How much loyalty can a dead man use? Phooey: I was looking at life through the mists of a hangover.

It was the kind of morning that seems to go on forever. I was flat and tired and dull and the passing minutes seemed to fall into a void, with a soft whirring sound, like spent rockets. Birds chirped in the shrubbery outside and the cars went up and down Laurel Canyon Boulevard endlessly. Usually I wouldnt even hear them. But I was brooding and irritable and mean and oversensitive. I decided to kill the hangover.

Ordinarily I was not a morning drinker. The Southern California climate is too soft for it. You dont metabolize fast enough. But I mixed a tall cold one this time and sat in an easy chair with my shirt open and pecked at a magazine, reading a crazy story about a guy that had two lives and two psychiatrists, one was human and one was some kind of insect in a hive. The guy kept going from one to the other and the whole thing was as crazy as a crumpet, but funny in an off-beat sort of way. I was handling the drink carefully, a sip at a time, watching myself.

It was about noon when the telephone rang and the voice said: This is Linda Loring. I called your office and your phone service told me to try your home. Id like to see you.

Why?

Id rather explain that in person. You go to your office from time to time, I suppose.

Yeah. From time to time. Is there any money in it?

I hadnt thought of it that way. But I have no objection, if you want to be paid. I could be at your office in about an hour.

Goody.

Whats the matter with you? she asked sharply.

Hangover. But Im not paralyzed. Ill be there. Unless youd rather come here.

Your office would suit me better.

Ive got a nice quiet place here. Dead-end street, no near neighbors.

The implication does not attract me — if I understand you.

Nobody understands me, Mrs. Loring. Im enigmatic. Okay, Ill struggle down to the coop.

Thank you so much. She hung up.

I was slow getting down there because I stopped on the way for a sandwich. I aired out the office and switched on the buzzer and poked my head through the communicating door and she was there already, sitting in the same chair where Mendy Menendez had sat and looking through what could have been the same magazine. She had a tan gabardine suit on today and she looked pretty elegant. She put the magazine aside, gave me a serious look and said:

Your Boston fern needs watering. I think it needs repotting too. Too many air roots.

I held the door open for her. The hell with the Boston fern. When she was inside and I had let the door swing shut I held the customers chair for her and she gave the office the usual once-over. I got around to my side of the desk.

Youre establishment isnt exactly palatial, she said. Dont you even have a secretary?

Its a sordid life, but Im used to it.

And I shouldnt think very lucrative, she said.

Oh I dont know. Depends. Want to see a portrait of Madison?

A what?

A five-thousand-dollar bill. Retainer. Ive got it in the safe. I got up and started over there. I spun the knob and opened it and unlocked a drawer inside, opened an envelope, and dropped it in front of her. She stared at it in something like amazement.

Dont let the office fool you, I said. I worked for an old boy one time that would cash in at about twenty millions. Even your old man would say hello to him. His office was no better than mine, except he was a bit deaf and had that soundproofing stuff on the ceiling. On the floor brown linoleum, no carpet.

She picked the portrait of Madison up and pulled it between her fingers and turned it over. She put it down again.

You got this from Terry, didnt you?

Gosh, you know everything, dont you Mrs. Loring?

She pushed the bill away from her, frowning. He had one. He carried it on him ever since he and Sylvia were married the second time. He called it his mad money. It was not found on his body.

There could be other reasons for that.

I know. But how many people carry a five-thousand-dollar bill around with them? How many who could afford to give you that much money would give it to you in this form?

It wasnt worth answering. I just nodded. She went on brusquely.

And what were you supposed to do for it, Mr. Marlowe? Or would you tell me? On that last ride down to Tijuana he had plenty of time to talk. You made it very clear the other evening that you didnt believe his confession. Did he give you a list of his wifes lovers so that you might find a murderer among them?

I didnt answer that either, but for different reasons.

And would the name of Roger Wade appear on that list by any chance? she asked harshly. If Terry didnt kill his wife, the murderer would have to be some violent and irresponsible man, a lunatic or a savage drunk. Only that sort of man could, to use your own repulsive phrase, beat her face into a bloody sponge. Is that why you are making yourself so very useful to the Wades — a regular mothers helper who comes on call to nurse him when he is drunk, to find him when he is lost, to bring him home when he is helpless?

Let me set you right on a couple of points, Mrs. Loring. Terry may or may not have given me that beautiful piece of engraving. But he gave me no list and mentioned no names. There was nothing he asked me to do except what you seem to feel sure I did do, drive him to Tijuana. My getting involved with the Wades was the work of a New York publisher who is desperate to have Roger Wade finish his book, which involves keeping him fairly sober, which in turn involves finding out if there is any special trouble that makes him get drunk. If there is and it can be found out, then the next step would be an effort to remove it. I say effort, because the chances are you couldnt do it. But you could try.

I could tell you in one simple sentence why he gets drunk, she said contemptuously. That anemic blond show piece hes married to.

Oh I dont know, I said. I wouldnt call her anemic.

Really? How interesting. Her eyes glittered.

I picked up my portrait of Madison. Dont chew too long on that one, Mrs. Loring. I am not sleeping with the lady. Sorry to disappoint you.

I went over to the safe and put my money away in the locked compartment. I shut the safe and spun the dial.

On second thought, she said to my back, I doubt very much that anyone is sleeping with her.

I went back and sat on the corner of the desk. Youre getting bitchy, Mrs. Loring. Why? Are you carrying a torch for our alcoholic friend?

I hate remarks like that, she said bitingly. I hate them. I suppose that idiotic scene my husband made makes you think you have the right to insult me. No, I am not carrying a torch for Roger Wade. I never did — even when he was a sober man who behaved himself. Still less now that he is what he is.

I flopped into my chair, reached for a matchbox, and stared at her. She looked at her watch.

You people with a lot of money are really something, I said. You think anything you choose to say, however nasty, is perfectly all right. You can make sneering remarks about Wade and his wife to a man you hardly know, but if I hand you back a little change, thats an insult. Okay, lets play it low down. Any drunk will eventually turn up with a loose woman. Wade is a drunk, but youre not a loose woman. Thats just a casual suggestion your high-bred husband drops to brighten up a cocktail party. He doesnt mean it, hes just saying it for laughs. So we rule you out, and look for a loose woman elsewhere. How far do we have to look, Mrs. Loring — to find one that would involve you enough to bring you down here trading sneers with me? It has to be somebody rather special, doesnt it — otherwise why should you care?

She sat perfectly silent, just looking. A long half minute went by. The corners of her mouth were white and her hands were rigid on her gabardine bag that matched her suit.

You havent exactly wasted your time, have you? she said at last. How convenient that this publisher should have thought of employing you! So Terry named no names to you! Not a name. But it really didnt matter, did it, Mr. Marlowe? Your instinct was unerring. May I ask what you propose to do next?

Nothing.

Why, what a waste of talent! How can you reconcile it with your obligation to your portrait of Madison? Surely there must be something you can do.

Just between the two of us, I said, youre getting pretty corny. So Wade knew your sister. Thanks for telling me, however indirectly. I already guessed it. So what? Hes just one of what was most likely a fairly rich collection. Lets leave it there. And lets get around to why you wanted to see me. That kind of got lost in the shuffle didnt it?

She stood up. She glanced at her watch once more. I have a car downstairs. Could I prevail upon you to drive home with me and drink a cup of tea?

Go on, I said. Lets have it.

Do I sound so suspicious? I have a guest who would like to make your acquaintance.

The old man?

I dont call him that, she said evenly.

I stood up and leaned across the desk. Honey, youre awful cute sometimes. You really are. Is it all right if I carry a gun?

Surely youre not afraid of an old man. She wrinkled her lip at me.

Why not? Ill bet you are — plenty.

She sighed. Yes, Im afraid I am. I always have been. He can be rather terrifying.

Maybe Id better take two guns, I said, then wished I hadnt.
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IT WAS THE damndest-looking house I ever saw. It was a square gray box three stories high, with a mansard roof, steeply sloped and broken by twenty or thirty double dormer windows with a lot of wedding cake decoration around them and between them. The entrance had double stone pillars on each side but the cream of the joint was an outside spiral staircase with a stone railing, topped by a tower room from which there must have been a view the whole length of the lake.

The motor yard was paved with stone. What the place really seemed to need was a half mile of poplar-lined driveway and a deer park and a wild garden and a terrace on three levels and a few hundred roses outside the library window and a long green vista from every window ending in forest and silence and quiet emptiness. What it had was a wall of fieldstone around a comfortable ten or fifteen acres, which is a fair hunk of real estate in our crowded little country. The driveway was lined with a cypress hedge trimmed round. There were all sorts of ornamental trees in clumps here and there and they didnt look like California trees. Imported stuff. Whoever built that place was trying to drag the Atlantic seaboard over the Rockies. He was trying hard, but he hadnt made it.

Amos, the middle-aged colored chauffeur, stopped the Caddy gently in front of the pillared entrance, hopped out, and came around to hold the open door for Mrs. Loring. I got out first and helped him hold it. I helped her get out. She had hardly spoken to me since we got into the car in front of my building. She looked tired and nervous. Maybe this idiotic hunk of architecture depressed her. It would have depressed a laughing jackass and made it coo like a mourning dove.

Who built this place? I asked her. And who was he mad at?

She finally smiled. Hadnt you seen it before?

Never been this far into the valley.

She walked me over to the other side of the driveway and pointed up. The man who built it jumped out of that tower room and landed about where you are standing. He was a French count named La Tourelle and unlike most French counts he had a lot of money. His wife was Ramona Desborough, who was not exactly threadbare herself. In the silent-picture days she made thirty thousand a week. La Tourelle built this place for their home. Its supposed to be a miniature of the Château de Blois. You know that, of course.

Like the back of my hand, I said. I remember now. It was one of those Sunday paper stories once. She left him and he killed himself. There was some kind of queer will too, wasnt there?

She nodded. He left his ex-wife a few millions for carfare and tied the rest up in a trust. The estate was to be kept on just as it was. Nothing was to be changed, the dining table was to be laid in style every night, and nobody was to be allowed inside the grounds except the servants and the lawyers. The will was broken, of course. Eventually the estate was carved up to some extent and when I married Dr. Loring my father gave it to me for a wedding present. It must have cost him a fortune merely to make it fit to live in again. I loathe it. I always have.

You dont have to stay here, do you?

She shrugged in a tired sort of way. Part of the time, at least. One of his daughters has to show him some sign of stability. Dr. Loring likes it here.

He would. Any guy who could make the kind of scene he made at Wades house ought to wear spats with his pajamas.

She arched her eyebrows. Why, thank you for taking such an interest, Mr. Marlowe. But I think enough has been said on that subject. Shall we go in? My father doesnt like to be kept waiting.

We crossed the driveway again and went up the stone steps and half of the big double doors swung open noiselessly and an expensive and very snooty looking character stood aside for us to enter. The hallway was bigger than all the floor space in the house I was living in. It had a tesselated floor and there seemed to be stained-glass windows at the back and if there had been any light coming through them I might have been able to see what else was there. From the hallway we went through some more double carved doors into a dim room that couldnt have been less than seventy feet long. A man was sitting there waiting, silent. He stared at us coldly.

Am I late, Father? Mrs. Loring asked hurriedly. This is Mr. Philip Marlowe. Mr. Harlan Potter.

The man just looked at me and moved his chin down about half an inch.

Ring for tea, he said. Sit down, Mr. Marlowe.

I sat down and looked at him. He looked at me like an entomologist looking at a beetle. Nobody said anything. There was complete silence until the tea came. It was put down on a huge silver tray on a Chinese table. Linda sat at a table and poured.

Two cups, Harlan Potter said. You can have your tea in another room, Linda.

Yes, Father. How do you like your tea, Mr. Marlowe?

Any way at all, I said. My voice seemed to echo off into the distance and get small and lonely.

She gave the old man a cup and then gave me a cup. Then she stood up silently and went out of the room. I watched her go. I took a sip of tea and got a cigarette out.

Dont smoke, please. I am subject to asthma.

I put the cigarette back in the pack. I stared at him. I dont know how it feels to be worth a hundred million or so, but he didnt look as if he was having any fun. He was an enormous man, all of six feet five and built to scale. He wore a gray tweed suit with no padding. His shoulders didnt need any. He wore a white shirt and a dark tie and no display handkerchief. A spectacle case showed in the outside breast pocket. It was black, like his shoes. His hair was black too, no gray at all. It was brushed sideways across his skull in a MacArthur sweep. And I had a hunch there was nothing under it but bare skull. His eyebrows were thick and black. His voice seemed to come from a long way off. He drank his tea as if he hated it.

It will save time, Mr. Marlowe, if I put my position before you. I believe you are interfering in my affairs. If I am correct, I propose to stop it.

I dont know enough about your affairs to interfere in them, Mr. Potter.

I disagree.

He drank some more tea and put the cup aside. He leaned back in the big chair he was sitting in and took me to pieces with his hard gray eyes.

I know who you are, naturally. And how you make your living — if you make one — and how you became involved with Terry Lennox. It has been reported to me that you helped Terry get out of the country, that you have doubts about his guilt, and that you have since made contact with a man who was known to my dead daughter. For what purpose has not been explained to me. Explain it.

If the man has a name, I said, name it.

He smiled very slightly but not as if he was falling for me. Wade. Roger Wade. Some sort of writer, I believe. A writer, they tell me, of rather prurient books which I should not be interested to read. I further understand that this man is a dangerous alcoholic. That may have given you a strange notion.

Maybe you had better let me have my own notions, Mr. Potter. They are not important, naturally, but theyre all I have. First, I do not believe Terry killed his wife, because of the way it was done and because I dont think he was that kind of man. Second, I didnt make contact with Wade. I was asked to live in his house and do what I could to keep him sober while he finished a job of writing. Third, if he is a dangerous alcoholic, I havent seen any sign of it. Fourth, my first contact was at the request of his New York publisher and I didnt at that time have any idea that Roger Wade even knew your daughter. Fifth, I refused this offer of employment and then Mrs. Wade asked me to find her husband who was away somewhere taking a cure. I found him and took him home.

Very methodical, he said dryly.

Im not finished being methodical, Mr. Potter. Sixth — you or someone on your instructions sent a lawyer named Sewell Endicott to get me out of jail. He didnt say who sent him, but there wasnt anyone else in the picture. Seventh, when I got out of jail a hoodlum named Mendy Menendez pushed me around and warned me to keep my nose clean and gave me a song and dance about how Terry had saved his life and the life of a gambler at Las Vegas named Randy Starr. The story could be true for all I know. Menendez pretended to be sore that Terry hadnt asked him for help getting to Mexico and had asked a punk like me instead. He, Menendez, could have done it two ways from the jack by lifting one finger, and done it much better.

Surely, Harlan Potter said with a bleak smile, you are not under the impression that I number Mr. Menendez and Mr. Starr among my acquaintances.

I wouldnt know, Mr. Potter. A man doesnt make your kind of money in any way I can understand. The next person to warn me off the courthouse lawn was your daughter, Mrs. Loring. We met by accident at a bar and we spoke because we were both drinking gimlets, Terrys favorite drink, but an uncommon one around here. I didnt know who she was until she told me. I told her a little of how I felt about Terry and she gave me the idea that I would have a short unhappy career if I got you mad. Are you mad, Mr. Potter?

When I am, he said coldly, you will not have to ask me. You will be in no uncertainty about it.

What I thought. Ive been kind of expecting the goon squad to drop around, but they havent shown so far. I havent been bothered by the cops either. I could have been. I could have been given a rough time. I think all you wanted, Mr. Potter, was quiet. Just what have I done to disturb you?

He grinned. It was a sour kind of grin, but it was a grin. He put his long yellow fingers together and crossed a leg over his knee and leaned back comfortably.

A pretty good pitch, Mr. Marlowe, and I have let you make it. Now listen to me. You are exactly right in thinking all I want is quiet. Its quite possible that your connection with the Wades may be incidental, accidental, and coincidental. Let it remain so. I am a family man in an age when it means almost nothing. One of my daughters married a Bostonian prig and the other made a number of foolish marriages, the last being with a complaisant pauper who allowed her to live a worthless and immoral life until he suddenly and for no good reason lost his self-control and murdered her. You think that impossible to accept because of the brutality with which it was done. You are wrong. He shot her with a Mauser automatic, the very gun he took with him to Mexico. And after he shot her he did what he did in order to cover the bullet wound. I admit the brutality of this, but remember the man had been in a war, had been badly wounded, had suffered a great deal and seen others suffer. He may not have intended to kill her. There may have been some sort of scuffle, since the gun belonged to my daughter. It was a small but powerful gun, 7.65 m/m caliber, a model called P.P.K. The bullet went completely through her head and lodged in the wall behind a chintz curtain. It was not found immediately and the fact was not published at all. Now let us consider the situation. He broke off and stared at me. Are you very badly in need of a cigarette?

Sorry, Mr. Potter. I took it out without thinking. Force of habit. I put the cigarette back for the second time.

Terry had just killed his wife. He had ample motive from the rather limited police point of view. But he also had an excellent defense — that it was her gun in her possession and that he tried to take it away from her and failed and she shot herself with it. A good trial lawyer could have done a lot with that. He would probably have been acquitted. If he had called me up then, I would have helped him. But by making the murder a brutal affair to cover the traces of the bullet, he made it impossible. He had to run away and even that he did clumsily.

He certainly did, Mr. Potter. But he called you up in Pasadena first, didnt he? He told me he did.

The big man nodded. I told him to disappear and I would still see what I could do. I didnt want to know where he was. That was imperative. I could not hide a criminal.

Sounds good, Mr. Potter.

Do I detect a note of sarcasm? No matter. When I learned the details there was nothing to be done. I could not permit the sort of trial that kind of killing would result in. To be frank, I was very glad when I learned that he had shot himself in Mexico and left a confession.

I can understand that, Mr. Potter.

He beetled his eyebrows at me. Be careful, young man. I dont like irony. Can you understand now that I cannot tolerate any further investigation of any sort by any person? And why I have used all my influence to make what investigation there was as brief as possible and as little publicized as possible?

Sure — if youre convinced he killed her.

Of course he killed her. With what intent is another matter. It is no longer important. I am not a public character and I do not intend to be. I have always gone to a great deal of trouble to avoid any kind of publicity. I have influence but I dont abuse it. The District Attorney of Los Angeles County is an ambitious man who has too much good sense to wreck his career for the notoriety of the moment. I see a glint in your eye, Marlowe. Get rid of it. We live in what is called a democracy, rule by the majority of the people. A fine ideal if it could be made to work. The people elect, but the party machines nominate, and the party machines to be effective must spend a great deal of money. Somebody has to give it to them, and that somebody, whether it be an individual, a financial group, a trade union or what have you, expects some consideration in return. What I and people of my kind expect is to be allowed to live our lives in decent privacy. I own newspapers, but I dont like them. I regard them as a constant menace to whatever privacy we have left. Their constant yelping about a free press means, with a few honorable exceptions, freedom to peddle scandal, crime, sex, sensationalism, hate, innuendo, and the political and financial uses of propaganda. A newspaper is a business out to make money through advertising revenue. That is predicated on its circulation and you know what the circulation depends on.

I got up and walked around my chair. He eyed me with cold attention. I sat down again. I needed a little luck. Hell, I needed it in carload lots.

Okay, Mr. Potter, what goes from here?

He wasnt listening. He was frowning at his own thoughts. Theres a peculiar thing about money, he went on. In large quantities it tends to have a life of its own, even a conscience of its own. The power of money becomes very difficult to control. Man has always been a venal animal. The growth of populations, the huge costs of wars, the incessant pressure of confiscatory taxation — all these things make him more and more venal. The average man is tired and scared, and a tired, scared man cant afford ideals. He has to buy food for his family. In our time we have seen a shocking decline in both public and private morals. You cant expect quality from people whose lives are a subjection to a lack of quality. You cant have quality with mass production. You dont want it because it lasts too long. So you substitute styling, which is a commercial swindle intended to produce artificial obsolescence. Mass production couldnt sell its goods next year unless it made what it sold this year look unfashionable a year from now. We have the whitest kitchens and the most shining bathrooms in the world. But in the lovely white kitchen the average American housewife cant produce a meal fit to eat, and the lovely shining bathroom is mostly a receptacle for deodorants, laxatives, sleeping pills, and the products of that confidence racket called the cosmetic industry. We make the finest packages in the world, Mr. Marlowe. The stuff inside is mostly junk.

He took out a large white handkerchief and touched his temples with it. I was sitting there with my mouth open, wondering what made the guy tick. He hated everything.

Its a little too warm for me in these parts, he said. Im used to a cooler climate. Im beginning to sound like an editorial that has forgotten the point it wanted to make.

I got your point all right, Mr. Potter. You dont like the way the world is going so you use what power you have to close off a private corner to live in as near as possible to the way you remember people lived fifty years ago before the age of mass production. Youve got a hundred million dollars and all it has bought you is a pain in the neck.

He pulled the handkerchief taut by two opposite corners, then crumpled it into a ball and stuffed it in a pocket.

And then? he asked shortly.

Thats all there is, there isnt any more. You dont care who murdered your daughter, Mr. Potter. You wrote her off as a bad job long ago. Even if Terry Lennox didnt kill her, and the real murderer is still walking around free, you dont care. You wouldnt want him caught, because that would revive the scandal and there would have to be a trial and his defense would blow your privacy as high as the Empire State Building. Unless, of course, he was obliging enough to commit suicide, before there was any trial. Preferably in Tahiti or Guatemala or the middle of the Sahara Desert. Anywhere where the County would hate the expense of sending a man to verify what had happened.

He smiled suddenly, a big rugged smile with a reasonable amount of friendliness in it.

What do you want from me, Marlowe?

If you mean how much money, nothing. I didnt ask myself here. I was brought. I told the truth about how I met Roger Wade. But he did know your daughter and he does have a record of violence, although I havent seen any of it. Last night the guy tried to shoot himself. Hes a haunted man. He has a massive guilt complex. If I happened to be looking for a good suspect, he might do. I realize hes only one of many, but he happens to be the only one Ive met.

He stood up and standing up he was really big. Tough too. He came over and stood in front of me.

A telephone call, Mr. Marlowe, would deprive you of your license. Dont fence with me. I wont put up with it.

Two telephone calls and Id wake up kissing the gutter — with the back of my head missing.

He laughed harshly. I dont operate that way. I suppose in your quaint line of business it is natural for you to think so. Ive given you too much of my time. Ill ring for the butler to show you out.

Not necessary, I said, and stood up myself. I came here and got told. Thanks for the time.

He held his hand out. Thank you for coming. I think youre a pretty honest sort of fellow. Dont be a hero, young man. Theres no percentage in it.

I shook hands with him. He had a grip like a pipe wrench. He smiled at me benignantly now. He was Mr. Big, the winner, everything under control.

One of these days I might be able to throw some business your way, he said. And dont go away thinking that I buy politicians or law enforcement officers. I dont have to. Goodbye, Mr. Marlowe. And thank you again for coming.

He stood there and watched me out of the room. I had my hand on the front door when Linda Loring popped out of a shadow somewhere.

Well? she asked me quietly. How did you get on with Father?

Fine. He explained civilization to me. I mean how it looks to him. Hes going to let it go on for a little while longer. But it better be careful and not interfere with his private life. If it does, hes apt to make a phone call to God and cancel the order.

Youre hopeless, she said.

Me? Im hopeless? Lady, take a look at your old man. Compared with him Im a blue-eyed baby with a brand new rattle.

I went on out and Amos had the Caddy there waiting. He drove me back to Hollywood. I offered him a buck but he wouldnt take it. I offered to buy him the poems of T. S. Eliot. He said he already had them.
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A WEEK WENT by and I heard nothing from the Wades. The weather was hot and sticky and the acid sting of the smog had crept as far west as Beverly Hills. From the top of Mulholland Drive you could see it leveled out all over the city like a ground mist. When you were in it you could taste it and smell it and it made your eyes smart. Everybody was griping about it. In Pasadena, where the stuffy millionaires holed up after Beverly Hills was spoiled for them by the movie crowd, the city fathers screamed with rage. Everything was the fault of the smog. If the canary wouldnt sing, if the milkman was late, if the Pekinese had fleas, if an old coot in a starched collar had a heart attack on the way to church, that was the smog. Where I lived it was usually clear in the early morning and nearly always at night. Once in a while a whole day would be clear, nobody quite knew why.

It was on a day like that — it happened to be a Thursday — that Roger Wade called me up. How are you? This is Wade. He sounded fine.

Fine, and you?

Sober, Im afraid. Scratching a hard buck. We ought to have a talk. And I think I owe you some dough.

Nope.

Well, how about lunch today? Could you make it here somewhere around one?

I guess so. Hows Candy?

Candy? He sounded puzzled. He must have blacked out plenty that night. Oh, he helped you put me to bed that night.

Yeah. Hes a helpful little guy — in spots. And Mrs. Wade?

Shes fine too. Shes in town shopping today.

We hung up and I sat and rocked in my swivel chair. I ought to have asked him how the book was going. Maybe you always ought to ask a writer how the book is going. And then again maybe he gets damned tired of that question.

I had another call in a little while, a strange voice.

This is Roy Ashterfelt. George Peters told me to call you up, Marlowe.

Oh yes, thanks. Youre the fellow that knew Terry Lennox in New York. Called himself Marston then.

Thats right. He was sure on the sauce. But its the same guy all right. You couldnt very well mistake him. Out here I saw him in Chasens one night with his wife. I was with a client. The client knew them. Cant tell you the clients name, Im afraid.

I understand. Its not very important now, I guess. What was his first name?

Wait a minute while I bite my thumb. Oh yeah, Paul. Paul Marston. And there was one thing more, if it interests you. He was wearing a British Army service badge. Their version of the ruptured duck.

I see. What happened to him?

I dont know. I came west. Next time I saw him he was here too — married to Harlan Potters somewhat wild daughter. But you know all that.

Theyre both dead now. But thanks for telling me.

Not at all. Glad to help. Does it mean anything to you?

Not a thing, I said, and I was a liar. I never asked him about himself. He told me once he had been brought up in an orphanage. Isnt it just possible you made a mistake?

With that white hair and that scarred face, brother? Not a chance. I wont say I never forget a face, but not that one.

Did he see you?

If he did, he didnt let on. Hardly expect him to in the circumstances. Anyhow he might not have remembered me. Like I said, he was always pretty well lit back in New York.

I thanked him some more and he said it was a pleasure and we hung up.

I thought about it for a while. The noise of the traffic outside the building on the boulevard made an unmusical obbligato to my thinking. It was too loud. In summer in hot weather everything is too loud. I got up and shut the lower part of the window and called Detective-Sergeant Green at Homicide. He was obliging enough to be in.

Look, I said, after the preliminaries, I heard something about Terry Lennox that puzzles me. A fellow I know used to know him in New York under another name. You check his war record?

You guys never learn, Green said harshly. You just never learn to stay on your own side of the street. That matter is closed, locked up, weighted with lead and dropped in the ocean. Get it?

I spent part of an afternoon with Harlan Potter last week at his daughters house in Idle Valley. Want to check?

Doing what? he asked sourly. Supposing I believe you.

Talking things over. I was invited. He likes me. Incidentally, he told me the girl was shot with a Mauser P.P.K. 7.65 m/m. That news to you?

Go on.

Her own gun, chum. Makes a little difference, maybe. But dont get me wrong. Im not looking into any dark corners. This is a personal matter. Where did he get that wound?

Green was silent. I heard a door close in the background. Then he said quietly, Probably in a knife fight south of the border.

Aw hell, Green, you had his prints. You sent them to Washington like always. You got a report back — like always. All I asked was something about his service record.

Who said he had one.

Well, Mendy Menendez for one. Seems Lennox saved his life one time and thats how he got the wound. He was captured by the Germans and they gave him the face he had.

Menendez, huh? You believe that son of a bitch? You got a hole in your own head. Lennox didnt have any war record. Didnt have any record of any kind under any name. You satisfied?

If you say so, I said. But I dont see why Menendez would bother to come up here and tell me a yarn and warn me to keep my nose clean on account of Lennox was a pal of him and Randy Starr in Vegas and they didnt want anybody fooling around. After all Lennox was already dead.

Who knows what a hoodlum figures? Green asked bitterly. Or why? Maybe Lennox was in a racket with them before he married all that money, and got respectable. He was a floor manager at Starrs place in Vegas for a while. Thats where he met the girl. A smile and a bow and a dinner jacket. Keep the customers happy and keep an eye on the house players. I guess he had class for the job.

He had charm, I said. They dont use it in police business. Much obliged, Sergeant. How is Captain Gregorius these days?

Retirement leave. Dont you read the papers?

Not the crime news, Sergeant. Too sordid.

I started to say goodbye but he chopped me off. What did Mr. Money want with you?

We just had a cup of tea together. A social call. He said he might put some business my way. He also hinted — just hinted, not in so many words — that any cop that looked cross-eyed at me would be facing a grimy future.

He dont run the police department, Green said.

He admits it. Doesnt even buy commissioners or D.A.s, he said. They just kind of curl up in his lap when hes having a doze.

Go to hell, Green said, and hung up in my ear.

A difficult thing, being a cop. You never know whose stomach its safe to jump up and down on.
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THE STRETCH OF broken-paved road from the highway to the curve of the hill was dancing in the noon heat and the scrub that dotted the parched land on both sides of it was flour-white with granite dust by this time. The weedy smell was almost nauseating. A thin hot acrid breeze was blowing. I had my coat off and my sleeves rolled up, but the door was too hot to rest an arm on. A tethered horse dozed wearily under a clump of live oaks. A brown Mexican sat on the ground and ate something out of a newspaper. A tumbleweed rolled lazily across the road and came to rest against a piece of granite outcrop, and a lizard that had been there an instant before disappeared without seeming to move at all.

Then I was around the hill on the blacktop and in another country. In five minutes I turned into the driveway of the Wades house, parked and walked across the flagstones and rang the bell. Wade answered the door himself, in a brown and white checked shirt with short sleeves, pale blue denim slacks, and house slippers. He looked tanned and he looked good. There was an inkstain on his hand and a smear of cigarette ash on one side of his nose.

He led the way into his study and parked himself behind his desk. On it there was a thick pile of yellow typescript. I put my coat on a chair and sat on the couch.

Thanks for coming, Marlowe. Drink?

I got that look on my face you get when a drunk asks you to have a drink. I could feel it. He grinned.

Ill have a coke, he said.

You pick up fast, I said. I dont think I want a drink right now. Ill take a coke with you.

He pressed something with his foot and after a while Candy came. He looked surly. He had a blue shirt on and an orange scarf and no white coat. Two-tone black and white shoes, elegant high-wasted gabardine pants.

Wade ordered the cokes. Candy gave me a hard stare and went away.

Book? I said, pointing to the stack of paper.

Yeah. Stinks.

I dont believe it. How far along?

About two thirds of the way — for what its worth. Which is damn little. You know how a writer can tell when hes washed up?

Dont know anything about writers. I filled my pipe.

When he starts reading his old stuff for inspiration. Thats absolute. Ive got five hundred pages of typescript here, well over a hundred thousand words. My books run long. The public likes long books. The damn fool public thinks if theres a lot of pages there must be a lot of gold. I dont dare read it over. And I cant remember half of whats in it. Im just plain scared to look at my own work.

You look good yourself, I said. From the other night I wouldnt have believed it. Youve got more guts than you think you have.

What I need right now is more than guts. Something you dont get by wishing for it. A belief in yourself. Im a spoiled writer who doesnt believe any more. I have a beautiful home, a beautiful wife, and a beautiful sales record. But all I really want is to get drunk and forget.

He leaned his chin in his cupped hands and stared across the desk.

Eileen said I tried to shoot myself. Was it that bad?

You dont remember?

He shook his head. Not a damn thing except that I fell down and cut my head. And after a while I was in bed. And you were there. Did Eileen call you?

Yeah. Didnt she say?

She hasnt been talking to me very much this last week. I guess shes had it. Up to here. He put the edge of one hand against his neck just under his chin. That show Loring put on here didnt help any.

Mrs. Wade said it meant nothing.

Well, she would, wouldnt she? It happened to be the truth, but I dont suppose she believed it when she said it. The guy is just abnormally jealous. You have a drink or two with his wife in the corner and laugh a little and kiss her goodbye and right off he assumes you are sleeping with her. One reason being that he isnt.

What I like about Idle Valley, I said, is that everybody is living just a comfortable normal life.

He frowned and then the door opened and Candy came in with two cokes and glasses and poured the cokes. He set one in front of me without looking at me.

Lunch in half an hour, Wade said, and wheres the white coat?

This my day off, Candy said, deadpan. I aint the cook, boss.

Cold cuts or sandwiches and beer will do, Wade said. The cooks off today, Candy. Ive got a friend to lunch.

You think he is your friend? Candy sneered. Better ask your wife.

Wade leaned back in his chair and smiled at him. Watch your lip, little man. Youve got it soft here. I dont often ask a favor of you, do I?

Candy looked down at the floor. After a moment he looked up and grinned. Okay, boss. I put the white coat on. I get the lunch, I guess.

He turned softly and went out. Wade watched the door close. Then he shrugged and looked at me.

We used to call them servants. Now we call them domestic help. I wonder how long it will be before we have to give them breakfast in bed. Im paying the guy too much money. Hes spoiled.

Wages — or something on the side?

Such as what? he asked sharply.

I got up and handed him some folded yellow sheets. Youd better read it. Evidently you dont remember asking me to tear it up. It was in your typewriter, under the cover.

He unfolded the yellow pages and leaned back to read them. The glass of coke fizzed unnoticed on the desk in front of him. He read slowly, frowning. When he came to the end he refolded the sheets and ran a finger along the edge.

Did Eileen see this? he asked carefully.

I wouldnt know. She might have.

Pretty wild, isnt it?

I liked it. Especially the part about a good man dying for you.

He opened the paper again and tore it into long strips viciously and dumped the strips into his wastebasket.

I suppose a drunk will write or say or do anything, he said slowly. Its meaningless to me. Candys not blackmailing me. He likes me.

Maybe youd better get drunk again. You might remember what you meant. You might remember a lot of things. Weve been through this before — that night when the gun went off. I suppose the seconal blanked you out too. You sounded sober enough. But now you pretend not to remember writing that stuff I just gave you. No wonder you cant write your book, Wade. Its a wonder you can stay alive.

He reached sideways and opened a drawer of his desk. His hand fumbled in it and came up with a three-decker check book. He opened it and reached for a pen.

I owe you a thousand dollars, he said quietly. He wrote in the book. Then on the counterfoil. He tore the check out, came around the desk with it, and dropped it in front of me. Is that all right?

I leaned back and looked up at him and didnt touch the check and didnt answer him. His face was tight and drawn. His eyes were deep and empty.

I suppose you think I killed her and let Lennox take the rap, he said slowly. She was a tramp all right. But you dont beat a womans head in just because shes a tramp. Candy knows I went there sometimes. The funny part of it is I dont think he would tell. I could be wrong, but I dont think so.

Wouldnt matter if he did, I said. Harlan Potters friends wouldnt listen to him. Also, she wasnt killed with that bronze thing. She was shot through the head with her own gun.

She maybe had a gun, he said almost dreamily. But I didnt know she had been shot. It wasnt published.

Didnt know or didnt remember? I asked him. No, it wasnt published.

What are you trying to do to me, Marlowe? His voice was still dreamy, almost gentle. What do you want me to do? Tell my wife? Tell the police? What good would it do?

You said a good man died for you.

All I meant was that if there had been any real investigation I might have been identified as one — but only one — of the possible suspects. It would have finished me in several ways.

I didnt come here to accuse you of a murder, Wade. Whats eating you is that youre not sure yourself. You have a record of violence to your wife. You black out when youre drunk. Its no argument to say you dont beat a womans head in just because shes a tramp. That is exactly what somebody did do. And the guy who got credit for the job seemed to me a lot less likely than you.

He walked to the open french windows and stood looking out at the shimmer of heat over the lake. He didnt answer me. He hadnt moved or spoken a couple of minutes later when there was a light knock at the door and Candy came in wheeling a tea wagon, with a crisp white cloth, silver-covered dishes, a pot of coffee, and two bottles of beer.

Open the beer, boss? he asked Wades back.

Bring me a bottle of whiskey. Wade didnt turn around.

Sorry, boss. No whiskey.

Wade spun around and yelled at him, but Candy didnt budge. He looked down at the check lying on the cocktail table and his head twisted as he read it. Then he looked up at me and hissed something between his teeth. Then he looked at Wade.

I go now. This my day off.

He turned and went. Wade laughed.

So I get it myself, he said sharply, and went.

I lifted one of the covers and saw some neatly trimmed three-cornered sandwiches. I took one and poured some beer and ate the sandwich standing up. Wade came back with a bottle and a glass. He sat down on the couch and poured a stiff jolt and sucked it down. There was the sound of a car going away from the house, probably Candy leaving by the service driveway. I took another sandwich.

Sit down and make yourself comfortable, Wade said. We have all afternoon to kill. He had a glow on already. His voice was vibrant and cheerful. You dont like me, do you, Marlowe?

That question has already been asked and answered.

Know something? Youre a pretty ruthless son of a bitch. Youd do anything to find what you want. Youd even make love to my wife while I was helpless drunk in the next room.

You believe everything that knife thrower tells you?

He poured some more whiskey into his glass and held it up against the light. Not everything, no. A pretty color whiskey is, isnt it? To drown in a golden flood — thats not so bad. To cease upon the midnight with no pain. How does that go on? Oh, sorry, you wouldnt know. Too literary. Youre some kind of a dick, arent you? Mind telling me why youre here.

He drank some more whiskey and grinned at me. Then he spotted the check lying on the table. He reached for it and read it over his glass.

Seems to be made out to somebody named Marlowe. I wonder why, what for. Seems I signed it. Foolish of me. Im a gullible chap.

Stop acting, I said roughly. Wheres your wife?

He looked up politely. My wife will be home in due course. No doubt by that time I shall be passed out and she can entertain you at her leisure. The house will be yours.

Wheres the gun? I asked suddenly.

He looked blank. I told him I had put it in his desk. Not there now, Im sure, he said. You may search if it pleases you. Just dont steal any rubber bands.

I went to the desk and frisked it. No gun. That was something. Probably Eileen had hidden it.

Look, Wade, I asked you where your wife was. I think she ought to come home. Not for my benefit, friend, for yours. Somebody has to look out for you, and Ill be goddamned if its going to be me.

He stared vaguely. He was still holding the check. He put his glass down and tore the check across, then again and again, and let the pieces fall to the floor.

Evidently the amount was too small, he said. Your services come very high. Even a thousand dollars and my wife fail to satisfy you. Too bad, but I cant go any higher. Except on this. He patted the bottle.

Im leaving, I said.

But why? You wanted me to remember. Well — here in the bottle is my memory. Stick around, pal. When I get lit enough Ill tell you about all the women I have murdered.

All right, Wade. Ill stick around for a while. But not in here. If you need me, just smash a chair against the wall.

I went out and left the door open. I walked across the big living room and out to the patio and pulled one of the chaises into the shadow of the overhang and stretched out on it. Across the lake there was a blue haze against the hills. The ocean breeze had begun to filter through the low mountains to the west. It wiped the air clean and it wiped away just enough of the heat. Idle Valley was having a perfect summer. Somebody had planned it that way. Paradise Incorporated, and also Highly Restricted. Only the nicest people. Absolutely no Central Europeans. Just the cream, the top drawer crowd, the lovely, lovely people. Like the Lorings and the Wades. Pure gold.
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I LAY THERE for half an hour trying to make up my mind what to do. Part of me wanted to let him get good and drunk and see if anything came out. I didnt think anything much would happen to him in his own study in his own house. He might fall down again but it would be a long time. The guy had capacity. And somehow a drunk never hurts himself very badly. He might get back his mood of guilt. More likely, this time he would just go to sleep.

The other part of me wanted to get out and stay out, but this was the part I never listened to. Because if I ever had I would have stayed in the town where I was born and worked in the hardware store and married the bosss daughter and had five kids and read them the funny paper on Sunday morning and smacked their heads when they got out of line and squabbled with the wife about how much spending money they were to get and what programs they could have on the radio or TV set. I might even have got rich — small-town rich, an eight-room house, two cars in the garage, chicken every Sunday and the Readers Digest on the living room table, the wife with a cast iron permanent and me with a brain like a sack of Portland cement. You take it, friend. Ill take the big sordid dirty crooked city.

I got up and went back to the study. He was just sitting there staring at nothing, the Scotch bottle more than half empty, a loose frown on his face and a dull glitter in his eyes. He looked at me like a horse looking over a fence.

What dyou want?

Nothing. You all right?

Dont bother me. I have a little man on my shoulder telling me stories.

I got another sandwich off the tea wagon and another glass of beer. I munched the sandwich and drank the beer, leaning against his desk.

Know something? he asked suddenly, and his voice suddenly seemed much more clear. I had a male secretary once. Used to dictate to him. Let him go. He bothered me sitting there waiting for me to create. Mistake. Ought to have kept him. Word would have got around I was a homo. The clever boys that write book reviews because they cant write anything else would have caught on and started giving me the buildup. Have to take care of their own, you know. Theyre all queers, every damn one of them. The queer is the artistic arbiter of our age, chum. The pervert is the top guy now.

That so? Always been around, hasnt he?

He wasnt looking at me. He was just talking. But he heard what I said.

Sure, thousands of years. And especially in all the great ages of art. Athens, Rome, the Renaissance, the Elizabethan Age, the Romantic Movement in France — loaded with them. Queers all over the place. Ever read The Golden Bough? No, too long for you. Shorter version though. Ought to read it. Proves our sexual habits are pure conventions like — wearing a black tie with a dinner jacket. Me. Im a sex writer, but with frills and straight.

He looked up at me and sneered. You know something? Im a liar. My heroes are eight feet tall and my heroines have callouses on their bottoms from lying in bed with their knees up. Lace and ruffles, swords and coaches, elegance and leisure, duels and gallant death. All lies. They used perfume instead of soap, their teeth rotted because they never cleaned them, their fingernails smelled of stale gravy. The nobility of France urinated against the walls in the marble corridors of Versailles, and when you finally got several sets of underclothes off the lovely marquise the first thing you noticed was that she needed a bath. I ought to write it that way.

Why dont you?

He chuckled. Sure, and live in a five-room house in Compton — if I was that lucky. He reached down and patted the whiskey bottle. Youre lonely, pal. You need company.

He got up and walked fairly steadily out of the room. I waited, thinking about nothing. A speedboat came racketing down the lake. When it came in sight I could see that it was high out of the water on its step and towing a surfboard with a husky sunburned lad on it. I went over to the french windows and watched it make a sweeping turn. Too fast, the speedboat almost turned over. The surfboard rider danced on one foot trying to hold his balance, then went shooting off into the water. The speedboat drifted to a stop and the man in the water came up to it in a lazy crawl, then went back along the tow rope and rolled himself on to the surfboard.

Wade came back with another bottle of whiskey. The speedboat picked up and went off into the distance. Wade put his fresh bottle down beside the other. He sat down and brooded.

Christ, youre not going to drink all that, are you?

He squinted his eyes at me. Take off, buster. Go on home and mop the kitchen floor or something. Youre in my light. His voice was thick again. He had taken a couple in the kitchen, as usual.

If you want me, holler.

I couldnt get low enough to want you.

Yeah, thanks. Ill be around until Mrs. Wade comes home. Ever hear of anybody named Paul Marston?

His head came up slowly. His eyes focused, but with effort. I could see him fighting for control. He won the fight for the moment. His face became expressionless.

Never did, he said carefully, speaking very slowly. Whos he?



The next time I looked in on him he was asleep, with his mouth open, his hair damp with sweat, and reeking of Scotch. His lips were pulled back from his teeth in a loose grimace and the furred surface of his tongue looked dry.

One of the whiskey bottles was empty. A glass on the table had about two inches in it and the other bottle was about three quarters full. I put the empty on the tea wagon and rolled it out of the room, then went back to close the french windows and turn the slats of the blinds. The speedboat might come back and wake him. I shut the study door.

I wheeled the tea wagon out to the kitchen, which was blue and white and large and airy and empty. I was still hungry. I ate another sandwich and drank what was left of the beer, then poured a cup of coffee and drank that. The beer was flat but the coffee was still hot. Then I went back to the patio. It was quite a long time before the speedboat came tearing down the lake again. It was almost four oclock when I heard its distant roar swell into an ear-splitting howl of noise. There ought to be a law. Probably was and the guy in the speedboat didnt give a damn. He enjoyed making a nuisance of himself, like other people I was meeting. I walked down to the edge of the lake.

He made it this time. The driver slowed just enough on the turn and the brown lad on the surfboard leaned far out against the centrifugal pull. The surfboard was almost out of the water, but one edge stayed in and then the speedboat straightened out and the surfboard still had a rider and they went back the way they had come and that was that. The waves stirred up by the boat came charging in towards the shore of the lake at my feet. They slapped hard against the piles of the short landing and jumped the tied boat up and down. They were still slapping it around when I turned back to the house.

As I reached the patio I heard a bell chiming from the direction of the kitchen. When it sounded again I decided that only the front door would have chimes. I crossed to it and opened it.

Eileen Wade was standing there looking away from the house. As she turned she said: Im sorry, I forgot my key. Then she saw me. Oh — I thought it was Roger or Candy.

Candy isnt here. Its Thursday.

She came in and I shut the door. She put a bag down on the table between the two davenports. She looked cool and also distant. She pulled off a pair of white pigskin gloves.

Is anything wrong?

Well, theres a little drinking being done. Not bad. Hes asleep on the couch in his study.

He called you?

Yes, but not for that. He asked me to lunch. Im afraid he didnt have any himself.

Oh. She sat down slowly on a davenport. You know, I completely forgot it was Thursday. The cooks away too. How stupid.

Candy got the lunch before he left. I guess Ill blow now. I hope my car wasnt in your way.

She smiled. No. There was plenty of room. Wont you have some tea? Im going to have some.

All right. I didnt know why I said that. I didnt want any tea. I just said it.

She slipped off a linen jacket. She hadnt worn a hat. Ill just look in and see if Roger is all right.

I watched her cross to the study door and open it. She stood there a moment and closed the door and came back.

Hes still asleep. Very soundly. I have to go upstairs for a moment. Ill be right down.

I watched her pick up her jacket and gloves and bag and go up the stairs and into her room. The door closed. I crossed to the study with the idea of removing the bottle of hooch. If he was still asleep, he wouldnt need it.
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THE SHUTTING OF the french windows had made the room stuffy and the turning of the Venetian blinds had made it dim. There was an acrid smell on the air and there was too heavy a silence. It was not more than sixteen feet from the door to the couch and I didnt need more than half of that to know a dead man lay on that couch.

He was on his side with his face to the back of the couch, one arm crooked under him and the forearm of the other lying almost across his eyes. Between his chest and the back of the couch there was a pool of blood and in that pool lay the Webley Hammerless. The side of his face was a smeared mask.

I bent over him, peering at the edge of the wide open eye, the bare and gaudy arm, at the inner curve of which I could see the puffed and blackened hole in his head from which the blood oozed still.

I left him like that. His wrist was warm but there was no doubt he was quite dead. I looked around for some kind of note or scribble. There was nothing but the pile of script on the desk. They dont always leave notes. The typewriter was uncovered on its stand. There was nothing in that. Otherwise everything looked natural enough. Suicides prepare themselves in all sorts of ways, some with liquor, some with elaborate champagne dinners. Some in evening clothes, some in no clothes. People have killed themselves on the tops of walls, in ditches, in bathrooms, in the water, over the water, on the water. They have hanged themselves in bars and gassed themselves in garages. This one looked simple. I hadnt heard the shot but it must have gone off when I was down by the lake watching the surfboard rider make his turn. There was plenty of noise. Why that should have mattered to Roger Wade I didnt know. Perhaps it hadnt. The final impulse had coincided with the run of the speedboat. I didnt like it, but nobody cared what I liked.

The torn pieces of the check were still on the floor but I left them. The torn strips of that stuff he had written that other night were in the wastebasket. These I did not leave. I picked them out and made sure I had them all and stuffed them into my pocket. The basket was almost empty, which made it easy. No use wondering where the gun had been. There were too many places to hide it in. It could have been in a chair or in the couch, under one of the cushions. It could have been on the floor, behind the books, anywhere.

I went out and shut the door. I listened. From the kitchen, sounds. I went out there. Eileen had a blue apron on and the kettle was just beginning to whistle. She turned the flame down and gave me a brief impersonal glance.

How do you like your tea, Mr. Marlowe?

Just out of the pot as it comes.

I leaned against the wall and got a cigarette out just to have something to do with my fingers. I pinched and squeezed it and broke it in half and threw one half on the floor. Her eyes followed it down. I bent and picked it up. I squeezed the two halves together into a little ball.

She made the tea. I always take cream and sugar, she said over her shoulder. Strange, when I drink my coffee black. I learned tea drinking in England. They were using saccharin instead of sugar. When the war came they had no cream, of course.

You lived in England?

I worked there. I stayed all through the Blitz. I met a man — but I told you about that.

Where did you meet Roger?

In New York.

Married there?

She swung around, frowning. No, we were not married in New York. Why?

Just talking while the tea draws.

She looked out of the window over the sink. She could see down to the lake from there. She leaned against the edge of the drainboard and her fingers fiddled with a folded tea towel.

It has to be stopped, she said, and I dont know how. Perhaps hell have to be committed to an institution. Somehow I cant quite see myself doing that. Id have to sign something, wouldnt I?

She turned around when she asked that.

He could do it himself, I said. That is, he could have up to now.

The tea timer rang its bell. She turned back to the sink and poured the tea from one pot into another. Then she put the fresh pot on the tray she had already fixed up with cups. I went over and got the tray and carried it to the table between the two davenports in the living room. She sat down opposite me and poured two cups. I reached for mine and set it down in front of me for it to cool. I watched her fix hers with two lumps of sugar and the cream. She tasted it.

What did you mean by that last remark? she asked suddenly. That he could have up to now — committed himself to some institution, you meant, didnt you?

I guess it was a wild pitch. Did you hide the gun I told you about? You know, the morning after he made that play upstairs.

Hide it? she repeated frowning. No. I never do anything like that. I dont believe in it. Why are you asking?

And you forgot your house keys today?

I told you I did.

But not the garage key. Usually in this kind of house the outside keys are mastered.

I dont need a key for the garage, she said sharply. It opens by a switch. Theres a relay switch inside the front door you push up as you go out. Then another switch beside the garage operates that door. Often we leave the garage open. Or Candy goes out and closes it.

I see.

You are making some rather strange remarks, she said with acid in her voice. You did the other morning.

Ive had some rather strange experiences in this house. Guns going off in the night, drunks lying out on the front lawn and doctors coming that wont do anything. Lovely women wrapping their arms around me and talking as if they thought I was someone else, Mexican houseboys throwing knives. Its a pity about that gun. But you dont really love your husband, do you? I guess I said that before too.

She stood up slowly. She was as calm as a custard, but her violet eyes didnt seem quite the same color, nor of quite the same softness. Then her mouth began to tremble.

Is — is something wrong in there? she asked very slowly, and looked towards the study.

I barely had time to nod before she was running. She was at the door in a flash. She threw it open and darted in. If I expected a wild scream I was fooled. I didnt hear anything. I felt lousy. I ought to have kept her out and eased into that corny routine about bad news, prepare yourself, wont you sit down, Im afraid something rather serious has happened. Blah, blah, blah. And when you have worked your way through it you havent saved anybody a thing. Often enough you have made it worse.

I got up and followed her into the study. She was kneeling beside the couch with his head pulled against her breast, smearing herself with his blood. She wasnt making a sound of any kind. Her eyes were shut. She was rocking back and forth on her knees as far as she could, holding him tight.

I went back out and found a telephone and a book. I called the sheriffs substation that seemed to be nearest. Didnt matter, theyd relay it by radio in any case. Then I went out to the kitchen and turned the water on and fed the strips of yellow paper from my pocket down the electric garbage grinder. I dumped the tea leaves from the other pot after it. In a matter of seconds the stuff was gone.

I shut off the water and switched off the motor. I went back to the living room and opened the front door and stepped outside.

There must have been a deputy cruising close by because he was there in about six minutes. When I took him into the study she was still kneeling by the couch. He went over to her at once.

Im sorry, maam. I understand how you must feel, but you shouldnt be touching anything.

She turned her head, then scrambled to her feet. Its my husband. Hes been shot.

He took his cap off and put it on the desk. He reached for the telephone.

His name is Roger Wade, she said in a high brittle voice. Hes the famous novelist.

I know who he is, maam, the deputy said, and dialed.

She looked down at the front of her blouse. May I go upstairs and change this?

Sure. He nodded to her and spoke into the phone, then hung up and turned. You say hes been shot. That mean somebody else shot him?

I think this man murdered him, she said without looking at me, and went quickly out of the room.

The deputy looked at me. He got a notebook out. He wrote something in it. I better have your name, he said casually, and address. You the one called in?

Yes. I told him my name and address.

Just take it easy until Lieutenant Ohls gets here.

Bernie Ohls?

Yeah. You know him?

Sure. Ive known him a long time. He used to work out of the D.A.s office.

Not lately, the deputy said. Hes Assistant Chief of Homicide, working out of the L.A. Sheriffs office. You a friend of the family, Mr. Marlowe?

Mrs. Wade didnt make it sound that way.

He shrugged and half smiled. Just take it easy, Mr. Marlowe. Not carrying a gun, are you?

Not today.

I better make sure. He did. He looked towards the couch then. In spots like this you cant expect the wife to make much sense. We better wait outside.
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OHLS WAS A medium-sized thick man with short-cropped faded blond hair and faded blue eyes. He had stiff white eyebrows and in the days before he stopped wearing a hat you were always a little surprised when he took it off — there was so much more head than you expected. He was a hard tough cop with a grim outlook on life but a very decent guy underneath. He ought to have made captain years ago. He had passed the examination among the top three half a dozen times. But the Sheriff didnt like him and he didnt like the Sheriff.

He came down the stairs rubbing the side of his jaw. Flashlights had been going off in the study for a long time. Men had gone in and out. I had just sat in the living room with a plain-clothes dick and waited.

Ohls sat down on the edge of a chair and dangled his hands. He was chewing on an unlit cigarette. He looked at me broodingly.

Remember the old days when they had a gatehouse and a private police force in Idle Valley?

I nodded. And gambling also.

Sure. You cant stop it. This whole valley is still private property. Like Arrowhead used to be, and Emerald Bay. Long time since I was on a case with no reporters jumping around. Somebody must have whispered in Sheriff Petersens ear. They kept it off the teletype.

Real considerate of them, I said. How is Mrs. Wade?

Too relaxed. She must of grabbed some pills. Theres a dozen kinds up there — even demerol. Thats bad stuff. Your friends dont have a lot of luck lately, do they? They get dead.

I didnt have anything to say to that.

Gunshot suicides always interest me, Ohls said loosely. So easy to fake. The wife says you killed him. Why would she say that?

She doesnt mean it literally.

Nobody else was here. She says you knew where the gun was, knew he was getting drunk, knew he had fired off the gun the other night when she had to fight with him to get the gun away from him. You were there that night too. Dont seem to help much, do you?

I searched his desk this afternoon. No gun. Id told her where it was and to put it away. She says now she didnt believe in that sort of thing.

Just when would now be? Ohls asked gruffly.

After she came home and before I phoned the substation.

You searched the desk. Why? Ohls lifted his hands and put them on his knees. He was looking at me indifferently, as if he didnt care what I said.

He was getting drunk. I thought it just as well to have the gun somewhere else. But he didnt try to kill himself the other night. It was just show-off.

Ohls nodded. He took the chewed cigarette out of his mouth, dropped it into a tray, and put a fresh one in place of it.

I quit smoking, he said. Got me coughing too much. But the goddam things still ride me. Cant feel right without one in my mouth. You supposed to watch the guy when hes alone?

Certainly not. He asked me to come out and have lunch. We talked and he was kind of depressed about his writing not going well. He decided to hit the bottle. Think I should have taken it away from him?

Im not thinking yet. Im just trying to get a picture. How much drinking did you do?

Beer.

Its your tough luck you were here, Marlowe. What was the check for? The one he wrote and signed and tore up?

They all wanted me to come and live here and keep him in line. All means himself, his wife, and his publisher, a man named Howard Spencer. Hes in New York, I guess. You can check with him. I turned it down. Afterwards she came to me and said her husband was off on a toot and she was worried and would I find him and bring him home. I did that. Next thing I knew I was carrying him in off his front lawn and putting him to bed. I didnt want any part of it, Bernie. It just kind of grew up around me.

Nothing to do with the Lennox case, huh?

Aw, for Petes sake. There isnt any Lennox case.

How true, Ohls said dryly. He squeezed his kneecaps. A man came in at the front door and spoke to the other dick. Then came across to Ohls.

Theres a Dr. Loring outside, Lieutenant. Says he was called. Hes the ladys doctor.

Let him in.

The dick went back and Dr. Loring came in with his neat black bag. He was cool and elegant in a tropical worsted suit. He went past me without looking at me.

Upstairs? he asked Ohls.

Yeah — in her room. Ohls stood up. What you give her that demerol for, Doc?

Dr. Loring frowned at him. I prescribe for my patient as I think proper, he said coldly. I am not required to explain why. Who says I gave Mrs. Wade demerol?

I do. The bottles up there with your name on it. Shes got a regular drugstore in her bathroom. Maybe you dont know it, Doc, but we have a pretty complete exhibit of the little pills downtown. Bluejays, redbirds, yellow jackets, goofballs, and all the rest of the list. Demerols about the worst of the lot. Thats the stuff Goering lived on, I heard somewhere. Took eighteen a day when they caught him. Took the army doctors three months to cut him down.

I dont know what those words mean, Dr. Loring said frigidly.

You dont? Pity. Bluejays are sodium amytal. Redbirds are seconal. Yellow jackets are nembutal. Goofballs are one of the barbiturates laced with benzedrine. Demerol is a synthetic narcotic that is very habit forming. You just hand em out, huh? Is the lady suffering from something serious?

A drunken husband can be a very serious complaint indeed for a sensitive woman, Dr. Loring said.

You didnt get around to him, huh? Pity. Mrs. Wades upstairs, Doc. Thanks for the time.

You are impertinent, sir. I shall report you.

Yeah, do that, Ohls said. But before you report me, do something else. Keep the lady clear in her head. Ive got questions to ask.

I shall do exactly what I think best for her condition. Do you know who I am, by any chance? And just to make matters clear, Mr. Wade was not my patient. I dont treat alcoholics.

Just their wives, huh? Ohls snarled at him. Yeah, I know who you are, Doc. Im bleeding internally. My name is Ohls. Lieutenant Ohls.

Dr. Loring went on up the stairs. Ohls sat down again and grinned at me.

You got to be diplomatic with this kind of people, he said.

A man came out of the study and came up to Ohls. A thin serious-looking man with glasses and a brainy forehead.

Lieutenant.

Shoot.

The wound is contact, typically suicidal, with a good deal of distention from gas pressure. The eyes are exophthalmic from the same cause. I dont think there will be any prints on the outside of the gun. Its been bled on too freely.

Could it be homicide if the guy was asleep or passed out drunk? Ohls asked him.

Of course, but theres no indication of it. The guns a Webley Hammerless. Typically, this gun takes a very stiff pull to cock it, but a very light pull to discharge it. The recoil explains the position of the gun. I see nothing against suicide so far. I expect a high figure on alcoholic concentration. If its high enough— the man stopped and shrugged meaningly— I might be inclined to doubt suicide.

Thanks. Somebody call the coroner?

The man nodded and went away. Ohls yawned and looked at his watch. Then he looked at me.

You want to blow?

Sure, if youll let me. I thought I was a suspect.

We might oblige you later on. Stick around where you can be found, thats all. You were a dick once, you know how they go. Some you got to work fast before the evidence gets away from you. This one is just the opposite. If it was a homicide, who wanted him dead? His wife? She wasnt here. You? Fine, you had the house to yourself and knew where the gun was. A perfect setup. Everything but a motive, and we might perhaps give some weight to your experience. I figure if you wanted to kill a guy, you could maybe do it a little less obviously.

Thanks, Bernie. I could at that.

The help wasnt here. Theyre out. So it must have been somebody that just happened to drop by. That somebody had to know where Wades gun was, had to find him drunk enough to be asleep or passed out, and had to pull the trigger when that speedboat was making enough noise to drown the shot, and had to get away before you came back into the house. That I dont buy on any knowledge I have now. The only person who had the means and opportunity was the one guy who wouldnt have used them — for the simple reason he was the one guy who had them.

I stood up to go. Okay, Bernie. Ill be home all evening.

Theres just one thing, Ohls said musingly. This man Wade was a big time writer. Lots of dough, lots of reputation. I dont go for his sort of crap myself. You might find nicer people than his characters in a whorehouse. Thats a matter of taste and none of my business as a cop. With all this money he had a beautiful home in one of the best places to live in in the county. He had a beautiful wife, lots of friends, and no troubles at all. What I want to know is what made all that so tough that he had to pull a trigger? Sure as hell something did. If you know, you better get ready to lay it on the line. See you.

I went to the door. The man on the door looked back at Ohls, got the sign, and let me out. I got into my car and had to edge over on the lawn to get around the various official cars that jammed the driveway. At the gate another deputy looked me over but didnt say anything. I slipped my dark glasses on and drove back towards the main highway. The road was empty and peaceful. The afternoon sun beat down on the manicured lawns and the large roomy expensive houses behind them.

A man not unknown to the world had died in a pool of blood in a house in Idle Valley, but the lazy quiet had not been disturbed. So far as the newspapers were concerned it might have happened in Tibet.

At a turn of the road the walls of two estates came down to the shoulder and a dark green sheriffs car was parked there. A deputy got out and held up his hand. I stopped. He came to the window.

May I see your drivers license, please?

I took out my wallet and handed it to him open.

Just the license, please. Im not allowed to touch your wallet.

I took it out and gave it to him. Whats the trouble?

He glanced into my car and handed me back my license.

No trouble, he said. Just a routine check. Sorry to have troubled you.

He waved me on and went back to the parked car. Just like a cop. They never tell you why they are doing anything. That way you dont find out they dont know themselves.

I drove home, bought myself a couple of cold drinks, went out to dinner, came back, opened the windows and my shirt and waited for something to happen. I waited a long time. It was nine oclock when Bernie Ohls called up and told me to come in and not stop on the way to pick any flowers.
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THEY HAD CANDY in a hard chair against the wall of the Sheriffs anteroom. He hated me with his eyes as I went by him into the big square room where Sheriff Petersen held court in the middle of a collection of testimonials from a grateful public to his twenty years of faithful public service. The walls were loaded with photographs of horses and Sheriff Petersen made a personal appearance in every photograph. The corners of his carved desk were horses heads. His inkwell was a mounted polished horses hoof and his pens were planted in the mate to it filled with white sand. A gold plate on each of these said something or other about a date. In the middle of a spotless desk blotter lay a bag of Bull Durham and a pack of brown cigarette papers. Petersen rolled his own. He could roll one with one hand on horseback and often did, especially when leading a parade on a big white horse with a Mexican saddle loaded with beautiful Mexican silverwork. On horseback he wore a flat-crowned Mexican sombrero. He rode beautifully and his horse always knew exactly when to be quiet, when to act up so that the Sheriff with his calm inscrutable smile could bring the horse back under control with one hand. The Sheriff had a good act. He had a handsome hawklike profile, getting a little saggy under the chin by now, but he knew how to hold his head so it wouldnt show too much. He put a lot of hard work into having his picture taken. He was in his middle fifties and his father, a Dane, had left him a lot of money. The Sheriff didnt look like a Dane, because his hair was dark and his skin was brown and he had the impassive poise of a cigar store Indian and about the same kind of brains. But nobody had ever called him a crook. There had been crooks in his department and they had fooled him as well as they had fooled the public, but none of the crookedness rubbed off on Sheriff Petersen. He just went right on getting elected without even trying, riding white horses at the head of parades, and questioning suspects in front of cameras. Thats what the captions said. As a matter of fact he never questioned anybody. He wouldnt have known how. He just sat at his desk looking sternly at the suspect, showing his profile to the camera. The flash bulbs would go off, the camera men would thank the Sheriff deferentially, and the suspect would be removed not having opened his mouth, and the Sheriff would go home to his ranch in the San Fernando Valley. There he could always be reached. If you couldnt reach him in person, you could talk to one of his horses.

Once in a while, come election time, some misguided politician would try to get Sheriff Petersens job, and would be apt to call him things like The Guy With The Built-In Profile or The Ham That Smokes Itself, but it didnt get him anywhere. Sheriff Petersen just went right on getting re-elected, a living testimonial to the fact that you can hold an important public office forever in our country with no qualifications for it but a clean nose, a photogenic face, and a close mouth. If on top of that you look good on a horse, you are unbeatable.

As Ohls and I went in, Sheriff Petersen was standing behind his desk and the camera boys were filing out by another door. The Sheriff had his white stetson on. He was rolling a cigarette. He was all set to go home. He looked at me sternly.

Whos this? he asked in a rich baritone voice.

Names Philip Marlowe, Chief, Ohls said. Only person in the house when Wade shot himself. You want a picture?

The Sheriff studied me. I dont think so, he said, and turned to a big tired-looking man with iron-gray hair. If you need me, Ill be at the ranch, Captain Hernandez.

Yes, sir.

Petersen lit his cigarette with a kitchen match. He lit it on his thumbnail. No lighters for Sheriff Petersen. He was strictly a roll-your-own-and-light-em-with-one-hand type.

He said goodnight and went out. A deadpan character with hard black eyes went with him, his personal bodyguard. The door closed. When he was gone Captain Hernandez moved to the desk and sat in the Sheriffs enormous chair and a stenotype operator in the corner moved his stand out from the wall to get elbow room. Ohls sat at the end of the desk and looked amused.

All right, Marlowe, Hernandez said briskly. Lets have it.

How come I dont get my photo taken?

You heard what the Sheriff said.

Yeah, but why? I whined.

Ohls laughed. You know damn well why.

You mean on account of Im tall, dark, and handsome and somebody might look at me?

Cut it, Hernandez said coldly. Lets get on with your statement. Start from the beginning.

I gave it to them from the beginning: my interview with Howard Spencer, my meeting with Eileen Wade, her asking me to find Roger, my finding him, her asking me to the house, what Wade asked me to do and how I found him passed out near the hibiscus bushes and the rest of it. The stenotype operator took it down. Nobody interrupted me. All of it was true. The truth and nothing but the truth. But not quite all the truth. What I left out was my business.

Nice, Hernandez said at the end. But not quite complete. This was a cool competent dangerous guy, this Hernandez. Somebody in the Sheriffs office had to be. The night Wade shot off the gun in his bedroom you went into Mrs. Wades room and were in there for some time with the door shut. What were you doing in there?

She called me in and asked me how he was.

Why shut the door?

Wade was half asleep and I didnt want to make any noise. Also the houseboy was hanging around with his ear out. Also she asked me to shut the door. I didnt realize it was going to be important.

How long were you in there?

I dont know. Three minutes maybe.

I suggest you were in there a couple of hours, Hernandez said coldly. Do I make myself clear?

I looked at Ohls. Ohls didnt look at anything. He was chewing on an unlighted cigarette as usual.

You are misinformed, Captain.

Well see. After you left the room you went downstairs to the study and spent the night on the couch. Perhaps I should say the rest of the night.

It was ten minutes to eleven when he called me at home. It was long past two oclock when I went into the study for the last time that night. Call it the rest of the night if you like.

Get the houseboy in here, Hernandez said.

Ohls went out and came back with Candy. They put Candy in a chair. Hernandez asked him a few questions to establish who he was and so on. Then he said: All right, Candy — well call you that for convenience — after you helped Marlowe put Roger Wade to bed, what happened?

I knew what was coming more or less. Candy told his story in a quiet savage voice with very little accent. It seemed as if he could turn that on and off at will. His story was that he had hung around downstairs in case he was wanted again, part of the time in the kitchen where he got himself some food, part of the time in the living room. While in the living room sitting in a chair near the front door he had seen Eileen Wade standing in the door of her room and he had seen her take her clothes off. He had seen her put a robe on with nothing under it and he had seen me go into her room and I shut the door and stayed in there a long time, a couple of hours he thought. He had gone up the stairs and listened. He had heard the bed-springs making sounds. He had heard whispering. He made his meaning very obvious. When he had finished he gave me a corrosive look and his mouth was twisted tight with hatred.

Take him out, Hernandez said.

Just a minute, I said. I want to question him.

I ask the questions here, Hernandez said sharply.

You dont know how, Captain. You werent there. Hes lying and he knows it and I know it.

Hernandez leaned back and picked up one of the Sheriffs pens. He bent the handle of the pen. It was long and pointed and made of stiffened horsehair. When he let go of the point it sprang back.

Shoot, he said at last.

I faced Candy. Where were you when you saw Mrs. Wade take her clothes off?

I was sitting down in a chair near the front door, he said in a surly tone.

Between the front door and the two facing davenports?

What I said.

Where was Mrs. Wade?

Just inside the door of her room. The door was open.

What light was there in the living room?

One lamp. Tall lamp what they call a bridge lamp.

What light was on the balcony?

No light. Light in her bedroom.

What kind of light in her bedroom?

Not much light. Night table lamp, maybe.

Not a ceiling light?

No.

After she took her clothes off — standing just inside the door of her room, you said — she put on a robe. What kind of robe?

Blue robe. Long thing like a house coat. She tie it with a sash.

So if you hadnt actually seen her take her clothes off you wouldnt know what she had on under the robe?

He shrugged. He looked vaguely worried. Sí. Thats right. But I see her take her clothes off.

Youre a liar. There isnt any place in the living room from which you could see her take her clothes off right bang in her doorway, much less inside her room. She would have to come out to the edge of the balcony. If she had done that she would have seen you.

He just glared at me. I turned to Ohls. Youve seen the house. Captain Hernandez hasnt — or has he?

Ohls shook his head slightly. Hernandez frowned and said nothing.

There is no spot in that living room, Captain Hernandez, from which he could see even the top of Mrs. Wades head — even if he was standing up — and he says he was sitting down — provided she was as far back as her own doorway or inside it. Im four inches taller than he is and I could only see the top foot of an open door when I was standing just inside the front door of the house. She would have to come out to the edge of the balcony for him to see what he says he saw. Why would she do that? Why would she undress in her doorway even? Theres no sense to it.

Hernandez just looked at me. Then he looked at Candy. How about the time element? he asked softly, speaking to me.

Thats his word against mine. Im talking about what can be proved.

Hernandez spit Spanish at Candy too fast for me to understand. Candy just stared at him sulkily.

Take him out, Hernandez said.

Ohls jerked a thumb and opened the door. Candy went out. Hernandez brought out a box of cigarettes, stuck one on his lip, and lit it with a gold lighter.

Ohls came back into the room. Hernandez said calmly: I just told him that if there was an inquest and he told that story on the stand, hed find himself doing a one-to-three up in Q for perjury. Didnt seem to impress him much. Its obvious whats eating him. An old-fashioned case of hot pants. If hed been around and we had any reason to suspect murder, hed make a pretty good pigeon — except that he would have used a knife. I got the impression earlier that he felt pretty bad about Wades death. Any questions you want to ask, Ohls?

Ohls shook his head. Hernandez looked at me and said: Come back in the morning and sign your statement. Well have it typed out by then. We ought to have a p.m. report by ten oclock, preliminary anyway. Anything you dont like about this setup, Marlowe?

Would you mind rephrasing the question? The way you put it suggests there might be something I do like about it.

Okay, he said wearily. Take off. Im going home.

I stood up.

Of course I never did believe that stuff Candy pulled on us, he said. Just used it for a corkscrew. No hard feelings, I hope.

No feelings at all, Captain. No feelings at all.

They watched me go out and didnt say goodnight. I walked down the long corridor to the Hill Street entrance and got into my car and drove home.

No feelings at all was exactly right. I was as hollow and empty as the spaces between the stars. When I got home I mixed a stiff one and stood by the open window in the living room and sipped it and listened to the groundswell of the traffic on Laurel Canyon Boulevard and looked at the glare of the big angry city hanging over the shoulder of the hills through which the boulevard had been cut. Far off the banshee wail of police or fire sirens rose and fell, never for very long completely silent. Twenty-four hours a day somebody is running, somebody else is trying to catch him. Out there in the night of a thousand crimes people were dying, being maimed, cut by flying glass, crushed against steering wheels or under heavy tires. People were being beaten, robbed, strangled, raped, and murdered. People were hungry, sick; bored, desperate with loneliness or remorse or fear, angry, cruel, feverish, shaken by sobs. A city no worse than others, a city rich and vigorous and full of pride, a city lost and beaten and full of emptiness.

It all depends on where you sit and what your own private score is. I didnt have one. I didnt care.

I finished the drink and went to bed.
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THE INQUEST WAS a flop. The coroner sailed into it before the medical evidence was complete, for fear the publicity would die on him. He neednt have worried. The death of a writer — even a loud writer — is not news for long, and that summer there was too much to compete. A king abdicated and another was assassinated. In one week three large passenger planes crashed. The head man of a big wire service was shot to pieces in Chicago in his own automobile. Twenty-four convicts were burned to death in a prison fire. The Coroner of Los Angeles County was out of luck. He was missing the good things in life.

As I left the stand I saw Candy. He had a bright malicious grin on his face — I had no idea why — and as usual he was dressed just a little too well, in a cocoa brown gabardine suit with a white nylon shirt and a midnight blue bow tie. On the witness stand he was quiet and made a good impression. Yes, the boss had been pretty drunk lately a lot of times. Yes, he had helped put him to bed the night the gun went off upstairs. Yes, the boss had demanded whiskey before he, Candy, left on the last day, but he had refused to get it. No, he didnt know anything about Mr. Wades literary work, but he knew the boss had been discouraged. He kept throwing it away and then getting it out of the wastebasket again. No, he had never heard Mr. Wade quarreling with anyone. And so on. The coroner milked him but it was thin stuff. Somebody had done a good coaching job on Candy.

Eileen Wade wore black and white. She was pale and spoke in a low clear voice which even the amplifer could not spoil. The coroner handled her with two pairs of velvet gloves. He talked to her as if he had trouble keeping the sobs out of his voice. When she left the stand he stood up and bowed and she gave him a faint fugitive smile that nearly made him choke on his saliva.

She almost passed me without a glance on the way out, then at the last moment turned her head a couple of inches and nodded very slightly, as if I was somebody she must have met somewhere a long time ago, but couldnt quite place in her memory.

Outside on the steps when it was all over I ran into Ohls. He was watching the traffic down below, or pretending to.

Nice job, he said without turning his head. Congratulations.

You did all right on Candy.

Not me, kid. The D.A. decided the sexy stuff was irrelevant.

What sexy stuff was that?

He looked at me then. Ha, ha, ha, he said. And I dont mean you. Then his expression got remote. I been looking at them for too many years. It wearies a man. This one came out of the special bottle. Old private stock. Strictly for the carriage trade. So long, sucker. Call me when you start wearing twenty-dollar shirts. Ill drop around and hold your coat for you.

People eddied around us going up and down the steps. We just stood there. Ohls took a cigarette out of his pocket and looked at it and dropped it on the concrete and ground it to nothing with his heel.

Wasteful, I said.

Only a cigarette, pal. Its not a life. After a while maybe you marry the girl, huh?

Shove it.

He laughed sourly. I been talking to the right people about the wrong things, he said acidly. Any objection?

No objection, Lieutenant, I said, and went on down the steps. He said something behind me but I kept going.

I went over to a corn-beef joint on Flower. It suited my mood. A rude sign over the entrance said: Men Only. Dogs and Women Not Admitted. The service inside was equally polished. The waiter who tossed your food at you needed a shave and deducted his tip without being invited. The food was simple but very good and they had a brown Swedish beer which could hit as hard as a martini.

When I got back to the office the phone was ringing. Ohls said: Im coming by your place. Ive got things to say.

He must have been at or near the Hollywood substation because he was in the office inside twenty minutes. He planted himself in the customers chair and crossed his legs and growled:

I was out of line. Sorry. Forget it.

Why forget it? Lets open up the wound.

Suits me. Under the hat, though. To some people youre a wrong gee. I never knew you to do anything too crooked.

What was the crack about twenty-dollar shirts?

Aw hell, I was just sore, Ohls said. I was thinking of old man Potter. Like he told a secretary to tell a lawyer to tell District Attorney Springer to tell Captain Hernandez you were a personal friend of his.

He wouldnt take the trouble.

You met him. He gave you time.

I met him, period. I didnt like him, but perhaps it was only envy. He sent for me to give me some advice. Hes big and hes tough and I dont know what else. I dont figure hes a crook.

There aint no clean way to make a hundred million bucks, Ohls said. Maybe the head man thinks his hands are clean but somewhere along the line guys got pushed to the wall, nice little businesses got the ground cut from under them and had to sell out for nickels, decent people lost their jobs, stocks got rigged on the market, proxies got bought up like a pennyweight of old gold, and the five per centers and the big law firms got paid hundred-grand fees for beating some law the people wanted but the rich guys didnt, on account of it cut into their profits. Big money is big power and big power gets used wrong. Its the system. Maybe its the best we can get, but it still aint any Ivory Soap deal.

You sound like a Red, I said, just to needle him.

I wouldnt know, he said contemptuously. I aint been investigated yet. You liked the suicide verdict, didnt you?

What else could it be?

Nothing else, I guess. He put his hard blunt hands on the desk and looked at the big brown freckles on the backs of them. Im getting old. Keratosis, they call those brown spots. You dont get them until youre past fifty. Im an old cop and an old cop is an old bastard. I dont like a few things about this Wade death.

Such as? I leaned back and watched the tight sun wrinkles around his eyes.

You get so you can smell a wrong setup, even when you know you cant do a damn thing about it. Then you just sit and talk like now. I dont like that he left no note.

He was drunk. Probably just a sudden crazy impulse.

Ohls lifted his pale eyes and dropped his hands off the desk. I went through his desk. He wrote letters to himself. He wrote and wrote and wrote. Drunk or sober he hit that typewriter. Some of it is wild, some of it kind of funny, and some of it is sad. The guy had something on his mind. He wrote all around it but he never quite touched it. That guy would have left a two-page letter if he knocked himself off.

He was drunk, I said again.

With him that didnt matter, Ohls said wearily. The next thing I dont like is he did it there in that room and left his wife to find him. Okay, he was drunk. I still dont like it. The next thing I dont like is he pulled the trigger just when the noise of that speedboat could drown out the shot. What difference would it make to him? More coincidence, huh? More coincidence still that the wife forgot her door keys on the helps day off and had to ring the bell to get into the house.

She could have walked around to the back, I said.

Yeah, I know. What Im talking about is a situation. Nobody to answer the door but you, and she said on the stand she didnt know you were there. Wade wouldnt have heard the bell if he had been alive and working in his study. His door is soundproofed. The help was away. That was Thursday. That she forgot. Like she forgot her keys.

Youre forgetting something yourself, Bernie. My car was in the driveway. So she knew I was there — or that somebody was there — before she rang the bell.

He grinned. I forgot that, didnt I? All right, heres the picture. You were down at the lake, the speedboat was making all that racket — incidentally it was a couple of guys from Lake Arrowhead just visiting, had their boat on a trailer — Wade was asleep in his study or passed out, somebody took the gun out of his desk already, and she knew you had put it there because you told her that other time. Now suppose she didnt forget her keys, that she goes into the house, looks across and sees you down at the water, looks into the study and sees Wade asleep, knows where the gun is, gets it, waits for the right moment, plugs him, drops the gun where it was found, goes back outside the house, waits a little while for the speedboat to go away, and then rings the doorbell and waits for you to open it. Any objections?

With what motive?

Yeah, he said sourly. That knocks it. If she wanted to slough the guy, it was easy. She had him over a barrel, habitual drunk, record of violence to her. Plenty alimony, nice fat property settlement. No motive at all. Anyhow the timing was too neat. Five minutes earlier and she couldnt have done it unless you were in on it.

I started to say something but he put his hand up. Take it easy. Im not accusing anybody, just speculating. Five minutes later and you get the same answer. She had ten minutes to pull it off.

Ten minutes, I said irritably, that couldnt possibly have been foreseen, much less planned.

He leaned back in the chair and sighed. I know. Youve got all the answers, Ive got all the answers. And I still dont like it. What the hell were you doing with these people anyway? The guy writes you a check for a grand, then tears it up. Got mad at you, you say. You didnt want it anyway, wouldnt have taken it, you say. Maybe. Did he think you were sleeping with his wife?

Lay off, Bernie.

I didnt ask were you, I asked did he think you were.

Same answer.

Okay, try this. What did the Mex have on him?

Nothing that I know of.

The Mex has too much money. Over fifteen hundred in the bank, all kinds of clothes, a brand new Chevy.

Maybe he peddles dope, I said.

Ohls pushed himself up out of the chair and scowled down at me.

Youre an awful lucky boy, Marlowe. Twice youve slid out from under a heavy one. You could get overconfident. You were pretty helpful to those people and you didnt make a dime. You were pretty helpful to a guy named Lennox too, the way I hear it. And you didnt make a dime out of that one either. What do you do for eating money, pal? You got a lot saved so you dont have to work any more?

I stood up and walked around the desk and faced him. Im a romantic, Bernie. I hear voices crying in the night and I go see whats the matter. You dont make a dime that way. You got sense, you shut your windows and turn up more sound on the TV set. Or you shove down on the gas and get far away from there. Stay out of other peoples troubles. All it can get you is the smear. The last time I saw Terry Lennox we had a cup of coffee together that I made myself in my house, and we smoked a cigarette. So when I heard he was dead I went out to the kitchen and made some coffee and poured a cup for him and lit a cigarette for him and when the coffee was cold and the cigarette was burned down I said goodnight to him. You dont make a dime that way. You wouldnt do it. Thats why youre a good cop and Im a private eye. Eileen Wade is worried about her husband, so I go out and find him and bring him home. Another time hes in trouble and calls me up and I go out and carry him in off the lawn and put him to bed and I dont make a dime out of it. No percentage at all. No nothing, except sometimes I get my face pushed in or get tossed in the can or get threatened by some fast money boy like Mendy Menendez. But no money, not a dime. Ive got a five-thousand-dollar bill in my safe but Ill never spend a nickel of it. Because there was something wrong with the way I got it. I played with it a little at first and I still get it out once in a while and look at it. But thats all — not a dime of spending money.

Must be a phony, Ohls said dryly, except they dont make them that big. So whats your point with all this yap?

No point. I told you I was a romantic.

I heard you. And you dont make a dime at it. I heard that too.

But I can always tell a cop to go to hell. Go to hell, Bernie.

You wouldnt tell me to go to hell if I had you in the back room under the light, chum.

Maybe well find out about that some day.

He walked to the door and yanked it open. You know something, kid? You think youre cute but youre just stupid. Youre a shadow on the wall. Ive got twenty years on the cops without a mark against me. I know when Im being kidded and I know when a guy is holding out on me. The wise guy never fools anybody but himself. Take it from me, chum. I know.

He pulled his head back out of the doorway and let the door close. His heels hammered down the corridor. I could still hear them when the phone on my desk started to sound. The voice said in that clear professional tone:

New York is calling Mr. Philip Marlowe.

Im Philip Marlowe.

Thank you. One moment, please, Mr. Marlowe. Here is your party.

The next voice I knew. Howard Spencer, Mr. Marlowe. Weve heard about Roger Wade. It was a pretty hard blow. We havent the full details, but your name seems to be involved.

I was there when it happened. He just got drunk and shot himself. Mrs. Wade came home a little later. The servants were away — Thursdays the day off.

You were alone with him?

I wasnt with him. I was outside the house, just hanging around waiting for his wife to come home.

I see. Well, I suppose there will be an inquest.

Its all over, Mr. Spencer. Suicide. And remarkably little publicity.

Really? Thats curious. He didnt exactly sound disappointed — more like puzzled and surprised. He was so well known. I should have thought — well, never mind what I thought. I guess Id better fly out there, but I cant make it before the end of next week. Ill send a wire to Mrs. Wade. There may be something I could do for her — and also about the book. I mean there may be enough of it so that we could get someone to finish it. I assume you did take the job after all.

No. Although he asked me to himself. I told him right out I couldnt stop him from drinking.

Apparently you didnt even try.

Look, Mr. Spencer, you dont know the first damn thing about this situation. Why not wait until you do before jumping to conclusions? Not that I dont blame myself a little. I guess thats inevitable when something like this happens, and youre the guy on the spot.

Of course, he said. Im sorry I made that remark. Most uncalled for. Will Eileen Wade be at her home now — or wouldnt you know?

I wouldnt know, Mr. Spencer. Why dont you just call her up?

I hardly think she would want to speak to anyone yet, he said slowly.

Why not? She talked to the Coroner and never batted an eye.

He cleared his throat. You dont sound exactly sympathetic.

Roger Wade is dead, Spencer. He was a bit of a bastard and maybe a bit of a genius too. Thats over my head. He was an egotistical drunk and he hated his own guts. He made me a lot of trouble and in the end a lot of grief. Why the hell should I be sympathetic?

I was talking about Mrs. Wade, he said shortly.

So was I.

Ill call you when I get in, he said abruptly. Goodbye.

He hung up. I hung up. I stared at the telephone for a couple of minutes without moving. Then I got the phone book up on the desk and looked for a number.
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I CALLED SEWELL Endicotts office. Somebody said he was in court and would not be available until late in the afternoon. Would I care to leave my name? No.

I dialed the number of Mendy Menendezs joint on the Strip. It was called El Tapado this year, not a bad name either. In American Spanish that means buried treasure among other things. It had been called other names in the past, quite a few other names. One year it was just a blue neon number on a blank high wall facing south on the Strip, with its back against the hill and a driveway curving around one side out of sight of the street. Very exclusive. Nobody knew much about it except vice cops and mobsters and people who could afford thirty bucks for a good dinner and any amount up to fifty grand in the big quiet room upstairs.

I got a woman who didnt know from nothing. Then I got a captain with a Mex accent.

You wish to speak with Mr. Menendez? Who is calling?

No names, amigo. Private matter.

Un momento, por favor.

There was a longish wait. I got a hard boy this time. He sounded as if he was talking through the slit in an armored car. It was probably just the slit in his face.

Talk it up. Who wants him?

The names Marlowe.

Whos Marlowe?

This Chick Agostino?

No, this aint Chick. Come on, lets have the password.

Go fry your face.

There was a chuckle. Hold the line.

Finally another voice said: Hello, cheapie. Whats the time by you?

You alone?

You can talk, cheapie. I been looking over some acts for the floor show.

You could cut your throat for one.

What would I do for an encore?

I laughed. He laughed. Been keeping your nose clean? he asked.

Havent you heard? I got to be friends with another guy who suicided. Theyre going to call me the Kiss-of-Death Kid from now on.

Thats funny, huh?

No, it isnt funny. Also the other afternoon I had tea with Harlan Potter.

Nice going. I never drink the stuff myself.

He said for you to be nice to me.

I never met the guy and I dont figure to.

He casts a long shadow. All I want is a little information, Mendy. Like about Paul Marston.

Never heard of him.

You said that too quick. Paul Marston was the name Terry Lennox used one time in New York before he came west.

So?

His prints were checked through the F.B.I. files. No record. That means he never served in the Armed Forces.

So?

Do I have to draw you a picture? Either that foxhole yarn of yours was all spaghetti or it happened somewhere else.

I didnt say where it happened, cheapie. Take a kind word and forget the whole thing. You got told, you better stay told.

Oh sure. I do something you dont like and Im swimming to Catalina with a streetcar on my back. Dont try to scare me, Mendy. Ive been up against the pros. You ever been in England?

Be smart, cheapie. Things can happen to a guy in this town. Things can happen to big strong boys like Big Willie Magoon. Take a look at the evening paper.

Ill get one if you say so. It might even have my picture in it. What about Magoon?

Like I said — things can happen. I wouldnt know how except what I read. Seems Magoon tried to shake down four boys in a car with Nevada plates. Was parked right by his house. Nevada plates with big numbers like they dont have. Must have been some kind of a rib. Only Magoon aint feeling funny, what with both arms in casts, and his jaw wired in three places, and one leg in high traction. Magoon aint tough any more. It could happen to you.

He bothered you, huh? I saw him bounce your boy Chick off the wall in front of Victors. Should I ring up a friend in the Sheriffs office and tell him?

You do that, cheapie, he said very slowly. You do that.

And Ill mention that at the time I was just through having a drink with Harlan Potters daughter. Corroborative evidence, in a sense, dont you think? You figure to smash her up too?

Listen to me careful, cheapie—

Were you ever in England, Mendy? You and Randy Starr and Paul Marston or Terry Lennox or whatever his name was? In the British Army perhaps? Had a little racket in Soho and got hot and figured the Army was a cooling-off spot?

Hold the line.

I held it. Nothing happened except that I waited and my arm got tired. I switched the receiver to the other side. Finally he came back.

Now listen careful, Marlowe. You stir up that Lennox case and youre dead. Terry was a pal and I got feelings too. So you got feelings. Ill go along with you just this far. It was a Commando outfit. It was British. It happened in Norway, one of those islands off the coast. They got a million of them. November 1942. Now will you lie down and rest that tired brain of yours?

Thank you, Mendy. I will do that. Your secret is safe with me. Im not telling it to anybody but the people I know.

Buy yourself a paper, cheapie. Read and remember. Big tough Willie Magoon. Beat up in front of his own house. Boy, was he surprised when he come out of the ether!

He hung up. I went downstairs and bought a paper and it was just as Menendez had said. There was a picture of Big Willie Magoon in his hospital bed. You could see half his face and one eye. The rest of him was bandages. Seriously but not critically injured. The boys had been very careful about that. They wanted him to live. After all he was a cop. In our town the mobs dont kill a cop. They leave that to the juveniles. And a live cop who has been put through the meat grinder is a much better advertisement. He gets well eventually and goes back to work. But from that time on something is missing — the last inch of steel that makes all the difference. Hes a walking lesson that it is a mistake to push the racket boys too hard — especially if you are on the vice squad and eating at the best places and driving a Cadillac.

I sat there and brooded about it for a while and then I dialed the number of The Carne Organization and asked for George Peters. He was out. I left my name and said it was urgent. He was expected in about five-thirty.

I went over to the Hollywood Public Library and asked questions in the reference room, but couldnt find what I wanted. So I had to go back for my Olds and drive downtown to the Main Library. I found it there, in a smallish red-bound book published in England. I copied what I wanted from it and drove home. I called The Carne Organization again. Peters was still out, so I asked the girl to reroute the call to me at home.

I put the chessboard on the coffee table and set out a problem called The Sphynx. It is printed on the end papers of a book on chess by Blackburn, the English chess wizard, probably the most dynamic chess player who ever lived, although he wouldnt get to first base in the cold war type of chess they play nowadays. The Sphynx is an eleven-mover and it justifies its name. Chess problems seldom run to more than four or five moves. Beyond that the difficulty of solving them rises in almost geometrical progression. An eleven-mover is sheer unadulterated torture.

Once in a long while when I feel mean enough I set it out and look for a new way to solve it. Its a nice quiet way to go crazy. You dont even scream, but you come awfully close.

George Peters called me at five-forty. We exchanged pleasantries and condolences.

Youve got yourself in another jam, I see, he said cheerfully. Why dont you try some quiet business like embalming?

Takes too long to learn. Listen, I want to become a client of your agency, if it doesnt cost too much.

Depends what you want done, old boy. And youd have to talk to Carne.

No.

Well, tell me.

London is full of guys like me, but I wouldnt know one from the other. They call them private enquiry agents. Your outfit would have connections. Id just have to pick a name at random and probably get hornswoggled. I want some information that should be easy enough to get, and I want it quick. Must have it before the end of next week.

Spill.

I want to know something about the war service of Terry Lennox or Paul Marston, whatever name he used. He was in the Commandos over there. He was captured wounded in November 1942 in a raid on some Norwegian island. I want to know what outfit he was posted from and what happened to him. The War Office will have all that. Its not secret information, or I wouldnt think so. Lets say a question of inheritance is involved.

You dont need a P.I. for that. You could get it direct Write them a letter.

Shove it, George. I might get an answer in three months. I want one in five days.

You have a thought there, pal. Anything else?

One thing more. They keep all their vital records over there in a place they call Somerset House. I want to know if he figures there in any connection — birth, marriage, naturalization, anything at all.

Why?

What do you mean, why? Whos paying the bill?

Suppose the names dont show?

Then Im stuck. If they do, I want certified copies of anything your man turns up. How much you soaking me?

Ill have to ask Carne. He may thumb it out altogether. We dont want the kind of publicity you get. If he lets me handle it, and you agree not to mention the connection, Id say three hundred bucks. Those guys over there dont get much by dollar standards. He might hit us for ten guineas, less than thirty bucks. On top of that any expenses he might have. Say fifty bucks altogether and Carne wouldnt open a file for less than two-fifty.

Professional rates.

Ha, ha. He never heard of them.

Call me, George. Want to eat dinner?

Romanoffs?

All right, I growled, if theyll give me a reservation — which I doubt.

We can have Carnes table. I happen to know hes dining privately. Hes a regular at Romanoffs. It pays off in the upper brackets of the business. Carne is a pretty big boy in this town.

Yeah, sure. I know somebody — and know him personally — who could lose Carne under his little fingernail.

Good work, kid. I always knew you would come through in the clutch. See you about seven oclock in the bar at Romanoffs. Tell the head thief youre waiting for Colonel Carne. Hell clear a space around you so you dont get elbowed by any riffraff like screenwriters or television actors.

See you at seven, I said.

We hung up and I went back to the chess board. But The Sphynx didnt seem to interest me any more. In a little while Peters called me back and said it was all right with Carne provided the name of their agency was not connected with my problems. Peters said he would get a night letter off to London at once.
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HOWARD SPENCER CALLED me on the following Friday morning. He was at the Ritz-Beverly and suggested I drop over for a drink in the bar.

Better make it in your room, I said.

Very well, if you prefer it. Room 828. Ive just talked to Eileen Wade. She seems quite resigned. She has read the script Roger left and says she thinks it can be finished off very easily. It will be a good deal shorter than his other books, but that is balanced by the publicity value. I guess you think we publishers are a pretty callous bunch. Eileen will be home all afternoon. Naturally she wants to see me and I want to see her.

Ill be over in half an hour, Mr. Spencer.

He had a nice roomy suite on the west side of the hotel. The living room had tall windows opening on a narrow iron-railed balcony. The furniture was upholstered in some candy-striped material and that with the heavily flowered design of the carpet gave it an old-fashioned air, except that everything you could put a drink down on had a plate glass top and there were nineteen ash trays spotted around. A hotel room is a pretty sharp indication of the manners of the guests. The Ritz-Beverly wasnt expecting them to have any.

Spencer shook hands. Sit down, he said. What will you drink?

Anything or nothing. I dont have to have a drink.

I fancy a glass of Amontillado. California is poor drinking country in the summer. In New York you can handle four times as much for one half the hangover.

Ill take a rye whiskey sour.

He went to the phone and ordered. Then he sat down on one of the candy-striped chairs and took off his rimless glasses to polish them on a handkerchief. He put them back on, adjusted them carefully, and looked at me.

I take it you have something on your mind. Thats why you wanted to see me up here rather than in the bar.

Ill drive you out to Idle Valley. Id like to see Mrs. Wade too.

He looked a little uncomfortable. Im not sure that she wants to see you, he said.

I know she doesnt. I can get in on your ticket.

That would not be very diplomatic of me, would it?

She tell you she didnt want to see me?

Not exactly, not in so many words. He cleared his throat. I get the impression that she blames you for Rogers death.

Yeah. She said that right out — to the deputy who came the afternoon he died. She probably said it to the Sheriffs homicide lieutenant that investigated the death. She didnt say it to the Coroner, however.

He leaned back and scratched the inside of his hand with a finger, slowly. It was just a sort of doodling gesture.

What good would it do for you to see her, Marlowe? It was a pretty dreadful experience for her. I imagine her whole life had been pretty dreadful for some time. Why make her live it over? Do you expect to convince her that you didnt miss out a little?

She told the deputy I killed him.

She couldnt have meant that literally. Otherwise—

The door buzzer rang. He got up to go to the door and open it. The room service waiter came in with the drinks and put them down with as much flourish as if he was serving a seven course dinner. Spencer signed the check and gave him four bits. The guy went away. Spencer picked up his glass of sherry and walked away as if he didnt want to hand me my drink. I let it stay where it was.

Otherwise what? I asked him.

Otherwise she would have said something to the Coroner, wouldnt she? He frowned at me. I think we are talking nonsense. Just what did you want to see me about?

You wanted to see me.

Only, he said coldy, because when I talked to you from New York you said I was jumping to conclusions. That implied to me that you had something to explain. Well, what is it?

Id like to explain it in front of Mrs. Wade.

I dont care for the idea. I think you had better make your own arrangements. I have a great regard for Eileen Wade. As a businessman Id like to salvage Rogers work if it can be done. If Eileen feels about you as you suggest, I cant be the means of getting you into her house. Be reasonable.

Thats all right, I said. Forget it. I can get to see her without any trouble. I just thought Id like to have somebody along with me as a witness.

Witness to what? he almost snapped at me.

Youll hear it in front of her or you wont hear it at all.

Then I wont hear it at all.

I stood up. Youre probably doing the right thing, Spencer. You want that book of Wades — if it can be used. And you want to be a nice guy. Both laudable ambitions. I dont share either of them. The best of luck to you and goodbye.

He stood up suddenly and started towards me. Now just a minute, Marlowe. I dont know whats on your mind but you seem to take it hard. Is there some mystery about Roger Wades death?

No mystery at all. He was shot through the head with a Webley Hammerless revolver. Didnt you see a report of the inquest?

Certainly. He was standing close to me now and he looked bothered. That was in the eastern papers and a couple of days later a much fuller account in the Los Angeles papers. He was alone in the house, although you were not far away. The servants were away, Candy and the cook, and Eileen had been uptown shopping and arrived home just after it happened. At the moment it happened a very noisy motorboat on the lake drowned the sound of the shot, so that even you didnt hear it.

Thats correct, I said. Then the motorboat went away, and I walked back from the lake edge and into the house, heard the doorbell ringing, and opened it to find Eileen Wade had forgotten her keys. Roger was already dead. She looked into the study from the doorway, thought he was asleep on the couch, went up to her room, then out to the kitchen to make some tea. A little later than she did I also looked into the study, noticed there was no sound of breathing, and found out why. In due course I called the law.

I see no mystery, Spencer said quietly, all the sharpness gone from his voice. It was Rogers own gun, and only the week before he had shot it off in his own room. You found Eileen struggling to get it away from him. His state of mind, his behavior, his depressions over his work — all that was brought out.

She told you the stuff is good. Why should he be depressed over it?

Thats just her opinion, you know. It may be very bad. Or he may have thought it worse than it was. Go on. Im not a fool. I can see there is more.

The homicide dick who investigated the case is an old friend of mine. Hes a bulldog and a bloodhound and an old wise cop. He doesnt like a few things. Why did Roger leave no note — when he was a writing fool? Why did he shoot himself in such a way as to leave the shock of discovery to his wife? Why did he bother to pick the moment when I couldnt hear the gun go off? Why did she forget her house keys so that she had to be let in to the house? Why did she leave him alone on the day the help got off? Remember, she said she didnt know I would be there. If she did, those two cancel out.

My God, Spencer bleated, are you telling me the damn fool cop suspects Eileen?

He would if he could think of a motive.

Thats ridiculous. Why not suspect you? You had all afternoon. There could have been only a few minutes when she could have done it — and she had forgotten her house keys.

What motive could I have?

He reached back and grabbed my whiskey sour and swallowed it whole. He put the glass down carefully and got a handkerchief out and wiped his lips and his fingers where the chilled glass had moistened them. He put the handkerchief away. He stared at me.

Is the investigation still going on?

Couldnt say. One thing is sure. They know by now whether he had drunk enough hooch to pass him out. If he had, there may still be trouble.

And you want to talk to her, he said slowly, in the presence of a witness.

Thats right.

That means only one of two things to me, Marlowe. Either you are badly scared or you think she ought to be.

I nodded.

Which one? he asked grimly.

Im not scared.

He looked at his watch. I hope to God youre crazy.

We looked at each other in silence.
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NORTH THROUGH COLDWATER Canyon it began to get hot. When we topped the rise and started to wind down towards the San Fernando Valley it was breathless and blazing. I looked sideways at Spencer. He had a vest on, but the heat didnt seem to bother him. He had something else to bother him a lot more. He looked straight ahead through the windshield and said nothing. The valley had a thick layer of smog nuzzling down on it. From above it looked like a ground mist and then we were in it and it jerked Spencer out of his silence.

My God, I thought Southern California had a climate, he said. What are they doing — burning old truck tires?

Itll be all right in Idle Valley, I told him soothingly. They get an ocean breeze in there.

Im glad they get something besides drunk, he said. From what Ive seen of the local crowd in the rich suburbs I think Roger made a tragic mistake in coming out here to live. A writer needs stimulation — and not the kind they bottle. Theres nothing around here but one great big suntanned hangover. Im referring to the upper crust people of course.

I turned off and slowed down for the dusty stretch to the entrance of Idle Valley, then hit the paving again and in a little while the ocean breeze made itself felt, drifting down through the gap in the hills at the far end of the lake. High sprinklers revolved over the big smooth lawns and the water made a swishing sound as it licked at the grass. By this time most of the well-heeled people were away somewhere else. You could tell by the shuttered look of the houses and the way the gardeners truck was parked smack in the middle of the driveway. Then we reached the Wades place and I swung through the gateposts and stopped behind Eileens Jaguar. Spencer got out and marched stolidly across the flagstones to the portico of the house. He rang the bell and the door opened almost at once. Candy was there in the white jacket and the dark good-looking face and the sharp black eyes. Everything was in order.

Spencer went in. Candy gave me a brief look and nearly shut the door in my face. I waited and nothing happened. I leaned on the bell and heard the chimes. The door swung wide and Candy came out snarling.

Beat it! Turn blue. You want a knife in the belly?

I came to see Mrs. Wade.

She dont want any part of you.

Out of my way, peasant. I got business here.

Candy! It was her voice, and it was sharp.

He gave me a final scowl and backed into the house. I went in and shut the door. She was standing at the end of one of the facing davenports, and Spencer was standing beside her. She looked like a million. She had white slacks on, very high-waisted, and a white sport shirt with half sleeves, and a lilac-colored handkerchief budding from the pocket over her left breast.

Candy is getting rather dictatorial lately, she said to Spencer. Its so good to see you, Howard. And so nice of you to come all this way. I didnt realize you were bringing someone with you.

Marlowe drove me out, Spencer said. Also he wanted to see you.

I cant imagine why, she said coolly. Finally she looked at me, but not as if not seeing me for a week had left an emptiness in her life. Well?

Its going to take a little time, I said.

She sat down slowly. I sat down on the other davenport. Spencer was frowning. He took his glasses off and polished them. That gave him a chance to frown more naturally. Then he sat on the other end of the davenport from me.

I was sure you would come in time for lunch, she told him, smiling.

Not today, thanks.

No? Well, of course if you are too busy. Then you just want to see that script.

If I may.

Of course. Candy! Oh, hes gone. Its on the desk in Rogers study. Ill get it.

Spencer stood up. May I get it?

Without waiting for an answer he started across the room. Ten feet behind her he stopped and gave me a strained look. Then he went on. I just sat there and waited until her head came around and her eyes gave me a cool impersonal stare.

What was it you wanted to see me about? she asked curtly.

This and that. I see you are wearing that pendant again.

I often wear it. It was given to me by a very dear friend a long time ago.

Yeah. You told me. Its a British military badge of some sort, isnt it?

She held it out at the end of the thin chain. Its a jewelers reproduction of one. Smaller than the original and in gold and enamel.

Spencer came back across the room and sat down again and put a thick pile of yellow paper on the corner of the cocktail table in front of him. He glanced at it idly, then his eyes were watching Eileen.

Could I look at it a little closer? I asked her.

She pulled the chain around until she could unfasten the clasp. She handed the pendant to me, or rather she dropped it in my hand. Then she folded her hands in her lap and just looked curious. Why are you so interested? Its the badge of a regiment called the Artists Rifles, a Territorial regiment. The man who gave it to me was lost soon afterwards. At Andalsnes in Norway, in the spring of that terrible year — 1940. She smiled and made a brief gesture with one hand. He was in love with me.

Eileen was in London all through the Blitz, Spencer said in an empty voice. She couldnt get away.

We both ignored Spencer. And you were in love with him, I said.

She looked down and then raised her head and our glances locked. It was a long time ago, she said. And there was a war. Strange things happen.

There was a little more to it than that, Mrs. Wade. I guess you forget how much you opened up about him. The wild mysterious improbable kind of love that never comes but once. Im quoting you. In a way youre still in love with him. Its darn nice of me to have the same initials. I suppose that had something to do with your picking me out.

His name was nothing like yours, she said coldly. And he is dead, dead, dead.

I held the gold and enamel pendant out to Spencer. He took it reluctantly. Ive seen it before, he muttered.

Check me on the design, I said. It consists of a broad dagger in white enamel with a gold edge. The dagger points downwards and the flat of the blade crosses in front of a pair of upward-curling pale blue enamel wings. Then it crosses in back of a scroll. On the scroll are the words: Who dares wins.

That seems to be correct, he said. What makes it important?

She says its a badge of the Artists Rifles, a Territorial outfit. She says it was given to her by a man who was in that outfit and was lost in the Norwegian campaign with the British Army in the spring of 1940 at Andalsnes.

I had their attention. Spencer watched me steadily. I wasnt talking to the birds and he knew it. Eileen knew it too. Her tawny eyebrows were crimped in a puzzled frown which could have been genuine. It was also unfriendly.

This is a sleeve badge, I said. It came into existence because the Artists Rifles were made over or attached or seconded or whatever the correct term is into a Special Air Service Outfit. They had originally been a Territorial Regiment of infantry. This badge didnt even exist until 1947. Therefore nobody gave it to Mrs. Wade in 1940. Also, no Artists Rifles were landed at Andalsnes in Norway in 1940. Sherwood Foresters and Leicestershires, yes. Both Territorial. Artists Rifles, no. Am I being nasty?

Spencer put the pendant down on the coffee table and pushed it slowly across until it was in front of Eileen. He said nothing.

Do you think I wouldnt know? Eileen asked me contemptuously.

Do you think the British War Office wouldnt know? I asked her right back.

Obviously there must be some mistake, Spencer said mildly.

I swung around and gave him a hard stare. Thats one way of putting it.

Another way of putting it is that I am a liar, Eileen said icily. I never knew anyone named Paul Marston, never loved him or he me. He never gave me a reproduction of his regimental badge, he was never missing in action, he never existed. I bought this badge myself in a shop in New York where they specialize in imported British luxuries, things like leather goods, hand-made brogues, regimental and school ties and cricket blazers, knickknacks with coats of arms on them and so on. Would an explanation like that satisfy you, Mr. Marlowe?

The last part would. Not the first. No doubt somebody told you it was an Artists Rifles badge and forgot to mention what kind, or didnt know. But you did know Paul Marston and he did serve in that outfit, and he was missing in action in Norway. But it didnt happen in 1940, Mrs. Wade. It happened in 1942 and he was in the Commandos then, and it wasnt at Andalsnes, but on a little island off the coast where the Commando boys pulled a fast raid.

I see no need to be so hostile about it, Spencer said in an executive sort of voice. He was fooling with the yellow sheets in front of him now. I didnt know whether he was trying to stooge for me or was just sore. He picked up a slab of yellow script and weighed it on his hand.

You going to buy that stuff by the pound? I asked him.

He looked startled, then he smiled a small difficult smile.

Eileen had a pretty rough time in London, he said. Things get confused in ones memory.

I took a folded paper out of my pocket. Sure, I said. Like who you got married to. This is a certified copy of a marriage certificate. The original came from Caxton Hall Registry Office. The date of the marriage is August 1942. The parties named are Paul Edward Marston and Eileen Victoria Sampsell. In a sense Mrs. Wade is right. There was no such person as Paul Edward Marston. It was a fake name because in the army you have to get permission to get married. The man faked an identity. In the army he had another name. I have his whole army history. Its a wonder to me that people never seem to realize that all you have to do is ask.

Spencer was very quiet now. He leaned back and stared. But not at me. He stared at Eileen. She looked back at him with one of those faint half deprecatory, half seductive smiles women are so good at.

But he was dead, Howard. Long before I met Roger. What could it possibly matter? Roger knew all about it. I never stopped using my unmarried name. In the circumstances I had to. It was on my passport. Then after he was killed in action— She stopped and drew a slow breath and let her hand fall slowly and softly to her knee. All finished, all done for, all lost.

Youre sure Roger knew? he asked her slowly.

He knew something, I said. The name Paul Marston had a meaning for him. I asked him once and he got a funny look in his eyes. But he didnt tell me why.

She ignored that and spoke to Spencer.

Why, of course Roger knew all about it. Now she was smiling at Spencer patiently as if he was being a little slow on the take. The tricks they have.

Then why lie about the dates? Spencer asked dryly. Why say the man was lost in 1940 when he was lost in 1942? Why wear a badge that he couldnt have given you and make a point of saying that he did give it to you?

Perhaps I was lost in a dream, she said softly. Or a nightmare, more accurately. A lot of my friends were killed in the bombing. When you said goodnight in those days you tried not to make it sound like goodbye. But thats what it often was. And when you said goodbye to a soldier — it was worse. Its always the kind and gentle ones that get killed.

He didnt say anything. I didnt say anything. She looked down at the pendant lying on the table in front of her. She picked it up and fitted it to the chain around her neck again and leaned back composedly.

I know I havent any right to cross-examine you, Eileen, Spencer said slowly. Lets forget it. Marlowe made a big thing out of the badge and the marriage certificate and so on. Just for a moment I guess he had me wondering.

Mr. Marlowe, she told him quietly, makes a big thing out of trifles. But when it comes to a really big thing — like saving a mans life — he is out by the lake watching a silly speedboat.

And you never saw Paul Marston again, I said.

How could I when he was dead?

You didnt know he was dead. There was no report of his death from the Red Cross. He might have been taken prisoner.

She shuddered suddenly. In October 1942, she said slowly, Hitler issued an order that all Commando prisoners were to be turned over to the Gestapo. I think we all know what that meant. Torture and a nameless death in some Gestapo dungeon. She shuddered again. Then she blazed at me: Youre a horrible man. You want me to live that over again, to punish me for a trivial lie. Suppose someone you loved had been caught by those people and you knew what had happened, what must have happened to him or her? Is it so strange that I tried to build another kind of memory — even a false one?

I need a drink, Spencer said. I need a drink badly. May I have one?

She clapped her hands and Candy drifted up from nowhere as he always did. He bowed to Spencer.

What you like to drink, Señor Spencer?

Straight Scotch, and plenty of it, Spencer said.

Candy went over in the corner and pulled the bar out from the wall. He got a bottle up on it and poured a stiff jolt into a glass. He came back and set it down in front of Spencer. He started to leave again.

Perhaps, Candy, Eileen said quietly, Mr. Marlowe would like a drink too.

He stopped and looked at her, his face dark and stubborn.

No, thanks, I said. No drink for me.

Candy made a snorting sound and walked off. There was another silence. Spencer put down half of his drink. He lit a cigarette. He spoke to me without looking at me.

Im sure Mrs. Wade or Candy could drive me back to Beverly Hills. Or I can get a cab. I take it youve said your piece.

I refolded the certified copy of the marriage license. I put it back in my pocket.

Sure thats the way you want it? I asked him.

Thats the way everybody wants it.

Good. I stood up. I guess I was a fool to try to play it this way. Being a big time publisher and having the brains to go with it — if it takes any — you might have assumed I didnt come out here just to play the heavy. I didnt revive ancient history or spend my own money to get the facts just to twist them around somebodys neck. I didnt investigate Paul Marston because the Gestapo murdered him, because Mrs. Wade was wearing the wrong badge, because she got mixed up on her dates, because she married him in one of those quickie wartime marriages. When I started investigating him I didnt know any of those things. All I knew was his name. Now how do you suppose I knew that?

No doubt somebody told you, Spencer said curtly.

Correct, Mr. Spencer. Somebody who knew him in New York after the war and later on saw him out here in Chasens with his wife.

Marston is a pretty common name, Spencer said, and sipped his whiskey. He turned his head sideways and his right eyelid drooped a fraction of an inch. So I sat down again. Even Paul Marstons could hardly be unique. There are nineteen Howard Spencers in the Greater New York area telephone directories, for instance. And four of them are just plain Howard Spencer with no middle initial.

Yeah. How many Paul Marstons would you say had had one side of their faces smashed by a delayed-action mortar shell and showed the scars and marks of the plastic surgery that repaired the damage?

Spencers mouth fell open. He made some kind of heavy breathing sound. He got out a handkerchief and tapped his temples with it.

How many Paul Marstons would you say had saved the lives of a couple of tough gamblers named Mendy Menendez and Randy Starr on that same occasion? Theyre still around, theyve got good memories. They can talk when it suits them. Why ham it up any more, Spencer? Paul Marston and Terry Lennox were the same man. It can be proved beyond any shadow of a doubt.

I didnt expect anyone to jump six feet into the air and scream and nobody did. But there is a kind of silence that is almost as loud as a shout. I had it. I had it all around me, thick and hard. In the kitchen I could hear water run. Outside on the road I could hear the dull thump of a folded newspaper hit the driveway, then the light inaccurate whistling of a boy wheeling away on his bicycle.

I felt a tiny sting on the back of my neck. I jerked away from it and swung around. Candy was standing there with his knife in his hand. His dark face was wooden but there was something in his eyes I hadnt seen before.

You are tired, amigo, he said softly. I fix you a drink, no?

Bourbon on the rocks, thanks, I said.

De pronto, señor.

He snapped the knife shut, dropped it into the side pocket of his white jacket and went softly away.

Then at last I looked at Eileen. She sat leaning forward, her hands clasped tightly. The downward tilt of her face hid her expression if she had any. And when she spoke her voice had the lucid emptiness of that mechanical voice on the telephone that tells you the time and if you keep on listening, which people dont because they have no reason to, it will keep on telling you the passing seconds forever, without the slightest change of inflection.

I saw him once, Howard. Just once. I didnt speak to him at all. Nor he to me. He was terribly changed. His hair was white and his face — it wasnt quite the same face. But of course I knew him, and of course he knew me. We looked at each other. That was all. Then he was gone out of the room and the next day he was gone from her house. It was at the Lorings I saw him — and her. One afternoon late. You were there, Howard. And Roger was there. I suppose you saw him too.

We were introduced, Spencer said. I knew who he was married to.

Linda Loring told me he just disappeared. He gave no reason. There was no quarrel. Then after a while that woman divorced him. And still later I heard she found him again. He was down and out. And they were married again. Heaven knows why. I suppose he had no money and it didnt matter to him any more. He knew that I was married to Roger. We were lost to each other.

Why? Spencer asked.

Candy put my drink in front of me without a word. He looked at Spencer and Spencer shook his head. Candy drifted away. Nobody paid any attention to him. He was like the prop man in a Chinese play, the fellow that moves things around on the stage and the actors and audience alike behave as if he wasnt there.

Why? she repeated. Oh, you wouldnt understand. What we had was lost. It could never be recovered. The Gestapo didnt get him after all. There must have been some decent Nazis who didnt obey Hitlers order about the Commandos. So he survived, he came back. I used to pretend to myself that I would find him again, but as he had been, eager and young and unspoiled. But to find him married to that redheaded whore — that was disgusting. I already knew about her and Roger. I have no doubt Paul did too. So did Linda Loring, who is a bit of a tramp herself, but not completely so. They all are in that set. You ask me why I didnt leave Roger and go back to Paul. After he had been in her arms and Roger had been in those same willing arms? No thank you. I need a little more inspiration than that. Roger I could forgive. He drank, he didnt know what he was doing. He worried about his work and he hated himself because he was just a mercenary hack. He was a weak man, unreconciled, frustrated, but understandable. He was just a husband. Paul was either much more or he was nothing. In the end he was nothing.

I took a swig of my drink. Spencer had finished his. He was scratching at the material of the davenport. He had forgotten the pile of paper in front of him, the unfinished novel of the very much finished popular author.

I wouldnt say he was nothing, I said.

She lifted her eyes and looked at me vaguely and dropped them again.

Less than nothing, she said, with a new note of sarcasm in her voice. He knew what she was, he married her. Then because she was what he knew she was, he killed her. And then ran away and killed himself.

He didnt kill her, I said, and you know it.

She came upright with a smooth motion and stared at me blankly. Spencer let out a noise of some kind.

Roger killed her, I said, and you also know that.

Did he tell you? she asked quietly.

He didnt have to. He did give me a couple of hints. He would have told me or someone in time. It was tearing him to pieces not to.

She shook her head slightly. No, Mr. Marlowe. That was not why he was tearing himself to pieces. Roger didnt know he had killed her. He had blacked out completely. He knew something was wrong and he tried to bring it to the surface, but he couldnt. The shock had destroyed his memory of it. Perhaps it would have come back and perhaps in the last moments of his life it did come back. But not until then. Not until then.

Spencer said in a sort of growl: That sort of thing just doesnt happen, Eileen.

Oh yes, it does, I said. I know of two well established instances. One was a blackout drunk who killed a woman he picked up in a bar. He strangled her with a scarf she was wearing fastened with a fancy clasp. She went home with him and what went on then is not known except that she got dead and when the law caught up with him he was wearing the fancy clasp on his own tie and he didnt have the faintest idea where he got it.

Never? Spencer asked. Or just at the time?

He never admitted it. And hes not around any more to be asked. They gassed him. The other case was a head wound. He was living with a rich pervert, the kind that collects first editions and does fancy cooking and has a very expensive secret library behind a panel in the wall. The two of them had a fight. They fought all over the house, from room to room, the place was a shambles and the rich guy eventually got the low score. The killer, when they caught him, had dozens of bruises on him and a broken finger. All he knew for sure was that he had a headache and he couldnt find his way back to Pasadena. He kept circling around and stopping to ask directions at the same service station. The guy at the service station decided he was nuts and called the cops. Next time around they were waiting for him.

I dont believe that about Roger, Spencer said. He was no more psycho than I am.

He blacked out when he was drunk, I said.

I was there. I saw him do it, Eileen said calmly.

I grinned at Spencer. It was some kind of grin, not the cheery kind probably, but I could feel my face doing its best.

Shes going to tell us about it, I told him. Just listen. Shes going to tell us. She cant help herself now.

Yes, that is true, she said gravely. There are things no one likes to tell about an enemy, much less about ones own husband. And if I have to tell them publicly on a witness stand, you are not going to enjoy it, Howard. Your fine, talented, ever so popular and lucrative author is going to look pretty cheap. Sexy as all get out, wasnt he? On paper, that is. And how the poor fool tried to live up to it! All that woman was to him was a trophy. I spied on them. I should be ashamed of that. One has to say these things. I am ashamed of nothing. I saw the whole nasty scene. The guest house she used for her amours happens to be a nice secluded affair with its own garage and entrance on a side street, a dead end, shaded by big trees. The time came, as it must to people like Roger, when he was no longer a satisfactory lover. Just a little too drunk. He tried to leave but she came out after him screaming and stark naked, waving some kind of small statuette. She used language of a depth of filth and depravity I couldnt attempt to describe. Then she tried to hit him with the statuette. You are both men and you must know that nothing shocks a man quite so much as to hear a supposedly refined woman use the language of the gutter and the public urinal. He was drunk, he had had sudden spells of violence, and he had one then. He tore the statuette out of her hand. You can guess the rest.

There must have been a lot of blood, I said.

Blood? She laughed bitterly. You should have seen him when he got home. When I ran for my car to get away he was just standing there looking down at her. Then he bent and picked her up in his arms and carried her into the guest house. I knew then that the shock had partially sobered him. He got home in about an hour. He was very quiet. It shook him when he saw me waiting. But he wasnt drunk then. He was dazed. There was blood on his face, on his hair, all over the front of his coat. I got him into the lavatory off the study and got him stripped and cleaned off enough to get him upstairs into the shower. I put him to bed. I got an old suitcase and went downstairs and gathered up the bloody clothes and put them in the suitcase. I cleaned the basin and the floor and then I took a wet towel out and made sure his car was clean. I put it away and got mine out. I drove to the Chatsworth Reservoir and you can guess what I did with the suitcase full of bloody clothes and towels.

She stopped. Spencer was scratching at the palm of his left hand. She gave him a quick glance and went on.

While I was away he got up and drank a lot of whiskey. And the next morning he didnt remember a single thing. That is, he didnt say a word about it or behave as if he had anything on his mind but a hangover. And I said nothing.

He must have missed the clothes, I said.

She nodded. I think he did eventually — but he didnt say so. Everything seemed to happen at once about that time. The papers were full of it, then Paul was missing, and then he was dead in Mexico. How was I to know that would happen? Roger was my husband. He had done an awful thing, but she was an awful woman. And he hadnt known what he was doing. Then almost as suddenly as it began the papers dropped it. Lindas father must have had something to do with that. Roger read the papers, of course, and he made just the sort of comments one would expect from an innocent bystander who had just happened to know the people involved.

Werent you afraid? Spencer asked her quietly.

I was sick with fear, Howard. If he remembered, he would probably kill me. He was a good actor — most writers are — and perhaps he already knew and was just waiting for a chance. But I couldnt be sure. He might — just might — have forgotten the whole thing permanently. And Paul was dead.

If he never mentioned the clothes that you had dumped in the reservoir, that proved he suspected something, I said. And remember, in that stuff he left in the typewriter the other time — the time he shot the gun off upstairs and I found you trying to get it away from him — he said a good man had died for him.

He said that? Her eyes widened just the right amount.

He wrote it — on the typewriter. I destroyed it, he asked me to. I supposed you had already seen it.

I never read anything he wrote in his study.

You read the note he left the time Verringer took him away. You even dug something out of the wastebasket.

That was different, she said coolly. I was looking for a clue to where he might have gone.

Okay, I said, and leaned back. Is there any more?

She shook her head slowly, with a deep sadness. I suppose not. At the very last, the afternoon he killed himself, he may have remembered. Well never know. Do we want to know?

Spencer cleared his throat. What was Marlowe supposed to do in all this? It was your idea to get him here. You talked me into that, you know.

I was terribly afraid. I was afraid of Roger and I was afraid for him. Mr. Marlowe was Pauls friend, almost the last person to see him who knew him. Paul might have told him something. I had to be sure. If he was dangerous, I wanted him on my side. If he found out the truth, there might still be some way to save Roger.

Suddenly and for no reason that I could see, Spencer got tough. He leaned forward and pushed his jaw out.

Let me get this straight, Eileen. Here was a private detective who was already in bad with the police. Theyd had him in jail. He was supposed to have helped Paul — I call him that because you do — jump the country to Mexico. Thats a felony, if Paul was a murderer. So if he found out the truth and could clear himself, he would just sit on his hands and do nothing. Was that your idea?

I was afraid, Howard. Cant you understand that? I was living in the house with a murderer who might be a maniac. I was alone with him a large part of the time.

I understand that, Spencer said, still tough. But Marlowe didnt take it on, and you were still alone. Then Roger fired the gun off and for a week after that you were alone. Then Roger killed himself and very conveniently it was Marlowe who was alone that time.

That is true, she said. What of it? Could I help it?

All right, Spencer said. Is it just possible you thought Marlowe might find the truth and with the background of the gun going off once already, just kind of hand it to Roger and say something like, Look, old man, youre a murderer and I know it and your wife knows it. Shes a fine woman. She has suffered enough. Not to mention Sylvia Lennoxs husband. Why not do the decent thing and pull the trigger and everybody will assume it was just a case of too much wild drinking? So Ill stroll down by the lake and smoke a cigarette, old man. Good luck and goodbye. Oh, heres the gun. Its loaded and its all yours.

Youre getting horrible, Howard. I didnt think anything of the sort.

You told the deputy Marlowe had killed Roger. What was that supposed to mean?

She looked at me briefly, almost shyly. I was very wrong to say that. I didnt know what I was saying.

Maybe you thought Marlowe had shot him, Spencer suggested calmly.

Her eyes narrowed. Oh no, Howard. Why? Why would he do that? Thats an abominable suggestion.

Why? Spencer wanted to know. Whats abominable about it? The police had the same idea. And Candy gave them a motive. He said Marlowe was in your room for two hours the night Roger shot a hole in his ceiling — after Roger had been put to sleep with pills.

She flushed to the roots of her hair. She stared at him dumbly.

And you didnt have any clothes on, Spencer said brutally. Thats what Candy told them.

But at the inqest— she began to say in a shattered kind of voice. Spencer cut her off.

The police didnt believe Candy. So he didnt tell it at the inquest.

Oh. It was a sigh of relief.

Also, Spencer went on coldly, the police suspected you. They still do. All they need is a motive. Looks to me like they might be able to put one together now.

She was on her feet. I think you had both better leave my house, she said angrily. The sooner the better.

Well, did you or didnt you? Spencer asked calmly, not moving except to reach for his glass and find it empty.

Did I or didnt I what?

Shoot Roger?

She was standing there staring at him. The flush had gone. Her face was white and tight and angry.

Im just giving you the sort of thing youd get in court.

I was out. I had forgotten my keys. I had to ring to get into the house. He was dead when I got home. All that is known. What has got into you, for Gods sake?

He took a handkerchief out and wiped his lips. Eileen, Ive stayed in this house twenty times. Ive never known that front door to be locked during the daytime. I dont say you shot him. I just asked you. And dont tell me it was impossible. The way things worked out it was easy.

I shot my own husband? she asked slowly and wonderingly.

Assuming, Spencer said in the same indifferent voice, that he was your husband. You had another when you married him.

Thank you, Howard. Thank you very much. Rogers last book, his swan song, is there in front of you. Take it and go. And I think you had better call the police and tell them what you think. It will be a charming ending to our friendship. Most charming. Goodbye, Howard. I am very tired and I have a headache. Im going to my room and lie down. As for Mr. Marlowe — and I suppose he put you up to all this — I can only say to him that if he didnt kill Roger in a literal sense, he certainly drove him to his death.

She turned to walk away. I said sharply: Mrs. Wade, just a moment. Lets finish the job. No sense in being bitter. We are all trying to do the right thing. That suitcase you threw into the Chatsworth Reservoir — was it heavy?

She turned and stared at me. It was an old one, I said. Yes, it was very heavy.

How did you get it over the high wire fence around the reservoir?

What? The fence? She made a helpless gesture. I suppose in emergencies one has an abnormal strength to do what has to be done. Somehow or other I did it. Thats all.

There isnt any fence, I said.

Isnt any fence? She repeated it dully, as if it didnt mean anything.

And there was no blood on Rogers clothes. And Sylvia Lennox wasnt killed outside the guest house, but inside it on the bed. And there was practically no blood, because she was already dead — shot dead with a gun — and when the statuette was used to beat her face to a pulp, it was beating a dead woman. And the dead, Mrs. Wade, bleed very little.

She curled her lip at me contemptuously. I suppose you were there, she said scornfully.

Then she went away from us.

We watched her go. She went up the stairs slowly, moving with calm elegance. She disappeared into her room and the door closed softly but firmly behind her. Silence.

What was that about the wire fence? Spencer asked me vaguely. He was moving his head back and forth. He was flushed and sweating. He was taking it gamely but it wasnt easy for him to take.

Just a gag, I said. Ive never been close enough to the Chatsworth Reservoir to know what it looks like. Maybe it has a fence around it, maybe not.

I see, he said unhappily. But the point is she didnt know either.

Of course not. She killed both of them.
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THEN SOMETHING MOVED softly and Candy was standing at the end of the couch looking at me. He had his switch knife in his hand. He pressed the button and the blade shot out. He pressed the button and the blade went back into the handle. There was a sleek glitter in his eye.

Million de pardones, señor, he said. I was wrong about you. She killed the boss. I think I— He stopped and the blade shot out again.

No. I stood up and held my hand out. Give me the knife, Candy. Youre just a nice Mexican houseboy. Theyd hang it onto you and love it. Just the kind of smoke screen that would make them grin with delight. You dont know what Im talking about. But I do. They fouled it up so bad that they couldnt straighten it out now if they wanted to. And they dont want to. Theyd blast a confession out of you so quickly you wouldnt even have time to tell them your full name. And youd be sitting on your fanny up in San Quentin with a life sentence three weeks from Tuesday.

I tell you before I am not a Mexican. I am Chileno from Viña del Mar near Valparaíso.

The knife, Candy. I know all that. Youre free. Youve got money saved. Youve probably got eight brothers and sisters back home. Be smart and go back where you came from. This job here is dead.

Lots of jobs, he said quietly. Then he reached out and dropped the knife into my hand. For you I do this.

I dropped the knife into my pocket. He glanced up towards the balcony. La señora — what do we do now?

Nothing. We do nothing at all. The señora is very tired. She has been living under a great strain. She doesnt want to be disturbed.

Weve got to call the police, Spencer said grittily.

Why?

Oh my God, Marlowe — we have to.

Tomorrow. Pick up your pile of unfinished novel and lets go.

Weve got to call the police. There is such a thing as law.

We dont have to do anything of the sort. We havent enough evidence to swat a fly with. Let the law enforcement people do their own dirty work. Let the lawyers work it out. They write the laws for other lawyers to dissect in front of other lawyers called judges so that other judges can say the first judges were wrong and the Supreme Court can say the second lot were wrong. Sure theres such a thing as law. Were up to our necks in it. About all it does is make business for lawyers. How long do you think the big-shot mobsters would last if the lawyers didnt show them how to operate?

Spencer said angrily: That has nothing to do with it. A man was killed in this house. He happened to be an author and a very successful and important one, but that has nothing to do with it either. He was a man and you and I know who killed him. Theres such a thing as justice.

Tomorrow.

Youre just as bad as she is if you let her get away with it. Im beginning to wonder about you a little, Marlowe. You could have saved his life if you had been on your toes. In a sense you let her get away with it. And for all I know this whole performance this afternoon has been just that — a performance.

Thats right. A disguised love scene. You could see Eileen is crazy about me. When things quiet down we may get married. She ought to be pretty well fixed. I havent made a buck out of the Wade family yet. Im getting impatient.

He took his glasses off and polished them. He wiped perspiration from the hollows under his eyes, replaced the glasses and looked at the floor.

Im sorry, he said. Ive taken a pretty stiff punch this afternoon. It was bad enough to know Roger had killed himself. But this other version makes me feel degraded — just knowing about it. He looked up at me. Can I trust you?

To do what?

The right thing — whatever it is. He reached down and picked up the pile of yellow script and tucked it under his arm. No, forget it. I guess you know what you are doing. Im a pretty good publisher but this is out of my line. I guess what I really am is just a goddam stuffed shirt.

He walked past me and Candy stepped out of his way, then went quickly to the front door and held it open. Spencer went out past him with a brief nod. I followed. I stopped beside Candy and looked into his dark shining eyes.

No tricks, amigo, I said.

The señora is very tired, he said quietly. She has gone to her room. She will not be disturbed. I know nothing, señor. No me acuerdo de nada ... A sus órdenes, señor.

I took the knife out of my pocket and held it out to him. He smiled.

Nobody trusts me, but I trust you, Candy.

Lo mismo, señor. Muchas gracias.

Spencer was already in the car. I got in and started it and backed down the driveway and drove him back to Beverly Hills. I let him out at the side entrance of the hotel.

Ive been thinking all the way back, he said as he got out. She must be a little insane. I guess theyd never convict her.

They wont even try, I said. But she doesnt know that.

He struggled with the batch of yellow paper under his arm, got it straightened out, and nodded to me. I watched him heave open the door and go on in. I eased up on the brake and the Olds slid out from the white curb, and that was the last I saw of Howard Spencer.



I got home late and tired and depressed. It was one of those nights when the air is heavy and the night noises seem muffled and far away. There was a high misty indifferent moon. I walked the floor, played a few records, and hardly heard them. I seemed to hear a steady ticking somewhere, but there wasnt anything in the house to tick. The ticking was in my head. I was a one-man death watch.

I thought of the first time I had seen Eileen Wade and the second and the third and the fourth. But after that something in her got out of drawing. She no longer seemed quite real. A murderer is always unreal once you know he is a murderer. There are people who kill out of hate or fear or greed. There are the cunning killers who plan and expect to get away with it. There are the angry killers who do not think at all. And there are the killers who are in love with death, to whom murder is a remote kind of suicide. In a sense they are all insane, but not in the way Spencer meant it.

It was almost daylight when I finally went to bed.

The jangle of the telephone dragged me up out of a black well of sleep. I rolled over on the bed, fumbled for slippers, and realized that I hadnt been asleep for more than a couple of hours. I felt like a half-digested meal eaten in a greasy-spoon joint. My eyes were stuck together and my mouth was full of sand. I heaved up on the feet and lumbered into the living room and pulled the phone off the cradle and said into it: Hold the line.

I put the phone down and went into the bathroom and hit myself in the face with some cold water. Outside the window something went snip, snip, snip. I looked out vaguely and saw a brown expressionless face. It was the once-a-week Jap gardener I called Hardhearted Harry. He was trimming the tecoma — the way a Japanese gardener trims your tecoma. You ask him four times and he says, next week, and then he comes by at six oclock in the morning and trims it outside your bedroom window.

I rubbed my face dry and went back to the telephone.

Yeah?

This is Candy, señor.

Good morning, Candy.

La señora es muerta.

Dead. What a cold black noiseless word it is in any language. The lady is dead.

Nothing you did, I hope.

I think the medicine. It is called demerol. I think forty, fifty in the bottle. Empty now. No dinner last night. This morning I climb up on the ladder and look in the window. Dressed just like yesterday afternoon. I break the screen open. La señora es muerta. Frio como agua de nieve.

Cold as icewater. You call anybody?

Sí. El Doctor Loring. He call the cops. Not here yet.

Dr. Loring, huh? Just the man to come too late.

I dont show him the letter, Candy said.

Letter to who?

Señor Spencer.

Give it to the police, Candy. Dont let Dr. Loring have it. Just the police. And one more thing, Candy. Dont hide anything, dont tell them any lies. We were there. Tell the truth. This time the truth and all the truth.

There was a little pause. Then he said: Sí. I catch. Hasta la vista, amigo. He hung up.

I dialed the Ritz-Beverly and asked for Howard Spencer.

One moment, please. Ill give you the desk.

A mans voice said: Desk speaking. May I help you?

I asked for Howard Spencer. I know its early, but its urgent.

Mr. Spencer checked out last evening. He took the eight oclock plane to New York.

Oh, sorry. I didnt know.

I went out to the kitchen to make coffee — yards of coffee. Rich, strong, bitter, boiling hot, ruthless, depraved. The lifeblood of tired men.

It was a couple of hours later that Bernie Ohls called me.

Okay, wise guy, he said. Get down here and suffer.
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IT WAS LIKE the other time except that it was day and we were in Captain Hernandezs office and the Sheriff was up in Santa Barbara opening Fiesta Week. Captain Hernandez was there and Bernie Ohls and a man from the coroners office and Dr. Loring, who looked as if he had been caught performing an abortion, and a man named Lawford, a deputy from the D.A.s office, a tall gaunt expressionless man whose brother was vaguely rumored to be a boss of the numbers racket in the Central Avenue district.

Hernandez had some handwritten sheets of note paper in front of him, flesh-pink paper, deckle-edged, and written on with green ink.

This is informal, Hernandez said, when everybody was as comfortable as you can get in hard chairs. No stenotype or recording equipment. Say what you like. Dr. Weiss represents the coroner who will decide whether an inquest is necessary. Dr. Weiss?

He was fat, cheerful, and looked competent. I think no inquest, he said. There is every surface indication of narcotic poisoning. When the ambulance arrived the woman was still breathing very faintly and she was in a deep coma and all the reflexes were negative. At that stage you dont save one in a hundred. Her skin was cold and respiration would not be noticed without close examination. The houseboy thought she was dead. She died approximately an hour after that. I understand the lady was subject to occasional violent attacks of bronchial asthma. The demerol was prescribed by Dr. Loring as an emergency measure.

Any information or deduction about the amount of demerol taken, Dr. Weiss?

A fatal dose, he said, smiling faintly. There is no quick way of determining that without knowing the medical history, the acquired or natural tolerance. According to her confession she took twenty-three hundred milligrams, four or five times the minimal lethal dose for a non-addict. He looked questioningly at Dr. Loring.

Mrs. Wade was not an addict, Dr. Loring said coldly. The prescribed dose would be one or two fifty-milligram tablets. Three or four during a twenty-four-hour period would be the most Id permit.

But you gave her fifty at a whack, Captain Hernandez said. A pretty dangerous drug to have around in that quantity, dont you think? How bad was this bronchial asthma, Doctor?

Dr. Loring smiled contemptuously. It was intermittent, like all asthma. It never amounted to what we term status asthmaticus, an attack so severe that the patient seems in danger of suffocating.

Any comment, Dr. Weiss?

Well, Dr. Weiss said slowly, assuming the note didnt exist and assuming we had no other evidence of how much of the stuff she took, it could be an accidental overdose. The safety margin isnt very wide. Well know for sure tomorrow. You dont want to suppress the note, Hernandez, for Petes sake?

Hernandez scowled down at his desk. I was just wondering. I didnt know narcotics were standard treatment for asthma. Guy learns something every day.

Loring flushed. An emergency measure, I said, Captain. A doctor cant be everywhere at once. The onset of an asthmatic flareup can be very sudden.

Hernandez gave him a brief glance and turned to Lawford. What happens to your office, if I give this letter to the press?

The D.A.s deputy glanced at me emptily. Whats this guy doing here, Hernandez?

I invited him.

How do I know he wont repeat everything said in here to some reporter?

Yeah, hes a great talker. You found that out. The time you had him pinched.

Lawford grinned, then cleared his throat. Ive read that purported confession, he said carefully. And I dont believe a word of it. Youve got a background of emotional exhaustion, bereavement, some use of drugs, the strain of wartime life in England under bombing, this clandestine marriage, the man coming back here, and so on. Undoubtedly she developed a feeling of guilt and tried to purge herself of it by a sort of transference.

He stopped and looked around, but all he saw was faces with no expression. I cant speak for the D.A. but my own feeling is that your confession would be no grounds to seek an indictment even if the woman had lived.

And having already believed one confession you wouldnt care to believe another that contradicted the first one, Hernandez said caustically.

Take it easy, Hernandez. Any law enforcement agency has to consider public relations. If the papers printed that confession wed be in trouble. Thats for sure. Weve got enough eager beaver reformer groups around just waiting for that kind of chance to stick a knife into us. Weve got a grand jury thats already jittery about the working-over your vice squad lieutenant got last week — its about ten days.

Hernandez said: Okay, its your baby. Sign the receipt for me.

He shuffled the pink deckle-edged pages together and Lawford leaned down to sign a form. He picked up the pink pages, folded them, put them in his breast pocket and walked out.

Dr. Weiss stood up. He was tough, good-natured, unimpressed. We had the last inquest on the Wade family too quick, he said. I guess we wont bother to have this one at all.

He nodded to Ohls and Hernandez, shook hands formally with Loring, and went out. Loring stood up to go, then hesitated.

I take it that I may inform a certain interested party that there will be no further investigation of this matter? he said stiffly.

Sorry to have kept you away from your patients so long, Doctor.

You havent answered my question, Loring said sharply. Id better warn you—

Get lost, Jack, Hernandez said.

Dr. Loring almost staggered with shock. Then he turned and fumbled his way rapidly out of the room. The door closed and it was a half minute before anybody said anything. Hernandez shook himself and lit a cigarette. Then he looked at me.

Well? he said.

Well what?

What are you waiting for?

This is the end, then? Finished? Kaput.

Tell him, Bernie.

Yeah, sure its the end, Ohls said. I was all set to pull her in for questioning. Wade didnt shoot himself. Too much alcohol in his brain. But like I told you, where was the motive? Her confession could be wrong in details, but it proves she spied on him. She knew the layout of the guest house in Encino. The Lennox frail had taken both her men from her. What happened in the guest house is just what you want to imagine. One question you forgot to ask Spencer. Did Wade own a Mauser P.P.K.? Yeah, he owned a small Mauser automatic. We talked to Spencer already today on the phone. Wade was a blackout drunk. The poor unfortunate bastard either thought he had killed Sylvia Lennox or he actually had killed her or else he had some reason to know his wife had. Either way he was going to lay it on the line eventually. Sure, hed been hitting the hooch long before, but he was a guy married to a beautiful nothing. The Mex knows all about it. The little bastard knows damn near everything. That was a dream girl. Some of her was here and now, but a lot of her was there and then. If she ever got hot pants, it wasnt for her husband. Get what Im talking about?

I didnt answer him.

Damn near made her yourself, didnt you?

I gave him the same no answer.

Ohls and Hernandez both grinned sourly. Us guys arent exactly brainless, Ohls said. We knew there was something in that story about her taking her clothes off. You outtalked him and he let you. He was hurt and confused and he liked Wade and he wanted to be sure. When he got sure hed have used his knife. This was a personal matter with him. He never snitched on Wade. Wades wife did, and she deliberately fouled up the issue just to confuse Wade. It all adds. In the end I guess she was scared of him. And Wade never threw her down any stairs. That was an accident. She tripped and the guy tried to catch her. Candy saw that too.

None of it explains why she wanted me around.

I could think of reasons. One of them is old stuff. Every cop has run into it a hundred times. You were the loose end, the guy that helped Lennox escape, his friend, and probably to some extent his confidant. What did he know and what did he tell you? He took the gun that had killed her and he knew it had been fired. She could have thought he did it for her. That made her think he knew she had used it. When he killed himself she was sure. But what about you? You were still the loose end. She wanted to milk you, and she had the charm to use, and a situation ready-made for an excuse to get next to you. And if she needed a fall guy, you were it. You might say she was collecting fall guys.

Youre imputing too much knowledge to her, I said.

Ohls broke a cigarette in half and started chewing on one half. The other half he stuck behind his ear.

Another reason is she wanted a man, a big, strong guy that could crush her in his arms and make her dream again.

She hated me, I said. I dont buy that one.

Of course, Hernandez put in dryly. You turned her down. But she would have got over that. And then you blew the whole thing up in her face with Spencer listening in.

You two characters been seeing any psychiatrists lately?

Jesus, Ohls said, hadnt you heard? We got them in our hair all the time these days. Weve got two of them on the staff. This aint police business any more. Its getting to be a branch of the medical racket. Theyre in and out of jail, the courts, the interrogation rooms. They write reports fifteen pages long on why some punk of a juvenile held up a liquor store or raped a schoolgirl or peddled tea to the senior class. Ten years from now guys like Hernandez and me will be doing Rohrschach tests and word associations instead of chin-ups and target practice. When we go out on a case well carry little black bags with portable lie detectors and bottles of truth serum. Too bad we didnt grab the four hard monkeys that poured it on Big Willie Magoon. We might have been able to unmaladjust them and make them love their mothers.

Okay for me to blow?

What are you not convinced about? Hernandez asked, snapping a rubber band.

Im convinced. The case is dead. Shes dead, theyre all dead. A nice smooth routine all around. Nothing to do but go home and forget it ever happened. So Ill do that.

Ohls reached the half cigarette from behind his ear, looked at it as if wondering how it got there, and tossed it over his shoulder.

What are you crying about? Hernandez said. If she hadnt been fresh out of guns she might have made it a perfect score.

Also, Ohls said grimly, the telephone was working yesterday.

Oh sure, I said. Youd have come running and what you would have found would have been a mixed up story that admitted nothing but a few silly lies. This morning you have what I suppose is a full confession. You havent let me read it, but you wouldnt have called in the D.A. if it was just a love note. If any real solid work had been done on the Lennox case at the time, somebody would have dug up his war record and where he got wounded and all the rest of it. Somewhere along the line a connection with the Wades would have turned up. Roger Wade knew who Paul Marston was. So did another P.I. I happened to get in touch with.

Its possible, Hernandez admitted, but that isnt how police investigations work. You dont fool around with an open-shut case, even if theres no heat on to get it finalized and forgotten. Ive investigated hundreds of homicides. Some are all of a piece, neat, tidy, and according to the book. Most of them make sense here, dont make sense there. But when you get motive, means, opportunity, flight, a written confession, and a suicide immediately afterwards, you leave it lay. No police department in the world has the men or the time to question the obvious. The only thing against Lennox being a killer was that somebody thought he was a nice guy who wouldnt have done it and that there were others who could equally well have done it. But the others didnt take it on the lam, didnt confess, didnt blow their brains out. He did. And as for being a nice guy I figure sixty to seventy percent of all the killers that end up in the gas chamber or the hot seat or on the end of a rope are people the neighbors thought were just as harmless as a Fuller Brush salesman. Just as harmless and quiet and well bred as Mrs. Roger Wade. You want to read what she wrote in that letter? Okay, read it. Ive got to go down the hall.

He stood up and pulled a drawer open and put a folder on the top of the desk. There are five photostats in here, Marlowe. Dont let me catch you looking at them.

He started for the door and then turned his head and said to Ohls: You want to talk to Peshorek with me?

Ohls nodded and followed him out. When I was alone in the office I lifted the cover of the file folder and looked at the white-on-black photostats. Then touching only the edges I counted them. There were six, each of several pages clipped together. I took one and rolled it up and slipped it into my pocket. Then I read over the next one in the pile. When I had finished I sat down and waited. In about ten minutes Hernandez came back alone. He sat down behind his desk again, tallied the photostats in the file folder, and put the file back in his desk.

He raised his eyes and looked at me without any expression. Satisfied?

Lawford know you have those?

Not from me. Not from Bernie. Bernie made them himself. Why?

What would happen if one got loose?

He smiled unpleasantly. It wont. But if it did, it wouldnt be anybody in the Sheriffs office. The D.A. has photostat equipment too.

You dont like District Attorney Springer too well, do you, Captain?

He looked surprised. Me? I like everybody, even you. Get the hell out of here. Ive got work to do.

I stood up to go. He said suddenly: You carry a gun these days?

Part of the time.

Big Willie Magoon carried two. I wonder why he didnt use them.

I guess he figured he had everybody scared.

That could be it, Hernandez said casually. He picked up a rubber band and stretched it between his thumbs. He stretched it farther and farther. Finally with a snap it broke. He rubbed his thumb where the loose end had snapped back against it. Anybody can be stretched too far, he said. No matter how tough he looks. See you around.

I went out of the door and got out of the building fast. Once a patsy, always a patsy.
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BACK IN MY dog house on the sixth floor of the Cahuenga Building I went through my regular double play with the morning mail. Mail slot to desk to wastebasket, Tinker to Evers to Chance. I blew a clear space on the top of the desk and unrolled the photostat on it. I had rolled it so as not to make creases.

I read it over again. It was detailed enough and reasonable enough to satisfy any open mind. Eileen Wade had killed Terrys wife in a fit of jealous fury and later when the opportunity was set up she had killed Roger because she was sure he knew. The gun fired into the ceiling of his room that night had been part of the setup. The unanswered and forever unanswerable question was why Roger Wade had stood still and let her put it over. He must have known how it would end. So he had written himself off and didnt care. Words were his business, he had words for almost everything, but none for this.

I have forty-six demerol tablets left from my last prescription, she wrote. I now intend to take them all and lie down on the bed. The door is locked. In a very short time I shall be beyond saving. This, Howard, is to be understood. What I write is in the presence of death. Every word is true. I have no regrets — except possibly that I could not have found them together and killed them together. I have no regrets for Paul whom you have heard called Terry Lennox. He was the empty shell of the man I loved and married. He meant nothing to me. When I saw him that afternoon for the only time after he came back from the war — at first I didnt know him. Then I did and he knew me at once. He should have died young in the snow of Norway, my lover that I gave to death. He came back a friend of gamblers, the husband of a rich whore, a spoiled and ruined man, and probably some kind of crook in his past life. Time makes everything mean and shabby and wrinkled. The tragedy of life, Howard, is not that the beautiful things die young, but that they grow old and mean. It will not happen to me. Goodbye, Howard.

I put the photostat in the desk and locked it up. It was time for lunch but I wasnt in the mood. I got the office bottle out of the deep drawer and poured a slug and then got the phone book off the hook at the desk and looked up the number of the Journal. I dialed it and asked the girl for Lonnie Morgan.

Mr. Morgan doesnt come in until around four oclock. You might try the press room at the City Hall.

I called that. And I got him. He remembered me well enough. Youve been a pretty busy guy, I heard.

Ive got something for you, if you want it. I dont think you want it.

Yeah? Such as?

A photostat of a confession to two murders.

Where are you?

I told him. He wanted more information. I wouldnt give him any over the phone. He said he wasnt on a crime beat. I said he was still a newspaperman and on the only independent paper in the city. He still wanted to argue.

Where did you get this whatever it is? How do I know its worth my time?

The D.A.s office has the original. They wont release it. It breaks open a couple of things they hid behind the icebox.

Ill call you. I have to check with the brass.

We hung up. I went to the drugstore and ate a chicken salad sandwich and drank some coffee. The coffee was overtrained and the sandwich was as full of rich flavor as a piece torn off an old shirt. Americans will eat anything if it is toasted and held together with a couple of toothpicks and has lettuce sticking out of the sides, preferably a little wilted.

At three-thirty or so Lonnie Morgan came in to see me. He was the same long thin wiry piece of tired and expressionless humanity as he had been the night he drove me home from the jailhouse. He shook hands listlessly and rooted in a crumpled pack of cigarettes.

Mr. Sherman — thats the M.E. — said I could look you up and see what you have.

Its off the record unless you agree to my terms. I unlocked the desk and handed him the photostat. He read the four pages rapidly and then again more slowly. He looked very excited — about as excited as a mortician at a cheap funeral.

Gimme the phone.

I pushed it across the desk. He dialed, waited, and said: This is Morgan. Let me talk to Mr. Sherman. He waited and got some other female and then got his party and asked him to ring back on another line.

He hung up and sat holding the telephone in his lap with the forefinger pressing the button down. It rang again and he lifted the receiver to his ear.

Here it is, Mr. Sherman.

He read slowly and distinctly. At the end there was a pause. Then, One moment, sir. He lowered the phone and glanced across the desk. He wants to know how you got hold of this.

I reached across the desk and took the photostat away from him. Tell him its none of his goddam business how I got hold of it. Where is something else. The stamp on the back of the pages show that.

Mr. Sherman, its apparently an official document of the Los Angeles Sheriffs office. I guess we could check its authenticity easy enough. Also theres a price.

He listened some more and then said: Yes, sir. Right here. He pushed the phone across the desk. Wants to talk to you.

It was a brusque authoritative voice. Mr. Marlowe, what are your terms? And remember the Journal is the only paper in Los Angeles which would even consider touching this matter.

You didnt do much on the Lennox case, Mr. Sherman.

I realize that. But at that time it was purely a question of scandal for scandals sake. There was no question of who was guilty. What we have now, if your document is genuine, is something quite different. What are your terms?

You print the confession in full in the form of a photographic reproduction. Or you dont print it at all.

It will be verified. You understand that?

I dont see how, Mr. Sherman. If you ask the D.A. he will either deny it or give it to every paper in town. Hed have to. If you ask the Sheriffs office they will put it up to the D.A.

Dont worry about that, Mr. Marlowe. We have ways. How about your terms?

I just told you.

Oh. You dont expect to be paid?

Not with money.

Well, you know your own business, I suppose. May I have Morgan again?

I gave the phone back to Lonnie Morgan.

He spoke briefly and hung up. He agrees, he said. I take that photostat and he checks it. Hell do what you say. Reduced to half size it will take about half of page 1A.

I gave him back the photostat. He held it and pulled at the tip of his long nose. Mind my saying I think youre a damn fool?

I agree with you.

You can still change your mind.

Nope. Remember that night you drove me home from the City Bastille? You said I had a friend to say goodbye to. Ive never really said goodbye to him. If you publish this photostat, that will be it. Its been a long time — a long, long time.

Okay, chum. He grinned crookedly. But I still think youre a damn fool. Do I have to tell you why?

Tell me anyway.

I know more about you than you think. Thats the frustrating part of newspaper work. You always know so many things you cant use. You get cynical. If this confession is printed in the Journal, a lot of people will be sore. The D.A., the coroner, the Sheriffs crowd, an influential and powerful private citizen named Potter, and a couple of toughies called Menendez and Starr. Youll probably end up in the hospital or in jail again.

I dont think so.

Think what you like, pal. Im telling you what I think. The D.A. will be sore because he dropped a blanket on the Lennox case. Even if the suicide and confession of Lennox made him look justified, a lot of people will want to know how Lennox, an innocent man, came to make a confession, how he got dead, did he really commit suicide or was he helped, why was there no investigation into the circumstances, and how come the whole thing died so fast. Also, if he has the original of this photostat he will think he has been double-crossed by the Sheriffs people.

You dont have to print the identifying stamp on the back.

We wont. Were pals with the Sheriff. We think hes a straight guy. We dont blame him because he cant stop guys like Menendez. Nobody can stop gambling as long as its legal in all forms in some places and legal in some forms in all places. You stole this from the Sheriffs office. I dont know how you got away with it. Want to tell me?

No.

Okay. The coroner will be sore because he buggered up the Wade suicide. The D.A. helped him with that too. Harlan Potter will be sore because something is reopened that he used a lot of power to close up. Menendez and Starr will be sore for reasons Im not sure of, but I know you got warned off. And when those boys get sore at somebody he gets hurt. Youre apt to get the treatment Big Willie Magoon got.

Magoon was probably getting too heavy for his job.

Why? Morgan drawled. Because those boys have to make it stick. If they take the trouble to tell you to lay off, you lay off. If you dont and they let you get away with it they look weak. The hard boys that run the business, the big wheels, the board of directors, dont have any use for weak people. Theyre dangerous. And then theres Chris Mady.

He just about runs Nevada, I heard.

You heard right, chum. Mady is a nice guy but he knows whats right for Nevada. The rich hoodlums that operate in Reno and Vegas are very careful not to annoy Mr. Mady. If they did, their taxes would go up fast and their police co-operation would go down the same way. Then the top guys back East would decide some changes were necessary. An operator who cant get along with Chris Mady aint operating correctly. Get him the hell out of there and put somebody else in. Getting him out of there means only one thing to them. Out in a wooden box.

They never heard of me, I said.

Morgan frowned and whipped an arm up and down in a meaningless gesture. They dont have to. Madys estate on the Nevada side of Tahoe is right next to Harlan Potters estate. Could be they say hello once in a while. Could be some character that is on Madys payroll hears from another guy on Potters payroll that a punk named Marlowe is buzzing too loud about things that are not any of his business. Could be that this passing remark gets passed on down to where the phone rings in some apartment in L.A. and a guy with large muscles gets a hint to go out and exercise himself and two or three of his friends. If somebody wants you knocked off or smashed, the muscle men dont have to have it explained why. Its mere routine to them. No hard feelings at all. Just sit still while we break your arm. You want this back?

He held out the photostat.

You know what I want, I said.

Morgan stood up slowly and put the photostat in his inside pocket. I could be wrong, he said. You may know more about it than I do. I wouldnt know how a man like Harlan Potter looks at things.

With a scowl, I said. Ive met him. But he wouldnt operate with a goon squad. He couldnt reconcile it with his opinion of how he wants to live.

For my money, Morgan said sharply, stopping a murder investigation with a phone call and stopping it by knocking off the witnesses is just a question of method. See you around — I hope.

He drifted out of the office like something blown by the wind.
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I DROVE OUT to Victors with the idea of drinking a gimlet and sitting around until the evening edition of the morning papers was on the street. But the bar was crowded and it wasnt any fun. When the barkeep I knew got around to me he called me by name.

You like a dash of bitters in it, dont you?

Not usually. Just for tonight two dashes of bitters.

I havent seen your friend lately. The one with the green ice.

Neither have I.

He went away and came back with the drink. I pecked at it to make it last, because I didnt feel like getting a glow on. Either I would get really stiff or stay sober. After a while I had another of the same. It was just past six when the kid with the papers came into the bar. One of the barkeeps yelled at him to beat it, but he managed one quick round of the customers before a waiter got hold of him and threw him out. I was one of the customers. I opened up the Journal and glanced at page 1A. They had made it. It was all there. They had reversed the photostat by making it black on white and by reducing it in size they had fitted it into the top half of the page. There was a short brusque editorial on another page. There was a half column by Lonnie Morgan with a by-line, on still another page.

I finished my drink and left and went to another place to eat dinner and then drove home.

Lonnie Morgans piece was a straightforward factual recapitulation of the facts and happenings involved in the Lennox case and the suicide of Roger Wade — the facts as they had been published. It added nothing, deduced nothing, imputed nothing. It was clear concise businesslike reporting. The editorial was something else. It asked questions — the kind a newspaper asks of public officials when they are caught with jam on their faces.

About nine-thirty the telephone rang and Bernie Ohls said he would drop by on his way home.

Seen the Journal? he asked coyly, and hung up without waiting for an answer.

When he got there he grunted about the steps and said he would drink a cup of coffee if I had one. I said I would make some. While I made it he wandered around the house and made himself very much at home.

You live pretty lonely for a guy that could get himself disliked, he said. Whats over the hill in back?

Another street. Why?

Just asking. Your shrubbery needs pruning.

I carried some coffee into the living room and he parked himself and sipped it. He lit one of my cigarettes and puffed at it for a minute or two, then put it out. Getting so I dont care for the stuff, he said. Maybe its the TV commercials. They make you hate everything they try to sell. God, they must think the public is a halfwit. Every time some jerk in a white coat with a stethoscope hanging around his neck holds up some toothpaste or a pack of cigarettes or a bottle of beer or a mouthwash or a jar of shampoo or a little box of something that makes a fat wrestler smell like mountain lilac I always make a note never to buy any. Hell, I wouldnt buy the product even if I liked it. You read the Journal, huh?

A friend of mine tipped me off. A reporter.

You got friends? he asked wonderingly. Didnt tell you how they got hold of the material, did he?

No. And in this state he doesnt have to tell you.

Springer is hopping mad. Lawford, the deputy D.A. that got the letter this morning, claims he took it straight to his boss, but it makes a guy wonder. What the Journal printed looks like a straight reproduction from the original.

I sipped coffee and said nothing.

Serves him right, Ohls went on. Springer ought to have handled it himself. Personally I dont figure it was Lawford that leaked. Hes a politician too. He stared at me woodenly.

What are you here for, Bernie? You dont like me. We used to be friends — as much as anybody can be friends with a tough cop. But it soured a little.

He leaned forward and smiled — a little wolfishly. No cop likes it when a private citizen does police work behind his back. If you had connected up Wade and the Lennox frail for me the time Wade got dead Id have made out. If you had connected up Mrs. Wade and this Terry Lennox Id have had her in the palm of my hand — alive. If you had come clean from the start Wade might be still alive. Not to mention Lennox. You figure youre a pretty smart monkey, dont you?

What would you like me to say?

Nothing. Its too late. I told you a wise guy never fools anybody but himself. I told you straight and clear. So it didnt take. Right now it might be smart for you to leave town. Nobody likes you and a couple of guys that dont like people do something about it. I had the word from a stoolie.

Im not that important, Bernie. Lets stop snarling at each other. Until Wade was dead you didnt even enter the case. After that it didnt seem to matter to you and to the coroner or to the D.A. or to anybody. Maybe I did some things wrong. But the truth came out. You could have had her yesterday afternoon — with what?

With what you had to tell us about her.

Me? With the police work I did behind your back?

He stood up abruptly. His face was red. Okay, wise guy. Shed have been alive. We could have booked her on suspicion. You wanted her dead, you punk, and you know it.

I wanted her to take a good long quiet look at herself. What she did about it was her business. I wanted to clear an innocent man. I didnt give a good goddam how I did it and I dont now. Ill be around when you feel like doing something about me.

The hard boys will take care of you, buster. I wont have to bother. You think youre not important enough to bother them. As a P.I. named Marlowe, check. Youre not. As a guy who was told where to get off and blew a raspberry in their faces publicly in a newspaper, thats different. That hurts their pride.

Thats pitiful, I said. Just thinking about it makes me bleed internally, to use your own expression.

He went across to the door and opened it. He stood looking down the redwood steps and at the trees on the hill across the way and up the slope at the end of the street.

Nice and quiet here, he said. Just quiet enough.

He went on down the steps and got into his car and left. Cops never say goodbye. Theyre always hoping to see you again in the line-up.
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FOR A SHORT time the next day things looked like getting lively. District Attorney Springer called an early press conference and delivered a statement. He was the big florid black-browed prematurely gray-haired type that always does so well in politics.

I have read the document which purports to be a confession by the unfortunate and unhappy woman who recently took her life, a document which may or may not be genuine, but which, if genuine, is obviously the product of a disordered mind. I am willing to assume that the Journal published this document in good faith, in spite of its many absurdities and inconsistencies, and these I shall not bore you with enumerating. If Eileen Wade wrote these words, and my office in conjunction with the staff of my respected coadjutor, Sheriff Petersen, will soon determine whether or no she did, then I say to you that she did not write them with a clear head, nor with a steady hand. It is only a matter of weeks since the unfortunate lady found her husband wallowing in his own blood, spilled by his own hand. Imagine the shock, the despair, the utter loneliness which must have followed so sharp a disaster! And now she has joined him in the bitterness of death. Is anything to be gained by disturbing the ashes of the dead? Anything, my friends, beyond the sale of a few copies of a newspaper which is badly in need of circulation? Nothing, my friends, nothing. Let us leave it at that. Like Ophelia in that great dramatic masterpiece called Hamlet, by the immortal William Shakespeare, Eileen Wade wore her rue with a difference. My political enemies would like to make much of that difference, but my friends and fellow voters will not be deceived. They know that this office has long stood for wise and mature law enforcement, for justice tempered with mercy, for solid, stable, and conservative government. The Journal stands for I know not what, and for what it stands I do not much or greatly care. Let the enlightened public judge for itself.

The Journal printed this guff in its early edition (it was a round-the-clock newspaper) and Henry Sherman, the Managing Editor, came right back at Springer with a signed comment.

Mr. District-Attorney Springer was in good form this morning. He is a fine figure of a man and he speaks with a rich baritone voice that is a pleasure to listen to. He did not bore us with any facts. Any time Mr. Springer cares to have the authenticity of the document in question proved to him, the Journal will be most happy to oblige. We do not expect Mr. Springer to take any action to reopen cases which had been officially closed with his sanction or under his direction, just as we do not expect Mr. Springer to stand on his head on the tower of the City Hall. As Mr. Springer so aptly phrases it, is anything to be gained by disturbing the ashes of the dead? Or, as the Journal would prefer to phrase it less elegantly, is anything to be gained by finding out who committed a murder when the murderee is already dead? Nothing, of course, but justice and truth.

On behalf of the late William Shakespeare, the Journal wishes to thank Mr. Springer for his favorable mention of Hamlet, and for his substantially, although not exactly, correct allusion to Ophelia. You must wear your rue with a difference was not said of Ophelia but by her, and just what she meant has never been very clear to our less erudite minds. But let that pass. It sounds well and helps to confuse the issue. Perhaps we may be permitted to quote, also from that officially approved dramatic production known as Hamlet, a good thing that happened to be said by a bad man: And where the offence is let the great axe fall.

Lonnie Morgan called me up about noon and asked me how I liked it. I told him I didnt think it would do Springer any harm.

Only with the eggheads, Lonnie Morgan said, and they already had his number. I meant what about you?

Nothing about me. Im just sitting here waiting for a soft buck to rub itself against my cheek.

That wasnt exactly what I meant.

Im still healthy. Quit trying to scare me. I got what I wanted. If Lennox was still alive he could walk right up to Springer and spit in his eye.

You did it for him. And by this time Springer knows that. They got a hundred ways to frame a guy they dont like. I dont figure what made it worth your time. Lennox wasnt that much man.

Whats that got to do with it?

He was silent for a moment. Then he said: Sorry, Marlowe. Shut my big mouth. Good luck.

We hung up after the usual goodbyes.



About two in the afternoon Linda Loring called me. No names, please, she said. Ive just flown in from that big lake up north. Somebody up there is boiling over something that was in the Journal last night. My almost ex-husband got it right between the eyes. The poor man was weeping when I left. He flew up to report.

What do you mean, almost ex-husband?

Dont be stupid. For once Father approves. Paris is an excellent place to get a quiet divorce. So I shall soon be leaving to go there. And if you have any sense left you could do worse than spend a little of that fancy engraving you showed me going a long way off yourself.

Whats it got to do with me?

Thats the second stupid question youve asked. Youre not fooling anyone but yourself, Marlowe. Do you know how they shoot tigers?

How would I?

They tie a goat to a stake and then hide out in a blind. Its apt to be rough on the goat. I like you. Im sure I dont know why, but I do. I hate the idea of your being the goat. You tried so hard to do the right thing — as you saw it.

Nice of you, I said. If I stick my neck out and it gets chopped, its still my neck.

Dont be a hero, you fool, she said sharply. Just because someone we knew chose to be a fall guy, you dont have to imitate him.

Ill buy you a drink if youre going to be around long enough.

Buy me one in Paris. Paris is lovely in the fall.

Id like to do that too. I hear it was even better in the spring. Never having been there I wouldnt know.

The way youre going you never will.

Goodbye, Linda. I hope you find what you want.

Goodbye, she said coldly. I always find what I want. But when I find it, I dont want it any more.

She hung up. The rest of the day was a blank. I ate dinner and left the Olds at an all night garage to have the brake linings checked. I took a cab home. The street was as empty as usual. In the wooden mailbox was a free soap coupon. I went up the steps slowly. It was a soft night with a little haze in the air. The trees on the hill hardly moved. No breeze. I unlocked the door and pushed it part way open and then stopped. The door was about ten inches open from the frame. It was dark inside, there was no sound. But I had the feeling that the room beyond was not empty. Perhaps a spring squeaked faintly or I caught the gleam of a white jacket across the room. Perhaps on a warm still night like this one the room beyond the door was not warm enough, not still enough. Perhaps there was a drifting smell of man on the air. And perhaps I was just on edge.

I stepped sideways off the porch on to the ground and leaned down against the shrubbery. Nothing happened. No light went on inside, there was no movement anywhere that I heard. I had a gun in a belt holster on the left side, butt forward, a short-barreled Police 38. I jerked it out and it got me nowhere. The silence continued. I decided I was a damn fool. I straightened up and lifted a foot to go back to the front door, and then a car turned the corner and came fast up the hill and stopped almost without sound at the foot of my steps. It was a big black sedan with the lines of a Cadillac. It could have been Linda Lorings car, except for two things. Nobody opened a door and the windows on my side were all shut tight. I waited and listened, crouched against the bush, and there was nothing to listen to and nothing to wait for. Just a dark car motionless at the foot of my redwood steps, with the windows closed. If its motor was still running I couldnt hear it. Then a big red spotlight clicked on and the beam struck twenty feet beyond the corner of the house. And then very slowly the big car backed until the spotlight could swing across the front of the house, across the hood and up.

Policemen dont drive Cadillacs. Cadillacs with red spotlights belong to the big boys, mayors and police commissioners, perhaps District Attorneys. Perhaps hoodlums.

The spotlight traversed. I went down flat, but it found me just the same. It held on me. Nothing else. Still the car door didnt open, still the house was silent and without light.

Then a siren growled in low pitch just for a second or two and stopped. And then at last the house was full of lights and a man in a white dinner jacket came out to the head of the steps and looked sideways along the wall and the shrubbery.

Come on in, cheapie, Menendez said with a chuckle. Youve got company.

I could have shot him with no trouble at all. Then he stepped back and it was too late — even if I could have done it. Then a window went down at the back of the car and I could hear the thud as it opened. Then a machine pistol went off and fired a short burst into the slope of the bank thirty feet away from me.

Come on in, cheapie, Menendez said again from the doorway. There just aint anywhere else to go.

So I straightened up and went and the spotlight followed me accurately. I put the gun back in the hoslter on my belt. I stepped up onto the small redwood landing and went in through the door and stopped just inside. A man was sitting across the room with his legs crossed and a gun resting sideways on his thigh. He looked rangy and tough and his skin had that dried-out look of people who live in sun-bleached climates. He was wearing a dark brown gabardine-type windbreaker and the zipper was open almost to his waist. He was looking at me and neither his eyes nor the gun moved. He was as calm as an adobe wall in the moonlight.
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I LOOKED AT him too long. There was a brief half-seen move at my side and a numbing pain in the point of my shoulder. My whole arm went dead to the fingertips. I turned and looked at a big mean-looking Mexican. He wasnt grinning, he was just watching me. The .45 in his brown hand dropped to his side. He had a mustache and his head bulged with oily black hair brushed up and back and over and down. There was a dirty sombrero on the back of his head and the leather chin strap hung loose in two strands down the front of a stitched shirt that smelled of sweat. There is nothing tougher than a tough Mexican, just as there is nothing gentler than a gentle Mexican, nothing more honest than an honest Mexican, and above all nothing sadder than a sad Mexican. This guy was one of the hard boys. They dont come any harder anywhere.

I rubbed my arm. It tingled a little but the ache was still there and the numbness. If I had tried to pull a gun I should probably have dropped it.

Menendez held his hand out towards the slugger. Without seeming to look he tossed the gun and Menendez caught it. He stood in front of me now and his face glistened. Where would you like it, cheapie? His black eyes danced.

I just looked at him. There is no answer to a question like that.

I asked you a question, cheapie.

I wet my lips and asked one back. What happened to Agostino? I thought he was your gun handler.

Chick went soft, he said gently.

He was always soft — like his boss.

The man in the chair flicked his eyes. He almost but not quite smiled. The tough boy who had paralyzed my arm neither moved nor spoke. I knew he was breathing. I could smell that.

Somebody bump into your arm, cheapie?

I tripped over an enchilada.

Negligently, not quite looking at me even, he slashed me across the face with the gun barrel.

Dont get gay with me, cheapie. Youre out of time for all that. You got told and you got told nice. When I take the trouble to call around personally and tell a character to lay off — he lays off. Or else he lays down and dont get up.

I could feel a trickle of blood down my cheek. I could feel the full numbing ache of the blow in my cheekbone. It spread until my whole head ached. It hadnt been a hard blow, but the thing he used was hard. I could still talk and nobody tried to stop me.

How come you do your own slugging, Mendy? I thought that was coolie labor for the sort of boys that beat up Big Willie Magoon.

Its the personal touch, he said softly, on account of I had personal reasons for telling you. The Magoon job was strictly business. He got to thinking he could push me around — me that bought his clothes and his cars and stocked his safe deposit box and paid off the trust deed on his house. These vice squad babies are all the same. I even paid school bills for his kid. Youd think the bastard would have some gratitude. So what does he do? He walks into my private office and slaps me around in front of the help.

On account of why? I asked him, in the vague hope of getting him mad at somebody else.

On account of some lacquered chippie said we used loaded dice. Seems like the bim was one of his sleepy-time gals. I had her put out of the club — with every dime she brought in with her.

Seems understandable, I said. Magoon ought to know no professional gambler plays crooked games. He doesnt have to. But what have I done to you?

He hit me again, thoughtfully. You made me look bad. In my racket you dont tell a guy twice. Not even a hard number. He goes out and does it, or you aint got control. You aint got control, you aint in business.

Ive got a hunch that theres a little more to it than that, I said. Excuse me if I reach for a handkerchief.

The gun watched me while I got one out and touched the blood on my face.

A two-bit peeper, Menendez said slowly, figures he can make a monkey out of Mendy Menendez. He can get me laughed at. He can get me the big razzoo — me, Menendez. I ought to use a knife on you, cheapie. I ought to cut you into slices of raw meat.

Lennox was your pal, I said, and watched his eyes. He got dead. He got buried like a dog without even a name over the dirt where they put his body. And I had a little something to do with proving him innocent. So that makes you look bad, huh? He saved your life and he lost his, and that didnt mean a thing to you. All that means anything to you is playing the big shot. You didnt give a hoot in hell for anybody but yourself. Youre not big, youre just loud.

His face froze and he swung his arm back to slug me a third time and this time with the power behind it. His arm was still going back when I took a half step forward and kicked him in the pit of the stomach.

I didnt think, I didnt plan, I didnt figure my chances or whether I had any. I just got enough of his yap and I ached and bled and maybe I was just a little punch drunk by this time.

He jackknifed, gasping, and the gun fell out of his hand. He groped for it wildly making strained sounds deep in his throat. I put a knee into his face. He screeched.

The man in the chair laughed. That staggered me. Then he stood up and the gun in his hand came up with him.

Dont kill him, he said mildly. We want to use him for live bait.

Then there was movement in the shadows of the hall and Ohls came through the door, blank-eyed, expressionless and utterly calm. He looked down at Menendez. Menendez was kneeling with his head on the floor.

Soft, Ohls said. Soft as mush.

Hes not soft, I said. Hes hurt. Any man can be hurt. Was Big Willie Magoon soft?

Ohls looked at me. The other man looked at me. The tough Mex at the door hadnt made a sound.

Take that goddam cigarette out of your face, I snarled at Ohls. Either smoke it or leave it alone. Im sick of watching you. Im sick of you, period. Im sick of cops.

He looked surprised. Then he grinned.

That was a plant, kiddo, he said cheerfully. You hurt bad? Did the nasty mans hit your facey-wacey? Well for my money you had it coming and it was damn useful that you had. He looked down at Mendy. Mendy had his knees under him. He was climbing out of a well, a few inches at a time. He breathed gaspingly.

What a talkative lad he is, Ohls said, when he doesnt have three shysters with him to button his lip.

He jerked Menendez to his feet. Mendys nose was bleeding. He fumbled the handkerchief out of his white dinner jacket and held it to his nose. He said no word.

You got crossed up, sweetheart, Ohls told him carefully. I aint grieving a whole lot over Magoon. He had it coming. But he was a cop and punks like you lay off cops — always and forever.

Menendez lowered the handkerchief and looked at Ohls. He looked at me. He looked at the man who had been sitting in the chair. He turned slowly and looked at the tough Mex by the door. They all looked at him. There was nothing in their faces. Then a knife shot into view from nowhere and Mendy lunged for Ohls. Ohls side-stepped and took him by the throat with one hand and chopped the knife out of his hand with ease, almost indifferently. Ohls spread his feet and straightened his back and bent his legs slightly and lifted Menendez clear off the floor with one hand holding his neck. He walked him across the floor and pinned him against the wall. He let him down, but didnt let go of his throat.

Touch me with one finger and Ill kill you, Ohls said. One finger. Then he dropped his hands.

Mendy smiled at him scornfully, looked at his handkerchief, and refolded it to hide the blood. He held it to his nose again. He looked down at the gun he had used to hit me. The man from the chair said loosely: Not loaded, even if you could grab it.

A cross, Mendy said to Ohls. I heard you the first time.

You ordered three muscles, Ohls said. What you got was three deputies from Nevada. Somebody in Vegas dont like the way you forget to clear with them. The somebody wants to talk to you. You can go along with the deputies or you can go downtown with me and get hung on the back of the door by a pair of handcuffs. Theres a couple of boys down there would like to see you close up.

God help Nevada, Mendy said quietly, looking around again at the tough Mex by the door. Then he crossed himself quickly and walked out of the front door. The tough Mex followed him. Then the other one, the dried out desert type, picked up the gun and the knife and went out too. He shut the door. Ohls waited motionless. There was a sound of doors banging shut, then a car went off into the night.

You sure those mugs were deputies? I asked Ohls.

He turned as if surprised to see me there. They had stars, he said shortly.

Nice work, Bernie. Very nice. Think hell get to Vegas alive, you coldhearted son of a bitch?

I went to the bathroom and ran cold water and held a soaked towel against my throbbing cheek. I looked at myself in the glass. The cheek was puffed out of shape and bluish and there were jagged wounds on it from the force of the gun barrel hitting against the cheekbone. There was a discoloration under my left eye too. I wasnt going to be beautiful for a few days.

Then Ohls reflection showed behind me in the mirror. He was rolling his damn unlighted cigarette along his lips, like a cat teasing a half-dead mouse, trying to get it to run away just once more.

Next time dont try to outguess the cops, he said gruffly. You think we let you steal that photostat just for laughs? We had a hunch Mendy would come gunning for you. We put it up to Starr cold. We told him we couldnt stop gambling in the county, but we could make it tough enough to cut way into the take. No mobster beats up a cop, not even a bad cop, and gets away with it in our territory. Starr convinced us he had nothing to do with it, that the outfit was sore about it and Menendez was going to get told. So when Mendy called for a squad of out-of-town hard boys to come and give you the treatment, Starr sent him three guys he knew, in one of his own cars, at his own expense. Starr is a police commissioner in Vegas.

I turned around and looked at Ohls. The coyotes out in the desert will get fed tonight. Congratulations. Cop business is wonderful uplifting idealistic work, Bernie. The only thing wrong with cop business is the cops that are in it.

Too bad for you, hero, he said with a sudden cold savagery. I could hardly help laughing when you walked into your own parlor to take your beating. I got a rise out of that, kiddo. It was a dirty job and it had to be done dirty. To make these characters talk you got to give them a sense of power. You aint hurt bad, but we had to let them hurt you some.

So sorry, I said. So very sorry you had to suffer like that.

He shoved his taut face at me. I hate gamblers, he said in a rough voice. I hate them the way I hate dope pushers. They pander to a disease that is every bit as corrupting as dope. You think those palaces in Reno and Vegas are just for harmless fun? Nuts, theyre there for the little guy, the something-for-nothing sucker, the lad that stops off with his pay envelope in his pocket and loses the weekend grocery money. The rich gambler loses forty grand and laughs it off and comes back for more. But the rich gambler dont make the big racket, pal. The big steal is in dimes and quarters and half dollars and once in a while a buck or even a five-spot. The big racket money comes in like water from the pipe in your bathroom, a steady stream that never stops flowing. Any time anybody wants to knock off a professional gambler, thats for me. I like it. And any time a state government takes money from gambling and calls it taxes, that government is helping to keep the mobs in business. The barber or the beauty parlor girl puts two bucks on the nose. Thats for the Syndicate, thats what really makes the profits. The people want an honest police force, do they? What for? To protect the guys with courtesy cards? We got legal horse tracks in this state, we got them all year round. They operate honest and the state gets its cut, and for every dollar laid at the track theres fifty laid with the bookies. Theres eight or nine races on a card and in half of them, the little ones nobody notices, the fix can be in any time somebody says so. Theres only one way a jock can win a race, but theres twenty ways he can lose one, with a steward at every eighth pole watching, and not able to do a damn thing about it if the jock knows his stuff. Thats legal gambling, pal, clean honest business, state approved. So its right, is it? Not by my book, it aint. Because its gambling and it breeds gamblers and when you add it up theres one kind of gambling — the wrong kind.

Feel better? I asked him, putting some white iodine on my wounds.

Im an old tired beat-up cop. All I feel is sore.

I turned around and stared at him. Youre a damn good cop, Bernie, but just the same youre all wet. In one way cops are all the same. They all blame the wrong things. If a guy loses his pay check at a crap table, stop gambling. If he gets drunk, stop liquor. If he kills somebody in a car crash, stop making automobiles. If he gets pinched with a girl in a hotel room, stop sexual intercourse. If he falls downstairs, stop building houses.

Aw shut up!

Sure, shut me up. Im just a private citizen. Get off it, Bernie. We dont have mobs and crime syndicates and goon squads because we have crooked politicians and their stooges in the City Hall and the legislatures. Crime isnt a disease, its a symptom. Cops are like a doctor that gives you aspirin for a brain tumor, except that the cop would rather cure it with a blackjack. Were a big rough rich wild people and crime is the price we pay for it, and organized crime is the price we pay for organization. Well have it with us a long time. Organized crime is just the dirty side of the sharp dollar.

Whats the clean side?

I never saw it. Maybe Harlan Potter could tell you. Lets have a drink.

You looked pretty good walking in that door, Ohls said.

You looked better when Mendy pulled the knife on you.

Shake, he said, and put his hand out.

We had the drink and he left by the back door, which he had jimmied to get in, having dropped by the night before for scouting purposes. Back doors are a soft touch if they open out and are old enough for the wood to have dried and shrunk. You knock the pins out of the hinges and the rest is easy. Ohls showed me a dent in the frame when he left to go back over the hill to where he had left his car on the next street. He could have opened the front door almost as easily but that would have broken the lock. It would have showed up too much.

I watched him climb through the trees with the beam of a torch in front of him and disappear over the rise. I locked the door and mixed another mild drink and went back to the living room and sat down. I looked at my watch. It was still early. It only seemed a long time since I had come home.

I went to the phone and dialed the operator and gave her the Lorings phone number. The butler asked who was calling, then went to see if Mrs. Loring was in. She was.

I was the goat all right, I said, but they caught the tiger alive. Im bruised up a little.

You must tell me about it sometime. She sounded about as far away as if she had got to Paris already.

I could tell you over a drink — if you had time.

Tonight? Oh, Im packing my things to move out. Im afraid that would be impossible.

Yes, I can see that. Well, I just thought you might like to know. It was kind of you to warn me. It had nothing at all to do with your old man.

Are you sure?

Positive.

Oh. Just a minute. She was gone for a time, then she came back and sounded warmer. Perhaps I could fit a drink in. Where?

Anywhere you say. I havent a car tonight, but I can get a cab.

Nonsense, Ill pick you up, but it will be an hour or longer. What is the address there?

I told her and she hung up and I put the porch light on and then stood in the open door inhaling the night. It had got much cooler.

I went back in and tried to phone Lonnie Morgan but couldnt reach him. Then just for the hell of it I put a call in to the Terrapin Club at Las Vegas, Mr. Randy Starr. He probably wouldnt take it. But he did. He had a quiet, competent, man-of-affairs voice.

Nice to hear from you, Marlowe. Any friend of Terrys is a friend of mine. What can I do for you?

Mendy is on his way.

On his way where?

To Vegas, with the three goons you sent after him in a big black Caddy with a red spotlight and siren. Yours, I presume?

He laughed. In Vegas, as some newspaper guy said, we use Cadillacs for trailers. Whats this all about?

Mendy staked out here in my house with a couple of hard boys. His idea was to beat me up — putting it low — for a piece in the paper he seemed to think was my fault.

Was it your fault?

I dont own any newspapers, Mr. Starr.

I dont own any hard boys in Cadillacs, Mr. Marlowe.

They were deputies maybe.

I couldnt say. Anything else?

He pistol-whipped me. I kicked him in the stomach and used my knee on his nose. He seemed dissatisfied. All the same I hope he gets to Vegas alive.

Im sure he will, if he started this way. Im afraid Ill have to cut this conversation short now.

Just a second, Starr. Were you in on that caper at Otatoclán — or did Mendy work it alone?

Come again?

Dont kid, Starr. Mendy wasnt sore at me for why he said — not to the point of staking out in my house and giving me the treatment he gave Big Willie Magoon. Not enough motive. He warned me to keep my nose clean and not to dig into the Lennox case. But I did, because it just happened to work out that way. So he did what Ive just told you. So there was a better reason.

I see, he said slowly and still mildly and quietly. You think there was something not quite kosher about how Terry got dead? That he didnt shoot himself, for instance, but someone else did?

I think the details would help. He wrote a confession which was false. He wrote a letter to me which got mailed. A waiter or hop in the hotel was going to sneak it out and mail it for him. He was holed up in the hotel and couldnt get out. There was a big bill in the letter and the letter was finished just as a knock came at his door. Id like to know who came into the room.

Why?

If it had been a bellhop or a waiter, Terry would have added a line to the letter and said so. If it was a cop, the letter wouldnt have been mailed. So who was it — and why did Terry write that confession?

No idea, Marlowe. No idea at all.

Sorry I bothered you, Mr. Starr.

No bother, glad to hear from you. Ill ask Mendy if he has any ideas.

Yeah — if you ever see him again — alive. If you dont — find out anyway. Or somebody else will.

You? His voice hardened now, but it was still quiet.

No, Mr. Starr. Not me. Somebody that could blow you out of Vegas without taking a long breath. Believe me, Mr. Starr. Just believe me. This is strictly on the level.

Ill see Mendy alive. Dont worry about that, Marlowe.

I figured you knew all about that. Goodnight, Mr. Starr.
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WHEN THE CAR stopped out front and the door opened I went out and stood at the top of the steps to call down. But the middle-aged colored driver was holding the door for her to get out. Then he followed her up the steps carrying a small overnight case. So I just waited.

She reached the top and turned to the driver: Mr. Marlowe will drive me to my hotel, Amos. Thank you for everything. Ill call you in the morning.

Yes, Mrs. Loring. May I ask Mr. Marlowe a question?

Certainly, Amos.

He put the overnight case down inside the door and she went in past me and left us.

I grow old ... I grow old ... I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled. What does that mean, Mr. Marlowe?

Not a bloody thing. It just sounds good.

He smiled. That is from the Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock. Heres another one. In the room the women come and go/Talking of Michael Angelo. Does that suggest anything to you, sir?

Yeah — it suggests to me that the guy didnt know very much about women.

My sentiments exactly, sir. Nonetheless I admire T. S. Eliot very much.

Did you say nonetheless?

Why, yes I did. Mr. Marlowe. Is that incorrect?

No, but dont say it in front of a millionaire. He might think you were giving him the hotfoot.

He smiled sadly. I shouldnt dream of it. Have you had an accident, sir?

Nope. It was planned that way. Goodnight, Amos.

Goodnight, sir.

He went back down the steps and I went back into the house. Linda Loring was standing in the middle of the living room looking around her.

Amos is a graduate of Howard University, she said. You dont live in a very safe place — for such an unsafe man, do you?

There arent any safe places.

Your poor face. Who did that to you?

Mendy Menendez.

What did you do to him?

Nothing much. Kicked him a time or two. He walked into a trap. Hes on his way to Nevada in the company of three or four tough Nevada deputies. Forget him.

She sat down on the davenport.

What would you like to drink? I asked. I got a cigarette box and held it out to her. She said she didnt want to smoke. She said anything would do to drink.

I thought of champagne, I said. I havent any ice bucket, but its cold. Ive been saving it for years. Two bottles. Cordon Rouge. I guess its good. Im no judge.

Saving it for what? she asked.

For you.

She smiled, but she was still staring at my face. Youre all cut. She reached her fingers up and touched my cheek lightly. Saving it for me? Thats not very likely. Its only a couple of months since we met.

Then I was saving it until we met. Ill go get it. I picked up her overnight bag and started across the room with it.

Just where are you going with that? she asked sharply.

Its an overnight bag, isnt it?

Put it down and come back here.

I did that. Her eyes were bright and at the same time they were sleepy.

This is something new, she said slowly. Something quite new.

In what way?

Youve never laid a finger on me. No passes, no suggestive remarks, no pawing, no nothing. I thought you were tough, sarcastic, mean, and cold.

I guess I am — at times.

Now Im here and I suppose without preamble, after we have had a reasonable quantity of champagne you plan to grab me and throw me on the bed. Is that it?

Frankly, I said, some such idea did stir at the back of my mind.

Im flattered, but suppose I dont want it that way? I like you. I like you very much. But it doesnt follow that I want to go to bed with you. Arent you rather jumping at conclusions — just because I happen to bring an overnight bag with me?

Could be I made an error, I said. I went and got her overnight bag and put it back by the front door. Ill get the champagne.

I didnt mean to hurt your feelings. Perhaps you would rather save the champagne for some more auspicious occasion.

Its only two bottles, I said. A really auspicious occasion would call for a dozen.

Oh, I see, she said, suddenly angry. Im just to be a fill-in until someone more beautiful and attractive comes along. Thank you so very much. Now youve hurt my feelings, but I suppose its something to know that Im safe here. If you think a bottle of champagne will make a loose woman out of me, I can assure you that you are very much mistaken.

I admitted the mistake already.

The fact that I told you I was going to divorce my husband and that I had Amos drop me by here with an overnight bag doesnt make me as easy as all that, she said, still angry.

Damn the overnight bag! I growled. The hell with the overnight bag! Mention it again and Ill throw the damn thing down the front steps. I asked you to have a drink. Im going out to the kitchen to get the drink. Thats all. I hadnt the least idea of getting you drunk. You dont want to go to bed with me. I understand perfectly. No reason why you should. But we can still have a glass or two of champagne, cant we? This doesnt have to be a wrangle about who is going to get seduced and when and where and on how much champagne.

You dont have to lose your temper, she said, flushing.

Thats just another gambit, I snarled. I know fifty of them and I hate them all. Theyre all phony and they all have a sort of leer at the edges.

She got up and came over close to me and ran the tips of her fingers gently over the cuts and swollen places on my face. Im sorry. Im a tired and disappointed woman. Please be kind to me. Im no bargain to anyone.

Youre not tired and youre no more disappointed than most people are. By all the rules you ought to be the same sort of shallow spoiled promiscuous brat your sister was. By some miracle youre not. Youve got all the honesty and a large part of the guts in your family. You dont need anyone to be kind to you.

I turned and walked out of the room down the hall to the kitchen and got one of the bottles of champagne out of the icebox and popped the cork and filled a couple of shallow goblets quickly and drank one down. The sting of it brought tears to my eyes, but I emptied the glass. I filled it again. Then I put the whole works on a tray and carted it into the living room.

She wasnt there. The overnight bag wasnt there. I put the tray down and opened the front door. I hadnt heard any sound of its opening and she had no car. I hadnt heard any sound at all.

Then she spoke from behind me. Idiot, did you think I was going to run away?

I shut the door and turned. She had loosened her hair and she had tufted slippers on her bare feet and a silk robe the color of a sunset in a Japanese print. She came towards me slowly with a sort of unexpectedly shy smile. I held a glass out to her. She took it, took a couple of sips of the champagne, and handed it back.

Its very nice, she said. Then very quietly and without a trace of acting or affectation she came into my arms and pressed her mouth against mine and opened her lips and her teeth. The tip of her tongue touched mine. After a long time she pulled her head back but kept her arms around my neck. She was starry-eyed.

I meant to all the time, she said. I just had to be difficult. I dont know why. Just nerves perhaps. Im not really a loose woman at all. Is that a pity?

If I had thought you were Id have made a pass at you the first time I met you in the bar at Victors.

She shook her head slowly and smiled. I dont think so. Thats why I am here.

Perhaps not that night, I said. That night belonged to something else.

Perhaps you dont ever make passes at women in bars.

Not often. The lights too dim.

But a lot of women go to bars just to have passes made at them.

A lot of women get up in the morning with the same idea.

But liquor is an aphrodisiac — up to a point.

Doctors recommend it.

Who said anything about doctors? I want my champagne.

I kissed her some more. It was light, pleasant work.

I want to kiss your poor cheek, she said, and did. Its burning hot, she said.

The rest of me is freezing.

It is not. I want my champagne.

Why?

Itll get flat if we dont drink it. Besides I like the taste of it.

All right.

Do you love me very much? Or will you if I go to bed with you?

Possibly.

You dont have to go to bed with me, you know. I dont absolutely insist on it.

Thank you.

I want my champagne.

How much money have you got?

Altogether? How would I know? About eight million dollars.

Ive decided to go to bed with you.

Mercenary, she said.

I paid for the champagne.

The hell with the champagne, she said.
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AN HOUR LATER she stretched out a bare arm and tickled my ear and said: Would you consider marrying me?

It wouldnt last six months.

Well, for Gods sake, she said, suppose it didnt. Wouldnt it be worth it? What do you expect from life — full coverage against all possible risks?

Im forty-two years old. Im spoiled by independence. Youre spoiled a little — not too much — by money.

Im thirty-six. Its no disgrace to have money and no disgrace to marry it. Most of those who have it dont deserve it and dont know how to behave with it. But it wont be long. Well have another war and at the end of that nobody will have any money — except the crooks and the chiselers. Well all be taxed to nothing, the rest of us.

I stroked her hair and wound some of it around my finger. You may be right.

We could fly to Paris and have a wonderful time. She raised herself on an elbow and looked down at me. I could see the shine of her eyes but I couldnt read her expression. Do you have something against marriage?

For two people in a hundred its wonderful. The rest just work at it. After twenty years all the guy has left is a work bench in the garage. American girls are terrific. American wives take in too damn much territory. Besides—

I want some champagne.

Besides, I said, it would be just an incident to you. The first divorce is the only tough one. After that its merely a problem in economics. No problem to you. Ten years from now you might pass me on the street and wonder where the hell you had seen me before. If you noticed me at all.

You self-sufficient, self-satisfied, self-confident, untouchable bastard. I want some champagne.

This way you will remember me.

Conceited too. A mass of conceit. Slightly bruised at the moment. You think Ill remember you? No matter how many men I marry or sleep with, you think Ill remember you? Why should I?

Sorry. I overstated my case. Ill get you some champagne.

Arent we sweet and reasonable? she said sarcastically. Im a rich woman, darling, and I shall be infinitely richer. I could buy you the world if it were worth buying. What have you now? An empty house to come home to, with not even a dog or cat, a small stuffy office to sit in and wait. Even if I divorced you Id never let you go back to that.

How would you stop me? Im no Terry Lennox.

Please. Dont lets talk about him. Nor about that golden icicle, the Wade woman. Nor about her poor drunken sunken husband. Do you want to be the only man who turned me down? What kind of pride is that? Ive paid you the greatest compliment I know how to pay. Ive asked you to marry me.

You paid me a greater compliment.

She began to cry. You fool, you utter fool! Her cheeks were wet. I could feel the tears on them. Suppose it lasted six months or a year or two years. What would you have lost except the dust on your office desk and the dirt on your venetian blinds and the loneliness of a pretty empty kind of life?

You still want some champagne?

All right.

I pulled her close and she cried against my shoulder. She wasnt in love with me and we both knew it. She wasnt crying over me. It was just time for her to shed a few tears.

Then she pulled away and I got out of bed and she went into the bathroom to fix her face. I got the champagne. When she came back she was smiling.

Im sorry I blubbered, she said. In six months from now I wont even remember your name. Bring it into the living room. I want to see lights.

I did what she said. She sat on the davenport as before. I put the champagne in front of her. She looked at the glass but didnt touch it.

Ill introduce myself, I said. Well have a drink together.

Like tonight?

It wont ever be like tonight again.

She raised her glass of champagne, drank a little of it slowly, turned her body on the davenport and threw the rest in my face. Then she began to cry again. I got a handkerchief out and wiped my face off and wiped hers for her.

I dont know why I did that, she said. But for Gods sake dont say Im a woman and a woman never knows why she does anything.

I poured some more champagne into her glass and laughed at her. She drank it slowly and then turned the other way and fell across my knees.

Im tired, she said. Youll have to carry me this time.

After a while she went to sleep.

In the morning she was still asleep when I got up and made coffee. I showered and shaved and dressed. She woke up then. We had breakfast together. I called a cab and carried her overnight case down the steps.

We said goodbye. I watched the cab out of sight. I went back up the steps and into the bedroom and pulled the bed to pieces and remade it. There was a long dark hair on one of the pillows. There was a lump of lead at the pit of my stomach.

The French have a phrase for it. The bastards have a phrase for everything and they are always right.

To say goodbye is to die a little.
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SEWELL ENDICOTT SAID he was working late and I could drop around in the evening about seven-thirty.

He had a corner office with a blue carpet, a red mahogany desk with carved corners, very old and obviously very valuable, the usual glass-front bookshelves of mustard-yellow legal books, the usual cartoons by Spy of famous English judges, and a large portrait of Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes on the south wall, alone. Endicotts chair was quilted in black leather. Near him was an open rolltop desk jammed with papers. It was an office no decorator had had a chance to pansy up.

He was in his shirtsleeves and he looked tired, but he had that kind of face. He was smoking one of his tasteless cigarettes. Ashes from it had fallen on his loosened tie. His limp black hair was all over the place.

He stared at me silently after I sat down. Then he said: Youre a stubborn son of a bitch, if ever I met one. Dont tell me youre still digging into that mess.

Something worries me a little. Would it be all right now if I assumed you were representing Mr. Harlan Potter when you came to see me in the birdcage?

He nodded. I touched the side of my face gently with my fingertips. It was all healed up and the swelling was gone, but one of the blows must have damaged a nerve. Part of the cheek was still numb. I couldnt let it alone. It would get all right in time.

And that when you went to Otatoclán you were temporarily deputized as a member of the D.A.s staff?

Yes, but dont rub it in, Marlowe. It was a valuable connection. Perhaps I gave it too much weight.

Still is, I hope.

He shook his head. No. Thats finished. Mr. Potter does his legal business through San Francisco, New York, and Washington firms.

I guess he hates my guts — if he thinks about it.

Endicott smiled. Curiously enough, he put all the blame on his son-in-law, Dr. Loring. A man like Harlan Potter has to blame somebody. He couldnt possibly be wrong himself. He felt that if Loring hadnt been feeding the woman dangerous drugs, none of it would have happened.

Hes wrong. You saw Terry Lennoxs body in Otatoclán, didnt you?

I did indeed. In the back of a cabinet makers shop. They have no proper mortuary there. He was making the coffin too. The body was ice-cold. I saw the wound in the temple. Theres no question of identity, if you had any ideas along those lines.

No, Mr. Endicott, I didnt, because in his case it could hardly be possible. He was disguised a little though, wasnt he?

Face and hands darkened, hair dyed black. But the scars were still obvious. And the fingerprints, of course, were easily checked from things he had handled at home.

What kind of police force do they have down there?

Primitive. The jefe could just about read and write. But he knew about fingerprints. It was hot weather, you know. Quite hot. He frowned and took his cigarette out of his mouth and dropped it negligently into an enormous black basalt sort of receptacle. They had to get ice from the hotel, he added. Plenty of ice. He looked at me again. No embalming there. Things have to move fast.

You speak Spanish, Mr. Endicott?

Only a few words. The hotel manager interpreted. He smiled. A well-dressed smoothie, that fellow. Looked tough, but he was very polite and helpful. It was all over in no time.

I had a letter from Terry. I guess Mr. Potter would know about it. I told his daughter, Mrs. Loring. I showed it to her. There was a portrait of Madison in it.

A what?

Five-thousand-dollar bill.

He raised his eyebrows. Really. Well, he could certainly afford it. His wife gave him a cool quarter of a million the second time they were married. Ive an idea he meant to go to Mexico to live anyhow — quite apart from what happened. I dont know what happened to the money. I wasnt in on that.

Heres the letter, Mr. Endicott, if you care to read it.

I took it out and gave it to him. He read it carefully, the way lawyers read everything. He put it down on the desk and leaned back and stared at nothing.

A little literary, isnt it? he said quietly. I wonder why he did it.

Killed himself, confessed, or wrote me the letter?

Confessed and killed himself, of course, Endicott said sharply. The letter is understandable. At least you got a reasonable recompense for what you did for him — and since.

The mailbox bothers me, I said. Where he says there was a mailbox on the street under his window and the hotel waiter was going to hold his letter up before he mailed it, so Terry could see that it was mailed.

Something in Endicotts eyes went to sleep. Why? he asked indifferently. He picked another of his filtered cigarettes out of a square box. I held my lighter across the desk for him.

They wouldnt have one in a place like Otatoclán, I said.

Go on.

I didnt get it at first. Then I looked the place up. Its a mere village. Population say ten or twelve thousand. One street partly paved. The jefe has a Model A Ford as an official car. The post office is in the corner of a store, the chanceria, the butcher shop. One hotel, a couple of cantinas, no good roads, a small airfield. Theres hunting around there in the mountains — lots of it. Hence the airfield. Only decent way to get there.

Go on. I know about the hunting.

So theres a mailbox on the street. Like theres a race course and a dog track and a golf course and a jai alai frontón and park with a colored fountain and a bandstand.

Then he made a mistake, Endicott said coldly. Perhaps it was something that looked like a mailbox to him — say a trash receptacle.

I stood up. I reached for the letter and refolded it and put it back in my pocket.

A trash receptacle, I said. Sure, thats it. Painted with the Mexican colors, green, white, red, and a sign on it stenciled in large clear print: KEEP OUR CITY CLEAN. In Spanish, of course. And lying around it seven mangy dogs.

Dont get cute, Marlowe.

Sorry if I let my brains show. Another small point I have already raised with Randy Starr. How come the letter got mailed at all? According to the letter the method was prearranged. So somebody told him about the mailbox. So somebody lied. So somebody mailed the letter with five grand in it just the same. Intriguing, dont you agree?

He puffed smoke and watched it float away.

Whats your conclusion — and why ring Starr in on it?

Starr and a heel named Menendez, now removed from our midst, were pals of Terrys in the British Army. They are wrong gees in a way — I should say in almost every way — but they still have room for personal pride and so on. There was a cover-up here engineered for obvious reasons. There was another sort of cover-up in Otatoclán, for entirely different reasons.

Whats your conclusion? he asked me again and much more sharply.

Whats yours?

He didnt answer me. So I thanked him for his time and left.

He was frowning as I opened the door, but I thought it was an honest frown of puzzlement. Or maybe he was trying to remember how it looked outside the hotel and whether there was a mailbox there.

It was another wheel to start turning — no more. It turned for a solid month before anything came up.

Then on a certain Friday morning I found a stranger waiting for me in my office. He was a well-dressed Mexican or Suramericano of some sort. He sat by the open window smoking a brown cigarette that smelled strong. He was tall and very slender and very elegant, with a neat dark mustache and dark hair, rather longer than we wear it, and a fawn-colored suit of some loosely woven material. He wore those green sunglasses. He stood up politely.

Señor Marlowe?

What can I do for you?

He handed me a folded paper. Un aviso de parte del Señor Starr en Las Vegas, señor. Habla Usted Español?

Yeah, but not fast. English would be better.

English then, he said. It is all the same to me.

I took the paper and read it. This introduces Cisco Maioranos, a friend of mine. I think he can fix you up. S.

Lets go inside, Señor Maioranos, I said.

I held the door open for him. He smelled of perfume as he went by. His eyebrows were awfully damned dainty too. But he probably wasnt as dainty as he looked because there were knife scars on both sides of his face.
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HE SAT DOWN in the customers chair and crossed his knees. You wish certain information about Señor Lennox, I am told.

The last scene only.

I was there at the time, señor. I had a position in the hotel. He shrugged. Unimportant and of course temporary. I was the day clerk. He spoke perfect English but with a Spanish rhythm. Spanish — American Spanish that is — has a definite rise and fall which to an American ear seems to have nothing to do with the meaning. Its like the swell of the ocean.

You dont look the type, I said.

One has difficulties.

Who mailed the letter to me?

He held out a box of cigarettes. Try one of these.

I shook my head. Too strong for me. Colombian cigarettes I like. Cuban cigarettes are murder.

He smiled faintly, lit another pill himself, and blew smoke. The guy was so goddam elegant he was beginning to annoy me.

I know about the letter, señor. The mozo was afraid to go up to the room of this Señor Lennox after the guarda was posted. The cop or dick, as you say. So I myself took the letter to the correo. After the shooting, you understand.

You ought to have looked inside. It had a large piece of money in it.

The letter was sealed, he said coldly. El honor no se mueve de lado como los congrejos. That is, honor does not move sidewise like a crab, señor.

My apologies. Please continue.

Señor Lennox had a hundred-peso note in his left hand when I went into the room and shut the door in the face of the guarda. In his right hand was a pistol. On the table before him was the letter. Also another paper which I did not read. I refused the note.

Too much money, I said, but he didnt react to the sarcasm.

He insisted. So I took the note finally and gave it to the mozo later. I took the letter out under the napkin on the tray from the previous service of coffee. The dick looked hard at me. But he said nothing. I was halfway down the stairs when I heard the shot. Very quickly I hid the letter and ran back upstairs. The dick was trying to kick the door open. I used my key. Señor Lennox was dead.

He moved his fingertips gently along the edge of the desk and sighed. The rest no doubt you know.

Was the hotel full?

Not full, no. There were half a dozen guests.

Americans?

Two Americanos del Norte. Hunters.

Real Gringos or just transplanted Mexicans?

He drew a fingertip slowly along the fawn-colored cloth above his knee. I think one of them could well have been of Spanish origin. He spoke border Spanish. Very inelegant.

They go near Lennoxs room at all?

He lifted his head sharply but the green cheaters didnt do a thing for me. Why should they, señor?

I nodded. Well, it was damn nice of you to come in here and tell me about it, Señor Maioranos. Tell Randy Im ever so grateful, will you?

No hay de que, señor. It is nothing.

And later on, if he has time, he could send me somebody who knows what he is talking about.

Señor? His voice was soft, but icy. You doubt my word?

You guys are always talking about honor. Honor is the cloak of thieves — sometimes. Dont get mad. Sit quiet and let me tell it another way.

He leaned back superciliously.

Im only guessing, mind. I could be wrong. But I could be right too. These two Americanos were there for a purpose. They came in on a plane. They pretended to be hunters. One of them was named Menendez, a gambler. He registered under some other name or not. I wouldnt know. Lennox knew they were there. He knew why. He wrote me that letter because he had a guilty conscience. He had played me for a sucker and he was too nice a guy for that to rest easy on him. He put the bill — five thousand dollars it was — in the letter because he had a lot of money and he knew I hadnt. He also put in a little off-beat hint which might or might not register. He was the kind of guy who always wants to do the right thing but somehow winds up doing something else. You say you took the letter to the correo. Why didnt you mail it in the box in front of the hotel?

The box, señor?

The mailbox. The cajón cartero, you call it, I think.

He smiled. Otatoclán is not Mexico City, señor. It is a very primitive place. A street mailbox in Otatoclán? No one there would understand what it was for. No one would collect letters from it.

I said: Oh. Well, skip it. You did not take any coffee on any tray up to Señor Lennoxs room, Señor Maioranos. You did not go into the room past the dick. But the two Americanos did go in. The dick was fixed, of course. So were several other people. One of the Americanos slugged Lennox from behind. Then he took the Mauser pistol and opened up one of the cartridges and took out the bullet and put the cartridge back in the breech. Then he put this gun to Lennoxs temple and pulled the trigger. It made a nasty-looking wound, but it did not kill him. Then he was carried out on a stretcher covered up and well hidden. Then when the American lawyer arrived, Lennox was doped and packed in ice and kept in a dark corner of the carpintería where the man was making a coffin. The American lawyer saw Lennox there, he was ice-cold, in a deep stupor, and there was a bloody blackened wound in his temple. He looked plenty dead. The next day the coffin was buried with stones in it. The American lawyer went home with the fingerprints and some kind of document which was a piece of cheese. How do you like that, Señor Maioranos?

He shrugged. It would be possible, señor. It would require money and influence. It would be possible, perhaps, if this Señor Menendez was closely related to important people in Otatoclán, the alcalde, the hotel proprietor and so on.

Well, thats possible too. Its a good idea. It would explain why they picked a remote little place like Otatoclán.

He smiled quickly. Then Señor Lennox may still be alive, no?

Sure. The suicide had to be some kind of fake to back up the confession. It had to be good enough to fool a lawyer who had been a district attorney, but it would make a very sick monkey out of the current D.A. if it backfired. This Menendez is not as tough as he thinks he is, but he was tough enough to pistol-whip me for not keeping my nose clean. So he had to have reasons. If the fake got exposed, Menendez would be right in the middle of an international stink. The Mexicans dont like crooked police work any more than we do.

All that is possible, señor, as I very well know. But you accused me of lying. You said I did not go into the room where Señor Lennox was and get his letter.

You were already in there, chum — writing the letter.

He reached up and took the dark glasses off. Nobody can change the color of a mans eyes.

I suppose its a bit too early for a gimlet, he said.
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THEY HAD DONE a wonderful job on him in Mexico City, but why not? Their doctors, technicians, hospitals, painters, architects are as good as ours. Sometimes a little better. A Mexican cop invented the paraffin test for powder nitrates. They couldnt make Terrys face perfect, but they had done plenty. They had even changed his nose, taken out some bone and made it look flatter, less Nordic. They couldnt eliminate every trace of a scar, so they had put a couple on the other side of his face too. Knife scars are not uncommon in Latin countries.

They even did a nerve graft up here, he said, and touched what had been the bad side of his face.

How close did I come?

Close enough. A few details wrong, but they are not important. It was a quick deal and some of it was improvised and I didnt know myself just what was going to happen. I was told to do certain things and to leave a clear trail. Mendy didnt like my writing to you, but I held out for that. He undersold you a little. He never noticed the bit about the mailbox.

You know who killed Sylvia?

He didnt answer me directly. Its pretty tough to turn a woman in for murder — even if she never meant much to you.

Its a tough world. Was Harlan Potter in on all this?

He smiled again. Would he be likely to let anyone know that? My guess is not. My guess is he thinks I am dead. Who would tell him otherwise — unless you did?

What Id tell him you could fold into a blade of grass. Hows Mendy these days — or is he?

Hes doing all right. In Acapulco. He slipped by because of Randy. But the boys dont go for rough work on cops. Mendys not as bad as you think. He has a heart.

So has a snake.

Well, what about that gimlet?

I got up without answering him and went to the safe. I spun the knob and got out the envelope with the portrait of Madison on it and the five C notes that smelled of coffee. I dumped the lot out on the desk and then picked up the five C notes.

These I keep. I spent almost all of it on expenses and research. The portrait of Madison I enjoyed playing with. Its all yours now.

I spread it on the edge of the desk in front of him. He looked at it but didnt touch it.

Its yours to keep, he said. Ive got plenty. You could have let things lie.

I know. After she killed her husband and got away with it she might have gone on to better things. He was of no real importance, of course. Just a human being with blood and a brain and emotions. He knew what happened too and he tried pretty hard to live with it. He wrote books. You may have heard of him.

Look, I couldnt very well help what I did, he said slowly. I didnt want anyone to get hurt. I wouldnt have had a dogs chance up here. A man cant figure every angle that quick. I was scared and I ran. What should I have done?

I dont know.

She had a mad streak. She might have killed him anyway.

Yeah, she might.

Well, thaw out a little. Lets go have a drink somewhere where its cool and quiet.

No time right now, Señor Maioranos.

We were pretty good friends once, he said unhappily.

Were we? I forget. That was two other fellows, seems to me. You permanently in Mexico?

Oh yes. Im not here legally even. I never was. I told you I was born in Salt Lake City. I was born in Montreal. Ill be a Mexican national pretty soon now. All it takes is a good lawyer. Ive always liked Mexico. It wouldnt be much risk going to Victors for that gimlet.

Pick up your money, Señor Maioranos. It has too much blood on it.

Youre a poor man.

How would you know?

He picked the bill up and stretched it between his thin fingers and slipped it casually into an inside pocket. He bit his lip with the very white teeth you can have when you have a brown skin.

I couldnt tell you any more than I did that morning you drove me to Tijuana. I gave you a chance to call the law and turn me in.

Im not sore at you. Youre just that kind of guy. For a long time I couldnt figure you at all. You had nice ways and nice qualities, but there was something wrong. You had standards and you lived up to them, but they were personal. They had no relation to any kind of ethics or scruples. You were a nice guy because you had a nice nature. But you were just as happy with mugs or hoodlums as with honest men. Provided the hoodlums spoke fairly good English and had fairly acceptable table manners. Youre a moral defeatist. I think maybe the war did it and again I think maybe you were born that way.

I dont get it, he said. I really dont. Im trying to pay you back and you wont let me. I couldnt have told you any more than I did. You wouldnt have stood for it.

Thats as nice a thing as was ever said to me.

Im glad you like something about me. I got in a bad jam. I happened to know the sort of people who know how to deal with bad jams. They owed me for an incident that happened long ago in the war. Probably the only time in my life I ever did the right thing quick like a mouse. And when I needed them, they delivered. And for free. Youre not the only guy in the world that has no price tag, Marlowe.

He leaned across the desk and snapped at one of my cigarettes. There was an uneven flush on his face under the deep tan. The scars showed up against it. I watched him spring a fancy gas cartridge lighter loose from a pocket and light the cigarette. I got a whiff of perfume from him.

You bought a lot of me, Terry. For a smile and a nod and a wave of the hand and a few quiet drinks in a quiet bar here and there. It was nice while it lasted. So long, amigo. I wont say goodbye. I said it to you when it meant something. I said it when it was sad and lonely and final.

I came back too late, he said. These plastic jobs take time.

You wouldnt have come at all if I hadnt smoked you out.

There was suddenly a glint of tears in his eyes. He put his dark glasses back on quickly.

I wasnt sure about it, he said. I hadnt made up my mind. They didnt want me to tell you anything. I just hadnt made up my mind.

Dont worry about it, Terry. Theres always somebody around to do it for you.

I was in the Commandos, bud. They dont take you if youre just a piece of fluff. I got badly hurt and it wasnt any fun with those Nazi doctors. It did something to me.

I know all that, Terry. Youre a very sweet guy in a lot of ways. Im not judging you. I never did. Its just that youre not here any more. Youre long gone. Youve got nice clothes and perfume and youre as elegant as a fifty-dollar whore.

Thats just an act, he said almost desperately.

You get a kick out of it, dont you?

His mouth dropped in a sour smile. He shrugged an expressive energetic Latin shrug.

Of course. An act is all there is. There isnt anything else. In here— he tapped his chest with the lighter— there isnt anything. Ive had it, Marlowe. I had it long ago. Well — I gues that winds things up.

He stood up. I stood up. He put out a lean hand. I shook it.

So long, Señor Maioranos. Nice to have known you — however briefly.

Goodbye.

He turned and walked across the floor and out. I watched the door close. I listened to his steps going away down the imitation marble corridor. After a while they got faint, then they got silent. I kept on listening anyway. What for? Did I want him to stop suddenly and turn and come back and talk me out of the way I felt? Well, he didnt. That was the last I saw of him.

I never saw any of them again — except the cops. No way has yet been invented to say goodbye to them.


Playback (1958) 
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This novel is the last completed novel by Chandler and was first published in Britain in July 1958, whilst the US edition appeared in October. Chandler died the following year. It is fitting that his final completed work should feature his most famous creation, Philip Marlowe. The novel was reworked by Chandler from a rejected screenplay of the same title that he had begun in 1947 and for which he was paid $4,000 per week by Universal International. The script was, in turn, inspired by a story Chandler had written in 1939, Ill Be Waiting. It was published posthumously and is thought by some to be superior to the novel, which is generally considered to be the weakest of the seven Marlowe stories, perhaps because of its less complex plot and simplistic resolution.

Chandler had struggled to write the script and complained bitterly to Blanche Knopf, his then publisher and his agent, H.N. Swanson, about the slow progress. Swanson lost patience with Chandler and told him to stop being so precious about it: To hell with the art! Lets get this baby delivered quickly and put the money in the bank. (11 August 1947). Chandler, typically, took great offence and suggested Swanson look elsewhere next time he needed a jobbing scriptwriter and told his publisher, Hamish Hamilton, that he found the refining of the script about as fascinating as scraping teeth. (27 October 1947). In the end, all of Chandlers angst was for nothing, as due to the financial uncertainties of the post war years, the project was abandoned by Universal. However, the positive outcome for Chandler was that he knew the story well when he embarked on the novel version of the story in 1956. 

The writing of the novel still faltered, however. Chandler suffered a fall and was distracted by ideas for other projects; it is likely that his excessive drinking (a lifelong challenge) was getting out of hand again. It was only with the help and care of Helga Greene, a friend and his new secretary, Jean Fracasse, that Chandler was able to finish the novel at the end of 1956.

In keeping with the changes Chandler had previously instigated to Marlowes life story, he brings back Linda Loring to this novel, supposedly as the great love of Marlowes life. She had originally featured as Marlowes first intimate love interest in The Long Goodbye.

At the beginning of 1952 (some 18 months after the parting of Marlowe and Linda Loring in The Long Goodbye), Marlowe is woken up at home at what is to him the ungodly hour of 6.30am, by a phone call from Clive Umney, a lawyer. Umney asks Marlowe to follow one Betty Mayfield, who is travelling under the alias of Eleanor King on the Superchief cross country train to Los Angeles and report back as to her final destination after disembarking. The contact with Umney is handled by his secretary, Miss Vermilyea, a not unattractive, but prickly young woman. Vermilyea knows that this issue is of supreme importance to her employer and in her anxiety to make things right, she can be overly assertive and even aggressive in her dealings with Marlowe.

Eleanor King turns out to be a tallish redhead, soberly dressed; she leaves the Superchief as expected, but she does not leave the station, and at 9.15am is still in the station café, having ordered refreshments. Shortly after that, she is joined by a man she knows, but whose company she clearly does not relish. He shows Betty a newspaper clipping which she tries to grab, but he pulls it away and instead, gives her a note on a piece of paper. After he leaves, Betty is clearly very unsettled. Shortly after 11.00am, Marlowe finds out why Betty is waiting around – she catches the next train to Santa Ana, Oceanside, Del Mar and San Diego.

Betty and Marlowe leave the train at San Diego and Marlowe tails her cab in another one. Both cabs arrive at a town called Esmerelda and a resort hotel named Rancho Descansado. Betty books in, using a reservation made by a Larry Mitchell, a friend of the hotel owner. By charming the staff in the hotel with a sentimental story about being her ex and wanting to look out for Betty, Marlowe manages to get a cabin adjoining hers. 

Betty waits in her room until a male visitor arrives. Marlowe is listening carefully, through the wall; the male visitor is Larry Mitchell and he is blackmailing Betty. It is an edgy encounter, so after Mitchell leaves, Marlowe goes to Bettys room and makes himself known to her. That also is an uncomfortable conversation, but with a little sexual tension thrown in, but Betty refuses his help and before he leaves her, Mitchell comes back and he and Marlowe scuffle. Marlowe is knocked out and when he wakes up, Betty has booked out of the hotel. 

The adventure leads Marlowe into encounters with a colourful array of characters, from would-be tough guys of varying morals, an assassin, well-meaning police officers, to the elderly Henry Clarendon IV, who has a penchant for philosophical discourse. Yet the big question Marlowe wants to answer is: why is Betty on the run and who is she running from?

Whilst this is not Chandler on sparkling form, the story is well enough written and entertaining. There are some well drawn characters, but some of the females seem to be there simply to give Marlowe someone to feel attracted to; Chandler had clearly decided that it was high time his hero had a woman in his life. He achieves this at the end of the story, but it has been suggested that it was at the cost of the tension in the narrative. Whilst not one of the best, any story with Marlowe in adds to his timeline and our knowledge of him, so in that sense it is essential reading. 
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Chandler with his friend Helga Greene, close to the time of publication. Greene inherited Chandler's $60,000 estate, after prevailing in a 1960 lawsuit filed by Fracasse contesting Chandler's holographic codicil to his will.
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The first US edition


TO 

JEAN AND HELGA


ONE
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THE VOICE ON the telephone seemed to be sharp and peremptory, but I didnt hear too well what it said — partly because I was only half awake and partly because I was holding the receiver upside down. I fumbled it around and grunted.

Did you hear me? I said I was Clyde Umney, the lawyer.

Clyde Umney, the lawyer. I thought we had several of them.

Youre Marlowe, arent you?

Yeah. I guess so. I looked at my wrist watch. It was 6:30 a.m., not my best hour.

Dont get fresh with me, young man.

Sorry, Mr. Umney. But Im not a young man. Im old, tired and full of no coffee. What can I do for you, sir?

I want you to meet the Super Chief at eight oclock, identify a girl among the passengers, follow her until she checks in somewhere, and then report to me. Is that clear?

No.

Why not? he snapped.

I dont know enough to be sure I could accept the case.

Im Clyde Um—

Dont, I interrupted. I might get hysterical. Just tell me the basic facts. Perhaps another investigator would suit you better. I never was an FBI man.

Oh. My secretary, Miss Vermilyea, will be at your office in half an hour. She will have the necessary information for you. She is very efficient. I hope you are.

Im more efficient when Ive had breakfast. Have her come here, would you?

Where is here?

I gave him the address of my place on Yucca Avenue, and told him how she would find it.

Very well, he said grudgingly, but I want one thing very clear. The girl is not to know she is being followed. This is very important. I am acting for a very influential firm of Washington attorneys. Miss Vermilyea will advance you some expense money and pay you a retainer of two hundred and fifty dollars. I expect a high degree of efficiency. And lets not waste time talking.

Ill do the best I can, Mr. Umney.

He hung up. I struggled out of bed, showered, shaved and was nuzzling my third cup of coffee when the door bell rang.

Im Miss Vermilyea, Mr. Umneys secretary, she said in a rather chintzy voice.

Please come in.

She was quite a doll. She wore a white belted raincoat, no hat, a well-cherished head of platinum hair, booties to match the raincoat, a folding plastic umbrella, a pair of blue-gray eyes that looked at me as if I had said a dirty word. I helped her off with her raincoat. She smelled very nice. She had a pair of legs — so far as I could determine — that were not painful to look at. She wore night sheer stockings. I stared at them rather intently, especially when she crossed her legs and held out a cigarette to be lighted.

Christian Dior, she said, reading my rather open mind. I never wear anything else. A light, please.

Youre wearing a lot more today, I said snapping a lighter for her.

I dont greatly care for passes this early in the morning.

What time would suit you, Miss Vermilyea?

She smiled rather acidly, inventoried her handbag and tossed me a manila envelope. I think youll find everything you need in this.

Well — not quite everything.

Get on with it, you goof. Ive heard all about you. Why do you think Mr. Umney chose you? He didnt. I did. And stop looking at my legs.

I opened the envelope. It contained another sealed envelope and two checks made out to me. One, for $250, was marked Retainer, as an advance against fees for professional services. The other was for $200 and was marked Advance to Philip Marlowe for necessary expenses.

You will account for the expenses to me, in exact detail, Miss Vermilyea said. And buy your own drinks.

The other envelope I didnt open — not yet. What makes Umney think Ill take a case I know nothing about?

Youll take it. Youre not asked to do anything wrong. You have my word for that.

What else do I have?

Oh, we might discuss that over a drink some rainy evening, when Im not too busy.

Youve sold me.

I opened the other envelope. It contained a photograph of a girl. The pose suggested a natural ease, or a lot of experience in being photographed. It showed darkish hair which might possibly have been red, a wide clear forehead, serious eyes, high cheekbones, nervous nostrils and a mouth which was not giving anything away. It was a fine-drawn, almost a taut face, and not a happy one.

Turn it over, Miss Vermilyea said.

On the back there was clearly typed material.

Name: Eleanor King: Height five feet four inches. Age about 29. Hair dark reddish brown, thick, with a natural wave. Erect carriage, low distinct voice, well dressed but not overdressed. Conservative make-up. No visible scars. Characteristic mannerisms: habit of moving her eyes without moving her head when entering a room. Scratches palm of right hand when tense. Left-handed but adept in concealing it. Plays fast tennis, swims and dives beautifully, holds her liquor. No convictions, but prints on file.

Been in the coop, I said, looking up at Miss Vermilyea.

I have no information beyond what is there. Just follow your instructions.

No name, Miss Vermilyea. At twenty-nine a dish like this would almost certainly have been married. Theres no mention of a wedding ring or any other jewels. That makes me wonder.

She glanced at her watch. Better do your wondering at the Union Station. You havent much time. She stood up. I helped her on with her white raincoat and opened the door.

You came in your own car?

Yes. She went halfway out and turned. Theres one thing I like about you. You dont paw. And you have nice manners — in a way.

Its a rotten technique — to paw.

And theres one thing I dont like about you. Guess what it is.

Sorry. No idea — except that some people hate me for being alive.

I didnt mean that.

I followed her down the steps and opened her car door for her. It was a cheap job, a Fleetwood Cadillac. She nodded briefly and slid down the hill.

I went back up and loaded a few things into an overnight bag, just in case.


TWO
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THERE WAS NOTHING to it. The Super Chief was on time, as it almost always is, and the subject was as easy to spot as a kangaroo in a dinner jacket. She wasnt carrying anything but a paperback which she dumped in the first trash can she came to. She sat down and looked at the floor. An unhappy girl, if ever I saw one. After a while she got up and went to the book rack. She left it without picking anything out, glanced at the big clock on the wall and shut herself in a telephone booth. She talked to someone after putting a handful of silver into the slot. Her expression didnt change at all. She hung up and went to the magazine rack, picked up a New Yorker, looked at her watch again, and sat down to read.

She was wearing a midnight blue tailor-made suit with a white blouse showing at the neck and a big sapphire blue lapel pin which would probably have matched her earrings, if I could see her ears. Her hair was a dusky red. She looked like her photograph, but a little taller than I expected. Her dark blue ribbon hat had a short veil hanging from it. She was wearing gloves.

After a while she moved across the arches outside of which the taxis wait. She looked left at the coffee shop, turned and went into the main waiting room, glanced at the drugstore and newsstand, the information booth, and the people sitting on the clean wooden benches. Some of the ticket windows were open, some not. She wasnt interested in them. She sat down again and looked up at the big clock. She pulled off her right glove and set her wrist watch, a small plain platinum toy without jewels. Mentally I put Miss Vermilyea beside her. She didnt look soft or prissy or prudish, but she made the Vermilyea look like a pick-up.

She didnt stay long sitting down this time, either. She got up and strolled. She went out into the patio and came back and went into the drugstore and stayed some time at the paperbook rack. Two things were obvious. If anyone was going to meet her, the date hadnt been for train time. She looked like a girl waiting between trains. She went into the coffee shop. She sat down at one of the plastic top tables, read the menu, and then started to read her magazine. A waitress came with the inevitable glass of ice water, and the menu. The subject gave an order. The waitress went away, the subject went on reading her magazine. It was about nine-fifteen.

I went out through the arches to where a redcap was waiting by the taxi starter. You work the Super Chief? I asked him.

Yeah. Part of it. He glanced without too deep interest at the buck I was teasing with my fingers.

I was expecting someone on the Washington-San Diego through car. Anybody get off?

You mean get off permanent, baggage and all?

I nodded.

He thought about it, studying me with intelligent chestnut eyes. One passenger get off, he said at last.

What your friend look like?

I described a man. Someone who looked something like Edward Arnold. The redcap shook his head.

Cant help you, mister. What got off dont look like that at all. Your friend probably still on the train. They dont have to get off the through car. She gets hitched on to Seventy-Four. Leaves here eleven-thirty. The train aint made up yet.

Thanks, I said, and gave him the dollar. The subjects baggage was still on the train, which was all I wanted to know.

I went back to the coffee shop and looked in through the glass wall.

Subject was reading her magazine and toying with coffee and a snail. I moved over to a phone booth and called a garage I knew well and asked them to send somebody for my car if I didnt call again by noon. Theyd done this often enough to have a spare key on hand. I went out to the car and got my overnight bag out of it and into a two-bit locker. In the enormous waiting room, I bought a round trip to San Diego and trotted back to the coffee shop once again.

Subject was in place, but no longer alone. A guy was across the table from her smiling and talking, and one look was enough to show that she knew him and regretted it. He was California from the tips of his port wine loafers to the buttoned and tieless brown and yellow checked shirt inside his rough cream sports jacket. He was about six feet one, slender, with a thin conceited face and too many teeth. He was twisting a piece of paper in his hand.

The yellow handkerchief in his outside breast pocket sprayed out like a small bunch of daffodils. And one thing was as clear as distilled water. The girl didnt want him there.

He went on talking and twitching the paper. Finally he shrugged and got up from his chair. He reached over and ran a fingertip down her cheek. She jerked back. Then he opened the twisted paper and laid it carefully down in front of her. He waited, smiling.

Her eyes went down to it very, very slowly. Her eyes held on it. Her hand moved to take it, but his was quicker. He put it away in his pocket, still smiling. Then he took out one of those pocket notebooks with perforated pages, and wrote something with a clip pen and tore the sheet out and put that down in front of her. That she could have. She took it, read it, put it in her purse. At last she looked at him. And at last she smiled at him. My guess was that it took quite an effort. He reached across to pat her hand, then walked away from the table and out.

He shut himself in a phone booth, dialed, and talked for quite a while. He came out, found himself a redcap and went with the redcap to a locker. Out came a light oyster-white suitcase and a matching overnight case. The redcap carried them through the doors to the parking lot and followed him to a sleek two-toned Buick Roadmaster, the solid top convertible type that isnt convertible. The redcap put the stuff in behind the tipped seat, took his money, went away. The guy in the sports coat and yellow handkerchief got in and backed his car out and then stopped long enough to put on dark glasses and light a cigarette. After that he was gone. I wrote down the license number and went back into the station.

The next hour was three hours long. The girl left the coffee shop and read her magazine in the waiting room. Her mind wasnt on it. She kept turning back to see what she had read. Part of the time she didnt read at all, just held the magazine and looked at nothing. I had an early morning edition of the evening paper and behind it I watched her and added up what I had in my head. None of it was solid fact. It just helped to pass the time.

The guy who had sat at the table with her had come off the train, since he had baggage. It could have been her train and he could have been the passenger that got off her car. Her attitude made it pretty clear that she didnt want him around, and his that that was too bad but if she would glance at his piece of paper she would change her mind. And apparently she did. Since this happened after they got off the train when it could have happened more quietly before, then it followed that he didnt have his piece of paper on the train.

At this point the girl got up abruptly and went to the newsstand and came back with a pack of cigarettes. She tore it open and lit one. She smoked awkwardly as if she wasnt used to it, and while she smoked her attitude seemed to change, to become more flashy and hard, as if she was deliberately vulgarizing herself for some purpose. I looked at the wall clock: 10:47. I went on with my thinking.

The twist of paper had looked like a newspaper clipping. She had tried to grab it, he hadnt let her. Then he had written some words on a piece of blank paper and given them to her and she had looked at him and smiled. Conclusion: the dreamboat had something on her and she had to pretend to like it.

Next point was that earlier on he had left the station and gone somewhere, perhaps to get his car, perhaps to get the clipping, perhaps anything you like. That meant he wasnt afraid that she would run out on him, and that reinforced the idea that he hadnt at that time disclosed everything he was holding up his sleeve but had disclosed some of it. Could be he wasnt sure himself. Had to check. But now having shown her his hole card he had gone off in a Buick with his baggage. Therefore he was no longer afraid of losing her. Whatever held them together was strong enough to keep on holding them.

At 11:05 I tossed all this out of the window and started with a fresh premise. I got nowhere. At 11:10 the public address system said Number Seventy-Four on Track Eleven was now ready to receive passengers for Santa Ana, Oceanside, Del Mar and San Diego. A bunch of people left the waiting room, including the girl. Another bunch was already going through the gate. I watched her through and went back to the phone booths. I dropped my dime and dialed the number of Clyde Umneys office.

Miss Vermilyea answered by giving the phone number only.

This is Marlowe. Mr. Umney in?

Her voice was formal saying: Im sorry, Mr. Umney is in court. May I take a message?

Am in contact and leaving by train for San Diego, or some intermediate stop. Cant tell which yet.

Thank you. Anything else?

Yeah, the suns shining and our friend is no more on the lam than you are. She ate breakfast in the coffee shop which has a glass wall towards the concourse. She sat in the waiting room with a hundred and fifty other people. And she could have stayed on the train out of sight.

I have all that, thank you. Ill get it to Mr. Umney as soon as possible. You have no firm opinion then?

I have one firm opinion. That youre holding out on me.

Her voice changed abruptly. Somebody must have left the office. Listen, chum, you were hired to do a job. Better do it and do it right. Clyde Umney draws a lot of water in this town.

Who wants water, beautiful? I take mine straight with a beer chaser. I might make sweeter music if I was encouraged.

Youll get paid, shamus — if you do a job. Not otherwise. Is that clear?

Thats the nicest thing you ever said to me, sweetheart. Goodbye now.

Listen, Marlowe, she said with sudden urgency. I didnt mean to be rough with you. This is very important to Clyde Umney. If he doesnt come through, he might lose a very valuable connection. I was just sounding off.

I liked it, Vermilyea. It did things to my subconscious. Ill call in when I can.

I hung up, went through the gate, down the ramp, walked about from here to Ventura to get to Track Eleven and climbed aboard a coach that was already full of the drifting cigarette smoke that is so kind to your throat and nearly always leaves you with one good lung. I filled and lit a pipe and added to the general frowst.

The train pulled out, dawdled interminably through the yards and the back stretches of East L.A., picked up a little speed and made its first stop at Santa Ana. Subject did not get off. At Oceanside and Del Mar the same. At San Diego I hopped off quickly, chartered a cab, and then waited eight minutes outside the old Spanish station for the redcaps to come out with the baggage. Then the girl came out too.

She didnt take a cab. She crossed the street and rounded the corner to a U-Drive outfit and after a longish interval came out again looking disappointed. No drivers license, no U-drive. Youd think she would have known that.

She took a cab this time and it did a U turn and started north. Mine did the same. I had a little difficulty with my driver about the tail job.

Thats something you read about in books, mister. We dont do it in Dago.

I passed him a fin and the 4 x 2½ photostat of my license. He looked them over, both of them. He looked off up the block.

Okay, but I report it, he said. The dispatcher may report it to the Police Business Office. Thats the way it is here, chum.

Sounds like the kind of city I ought to live in, I said. And youve lost the tail. He turned left two blocks ahead.

The driver handed me back my wallet. Lost my left eye, he said tersely. What you think a two-way radiophone is for? He picked it up and talked into it.

He turned left at Ash Street to Highway 101 and we merged with the traffic and kept going at a peaceable forty. I stared at the back of his head.

You dont have a worry in the world, the driver told me over his shoulder. This five is on top of the fare, huh?

Right. And why dont I have a worry in the world?

The passengers going to Esmeralda. Thats twelve miles north of here on the ocean front. Destination, unless changed en route — and if it is Ill get told — a hotel joint called the Rancho Descansado. Thats Spanish for relax, take it easy.

Hell, I didnt need a cab at all, I said.

You got to pay for the service, mister. We aint buying groceries giving it away.

You Mexican?

We dont call ourselves that, mister. We call ourselves Spanish-Americans. Born and raised in the USA. Some of us dont hardly speak Spanish any more.

Es gran lástima, I said. Una lengua muchísima hermosa.

He turned his head and grinned. Tiene Vd. razón, amigo. Estoy muy bien de acuerdo.

We went on to Torrance Beach, through there and swung out towards the point. From time to time the hackie talked into his radiophone. He turned his head enough to speak to me again.

You want to keep out of sight?

What about the other driver? Will he tell his passenger shes being tailed?

He aint been told hisself. Thats why I asked you.

Pass him and get there ahead, if you can. Thats five more on the top.

A cinch. He wont even see me. I can rib him later on over a bottle of Tecate.

We went through a small shopping center, then the road widened and the houses on one side looked expensive and not new, while the houses on the other side looked very new and still not cheap. The road narrowed again and we were in a 25 mile zone. My driver cut to the right, wound through some narrow streets, jumped a stop sign, and before I had had time to size up where we were going, we were sliding down into a canyon with the Pacific glinting off to the left beyond a wide shallow beach with two lifeguard stations on open metal towers. At the bottom of the canyon the driver started to turn in through the gates, but I stopped him. A large sign, gold script on a green background, said: El Rancho Descansado.

Get out of sight, I said. I want to make sure.

He swung back on the highway, drove fast down beyond the end of the stucco wall, then cut into a narrow winding road on the far side and stopped. A gnarled eucalyptus with a divided trunk hung over us. I got out of the cab, put dark glasses on, strolled down to the highway and leaned against a bright red jeep with the name of a service station painted on it. A cab came down the hill and turned into the Rancho Descansado. Three minutes passed. The cab came out empty and turned back up the hill. I went back to my driver.

Cab No. 423, I said. That check?

Thats your pigeon. What now?

We wait. Whats the layout over there?

Bungalows with car ports. Some single, some double. Office in a small one down front. Rates pretty steep in season. This is slack time around here. Half price probably and plenty of room.

We wait five minutes. Then I check in, drop my suitcase, and look for a car to rent.

He said that was easy. In Esmeralda there were three places that rented cars, time and mileage, any make you wanted.

We waited the five minutes. It was now just past three oclock. I was empty enough to steal the dogs dinner.

I paid my driver off, watched him leave, and went across the highway and into the office.


THREE
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I LEANED A polite elbow on the counter and looked across at the happy-faced young guy in the polka-dotted bow tie. I looked from him to the girl at the small PBX against the side wall. She was an outdoorsy type with shiny make-up and a horse tail of medium blond hair sticking out at the back of her noodle. But she had nice large soft eyes and when they looked at the clerk they glistened. I looked back at him and choked back a snarl. The girl at the PBX swung her horse tail in an arc and put the eye on me also.

Id be glad to show you what we have vacant, Mr. Marlowe, the young guy said politely. You can register later, if you decide to stay here. About how long would you be likely to want accommodations?

Only as long as she does, I said. The girl in the blue suit. She just registered. Using what name I wouldnt know.

He and the PBX girl stared at me. Both their faces had the same expression of distrust mixed with curiosity. There are a hundred ways of playing this scene. But this was a new one for me. In no city hotel in the world would it work. It might work here. Mostly because I didnt give a damn.

You dont like that, do you? I said.

He shook his head slightly. At least youre frank about it.

Im tired of being cagey. Im worn out with it. Did you notice her ring finger?

Why no, I didnt. He looked at the PBX girl. She shook her head and kept her eyes on my face.

No wedding ring, I said. Not any more. All gone. All broken up. All the years — ah, the hell with it. Ive followed her all the way from — well, never mind where. She wont even speak to me. What am I doing here? Making a damn fool of myself. I turned away quickly and blew my nose. I had their attention. Id better go somewhere else, I said, turning back.

You want to make it up and she wont, the PBX girl said quietly.

Yes.

Im sympathetic, the young guy said. But you know how it is, Mr. Marlowe. A hotel has to be very careful. These situations can lead to anything — even shootings.

Shootings? I looked at him with wonder. Good God, what sort of people do that?

He leaned both arms on the desk. Just what would you like to do, Mr. Marlowe?

Id like to be near her — in case she needs me. I wouldnt speak to her. I wouldnt even knock at her door. But she would know I was there and shed know why. Id be waiting. Ill always be waiting.

The girl loved it now. I was up to my neck in the soft corn. I took a deep slow breath and shot for the grand prize. And I dont somehow like the look of the guy who brought her here, I said.

Nobody brought her here — except a cabdriver, the clerk said. But he knew what I meant all right.

The PBX girl half smiled. He doesnt mean that, Jack. He means the reservation.

Jack said, I kind of gathered as much, Lucille. Im not so dumb. Suddenly he brought a card out from the desk and put it down in front of me. A registration card. Across the corner diagonally was written the name Larry Mitchell. In a very different writing in the proper places: (Miss) Betty Mayfield, West Chatham, New York. Then in the top left-hand corner in the same writing as Larry Mitchell a date, a time, a price, a number.

Youre very kind, I said. So shes gone back to her maiden name. Its legal, of course.

Any name is legal, if theres no intent to defraud. You would like to be next door to her?

I widened my eyes. Maybe they glistened a little. Nobody ever tried harder to make them glisten.

Look, I said, its damn nice of you. But you cant do it. Im not going to make any trouble, but you cant be sure. Its your job if I pulled anything.

Okay, he said. Ive got to learn some day. You look all right to me. Just dont tell anybody. He took the pen from its cup and held it out. I signed my name with an address on East Sixty-first Street, New York City.

Jack looked at it. Thats near Central Park, isnt it? he asked idly.

Three blocks and a bit, I said. Between Lexington and Third Avenue.

He nodded. He knew where it was. I was in. He reached for a key.

Id like to leave my suitcase here, I said, and go get something to eat and maybe rent a car, if I can. You could have it put in the room for me?

Sure. He could do that for me easy. He took me outside and pointed up through a grove of saplings. The cottages were allover shingled, white with green roofs. They had porches with railings. He showed me mine through the trees. I thanked him. He started back in and I said, Look, theres one thing. She may check out when she knows.

He smiled. Of course. Nothing we can do about that, Mr. Marlowe. Lots of guests only stay a night or two — except in summer. We dont expect to be filled up this time of year.

He went on into the office cottage and I heard the girl say to him: Hes kind of cute, Jack — but you shouldnt have done it.

I heard his answer too. I hate that guy Mitchell — even if he is a pal of the owner.


FOUR
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THE ROOM WAS bearable. It had the usual concrete couch, chairs without cushions, a small desk against the front wall, a walk-in closet with a built-in chest, a bathroom with a Hollywood bath and neon shaving lights beside the mirror over the basin, a small kitchenette with a refrigerator and a white stove, a three-burner electric. In a wall cupboard over the sink enough dishes and stuff. I got some ice cubes and made myself a drink with the bottle from my suitcase, sipped it and sat in a chair listening, leaving the windows shut and the venetian blinds dark. I heard nothing next door, then I heard the toilet flush. Subject was in residence. I finished the drink, killed a cigarette and studied the wall heater on the party wall. It consisted of two long frosted bulbs in a metal box. It didnt look as if it would throw out much heat, but in the closet there was a plug-in fan heater with a thermostat and a three-way plug, which made it 220 volts. I slipped off the chromium grill guard of the wall heater and twisted out the frosted bulbs. I got a doctors stethoscope out of my suitcase and held it against the metal backing and listened. If there was another similar heater back against it in the next room, and there almost certainly would be, all I had between the two rooms was a metal panel and some insulation, probably a bare minimum of that.

I heard nothing for a few minutes, then I heard a telephone being dialed. The reception was perfect. A womans voice said: Esmeralda 4-1499, please.

It was a cool contained voice, medium pitch, very little expression in it except that it sounded tired. It was the first time I had heard her voice in all the hours I had been following her.

There was a longish pause, then she said: Mr. Larry Mitchell, please.

Another pause, but shorter. Then: This is Betty Mayfield, at the Rancho Descansado. She pronounced the a in Descansado wrong. Then: Betty Mayfield, I said. Please dont be stupid. Do you want me to spell it for you?

The other end had things to say. She listened. After a while she said: Apartment 12C. You ought to know. You made the reservation ... Oh. I see ... Well, all right. Ill be here.

She hung up. Silence. Complete silence. Then the voice in there said slowly and emptily: Betty Mayfield, Betty Mayfield, Betty Mayfield. Poor Betty. You were a nice girl once — long ago.

I was sitting on the floor on one of the striped cushions with my back to the wall. I got up carefully, laid the stethoscope down on the cushion and went to lie on the day bed. After a while he would arrive. She was in there waiting for him, because she had to. Shed had to come there for the same reason. I wanted to know what it was.

He must have been wearing crepe soles because I didnt hear anything until the buzzer sounded next door. Also, he hadnt driven his car up to the cottage. I got down on the floor and went to work with the stethoscope.

She opened the door, he came in and I could imagine the smile on his face as he said: Hello, Betty. Betty Mayfield is the name, I believe. I like it.

It was my name originally. She closed the door.

He chuckled. I suppose you were wise to change it. But how about the initials on your luggage?

I didnt like his voice any better than his smile. It was high and cheerful, almost bubbly with sly good humor. There was not quite a sneer in it, but close enough. It made me clamp my teeth.

I suppose, she said dryly, that was the first thing you noticed.

No, baby. You were the first thing I noticed. The mark of a wedding ring but no wedding ring was the second. The initials were only the third.

Dont call me baby, you cheap blackmailer, she said with a sudden muted fury.

It didnt faze him in the least. I may be a blackmailer, honey, but — another conceited chuckle— Im certainly not cheap.

She walked, probably away from him. Do you want a drink? I see you have a bottle with you.

It might make me lascivious.

Theres only one thing about you Im afraid of, Mr. Mitchell, the girl said coolly. Your big loose mouth. You talk too much and you like yourself too well. Wed better understand each other. I like Esmeralda. Ive been here before and I always wanted to come back. Its nothing but sheer bad luck that you live here and that you were on the train that was taking me here. It was the worst kind of luck that you should have recognized me. But thats all it is — bad luck.

Good luck for me, honey, he drawled.

Perhaps, she said, if you dont put too much pressure on it. If you do, its liable to blow up in your face.

There was a brief silence. I could see them in my imagination, staring at each other. His smile might be getting a little nervous, but not much.

All Ive got to do, he said quietly, is pick up the phone and call the San Diego papers. You want publicity? I can arrange it for you.

I came here to get rid of it, she said bitterly.

He laughed. Sure, by an old coot of a judge falling to pieces with senile decay, and in the only state in the Union — and Ive checked on that — where it could happen after the jury said otherwise. Youve changed your name twice. If your story got printed out here — and its a pretty good story, honey — I guess youd have to change your name again — and start traveling a little more. Gets kind of tiresome, doesnt it?

Thats why Im here, she said. Thats why youre here. How much do you want? I realize it will only be a down payment.

Have I said anything about money?

You will, she said. And keep your voice down.

The cottage is all yours, honey. I walked around it before I came in. Doors closed, windows shut, blinds drawn, car ports empty. I can check with the office, if youre nervous. Ive got friends around here — people you need to know, people who can make life pleasant for you. Socially this is a tough town to break into. And its a damn dull town if youre on the outside looking in.

How did you get in, Mr. Mitchell?

My old man is a big shot in Toronto. We dont get on and he wont have me around home. But hes still my old man and hes still the real thing, even if he does pay me to stay away.

She didnt answer him. Her steps went away. I heard her in the kitchen making the usual sounds connected with getting ice out of a tray of cubes. The water ran, the steps came back.

Id like one myself, she said. Perhaps Ive been rude to you. Im tired.

Sure, he said equably. Youre tired. A pause. Well, heres to when youre not tired. Say about seven-thirty this evening at The Glass Room. Ill pick you up. Nice place for dinner. Dancing. Quiet. Exclusive, if that means anything any more. Belongs to the Beach Club. They dont have a table unless they know you. Im among friends there.

Expensive? she asked.

A little. Oh yes — and that reminds me. Until my monthly check comes in, you could let me have a couple of dollars. He laughed. Im surprised at myself. I did mention money after all.

A couple of dollars?

A couple of hundred would be better.

Sixty dollars is all I have — until I can open an account or cash some travelers checks.

You can do that at the office, baby.

So I can. Heres fifty. I dont want to spoil you, Mr. Mitchell.

Call me Larry. Be human.

Should I? Her voice had changed. There was a hint of invitation in it. I could imagine the slow smile of pleasure on his face. Then I guess from the silence that he had grabbed her and she had let him. Finally her voice was a little muffled, saying: Thats enough, Larry. Be nice now and run along. Ill be ready at seven-thirty.

One more for the road.

In a moment the door opened and he said something I didnt catch. I got up and went to the window and took a careful look through the slats of the blind. A floodlight was turned on in one of the tall trees. Under it I saw him stroll off up the slope and disappear. I went back to the heater panel and for a while I heard nothing and wasnt sure what I was listening for. But I knew soon enough.

There was quick movement back and forth, the sound of drawers being pulled open, the snap of a lock, the bump of a lifted lid against something.

She was packing up to leave.

I screwed the long frosted bulbs back into the heater and replaced the grille and put the stethoscope back in my suitcase. The evening was getting chilly. I slipped my jacket on and stood in the middle of the floor. It was getting dark and no light on. I just stood there and thought it over. I could go to the phone and make a report and by that time she could be on her way in another cab to another train or plane to another destination. She could go anywhere she liked, but there would always be a dick to meet the train if it meant enough to the big important people back in Washington. There would always be a Larry Mitchell or a reporter with a good memory. There would always be the little oddness to be noticed and there would always be somebody to notice it. You cant run away from yourself.

I was doing a cheap sneaky job for people I didnt like, but — thats what you hire out for, chum. They pay the bills, you dig the dirt. Only this time I could taste it. She didnt look like a tramp and she didnt look like a crook. Which meant only that she could be both with more success than if she had.


FIVE
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I OPENED THE door and went along to the next and pushed the little buzzer. Nothing moved inside. There was no sound of steps. Then came the click of a chain set in the groove and the door opened a couple of inches on light and emptiness. The voice said from behind the door: Who is it?

Could I borrow a cup of sugar?

I havent any sugar.

Well how about a couple of dollars until my check comes in?

More silence. Then the door opened to the limit of the chain and her face edged into the opening and shadowed eyes stared out at me. They were just pools in the dark. The floodlight set high in the tree glinted on them obliquely.

Who are you?

Im your next door neighbor. I was having a nap and voices woke me. The voices spoke words. I was intrigued.

Go somewhere else and be intrigued.

I could do that, Mrs. King — pardon me, Miss Mayfield — but Im not sure youd want me to.

She didnt move and her eyes didnt waver. I shook a cigarette out of a pack and tried to push up the top of my Zippo with my thumb and rotate the wheel. You should be able to do it one-handed. You can too, but its an awkward process. I made it at last and got the cigarette going, yawned, and blew smoke out through my nose.

What do you do for an encore? she asked.

To be strictly kosher I should call L.A. and tell the party who sent me. Maybe I could be talked out of it.

God, she said fervently, two of them in one afternoon. How lucky can a girl get?

I dont know, I said. I dont know anything. I think Ive been played for a sucker, but Im not sure.

Wait a minute. She shut the door in my face. She wasnt gone long. The chain came out of the groove inside and the door came open.

I went in slowly and she stepped back and away from me. How much did you hear? And shut the door, please.

I shut it with my shoulder and leaned against it.

The tag end of a rather nasty conversation. The walls here are as thin as a hoofers wallet.

You in show business?

Just the opposite of show business. Im in the hide-and-seek business. My name is Philip Marlowe. Youve seen me before.

Have I? She walked away from me in little cautious steps and went over by her open suitcase. She leaned against the arm of a chair. Where?

Union Station in L.A. We waited between trains, you and I. I was interested in you. I was interested in what went on between you and Mr. Mitchell — thats his name, isnt it? I didnt hear anything and I didnt see much because I was outside the coffee shop.

So what interested you, you great big lovable something or other?

Ive just told you part of it. The other thing that interested me was how you changed after your talk with him. I watched you work at it. It was very deliberate. You made yourself over into just another flip hard-boiled modern cutie. Why?

What was I before?

A nice quiet well-bred girl.

That was the act, she said. The other was my natural personality. Which goes with something else. She brought a small automatic up from her side.

I looked at it. Oh guns, I said. Dont scare me with guns. Ive lived with them all my life. I teethed on an old Derringer, single-shot, the kind the riverboat gamblers used to carry. As I got older I graduated to a lightweight sporting rifle, then a .303 target rifle and so on. I once made a bull at nine hundred yards with open sights. In case you dont know, the whole target looks the size of a postage stamp at nine hundred yards.

A fascinating career, she said.

Guns never settle anything, I said. They are just a fast curtain to a bad second act.

She smiled faintly and transferred the gun to her left hand. With her right she grabbed the edge of her blouse at the collar line and with a quick decisive motion tore it to the waist.

Next, she said, but theres no hurry about it, I turn the gun in my hand like this — she put it back in her right hand, but held it by the barrel— I slam myself on the cheekbone with the butt. I do a beautiful bruise.

And after that, I said, you get the gun into its proper position and release the safety catch and pull the trigger, just about the time I get through the lead column in the Sports Section.

You wouldnt get halfway across the room.

I crossed my legs and leaned back and lifted the green glass ash tray from the table beside the chair and balanced it on my knee and held the cigarette I was smoking between the first and second fingers of my right hand.

I wouldnt get any of the way across the room. Id be sitting here like this, quite comfortable and relaxed.

But slightly dead, she said. Im a good shot and it isnt nine hundred yards.

Then you try to sell the cops your account of how I tried to attack you and you defended yourself.

She tossed the gun into her suitcase and laughed. It sounded like a genuine laugh with real amusement in it. Sorry, she said. You sitting there with your legs crossed and a hole in your head and me trying to explain how I shot you to defend my honor — the picture makes me a little lightheaded.

She dropped into a chair and leaned forward with her chin cupped in a hand, the elbow propped on her knee, her face taut and drained, her dark red hair framing it too luxuriantly, so that her face looked smaller than it should have.

Just what are you doing to me, Mr. Marlowe? Or is it the other way around — what I can do for you in return for you not doing anything at all?

Who is Eleanor King? What was she in Washington, D.C.? Why did she change her name somewhere along the way and have the initials taken off her bag? Odds and ends like that are what you could tell me. You probably wont.

Oh, I dont know. The porter took the initials off my things. I told him I had had a very unhappy marriage and was divorced and had been given the right to resume my unmarried name. Which is Elizabeth or Betty Mayfield. That could all be true, couldnt it?

Yeah. But it doesnt explain Mitchell.

She leaned back and relaxed. Her eyes stayed watchful. Just an acquaintance I made along the way. He was on the train.

I nodded. But he came down here in his own car. He made the reservation here for you. Hes not liked by the people here, but apparently he is a friend of someone with a lot of influence.

An acquaintance on a train or a ship sometimes develops very quickly, she said.

So it seems. He even touched you for a loan. Very fast work. And I got the impression you didnt care for him too well.

Well, she said, so what? But as a matter of fact Im crazy about him. She turned her hand over and looked down at it. Who hired you, Mr. Marlowe, and for what?

A Los Angeles lawyer, acting on instructions from back east. I was to follow you and check you in somewhere. Which I did. But now youre getting ready to move out. Im going to have to start over again.

But with me knowing youre there, she said shrewdly. So youll have a much harder job of it. Youre a private detective of some sort, I gather.

I said I was. I had killed my cigarette some time back. I put the ash tray back on the table and stood up.

Harder for me, but there are lots of others, Miss Mayfield.

Oh, Im sure there are, and all such nice little men. Some of them are even fairly clean.

The cops are not looking for you. Theyd have had you easily. It was known about your train. I even got a photo of you and a description. But Mitchell can make you do just what he wants. Money isnt all hell want.

I thought she flushed a little, but the light didnt strike her face directly. Perhaps so, she said. And perhaps I dont mind.

You mind.

She stood up suddenly and came near me. Youre in a business that doesnt pay fortunes, arent you?

I nodded. We were very close now.

Then what would it be worth to you to walk out of here and forget you ever saw me?

Id walk out of here for free. As for the rest, I have to make a report.

How much? She said it as if she meant it. I can afford a substantial retainer. Thats what you call it, Ive heard. A much nicer word than blackmail.

It doesnt mean the same thing.

It could. Believe me, it can mean just that — even with some lawyers and doctors. I happen to know.

Tough break, huh?

Far from it, shamus. Im the luckiest girl in the world. Im alive.

Im on the other side. Dont give it away.

Well, what do you know, she drawled. A dick with scruples. Tell it to the seagulls, buster. On me its just confetti. Run along now, Mr. PI Marlowe, and make that little old phone call youre so anxious about. Im not restraining you.

She started for the door, but I caught her by the wrist and spun her around. The torn blouse didnt reveal any startling nakedness, merely some skin and part of a brassière. Youd see more on the beach, far more, but you wouldnt see it through a torn blouse.

I must have been leering a little, because she suddenly curled her fingers and tried to claw me.

Im no bitch in heat, she said between tight teeth. Take your paws off me.

I got the other wrist and started to pull her closer. She tried to knee me in the groin, but she was already too close. Then she went limp and pulled her head back and closed her eyes. Her lips opened with a sardonic twist to them. It was a cool evening, maybe even cold down by the water. But it wasnt cold where I was.

After a while she said with a sighing voice that she had to dress for dinner.

I said, Uh-huh.

After another pause she said it was a long time since a man had unhooked her brassière. We did a slow turn in the direction of one of the twin day beds. They had pink and silver covers on them. The little odd things you notice.

Her eyes were open and quizzical. I studied them one at a time because I was too close to see them together. They seemed well matched.

Honey, she said softly, youre awful sweet, but I just dont have the time.

I closed her mouth for her. It seems that a key slid into the door from the outside, but I wasnt paying too close attention. The lock clicked, the door opened, and Mr. Larry Mitchell walked in.

We broke apart. I turned and he looked at me droopy-eyed, six feet one and tough and wiry.

I thought to check at the office, he said, almost absently. Twelve B was rented this afternoon, very soon after this was occupied. I got faintly curious, because there are a lot of vacancies here at the moment. So I borrowed the other key. And who is this hunk of beef, baby?

She told you not to call her baby, remember?

If that meant anything to him, he didnt show it. He swung a knotted fist gently at his side.

The girl said: Hes a private eye named Marlowe. Somebody hired him to follow me.

Did he have to follow you as close as all that? I seem to be intruding on a beautiful friendship.

She jerked away from me and grabbed the gun out of her suitcase. What weve been talking is money, she told him.

Always a mistake, Mitchell said. His color was high and his eyes too bright. Especially in that position. You wont need the gun, honey.

He poked at me with a straight right, very fast and well sprung. I stepped inside it, fast, cool and clever. But the right wasnt his meal ticket. He was a lefty too. I ought to have noticed that at the Union Station in L.A. Trained observer, never miss a detail. I missed him with a right hook and he didnt miss with his left.

It snapped my head back. I went off balance just long enough for him to lunge sideways and lift the gun out of the girls hand. It seemed to dance through the air and nestle in his left hand.

Just relax, he said. I know it sounds corny, but I could drill you and get away with it. I really could.

Okay, I said thickly. For fifty bucks a day I dont get shot. That costs seventy-five.

Please turn around. It would amuse me to look at your wallet.

I lunged for him, gun and all. Only panic could have made him shoot and he was on his home field and nothing to panic about. But it may be that the girl wasnt so sure. Dimly at the extreme edge of vision I saw her reach for the whiskey bottle on the table.

I caught Mitchell on the side of the neck. His mouth yapped. He hit me somewhere, but it wasnt important. Mine was the better punch, but it didnt win the wrist watch, because at that moment an army mule kicked me square on the back of my brain. I went zooming out over a dark sea and exploded in a sheet of flame.


SIX
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THE FIRST SENSATION was that if anybody spoke harshly to me I should burst out crying. The second, that the room was too small for my head. The front of the head was a long way from the back, the sides were an enormous distance apart, in spite of which a dull throbbing beat from temple to temple. Distance means nothing nowadays.

The third sensation was that somewhere not far off an insistent whining noise went on. The fourth and last was that ice water was running down my back. The cover of a day bed proved that I had been lying on my face, if I still had one. I rolled over gently and sat up and a rattling noise ended in a thump. What rattled and thumped was a knotted towel full of melting ice cubes. Somebody who loved me very much had put them on the back of my head. Somebody who loved me less had bashed in the back of my skull. It could have been the same person. People have moods.

I got up on my feet and lunged for my hip. The wallet was there in the left pocket, but the flap was unbuttoned. I went through it. Nothing was gone. It had yielded its information, but that was no secret any more. My suitcase stood open on the stand at the foot of the day bed. So I was home in my own quarters.

I reached a mirror and looked at the face. It seemed familiar. I went to the door and opened it. The whining noise was louder. Right in front of me was a fattish man leaning against the railing. He was a middle-sized fat man and the fat didnt look flabby. He wore glasses and large ears under a dull gray felt hat. The collar of his topcoat was turned up. His hands were in the pockets of his coat. The hair that showed at the sides of his head was battleship gray. He looked durable. Most fat men do. The light from the open door behind me bounced back from his glasses. He had a small pipe in his mouth, the kind they call a toy bulldog. I was still foggy but something about him bothered me.

Nice evening, he said.

You want something?

Looking for a man. Youre not him.

Im alone in here.

Right, he said. Thanks. He turned his back on me and leaned his stomach against the railing of the porch.

I went along the porch to the whining noise. The door of 12C was wide open and the lights were on and the noise was a vacuum cleaner being operated by a woman in a green uniform.

I went in and looked the place over. The woman switched off the vacuum and stared at me. Something you wanted?

Wheres Miss Mayfield?

She shook her head.

The lady who had this apartment, I said.

Oh, that one. She checked out. Half an hour ago. She switched the vacuum on again. Better ask at the office, she yelled through the noise. This apartment is on change.

I reached back and shut the door. I followed the black snake of the vacuum cord over to the wall and yanked the plug out. The woman in the green uniform stared at me angrily. I went over and handed her a dollar bill. She looked less angry.

Just want to phone, I said.

Aint you got a phone in your room?

Stop thinking, I said. A dollars worth.

I went to the phone and lifted it. A girls voice said: Office. Your order, please.

This is Marlowe. Im very unhappy.

What?... Oh yes, Mr. Marlowe. What can we do for you?

Shes gone. I never even got to talk to her.

Oh, Im sorry, Mr. Marlowe, she sounded as if she meant it. Yes, she left. We couldnt very well—

She say where to?

She just paid up and left, sir. Quite suddenly. No forwarding address at all.

With Mitchell?

Im sorry, sir. I didnt see anyone with her.

You must have seen something. How did she leave?

In a taxi. Im afraid—

All right. Thank you. I went back to my apartment.

The middle-sized fat man was sitting comfortably in a chair with his knees crossed.

Nice of you to drop in, I said. Anything in particular I could do for you?

You could tell me where Larry Mitchell is.

Larry Mitchell? I thought it over carefully. Do I know him?

He opened a wallet and extracted a card. He struggled to his feet and handed it to me. The card read: Goble and Green, Investigators, 310 Prudence Building, Kansas City, Missouri.

Must be interesting work, Mr. Goble.

Dont get funny with me, buster. I get annoyed rather easy.

Fine. Lets watch you get annoyed. What do you do — bite your mustache?

I aint got no mustache, stupid.

You could grow one. I can wait.

He got up on his feet much more rapidly this time. He looked down at his fist. Suddenly a gun appeared in his hand. You ever get pistol-whipped, stupid?

Breeze off. You bore me. Mudheads always bore me.

His hand shook and his face turned red. Then he put the gun back in the shoulder holster and wobbled towards the door You aint through with me, he snarled over his shoulder.

I let him have that one. It wasnt worth topping.


SEVEN

[image: img57.jpg]

AFTER A WHILE I went down to the office.

Well, it didnt work, I said. Does either one of you happen to have noticed the cabdriver who took her away?

Joe Harms, the girl said promptly. You ought to maybe find him at the stand halfway up Grand. Or you could call the office. A pretty nice guy. He made a pass at me once.

And missed by from here to Paso Robles, the clerk sneered.

Oh, I dont know. You didnt seem to be there.

Yeah, he sighed. You work twenty hours a day trying to put enough together to buy a home. And by the time you have, fifteen other guys have been smooching your girl.

Not this one, I said. Shes just teasing you. She glows every time she looks at you.

I went out and left them smiling at each other.

Like most small towns, Esmeralda had one main street from which in both directions its commercial establishments flowed gently for a short block or so and then with hardly a change of mood became streets with houses where people lived. But unlike most small California towns it had no false fronts, no cheesy billboards, no drive-in hamburger joints, no cigar counters or poolrooms, and no street corner toughs to hang around in front of them. The stores on Grand Street were either old and narrow but not tawdry or else well modernized with plate glass and stainless steel fronts and neon lighting in clear crisp colors. Not everybody in Esmeralda was prosperous, not everybody was happy, not everybody drove a Cadillac, a Jaguar or a Riley, but the percentage of obviously prosperous living was very high, and the stores that sold luxury goods were as neat and expensive-looking as those in Beverly Hills and far less flashy. There was another small difference too. In Esmeralda what was old was also clean and sometimes quaint. In other small towns what is old is just shabby.

I parked midway of the block and the telephone office was right in front of me. It was closed of course, but the entrance was set back and in the alcove which deliberately sacrificed money space to style were two dark green phone booths, like sentry boxes. Across the way was a pale buff taxi, parked diagonally to the curb in slots painted red. A gray-haired man sat in it reading the paper. I crossed to him.

You Joe Harms?

He shook his head. Hell be back after a while. You want a cab?

No, thanks.

I walked away from him and looked in at a store window. There was a checked brown and beige sport shirt in the window which reminded me of Larry Mitchell. Walnut brogues, imported tweeds, ties, two or three, and matching shirts for them set out with plenty of room to breathe. Over the store the name of a man who was once a famous athlete. The name was in script, carved and painted in relief against a redwood background.

A telephone jangled and the cabdriver got out of the taxi and went across the sidewalk to answer it. He talked, hung up, got in his cab and backed out of the slot. When he was gone, the street was utterly empty for a minute. Then a couple of cars went by, then a good-looking well dressed colored boy and his prettied up cutie came strolling the block looking in at the windows and chattering. A Mexican in a green bellhops uniform drove up in somebodys Chrysler New Yorker — it could be his for all I knew — went into the drugstore and came out with a carton of cigarettes. He drove back towards the hotel.

Another beige cab with the name Esmeralda Cab Company tooled around the corner and drifted into the red slot. A big bruiser with thick glasses got out and checked on the wall phone, then got back into his cab and pulled a magazine out from behind his rear-view mirror.

I strolled over to him and he was it. He was coatless and had his sleeves rolled up past the elbows, although this was no Bikini suit weather.

Yeah. Im Joe Harms. He stuck a pill in his kisser and lit it with a Ronson.

Lucille down at the Rancho Descansado thought maybe youd give me a little information. I leaned against his cab and gave him my big warm smile. I might as well have kicked the curbing.

Information about what?

You picked up a fare this evening from one of their cottages. Number 12C. A tallish girl with reddish hair and a nice shape. Her names Betty Mayfield but she probably didnt tell you that.

Mostly they just tell me where they want to go. Quaint, isnt it? He blew a lungful of smoke at his windshield and watched it flatten out and float around in the cab. Whats the pitch?

Girl friend walked out on me. We had a little argument. All my fault. Id like to tell her Im sorry.

Girl friend got a home somewhere?

A long way from here.

He knocked ash from his cigarette by flicking his little finger at it still in his mouth.

Could be she planned it that way. Could be she dont want you to know where she went. Could be you were lucky at that. They can drop the arm on you for shacking up in a hotel in this town. Ill admit it has to be pretty flagrant.

Could be Im a liar, I said, and got a business card out of my wallet. He read it and handed it back.

Better, he said. Some better. But its against the company rules. Im not driving this hack just to build muscle.

A five interest you? Or is that against the rules too?

My old man owns the company. Hed be pretty sore if I was on the chisel. Not that I dont like money.

The phone on the wall jangled. He slid out of the cab and went over to it in about three long strides. I just stood planted, gnawing my lip. He talked and came back and stepped into the cab and was sitting behind the wheel all in one motion.

Have to blow, he said. Sorry. Im kind of behind schedule. Just got back from Del Mar, the seven forty-seven to L.A. makes a flag stop there. Most people from here go that way.

He started his motor and leaned out of the cab to drop his cigarette in the street.

I said, Thanks.

For what? He backed out and was gone.

I looked at my watch again. Time and distance checked. It was all of twelve miles to Del Mar. It would take almost an hour to ferry someone to Del Mar and drop him or her off at the railroad station and turn around and come back. He had told me in his own way. There was no point in telling me at all unless it meant something.

I watched him out of sight and then crossed the street to the booths outside the telephone companys office. I left the booth door open and dropped my dime and dialed the big O.

Id like to make a collect call to West Los Angeles, please. I gave her a Bradshaw number. Person to person, Mr. Clyde Umney. My name is Marlowe and Im calling from Esmeralda 4-2673, a pay phone.

She got him a lot quicker than it took me to tell her all that. He came on sharp and quick.

Marlowe? Its about time you reported in. Well — lets have it.

Im in San Diego. Ive lost her. She slipped away while I was taking a nap.

I just knew Id picked a smart cookie, he said unpleasantly.

Its not as bad as it sounds, Mr. Umney. I have a rough idea where she went.

Rough ideas are not good enough for me. When I hire a man I expect him to deliver exactly what I order. And just what do you mean by a rough idea?

Would it be possible for you to give me some notion of what this is all about, Mr. Umney? I grabbed it off kind of quick on account of meeting the train. Your secretary gave me a lot of personality but very little information. You want me to be happy in my work, dont you, Mr. Umney?

I gathered that Miss Vermilyea told you all there is to know, he grumbled. I am acting at the request of an important law firm in Washington. Their client desires to remain anonymous for the present. All you have to do is trace this party to a stopping place, and by stopping place I do not mean a rest room or a hamburger stand. I mean a hotel, apartment house, or perhaps the home of someone she knows. Thats all. How much simpler do you want it?

Im not asking for simplicity, Mr. Umney. Im asking for background material. Who the girl is, where she came from, what shes supposed to have done to make this job necessary.

Necessary? he yapped at me. Who the hell are you to decide what is necessary? Find that girl, pin her down, and phone me her address. And if you expect to be paid, you better do it damn quick. Ill give you until ten oclock tomorrow morning. After that Ill make other arrangements.

Okay, Mr. Umney.

Where are you exactly and what is your telephone number?

Im just kind of wandering around. I got hit on the head with a whiskey bottle.

Well, thats too bad, he said acidly. I presume you had already emptied the bottle.

Oh it might have been worse, Mr. Umney. It might have been your head. Ill call you around ten a.m. at your office. Dont worry about anybody losing anybody. Theres two other guys working the same side of the street. Ones a local boy named Mitchell and the other is a Kansas City shamus name of Goble. He carries a gun. Well, good night, Mr. Umney.

Hold it! he roared. Wait a minute! What does that mean — two other operatives?

You asking me what it means? Im the guy that asked you. Looks like you only got a piece of the job.

Hold it! Hold it right there! There was a silence. Then in a steady voice that didnt bluster any more: Ill call Washington the first thing in the morning, Marlowe. Excuse me if I sounded off. It begins to look as though I am entitled to a little more information about this project.

Yeah.

If you make contact again, call me here. At any hour. Any hour at all.

Yeah.

Good night, then. He hung up.

I put the phone back on the hook and took a deep breath. My head still ached but the dizziness was gone. I breathed in the cool night air laced with sea fog. I pushed out of the booth and looked across the street. The old guy who had been in the taxi slot when I arrived was back again. I strolled across and asked him how to get to The Glass Room, which was where Mitchell had promised to take Miss Betty Mayfield to dinner — whether he liked it or not. He told me, I thanked him, recrossed the empty street and climbed into my rented car, and started back the way I had come.

It was still possible that Miss Mayfield had grabbed the 7:47 for Los Angeles or some way station. It was a lot more likely that she had not. A cabdriver taking a fare to the station doesnt stick around to watch the fare get on the train. Larry Mitchell wouldnt be that easy to shake. If he had enough on her to make her come to Esmeralda, he had enough on her to keep her there. He knew who I was and what I was doing. He didnt know why, because I didnt know myself. If he had half a brain, and I gave him credit for a good deal more, he would have to assume I could trace her movements as far as a taxi took her. The first guess I was working on was that he would have driven to Del Mar, parked his big Buick somewhere in the shadows, and waited for her taxi to drive up and unload. When it turned around and started back, he would pick her up and drive her back to Esmeralda. The second guess I was working on was that she wouldnt tell him anything he didnt already know. I was a Los Angeles private eye, unknown parties had hired me to follow her, I had done so and then made the mistake of trying to get too close. That would bother him because it suggested he didnt have the field to himself. But if his information, whatever it was, came from a press clipping, he could hardly expect to have it to himself forever. Anybody with enough interest and enough patience could turn it up in time. Anybody with enough reason to hire a private dick probably knew it already. And that in turn meant that whatever kind of bite he planned to put on Betty Mayfield, financial or amatory or both, would have to be put on fast.

A third of a mile down the canyon a small illuminated sign with an arrow pointing seaward said in script The Glass Room. The road wound down between cliffside houses with warm lights in the windows, manicured gardens, stucco walls and one or two of fieldstone or brick inset with tiles in the Mexican tradition.

I drove down the last curve of the last hill and the smell of raw seaweed filled my nostrils and the fog-veiled lights of The Glass Room swelled to amber brightness and the sound of dance music drifted across the paved parking lot. I parked with the sea growling out of sight almost at my feet. There was no attendant. You just locked your car and went in.

A couple of dozen cars, no more. I looked them over. One hunch at least had paid off. The Buick Roadmaster solid top bore a license number I had in my pocket. It was parked almost at the entrance and next to it in the very last space near the entrance was a pale green and ivory Cadillac convertible with oyster-white leather seats, a plaid traveling rug thrown over the front seat to keep it dry, and all the gadgets a dealer could think of, including two enormous spotlights with mirrors on them, a radio aerial almost long enough for a tuna boat, a folding chromium luggage rack to help out the boot if you wanted to travel far and in style, a sun visor, a prism reflector to pick up traffic lights obscured by the visor, a radio with enough knobs on it for a control panel, a cigarette lighter into which you dropped your cigarette and it smoked it for you, and various other trifles which made me wonder how long it would be before they installed radar, sound-recording equipment, a bar, and an anti-aircraft battery.

All this I saw by the light of a clip-on flash. I moved it to the license holder and the name was Clark Brandon, Hotel Casa del Poniente, Esmeralda, California.


EIGHT
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THE ENTRANCE LOBBY was on a balcony which looked down over the bar and a dining room on two levels. A curving carpeted staircase led down to the bar. Nobody was upstairs but the hat-check girl and an elderly party in a phone booth whose expression suggested that nobody better fool with him.

I went down the stairs to the bar and tucked myself in a small curved space that commanded a view of the dance floor. One side of the building was an enormous glass window. Outside of it was nothing but fog, but on a clear night with a moon low over the water it would have been sensational. A three-piece Mexican band was making the kind of music a Mexican band always makes. Whatever they play, it all sounds the same. They always sing the same song, and it always has nice open vowels and a drawn out sugary lilt, and the guy who sings it always strums on a guitar and has a lot to say about amor, mi corazón, a lady who is linda but very hard to convince, and he always has too long and too oily hair and when he isnt making with the love stuff he looks as if his knife work in an alley would be efficient and economical.

On the dance floor half a dozen couples were throwing themselves around with the reckless abandon of a night watchman with arthritis. Most of them were dancing cheek to cheek, if dancing is the word. The men wore white tuxedos and the girls wore bright eyes, ruby lips, and tennis or golf muscles. One couple was not dancing cheek to cheek. The guy was too drunk to keep time and the girl was too busy not getting her pumps walked on to think of anything else. I neednt have worried about losing Miss Betty Mayfield. She was there and with Mitchell, but far from happy. Mitchells mouth was open, he was grinning, his face was red and shiny, and his eyes had that glazed look. Betty was holding her head as far as she could get away from him without breaking her neck. It was very obvious that she had had about all of Mr. Larry Mitchell that she could take.

A Mexican waiter in a short green jacket and white pants with a green stripe down the side came up and I ordered a double Gibson and asked if I could have a club sandwich where I was. He said, Muy bien, senõr, smiled brightly, and disappeared.

The music stopped, there was desultory clapping. The orchestra was deeply moved, and played another number. A dark-haired headwaiter who looked like a road company Herbert Marshall circulated among the tables offering his intimate smile and stopping here and there to polish an apple. Then he pulled out a chair and sat down opposite a big handsome Irish type character with gray in his hair and just enough of it. He seemed to be alone. He wore a dark dinner jacket with a maroon carnation in the lapel. He looked like a nice guy if you didnt crowd him. At that distance and in that light I couldnt tell much more, except that if you did crowd him, you had better be big, fast, tough and in top condition.

The headwaiter leaned forward and said something and they both looked towards Mitchell and the Mayfield girl. The captain seemed concerned, the big guy didnt seem to care much one way or another. The headwaiter got up and left. The big guy fitted a cigarette into a holder and a waiter popped a lighter at him as if he had been waiting all evening for the opportunity. The big guy thanked him without looking up.

My drink came and I grabbed it and drank. The music stopped and stayed stopped. The couples divided and strolled back to their tables. Larry Mitchell still had hold of Betty. He was still grinning. Then he began to pull her close. He put his hand behind her head. She tried to shake him off. He pulled harder and pushed his flushed face down on hers. She struggled but he was too strong for her. He chewed her face some more. She kicked him. He jerked his head up, annoyed.

Let go of me, you drunken slob, she said breathlessly but very distinctly.

His face got a nasty look. He grabbed her arms hard enough to bruise her and slowly using his strength he pulled her tight against his body and held her there. People looked hard, but nobody moved.

Whassa matta, baby, you no love poppa no more? he inquired loudly and thickly.

I didnt see what she did to him with her knee but I could guess and it hurt him. He pushed her away and his face went savage. Then he hauled off and slapped her across the mouth forehand and backhand. The red showed on her skin at once.

She stood quite still. Then in a voice the whole joint could hear she said clearly and slowly: Next time you do that, Mr. Mitchell — be sure to wear a bullet-proof vest.

She turned and walked away. He just stood there. His face had gone glistening white — whether from pain or rage I couldnt tell. The headwaiter walked softly up to him and murmured something with an inquiring lift of the eyebrow.

Mitchell brought his eyes down and looked at the man. Then without a word he walked right through him and the headwaiter had to stagger out of his way. Mitchell followed Betty, and on the way he bumped a man in a chair and didnt stop to apologize. Betty was sitting down now at a table against the glass wall right next to the big dark guy in the dinner jacket. He looked at her. He looked at Mitchell. He took his cigarette holder out of his mouth and looked at that. His face was quite expressionless.

Mitchell reached the table. You hurt me, sweetness, he said thickly but loudly. Im a bad man to hurt. Catch on? Very bad. Want to apologize?

She stood up, jerked a wrap off the back of the chair and faced him.

Shall I pay the check, Mr. Mitchell — or will you pay it with what you borrowed from me?

His hand went back for another swing at her face. She didnt move. The guy at the next table did. He came up on his feet in one smooth movement and grabbed Mitchells wrist.

Take it easy, Larry. Youve got a skinful. His voice was cool, almost amused.

Mitchell jerked his wrist loose and spun around. Stay out of this, Brandon.

Delighted, old man. Im not in it. But youd better not slug the lady again. They dont often throw people out of here — but it could happen.

Mitchell laughed angrily. Why dont you go spit in your hat, mister?

The big man said softly, Take it easy, Larry, I said, I wont say it again.

Mitchell glared at him. Okay, see you later, he said in a sulky voice. He started off and stopped. Much later, he added, half turning. Then he went out — unsteadily but quickly, looking at nothing.

Brandon just stood there. The girl just stood there. She looked uncertain about what to do next.

She looked at him. He looked at her. He smiled, just polite and easygoing, no come-on. She didnt smile back.

Anything I could do? he asked. Drop you anywhere? Then he half turned his head. Oh, Carl.

The headwaiter came up to him quickly.

No check, Brandon said. You know, in the circumstances—

Please, the girl said sharply. I dont want other people paying my bills.

He shook his head slowly. Custom of the house, he said. Nothing to do with me personally. But may I send you a drink?

She looked at him some more. He had what it took all right. Send? she asked.

He smiled politely. Well, bring then — if you care to sit down.

And this time he pulled out the chair at his own table. And she sat down. And at that moment, nor a second before, the headwaiter signaled the orchestra and they began to play another number.

Mr. Clark Brandon seemed to be the sort of man who got what he wanted without raising his voice.

After a while my club sandwich came. It was nothing to brag about, but eatable. I ate it. I stuck around for half an hour. Brandon and the girl seemed to be doing all right. They were both quiet. After a while they danced. Then I left and sat in the car outside and smoked. She could have seen me although she didnt show it. I knew Mitchell hadnt. He had turned too quickly up the stairs, he had been too mad to see anything.

About ten-thirty, Brandon came out with her and they got into the Cadillac convertible with the top down. I followed it away without trying to hide because the way they went would be the way anybody would go back to the downtown part of Esmeralda. Where they went was to the Casa del Poniente, and Brandon drove down the ramp to the garage.

There was only one thing more to find out. I parked in the side lot and went through the lobby to the house phones.

Miss Mayfield, please. Betty Mayfield.

One moment, please — slight pause— Oh yes, she just checked in. Im ringing the room, sir.

Another and much longer pause.

Im sorry, Miss Mayfields room does not answer.

I thanked her and hung up. I beat it out of there fast in case she and Brandon should get off at the lobby.

I went back to my rented chariot, and poked my way along the canyon through the fog to the Rancho Descansado. The cottage where the office was seemed to be locked up and empty. A single hazy light outside showed the position of a night bell. I groped my way up to 12C, tucked the car in the car port, and yawned my way into my room. It was cold and damp and miserable. Someone had been in and taken the striped cover off the day bed and removed the matching pillowcases.

I undressed and put my curly head on the pillow and went to sleep.


NINE
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A TAPPING SOUND awoke me. It was very light but it was also persistent. I had the feeling that it had been going on a long time and that it had very gradually penetrated my sleep. I rolled over and listened. Somebody tried the door and then the tapping started again. I glanced at my wrist watch. The faint phosphorescence showed it was past three oclock. I got up on my feet and moved over to my suitcase and reached down into it for the gun. I went over to the door and opened it a crack.

A dark figure in slacks stood there. Some kind of windbreaker also. And a dark scarf knotted around the head. It was a woman.

What do you want?

Let me in — quickly. Dont put any light on.

So it was Betty Mayfield. I pulled the door back and she slid in like a wisp of the fog. I shut the door. I reached for my bathrobe and pulled it on.

Anybody else outside? I asked. Theres nobody next door.

No. Im alone. She leaned against the wall and breathed quickly. I fumbled my pen flash out of my coat and poked a small beam around and found the heater switch. I shone the little light on her face. She blinked away from it and raised a hand. I put the light down on the floor and trailed it over to the windows and shut them both and lowered and turned the blinds. Then I went back and switched on the lamp.

She let out a gasp, then said nothing. She was still leaning against the wall. She looked as if she needed a drink. I went out to the kitchenette and poured some whiskey into a glass and carried it to her. She waved it away, then changed her mind and grabbed the glass and emptied it.

I sat down and lit a cigarette, the always mechanical reaction that gets so boring when someone else does it. Then I just sat there and looked at her and waited.

Our eyes met across great gulfs of nothing. After a while she reached slowly into the slanted pocket of the windbreaker and pulled out the gun.

Oh no, I said. Not that again.

She looked down at the gun. Her lip twitched. She wasnt pointing it anywhere. She pushed herself away from the wall and crossed to lay the gun down at my elbow.

Ive seen it, I said. Were old friends. Last time I saw it Mitchell had it. So?

Thats why I knocked you out. I was afraid he would shoot you.

That would have fouled up all his plans — whatever his plans were.

Well, I couldnt be sure. Im sorry. Sorry I hit you.

Thanks for the ice cubes, I said.

Arent you going to look at the gun?

I have looked at it.

I walked all the way over here from the Casa. Im staying there now. I — moved in this afternoon.

I know. You took a taxi to the Del Mar station to catch an evening train and then Mitchell picked you up there and drove you back. You had dinner together and danced and there was a little ill-feeling. A man named Clark Brandon took you back to the hotel in his convertible.

She stared. I didnt see you there, she said finally, in a voice that was thinking of other things.

I was in the bar. While you were with Mitchell you were too busy getting your face slapped and telling him to wear a bullet-proof vest next time he came around. Then at Brandons table you sat with your back to me. I left before you did and waited outside.

Im beginning to think you are a detective, she said quietly. Her eyes went to the gun again. He never gave it back to me, she said. Of course I couldnt prove that.

That means youd like to be able to.

It might help a little. It probably wouldnt help quite enough. Not when they found out about me. I guess you know what Im talking about.

Sit down and stop grinding your teeth.

She moved slowly to a chair and sat down on the edge and leaned forward. She stared at the floor.

I know theres something to find out, I said. Because Mitchell found it out. So I could find it out too — if I tried. Anyone could who knows there is something to find. I dont know at this moment. All I was hired to do was to keep in touch and report back.

She looked up briefly. And youve done that?

I reported in, I said after a pause. Id lost contact at the time. I mentioned San Diego. Hed get that from the operator anyway.

Youd lost contact, she repeated dryly. He must think a lot of you, whoever he is. Then she bit her lip. Im sorry. I didnt mean to say that. Im trying to make up my mind about something.

Take your time, I said. Its only twenty past three a.m.

Now youre sneering.

I looked towards the wall heater. It didnt show a thing, but there seemed to be a lessening of the chill if no more. I decided I needed a drink. I went out to the kitchen and got it. I put it down, poured some more and came back.

She had a small imitation leather folder in her hand now. She showed it to me.

I have five thousand dollars in American Express checks in this — one hundred dollar size. How far would you go for five grand, Marlowe?

I took a sip of whiskey. I thought about it with a judicial expression. Assuming a normal rate of expenses, that would buy me full time for several months. That is, if I happened to be for sale.

She tapped on the chair arm with the folder. I could see that her other hand was almost pulling her kneecap off.

Youre for sale all right, she said. And this would be merely a down payment. I can buy big. Ive got more money than you ever dreamed of. My last husband was so rich that it was pitiful. I got a cool half million dollars out of him.

She put a hard-boiled sneer on her face and gave me plenty of time to get used to it.

I take it I wouldnt have to murder anybody?

You wouldnt have to murder anybody.

I dont like the way you say that.

I looked sideways at the gun that I hadnt so far laid a finger on. She had walked over from the Casa in the middle of the night to bring it to me. I didnt have to touch it. I stared at it. I bent over and sniffed it. I still didnt have to touch it, but I knew I was going to.

Whos wearing the bullet? I asked her. The cold in the room had got into my blood. It ran ice water.

Just one bullet? How did you know?

I picked up the gun then. I slipped the magazine out, looked at it, slipped it back. It snapped home in the butt.

Well, it could have been two, I said. There are six in the magazine. This gun holds seven. You could jack one into the chamber and then add another to the magazine. Of course you could fire the whole supply and then put six in the magazine.

Were just talking, arent we? she said slowly. We dont quite want to say it in plain words.

All right. Where is he?

Lying across a chaise on the balcony of my room. All the rooms on that side have balconies. They have concrete walls across them, and the end walls — between the rooms or suites, that is — are slanted outward. I guess a steeplejack or a mountain climber might get around one of the end walls, but not carrying a weight. Im on the twelfth floor. Theres nothing any higher but the penthouse floor. She stopped and frowned, then made a sort of helpless gesture with the hand that had been squeezing her kneecap. This is going to sound a little corny, she went on. He could only have got there through my room. And I didnt let him through my room.

But youre sure hes dead?

Quite sure. Quite dead. Stone cold dead. I dont know when it happened. I didnt hear a sound. Something woke me all right. But it wasnt any sound like a shot. Anyhow he was already cold. So I dont know what woke me. And I didnt get up right away. I just lay there, thinking. I didnt go back to sleep, so after a while I put the light on and got up and walked around and smoked. Then I noticed the fog was gone and it was moonlight. Not down on the ground, but up there on my floor. I could still see fog down below when I went out on the balcony. It was damned cold. The stars seemed enormous. I stood there near the wall for quite a while before I even saw him. I guess that sounds pretty corny too — or pretty unlikely. I cant imagine the police taking it very seriously — even at first. And afterwards — well, just take it this way. I havent a chance in a million — unless I get help.

I stood up, tossed down what whiskey was left in the glass and walked over to her.

Let me tell you two or three things. First off, youre not taking this with normal reactions. Youre not icy cool, but youre too cool. No panic, no hysteria, no nothing. Youre fatalistic. Next, I heard the entire conversation between you and Mitchell this afternoon. I took those bulbs out — I pointed to the wall heater— and used a stethoscope against the partition at the back. What Mitchell had on you was a knowledge of who you were, and that knowledge was something that if published could drive you into another switch of names and another dodge to some other town somewhere. You said you were the luckiest girl in the world because you were alive. Now a man is dead on your balcony, shot with your gun, and the man of course is Mitchell. Right?

She nodded. Yes, its Larry.

And you didnt kill him, you say. And the cops would hardly believe that even at first, you say. And later on not at all. My guess is that youve been there before.

She was still looking up at me. She came slowly to her feet. Our faces were close, we stared hard into each others eyes. It didnt mean a thing.

Half a million dollars is a lot of money, Marlowe. Youre not too hard to take. There are places in the world where you and I could have a beautiful life. In one of those tall apartment houses along the ocean front in Rio. I dont know how long it would last, but things can always be arranged, dont you think?

I said: What a lot of different girls you are. Now youre making like a moll. When I first saw you, you were a quiet well-bred little lady. You didnt like dreamboats like Mitchell making a pitch at you. Then you bought yourself a pack of cigarettes and smoked one as if you hated it. Then you let him cuddle you — after you got down here. Then you tore your blouse at me ha, ha, ha, cynical as a Park Avenue pet after her butter and egg man goes home. Then you let me cuddle you. Then you cracked me on the head with a whiskey bottle. Now youre talking about a beautiful life in Rio. Which one of you would have her head on the next pillow when I woke up in the morning?

Five thousand dollars down. And a lot more to come. The police wouldnt give you five toothpicks. If you think different, you have a telephone.

What do I do for the five grand?

She let her breath out slowly as if a crisis was past. The hotel is built almost on the edge of the cliff. At the foot of the wall theres only a narrow walk, very narrow. Below the cliffs are rocks and the sea. Its almost high tide. My balcony hangs right over all that.

I nodded. Are there fire stairs?

From the garage. They start just beside the basement elevator landing, which is up two or three steps from the garage floor. But its a long hard climb.

For five grand Id climb it in a divers suit. Did you come out through the lobby?

Fire stairs. Theres an all night man in the garage but he was asleep in one of the cars.

You said Mitchell is lying on a chaise. Is there a lot of blood?

She winced. I — I didnt notice. I suppose there must be.

You didnt notice? You went near enough to find out he was stone cold dead. Where was he shot?

Nowhere that I saw. It must have been under him.

Where was the gun?

It was lying on the floor of the porch — beside his hand.

Which hand?

She widened her eyes slightly. Does it matter? I dont know which hand. Hes sort of lying across the chaise with his head hanging on one side and his legs on the other. Do we have to keep on talking about it?

All right, I said. I dont know a damn thing about the tides and currents around here. He might wash upon the beach tomorrow and he might not show up for two weeks. Assuming, of course, we bring it off. If its a long time they may not even find out he was shot. Then I guess theres some possibility that he wont be found at all. Not much, but some. There are barracuda in these waters, and other things.

You certainly do a thorough job of making it revolting, she said.

Well, I had a running start. Also I was thinking if there was any chance of suicide. Then wed have to put the gun back. He was left-handed, you know. Thats why I wanted to know which hand.

Oh. Yes, he was left-handed. Youre right. But not suicide. Not that smirking, self-satisfied gentleman.

Sometimes a man kills the dearest thing he loves, they say. Couldnt it be himself?

Not this character, she said briefly and finally. If we are very lucky, they will probably think he fell off the balcony. God knows he was drunk enough. And by that time Ill be in South America. My passport is still valid.

In what name is your passport?

She reached out and drew her fingertips down my cheek. Youll know all about me soon enough. Dont be impatient. Youll know all the intimate things about me. Cant you wait a little?

Yeah. Start getting intimate with those American Express checks. We have another hour or two of darkness and more than that of fog. You play with the checks while I get dressed.

I reached into my jacket and gave her a fountain pen. She sat down near the light and began to sign them with the second signature. Her tongue peeped out between her teeth. She wrote slowly and carefully. The name she wrote was Elizabeth Mayfield.

So the switch of names had been planned before she left Washington.

While I dressed I wondered if she was really foolish enough to think Id help her dispose of a body.

I carried the glasses out to the kitchenette and scooped the gun up on the way. I let the swing door close and slipped the gun and the magazine into the tray under the broiler of the stove. I rinsed out the glasses and wiped them off. I went back into the living room and threw my clothes on. She didnt even look at me.

She went on signing the checks. When she had finished, I took the folder of checks and flipped them over one by one, checking the signatures. The big money meant nothing to me. I shoved the folder into my pocket, put the lamp out and moved to the door. I opened it and she was beside me. She was close beside me.

Sneak out, I said. Ill pick you up on the highway just above where the fence ends.

She faced me and leaned a little towards me. Can I trust you? she asked softly.

Up to a point.

Youre honest at least. What happens if we dont get away with it? If somebody reported a shot, if he has been found, if we walk in on that and the place is full of policemen?

I just stood there with my eyes on her face and didnt answer her.

Just let me guess, she said very softly and slowly. Youll sell me out fast. And you wont have any five thousand dollars. Those checks will be old newspaper. You wont dare cash a single one of them.

I still didnt say anything.

You son of a bitch. She didnt raise her voice even a semi-tone. Why did I ever come to you?

I took her face between my hands and kissed her on the lips. She pulled away.

Not for that, she said. Certainly not for that. And one more small point. Its terribly small and unimportant, I know. Ive had to learn that. From expert teachers. Long hard painful lessons and a lot of them. It just happens that I really didnt kill him.

Maybe I believe you.

Dont bother to try, she said. Nobody else will.

She turned and slid along the porch and down the steps. She flitted off through the trees. In thirty feet the fog hid her.

I locked up and got into the rent car and drove it down the silent driveway past the closed office with the light over the night bell. The whole place was hard asleep, but trucks were rumbling up through the canyon with building materials and oil and the big closed up jobs with and without trailers, full of anything and everything that a town needs to live on. The fog lights were on and the trucks were slow and heavy up the hill.

Fifty yards beyond the gate she stepped out of the shadows at the end of the fence and climbed in. I switched on my headlights. Somewhere out on the water a foghorn was moaning. Upstairs in the clear reaches of the sky a formation of jets from North Island went over with a whine and a whoosh and a bang of the shock wave and were gone in less time than it took me to pull the lighter out of the dash and light a cigarette.

The girl sat motionless beside me, looking straight ahead and not speaking. She wasnt seeing the fog or the back of a truck we were coming up behind. She wasnt seeing anything. She was just sitting there frozen in one position, stony with despair, like somebody on the way to be hanged.

Either that or she was the best little scene stealer I had come across in a long long time.
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THE CASA DEL Poniente was set on the edge of the cliffs in about seven acres of lawn and flower beds, with a central patio on the sheltered side, tables set out behind a glass screen, and a trellised walk leading through the middle of it to an entrance. There was a bar on one side, a coffee shop on the other, and at each end of the building blacktop parking lots partly hidden behind six-foot hedges of flowering shrubs. The parking lots had cars in them. Not everyone bothered to use the basement garage, although the damp salt air down there is hard on chromium.

I parked in a slot near the garage ramp and the sound of the ocean was very close and you could feel the drifting spray and smell it and taste it. We got out and moved over to the garage entrance. A narrow raised walk edged the ramp. A sign hung midway of the entrance said: Descend in Low Gear. Sound Horn. The girl grabbed me by the arm and stopped me.

Im going in by the lobby. Im too tired to climb the stairs.

Okay. No law against it. Whats the room number?

Twelve twenty-four. What do we get if were caught?

Caught doing what?

You know what. Putting — putting it over the balcony wall. Or somewhere.

Id get staked out on an anthill. I dont know about you. Depends what else they have on you.

How can you talk like that before breakfast?

She turned and walked away quickly. I started down the ramp. It curved as they all do and then I could see a glassed-in cubbyhole of an office with a hanging light in it. A little farther down and I could see that it was empty. I listened for sounds of somebody doing a little work on a car, water in a washrack, steps, whistling, any little noise to indicate where the night man was and what he was doing. In a basement garage you can hear a very small noise indeed. I heard nothing.

I went on down and was almost level with the upper end of the office. Now by stooping I could see the shallow steps up into the basement elevator lobby. There was a door marked: To Elevator. It had glass panels and I could see light beyond it, but little else.

I took three more steps and froze. The night man was looking right at me. He was in a big Packard sedan in the back seat. The light shone on his face and he wore glasses and the light shone hard on the glasses. He was leaning back comfortably in the corner of the car. I stood there and waited for him to move. He didnt move. His head was against the car cushions. His mouth was open. I had to know why he didnt move. He might be just pretending to be asleep until I got out of sight. When that happened he would beat it across to the phone and call the office.

Then I thought that was silly. He wouldnt have come on the job until evening and he couldnt know all the guests by sight. The sidewalk that bordered the ramp was there to walk on. It was almost 4 a.m. In an hour or so it would begin to get light. No hotel prowler would come around that late.

I walked straight over to the Packard and looked in on him. The car was shut up tight, all windows. The man didnt move. I reached for the door handle and tried to open the door without noise. He still didnt move. He looked like a very light colored man. He also looked asleep and I could hear him snoring even before I got the door open. Then I got it full in the face — the honeyed reek of well-cured marijuana. The guy was out of circulation, he was in the valley of peace, where time is slowed to a standstill, where the world is all colors and music. And in a couple of hours from now he wouldnt have a job, even if the cops didnt grab him and toss him into the deep freeze.

I shut the car door again and crossed to the glass-paneled door. I went through into a small bare elevator lobby with a concrete floor and two blank elevator doors and beside them, opening on a heavy door closer, the fire stairs. I pulled that open and started up. I went slowly. Twelve stories and a basement take a lot of stairs. I counted the fire doors as I passed them because they were not numbered. They were heavy and solid and gray like the concrete of the steps. I was sweating and out of breath when I pulled open the door to the twelfth-floor corridor. I prowled along to Room 1224 and tried the knob. It was locked, but almost at once the door was opened, as if she had been waiting just behind it. I went in past her and flopped into a chair and waited to get some breath back. It was a big airy room with french windows opening on a balcony. The double bed had been slept in or arranged to look that way. Odds and ends of clothing on chairs, toilet articles on the dresser, luggage. It looked about twenty bucks a day, single.

She turned the night latch in the door. Have any trouble?

The night man was junked to the eyes. Harmless as a kitten. I heaved myself out of the chair and started across to the french doors.

Wait! she said sharply. I looked back at her. Its no use, she said. Nobody could do a thing like that.

I stood there and waited.

Id rather call the police, she said. Whatever it means for me.

Thats a bright idea, I said. Why ever didnt we think of it before?

Youd better leave, she said. Theres no need for you to be mixed up in it.

I didnt say anything. I watched her eyes. She could hardly keep them open. It was either delayed shock or some kind of dope. I didnt know which.

I swallowed two sleeping pills, she said, reading my mind. I just cant take any more trouble tonight. Go away from here. Please. When I wake Ill call room service. When the waiter comes Ill get him out on the balcony somehow and hell find — whatever hell find. And I wont know a damn thing about it. Her tongue was getting thick. She shook herself and rubbed hard against her temples. Im sorry about the money. Youll have to give it back to me, wont you?

I went over close to her. Because if I dont youll tell them the whole story?

Ill have to, she said drowsily. How can I help it? Theyll get it out of me. Im — Im too tired to fight any more.

I took hold of her arm and shook her. Her head wobbled. Quite sure you only took two capsules?

She blinked her eyes open. Yes. I never take more than two.

Then listen. Im going out there and have a look at him. Then Im going back to the Rancho. Im going to keep your money. Also I have your gun. Maybe it cant be traced to me but — Wake up! Listen to me! Her head was rolling sideways again. She jerked straight and her eyes widened, but they looked dull and withdrawn. Listen. If it cant be traced to you, it certainly cant be traced to me. Im working for a lawyer and my assignment is you. The travelers checks and the gun will go right where they belong. And your story to the cops wont be worth a wooden nickel. All it will do is help to hang you. Understand that?

Ye-es, she said. And I dont g-give a damn.

Thats not you talking. Its the sleeping medicine.

She sagged forward and I caught her and steered her over to the bed. She flopped on it any old way. I pulled her shoes off and spread a blanket over her and tucked her in. She was asleep at once. She began to snore. I went into the bathroom and groped around and found a bottle of Nembutal on the shelf. It was almost full. It had a prescription number and a date on it. The date was a month old, the drugstore was in Baltimore. I dumped the yellow capsules out into my palm and counted them. There were forty-seven and they almost filled the bottle. When they take them to kill themselves, they take them all — except what they spill, and they nearly always spill some. I put the pills back in the bottle and put the bottle in my pocket.

I went back and looked at her again. The room was cold. I turned the radiator on, not too much. And finally at long last I opened the french doors and went out on the balcony. It was as cold as hell out there. The balcony was about twelve by fourteen feet, with a thirty-inch wall across the front and a low iron railing sprouting out of that. You could jump off easy enough, but you couldnt possibly fall off accidentally. There were two aluminum patio chaises with padded cushions, two armchairs of the same type. The dividing wall to the left stuck out the way she had told me. I didnt think even a steeplejack could get around the projection without climbing tackle. The wall at the other end rose sheer to the edge of what must be one of the penthouse terraces.

Nobody was dead on either of the chaises, nor on the floor of the balcony, nor anywhere at all. I examined them for traces of blood. No blood. No blood on the balcony. I went along the safety wall. No blood. No signs of anything having been heaved over. I stood against the wall and held on to the metal railing and leaned out as far as I could lean. I looked straight down the face of the wall to the ground. Shrubs grew close to it, then a narrow strip of lawn, then a flagstone footpath, then another strip of lawn and then a heavy fence with more shrubs growing against that. I estimated the distance. At that height it wasnt easy, but it must have been at least thirty-five feet. Beyond the fence the sea creamed on some half-submerged rocks.

Larry Mitchell was about half an inch taller than I was but weighed about fifteen pounds less, at a rough guess. The man wasnt born who could heave a hundred and seventy-five pound body over that railing and far enough out to fall into the ocean. It was barely possible that a girl wouldnt realize that, just barely possible, about one tenth of one per cent possible.

I opened the french door and went through and shut it and crossed to stand beside the bed. She was still sound asleep. She was still snoring. I touched her cheek with the back of my hand. It was moist. She moved a little and mumbled. Then she sighed and settled her head into the pillow. No stertorous breathing, no deep stupor, no coma, and therefore no overdose.

She had told me the truth about one thing, and about damned little else.

I found her bag in the top drawer of the dresser. It had a zipper pocket at the back. I put her folder of travelers checks in it and looked through it for information. There was some crisp folding money in the zipper pocket, a Santa Fe timetable, the folder her ticket had been in and the stub of the railroad ticket and the Pullman reservation. She had had Bedroom E on Car 19, Washington, D.C., to San Diego, California. No letters, nothing to identify her. That would be locked up in the luggage. In the main part of the bag was what a woman carries, a lipstick, a compact, a change purse, some silver, and a few keys on a ring with a tiny bronze tiger hanging from it. A pack of cigarettes that seemed just about full but had been opened. A matchbook with one match used. Three handkerchiefs with no initials, a packet of emery boards, a cuticle knife, and some kind of eyebrow stuff, a comb in a leather case, a little round jar of nail polish, a tiny address book. I pounced on that. Blank, not used at all. Also in the bag were a pair of sun glasses with spangled rims in a case, no name on the case; a fountain pen, a small gold pencil, and that was all. I put the bag back where I had found it. I went over to the desk for a piece of hotel stationery and an envelope.

I used the hotel pen to write: Dear Betty: So sorry I couldnt stay dead. Will explain tomorrow. Larry.

I sealed the note in the envelope, wrote Miss Betty Mayfield on it, and dropped it where it might be if it had been pushed under the door.

I opened the door, went out, shut the door, and went back to the fire stairs, then said out loud: The hell with it, and rang for the elevator. It didnt come. I rang again and kept on ringing. Finally it came up and a sleepy-eyed young Mexican opened the doors and yawned at me, then grinned apologetically. I grinned back and said nothing.

There was nobody at the desk, which faced the elevators. The Mexican parked himself in a chair and went back to sleep before I had taken six steps. Everybody was sleepy but Marlowe. He works around the clock, and doesnt even collect.

I drove back to the Rancho Descansado, saw nobody awake there, looked longingly at the bed, but packed my suitcase — with Bettys gun in the bottom of it — put twelve bucks in an envelope and on the way out put that through the slot in the office door, with my room key.

I drove to San Diego, turned the rent car in, and ate breakfast at a joint across from the station. At seven-fifteen I caught the two-car diesel job that makes the run to L.A. nonstop and pulls in at exactly 10 a.m.

I rode home in a taxi and shaved and showered and ate a second breakfast and glanced through the morning paper. It was near on eleven oclock when I called the office of Mr. Clyde Umney, the lawyer.

He answered himself. Maybe Miss Vermilyea hadnt got up yet.

This is Marlowe. Im home. Can I drop around?

Did you find her?

Yeah. Did you call Washington?

Where is she?

Id like to tell you in person. Did you call Washington?

Id like your information first. I have a very busy day ahead. His voice was brittle and lacked charm.

Ill be there in half an hour. I hung up fast and called the place where my Olds was.
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THERE ARE ALMOST too many offices like Clyde Umneys office. It was paneled in squares of combed plywood set at right angles one to the other to make a checkerboard effect. The lighting was indirect, the carpeting wall to wall, the furniture blond, the chairs comfortable, and the fees probably exorbitant. The metal window frames opened outward and there was a small but neat parking lot behind the building, and every slot in it had a name painted on a white board. For some reason Clyde Umneys stall was vacant, so I used it. Maybe he had a chauffeur drive him to his office. The building was four stories high, very new, and occupied entirely by doctors and lawyers.

When I entered, Miss Vermilyea was just fixing herself for a hard days work by touching up her platinum blond coiffure. I thought she looked a little the worse for wear. She put away her hand mirror and fed herself a cigarette.

Well, well. Mr. Hard Guy in person. To what may we attribute this honor?

Umneys expecting me.

Mister Umney to you, buster.

Boydie-boy to you, sister.

She got raging in an instant. Dont call me sister, you cheap gumshoe!

Then dont call me buster, you very expensive secretary. What are you doing tonight? And dont tell me youre going out with four sailors again.

The skin around her eyes turned whiter. Her hand crisped into a claw around a paperweight. She just didnt heave it at me. You son of a bitch! she said somewhat pointedly. Then she flipped a switch on her talk box and said to the voice: Mr. Marlowe is here, Mr. Umney.

Then she leaned back and gave me the look. Ive got friends who could cut you down so small youd need a stepladder to put your shoes on.

Somebody did a lot of hard work on that one, I said. But hard works no substitute for talent.

Suddenly we both burst out laughing. The door opened and Umney stuck his face out. He gestured me in with his chin, but his eyes were on the platinum girl.

I went in and after a moment he closed the door and went behind his enormous semicircular desk, with a green leather top and just piles and piles of important documents on it. He was a dapper man, very carefully dressed, too short in the legs, too long in the nose, too sparse in the hair. He had limpid brown eyes which, for a lawyer, looked very trustful.

You making a pass at my secretary? he asked me in a voice that was anything but limpid.

Nope. We were just exchanging pleasantries.

I sat down in the customers chair and looked at him with something approaching politeness.

She looked pretty mad to me. He squatted in his executive vice-president type chair and made his face tough.

Shes booked up for three weeks, I said. I couldnt wait that long.

Just watch your step, Marlowe. Lay off. Shes private property. She wouldnt give you the time of day. Besides being a lovely piece of female humanity, shes as smart as a whip.

You mean she can type and take dictation as well?

As well as what? He reddened suddenly. Ive taken enough lip from you. Just watch your step. Very carefully. I have enough influence around this town to hang a red light on you. Now let me have your report and make it short and to the point.

You talk to Washington yet?

Never mind what I did or didnt do. I want your report as of right now. The rest is my business. Whats the present location of the King girl? He reached for a nice sharp pencil and a nice clean pad. Then he dropped the pencil and poured himself a glass of water from a black and silver thermos jug.

Lets trade, I said. You tell me why you want her found and Ill tell you where she is.

Youre my employee, he snapped. I dont have to give you any information whatsoever. He was still tough but beginning to shred a little around the edge.

Im your employee if I want to be, Mr. Umney. No check has been cashed, no agreement has been made.

You accepted the assignment. You took an advance.

Miss Vermilyea gave me a check for two hundred and fifty as an advance, and another check for two hundred for expenses. But I didnt bank them. Here they are. I took the two checks out of my pocketbook and laid them on the desk in front of him. Better keep them until you make up your mind whether you want an investigator or a yes man, and until I make up my mind whether I was offered a job or was being suckered into a situation I knew nothing about.

He looked down at the checks. He wasnt happy. Youve already had expenses, he said slowly.

Thats all right, Mr. Umney. I had a few dollars saved up — and the expenses are deductible. Also Ive had fun.

Youre pretty stubborn, Marlowe.

I guess, but I have to be in my business. Otherwise I wouldnt be in business. I told you the girl was being blackmailed. Your Washington friends must know why. If shes a crook, fine. But I have to get told. And I have an offer you cant match.

For more money you are willing to switch sides? he asked angrily. That would be unethical.

I laughed. So Ive got ethics now. Maybe were getting somewhere.

He took a cigarette out of a box and lit it with a pot-bellied lighter that matched the thermos and the pen set.

I still dont like your attitude, he growled. Yesterday I didnt know any more than you did. I took it for granted that a reputable Washington law firm would not ask me to do anything against legal ethics. Since the girl could have been arrested without difficulty, I assumed it was some sort of domestic mix-up, a runaway wife or daughter, or an important but reluctant witness who was already outside the jurisdiction where she could be subpoenaed. That was just guessing. This morning things are a little different.

He got up and walked to the big window and turned the slats of the blinds enough to keep the sun off his desk. He stood there smoking, looking out, then came back to the desk and sat down again.

This morning, he went on slowly and with a judicious frown, I talked to my Washington associates and I am informed that the girl was confidential secretary to a rich and important man — Im not told his name — and that she absconded with certain important and dangerous papers from his private files. Papers that might be damaging to him if made public. Im not told in what way. Perhaps he has been fudging his tax returns. You never know these days.

She took this stuff to blackmail him?

Umney nodded. That is the natural assumption. They had no value to her otherwise. The client, Mr. A we will call him, didnt realize that the girl had left until she was already in another state. He then checked his files and found that some of his material was gone. He was reluctant to go to the police. He expects the girl to go far enough away to feel safe and from that point to start negotiations with him for the return of the material at a heavy price. He wants to peg her down somewhere without her knowing it, walk in and catch her off balance and especially before she contacts some sharp lawyer, of whom I regret to say there are far too many, and with the sharp lawyer works out a scheme that would make her safe from prosecution. Now you tell me someone is blackmailing her. On what grounds?

If your story stood up, it could be because he is in a position to spoil her play, I said. Maybe he knows something that could hang a pinch on her without opening up the other box of candy.

You say if the story stood up, he snapped. What do you mean by that?

Its as full of holes as a sink strainer. Youre being fed a line, Mr. Umney. Where would a man keep material like the important papers you mention — if he had to keep them at all? Certainly not where a secretary could get them. And unless he missed the stuff before she left, how did he get her followed to the train? Next, although she took a ticket to California, she could have got off anywhere. Therefore she would have to be watched on the train, and if that was done, why did someone need me to pick her up here? Next, this, as you tell it, would be a job for a large agency with nation-wide connections. It would be idiotic to take a chance on one man. I lost her yesterday. I could lose her again. It takes a bare minimum of six operatives to do a standard tail job in any sizable place, and thats just what I mean — a bare minimum. In a really big city youd need a dozen. An operative has to eat and sleep and change his shirt. If hes tailing by car he has to be able to drop a man while he finds a place to park. Department stores and hotels may have half a dozen entrances. But all this girl does is hang around Union Station here for three hours in full view of everybody. And all your friends in Washington do is mail you a picture, call you on the phone, and then go back to watching television.

Very clear, he said. Anything else? His face was deadpan now.

A little. Why — if she didnt expect to be followed — would she change her name? Why if she did expect to be followed would she make it so easy? I told you two other guys were working the same side of the street. One is a Kansas City private detective named Goble. He was in Esmeralda yesterday. He knew just where to go. Who told him? I had to follow her and bribe a taxi driver to use his R/T outfit to find out where her cab was going so that I wouldnt lose her. So why was I hired?

Well come to that, Umney said curtly. Who was the other party you say was working the same side of the street?

A playboy named Mitchell. He lives down there. He met the girl on the train. He made a reservation for her in Esmeralda. Theyre just like that — I held up two touching fingers— except that she hates his guts. Hes got something on her and she is afraid of him. What he has on her is a knowledge of who she is, where she came from, what happened to her there, and why she is trying to hide under another name. I overheard enough to know that, but not enough to give me exact information.

Umney said acidly: Of course the girl was covered on the train. Do you think you are dealing with idiots? You were nothing more than a decoy — to determine whether she had any associates. On your reputation — such as it is — I relied on you to grandstand just enough to let her get wise to you. I guess you know what an open shadow is.

Sure. One that deliberately lets the subject spot him, then shake him, so that another shadow can pick him up when he thinks he is safe.

You were it. He grinned at me contemptuously. But you still havent told me where she is.

I didnt want to tell him, but I knew Id have to. I had up to a point accepted the assignment, and giving him back his money was only a move to force some information out of him.

I reached across the desk and picked up the $250 check. Ill take this as payment in full, expenses included. She is registered as Miss Betty Mayfield at the Casa del Poniente in Esmeralda. She is loaded with money. But of course your expert organization must know all this already.

I stood up. Thanks for the ride, Mr. Umney.

I went out and shut his door. Miss Vermilyea looked up from a magazine. I heard a faint muffled click from somewhere in her desk.

Im sorry I was rude to you, I said. I didnt get enough sleep last night.

Forget it. It was a stand-off. With a little practice I might get to like you. Youre kind of cute in a low down sort of way.

Thanks, I said and moved to the door. I wouldnt say she looked exactly wistful, but neither did she look as hard to get as a controlling interest in General Motors.

I turned back and closed the door.

I guess its not raining tonight, is it? There was something we might have discussed over a drink, if it had been a rainy night. And if you had not been too busy.

She gave me a cool amused look. Where?

That would be up to you.

Should I drop by your place?

It would be damn nice of you. That Fleetwood might help my credit standing.

I wasnt exactly thinking of that.

Neither was I.

About six-thirty perhaps. And Ill take good care of my nylons.

I was hoping you would.

Our glances locked. I went out quickly.


TWELVE
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AT HALF PAST six the Fleetwood purred to the front door and I had it open when she came up the steps. She was hatless. She wore a flesh-colored coat with the collar turned up against her platinum hair. She stood in the middle of the living room and looked around casually. Then she slipped the coat off with a lithe movement and threw it on the davenport and sat down.

I didnt really think youd come, I said.

No. Youre the shy type. You knew darned well Id come. Scotch and soda, if you have it.

I have it.

I brought the drinks and sat down beside her, but not close enough for it to mean anything. We touched glasses and drank.

Would you care to go to Romanoffs for dinner?

And then what?

Where do you live?

West Los Angeles. A house on a quiet old street. It happens to belong to me. I asked you, and then what, remember?

That would be up to you, naturally.

I thought you were a tough guy. You mean I dont have to pay for my dinner?

I ought to slap your face for that crack.

She laughed suddenly and stared at me over the edge of her glass.

Consider it slapped. We had each other a bit wrong. Romanoffs could wait a while, couldnt it?

We could try West Los Angeles first.

Why not here?

I guess this will make you walk out on me. I had a dream here once, a year and a half ago. Theres still a shred of it left. Id like it to stay in charge.

She stood up quickly and grabbed her coat. I managed to help her on with it.

Im sorry, I said. I should have told you before.

She swung around with her face close to mine, but I didnt touch her.

Sorry that you had a dream and kept it alive? Ive had dreams too, but mine died. I didnt have the courage to keep them alive.

Its not quite like that. There was a woman. She was rich. She thought she wanted to marry me. It wouldnt have worked. Ill probably never see her again. But I remember.

Lets go, she said quietly. And lets leave the memory in charge. I only wish I had one worth remembering.

On the way down to the Cadillac I didnt touch her either. She drove beautifully. When a woman is a really good driver she is just about perfect.


THIRTEEN
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THE HOUSE WAS on a curving quiet street between San Vincente and Sunset Boulevard. It was set far back and had a long driveway and the entrance to the house was at the back with a small patio in front of it. She unlocked the door and switched on lights all over the house and then disappeared without a word. The living room had nicely mixed furniture and a feeling of comfort. I stood waiting until she came back with two tall glasses. She had taken her coat off.

Youve been married, of course, I said.

It didnt take. I got this house and some money out of it, but I wasnt gunning for anything. He was a nice guy, but we were wrong for each other. Hes dead now — plane crash — he was a jet pilot. Happens all the time. I know a place between here and San Diego that is full of girls who were married to jet pilots when they were alive.

I took a single sip of my drink and put it down.

I lifted her glass out of her hand and put it down too. Remember yesterday morning when you told me to stop looking at your legs?

I seem to remember.

Try and stop me now.

I took hold of her and she came into my arms without a word. I picked her up and carried her and somehow found the bedroom. I put her down on the bed. I peeled her skirt up until I could see the white thighs above her long beautiful nylon-clad legs. Suddenly she reached up and pulled my head down against her breast.

Beast! Could we have a little less light?

I went to the door and switched the light off in the room. There was still a glow from the hall. When I turned she was standing by the bed as naked as Aphrodite, fresh from the Aegean. She stood there proudly and without either shame or enticement.

Damn it, I said, when I was young you could undress a girl slowly. Nowadays shes in the bed while youre struggling with your collar button.

Well, struggle with your goddam collar button.

She pulled the bedcovers back and lay on the bed shamelessly nude. She was just a beautiful naked woman completely unashamed of being what she was.

Satisfied with my legs? she asked.

I didnt answer.

Yesterday morning, she said, half dreamily, I said there was something about you I liked — you didnt paw — and something I didnt like. Know what it was?

No.

That you didnt make me do this then.

Your manner hardly encouraged it.

Youre supposed to be a detective. Please put out all the lights now.



Then very soon in the dark she was saying, Darling, darling, darling in that very special tone of voice a woman uses only in those special moments. Then a slow gentle relaxing, a peace, a quietness.

Still satisfied with my legs? she asked dreamily.

No man ever would be. They would haunt him, no matter how many times he made love to you.

You bastard. You complete bastard. Come closer.

She put her head on my shoulder and we were very close now.

I dont love you, she said.

Why would you? But lets not be cynical about it. There are sublime moments — even if they are only moments.

I felt her tight and warm against me. Her body surged with vitality. Her beautiful arms held me tight.



And again in the darkness that muted cry, and then again the slow quiet peace.

I hate you, she said with her mouth against mine. Not for this, but because perfection never comes twice and with us it came too soon. And Ill never see you again and I dont want to. It would have to be forever or not at all.

And you acted like a hard-boiled pick-up who had seen too much of the wrong side of life.

So did you. And we were both wrong. And its useless. Kiss me harder.

Suddenly she was gone from the bed almost without sound or movement.

After a little while the light went on in the hallway and she stood in the door in a long wrapper.

Goodbye, she said calmly. Im calling a taxi for you. Wait out in front for it. You wont see me again.

What about Umney?

A poor frightened jerk. He needs someone to bolster his ego, to give him a feeling of power and conquest. I give it to him. A womans body is not so sacred that it cant be used — especially when she has already failed at love.

She disappeared. I got up and put my clothes on and listened before I went out. I heard nothing. I called out, but there was no answer. When I reached the sidewalk in front of the house the taxi was just pulling up.

I looked back. The house seemed completely dark.

No one lived there. It was all a dream. Except that someone had called the taxi. I got into it and was driven home.


FOURTEEN
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I LEFT LOS Angeles and hit the superhighway that now bypassed Oceanside. I had time to think.

From Los Angeles to Oceanside were eighteen miles of divided six-lane superhighway dotted at intervals with the carcasses of wrecked, stripped, and abandoned cars tossed against the high bank to rust until they were hauled away. So I started thinking about why I was going back to Esmeralda. The case was all backwards and it wasnt my case anyway. Usually a PI gets a client who, for too little money, wants too much information. You get it or you dont, depending on circumstances. The same with your fee. But once in a while you get the information and too much else, including a story about a body on a balcony which wasnt there when you went to look. Common sense says go home and forget it, no money coming in. Common sense always speaks too late. Common sense is the guy who tells you you ought to have had your brakes relined last week before you smashed a front end this week. Common sense is the Monday morning quarterback who could have won the ball game if he had been on the team. But he never is. Hes high up in the stands with a flask on his hip. Common sense is the little man in a gray suit who never makes a mistake in addition. But its always somebody elses money hes adding up.

At the turn-off I dipped down into the canyon and ended up at the Rancho Descansado. Jack and Lucille were in their usual positions. I dropped my suitcase and leaned on the desk.

Did I leave the right change?

Yes, thanks, Jack said. And now you want the room back, I suppose.

If possible.

Why didnt you tell us you were a detective?

Now, what a question. I grinned at him. Does a detective ever tell anyone hes a detective? You watch TV, dont you?

When I get a chance. Not too often here.

You can always tell a detective on TV. He never takes his hat off. What do you know about Larry Mitchell?

Nothing, Jack said stiffly. Hes a friend of Brandons. Mr. Brandon owns this place.

Lucille said brightly: Did you find Joe Harms all right?

Yes, thanks.

And did you — ?

Uh-huh.

Button the lip, kid, Jack said tersely. He winked at me and pushed the key across the counter. Lucille has a dull life, Mr. Marlowe. Shes stuck here with me and a PBX. And an itty-bitty diamond ring — so small I was ashamed to give it to her. But what can a man do? If he loves a girl, hed like it to show on her finger.

Lucille held her left hand up and moved it around to get a flash from the little stone. I hate it, she said. I hate it like I hate the sunshine and the summer and the bright stars and the full moon. Thats how I hate it.

I picked up the key and my suitcase and left them. A little more of that and Id be falling in love with myself. I might even give myself a small unpretentious diamond ring.


FIFTEEN
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THE HOUSE PHONE at the Casa del Poniente got no reply from Room 1224. I walked over to the desk. A stiff-looking clerk was sorting letters. They are always sorting letters.

Miss Mayfield is registered here, isnt she? I asked.

He put a letter in a box before he answered me. Yes, sir. What name shall I say?

I know her room number. She doesnt answer. Have you seen her today?

He gave me a little more of his attention, but I didnt really send him. I dont think so. He glanced over his shoulder. Her key is out. Would you care to leave a message?

Im a little worried. She wasnt well last night. She could be up there sick, not able to answer the phone. Im a friend of hers. Marlowes the name.

He looked me over. His eyes were wise eyes. He went behind a screen in the direction of the cashiers office and spoke to somebody. He came back in a short time. He was smiling.

I dont think Miss Mayfield is ill, Mr. Marlowe. She ordered quite a substantial breakfast in her room. And lunch. She has had several telephone calls.

Thanks a lot, I said. Ill leave a message. Just my name and that Ill call back later.

She might be out in the grounds or down on the beach, he said. We have a warm beach, well sheltered by a breakwater. He glanced at the clock behind him. If she is, she wont be there much longer. Its getting cool by now.

Thanks. Ill be back.

The main part of the lobby was up three steps and through an arch. There were people in it just sitting, the dedicated hotel lounge sitters, usually elderly, usually rich, usually doing nothing but watching with hungry eyes. They spend their lives that way. Two old ladies with severe faces and purplish permanents were struggling with an enormous jigsaw puzzle set out on a specially built king-size card table. Farther along there was a canasta game going — two women, two men. One of the women had enough ice on her to cool the Mojave Desert and enough make-up to paint a steam yacht. Both women had cigarettes in long holders. The men with them looked gray and tired, probably from signing checks. Farther along, still sitting where they could look out through the glass, a young couple were holding hands. The girl had a diamond and emerald sparkler and a wedding ring which she kept touching with her fingertips. She looked a little dazed.

I went out through the bar and poked around in the gardens. I went along the path that threaded the cliff top and had no trouble picking out the spot I had looked down on the night before from Betty Mayfields balcony. I could pick it out because of the sharp angle.

The bathing beach and small curved breakwater were a hundred yards along. Steps led down to it from the cliff. People were lying around on the sand. Some in swim suits or trunks, some just sitting there on rugs. Kids ran around screaming. Betty Mayfield was not on the beach.

I went back into the hotel and sat in the lounge.

I sat and smoked. I went to the newsstand and bought an evening paper and looked through it and threw it away. I strolled by the desk. My note was still in Box 1224. I went to the house phones and called Mr. Mitchell. No answer. Im sorry. Mr. Mitchell does not answer his telephone.

A womans voice spoke behind me. The clerk said you wanted to see me. Mr. Marlowe— she said. Are you Mr. Marlowe?

She looked as fresh as a morning rose. She was wearing dark green slacks and saddle shoes and a green windbreaker over a white shirt with a loose Paisley scarf around that. A bandeau on her hair made a nice wind-blown effect.

The bell captain was hanging out his ear six feet away. I said: Miss Mayfield?

Im Miss Mayfield.

I have the car outside. Do you have time to look at the property?

She looked at her wrist watch. Ye-es, I guess so, she said. I ought to change pretty soon, but — oh, all right.

This way, Miss Mayfield.

She fell in beside me. We walked across the lobby. I was getting to feel quite at home there. Betty Mayfield glanced viciously at the two jigsaw puzzlers.

I hate hotels, she said. Come back here in fifteen years and you would find the same people sitting in the same chairs.

Yes, Miss Mayfield. Do you know anybody named Clyde Umney?

She shook her head. Should I?

Helen Vermilyea? Ross Goble?

She shook her head again.

Want a drink?

Not now, thanks.

We came out of the bar and went along the walk and I held the door of the Olds for her. I backed out of the slot and pointed it straight up Grand Street towards the hills. She slipped dark glasses with spangled rims on her nose. I found the travelers checks, she said. Youre a queer sort of detective.

I reached in my pocket and held out her bottle of sleeping pills. I was a little scared last night, I said. I counted these but I didnt know how many had been there to start with. You said you took two. I couldnt be sure you wouldnt rouse up enough to gulp a handful.

She took the bottle and stuffed it into her windbreaker. I had quite a few drinks. Alcohol and barbiturates make a bad combination. I sort of passed out. It was nothing else.

I wasnt sure. It takes a minimum of thirty-five grains of that stuff to kill. Even then it takes several hours. I was in a tough spot. Your pulse and breathing seemed all right but maybe they wouldnt be later on. If I called a doctor, I might have to do a lot of talking. If you had taken an overdose, the homicide boys would be told, even if you snapped out of it. They investigate all suicide attempts. But if I guessed wrong, you wouldnt be riding with me today. And where would I be then?

Its a thought, she said. I cant say Im going to worry about it terribly. Who are these people you mentioned?

Clyde Umneys the lawyer who hired me to follow you — on instructions from a firm of attorneys in Washington, D.C. Helen Vermilyea is his secretary. Ross Goble is a Kansas City private eye who says he is trying to find Mitchell. I described him to her.

Her face turned stony. Mitchell? Why should he be interested in Larry?

I stopped at the corner of Fourth and Grand for an old coot in a motorized wheel chair to make a left turn at four miles an hour. Esmeralda is full of the damn things.

Why should he be looking for Larry Mitchell? she asked bitterly. Cant anybody leave anybody else alone?

Dont tell me anything, I said. Just keep on asking me questions to which I dont know the answers. Its good for my inferiority complex. I told you I had no more job. So why am I here? Thats easy. Im groping for that five grand in travelers checks again.

Turn left at the next corner, she said, and we can go up into the hills. Theres a wonderful view from up there. And a lot of very fancy homes.

The hell with them, I said.

Its also very quiet up there. She picked a cigarette out of the pack clipped to the dash and lit it.

Thats two in two days, I said. Youre hitting them hard. I counted your cigarettes last night too. And your matches. I went through your bag. Im kind of snoopy when I get roped in on a phony like that one. Especially when the client passes out and leaves me holding the baby.

She turned her head to stare at me. It must have been the dope and the liquor, she said. I must have been a little off base.

Over at the Rancho Descansado you were in great shape. You were hard as nails. We were going to take off for Rio and live in luxury. Apparently also in sin. All I had to do was get rid of the body. What a letdown! No body.

She was still staring at me, but I had to watch my driving. I made a boulevard stop and a left turn. I went along another dead-end street with old streetcar tracks still in the paving.

Turn left up the hill at that sign. Thats the high school down there.

Who fired the gun and what at?

She pressed her temples with the heels of her hands. I guess I must have. I must have been crazy. Where is it?

The gun? Its safe. Just in case your dream came true, I might have to produce it.

We were climbing now. I set the pointer to hold the Olds in third. She watched that with interest. She looked around her at the pale leather seats and the gadgets.

How can you afford an expensive car like this? You dont make a lot of money, do you?

Theyre all expensive nowadays, even the cheap ones. Fellow might as well have one that can travel. I read somewhere that a dick should always have a plain dark inconspicuous car that nobody would notice. The guy had never been to L.A. In L.A. to be conspicuous you would have to drive a flesh-pink Mercedes-Benz with a sun porch on the roof and three pretty girls sunbathing.

She giggled.

Also, I labored the subject, its good advertising. Maybe I dreamed I was going to Rio. I could sell it there for more than it set me back new. On a freighter it wouldnt cost too much to ferry.

She sighed. Oh, stop teasing me about that. I dont feel funny today.

Seen your boy friend around?

She sat very still. Larry?

You got others?

Well — you might have meant Clark Brandon, although I hardly know him. Larry was pretty drunk last night. No — I havent seen him. Perhaps hes sleeping it off.

Doesnt answer his phone.

The road forked. One white line curved to the left. I kept straight on, for no particular reason. We passed some old Spanish houses built high on the slope and some very modern houses built downhill on the other side. The road passed these and made a wide turn to the right. The paving here looked new. The road ran out to a point of land and a turning circle. There were two big houses facing each other across the turning circle. They were loaded with glass brick and their seaward windows were green glass. The view was magnificent. I looked at it for all of three seconds. I stopped against the end curb and cut the motor and sat. We were about a thousand feet up and the whole town was spread out in front of us like a 45 degree air photo.

He might be sick, I said. He might have gone out. He might even be dead.

I told you— She began to shake. I took the stub of the cigarette away from her and put it in the ash tray. I ran the car windows up and put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her head down on my shoulder. She was limp, unresisting; but she still shook.

Youre a comfortable man, she said. But dont rush me.

Theres a pint in the glove compartment. Want a snort?

Yes.

I got it out and managed to pull the metal strip loose with one hand and my teeth. I held the bottle between my knees and got the cap off. I held it to her lips. She sucked some in and shuddered. I recapped the pint and put it away.

I hate drinking from the bottle, she said.

Yeah. Unrefined. Im not making love to you, Betty. Im worried. Anything you want done?

She was silent for a moment. Then her voice was steady, saying: Such as what? You can have those checks back. They were yours. I gave them to you.

Nobody gives anybody five grand like that. It makes no sense. Thats why I came back down from L.A. I drove up there early this morning. Nobody goes all gooey over a character like me and talks about having half a million dollars and offers me a trip to Rio and a nice home complete with all the luxuries. Nobody drunk or sober does that because she dreamed a dead man was lying out on her balcony and would I please hurry around and throw him off into the ocean. Just what did you expect me to do when I got there — hold your hand while you dreamed?

She pulled away and leaned in the far corner of the car. All right, Im a liar. Ive always been a liar.

I glanced at the rear view mirror. Some kind of small dark car had turned into the road behind and stopped. I couldnt see who or what was in it. Then it swung hard right against the curbing and backed and made off the way it had come. Some fellow took the wrong road and saw it was a dead end.

While I was on the way up those damn fire stairs, I went on, you swallowed your pills and then faked being awfully terribly sleepy and then after a while you actually did go to sleep — I think. Okay. I went out on the balcony. No stiff. No blood. If there had been, I might have managed to get him over the top of the wall. Hard work, but not impossible, if you know how to lift. But six trained elephants couldnt have thrown him far enough to land in the ocean. Its thirty-five feet to the fence and youd have to throw him so far out that he would clear the fence. I figure an object as heavy as a mans body would have to be thrown a good fifty feet outward to clear the fence.

I told you I was a liar.

But you didnt tell me why. Lets be serious. Suppose a man had been dead on your balcony. What would you expect me to do about it? Carry him down the fire stairs and get him into the car I had and drive off into the woods somewhere and bury him? You do have to take people into your confidence once in a while when bodies are lying around.

You took my money, she said tonelessly. You played up to me.

That way I might find out who was crazy.

You found out. You should be satisfied.

I found out nothing — not even who you are.

She got angry. I told you I was out of my mind, she said in a rushing voice. Worry, fear, liquor, pills — why cant you leave me alone? I told you Id give you back that money. What more do you want?

What do I do for it?

Just take it. She was snapping at me now. Thats all. Take it and go away. Far, far away.

I think you need a good lawyer.

Thats a contradiction in terms, she sneered. If he was good, he wouldnt be a lawyer.

Yeah. So youve had some painful experience along those lines. Ill find out in time, either from you or some other way. But Im still being serious. Youre in trouble. Apart from what happened to Mitchell, if anything, youre in enough trouble to justify hiring yourself a lawyer. You changed your name. So you had reasons. Mitchell was putting the bite on you. So he had reasons. A firm of Washington attorneys is looking for you. So they have reasons. And their client has reasons to have them looking for you.

I stopped and looked at her as well as I could see her in the freshly darkening evening. Down below, the ocean was getting a lapis lazuli blue that somehow failed to remind me of Miss Vermilyeas eyes. A flock of gulls went south in a fairly compact mass but it wasnt the kind of tight formation North Island is used to. The evening plane from L.A. came down the coast with its port and starboard lights showing, and then the winking light below the fuselage went on and it swung out to sea for a long lazy turn into Lindbergh Field.

So youre just a shill for a crooked lawyer, she said nastily, and grabbed for another of my cigarettes.

I dont think hes very crooked. He just tries too hard. But thats not the point. You can lose a few bucks to him without screaming. The point is something called privilege. A licensed investigator doesnt have it. A lawyer does, provided his concern is with the interests of a client who has retained him. If the lawyer hires an investigator to work in those interests, then the investigator has privilege. Thats the only way he can get it.

You know what you can do with your privilege, she said. Especially as it was a lawyer that hired you to spy on me.

I took the cigarette away from her and puffed on it a couple of times and handed it back.

Its all right, Betty. Im no use to you. Forget I tried to be.

Nice words, but only because you think Ill pay you more to be of use to me. Youre just another of them. I dont want your damn cigarette either. She threw it out of the window. Take me back to the hotel.

I got out of the car and stamped on the cigarette. You dont do that in the California hills, I told her. Not even out of season. I got back into the car and turned the key and pushed the starter button. I backed away and made the turn and drove back up the curve to where the road divided. On the upper level where the solid white line curved away a small car was parked. The car was lightless. It could have been empty.

I swung the Olds hard the opposite way from the way I had come, and flicked my headlights on with the high beam. They swept the cars as I turned. A hat went down over a face, but not quick enough to hide the glasses, the fat broad face, the outjutting ears of Mr. Ross Goble of Kansas City.

The lights went on past and I drove down a long hill with lazy curves. I didnt know where it went except that all roads around there led to the ocean sooner or later. At the bottom there was a T-intersection. I swung to the right and after a few blocks of narrow street I hit the boulevard and made another right turn. I was now driving back towards the main part of Esmeralda.

She didnt speak again until I got to the hotel. She jumped out quickly when I stopped.

If youll wait here, Ill get the money.

We were tailed, I said.

What — ? She stopped dead, with her head half turned.

Small car. You didnt notice him unless you saw my lights brush him as I made the turn at the top of the hill.

Who was it? Her voice was tense.

How would I know? He must have picked us up here, therefore hell come back here. Could he be a cop?

She looked back at me, motionless, frozen. She took a slow step, and then she rushed at me as if she was going to claw my face. She grabbed me by the arms and tried to shake me. Her breath came whistling.

Get me out of here. Get me out of here, for the love of Christ. Anywhere. Hide me. Get me a little peace. Somewhere where I cant be followed, hounded, threatened. He swore he would do it to me. Hed follow me to the ends of the earth, to the remotest island of the Pacific—

To the crest of the highest mountain, to the heart of the loneliest desert, I said. Somebodys been reading a rather old-fashioned book.

She dropped her arms and let them hang limp at her sides.

Youve got as much sympathy as a loan shark.

Ill take you nowhere, I said. Whatever it is thats eating you, youre going to stay put and take it.

I turned and got into the car. When I looked back, she was already halfway to the bar entrance, walking with quick strides.


SIXTEEN
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IF I HAD any sense, I would pick up my suitcase and go back home and forget all about her. By the time she made up her mind which part she was playing in which act of which play, it would probably be too late for me to do anything about it except maybe get pinched for loitering in the post office.

I waited and smoked a cigarette. Goble and his dirty little jalopy ought to show up and slip into a parking slot almost any moment. He couldnt have picked us up anywhere else, and since he knew that much he couldnt have followed us for any reason except to find out where we went.

He didnt show. I finished the cigarette, dropped it overboard, and backed out. As I turned out of the driveway towards the town, I saw his car on the other side of the street, parked left-hand to the curb. I kept going, turned right at the boulevard and took it easy so he wouldnt blow a gasket trying to keep up. There was a restaurant about a mile along called The Epicure. It had a low roof, and a red brick wall to shield it from the street and it had a bar. The entrance was at the side. I parked and went in. It wasnt doing any business yet. The barkeep was chatting with the captain and the captain didnt even wear a dinner jacket. He had one of those high desks where they keep the reservation book. The book was open and had a list of names in it for later in the evening. But it was early now. I could have a table.

The dining room was dim, candlelit, divided by a low wall into two halves. It would have looked crowded with thirty people in it. The captain shoved me in a corner and lit my candle for me. I said I would have a double Gibson. A waiter came up and started to remove the place setting on the far side of the table. I told him to leave it, a friend might join me. I studied the menu, which was almost as large as the dining room. I could have used a flashlight to read it, if I had been curious. This was about the dimmest joint I was ever in. You could be sitting at the next table from your mother and not recognize her.

The Gibson arrived. I could make out the shape of the glass and there seemed to be something in it. I tasted it and it wasnt too bad. At that moment Goble slid into the chair across from me. In so far as I could see him at all, he looked about the same as he had looked the day before. I went on peering at the menu. They ought to have printed it in braille.

Goble reached across for my glass of ice water and drank. How you making out with the girl? he asked casually.

Not getting anywhere. Why?

Whatcha go up on the hill for?

I thought maybe we could neck. She wasnt in the mood. Whats your interest? I thought you were looking for some guy named Mitchell.

Very funny indeed. Some guy named Mitchell. Never heard of him, I believe you said.

Ive heard of him since. Ive seen him. He was drunk. Very drunk. He damn near got himself thrown out of a place.

Very funny, Goble said, sneering. And how did you know his name?

On account of somebody called him by it. That would be too funny, wouldnt it?

He sneered. I told you to stay out of my way. I know who you are now. I looked you up.

I lit a cigarette and blew smoke in his face. Go fry a stale egg.

Tough, huh, he sneered. Ive pulled the arms and legs off bigger guys than you.

Name two of them.

He leaned across the table, but the waiter came up.

Ill have bourbon and plain water, Goble told him. Bonded stuff. None of that bar whiskey for me. And dont try to fool me. Ill know. And bottled water. The city water here is terrible.

The waiter just looked at him.

Ill have another of these, I said, pushing my glass.

Whats good tonight? Goble wanted to know. I never bother with these billboards. He flicked a disdainful finger at the menu.

The plat du jour is meat loaf, the waiter said nastily.

Hash with a starched collar, Goble said. Make it meat loaf.

The waiter looked at me. I said the meat loaf was all right with me. The waiter went away. Goble leaned across the table again, after first taking a quick look behind him and on both sides.

Youre out of luck, friend, he said cheerfully. You didnt get away with it.

Too bad, I said. Get away with what?

Youre bad out of luck, friend. Very bad. The tide was wrong or something. Abalone fisher — one of those guys with frog feet and rubber masks — stuck under a rock.

The abalone fisher stuck under a rock? A cold prickly feeling crawled down my back. When the waiter came with the drinks, I had to fight myself not to grab for mine.

Very funny, friend.

Say that again and Ill smash your goddam glasses or you, I snarled.

He picked up his drink and sipped it, tasted it, thought about it, nodded his head.

I came out here to make money, he mused. I didnt nowise come out to make trouble. Man cant make money making trouble. Man can make money keeping his nose clean. Get me?

Probably a new experience for you, I said. Both ways. What was that about an abalone fisher? I kept my voice controlled, but it was an effort.

He leaned back. My eyes were getting used to the dimness now. I could see that his fat face was amused.

Just kidding, he said. I dont know any abalone fishers. Only last night I learned how to pronounce the word. Still dont know what the stuff is. But things are kind of funny at that. I cant find Mitchell.

He lives at the hotel. I took some more of my drink, not too much. This was no time to dive into it.

I know he lives at the hotel, friend. What I dont know is where he is at right now. He aint in his room. The hotel people aint seen him around: I thought maybe you and the girl had some ideas about it.

The girl is screwy, I said. Leave her out of it. And in Esmeralda they dont say aint seen. That Kansas City dialect is an offense against public morals here.

Shove it, Mac. When I want to get told how to talk English I wont go to no beat-up California peeper. He turned his head and yelled: Waiter!

Several faces looked at him with distaste. The waiter showed up after a while and stood there with the same expression as the customers.

Hit me again, Goble said, snapped a finger at his glass.

It is not necessary to yell at me, the waiter said. He took the glass away.

When I want service, Goble yelped at his back, service is what I want.

I hope you like the taste of wood alcohol, I told Goble.

Me and you could get along, Goble said indifferently, if you had any brains.

And if you had any manners and were six inches taller and had a different face and another name and didnt act as if you thought you could lick your weight in frog spawn.

Cut the doodads and get back to Mitchell, he said briskly. And to the dish you was trying to fumble up the hill.

Mitchell is a man she met on a train. He had the same effect on her that you have on me. He created in her a burning desire to travel in the opposite direction.

It was a waste of time. The guy was as invulnerable as my great-great-grandfather.

So, he sneered, Mitchell to her is just a guy she met on a train and didnt like when she got to know him. So she ditched him for you? Convenient you happened to be around.

The waiter came with the food. He set it out with a flourish. Vegetables, salad, hot rolls in a napkin.

Coffee?

I said Id rather have mine later. Goble said yes and wanted to know where his drink was. The waiter said it was on the way — by slow freight, his tone suggested. Goble tasted his meat loaf and looked surprised. Hell, its good, he said. What with so few customers I thought the place was a bust.

Look at your watch, I said. Things dont get moving until much later. Its that kind of town. Also, its out of season.

Much later is right, he said, munching. An awful lot later. Two, three in the a.m. sometimes. People go calling on their friends. You back at the Rancho, friend?

I looked at him without saying anything.

Do I have to draw you a picture, friend? I work long hours when Im on a job.

I didnt say anything.

He wiped his mouth. You kind of stiffened up when I said that about the guy stuck under a rock. Or could I be wrong?

I didnt answer him.

Okay, clam up, Goble sneered. I thought maybe we could do a little business together. You got the physique and you take a good punch. But you dont know nothing about nothing. You dont have what it takes in my business. Where I come from you got to have brains to get by. Out here you just got to get sunburned and forget to button your collar.

Make me a proposition, I said between my teeth.

He was a rapid eater even when he talked too much. He pushed his plate away from him, drank some of his coffee and got a toothpick out of his vest.

This is a rich town, friend, he said slowly. Ive studied it. Ive boned up on it. Ive talked to guys about it. They tell me its one of the few spots left in our fair green country where the dough aint quite enough. In Esmeralda you got to belong, or youre nothing. If you want to belong and get asked around and get friendly with the right people you got to have class. Theres a guy here made five million fish in the rackets back in Kansas City. He bought up property, subdivided, built houses, built some of the best properties in town. But he didnt belong to the Beach Club because he didnt get asked. So he bought it. They know who he is, they touch him big when they got a fund-raising drive, he gets service, he pays his bills, hes a good solid citizen. He throws big parties but the guests come from out of town unless theyre moochers, no-goods, the usual trash you always find hopping about where theres money. But the class people of the town? Hes just a nigger to them.

It was a long speech and while he made it he glanced at me casually from time to time, glanced around the room, leaned back comfortably in his chair and picked his teeth.

He must be breaking his heart, I said. How did they find out where his dough came from?

Goble leaned across the small table. A big shot from the Treasury Department comes here for a vacation every spring. Happened to see Mr. Money and know all about him. He spread the word. You think its not breaking his heart? You dont know these hoods that have made theirs and gone respectable. Hes bleeding to death inside, friend. Hes found something he cant buy with folding money and its eating him to a shell.

How did you find out all this?

Im smart. I get around. I find things out.

All except one, I said.

Just whats that?

You wouldnt know if I told you.

The waiter came up with Gobles delayed drink and took dishes away. He offered the menu.

I never eat dessert, Goble said. Scram.

The waiter looked at the toothpick. He reached over and deftly flicked it out from between Gobles fingers. Theres a Mens Room here, chum, he said. He dropped the toothpick into the ash tray and removed the ash tray.

See what I mean? Goble said to me. Class.

I told the waiter I would have a chocolate sundae and some coffee. And give this gentleman the check, I added.

A pleasure, the waiter said. Goble looked disgusted. The waiter drifted. I leaned across the table and spoke softly.

Youre the biggest liar Ive met in two days. And Ive met a few beauties. I dont think you have any interest in Mitchell. I dont think you ever saw or heard of him until yesterday when you got the idea of using him as a cover story. You were sent here to watch a girl and I know who sent you — not who hired you, but who had it done. I know why she is being watched and I know how to fix it so that she wont be watched. If youve got any high cards, youd better play them right away quick. Tomorrow could be too late.

He pushed his chair back and stood up. He dropped a folded and crimped bill on the table. He looked me over coolly.

Big mouth, small brain, he said. Save it for Thursday when they set the trash cans out. You dont know from nothing, friend. My guess is you never will.

He walked off with his head thrust forward belligerently.

I reached across for the folded and crimped bill Goble had dropped on the table. As I expected it was only a dollar. Any guy who would drive a jalopy that might be able to do forty-five miles an hour downhill would eat in joints where the eighty-five cent dinner was something for a wild Saturday night.

The waiter slid over and dumped the check on me. I paid up and left Gobles dollar in his plate.

Thanks, the waiter said. That guys a real close friend of yours, huh?

The operative word is close, I said.

The guy might be poor, the waiter said tolerantly. One of the choice things about this town is that the people who work here cant afford to live here.

There were all of twenty people in the place when I left, and the voices were beginning to bounce down off the low ceiling.


SEVENTEEN
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THE RAMP DOWN to the garage looked just the same as it had looked at four oclock in the morning, but there was a swishing of water audible as I rounded the curve. The glassed-in cubicle office was empty. Somewhere somebody was washing a car, but it wouldnt be the attendant. I crossed to the door leading into the elevator lobby and held it open. The buzzer sounded behind me in the office. I let the door close and stood outside it waiting and a lean man in a long white coat came around the corner. He wore glasses, had a skin the color of cold oatmeal and hollow tired eyes. There was something Mongolian about his face, something south-of-the-border, something Indian, and something darker than that. His black hair was flat on a narrow skull.

Your car, sir? What name, please?

Mr. Mitchells car in? The two-tone Buick hardtop?

He didnt answer right away. His eyes went to sleep. He had been asked that question before.

Mr. Mitchell took his car out early this morning.

How early?

He reached for a pencil that was clipped to his pocket over the stitched-on scarlet script with the hotel name. He took the pencil out and looked at it.

Just before seven oclock. I went off at seven.

You work a twelve-hour shift? Its only a little past seven now.

He put the pencil back in his pocket. I work an eight-hour shift but we rotate.

Oh. Last night you worked eleven to seven.

Thats right. He was looking past my shoulder at something far away. Im due off now.

I got out a pack of cigarettes and offered him one.

He shook his head.

Im only allowed to smoke in the office.

Or in the back of a Packard sedan.

His right hand curled, as if around the haft of a knife.

Hows your supply? Needing anything?

He stared.

You should have said Supply of what? I told him. He didnt answer.

And I would have said I wasnt talking about tobacco, I went on cheerfully. About something cured with honey.

Our eyes met and locked. Finally he said softly: You a pusher?

You snapped out of it real nice, if you were in business at seven a.m. this morning. Looked to me as if you would be out of circulation for hours. You must have a clock in your head — like Eddie Arcaro.

Eddie Arcaro, he repeated. Oh yes, the jockey. Has a clock in his head, has he?

So they say.

We might do business, he said remotely. Whats your price?

The buzzer sounded in the office. I had heard the elevator in the shaft subconsciously. The door opened and the couple I had seen holding hands in the lobby came through. The girl had on an evening dress and the boy wore a tux. They stood side by side, looking like two kids who had been caught kissing. The attendant glanced at them and went off and a car started and came back. A nice new Chrysler convertible. The guy handed the girl in carefully, as if she was already pregnant.

The attendant stood holding the door. The guy came around the car and thanked him and got in.

Is it very far to The Glass Room? he asked diffidently.

No, sir. The attendant told them how to get there.

The guy smiled and thanked him and reached in his pocket and gave the attendant a dollar bill.

You could have your car brought around to the entrance, Mr. Preston. All you have to do is call down.

Oh thanks, but this is fine, the guy said hurriedly. He started carefully up the ramp. The Chrysler purred out of sight and was gone.

Honeymooners, I said. Theyre sweet. They just dont want to be stared at.

The attendant was standing in front of me again with the same flat look in his eyes.

But theres nothing sweet about us, I added.

If youre a cop, lets see the buzzer.

You think Im a cop?

Youre some kind of nosy bastard. Nothing he said changed the tone of his voice at all. It was frozen in B Flat. Johnny One-Note.

Im all of that, I agreed. Im a private star. I followed somebody down here last night. You were in a Packard right over there — I pointed— and I went over and opened the door and sniffed the weed. I could have driven four Cadillacs out of here and you wouldnt have turned over in bed. But thats your business.

The price today, he said. Im not arguing about last night.

Mitchell left by himself?

He nodded.

No baggage?

Nine pieces. I helped him load it. He checked out. Satisfied?

You checked with the office?

He had his bill. All paid up and receipted.

Sure. And with that amount of baggage a hop came with him naturally.

The elevator kid. No hops on until seven-thirty. This was about one a.m.

Which elevator kid?

A Mex kid we call Chico.

Youre not Mex?

Im part Chinese, part Hawaiian, part Filipino, and part nigger. Youd hate to be me.

Just one more question. How in hell do you get away with it? The muggles, I mean.

He looked around. I only smoke when I feel extra special low. What the hells it to you? What the hells it to anybody? Maybe I get caught and lose a crummy job. Maybe I get tossed in a cell. Maybe Ive been in one all my life, carry it round with me. Satisfied? He was talking too much. People with unstable nerves are like that. One moment monosyllables, next moment a flood. The low tired monotone of his voice went on.

Im not sore at anybody. I live. I eat. Sometimes I sleep. Come around and see me some time. I live in a flea bag in an old frame cottage on Poltons Lane, which is really an alley. I live right behind the Esmeralda Hardware Company. The toilets in a shed. I wash in the kitchen, at a tin sink. I sleep on a couch with broken springs. Everything there is twenty years old. This is a rich mans town. Come and see me. I live on a rich mans property.

Theres a piece missing from your story about Mitchell, I said.

Which one?

The truth.

Ill look under the couch for it. It might be a little dusty.

There was the rough noise of a car entering the ramp from above. He turned away and I went through the door and rang for the elevator. He was a queer duck, the attendant, very queer. Kind of interesting, though. And kind of sad, too. One of the sad, one of the lost.

The elevator was a long time coming and before it came I had company waiting for it. Six feet three inches of handsome, healthy male named Clark Brandon. He was wearing a leather windbreaker and a heavy roll-collar blue sweater under it, a pair of beat-up Bedford cord breeches, and the kind of high laced boots that field engineers and surveyors wear in rough country. He looked like the boss of a drilling crew. In an hour from now, I had no doubt he would be at The Glass Room in a dinner suit and he would look like the boss of that too, and perhaps he was. Plenty of money, plenty of health and plenty of time to get the best out of both, and wherever he went he would be the owner.

He glanced at me and waited for me to get into the elevator when it came. The elevator kid saluted him respectfully. He nodded. We both got off at the lobby. Brandon crossed to the desk and got a big smile from the clerk — a new one I hadnt seen before — and the clerk handed him a fistful of letters. Brandon leaned against the end of the counter and tore the envelopes open one by one and dropped them into a wastebasket beside where he was standing. Most of the letters went the same way. There was a rack of travel folders there. I picked one off and lit a cigarette and studied the folder.

Brandon had one letter that interested him. He read it several times. I could see that it was short and handwritten on the hotel stationery, but without looking over his shoulder that was all I could see. He stood holding the letter. Then he reached down into the basket and came up with the envelope. He studied that. He put the letter in his pocket and moved along the desk. He handed the clerk the envelope.

This was handed in. Did you happen to see who left it? I dont seem to know the party.

The clerk looked at the envelope and nodded. Yes, Mr. Brandon, a man left it just after I came on. He was a middle-aged fat man with glasses. Gray suit and topcoat and gray felt hat. Not a local type. A little shabby. A nobody.

Did he ask for me?

No, sir. Just asked me to put the note in your box. Anything wrong, Mr. Brandon?

Look like a goof?

The clerk shook his head. He just looked what I said. Like a nobody.

Brandon chuckled. He wants to make me a Mormon bishop for fifty dollars. Some kind of nut, obviously. He picked the envelope up off the counter and put it in his pocket. He started to turn away, then said: Seen Larry Mitchell around?

Not since Ive been on, Mr. Brandon. But thats only a couple of hours.

Thanks.

Brandon walked across to the elevator and got in. It was a different elevator. The operator grinned all over his face and said something to Brandon. Brandon didnt answer him or look at him. The kid looked hurt as he whooshed the doors shut. Brandon was scowling. He was less handsome when he scowled.

I put the travel folder back in the rack and moved over to the desk. The clerk looked at me without interest. His glance said I was not registered there. Yes, sir?

He was a gray-haired man who carried himself well.

I was just going to ask for Mr. Mitchell, but I heard what you said.

The house phones are over there. He pointed with his chin. The operator will connect you.

I doubt it.

Meaning what?

I pulled my jacket open to get at my letter case. I could see the clerks eyes freeze on the rounded butt of the gun under my arm. I got the letter case out and pulled a card.

Would it be convenient for me to see your house man? If you have one.

He took the card and read it. He looked up. Have a seat in the main lobby, Mr. Marlowe.

Thank you.

He was on the phone before I had done a complete turn away from the desk. I went through the arch and sat against the wall where I could see the desk. I didnt have very long to wait.

The man had a hard straight back and a hard straight face, with the kind of skin that never tans but only reddens and pales out again. His hair was almost a pompadour and mostly reddish blond. He stood in the archway and let his eyes take in the lobby slowly. He didnt look at me any longer than at anybody else. Then he came over and sat down in the next chair to me. He wore a brown suit and a brown and yellow bow tie. His clothes fitted him nicely. There were fine blond hairs on his cheeks high up. There was a grace note of gray in his hair.

My names Javonen, he said without looking at me. I know yours. Got your card in my pocket. Whats your trouble?

Man named Mitchell. Im looking for him. Larry Mitchell.

Youre looking for him why?

Business. Any reason why I shouldnt look for him?

No reason at all. Hes out of town. Left early this morning.

So I heard. It puzzled me some. He only got home yesterday. On the Super Chief. In L.A. he picked up his car and drove down. Also, he was broke. Had to make a touch for dinner money. He ate dinner at The Glass Room with a girl. He was pretty drunk — or pretended to be. It got him out of paying the check.

He can sign his checks here, Javonen said indifferently. His eyes kept flicking around the lobby as if he expected to see one of the canasta players yank a gun and shoot his partner or one of the old ladies at the big jigsaw puzzle start pulling hair. He had two expressions — hard and harder. Mr. Mitchell is well known in Esmeralda.

Well, but not favorably, I said.

He turned his head and gave me a bleak stare. Im an assistant manager here, Mr. Marlowe. I double as security officer. I cant discuss the reputation of a guest of the hotel with you.

You dont have to. I know it. From various sources. Ive observed him in action. Last night he put the bite on somebody and got enough to blow town. Taking his baggage with him, is my information.

Who gave this information to you? He looked tough asking that.

I tried to look tough not answering it. On top of that Ill give you three guesses, I said. One, his bed wasnt slept in last night. Two, it was reported to the office sometime today that his room had been cleaned out. Three, somebody on your night staff wont show for work tonight. Mitchell couldnt get all his stuff out without help.

Javonen looked at me, then prowled the lobby again with his eyes. Got something that proves you are what the card reads? Anyone can have a card printed.

I got my wallet out and slipped a small photostat of my license from it and passed it over. He glanced at it and handed it back. I put it away.

We have our own organization to take care of skipouts, he said. They happen — in any hotel. We dont need your help. And we dont like guns in the lobby. The clerk saw yours. Somebody else could see it. We had a stickup attempted here nine months ago. One of the heist guys got dead. I shot him.

I read about it in the paper, I said. It scared me for days and days.

You read some of it. We lost four or five thousand dollars worth of business the week following. People checked out by the dozen. You get my point?

I let the clerk see my gunbutt on purpose. Ive been asking for Mitchell all day and all I got was the runaround. If the man checked out, why not say so? Nobody had to tell me he had jumped his bill.

Nobody said he jumped his bill. His bill, Mr. Marlowe, was paid in full. So where does that leave you?

Wondering why it was a secret he had checked out.

He looked contemptuous. Nobody said that either. You dont listen good. I said he was out of town on a trip. I said his bill was paid in full. I didnt say how much baggage he took. I didnt say he had given up his room. I didnt say that what he took was all he had ... Just what are you trying to make out of all this?

Who paid his bill?

His face got a little red. Look, buster, I told you he paid it. In person, last night, in full and a week in advance as well. Ive been pretty patient with you. Now you tell me something. Whats your angle?

I dont have one. Youve talked me out of it. I wonder why he paid a week in advance.

Javonen smiled — very slightly. Call it a down payment on a smile. Look, Marlowe, I put in five years in Military Intelligence. I can size up a man — like for instance the guy were talking about. He pays in advance because we feel happier that way. It has a stabilizing influence.

He ever pay in advance before?

God damn it!...

Watch yourself, I cut in. The elderly gent with the walking stick is interested in your reactions.

He looked halfway across the lobby to where a thin, old, bloodless man sat in a very low round-backed padded chair with his chin on gloved hands and the gloved hands on the crook of a stick. He stared unblinkingly in our direction.

Oh, him, Javonen said. He cant even see this far. Hes eighty years old.

He stood up and faced me. Okay, youre clammed, he said quietly. Youre a private op, youve got a client and instructions. Im only interested in protecting the hotel. Leave the gun home next time. If you have questions, come to me. Dont question the help. It gets told around and we dont like it. You wouldnt find the local cops friendly if I suggested you were being troublesome.

Can I buy a drink in the bar before I go?

Keep your jacket buttoned.

Five years in Military Intelligence is a lot of experience, I said looking up at him admiringly.

It ought to be enough. He nodded briefly and strolled away through the arch, back straight, shoulders back, chin in, a hard lean well set-up piece of man. A smooth operator. He had milked me dry — of everything that was printed on my business card.

Then I noticed that the old party in the low chair had lifted a gloved hand off the crook of his stick and was curving a finger at me. I pointed a finger at my chest and looked the question. He nodded, so over I went.

He was old, all right, but a long way from feeble and a long way from dim. His white hair was neatly parted, his nose was long and sharp and veined, his faded-out blue eyes were still keen, but the lids drooped wearily over them. One ear held the plastic button of a hearing aid, grayish pink like his ear. The suede gloves on his hands had the cuffs turned back. He wore gray spats over polished black shoes.

Pull up a chair, young man. His voice was thin and dry and rustled like bamboo leaves.

I sat down beside him. He peered at me and his mouth smiled. Our excellent Mr. Javonen spent five years in Military Intelligence, as no doubt he told you.

Yes, sir. CIC, a branch of it.

Military Intelligence is an expression which contains an interior fallacy. So you are curious about how Mr. Mitchell paid his bill?

I stared at him. I looked at the hearing aid. He tapped his breast pocket. I was deaf long before they invented these things. As the result of a hunter balking at a fence. It was my own fault. I lifted him too soon. I was still a young man. I couldnt see myself using an ear trumpet, so I learned to lip-read. It takes a certain amount of practice.

What about Mitchell, sir?

Well come to him. Dont be in a hurry. He looked up and nodded.

A voice said, Good evening, Mr. Clarendon. A bellhop went by on his way to the bar. Clarendon followed him with his eyes.

Dont bother with that one, he said. Hes a pimp. I have spent many many years in lobbies, in lounges and bars, on porches, terraces and ornate gardens in hotels all over the world. I have outlived everyone in my family. I shall go on being useless and inquisitive until the day comes when the stretcher carries me off to some nice airy corner room in a hospital. The starched white dragons will minister to me. The bed will be wound up, wound down. Trays will come with that awful loveless hospital food. My pulse and temperature will be taken at frequent intervals and invariably when I am dropping off to sleep. I shall lie there and hear the rustle of the starched skirts, the slurring sound of the rubber shoe soles on the aseptic floor, and see the silent horror of the doctors smile. After a while they will put the oxygen tent over me and draw the screens around the little white bed and I shall, without even knowing it, do the one thing in the world no man ever has to do twice.

He turned his head slowly and looked at me. Obviously, I talk too much. Your name, sir?

Philip Marlowe.

I am Henry Clarendon IV. I belong to what used to be called the upper classes. Groton, Harvard, Heidelberg, the Sorbonne. I even spent a year at Uppsala. I cannot clearly remember why. To fit me for a life of leisure, no doubt. So you are a private detective. I do eventually get around to speaking of something other than myself, you see.

Yes, sir.

You should have come to me for information. But of course you couldnt know that.

I shook my head. I lit a cigarette, first offering one to Mr. Henry Clarendon IV. He refused it with a vague nod.

However, Mr. Marlowe, it is something you should have certainly learned. In every luxury hotel in the world there will be half a dozen elderly idlers of both sexes who sit around and stare like owls. They watch, they listen, they compare notes, they learn everything about everyone. They have nothing else to do, because hotel life is the most deadly of all forms of boredom. And no doubt Im boring you equally.

Id rather hear about Mitchell, sir. Tonight at least, Mr. Clarendon.

Of course. Im egocentric, and absurd, and I prattle like a schoolgirl. You observe that handsome dark-haired woman over there playing canasta? The one with too much jewelry and the heavy gold trim on her glasses?

He didnt point or even look. But I picked her out. She had an overblown style and she looked just a little hard-boiled. She was the one with the ice, the paint.

Her name is Margo West. She is seven times a divorcee. She has stacks of money and reasonably good looks, but she cant hold a man. She tries too hard. Yet shes not a fool. She would have an affair with a man like Mitchell, she would give him money and pay his bills, but she would never marry him. They had a fight last night. Nevertheless I believe she may have paid his bill. She often has before.

I thought he got a check from his father in Toronto every month. Not enough to last him, huh?

Henry Clarendon IV gave me a sardonic smile. My dear fellow, Mitchell has no father in Toronto. He gets no monthly check. He lives on women. That is why he lives in a hotel like this. There is always some rich and lonely female in a luxury hotel. She may not be beautiful or very young, but she has other charms. In the dull season in Esmeralda, which is from the end of the race meet at Del Mar until about the middle of January, the pickings are very lean. Then Mitchell is apt to travel — Majorca or Switzerland if he can make it, to Florida or one of the Caribbean islands if he is not in rich funds. This year he had poor luck. I understand he only got as far as Washington.

He brushed a glance at me. I stayed deadpan polite, just a nice youngish guy (by his standards) being polite to an old gentleman who liked to talk.

Okay, I said. She paid his hotel bill, maybe. But why a week in advance?

He moved one gloved hand over the other. He tilted his stick and followed it with his body. He stared at the pattern in the carpet. Finally he clicked his teeth. He had solved the problem. He straightened up again.

That would be severance pay, he said dryly. The final and irrevocable end of the romance. Mrs. West, as the English say, had had it. Also, there was a new arrival in Mitchells company yesterday, a girl with dark red hair. Chestnut red, not fire red or strawberry red. What I saw of their relationship seemed to me a little peculiar. They were both under some sort of strain.

Would Mitchell blackmail a woman?

He chuckled. He would blackmail an infant in a cradle. A man who lives on women always blackmails them, although the word may not be used. He also steals from them when he can get his hands on any of their money. Mitchell forged two checks with Margo Wests name. That ended the affair. No doubt she has the checks. But she wont do anything about it except keep them.

Mr. Clarendon, with all due respect, how in hell would you know all these things?

She told me. She cried on my shoulder. He looked toward the handsome dark-haired woman. She does not at the moment look as if I could be telling the truth. Nevertheless I am.

And why are you telling it to me?

His face moved into a rather ghastly grin. I have no delicacy. I should like to marry Margo West myself. It would reverse the pattern. Very small things amuse a man of my age. A hummingbird, the extraordinary way a strellitzia bloom opens. Why at a certain point in its growth does the bud turn at right angles? Why does the bud split so gradually and why do the flowers emerge always in a certain exact order, so that the sharp unopened end of the bud looks like a birds beak and the blue and orange petals make a bird of paradise? What strange deity made such a complicated world when presumably he could have made a simple one? Is he omnipotent? How could he be? Theres so much suffering and almost always by the innocent. Why will a mother rabbit trapped in a burrow by a ferret put her babies behind her and allow her throat to be torn out? Why? In two weeks more she would not even recognize them. Do you believe in God, young man?

It was a long way around, but it seemed I had to travel it. If you mean an omniscient and omnipotent God who intended everything exactly the way it is, no.

But you should, Mr. Marlowe. It is a great comfort. We all come to it in the end because we have to die and become dust. Perhaps for the individual that is all, perhaps not. There are grave difficulties about the afterlife. I dont think I should really enjoy a heaven in which I shared lodgings with a Congo pygmy or a Chinese coolie or a Levantine rug peddler or even a Hollywood producer. Im a snob, I suppose, and the remark is in bad taste. Nor can I imagine a heaven presided over by a benevolent character in a long white beard locally known as God. These are foolish conceptions of very immature minds. But you may not question a mans religious beliefs however idiotic they may be. Of course I have no right to assume that I shall go to heaven. Sounds rather dull, as a matter of fact. On the other hand how can I imagine a hell in which a baby that died before baptism occupies the same degraded position as a hired killer or a Nazi death-camp commandant or a member of the Politburo? How strange it is that mans finest aspirations, dirty little animal that he is, his finest actions also, his great and unselfish heroism, his constant daily courage in a harsh world — how strange that these things should be so much finer than his fate on this earth. That has to be somehow made reasonable. Dont tell me that honor is merely a chemical reaction or that a man who deliberately gives his life for another is merely following a behavior pattern. Is God happy with the poisoned cat dying alone in convulsions behind the billboard? Is God happy that life is cruel and that only the fittest survive? The fittest for what? Oh no, far from it. If God were omnipotent and omniscient in any literal sense, he wouldnt have bothered to make the universe at all. There is no success where there is no possibility of failure, no art without the resistance of the medium. Is it blasphemy to suggest that God has his bad days when nothing goes right, and that Gods days are very, very long?

Youre a wise man, Mr. Clarendon. You said something about reversing the pattern.

He smiled faintly. You thought I had lost the place in the overlong book of my words. No sir, I had not. A woman like Mrs. West almost always ends up marrying a series of pseudo-elegant fortune hunters, tango dancers with handsome sideburns, skiing instructors with beautiful blond muscles, faded French and Italian aristocrats, shoddy princelings from the Middle East, each worse than the one before. She might even in her extremity marry a man like Mitchell. If she married me, she would marry an old bore, but at least she would marry a gentleman.

Yeah.

He chuckled. The monosyllable indicates a surfeit of Henry Clarendon IV. I dont blame you. Very well, Mr. Marlowe, why are you interested in Mitchell? But I suppose you cant tell me.

No sir, I cant. Im interested in knowing why he left so soon after coming back, who paid his bill for him and why, if Mrs. West or, say, some well-heeled friend like Clark Brandon paid for him, it was necessary to pay a week in advance as well.

His thin worn eyebrows curved upwards. Brandon could easily guarantee Mitchells account by lifting the telephone. Mrs. West might prefer to give him the money and have him pay the bill himself. But a week in advance? Why would our Javonen tell you that? What does it suggest to you?

That theres something about Mitchell the hotel doesnt want known. Something that might cause the sort of publicity they hate.

Such as?

Suicide and murder are the sort of things I mean. Thats just by way of example. Youve noticed how the name of a big hotel is hardly ever mentioned when one of the guests jumps out of a window? Its always a midtown or a downtown hotel or a well-known exclusive hotel — something like that. And if its rather a high class place, you never see any cops in the lobby, no matter what happened upstairs.

His eyes went sideways and mine followed his. The canasta table was breaking up. The dolled-up and well-iced woman called Margo West strolled off towards the bar with one of the men, her cigarette holder sticking out like a bowsprit.

So?

Well, I said, and I was working hard, if Mitchell keeps his room on the records, whatever room he had—

Four-eighteen, Clarendon put in calmly. On the ocean side. Fourteen dollars a day out of season, eighteen in season.

Not exactly cheap for a guy on his uppers. But he still has it, lets say. So whatever happened, hes just away for a few days. Took his car out, put his luggage in around seven a.m. this morning. A damn funny time to leave when he was as drunk as a skunk late last night.

Clarendon leaned back and let his gloved hands hang limp. I could see that he was getting tired. If it happened that way, wouldnt the hotel prefer to have you think he had left for good? Then youd have to search for him somewhere else. That is, if you really are searching for him.

I met his pale stare. He grinned.

Youre not making very good sense to me, Mr. Marlowe. I talk and talk, but not merely to hear the sound of my voice. I dont hear it naturally in any case. Talking gives me an opportunity to study people without seeming altogether rude. I have studied you. My intuition, if such be the correct word, tells me that your interest in Mitchell is rather tangential. Otherwise you would not be so open about it.

Uh-huh. Could be, I said. It was a spot for a paragraph of lucid prose. Henry Clarendon IV would have obliged. I didnt have a damn thing more to say.

Run along now, he said. Im tired. Im going up to my room and lie down a little. A pleasure to have met you, Mr. Marlowe. He got slowly to his feet and steadied himself with the stick. It was an effort. I stood up beside him.

I never shake hands, he said. My hands are ugly and painful. I wear gloves for that reason. Good evening. If I dont see you again, good luck.

He went off, walking slowly and keeping his head erect. I could see that walking wasnt any fun for him.

The two steps up from the main lobby to the arch were made one at a time, with a pause in between. His right foot always moved first. The cane bore down hard beside his left. He went out through the arch and I watched him move towards an elevator. I decided Mr. Henry Clarendon IV was a pretty smooth article.

I strolled along to the bar. Mrs. Margo West was sitting in the amber shadows with one of the canasta players. The waiter was just setting drinks before them. I didnt pay too much attention because farther along in a little booth against the wall was someone I knew better. And alone.

She had the same clothes on except that she had taken the bandeau off her hair and it hung loose around her face.

I sat down. The waiter came over and I ordered. He went away. The music from the invisible record player was low and ingratiating.

She smiled a little. Im sorry I lost my temper, she said. I was very rude.

Forget it. I had it coming.

Were you looking for me in here?

Not especially.

Were you — oh, I forgot. She reached for her bag and put it in her lap. She fumbled in it and then passed something rather small across the table, something not small enough for her hand to hide that it was a folder of travelers checks. I promised you these.

No.

Take them, you fool! I dont want the waiter to see.

I took the folder and slipped it into my pocket. I reached into my inside pocket and got out a small receipt book. I entered the counterfoil and then the body of the receipt. Received from Miss Betty Mayfield, Hotel Casa del Poniente, Esmeralda, California, the sum of $5000 in American Express Company travelers checks of $100 denomination, countersigned by the owner, and remaining her property subject to her demand at any time until a fee is arranged with, and an employment accepted by me, the undersigned.

I signed this rigmarole and held the book for her to see it.

Read it and sign your name in the lower left-hand corner.

She took it and held it close to the light.

You make me tired, she said. Whatever are you trying to spring?

That Im on the level and you think so.

She took the pen I held out and signed and gave the stuff back to me. I tore out the original and handed it to her. I put the book away.

The waiter came and put my drink down. He didnt wait to be paid. Betty shook her head at him. He went away.

Why dont you ask me if I have found Larry?

All right. Have you found Larry, Mr. Marlowe?

No. He has skipped the hotel. He had a room on the fourth floor on the same side as your room. Must be fairly nearly under it. He took nine pieces of luggage and beat it in his Buick. The house peeper, whose name is Javonen — he calls himself an assistant manager and security officer — is satisfied that Mitchell paid his bill and even a week in advance for his room. He has no worries. He doesnt like me, of course.

Does somebody?

You do — five thousand dollars worth.

Oh, you are an idiot. Do you think Mitchell will come back?

I told you he paid a week in advance.

She sipped her drink quietly. So you did. But that could mean something else.

Sure. Just spitballing, for example, I might say it could mean that he didnt pay his bill, but someone else did. And that the someone else wanted time to do something — such as getting rid of that body on your balcony last night. That is, if there was a body.

Oh, stop it!

She finished her drink, killed her cigarette, stood up and left me with the check. I paid it and went back through the lobby, for no reason that I could think of. Perhaps by pure instinct. And I saw Goble getting into the elevator. He seemed to have a rather strained expression. As he turned he caught my eye, or seemed to, but he gave no sign of knowing me. The elevator went up.

I went out to my car and drove back to the Rancho Descansado. I lay down on the couch and went to sleep. It had been a lot of day. Perhaps if I had a rest and my brain cleared, I might have some faint idea of what I was doing.


EIGHTEEN
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AN HOUR LATER I was parked in front of the hardware store. It wasnt the only hardware store in Esmeralda, but it was the only one that backed on the alley called Poltons Lane. I walked east and counted the stores. There were seven of them to the corner, all shining with plate glass and chromium trim. On the corner was a dress shop with mannequins in the windows, scarves and gloves and costume jewelry laid out under the lights. No prices showing. I rounded the corner and went south. Heavy eucalyptus trees grew out of the sidewalk. They branched low down and the trunks looked hard and heavy, quite unlike the tall brittle stuff that grows around Los Angeles. At the far corner of Poltons Lane there was an automobile agency. I followed its high blank wall, looking at broken crates, piles of cartons, trash drums, dusty parking spaces, the back yard of elegance. I counted the buildings. It was easy. No questions to ask. A light burned in the small window of a tiny frame cottage that had long ago been somebodys simple home. The cottage had a wooden porch with a broken railing. It had been painted once, but that was in the remote past before the shops swallowed it up. Once it may even have had a garden. The shingles of the roof were warped. The front door was a dirty mustard yellow. The window was shut tight and needed hosing off. Behind part of it hung what remained of an old roller blind. There were two steps up to the porch, but only one had a tread. Behind the cottage and halfway to the loading platform of the hardware store there was what had presumably been a privy. But I could see where a water pipe cut through the sagging side. A rich mans improvements on a rich mans property. A one-unit slum.

I stepped over the hollow place where a step would have been and knocked on the door. There was no bell push. Nobody answered. I tried the knob. Nobody had locked the door. I pushed it open and went in. I had that feeling. I was going to find something nasty inside.

A bulb burned in a frayed lamp crooked on its base, the paper shade split. There was a couch with a dirty blanket on it. There was an old cane chair, a Boston rocker, a table covered with a smeared oilcloth. On the table spread out beside a coffee cup was a copy of El Diario, a Spanish language newspaper, also a saucer with cigarette stubs, a dirty plate, a tiny radio which emitted music. The music stopped and a man began to rattle off a commercial in Spanish. I turned it off. The silence fell like a bag of feathers. Then the clicking of an alarm clock from beyond a half open door. Then the clank of a small chain, a fluttering sound and a cracked voice said rapidly: Quién es? Quién es? Quién es? This was followed by the angry chattering of monkeys. Then silence again.

From a big cage over in the corner the round angry eye of a parrot looked at me. He sidled along the perch as far as he could go.

Amigo, I said.

The parrot let out a screech of insane laughter.

Watch your language, brother, I said.

The parrot crabwalked to the other end of the perch and pecked into a white cup and shook oatmeal from his beak contemptuously. In another cup there was water. It was messy with oatmeal.

I bet youre not even housebroken, I said.

The parrot stared at me and shuffled. He turned his head and stared at me with his other eye. Then he leaned forward and fluttered his tail feathers and proved me right.

Necio! he screamed. Fuera!

Somewhere water dripped from a leaky faucet. The clock ticked. The parrot imitated the ticking amplified.

I said: Pretty Polly.

Hijo de la chingada, the parrot said.

I sneered at him and pushed the half-open door into what there was of a kitchen. The linoleum on the floor was worn through to the boards in front of the sink. There was a rusty three-burner gas stove, an open shelf with some dishes and the alarm clock, a riveted hot water tank on a support in the corner, the antique kind that blows up because it has no safety valve. There was a narrow rear door, closed, with a key in the lock, and a single window, locked. There was a light bulb hanging from the ceiling. The ceiling above it was cracked and stained from roof leaks. Behind me the parrot shuffled aimlessly on his perch and once in a while let out a bored croak.

On the zinc drainboard lay a short length of black rubber tubing, and beside that a glass hypodermic syringe with the plunger pushed home. In the sink were three long thin empty tubes of glass with tiny corks near them. I had seen such tubes before.

I opened the back door, stepped to the ground and walked to the converted privy. It had a sloping roof, about eight feet high in front, less than six at the back. It opened outward, being too small to open any other way. It was locked but the lock was old. It did not resist me much.

The mans scuffed toes almost touched the floor. His head was up in the darkness inches from the two by four that held up the roof. He was hanging by a black wire, probably a piece of electric light wire. The toes of his feet were pointed down as if they reached to stand on tiptoe. The worn cuffs of his khaki denim pants hung below his heels. I touched him enough to know that he was cold enough so that there was no point in cutting him down.

He had made very sure of that. He had stood by the sink in his kitchen and knotted the rubber tube around his arm, then clenched his fist to make the vein stand out, then shot a syringeful of morphine sulphate into his blood stream. Since all three of the tubes were empty, it was a fair guess that one of them had been full. He could not have taken in less than enough. Then he had laid the syringe down and released the knotted tube. It wouldnt be long, not a shot directly into the blood stream. Then he had gone out to his privy and stood on the seat and knotted the wire around his throat. By that time he would be dizzy. He could stand there and wait until his knees went slack and the weight of his body took care of the rest. He would know nothing. He would already be asleep.

I closed the door on him. I didnt go back into the house. As I went along the side towards Poltons Lane, that handsome residential street, the parrot inside the shack heard me and screeched: Quién es? Quién es? Quién es?

Who is it? Nobody, friend. Just a footfall in the night.

I walked softly, going away.


NINETEEN
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I WALKED SOFTLY, in no particular direction, but I knew where I would end up. I always did. At the Casa del Poniente. I climbed back into my car on Grand and circled a few blocks aimlessly, and then I was parked as usual in a slot near the bar entrance. As I got out I looked at the car beside mine. It was Gobles shabby dark little jalopy. He was as adhesive as a band-aid.

At another time I would have been racking my brains for some idea of what he was up to, but now I had a worse problem. I had to go to the police and report the hanging man. But I had no notion what to tell them. Why did I go to his house? Because, if he was telling the truth, he had seen Mitchell leave early in the morning. Why was that of significance? Because I was looking for Mitchell myself. I wanted to have a heart to heart talk with him. About what? And from there on I had no answers that would not lead to Betty Mayfield, who she was, where she came from, why she changed her name, what had happened back in Washington, or Virginia or wherever it was, that made her run away.

I had $5000 of her money in travelers checks in my pocket, and she wasnt even formally my client. I was stuck, but good.

I walked over to the edge of the cliff and listened to the sound of the surf. I couldnt see anything but the occasional gleam of a wave breaking out beyond the cove. In the cove the waves dont break, they slide in politely, like floorwalkers. There would be a bright moon later, but it hadnt checked in yet.

Someone was standing not far away, doing what I was doing. A woman. I waited for her to move. When she moved I would know whether I knew her. No two people move in just the same way, just as no two sets of fingerprints match exactly.

I lit a cigarette and let the lighter flare in my face, and she was beside me.

Isnt it about time you stopped following me around?

Youre my client. Im trying to protect you. Maybe on my seventieth birthday someone will tell me why.

I didnt ask you to protect me. Im not your client. Why dont you go home — if you have a home — and stop annoying people?

Youre my client — five thousand dollars worth. I have to do something for it — even if its no more than growing a mustache.

Youre impossible. I gave you the money to let me alone. Youre impossible. Youre the most impossible man I ever met. And Ive met some dillies.

What happened to that tall exclusive apartment house in Rio? Where I was going to lounge in silk pajamas and play with your long lascivious hair, while the butler set out the Wedgwood and the Georgian silver with that faint dishonest smile and those delicate gestures, like a pansy hair stylist fluttering around a screen star?

Oh, shut up!

Wasnt a firm offer, huh? Just a passing fancy, or not even that. Just a trick to make me slaughter my sleeping hours and trot around looking for bodies that werent there.

Did anybody ever give you a swift poke in the nose?

Frequently, but sometimes I make them miss.

I grabbed hold of her. She tried to fight me off, but no fingernails. I kissed the top of her head. Suddenly she clung to me and turned her face up.

All right. Kiss me, if its any satisfaction to you. I suppose you would rather have this happen where there was a bed.

Im human.

Dont kid yourself. Youre a dirty low-down detective. Kiss me.

I kissed her. With my mouth close to hers I said: He hanged himself tonight.

She jerked away from me violently. Who? she asked in a voice that could hardly speak.

The night garage attendant here. You may never have seen him. He was on mesca, tea, marijuana. But tonight he shot himself full of morphine and hanged himself in the privy behind his shack in Poltons Lane. Thats an alley behind Grand Street.

She was shaking now. She was hanging on to me as if to keep from falling down. She tried to say something, but her voice was just a croak.

He was the guy that said he saw Mitchell leave with his nine suitcases early this morning. I wasnt sure I believed him. He told me where he lived and I went over this evening to talk to him some more. And now I have to go to the cops and tell them. And what do I tell them without telling them about Mitchell and from then on about you?

Please — please — please leave me out of it, she whispered. Ill give you more money. Ill give you all the money you want.

For Petes sake. Youve already given me more than Id keep. It isnt money I want. Its some sort of understanding of what the hell Im doing and why. You must have heard of professional ethics. Some shreds of them still stick to me. Are you my client?

Yes. I give up. They all give up to you in the end, dont they?

Far from it. I get pushed around plenty.

I got the folder of travelers checks out of my pocket and put a pencil flash on them and tore out five. I refolded it and handed it to her. Ive kept five hundred dollars. That makes it legal. Now tell me what its all about.

No. You dont have to tell anybody about that man.

Yes, I do. I have to go to the cop house just about now. I have to. And I have no story to tell them that they wont bust open in three minutes. Here, take your goddam checks — and if you ever push them at me again, Ill smack your bare bottom.

She grabbed the folder and tore off into the darkness to the hotel. I just stood there and felt like a damn fool. I dont know how long I stood there, but finally I stuffed the five checks into my pocket and went wearily back to my car and started off to the place where I knew I had to go.


TWENTY
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A MAN NAMED Fred Pope who ran a small motel had once told me his views on Esmeralda. He was elderly, talkative, and it always pays to listen. The most unlikely people sometimes drop a fact or two that means a lot in my business.

I been here thirty years, he said. When I come here I had dry asthma. Now I got wet asthma. I recall when this town was so quiet dogs slept in the middle of the boulevard and you had to stop your car, if you had a car, and get out and push them out of the way. The bastards just sneered at you. Sundays it was like you was already buried. Everything shut up as tight as a bank vault. You could walk down Grand Street and have as much fun as a stiff in the morgue. You couldnt even buy a pack of cigarettes. It was so quiet you could of heard a mouse combin his whiskers. Me and my old woman — shes been dead fifteen years now — used to play cribbage in a little place we had down on the street that goes along the cliff, and wed listen in case something exciting would happen — like an old geezer taking a walk and tapping with a cane. I dont know if the Hellwigs wanted it that way or whether old man Hellwig done it out of spite. In them years he didnt live here. He was a big shot in the farm equipment business.

More likely, I said, he was smart enough to know that a place like Esmeralda would become a valuable investment in time.

Maybe, Fred Pope said. Anyhow, he just about created the town. And after a while he came to live here — up on the hill in one of them great big stucco houses with tile roofs. Pretty fancy. He had gardens with terraces and big green lawns and flowering shrubs, and wrought iron gates — imported from Italy, I heard, and Arizona fieldstone walks, and not just one garden, half a dozen. And enough land to keep the neighbors out of his hair. He drank a couple bottles of hooch a day and I heard he was a pretty rough customer. He had one daughter, Miss Patricia Hellwig. She was the real cream and still is.

By that time Esmeralda had begun to fill up. At first it was a lot of old women and their husbands, and Im tellin you the mortician business was real good with tired old men that died and got planted by their loving widows. The goddam women last too long. Mine didnt.

He stopped and turned his head away for a moment, before he went on.

There was a streetcar from San Diego by then, but the town was still quiet — too quiet. Not hardly anybody got born here. Child-bearing was thought kind of too sexy. But the war changed all that. Now we got guys that sweat, and tough school kids in levis and dirty shirts, and artists and country club drunks and them little gifte shoppes that sell you a two-bit highball glass for eight-fifty. We got restaurants and liquor stores, but we still dont have no billboards or poolrooms or drive-ins. Last year they tried to put in a dime-in-the-slot telescope in the park. You ought to of heard the town council scream. They killed it for sure, but the place aint no bird refuge any more. We got as smart stores as Beverly Hills. And Miss Patricia, she spent her whole life working like a beaver to give things to the town. Hellwig died five years ago. The doctors told him he would have to cut down on the booze or he wouldnt live a year. He cussed them out and said if he couldnt take a drink when he wanted to, morning, noon or night, hed be damned if hed take one at all. He quit — and he was dead in a year.

The docs had a name for it — they always have — and I guess Miss Hellwig had a name for them. Anyway, they got bumped off the staff of the hospital and that knocked them loose from Esmeralda. It didnt matter a whole lot. We still got about sixty doctors here. The towns full of Hellwigs, some with other names, but all of the family one way or another. Some are rich and some work. I guess Miss Hellwig works harder than most. Shes eighty-six now, but tough as a mule. She dont chew tobacco, drink, smoke, swear or use no make-up. She give the town the hospital, a private school, a library, an art center, public tennis courts, and God knows what else. And she still gets driven in a thirty-year-old Rolls-Royce thats about as noisy as a Swiss watch. The mayor here is two jumps from a Hellwig, both downhill. I guess she built the municipal center too, and sold it to the city for a dollar. Shes some woman. Of course we got Jews here now, but let me tell you something. A Jew is supposed to give you a sharp deal and steal your nose, if you aint careful. Thats all bunk. A Jew enjoys trading; he likes business, but hes only tough on the surface. Underneath a Jewish businessman is usually real nice to deal with. Hes human. If you want cold-blooded skinning, we got a bunch of people in this town now that will cut you down to the bone and add a service charge. Theyll take your last dollar from you between your teeth and look at you like you stole it from them.


TWENTY-ONE
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THE COP HOUSE was part of a long modernistic building at the corner of Hellwig and Orcutt. I parked and went into it, still wondering how to tell my story, and still knowing I had to tell it.

The business office was small but very clean, and the duty officer on the desk had two sharp creases in his shirt, and his uniform looked as if it had been pressed ten minutes before. A battery of six speakers on the wall was bringing in police and sheriffs reports from all over the county. A tilted plaque on the desk said the duty officers name was Griddell. He looked at me the way they all look, waiting.

What can we do for you, sir? He had a cool pleasant voice, and that look of discipline you find in the best ones.

I have to report a death. In a shack behind the hardware store on Grand, in an alley called Poltons Lane, theres a man hanging in a sort of privy. Hes dead. No chance to save him.

Your name, please? He was already pressing buttons.

Philip Marlowe. Im a Los Angeles private detective.

Did you notice the number of this place?

It didnt have one that I could see. But its right smack behind the Esmeralda Hardware Company.

Ambulance call, urgent, he said into his mike. Possible suicide in a small house behind the Esmeralda Hardware Store. Man hanging in a privy behind the house.

He looked up at me. Do you know his name?

I shook my head. But he was the night garage man at the Casa del Poniente.

He flicked some sheets of a book. We know him. Has a record for marijuana. Cant figure how he held the job, but he may be off it now, and his sort of labor is pretty scarce here.

A tall sergeant with a granite face came into the office, gave me a quick glance and went out. A car started.

The duty officer flicked a key on a small PBX. Captain, this is Griddell on the desk. A Mr. Philip Marlowe has reported a death in Poltons Lane. Ambulance moving. Sergeant Green is on his way. I have two patrol cars in the vicinity.

He listened for a moment, then looked at me. Captain Alessandro would like to speak to you, Mr. Marlowe. Down the hall, last door on the right, please.

He was on the mike again before I was through the swinging door.

The last door on the right had two names on it. Captain Alessandro in a plaque fastened to the wood, and Sergeant Green on a removable panel. The door was half open, so I knocked and went in.

The man at the desk was as immaculate as the desk officer. He was studying a card through a magnifying glass, and a tape recorder beside him was telling some dreary story in a crumpled, unhappy voice. The captain was about six feet three inches tall and had thick dark hair and a clear olive skin. His uniform cap was on the desk near him. He looked up, cut off the tape recorder and put down the magnifying glass and the card.

Have a seat, Mr. Marlowe.

I sat down. He looked at me for a moment without speaking. He had rather soft brown eyes, but his mouth was not soft.

I understand you know Major Javonen at the Casa.

Ive met him, Captain. We are not close friends.

He smiled faintly. Thats hardly to be expected. He wouldnt enjoy private detectives asking questions in the hotel. He used to be in the CIC. We still call him Major. This is the politest goddam town I was ever in. We are a goddam smooth bunch around here, but were police just the same. Now about this Ceferino Chang?

So thats his name. I didnt know.

Yes. We know him. May I ask what you are doing in Esmeralda?

I was hired by a Los Angeles attorney named Clyde Umney to meet the Super Chief and follow a certain party until that party came to a stop somewhere. I wasnt told why, but Mr. Umney said he was acting for a firm of Washington attorneys and he didnt know why himself. I took the job because there is nothing illegal in following a person, if you dont interfere with that person. The party ended up in Esmeralda. I went back to Los Angeles and tried to find out what it was all about. I couldnt, so I took what I thought was a reasonable fee, two hundred and fifty, and absorbed my own expenses. Mr. Umney was not very pleased with me.

The captain nodded. That doesnt explain why you are here or what you have to do with Ceferino Chang. And since you are not now working for Mr. Umney, unless you are working for another attorney you have no privilege.

Give me a break, if you can, Captain. I found out that the party I was following was being blackmailed, or there was an attempt at blackmail, by a man named Larry Mitchell. He lives or lived at the Casa. I have been trying to get in touch with him, but the only information I have is from Javonen and this Ceferino Chang. Javonen said he checked out, paid his bill, and a week in advance for his room. Chang told me he left at seven a.m. this morning with nine suitcases. There was something a bit peculiar about Changs manner, so I wanted to have another talk with him.

How did you know where he lived?

He told me. He was a bitter man. He said he lived on a rich mans property, and he seemed angry that it wasnt kept up.

Not good enough, Marlowe.

Okay, I didnt think it was myself. He was on the weed. I pretended to be a pusher. Once in a while in my business a man has to do a good deal of faking.

Better. But theres something missing. The name of your client — if you have one.

Could it be in confidence?

Depends. We never disclose the names of blackmail victims, unless they come out in court. But if this party has committed or been indicted for a crime, or has crossed a state line to escape prosecution, then it would be my duty as an officer of the law to report her present whereabouts and the name she is using.

Her? So you know already. Why ask me? I dont know why she ran away. She wont tell me. All I know is she is in trouble and in fear, and that somehow Mitchell knew enough to make her say uncle.

He made a smooth gesture with his hand and fished a cigarette out of a drawer. He stuck it in his mouth but didnt light it.

He gave me another steady look.

Okay, Marlowe. For now Ill let it lay. But if you dig anything up, here is where you bring it.

I stood up. He stood up too and held his hand out.

Were not tough. We just have a job to do. Dont get too hostile with Javonen. The guy who owns that hotel draws a lot of water around here.

Thanks, Captain. Ill try to be a nice little boy — even to Javonen.

I went back along the hall. The same officer was on the desk. He nodded to me and I went out into the evening and got into my car. I sat with my hands tight on the steering wheel. I wasnt too used to cops who treated me as if I had a right to be alive. I was sitting there when the desk officer poked his head out of the door and called that Captain Alessandro wanted to see me again.

When I got back to Captain Alessandros office, he was on the telephone. He nodded me to the customers chair and went on listening and making quick notes in what looked like the sort of condensed writing that many reporters use. After a while he said: Thanks very much. Well be in touch.

He leaned back and tapped on his desk and frowned.

That was a report from the sheriffs substation at Escondido. Mitchells car has been found — apparently abandoned. I thought you might like to know.

Thanks, Captain. Where was this?

About twenty miles from here, on a country road that leads to Highway 395, but is not the road a man would naturally take to get to 395. Its a place called Los Peñasquitos Canyon. Nothing there but outcrop and barren land and a dry river bed. I know the place. This morning a rancher named Gates went by there with a small truck, looking for fieldstone to build a wall. He passed a two-tone Buick hardtop parked off the side of the road. He didnt pay much attention to the Buick, except to notice that it hadnt been in a wreck, so somebody just parked it there.

Later on in the day, around four, Gates went back to pick up another load of fieldstone. The Buick was still there. This time he stopped and looked it over. No keys in the lock, but the car wasnt locked up. No sign of any damage. Just the same, Gates wrote down the license number and the name and address on the registration certificate. When he got back to his ranch he called the substation at Escondido. Of course the deputies knew Los Peñasquitos Canyon. One of them went over and looked at the car. Clean as a whistle. The deputy managed to trick the trunk open. Empty except for a spare tire and a few tools. So he went back to Escondido and called in here. Ive just been talking to him.

I lit a cigarette and offered one to Captain Alessandro. He shook his head.

Got any ideas, Marlowe?

No more than you have.

Lets hear them anyway.

If Mitchell had some good reason to get lost and had a friend who would pick him up — a friend nobody here knew anything about — he would have stored his car in some garage. That wouldnt have made anyone curious. There wouldnt be anything to make the garage curious. They would just be storing a car. Mitchells suitcases would already have been in his friends car.

So?

So there wasnt any friend. So Mitchell disappeared into thin air — with his nine suitcases — on a very lonely road that was hardly ever used.

Go on from there. His voice was hard now. It had an edge to it. I stood up.

Dont bully me, Captain Alessandro. I havent done anything wrong. Youve been very human so far. Please dont get the idea that I had anything to do with Mitchells disappearance. I didnt — and still dont — know what he had on my client. I just know that she is a lonely and frightened and unhappy girl. When I know why, if I do manage to find out, Ill let you know or I wont. If I dont, youll just have to throw the book at me. It wouldnt be the first time its happened to me. I dont sell out — even to good police officers.

Lets hope it doesnt turn out that way, Marlowe. Lets hope.

Im hoping with you, Captain. And thanks for treating me the way you have.

I walked back down the corridor, nodded to the duty officer on the desk and climbed back into my car again. I felt twenty years older.

I knew — and I was pretty damn sure Captain Alessandro knew too — that Mitchell wasnt alive, that he hadnt driven his car to Los Peñasquitos Canyon, but somebody had driven him there, with Mitchell lying dead on the floor of the back seat.

There was no other possible way to look at it. There are things that are facts, in a statistical sense, on paper, on a tape recorder, in evidence. And there are things that are facts because they have to be facts, because nothing makes any sense otherwise.
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IT IS LIKE a sudden scream in the night, but there is no sound. Almost always at night, because the dark hours are the hours of danger. But it has happened to me also in broad daylight — that strange, clarified moment when I suddenly know something I have no reason for knowing. Unless out of the long years and the long tensions, and in the present case, the abrupt certainty that what bullfighters call the moment of truth is here.

There was no other reason, no sensible reason at all. But I parked across from the entrance to the Rancho Descansado, and cut my lights and ignition, and then drifted about fifty yards downhill and pulled the brake back hard.

I walked up to the office. There was the small glow of light over the night bell, but the office was closed. It was only ten-thirty. I walked around to the back and drifted through the trees. I came on two parked cars. One was a Hertz rent car, as anonymous as a nickel in a parking meter, but by bending down I could read the license number. The car next to it was Gobles little dark jalopy. It didnt seem very long since it was parked by the Casa del Poniente. Now it was here.

I went on through the trees until I was below my room. It was dark, soundless. I went up the few steps very slowly and put my ear to the door. For a little while I heard nothing. Then I heard a strangled sob — a mans sob, not a womans. Then a thin, low cackling laugh. Then what seemed to be a hard blow. Then silence.

I went back down the steps and through the trees to my car. I unlocked the trunk and got out a tire iron. I went back to my room as carefully as before — even more carefully. I listened again. Silence. Nothing. The quiet of the night. I reached out my pocket flash and flicked it once at the window, then slid away from the door. For several minutes nothing happened. Then the door opened a crack.

I hit it hard with my shoulder and smashed it wide open. The man stumbled back and then laughed. I saw the glint of his gun in the faint light. I smashed his wrist with the tire iron. He screamed. I smashed his other wrist. I heard the gun hit the floor.

I reached back and switched the lights on. I kicked the door shut.

He was a pale-faced redhead with dead eyes. His face was twisted with pain, but his eyes were still dead. Hurt as he was, he was still tough.

You aint going to live long, boy, he said.

Youre not going to live at all. Get out of my way.

He managed to laugh.

Youve still got legs, I said. Bend them at the knees and lie down — face down — that is, if you want a face.

He tried to spit at me, but his throat choked. He slid down to his knees, holding his arms out. He was groaning now. Suddenly he crumpled. Theyre so goddam tough when they hold the stacked deck. And they never know any other kind of deck.

Goble was lying on the bed. His face was a mass of bruises and cuts. His nose was broken. He was unconscious and breathing as if half strangled.

The redhead was still out, and his gun lay on the floor near him. I wrestled his belt off and strapped his ankles together. Then I turned him over and went through his pockets. He had a wallet with $670 in it, a drivers license in the name of Richard Harvest, and the address of a small hotel in San Diego. His pocketbook contained numbered checks on about twenty banks, a set of credit cards, but no gun permit.

I left him lying there and went down to the office. I pushed the button of the night bell, and kept on pushing it. After a while a figure came down through the dark. It was Jack in a bathrobe and pajamas. I still had the tire iron in my hand.

He looked startled. Something the matter, Mr. Marlowe?

Oh, no. Just a hoodlum in my room waiting to kill me. Just another man beaten to pieces on my bed. Nothing the matter at all. Quite normal around here, perhaps.

Ill call the police.

That would be awfully damn nice of you, Jack. As you see, I am still alive. You know what you ought to do with this place? Turn it into a pet hospital.

He unlocked the door and went into the office. When I heard him talking to the police I went back to my room. The redhead had guts. He had managed to get into a sitting position against the wall. His eyes were still dead and his mouth was twisted into a grin.

I went over to the bed. Gobles eyes were open.

I didnt make it, he whispered. Wasnt as good as I thought I was. Got out of my league.

The cops are on their way. How did it happen?

I walked into it. No complaints. This guys a lifetaker. Im lucky. Im still breathing. Made me drive over here. He cooled me, tied me up, then he was gone for a while.

Somebody must have picked him up, Goble. Theres a rent car beside yours. If he had that over at the Casa, how did he get back there for it?

Goble turned his head slowly and looked at me. I thought I was a smart cookie. I learned different. All I want is back to Kansas City. The little guys cant beat the big guys — not ever. I guess you saved my life.

Then the police were there.

First two prowl car boys, nice cool-looking serious men in the always immaculate uniforms and the always deadpan faces. Then a big tough sergeant who said his name was Sergeant Holzminder, and that he was the cruising sergeant on the shift. He looked at the redhead and went over to the bed.

Call the hospital, he said briefly, over his shoulder.

One of the cops went out to the car. The sergeant bent down over Goble. Want to tell me?

The redhead beat me up. He took my money. Stuck a gun into me at the Casa. Made me drive him here. Then he beat me up.

Why?

Goble made a sighing sound and his head went lax on the pillow. Either he passed out again or faked it. The sergeant straightened up and turned to me. Whats your story?

I havent any, Sergeant. The man on the bed had dinner with me tonight. Wed met a couple of times. He said he was a Kansas City PI. I never knew what he was doing here.

And this? The sergeant made a loose motion towards the redhead, who was still grinning a sort of unnatural epileptic grin.

I never saw him before. I dont know anything about him, except that he was waiting for me with a gun.

That your tire iron?

Yes, Sergeant.

The other cop came back into the room and nodded to the sergeant. On the way.

So you had a tire iron, the sergeant said coldly. So why?

Lets say I just had a hunch someone was waiting for me here.

Lets try it that you didnt have a hunch, that you already knew. And knew a lot more.

Lets try it that you dont call me a liar until you know what youre talking about. And lets try it that you dont get so goddam tough just because you have three stripes. And lets try something more. This guy may be a hood, but he still has two broken wrists, and you know what that means, Sergeant? Hell never be able to handle a gun again.

So we book you for mayhem.

If you say so, Sergeant.

Then the ambulance came. They carried Goble out first and then the intern put temporary splints on the two wrists of the redhead. They unstrapped his ankles. He looked at me and laughed.

Next time, pal, Ill think of something original — but you did all right. You really did.

He went out. The ambulance doors clanged shut and the growling sound of it died. The sergeant was sitting down now, with his cap off. He was wiping his forehead.

Lets try again, he said evenly. From the beginning. Like as if we didnt hate each other and were just trying to understand. Could we?

Yes, Sergeant. We could. Thanks for giving me the chance.
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EVENTUALLY I LANDED back at the cop house. Captain Alessandro had gone. I had to sign a statement for Sergeant Holzminder.

A tire iron, huh? he said musingly. Mister, you took an awful chance. He could have shot you four times while you were swinging on him.

I dont think so, Sergeant. I bumped him pretty hard with the door. And I didnt take a full swing. Also, maybe he wasnt supposed to shoot me. I dont figure he was in business for himself.

A little more of that, and they let me go. It was too late to do anything but go to bed, too late to talk to anyone. Just the same I went to the telephone company office and shut myself in one of the two neat outdoor booths and dialed the Casa del Poniente.

Miss Mayfield, please. Miss Betty Mayfield. Room 1224.

I cant ring a guest at this hour.

Why? You got a broken wrist? I was a real tough boy tonight. Do you think Id call if it wasnt an emergency?

He rang and she answered in a sleepy voice.

This is Marlowe. Bad trouble. Do I come there or do you come to my place?

What? What kind of trouble?

Just take it from me for just this once. Should I pick you up in the parking lot?

Ill get dressed. Give me a little time.

I went out to my car and drove to the Casa. I was smoking my third cigarette and wishing I had a drink when she came quickly and noiselessly up to the car and got in.

I dont know what this is all about, she began, but I interrupted her.

Youre the only one that does. And tonight youre going to tell me. And dont bother getting indignant. It wont work again.

I jerked the car into motion and drove fast through silent streets and then down the hill and into the Rancho Descansado and parked under the trees. She got out without a word and I unlocked my door and put the lights on.

Drink?

All right.

Are you doped?

Not tonight, if you mean sleeping pills. I was out with Clark and drank quite a lot of champagne. That always makes me sleepy.

I made a couple of drinks and gave her one. I sat down and leaned my head back.

Excuse me, I said. Im a little tired. Once in every two or three days I have to sit down. Its a weakness Ive tried to get over, but Im not as young as I was. Mitchells dead.

Her breath caught in her throat and her hand shook. She may have turned pale. I couldnt tell.

Dead? she whispered. Dead?

Oh, come off it. As Lincoln said, you can fool all of the detectives some of the time, and some of the detectives all the time, but you cant — —

Shut up! Shut up right now! Who the hell do you think you are?

Just a guy who has tried very hard to get where he could do you some good. A guy with enough experience and enough understanding to know that you were in some kind of jam. And wanted to help you out of it, with no help from you.

Mitchells dead, she said in a low breathless voice. I didnt mean to be nasty. Where?

His car has been found abandoned in a place you wouldnt know. Its about twenty miles inland, on a road thats hardly used. A place called Los Peñasquitos Canyon. A place of dead land. Nothing in his car, no suitcases. Just an empty car parked at the side of a road hardly anybody ever uses.

She looked down at her drink and took a big gulp. You said he was dead.

It seems like weeks, but its only hours ago that you came over here and offered me the top half of Rio to get rid of his body.

But there wasnt — I mean, I must just have dreamed—

Lady, you came over here at three oclock in the morning in a state of near-shock. You described just where he was and how he was lying on the chaise on your little porch. So I went back with you and climbed the fire stairs, using the infinite caution for which my profession is famous. And no Mitchell, and then you asleep in your little bed with your little sleeping pill cuddled up to you.

Get on with your act, she snapped at me. I know how you love it. Why didnt you cuddle up to me? I wouldnt have needed a sleeping pill — perhaps?

One thing at a time, if you dont mind. And the first thing is that you were telling the truth when you came here. Mitchell was dead on your porch. But someone got his body out of there while you were over here making a sucker out of me. And somebody got him down to his car and then packed his suitcases and got them down. All this took time. It took more than time. It took a great big reason. Now who would do a thing like that — just to save you the mild embarrassment of reporting a dead man on your porch?

Oh, shut up! She finished her drink and put the glass aside. Im tired. Do you mind if I lie down on your bed?

Not if you take your clothes off.

All right — Ill take my clothes off. Thats what youve been working up to, isnt it?

You might not like that bed. Goble was beaten up on it tonight — by a hired gun named Richard Harvest. He was really brutalized. You remember Goble, dont you? The fat sort of man in the little dark car that followed us up the hill the other night.

I dont know anybody named Goble. And I dont know anybody named Richard Harvest. How do you know all this? Why were they here — in your room?

The hired gun was waiting for me. After I heard about Mitchells car I had a hunch. Even generals and other important people have hunches. Why not me? The trick is to know when to act on one. I was lucky tonight — or last night. I acted on a hunch. He had a gun, but I had a tire iron.

What a big strong unbeatable man you are, she said bitterly. I dont mind the bed. Do I take my clothes off now?

I went over and jerked her to her feet and shook her. Stop your nonsense, Betty. When I want your beautiful white body, it wont be while youre my client. I want to know what you are afraid of. How the hell can I do anything about it if I dont know? Only you can tell me.

She began to sob in my arms.

Women have so few defenses, but they certainly perform wonders with those they have.

I held her tight against me. You can cry and cry and sob and sob, Betty. Go ahead, Im patient. If I wasnt that — well, hell, if I wasnt that—

That was as far as I got. She was pressed tight to me trembling. She lifted her face and dragged my head down until I was kissing her.

Is there some other woman? she asked softly, between my teeth.

There have been.

But someone very special?

There was once, for a brief moment. But thats a long time ago now.

Take me. Im yours — all of me is yours. Take me.
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A BANGING ON the door woke me. I opened my eyes stupidly. She was clinging to me so tightly that I could hardly move. I moved her arms gently until I was free. She was still sound asleep.

I got out of bed and pulled a bathrobe on and went to the door; I didnt open it.

Whats the matter? I was asleep.

Captain Alessandro wants you at the office right away. Open the door.

Sorry, cant be done. I have to shave and shower and so on.

Open the door. This is Sergeant Green.

Im sorry, Sergeant. I just cant. But Ill be along just as soon as I can make it.

You got a dame in there?

Sergeant, questions like that are out of line. Ill be there.

I heard his steps go down off the porch. I heard someone laugh. I heard a voice say, This guy is really rich. I wonder what he does on his day off.

I heard the police car going away. I went into the bathroom and showered and shaved and dressed. Betty was still glued to the pillow. I scribbled a note and put in on my pillow. The cops want me. I have to go. You know where my car is. Here are the keys.

I went out softly and locked the door and found the Hertz car. I knew the keys would be in it. Operators like Richard Harvest dont bother about keys. They carry sets of them for all sorts of cars.

Captain Alessandro looked exactly as he had the day before. He would always look like that. There was a man with him, an elderly stony-faced man with nasty eyes.

Captain Alessandro nodded me to the usual chair. A cop in uniform came in and put a cup of coffee in front of me. He gave me a sly grin as he went out.

This is Mr. Henry Cumberland of Westfield, Carolina, Marlowe, North Carolina. I dont know how he found his way out here, but he did. He says Betty Mayfield murdered his son.

I didnt say anything. There was nothing for me to say. I sipped the coffee which was too hot, but good otherwise.

Like to fill us in a little, Mr. Cumberland?

Whos this? He had a voice as sharp as his face.

A private detective named Philip Marlowe. He operates out of Los Angeles. He is here because Betty Mayfield is his client. It seems that you have rather more drastic ideas about Miss Mayfield than he has.

I dont have any ideas about her, Captain, I said. I just like to squeeze her once in a while. It soothes me.

You like being soothed by a murderess? Cumberland barked at me.

Well, I didnt know she was a murderess, Mr. Cumberland. Its all news to me. Would you care to explain?

The girl who calls herself Betty Mayfield — and that was her maiden name — was the wife of my son, Lee Cumberland. I never approved of the marriage. It was one of those wartime idiocies. My son received a broken neck in the war and had to wear a brace to protect his spinal column. One night she got it away from him and taunted him until he rushed at her. Unfortunately, he had been drinking rather heavily since he came home, and there had been quarrels. He tripped and fell across the bed. I came into the room and found her trying to put the brace back on his neck. He was already dead.

I looked at Captain Alessandro. Is this being recorded, Captain?

He nodded. Every word.

All right, Mr. Cumberland. Theres more, I take it.

Naturally. I have a great deal of influence in Westfield. I own the bank, the leading newspaper, most of the industry. The people of Westfield are my friends. My daughter-in-law was arrested and tried for murder and the jury brought in a verdict of guilty.

The jury were all Westfield people, Mr. Cumberland?

They were. Why shouldnt they be?

I dont know, sir. But it sounds like a one-man town.

Dont get impudent with me, young man.

Sorry, sir. Would you finish?

We have a peculiar law in our state, and I believe in a few other jurisdictions. Ordinarily the defense attorney makes an automatic motion for a directed verdict of not guilty and it is just as automatically denied. In my state the judge may reserve his ruling until after the verdict. The judge was senile. He reserved his ruling. When the jury brought in a verdict of guilty, he declared in a long speech that the jury had failed to consider the possibility that my son had in a drunken rage removed the brace from his neck in order to terrify his wife. He said that where there was so much bitterness anything was possible, and that the jury had failed to consider the possibility that my daughter-in-law might have been doing exactly what she said she was doing — trying to put the brace back on my sons neck. He voided the verdict and discharged the defendant.

I told her that she had murdered my son and that I would see to it that she had no place of refuge anywhere on this earth. That is why I am here.

I looked at the captain. He looked at nothing. I said: Mr. Cumberland, whatever your private convictions, Mrs. Lee Cumberland, whom I know as Betty Mayfield, has been tried and acquitted. You have called her a murderess. Thats a slander. Well settle for a million dollars.

He laughed almost grotesquely. You small-town nobody, he almost screamed. Where I come from you would be thrown into jail as a vagrant.

Make it a million and a quarter, I said. Im not so valuable as your ex-daughter-in-law.

Cumberland turned on Captain Alessandro. What goes on here? he barked. Are you all a bunch of crooks?

Youre talking to a police officer, Mr. Cumberland.

I dont give a good goddam what you are, Cumberland said furiously. There are plenty of crooked police.

Its a good idea to be sure — before you call them crooked, Alessandro said, almost with amusement. Then he lit a cigarette and blew smoke and smiled through it.

Take it easy, Mr. Cumberland. Youre a cardiac case. Prognosis unfavorable. Excitement is very bad for you. I studied medicine once. But somehow I became a cop. The war cut me off, I guess.

Cumberland stood up. Spittle showed on his chin. He made a strangled sound in his throat. You havent heard the last of this, he snarled.

Alessandro nodded. One of the interesting things about police work is that you never hear the last of anything. There are always too many loose ends. Just what would you like me to do? Arrest someone who has been tried and acquitted, just because you are a big shot in Westfield, Carolina?

I told her Id never give her any peace, Cumberland said furiously. Id follow her to the end of the earth. Id make sure everyone knew just what she was!

And what is she, Mr. Cumberland?

A murderess that killed my son and was let off by an idiot of a judge — thats what she is!

Captain Alessandro stood up, all six feet three inches of him. Take off, buster, he said coldly. You annoy me. Ive met all kinds of punks in my time. Most of them have been poor stupid backward kids. This is the first time Ive come across a great big important man who was just as stupid and vicious as a fifteen-year-old delinquent. Maybe you own Westfield, North Carolina, or think you do. You dont own a cigar butt in my town. Get out before I put the arm on you for interfering with an officer in the performance of his duties.

Cumberland almost staggered to the door and groped for the knob, although the door was wide open. Alessandro looked after him. He sat down slowly.

You were pretty rough, Captain.

Its breaking my heart. If anything I said makes him take another look at himself — oh well, hell!

Not his kind. Am I free to go?

Yes. Goble wont make charges. Hell be on his way back to Kansas City today. Well dig up something on this Richard Harvest, but whats the use? We put him away for a while, and a hundred just like him are available for the same work.

What do I do about Betty Mayfield?

I have a vague idea that youve already done it, he said, deadpan.

Not until I know what happened to Mitchell. I was just as deadpan as he was.

All I know is that hes gone. That doesnt make him police business.

I stood up. We gave each other those looks. I went out.
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SHE WAS STILL asleep. My coming in didnt wake her. She slept like a little girl, soundlessly, her face at peace. I watched her for a moment, then lit a cigarette and went out to the kitchen. When I had put coffee on to percolate in the handsome paper-thin dime store aluminum percolator provided by the management, I went back and sat on the bed. The note I had left was still on the pillow with my car keys.

I shook her gently and her eyes opened and blinked.

What time is it? she asked, stretching her bare arms as far as she could. God, I slept like a log.

Its time for you to get dressed. I have some coffee brewing. Ive been down to the police station — by request. Your father-in-law is in town, Mrs. Cumberland.

She shot upright and stared at me without breathing.

He got the brush, but good, from Captain Alessandro. He cant hurt you. Was that what all the fear was about?

Did he say — say what happened back in Westfield?

Thats what he came here to say. Hes mad enough to jump down his own throat. And what of it? You didnt, did you? Do what they said?

I did not. Her eyes blazed at me.

Wouldnt matter if you had — now. But it wouldnt make me very happy about last night. How did Mitchell get wise?

He just happened to be there or somewhere nearby. Good heavens, the papers were full of it for weeks. It wasnt hard for him to recognize me. Didnt they have it in the papers here?

They ought to have covered it, if only because of the unusual legal angle. If they did, I missed it. The coffee ought to be ready now. How do you take it?

Black, please. No sugar.

Fine. I dont have any cream or sugar. Why did you call yourself Eleanor King? No, dont answer that. Im stupid. Old man Cumberland would know your unmarried name.

I went out to the kitchen and removed the top of the percolator, and poured us both a cup. I carried hers to her. I sat down in a chair with mine. Our eyes met and were strangers again.

She put her cup aside. That was good. Would you mind looking the other way while I gather myself together?

Sure. I picked a paperback off the table and made a pretense of reading it. It was about some private eye whose idea of a hot scene was a dead naked woman hanging from the shower rail with the marks of torture on her. By that time Betty was in the bathroom. I threw the paperback into the wastebasket, not having a garbage can handy at the moment. Then I got to thinking there are two kinds of women you can make love to. Those who give themselves so completely and with such utter abandonment that they dont even think about their bodies. And there are those who are self-conscious and always want to cover up a little. I remembered a girl in a story by Anatole France who insisted on taking her stockings off. Keeping them on made her feel like a whore. She was right.

When Betty came out of the bathroom she looked like a fresh-opened rose, her make-up perfect, her eyes shining, every hair exactly in place.

Will you take me back to the hotel? I want to speak to Clark.

You in love with him?

I thought I was in love with you.

It was a cry in the night, I said. Lets not try to make it more than it was. Theres more coffee out in the kitchen.

No, thanks. Not until breakfast. Havent you ever been in love? I mean enough to want to be with a woman every day, every month, every year?

Lets go.

How can such a hard man be so gentle? she asked wonderingly.

If I wasnt hard, I wouldnt be alive. If I couldnt ever be gentle, I wouldnt deserve to be alive.

I held her coat for her and we went out to my car. On the way back to the hotel she didnt speak at all. When we got there and I slid into the now familiar parking slot, I took the five folded travelers checks out of my pocket and held them out to her.

Lets hope its the last time we pass these back and forth, I said. Theyre wearing out.

She looked at them, but didnt take them. I thought they were your fee, she said rather sharply.

Dont argue, Betty. You know very well that I couldnt take money from you.

After last night?

After nothing. I just couldnt take it. Thats all. I havent done anything for you. What are you going to do? Where are you going? Youre safe now.

Ive no idea. Ill think of something.

Are you in love with Brandon?

I might be.

Hes an ex-racketeer. He hired a gunman to scare Goble off. The gunman was ready to kill me. Could you really love a man like that?

A woman loves a man. Not what he is. And he may not have meant it.

Goodbye, Betty. I gave it what I had, but it wasnt enough.

She reached her hand out slowly and took the checks. I think youre crazy. I think youre the craziest man I ever met. She got out of the car and walked away quickly, as she always did.


TWENTY-SIX
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I GAVE HER time to clear the lobby and go up to her room, and then I went into the lobby myself and asked for Mr. Clark Brandon on a house phone. Javonen came by and gave me a hard look, but he didnt say anything.

A mans voice answered. It was his all right.

Mr. Brandon, you dont know me, although we shared an elevator the other morning. My name is Philip Marlowe. Im a private detective from Los Angeles, and Im a friend of Miss Mayfield. Id like to talk to you a little, if youll give me the time.

I seem to have heard something about you, Marlowe. But Im all set to go out. How about a drink around six this evening?

Id like to get back to Los Angeles, Mr. Brandon. I wont keep you long.

All right, he said grudgingly. Come on up.

He opened the door, a big, tall, very muscular man in top condition, neither hard nor soft. He didnt offer to shake hands. He stood aside, and I went in.

You alone here, Mr. Brandon?

Sure. Why?

I wouldnt want anyone else to hear what I have to say.

Well say it and get done.

He sat in a chair and put his feet up on an ottoman. He flicked a gold lighter at a gold-tipped cigarette. Big deal.

I first came down here on the instructions of a Los Angeles lawyer to follow Miss Mayfield and find out where she went, and then report back. I didnt know why and the lawyer said he didnt either, but that he was acting for a reputable firm of attorneys in Washington. Washington, D.C.

So you followed her. So what?

So she made contact with Larry Mitchell, or he with her, and he had a hook of some sort into her.

Into a lot of women from time to time, Brandon said coldly. He specialized in it.

He doesnt any more, does he?

He stared at me with cool blank eyes. Whats that mean?

He doesnt do anything any more. He doesnt exist any more.

I heard he left the hotel and went off in his car. Whats it to do with me?

You didnt ask me how I know he doesnt exist any more.

Look, Marlowe. He flicked ash from his cigarette with a contemptuous gesture. It could be that I dont give a damn. Get to what concerns me, or get out.

I also got involved down here, if involved is the word, with a man named Goble who said he was a private eye from Kansas City, and had a card which may or may not have proved it. Goble annoyed me a good deal. He kept following me around. He kept talking about Mitchell. I couldnt figure what he was after. Then one day at the desk you got an anonymous letter. I watched you read it over and over. You asked the clerk who left it. The clerk didnt know. You even picked the empty envelope out of the wastebasket. And when you went up in the elevator you didnt look happy.

Brandon was beginning to look a little less relaxed. His voice had a sharper edge.

You could get too nosy, Mr. PI. Ever think of that?

Thats a silly question. How else would I make a living?

Better get out of here while you can still walk.

I laughed at him, and that really burned him. He shot to his feet and came striding over to where I was sitting.

Listen, boy friend. Im a pretty big man in this town. I dont get pushed around much by small-time operators like you. Out!

You dont want to hear the rest?

I said, out!

I stood up. Sorry. I was prepared to settle this with you privately. And dont get the idea that Im trying to put a bite on you — like Goble. I just dont do those things. But if you toss me out — without hearing me out — Ill have to go to Captain Alessandro. Hell listen.

He stood glowering for a long moment. Then a curious sort of grin appeared on his face.

So hell listen to you. So what? I could get him transferred with one phone call.

Oh, no. Not Captain Alessandro. Hes not brittle. He got tough with Henry Cumberland this morning. And Henry Cumberland isnt a man thats used to having anyone get tough with him, any place, any time. He just about broke Cumberland in half with a few contemptuous words. You think you could get that guy to lay off? You should live so long.

Jesus, he said, still grinning, I used to know guys like you once. Ive lived here so long now I must have forgotten they still make them. Okay. Ill listen.

He went back to the chair and picked another gold-tipped cigarette from a case and lit it. Care for one?

No thanks. This bog Richard Harvest — I think he was a mistake. Not good enough for the job.

Not nearly good enough, Marlowe. Not nearly. Just a cheap sadist. Thats what comes of getting out of touch. You lose your judgment. He could have scared Goble silly without laying a finger on him. And then taking him over to your place — what a laugh! What an amateur! And look at him now. No good for anything any more. Hell be selling pencils. Would you care for a drink?

Im not on that kind of terms with you, Brandon. Let me finish. In the middle of the night — the night I made contact with Betty Mayfield, and the night you chased Mitchell out of The Glass Room — and did it very nicely, I might add — Betty came over to my room at the Rancho Descansado. One of your properties, I believe. She said Mitchell was dead on a chaise on her porch. She offered me large things to do something about it. I came back over here and there was no man dead on her porch. The next morning the night garage man told me Mitchell had left in his car with nine suitcases. Hed paid his bill and a week in advance to hold his room. The same day his car was found abandoned in Los Peñasquitos Canyon. No suitcases, no Mitchell.

Brandon stared hard at me, but said nothing.

Why was Betty Mayfield afraid to tell me what she was afraid of? Because she had been convicted of murder in Westfield, North Carolina, and then the verdict was reversed by the judge, who has that power in that state, and used it. But Henry Cumberland, the father of the husband she was accused of murdering, told her he would follow her anywhere she went and see that she had no peace. Now she finds a dead man on her porch. And the cops investigate and her whole story comes out. Shes frightened and confused. She thinks she couldnt be lucky twice. After all, a jury did convict her.

Brandon said softly: His neck was broken. He fell over the end of my terrace. She couldnt have broken his neck. Come out here. Ill show you.

We went out on the wide sunny terrace. Brandon marched to the end wall and I looked down over it and I was looking straight down on a chaise on Betty Mayfields porch.

This wall isnt very high, I said. Not high enough to be safe.

I agree, Brandon said calmly. Now suppose he was standing like this — he stood with his back against the wall, and the top of it didnt come very much above the middle of his thighs. And Mitchell had been a tall man too— and he goads Betty into coming over near enough so that he can grab her, and she pushes him off hard, and over he goes. And he just happens to fall in such a way — by pure chance — that his neck snaps. And thats exactly how her husband died. Do you blame the girl for getting in a panic?

Im not sure I blame anybody, Brandon. Not even you.

He stepped away from the wall and looked out to sea and was silent for a moment. Then he turned.

For nothing, I said, except that you managed to get rid of Mitchells body.

Now, how in hell could I do that?

Youre a fisherman, among other things. Ill bet that right here in this apartment you have a long strong cord. Youre a powerful man. You could get down to Bettys porch, you could put that cord under Mitchells arms, and you have the strength to lower him to the ground behind the shrubbery. Then, already having his key out of his pocket, you could go to his room and pack up all his stuff, and carry it down to the garage, either in the elevator, or down the fire stairs. That would take three trips. Not too much for you. Then you could drive his car out of the garage. You probably knew the night man was a doper and that he wouldnt talk, if he knew you knew. This was in the small hours of the night. Of course the garage man lied about the time. Then you could drive the car as near as possible to where Mitchells body was, and dump him into it, and drive off to Los Peñasquitos Canyon.

Brandon laughed bitterly. So I am in Los Peñasquitos Canyon with a car and a dead man and nine suitcases. How do I get out of there?

Helicopter.

Whos going to fly it?

You. They dont check much on helicopters yet, but they soon will, because they are getting more and more numerous. You could have one brought to you in Los Peñasquitos Canyon, having arranged in advance, and you could have had someone come along to pick up the pilot. A man in your position can do almost anything, Brandon.

And then what?

You loaded Mitchells body and his suitcases into the helicopter and flew out to sea and set the helicopter hovering close to the water, and then you could dump the body and the suitcases, and drift on back to wherever the helicopter came from. A nice clean well-organized job.

Brandon laughed raucously — too raucously. The laugh had a forced sound.

You think Id actually be idiot enough to do all this for a girl I had only just met?

Uh-uh. Think again, Brandon. You did it for you. You forget Goble. Goble came from Kansas City. Didnt you?

What if I did?

Nothing. End of the line. But Goble didnt come out here for the ride. And he wasnt looking for Mitchell, unless he already knew him, and between them, they figured they had a gold mine. You were the gold mine. But Mitchell got dead and Goble tried to go it alone, and he was a mouse fighting with a tiger. But would you want to explain how Mitchell fell off your terrace? Would you want an investigation of your background? What so obvious as for the police to think you had thrown Mitchell over the wall? And even if they couldnt prove it, where would you be in Esmeralda from then on?

He walked slowly to the far end of the terrace and back. He stood in front of me, his expression completely blank.

I could have you killed, Marlowe. But in some strange way in the years I have lived here, I dont seem to be that kind of guy any more. So you have me licked. I dont have any defense, except to have you killed. Mitchell was the lowest kind of man, a blackmailer of women. You could be right all along the line, but I wouldnt regret it. And its just possible, believe me, just possible that I too went out on a limb for Betty Mayfield. I dont expect you to believe it, but it is possible. Now, lets deal. How much?

How much for what?

For not going to the cops.

I already told you how much. Nothing. I just wanted to know what happened. Was I approximately right?

Dead right, Marlowe. Right on the nose. They may get me for it yet.

Maybe. Well, Ill take myself out of your hair now. Like I said — I want to get back to Los Angeles. Somebody might offer me a cheap job. I have to live, or do I?

Would you shake hands with me?

No. You hired a gun. That puts you out of the class of people I shake hands with. I might be dead today, if I hadnt had a hunch.

I didnt mean him to kill anyone.

You hired him. Goodbye.


TWENTY-SEVEN
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I GOT OUT of the elevator and Javonen seemed to be waiting for me. Come into the bar, he said. I want to talk to you.

We went into the bar, which was very quiet at that hour. We sat at a corner table. Javonen said quietly: You think Im a bastard, dont you?

No. You have a job. I have a job. Mine annoyed you. You didnt trust me. That doesnt make you a bastard.

I try to protect the hotel. Who do you try to protect?

I never know. Often, when I do know, I dont know how. I just fumble around and make a nuisance of myself. Often Im pretty inadequate.

So I heard — from Captain Alessandro. If its not too personal, how much do you make on a job like this?

Well, this was a little out of the usual line, Major. As a matter of fact, I didnt make anything.

The hotel will pay you five thousand dollars — for protecting its interests.

The hotel, meaning Mr. Clark Brandon.

I suppose. Hes the boss.

It has a sweet sound — five thousand dollars. A very sweet sound. Ill listen to it on my way back to Los Angeles. I stood up.

Where do I send the check, Marlowe?

The Police Relief Fund could be glad to have it. Cops dont make much money. When they get in trouble they have to borrow from the Fund. Yes, I think the Police Relief Fund would be very grateful to you.

But not you?

You were a major in the CIC. You must have had a lot of chances to graft. But youre still working. I guess Ill be on my way.

Listen, Marlowe. Youre being a damn fool. I want to tell you—

Tell yourself, Javonen. You have a captive audience. And good luck.

I walked out of the bar and got into my car. I drove to the Descansado and picked up my stuff and stopped at the office to pay my bill. Jack and Lucille were in their usual positions. Lucille smiled at me.

Jack said: No bill, Mr. Marlowe. Ive been instructed. And we offer you our apologies for last night. But theyre not worth much, are they?

How much would the bill be?

Not much. Twelve-fifty maybe.

I put the money on the counter. Jack looked at it and frowned. I said there was no bill, Mr. Marlowe.

Why not? I occupied the room.

Mr. Brandon—

Some people never learn, do they? Nice to have known you both. Id like a receipt for this. Its deductible.


TWENTY-EIGHT
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I DIDNT DO more than ninety back to Los Angeles. Well, perhaps I hit a hundred for a few seconds now and then. Back on Yucca Avenue I stuck the Olds in the garage and poked at the mailbox. Nothing, as usual. I climbed the long flight of redwood steps and unlocked my door. Everything was the same. The room was stuffy and dull and impersonal as it always was. I opened a couple of windows and mixed a drink in the kitchen. I sat down on the couch and stared at the wall. Wherever I went, whatever I did, this was what I would come back to. A blank wall in a meaningless room in a meaningless house.

I put the drink down on a side table without touching it. Alcohol was no cure for this. Nothing was any cure but the hard inner heart that asked for nothing from anyone.

The telephone started to ring. I picked it up and said emptily: Marlowe speaking.

Is this Mr. Philip Marlowe?

Yes.

Paris has been trying to reach you Mr. Marlowe. Ill call you back in a little while.

I put the phone down slowly and I think my hand shook a little. Driving too fast, or not enough sleep.

The call came through in fifteen minutes: The party calling you from Paris is on the line, sir. If you have any difficulty, please flash your operator.

This is Linda. Linda Loring. You remember me, dont you, darling?

How could I forget?

How are you?

Tired — as usual. Just came off a very trying sort of case. How are you?

Lonely. Lonely for you. Ive tried to forget you. I havent been able to. We made beautiful love together.

That was a year and a half ago. And for one night. What am I supposed to say?

Ive been faithful to you. I dont know why. The world is full of men. But Ive been faithful to you.

I havent been faithful to you, Linda. I didnt think Id ever see you again. I didnt know you expected me to be faithful.

I didnt. I dont. Im just trying to say that I love you. Im asking you to marry me. You said it wouldnt last six months. But why not give it a chance? Who knows — it might last forever. Im begging you. What does a woman have to do to get the man she wants?

I dont know. I dont even know how she knows she wants him. We live in different worlds. Youre a rich woman, used to being pampered. Im a tired hack with a doubtful future. Your father would probably see to it that I didnt even have that.

Youre not afraid of my father. Youre not afraid of anyone. Youre just afraid of marriage. My father knows a man when he sees one. Please, please, please. Im at the Ritz. Ill send you a plane ticket at once.

I laughed. Youll send me a plane ticket? What sort of guy do you think I am? Ill send you a plane ticket. And that will give you time to change your mind.

But, darling, I dont need you to send me a plane ticket. I have—

Sure. You have the money for five hundred plane tickets. But this one will be my plane ticket. Take it, or dont come.

Ill come, darling. Ill come. Hold me in your arms. Hold me close in your arms. I dont want to own you. Nobody ever will. I just want to love you.

Ill be here. I always am.

Hold me in your arms.

The phone clicked, there was a buzzing sound, and then the line went dead.

I reached for my drink. I looked around the empty room — which was no longer empty. There was a voice in it, and a tall slim lovely woman. There was a dark hair on the pillow in the bedroom. There was that soft gentle perfume of a woman who presses herself tight against you, whose lips are soft and yielding, whose eyes are half blind.

The telephone rang again. I said: Yes?

This is Clyde Umney, the lawyer. I dont seem to have had any sort of satisfactory report from you. Im not paying you to amuse yourself. I want an accurate and complete account of your activities at once. I demand to know in full detail exactly what you have been doing since you returned to Esmeralda.

Having a little quiet fun — at my own expense.

His voice rose to a sharp cackle. I demand a full report from you at once. Otherwise Ill see that you get bounced off your license.

I have a suggestion for you, Mr. Umney. Why dont you go kiss a duck?

There were sounds of strangled fury as I hung up on him. Almost immediately the telephone started to ring again.

I hardly heard it. The air was full of music.


The Poodle Springs Story (1962)

[image: img27.jpg]

AN UNFINISHED NOVEL

This unfinished novel was Chandlers work in progress when he died in March 1959. Chandler had intended this novel to be a sequel to Playback. The four chapters he had completed, which bore the working title The Poodle Springs Story, were subsequently published in Raymond Chandler Speaking (1962), a collection of excerpts from letters and unpublished writings. In 1988, on the occasion of the centenary of Chandlers birth, the crime writer Robert B. Parker was asked by the estate of Raymond Chandler to complete the novel, leaving the first four chapters untouched and unabridged. This was published by Putnam in 1989.

These opening four chapters describe the Marlowes arrival in Poodle Springs (a desert town similar to Palm Springs) fresh from their honeymoon, with a marriage only three weeks and four days old. Linda has inherited a substantial amount of money from her father (Chandler referred to her as the eight million dollar girl) and Marlowe does not need to work, but he craves independence and is clearly not the sort of man to be kept in their smart new bungalow and waited on, to his great discomfort, by a butler. Before too long he has set himself up in business as a private investigator again – as he is fiercely independent he is using his own money, but cannot escape the fawning of the real estate agent, who initially refuses him premises, but when he finds out who Marlowe is married to and where he lives, changes his mind and cannot do enough for the detective. His first client is one of the local crooks. Manny Lipshultz is the proprietor of the Agony club and needs help, but not the sort the police can offer. Marlowe had initially refused his commission, but after a car chase and a conversation with two of Lipshultzs bodyguards, he changes his mind. 

Many fans of Chandler have wondered why he married Marlowe off to a woman that had caused him so much trouble in the novel The Long Goodbye. Chandler hardly seemed to know himself, as he wrote in a letter in 1958: I dont know whether the marriage will last or whether [Marlowe] will walk out of it or get bounced. Of course I have to have a murder and some violence and some trouble with the cops [in the new novel]. From this comment, it would seem that Chandler had a classic Marlowe story in mind, although there are signs — the attitudes towards the rich from those with less money and Marlowes discomfort at having servants and not knowing how to relate to them – that Chandler was also planning to include an exploration of the differences between the rich and the poor, if any, when the wealth is stripped away and they all stand naked under the authors scrutiny, just as human beings. Sadly, Chandler did not live to see the project to fruition. 

The novel was adapted for a film of the same title by the premium cable channel HBO in 1998, starring James Caan as Marlowe. An adaptation for BBC Radio 4 was broadcast in October 2011, starring Toby Stephens as Marlowe.

This is not Chandlers best opening to a novel. At the time he wrote these few chapters, he was ill and drinking heavily and past the zenith of his writing powers. The lack of direction he felt as a writer is perhaps the reason he considered abandoning the idea as a full length novel and creating a short story from it instead and there has been disagreement amongst critics over how the plot would eventually evolve in Chandlers hands; for example, although at the time he wrote the first four chapters the emphasis in them is on the marriage between Marlowe and Linda, Chandler did hint that it was to be a sub plot only and not a major plot feature. One can only speculate as to the outcome.
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The 1962 collection of stories and essays in which the unfinished novel first appeared
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The 1998 television film adaptation
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LINDA STOPPED THE Fleetwood convertible in front of the house without turning into the driveway. She leaned back and looked at the house and then looked at me.

Its a new section of the Springs, darling. I rented the house for the season. Its a bit on the chi-chi side, but so is Poodle Springs.

The pool is too small, I said. And no springboard.

Ive permission from the owner to put one in. I hope you will like the house, darling. There are only two bedrooms, but the master bedroom has a Hollywood bed that looks as big as a tennis court.

Thats nice. If we dont get on together, we can be distant.

The bathroom is out of this world — out of any world. The adjoining dressing room has ankle deep pink carpeting, wall to wall. It has every kind of cosmetic you ever heard of on three plate glass shelves. The toilet — if youll excuse my being earthy — is all alone in an annex with a door and the toilet cover has a large rose on it in relief. And every room in the house looks out on a patio or the pool.

I can hardly wait to take three or four baths. And then go to bed.

Its only eleven oclock in the morning, she said demurely.

Ill wait until eleven-thirty.

Darling, at Acapulco—

Acapulco was fine. But we only had the cosmetics you brought with you and the bed was just a bed, not a pasture, and other people were allowed to dunk in the swimming pool and the bathroom didnt have any carpet at all.

Darling, you can be a bastard. Lets go in. Im paying twelve hundred dollars a month for this dive. I want you to like it.

Ill love it. Twelve hundred a month is more than I make being a detective. Itll be the first time Ive been kept. Can I wear a sarong and paint my little toenails?

Damn you, Marlowe, its not my fault that Im rich. And if I have the damn money Im going to spend it. And if you are around some of it is bound to rub off on you. Youll just have to put up with that.

Yes, darling. I kissed her. Ill get a pet monkey and after awhile you wont be able to tell us apart.

You cant have a monkey in Poodle Springs. You have to have a poodle. I have a beauty coming. Black as coal and very talented. Hes had piano lessons. Perhaps he can play the Hammond organ in the house.

We got a Hammond organ? Now thats something Ive always dreamed of doing without.

Shut up! Im beginning to think I should have married the Comte de Vaugirard. He was rather sweet, except that he used perfume.

Can I take the poodle to work? I could have a small electric organ, one of the babies you can play if you have an ear like a corn-beef sandwich. The poodle could play it while the clients lie to me. Whats the poodles name?

Inky.

A big brain worked on that one.

Dont be nasty or I wont — you know.

Oh, yes you will. You can hardly wait.

She backed the Fleetwood and turned it into the driveway. Never mind the garage door. Augustino will put the car away, but you dont really have to in this dry desert climate.

Oh yeah, the house boy, butler, cook and comforter of sad hearts. Nice kid. I like him. But theres something wrong here. We cant get along on just one Fleetwood. I have to have one to drive to the office.

God damn you! Ill get my white whip out if youre not polite. It has steel inserts in the lash.

The typical American wife, I said and went around the car to help her out. She fell into my arms. She smelled divine. I kissed her again. A man turning off a sprinkler in front of the next house grinned and waved.

Thats Mister Tomlinson, she said between my teeth. Hes a broker.

Broker, stoker, what do I care? I went on kissing her.

We had been married just three weeks and four days.


2
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IT WAS A very handsome house except that it stank decorator. The front wall was plate glass with butterflies imprisoned in it. Linda said it came from Japan. The floor of the hall was carpeted with blue vinol with a geometric design in gold. There was a den off of this. It contained plenty of furniture, also four enormous brass candle holders and the finest inlaid desk I had ever seen. Off the den was a guest bath, which Linda called a lavatory. A year and a half in Europe had taught her to speak English. The guest bath had a shower and a dressing table and a four by three mirror over it. The hi-fi system had speakers in every room. Augustino had turned it on softly. He appeared in the door, smiling and bowing. He was a nice looking lad, part Hawaiian and part Japanese. Linda had picked him up when we made a short trip to Maui before going to Acapulco. Its wonderful what you can pick up if you have eight or ten million dollars.

There was an interior patio with a large palm tree and some tropical shrubs, and a number of rough stones picked up on the high desert for nothing, but $250 apiece to the customer. The bathroom which Linda had not overstated had a door to the patio and this had a door to the pool and to the interior patio and the outside patio. The living room carpet was pale grey, and the Hammond organ had been built out into a bar at the end opposite the keyboard. That nearly threw me. Also in the living room were couches matching the carpet and contrasting easy chairs and an enormous cowled indoor fireplace six feet away from the wall. There was a Chinese chest that looked very genuine and on the wall three embossed Chinese dragons. One wall was entirely of glass, the others of brick in colors to go with the carpet up to about five feet, and glass above that.

The bathroom had a sunken bath, and sliding door closets big enough to hold all the clothes twelve debutantes could want to buy.

Four people could have slept comfortably in the Hollywood bed in the main bedroom. It had a pale blue carpet and you could read yourself to sleep by the light of lamps mounted on Japanese statuettes.

We went on to the guest room. It had matching single, not twin, beds, an adjoining bath with the same enormous mirror over the dressing table, and the same four or five hundred dollars worth of cosmetic and perfumes and God knows what on the three plate-glass shelves.

That left the kitchen. It had a bar at its entrance, a wall closet with twenty kinds of cocktail, highball and wine glasses, beyond that a top burner stove without an oven or broiler, two electric ovens and an electric broiler against another wall, also an enormous refrigerator and a deep freeze. The breakfast table had a pebbled glass top and wide comfortable chairs on three sides and a built in couch on the fourth side. I turned on the cowl ventilator. It had a wide slow sweep that was almost silent.

Its too rich for me, I said. Lets get divorced.

You dog! Its nothing to what well have when we build a house. There are things here that are a bit too gaudy but you cant say the house is bare.

Where is the poodle going to sleep, in the guest bed or with us? And what color pajamas does he like?

Stop it!

Im going to have to dust my office after this. Id feel inferior if I didnt.

Youre not going to have any office, stupid. What do you suppose I married you for?

Come into the bedroom again.

Blast you, we have to unpack.

I bet Tino is doing it right now. Theres a boy who looks as if he could take hold. I must ask him if he minds my calling him Tino.

Maybe he can unpack. But he wont know where I want my things. Im fussy.

Lets have a fight about the closets, who gets which. Then we could wrestle a bit, and then—

We could have a shower and a swim and an early lunch. Im starving.

You have an early lunch. Ill go downtown and look for an office. There must be some business in Poodle Springs. Theres a lot of money here and I might grab off an occasional nickel.

I hate you. I dont know why I married you. But you were so insistent.

I grabbed her and held her close. I browsed on her eyebrows and her lashes, which were long and tickly. I passed on to her nose and cheeks, and then her mouth. At first it was just a mouth, then it was a darting tongue, then it was a long sigh, and two people as close as two people can get.

I settled a million dollars on you to do with as you like, she whispered.

A nice kind gesture. But you know I wouldnt touch it.

What are we to do, Phil?

We have to ride it out. Its not always going to be easy. But I am not going to be Mr Loring.

Ill never change you, will I?

Do you really want to make a purring pussycat out of me?

No. I didnt marry you because I had a lot of money. And you had hardly any. I married you because I love you and one of the things I love you for is that you dont give a damn for anybody — sometimes not even for me. I dont want to make you cheap, darling. I just want to try to make you happy.

I want to make you happy. But I dont know how. Im not holding enough cards. Im a poor man married to a rich wife. I dont know how to behave. Im only sure of one thing — shabby office or not, thats where I became what I am. Thats where I will be what I will be.

There was a slight murmur and Augustino appeared in the open doorway bowing, with a deprecating smile on his elegant puss.

At what time would Madame prefer luncheon?

May I call you Tino, I asked him. Only because its easier.

But certainly, sir.

Thank you. And Mrs Marlowe is not madame. She is Mrs Marlowe.

I am very sorry, sir.

Nothing to be sorry about. Some ladies like it. But my wife bears my name. She would like her lunch. I have to go out on business.

Very good, sir. Ill prepare Mrs Marlowes lunch at once.

Tino, there is one other thing. Mrs Marlowe and I are in love. That shows itself in various ways. None of the ways are to be noticed by you.

I know my position, sir.

Your position is that you are helping us to live comfortably. We are grateful to you for that. Maybe more grateful than you know. Technically you are a servant. Actually you are a friend. There seems to be a protocol about these things. I have to respect protocol just as you do. But underneath we are just a couple of guys.

He smiled radiantly. I think I shall be very happy here, Mr Marlowe.

You couldnt say how or when he disappeared. He just wasnt there. Linda rolled over on her back and lifted her toes and stared at them.

What do I say now! I wish the hell I knew. Do you like my toes?

They are the most adorable set of toes I have ever seen. And there seems to be a full set of them.

Get away from me, you horror. My toes are adorable.

May I borrow the Fleetwood for a little while? Tomorrow Ill fly to L.A. and pick up my Olds.

Darling, does it have to be this way? It seems so unnecessary.

For me there isnt any other way, I said.


3

[image: img60.jpg]

THE FLEETWOOD PURRED me down to the office of a man named Thorson whose window said he was a realtor and practically everything else except a rabbit fancier.

He was a pleasant-looking baldheaded man who didnt seem to have a care in the world except to keep his pipe lit.

Offices are hard to find, Mr Marlowe. If you want one on Canyon Drive, as I assume you do, it will cost you.

I dont want one on Canyon Drive. I want one on some side street or on Sioux Avenue. I couldnt afford one on the main stem.

I gave him my card and let him look at the photostat of my license.

I dont know, he said doubtfully. The police department may not be too happy. This is a resort town and the visitors have to be kept happy. If you handle divorce business, people are not going to like you too well.

I dont handle divorce business and people very seldom like me at all. As for the cops, Ill explain myself to them, and if they want to run me out of town, my wife wont like it. She has just rented a pretty fancy place in the section out near Romanoffs new place.

He didnt fall out of his chair but he damn well had to steady himself. You mean Harlan Potters daughter? I heard she had married some — well the hell with it, what do I mean? Youre the man, I take it. Im sure we can fix you up, Mr Marlowe. But why do you want it on a side street or on Sioux Avenue? Why not right in the best section?

Im paying with my own money. I dont have a hell of a lot.

But your wife—

Listen good, Thorson. The most I make is a couple of thousand a month — gross. Some months nothing at all. I cant afford a showy layout.

He lit his pipe for about the ninth time. Why the hell do they smoke them if they dont know how?

Would your wife like that?

What my wife likes or dislikes doesnt enter into our business, Thorson. Have you got anything or havent you? Dont con me. Ive been worked on by the orchids of the trade. I can be had, but not by your line.

Well—

A brisk looking young man pushed the door open and came in smiling. I represent the Poodle Springs Gazette, Mr Marlowe. I understand—

If you did, you wouldnt be here. I stood up. Sorry, Mr Thorson, you have too many buttons under your desk. Ill look elsewhere.

I pushed the reporter out of the way and goofed my way out of the open door. If anybody ever closes a door in Poodle Springs, its a nervous reaction. On the way out I bumped into a big florid man who had four inches and thirty pounds on me.

Im Manny Lipshultz, he said. Youre Philip Marlowe. Lets talk.

I got here about two hours ago, I said. Im looking for an office. I dont know anybody named Lipshultz. Would you please let me by?

I got something for you maybe. Things get known in this burg. Harlan Potters son-in-law, huh? That rings a lot of bells.

Blow.

Dont be like that. Im in trouble. I need a good man.

When I get an office, Mr Lipshultz, come and see me. Right now I have deep affairs on my mind.

I may not be alive that long, he said quietly. Ever hear of the Agony Club? I own it.

I looked back into the office of Senor Thorson. The newshawk and he both had their ears out a foot.

Not here, I said. Call me after I talk to the law. I gave him the number.

He gave me a tired smile and moved out of the way. I went back to the Fleetwood and tooled it gracefully to the cop house down the line a little way. I parked in an official slot and went in. A very pretty blonde in a policewomans uniform was at the desk.

Damn all, I said. I thought policewomen were hard-faced. Youre a doll.

We have all kinds, she said sedately. Youre Philip Marlowe, arent you? Ive seen your photo in the L.A. papers. What can we do for you, Mr Marlowe?

Im checking in. Do I talk to you or to the duty sergeant? And which street could I walk down without being called by name?

She smiled. Her teeth were even and as white as the snow on top of the mountain behind the Springs. I bet she used one of the nineteen kinds of toothpaste that are better and newer and larger than all the others.

Youd better talk to Sergeant Whitestone. She opened a swing gate and nodded me towards a closed door. I knocked and opened it and I was looking at a calm-looking man with red hair and the sort of eyes that every police sergeant gets in time. Eyes that have seen too much nastiness and heard too many liars.

My names Marlowe. Im a private eye. Im going to open up an office here if I can find one and if you let me. I dumped another card on the desk and opened my wallet to let him look at my license.

Divorce?

Never touch it, Sergeant.

Good. That helps. I cant say Im enthusiastic, but we could get along, if you leave police business to the police.

Id like to, but Ive never been able to find out just where to stop.

He scowled. Then he snapped his fingers. He yelled, Norman!

The pretty blonde opened the door. Who is this character? the sergeant wailed. Dont tell me. Let me guess.

Im afraid so, Sergeant, she said demurely.

Hell! Its bad enough to have a private eye mousing around. But a private eye whos backed by a couple or three hundred million bucks — thats inhuman.

Im not backed by any two hundred million, Sergeant. Im on my own and Im a relatively poor man.

Yeah? You and me both, but I forgot to marry the bosss daughter. Us cops are stupid.

I sat down and lit a cigarette. The blonde went out and closed the door.

Its no use, is it? I said. I cant convince you that Im just another guy trying to scratch a living. Do you know somebody named Lipshultz who owns a club?

Too well. His place is out in the desert, outside our jurisdiction. Every so often the Riverside D.A. has him raided. They say he permits gambling at his joint. I wouldnt know.

He passed his horny hand over his face and made it look like the face of a man who wouldnt know.

He braced me in front of the office of a real estate man named Thorson. Said he was in trouble.

The sergeant stared at me expressionlessly. Being in trouble belongs with being a man named Lipshultz. Stay away from him. Some of that trouble might rub off on you.

I stood up. Thanks, Sergeant. I just wanted to check with you.

You checked in. Im looking forward to the day you check out.

I went out and closed the door. The pretty policewoman gave me a nice smile. I stopped at the desk and stared at her for a moment without speaking.

I guess no cop ever liked a private eye, I said.

You look all right to me, Mr Marlowe.

You look more than all right to me. My wife likes me part of the time too.

She leaned her elbows on the desk and clasped her hands under her chin. What does she do the rest of the time?

She wishes I had ten million dollars. Then we could afford a couple more Fleetwood Cadillacs.

I grinned at her fascinatingly and went out of the cop house and climbed into our lonely Fleetwood. I struck out for the mansion.
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AT THE END of the main drag the road swings to the left. To get to our place you keep straight on with nothing on the left but a hill and an occasional street on the right. A couple of tourist cars passed me going to see the palms in the State Park — as if they couldnt see all the palms they needed in Poodle Springs itself. A big Buick Roadmaster was behind me taking it easy. At a stretch of road that seemed empty it suddenly put on speed, flashed past and turned in ahead of me. I wondered what I had done wrong. Two men jumped out of the car, both were very sportsclothesy, and trotted back to where I had braked to a stop. A couple of guns flashed into their busy hands. I moved my hand on the indicator enough to shift the pointer to Low. I reached for the glove compartment, but there wasnt time. They were beside the Fleetwood.

Lippy wants to talk to you, a nasal voice snarled.

He looked like any cheap punk. I didnt bother taking an inventory of him. The other one was taller, thinner but no more delicious. But they held the guns in a casually competent manner.

And who might Lippy be? And put the heaters away. I dont have one.

After he spoke to you, you went to the cops. Lippy dont like that.

Let me guess, I said brightly. Lippy would be Mr Lipshultz who runs or owns the Agony Club, which is out of the territory of the Poodle Springs cops and the Agony Club is engaged in extralegal operations. Why does he want to see me so badly that he has to send a couple of shnooks after me?

On business, big stuff.

Naturally, I didnt think we were such close friends that he couldnt eat lunch without me.

One of the boys, the taller one, moved around behind the Fleetwood and reached for the right hand door. It had to be now if it was going to be at all. I pushed down on the accelerator. A cheap car would have stalled, but not the Fleetwood. It shot forward and sent the taller hood reeling. It smashed hard into the rear end of the Roadmaster. I couldnt see what it did to the Fleetwood. There might be a small scratch or two on the front bumper. In the middle of the crash I yanked the glove compartment open and grabbed the .38 I had carried in Mexico, not that I had ever needed it. But when you are with Linda you dont take chances.

The smaller hood had started running. The other was still on his sitter. I hopped out of the Fleetwood and fired a shot over his head.

The other hood stopped dead, six feet away.

Look, darlings, I said, if Lippy wants to talk to me, he cant do it with me full of lead. And never show a gun unless you are prepared to use it. I am. Youre not.

The tall boy climbed to his feet and put his gun away sullenly. After an instant the other did the same. They went to look at their car. I backed the Fleetwood clear and swung it level with the Roadmaster.

Ill go see Lippy, I said. He needs some advice about his staff.

You got a pretty wife, the little hood said nastily.

And any punk that lays a hand on her is already half cremated. So long, putrid. See you in the boneyard.

I gave the Fleetwood the gun and was out of sight. I turned into our street which like all the streets in that section was a dead end between high hills bordering the mountains. I pulled up in front of the house and looked at the front of the Fleetwood. It was bent a little — not much, but too much for a lady like Linda to drive it. I went into the house and found her in the bedroom staring at dresses.

Youve been loafing, I said. You havent rearranged the furniture yet.

Darling! She threw herself at me like a medium fast pitch, high and inside. What have you been doing?

I bumped your car into the back of another one. Youd better telephone for a couple more Fleetwoods.

What on earth happened? Youre not a sloppy driver.

I did it on purpose. A man named Lipshultz who runs the Agony Club braced me as I came out of a realtors office. He wanted to talk business, but I didnt have the time then. So on my way home he had a couple of morons with guns try to persuade me to do it now. I bashed them.

Of course you did, darling. Quite right, too. What is a realtor?

A real estate man with a carnation. You didnt ask me how badly damaged your car is.

Stop calling it my car. Its our car. And I dont suppose its damaged enough to notice. Anyhow we need a sedan for evenings. Have you had lunch?

You take it awfully goddamned calmly that I might have been shot.

Well, I was really thinking about something else. Im afraid Father will pop in soon and start buying up the town. You know how he is about publicity.

How right he is! Ive been called by name by half a dozen people already — including an exquisitely pretty blonde policewoman.

She probably knows judo, Linda said casually.

Look, I dont get my women by violence.

Well, perhaps. But I seem to remember being forced into somebodys bedroom.

Force, my foot. You could hardly wait.

Ask Tino to give you some lunch. Any more of this conversation and Ill forget Im arranging my dresses.


The Short Stories 
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Chandlers childhood home in Upper Norwood, London borough of Croydon


The Short Stories of Raymond Chandler
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It is widely accepted that the twenty-five short stories written by Chandler from December 1933 to September 1941, prior to and during his novel writing period, offered him an opportunity to hone his craft as a fiction author. Within these stories is a wide variety of genres, from hard boiled detective fiction to fantasy and romance, although twenty-one of them were published in mystery story pulp magazines such as Black Mask. He was forty-four years old when he began to write the stories out of necessity — he had just lost his job as an oil company executive during the Great Depression, allegedly for alcoholism and erratic behaviour and money had to be found. Short stories suited Chandler as a novice writer, but they did not pay well and it has been suggested that this was his true genre, rather than the more lucrative novel writing which he found very challenging. The only disadvantage of the high pressure pulp fiction publishing scene was that Chandler liked to take his time over his writing projects. Blackmailers Dont Shoot, his first short story, took him months to write. 

Having said that, Chandler was primarily a short story writer, his short fiction is longer than many. The eleven stories published in Black Mask amount to approximately 20,000 words each and his ten stories for Dime Detective and other magazines are 30,000 words each. Chandler used eleven of the short stories as the basis for his first five novels and one projected one. Indeed, it has been suggested that the reason The Long Goodbye and Playback are less appealing as classic Chandler novels, is the simple reason that Chandler did not draw on his short stories as inspiration for them (although the character Terry Lennox in Long Goodbye is sketched out as Larry Batzel in the story The Curtain (1936). 

Pulp fiction crime stories were not part of the highbrow literary scene and therefore rarely scrutinised by critics; with the pulp fiction readership, Chandler stood out as different – perhaps more eloquent than some of his colleagues – and he did come to the attention of those critics, even if only for them to deplore the levels of violence in his stories. Some of his readership found him pretentious, but from his first attempts it was apparent that he had talent and was a writer to follow. Chandler was to resolutely refuse to dumb down his short stories, suggesting later that his readership was more than capable of appreciating something of a higher calibre than the pulp fiction norm:

Their readers didnt appreciate [descriptive writing and similes] – just held up the action. I set out to prove them wrong. My theory was that the readers just thought they cared about nothing, but action; that really, although they didnt know it, the thing they cared about and that I cared about, was the creation of emotion through dialogue and description.

This was an approach to his crime writing that Chandler was to stick to and he often became disillusioned by being pigeon holed and wanted to prove he could write more emotional, even literary fiction – novels, rather than thrillers. 

Despite the long gestation of Chandlers first short story, Blackmailers Dont Shoot, it still underwent five revisions and when it was finally published in December 1933 in Black Mask, Chandler received the lowest possible fee he could be given by the publisher — $180, that is, one cent per word and the equivalent of $3,500 today. The editor, Joseph T Shaw, was willing to overlook the muddled plot, excessively large cast of characters and disconnected scenes because he was sure of the potential of this rather odd new writer. Chandler had worked hard to become familiar with American-English underworld slang, studying it as if it was a foreign language and his depictions of the stereotypical dramatis personae of pulp fiction – the sultry females, hard boiled men and sly underworld characters – was good enough for Shaw to take a chance on Chandler. He stood out from the other writers in the magazine by attention to detail, inserting moments of almost suspended animation by focussing on seemingly irrelevant details in the scene of someones death (such as the curl of someones hair), bringing out the humanity and frailty of even the toughest character. Chandler was well aware of the flaws in is first story. In a letter to Paul Brooks of Houghton Mifflin, Chandler admitted: Take the story called Blackmailers Dont Shoot … it has enough action for five stories and the whole thing is a goddam pose. 

Embedded somewhere in this self confessed muddle is a plot of sorts – a detective named Mallory is engaged by movie actress Rhonda Farr to recover some incriminating letters that have been stolen by blackmailers. The letters were written to a man named Landrey, who is now a gangster. What follows is a muddled tale which has all the elements of a future classic Chandler noir story, but none of the clarity. Who exactly is the blackmailer? Are the letters real or a publicity stunt? Does the hero fall for the Hollywood star and let her off, or is she really the heroine? Add to this a cast of gangsters who seem pretty disorganised and some improbable turns of the plot, with numerous double bluffs and one has to admire Shaws perceptiveness in giving this talented, but chaotic writer a break. Perhaps it was the already classic Chandler lines that kept Shaw interested, such as Mallorys take on Rhonda Farr: she has the sort of skin an old rake dreams of. This is exactly the sort of line given to Marlowe in future stories.

Finger Man (1934) features a man who wins a large amount of money at a gambling dive, who hires a detective is called in my edition to protect him. This story was later to become a sub plot involving Mrs Regan in Chandlers first novel, The Big Sleep. 

Killer in the Rain (1935) also mirrors plot elements from future novels, with a male character that is remarkably like Moose Molloy in Farewell My Lovely, with a daughter (Carmen) who becomes embroiled with a blackmailer, as does Carmen Sternwood in The Big Sleep. This short story is also notable as it marks the emergence of Chandlers trademark stylistic device, the distinctive simile. As an example: I thought he was as crazy as a pair of waltzing mice, but I liked him.

With Nevada Gas (1935) he brings in another theme familiar to Chandler readers, that of corruption in societys structure – this time, a corrupt lawyer named Hugh Candless, who is brutally killed by the brother of a client he crossed. This story, along with Guns At Cyranos and Goldfish, was to form a novel with the working title Zone of Twilight, according to notes found among Chandlers papers, but the work was never done. 

Spanish Blood (1935) seems to emulate Dashiell Hammetts The Glass Key, but still has familiar Chandler touches, such as the beautiful women with the heart of steel: character Belle Marr has hair that will gather all the light there was and make a soft halo round her coldly beautiful face. It is also based loosely on a real event from 1931, when Charles Crawford, a leading member of the Los Angeles criminal and political system, was shot and killed by prosecutor and judge, Dave Clarke. In the fictionalised version, an assistant District Attorney is accused of killing a leading member of The System, Donegan Marr. Marr was the friend of the lead character in the story, Sam Delaguerra, an LAPD police officer. Delaguerra discovers that the murderer is in fact Marrs wife and he has to make a decision – does he report his findings, or cover up what she did? It is a story of how personal feelings and a desire to do the best for a friend, can lead to a perversion of justice. Such themes and preoccupations are familiar in Chandlers stories for Black Mask between 1934 and 1938 and popular because they reflect the insecurities of the readership that were disillusioned with American politics at that time as the country rose slowly from the Depression. Guns at Cyranos (1936) also explores corruption in local government.

The Man Who Liked Dogs (1936 ) is an action tale set in a coastal town, possibly Santa Monica and it is narrated by private detective Ted Carmady (the same character as Malvern in previous stories, but renamed by Chandler). Local detectives are involved in a plot to hide away a wanted criminal to keep him from the authorities. Firstly, they put him in a clinic for alcoholics and then on an offshore gambling ship (after Carmady discovers what they are doing). The detective displays the same sneering disgust of small town corruption as Marlowe was to later on: Your clean little town stinks…A crook sanctuary where hot rods can lie low. Almost as a sideline, Carmady is also trying to trace a missing girl, who has a dog. The story also includes a shoot-out with machine guns. Parts of the tale were reused in Farewell, My Lovely, Chandlers second novel. 

Noon Street Nemesis (sometimes published as Pick Up on Noon Street) and Goldfish, both published in 1936, display an increasing maturity in Chandlers short story writing, with clearer structure and a more accomplished dialogue, however, Noon Street Nemesis has been strongly criticised for its offensive language around the black population of Central Avenue in Los Angeles, whereas the leading white character is portrayed as a paragon of Anglo Saxon manliness. 

The Curtain (1936) was cannibalised in part by Chandler for his novels The Big Sleep and The Long Goodbye. It has a familiar Chandler theme – how money corrupts, in this case a family called the Winslows. The head of the family is a retired and frail general and readers will recognise the key scenes as Carmady, PI enters the decaying family home and meets the general; they were lifted almost word for word for The Big Sleep. There is the obligatory shootout and yet at the end of the novel, a sense of compassion when the killer is revealed, reminiscent of Philip Marlowes softer side in later stories. The Big Sleep also has elements of Try The Girl, whilst Mandarins Jade was used in part for Farewell, My Lovely; both short stories focus on corruption. However, Chandlers days as a pulp short story writer were numbered. Joseph Shaw was dismissed as editor of Black Mask magazine and the market for pulp fiction was in decline. Chandler became dismissive of Black Dime and said it had gone sissy (letter to William Lever, 31st May 1938). He focussed more on Dime Detective, writing three stories for them, but his thoughts were increasingly turned towards writing longer fiction.

Red Wind and The King In Yellow (1938) are among the few stories of these later years not to be cannibalised by Chandler for novels, despite being quality work. Of the latter, the title came from a book of supernatural stories written by Robert W Chambers and published in 1895. The story features Philip Marlowe and he discovers a dead jazz musician who is wearing yellow pyjamas, hence the use of the title.

Both Bay City Blues (1938) and The Lady in the Lake (1939) were so used, the latter as the main source for the novel of the same name.

In 1939 he completed Pearls are a Nuisance, Trouble is My Business and Ill Be Waiting, a short piece of 19 pages for the Saturday Evening Post. After that, he concentrated on writing, but never completed, a book of fantasy stories. There was an occasional crime story like No Crime In The Mountains (1941). 

The value of the short stories for the reader is that they offer a fascinating insight into the evolution of Chandlers skills as a writer, but also the germination of the detective character later to be known as Philip Marlowe. For Chandler, it was a training ground. He was able to build up something of a following in the noir community, as well as make a modest living. He worked hard on his craft, making his prose sharper and the characters clear cut and believable within the genre. This phase of Chandlers writing career was the perfect apprenticeship for his future writing and while not all the stories have merit, numerous are well crafted and make for exciting reading. One could even go so far as to say that without reading these stories, one cannot fully appreciate his style or what he wrote later. 
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The magazine in which Blackmailers Dont Shoot, Chandlers first story, appeared: Black Mask, December 1933
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BLACKMAILERS DONT SHOOT

First published in Black Mask, December 1933
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The man in the powder-blue suit — which wasnt powder-blue under the lights of the Club Bolivar — was tall, with wide-set gray eyes, a thin nose, a jaw of stone. He had a rather sensitive mouth. His hair was crisp and black, ever so faintly touched with gray, as by an almost diffident hand. His clothes fitted him as though they had a soul of their own, not just a doubtful past. His name happened to be Mallory.

He held a cigarette between the strong, precise fingers of one hand. He put the other hand flat on the white tablecloth, and said:

The letters will cost you ten grand, Miss Farr. Thats not too much.

He looked at the girl opposite him very briefly; then he looked across empty tables towards the heart-shaped space of floor where the dancers prowled under shifting colored lights.

They crowded the customers around the dance-floor so closely that the perspiring waiters had to balance themselves like tightrope walkers to get between the tables. But near where Mallory sat were only four people.

A slim, dark woman was drinking a highball across the table from a man whose fat red neck glistened with damp bristles. The woman stared into her glass morosely, and fiddled with a big silver flask in her lap. Farther along two bored, frowning men smoked long thin cigars, without speaking to each other.

Mallory said thoughtfully: Ten grand does it nicely, Miss Farr.

Rhonda Farr was very beautiful. She was wearing, for this occasion, all black, except a collar of white fur, light as thistledown, on her evening wrap. Except also a white wig which, meant to disguise her, made her look very girlish. Her eyes were cornflower blue, and she had the sort of skin an old rake dreams of.

She said nastily, without raising her head: Thats ridiculous.

Why is it ridiculous? Mallory asked, looking mildly surprised and rather annoyed.

Rhonda Farr lifted her face and gave him a look as hard as marble. Then she picked a cigarette out of a silver case that lay open on the table, and fitted it into a long slim holder, also black. She went on:

The love letters of a screen star? Not so much anymore. The public has stopped being a sweet old lady in long lace panties.

A light danced contemptuously in her purplish-blue eyes. Mallory gave her a hard look.

But you came here to talk about them quick enough, he said, with a man you never heard of.

She waved the cigarette holder, and said: I must have been nuts.

Mallory smiled with his eyes, without moving his lips. No, Miss Farr. You had a damn good reason. Want me to tell you what it is?

Rhonda Farr looked at him angrily. Then she looked away, almost appeared to forget him. She held up her hand, the one with the cigarette holder, looked at it, posing. It was a beautiful hand, without a ring. Beautiful hands are as rare as jacaranda-trees in bloom, in a city where pretty faces are as common as runs in dollar stockings.

She turned her head and glanced at the stiff eyed woman, beyond her towards the mob around the dance-floor. The orchestra went on being saccharine and monotonous.

I loathe these dives, she said thinly. They look as if they only existed after dark, like ghouls. The people are dissipated without grace, sinful without irony. She lowered her hand to the white cloth. Oh yes, the letters, what makes them so dangerous, blackmailer?

Mallory laughed. He had a ringing laugh with a hard quality in it, a grating sound. Youre good, he said. The letters are not so much perhaps. Just sexy tripe. The memoirs of a schoolgirl whos been seduced and cant stop talking about it.

Thats lousy, Rhonda Farr said in a voice like iced velvet.

Its the man theyre written to that makes them important, Mallory said coldly. A racketeer, a gambler, a fast-money boy. And all that goes with it. A guy you couldnt be seen talking to — and stay in the cream.

I dont talk to him, blackmailer. I havent talked to him in years. Landrey was a pretty nice boy when I knew him. Most of us have something behind us wed rather not go into. In my case it is behind.

Oh yes? Make mine strawberry, Mallory said with a sudden sneer. You just got through asking him to help you get your letters back.

Her head jerked. Her face seemed to come apart, to become merely a set of features without control. Her eyes looked like the prelude to a scream but only for a second.

Almost instantly she got her self-control back. Her eyes were drained of color, almost as gray as his own. She put the black cigarette holder down with exaggerated care, laced her fingers together. The knuckles looked white.

You know Landrey that well? she said bitterly.

Maybe I just get around, find things out…Do we deal, or do we just go on snarling at each other?

Where did you get the letters? Her voice was still rough and bitter.

Mallory shrugged. We dont tell things like that in our business.

I had a reason for asking. Some other people have been trying to sell me these same damned letters. Thats why Im here. It made me curious. But I guess youre just one of them trying to scare me into action by stepping the price.

Mallory said: No; Im on my own.

She nodded. Her voice was scarcely more than a whisper. That makes it nice. Perhaps some bright mind thought of having a private edition of my letters made. Photostats…Well, Im not paying. It wouldnt get me anywhere. I dont deal, blackmailer. So far as Im concerned you can go out some dark night and jump off the dock with your lousy letters!

Mallory wrinkled his nose, squinted down it with an air of deep concentration. Nicely put, Miss Farr. But it doesnt get us anywhere.

She said deliberately: It wasnt meant to. I could put it better. And if Id thought to bring my little pearl-handled gun I could say it with slugs and get away with it! But Im not looking for that kind of publicity.

Mallory held up two lean fingers and examined them critically. He looked amused, almost pleased. Rhonda Farr put her slim hand up to her white wig, held it there a moment, and dropped it.

A man sitting at a table some way off got up at once and came towards them.

He came quickly, walking with a light, lithe step and swinging a soft black hat against his thigh. He was sleek in dinner clothes.

While he was coming Rhonda Farr said: You didnt expect me to walk in here alone, did you? Me, I dont go to night-clubs alone.

Mallory grinned. You shouldnt ought to have to, baby, he said dryly.

The man came up to the table. He was small, neatly put together, dark. He had a little black mustache, shiny like satin, and the clear pallor that Latins prize above rubies.

With a smooth gesture, a hint of drama, he leaned across the table and took one of Mallorys cigarettes out of the silver case. He lit it with a flourish.

Rhonda Farr put her hand to her lips and yawned. She said, This is Erno, my bodyguard. He takes care of me. Nice, isnt it?

She stood up slowly. Erno helped her with her wrap. Then he spread his lips in a mirthless smile, looked at Mallory, said:

Hello, baby.

He had dark, almost opaque eyes with hot lights in them.

Rhonda Farr gathered her wrap about her, nodded slightly, sketched a brief sarcastic smile with her delicate lips, and turned off along the aisle between the tables. She went with her head up and proud, her face a little tense and wary, like a queen in jeopardy. Not fearless, but disdaining to show fear. It was nicely done.

The two bored men gave her an interested eye. The dark woman brooded glumly over the task of mixing herself a highball that would have floored a horse. The man with the fat sweaty neck seemed to have gone to sleep.

Rhonda Farr went up the five crimson-carpeted steps to the lobby, past a bowing head waiter. She went through looped-back gold curtains, and disappeared.

Mallory watched her out of sight, then he looked at Erno. He said: Well, punk, whats on your mind?

He said it insultingly, with a cold smile. Erno stiffened. His gloved left hand jerked the cigarette that was in it so that some ash fell off.

Kiddin yourself, baby? he inquired swiftly.

About what, punk?

Red spots came into Ernos pale cheeks. His eyes narrowed to black slits. He moved his ungloved right hand a little, curled the fingers so that the small pink nails glittered. He said thinly:

About some letters, baby. Forget it! Its out, baby, out!

Mallory looked at him with elaborate, cynical interest, ran his fingers through his crisp black hair. He said slowly:

Perhaps I dont know what you mean, little one.

Erno laughed. A metallic sound, a strained deadly sound. Mallory knew that kind of laugh; the prelude to gun-music in some places. He watched Ernos quick little right hand. He spoke raspingly.

On your way, red hot. I might take a notion to slap that fuzz off your lip.

Ernos face twisted. The red patches showed startlingly in his cheeks. He lifted the hand that held his cigarette, lifted it slowly, and snapped the burning cigarette straight at Mallorys face. Mallory moved his head a little, and the white tube arched over his shoulder.

There was no expression on his lean, cold face. Distantly, dimly, as though another voice spoke, he said:

Careful, punk. People get hurt for things like that.

Erno laughed the same metallic, strained laugh. Blackmailers dont shoot, baby, he snarled. Do they?

Beat it, you dirty little wop!

The words, the cold sneering tone, stung Erno to fury. His right hand shot up like a striking snake. A gun whisked into it from a shoulder-holster. Then he stood motionless, glaring. Mallory bent forward a little, his hands on the edge of the table, his fingers curled below the edge. The corners of his mouth sketched a dim smile.

There was a dull screech, not loud, from the dark woman. The color drained from Ernos cheeks, leaving them pallid, sunk in. In a voice that whistled with fury he said:

Okay, baby. Well go outside. March, you — !

One of the bored men three tables away made a sudden movement of no significance. Slight as it was it caught Ernos eye. His glance flickered. Then the table rose into his stomach, knocked him sprawling.

It was a light table, and Mallory was not a lightweight. There was a complicated thudding sound. A few dishes clattered, some silver. Erno was spread on the floor with the table across his thighs. His gun settled a foot from his clawing hand. His face was convulsed.

For a poised instant of time it was as though the scene were imprisoned in glass, and would never change. Then the dark woman screeched again, louder. Everything became a swirl of movement. People on all sides came to their feet. Two waiters put their arms straight up in the air and began to spout violent Neapolitan. A moist, overdriven bus-boy charged up, more afraid of the head waiter than of sudden death. A plump, reddish man with corn-colored hair hurried down steps, waving a bunch of menus.

Erno jerked his legs clear, weaved to his knees, snatched up his gun. He swiveled, spitting curses. Mallory, alone, indifferent in the center of the babel, leaned down and cracked a hard fist against Ernos flimsy jaw

Consciousness evaporated from Ernos eyes. He collapsed like a half-filled sack of sand.

Mallory observed him carefully for a couple of seconds. Then he picked his cigarette case up off the floor. There were still two cigarettes in it. He put one of them between his lips, put the case away. He took some bills out of his trouser pocket, folded one lengthwise and poked it at a waiter.

He walked away without haste, towards the five crimson-carpeted steps and the entrance.

The man with the fat neck opened a cautious and fishy eye. The drunken woman staggered to her feet with a cackle of inspiration, picked up a bowl of ice cubes in her thin jeweled hands, and dumped it on Ernos stomach, with fair accuracy.
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Mallory came out from under the canopy with his soft hat under his arm. The doorman looked at him inquiringly. He shook his head and walked a little way down the curving pavement that bordered the semi-circular private driveway. He stood at the edge of the curbing, in the darkness, thinking hard. After a little while an Isotta-Fraschini went by him slowly.

It was an open phaeton, huge even for the calculated swank of Hollywood. It glittered like a Ziegfeld chorus as it passed the entrance lights, then it was dull gray and silver. A liveried chauffeur sat behind the wheel as stiff as a poker, with a peaked cap cocked rakishly over one eye. Rhonda Farr sat in the back seat, under the half-deck, with the rigid stillness of a wax figure.

The car slid soundlessly down the driveway, passed between a couple of squat stone pillars and was lost among the lights of the boulevard. Mallory put on his hat absently.

Something stirred in the darkness behind him, between tall Italian cypresses. He swung around, looked at faint light on a gun barrel.

The man who held the gun was very big and broad. He had a shapeless felt hat on the back of his head, and an indistinct overcoat hung away from his stomach. Dim light from a high-up, narrow window outlined bushy eyebrows, a hooked nose. There was another man behind him.

He said: This is a gun, buddy. It goes boom-boom, and guys fall down. Want to try it?

Mallory looked at him emptily, and said: Grow up, flattie! Whats the act?

The big man laughed. His laughter had a dull sound, like the sea breaking on rocks in a fog. He said with heavy sarcasm:

Bright boy has us spotted, Jim. One of us must look like a cop. He eyed Mallory, and added: Saw you pull a rod on a little guy inside. Was that nice?

Mallory tossed his cigarette away, watched it arc through the darkness. He said carefully:

Would twenty bucks make you see it some other way?

Not tonight, mister. Most any other night, but not tonight.

A C note?

Not even that, mister.

That, Mallory said gravely, must be damn tough.

The big man laughed again, came a little closer. The man behind him lurched out of the shadows and planted a soft fattish hand on Mallorys shoulder. Mallory slid sideways without moving his feet. The hand fell off. He said:

Keep your paws off me, gumshoe!

The other man made a snarling sound. Something swished through the air. Something hit Mallory very hard behind his left ear. He went to his knees. He kneeled swaying for a moment, shaking his head violently. His eyes cleared. He could see the lozenge design in the pavement. He got to his feet again rather slowly.

He looked at the man who had blackjacked him and cursed him in a thick dull voice, with a concentration of ferocity that set the man back on his heels with his slack mouth working like melting rubber.

The big man said: Damn your soul, Jim! What in helld you do that for?

The man called Jim put his soft fat hand to his mouth and gnawed at it. He shuffled the blackjack into the side pocket of his coat.

Forget it! he said. Lets take the —— and get on with it. I need a drink.

He plunged down the walk. Mallory turned slowly, followed him with his eyes, rubbing the side of his head. The big man moved his gun in a businesslike way and said:

Walk, buddy. Were takin a little ride in the moonlight.

Mallory walked. The big man fell in beside him. The man called Jim fell in on the other side. He hit himself hard in the pit of the stomach, said:

I need a drink, Mac. Ive got the jumps.

The big man said peacefully: Who dont, you poor egg?

They came to a touring car that was double-parked near the squat pillars at the edge of the boulevard. The man who had hit Mallory got in behind the wheel. The big man prodded Mallory into the back seat and got in beside him. He held his gun across his big thigh, tilted his hat a little further back, and got out a crumpled pack of cigarettes. He lit one carefully, with his left hand.

The car went out into the sea of lights, rolled east a short way, then turned south down the long slope. The lights of the city were an endless glittering sheet. Neon signs glowed and flashed. The languid ray of a searchlight prodded about among high faint clouds.

Its like this, the big man said, blowing smoke from his wide nostrils. We got you spotted. You were tryin to peddle some phony letters to this Farr twist.

Mallory laughed shortly, mirthlessly. He said: You flatties give me an ache.

The big man appeared to think it over, staring in front of him. Passing electroliers threw quick waves of light across his broad face. After a while he said:

Youre the guy all right. We got to know these things in our business.

Mallorys eyes narrowed in the darkness. His lips smiled. He said: What business, copper?

The big man opened his mouth wide, shut it with a click. He said:

Maybe you better talk, bright boy. Now would be a hell of a good time. Jim and me aint tough to get on with, but we got friends who aint so dainty.

Mallory said: What would I talk about, Lieutenant?

The big man shook with silent laughter, made no answer. The car went past the oil well that stands in the middle of La Cienega Boulevard, then turned off on to a quiet street fringed with palm trees. It stopped half-way down the block, in front of an empty lot. Jim cut the motor and the lights. Then he got a flat bottle out of the door-pocket and held it to his mouth, sighed deeply, passed the bottle over his shoulder.

The big man took a drink, waved the bottle, said:

We got to wait here for a friend. Lets talk. My names Macdonald — detective bureau. You was tryin to shake the Farr girl down. Then her protection stepped in front of her. You bopped him. That was nice routine and we liked it. But we didnt like the other part.

Jim reached back for the whiskey bottle, took another drink, sniffed at the neck, said: We was stashed out for you. But we dont figure your play out in the open like that. It dont listen.

Mallory leaned an arm on the side of the car, and looked out and up at the calm, blue, star-spattered sky. He said:

You know too much, copper. And you didnt get your dope from Miss Farr. No screen star would go to the police on a matter of blackmail.

Macdonald jerked his big head around. His eyes gleamed faintly in the dark interior of the car.

We didnt say how we got our dope, bright boy. So you was tryin to shake her down, huh?

Mallory said gravely: Miss Farr is an old friend of mine. Somebody is trying to blackmail her, but not me. I just have a hunch.

Macdonald said swiftly: What the wop pull a gun on you for?

He didnt like me, Mallory said in a bored voice. I was mean to him.

Macdonald said: Horse-feathers! He rumbled angrily. The man in the front seat said: Smack him in the kisser, Mac. Make the —— like it!

Mallory stretched his arms downward, twisting his shoulders like a man cramped from sitting. He felt the bulge of his Luger under his left arm. He said slowly:

You said I was trying to peddle some phony letters. What makes you think the letters would be phony?

Macdonald said softly: Maybe we know where the right ones are.

Mallory drawled: Thats what I thought, copper, and laughed.

Macdonald moved suddenly, jerked his balled fist up, hit him in the face, but not very hard. Mallory laughed again, then he touched the bruised place behind his ear with careful fingers.

That went home, didnt it? he said.

Macdonald swore dully. Maybe youre just a bit too damn smart, bright boy. I guess well find out after a while.

He fell silent. The man in the front seat took off his hat and scratched at a mat of gray hair. Staccato horn blasts came from the boulevard a half block away. Headlights streamed past the end of the street. After a time a pair of them swung around in a wide curve, speared white beams along below the palm trees. A dark bulk drifted down the half block, slid to the curb in front of the touring car. The lights went off.

A man got out and walked back. Macdonald said: Hi, Slippy. Howd it go?

The man was a tall thin figure with a shadowy face under a pulled-down cap. He lisped a little when he spoke. He said:

Nothin to it. Nobody got mad.

Okay, Macdonald grunted. Ditch the hot one and drive this heap.

Jim got into the back of the touring car and sat on Mallorys left, digging a hard elbow into him. The lanky man slid under the wheel, started the motor, and drove back to La Cienega, then south to Wilshire, then west again. He drove fast and roughly.

They went casually through a red light, passed a big movie palace with most of its lights out and its glass cashiers cage empty; then through Beverly Hills, over interurban tracks. The exhaust got louder on a hill with high banks paralleling the road. Macdonald spoke suddenly:

Hell, Jim, I forgot to frisk this baby. Hold the gun a minute.

He leaned in front of Mallory, close to him, blowing whiskey breath in his face. A big hand went over his pockets, down inside his coat around the hips, up under his left arm. It stopped there a moment, against the Luger in the shoulder-holster. It went on to the other side, went away altogether.

Okay, Jim. No gun on bright boy.

A sharp light of wonder winked into being deep in Mallorys brain. His eyebrows drew together. His mouth felt dry.

Mind if I light up a cigarette? he asked, after a pause.

Macdonald said with mock politeness: Now why would we mind a little thing like that, sweetheart?
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The apartment house stood on a hill above Westward Village, and was new and rather cheap-looking. Macdonald and Mallory and Jim got out in front of it, and the touring car went on around the corner, disappeared.

The three men went through a quiet lobby past a switchboard where no one sat at the moment, up to the seventh floor in the automatic elevator. They went along a corridor, stopped before a door. Macdonald took a loose key out of his pocket, unlocked the door. They went in.

It was a very new room, very bright, very foul with cigarette smoke. The furniture was upholstered in loud colors, the carpet was a mess of fat green and yellow lozenges. There was a mantel with bottles on it.

Two men sat at an octagonal table with tall glasses at their elbows. One had red hair, very dark eyebrows, and a dead white face with deep-set dark eyes. The other one had a ludicrous big bulbous nose, no eyebrows at all, hair the color of the inside of a sardine can. This one put some cards down slowly and came across the room with a wide smile. He had a loose, good-natured mouth, an amiable expression.

Have any trouble, Mac? he said.

Macdonald rubbed his chin, shook his head sourly. He looked at the man with the nose as if he hated him. The man with the nose went on smiling. He said:

Frisk him?

Macdonald twisted his mouth to a thick sneer and stalked across the room to the mantel and the bottles. He said in a nasty tone:

Bright boy dont pack a gun. He works with his head. Hes smart.

He re-crossed the room suddenly and smacked the back of his rough hand across Mallorys mouth. Mallory smiled thinly, did not stir. He stood in front of a big bile-colored davenport spotted with angry-looking red squares. His hands hung down at his sides, and cigarette smoke drifted up from between his fingers to join the haze that already blanketed the rough, arched ceiling.

Keep your pants on, Mac, the man with the nose said. Youve done your act. You and Jim check out now. Oil the wheels and check out.

Macdonald snarled: Who you givin orders to, big shot? Im stickin around till this chiseler gets whats coming to him, Costello.

The man called Costello shrugged his shoulders briefly. The red-haired man at the table turned a little in his chair and looked at Mallory with the impersonal air of a collector studying an impaled beetle. Then he took a cigarette out of a neat black case and lit it carefully with a gold lighter.

Macdonald went back to the mantel, poured some whiskey out of a square bottle into a glass, and drank it raw He leaned, scowling, with his back to the mantel.

Costello stood in front of Mallory, cracking the joints of long, bony fingers.

He said: Where do you come from?

Mallory looked at him dreamily and put his cigarette in his mouth. McNeils Island, he said with vague amusement.

How long since?

Ten days.

What were you in for?

Forgery. Mallory gave the information in a soft, pleased voice.

Been here before?

Mallory said: I was born here. Didnt you know?

Costellos voice was gentle, almost soothing. No-o, I didnt know that, he said. What did you come for — ten days ago?

Macdonald heaved across the room again, swinging his thick arms. He slapped Mallory across the mouth a second time, leaning past Costellos shoulder to do it. A red mark showed on Mallorys face. He shook his head back and forth. Dull fire was in his eyes.

Jeeze, Costello, this crumb aint from McNeil. Hes ribbin you. His voice blared. Bright boys just a cheap chiseler from Brooklyn or K.C. — one of those hot towns where the cops are all cripples.

Costello put a hand up and pushed gently at Macdonalds shoulder. He said: Youre not needed in this, Mac, in a flat, toneless voice.

Macdonald balled his fist angrily. Then he laughed, lunged forward and ground his heel on Mallorys foot. Mallory said:  —— damn! and sat down hard on the davenport.

The air in the room was drained of oxygen. Windows were in one wall only, and heavy net curtains hung straight and still across them. Mallory got out a handkerchief and wiped his forehead, patted his lips.

Costello said: You and Jim check out, Mac, in the same flat voice.

Macdonald lowered his head, stared at him steadily through a fringe of eyebrow. His face was shiny with sweat. He had not taken his shabby, crumpled overcoat off. Costello didnt even turn his head. After a moment Macdonald barged back to the mantel, elbowed the gray-haired cop out of the way and grabbed at the square bottle of Scotch.

Call the boss, Costello, he blared over his shoulder. You aint got the brains for this deal. For sake do something besides talk! He turned a little towards Jim, thumped him on the back, said sneeringly: Did you want just one more drink, copper?

What did you come here for? Costello asked Mallory again.

Looking for a connection. Mallory stared up at him lazily. The fire had died out of his eyes.

Funny way you went about it, boy.

Mallory shrugged. I thought if I made a play I might get in touch with the right people.

Maybe you made the wrong kind of play, Costello said quietly. He closed his eyes and rubbed his nose with a thumbnail. These things are hard to figure sometimes.

Macdonalds harsh voice boomed across the close room. Bright boy dont make mistakes, mister. Not with his brains.

Costello opened his eyes and glanced back over his shoulder at the red-haired man. The red-haired man swiveled loosely in his chair. His right hand lay along his leg, slack, half closed. Costello turned the other way, looked straight at Macdonald.

Move out! he snapped coldly. Move out now. Youre drunk, and Im not arguing with you.

Macdonald ground his shoulders against the mantel and put his hands in the side pockets of his suit coat. His hat hung formless and crumpled on the back of his big, square head. Jim, the gray-haired cop, moved a little away from him, stared at him strainedly, his mouth working.

Call the boss, Costello! Macdonald shouted. You aint givin me orders. I dont like you well enough to take em

Costello hesitated, then moved across to the telephone. His eyes stared at a spot high up on the wall. He lifted the instrument off the prongs and dialed with his back to Macdonald. Then he leaned against the wall, smiling thinly at Mallory over the cup. Waiting.

Hello…yes…Costello. Everythings oke except Macs loaded. Hes pretty hostile…wont move out. Dont know yet…some out-of-town boy. Okay.

Macdonald made a motion, said: Hold it…

Costello smiled and put the phone aside without haste. Macdonalds eyes gleamed at him with a greenish fire. He spit on the carpet, in the corner between a chair and the wall. He said:

Thats lousy. Lousy. You cant dial Montrose from here. Costello moved his hands vaguely. The red-haired man got to his feet. He moved away from the table and stood laxly, tilting his head back so that the smoke from his cigarette rose clear of his eyes.

Macdonald rocked angrily on his heels. His jawbone was a hard white line against his flushed face. His eyes had a deep, hard glitter.

I guess well play it this way, he stated. He took his hands out of his pockets in a casual manner, and his blued service revolver moved in a tight, businesslike arc.

Costello looked at the red-haired man and said: Take him, Andy.

The red-haired man stiffened, spit his cigarette straight out from between his pale lips, flashed a hand up like lightning.

Mallory said: Not fast enough. Look at this one.

He had moved so quickly and so little that he had not seemed to move at all. He leaned forward a little on the davenport. The long black Luger lined itself evenly on the red-haired mans belly.

The red-haired mans hand came down slowly from his lapel, empty. The room was very quiet. Costello looked once at Macdonald with infinite disgust, then he put his hands out in front of him, palms up, and looked down at them with a blank smile.

Macdonald spoke slowly, bitterly. The kidnapping is one too many for me, Costello. I dont want any part of it. Im takin a powder from this toy mob. I took a chance that bright boy might side me.

Mallory stood up and moved sideways towards the red-haired man. When he had gone about half the distance the gray-haired cop, Jim, let out a strangled sort of yell and jumped for Macdonald, clawing at his pocket. Macdonald looked at him with quick surprise. He put his big left hand out and grabbed both lapels of Jims overcoat tight together, high up. Jim flailed at him with both fists, hit him in the face twice. Macdonald drew his lips back over his teeth. Calling to Mallory, Watch those birds, he very calmly laid his gun down on the mantel, reached down into the pocket of Jims coat and took out the woven leather blackjack. He said:

Youre a louse, Jim. You always were a louse.

He said it rather thoughtfully, without rancor. Then he swung the blackjack and hit the gray-haired man on the side of the head. The gray-haired man sagged slowly to his knees. He clawed freely at the skirts of Macdonalds coat. Macdonald stooped over and hit him again with the blackjack, in the same place, very hard.

Jim crumpled down sideways and lay on the floor with his hat off and his mouth open. Macdonald swung the blackjack slowly from side to side. A drop of sweat ran down the side of his nose.

Costello said: Rough boy, aint you, Mac? He said it dully, absently, as though he had very little interest in what went on.

Mallory went on towards the red-haired man. When he was behind him he said:

Put the hands way up, wiper.

When the red-haired man had done this, Mallory put his free hand over his shoulder, down inside his coat. He jerked a gun loose from a shoulder-holster and dropped it on the floor behind him. He felt the other side, patted pockets. He stepped back and circled to Costello. Costello had no gun.

Mallory went to the other side of Macdonald, stood where everyone in the room was in front of him. He said:

Whos kidnapped?

Macdonald picked up his gun and glass of whiskey. The Farr girl, he said. They got her on her way home, I guess. It was planned when they knew from the wop bodyguard about the date at the Bolivar. I dont know where they took her.

Mallory planted his feet wide apart and wrinkled his nose. He held his Luger easily, with a slack wrist. He said:

What does your little act mean?

Macdonald said grimly: Tell me about yours. I gave you a break.

Mallory nodded, said: Sure — for your own reasons. I was hired to look for some letters that belong to Rhonda Farr. He looked at Costello. Costello showed no emotion.

Macdonald said: Okay by me. I thought it was some kind of a plant. Thats why I took the chance. Me, I want an out from this connection, thats all. He waved his hand around to take in the room and everything in it.

Mallory picked up a glass, looked into it to see if it was clean, then poured a little Scotch into it and drank it in sips, rolling his tongue around in his mouth.

Lets talk about kidnapping, he said. Who was Costello phoning to?

Atkinson. Big Hollywood lawyer. Front for the boys. Hes the Farr girls lawyer, too. Nice guy, Atkinson. A louse.

He in on the kidnapping?

Macdonald laughed and said: Sure.

Mallory shrugged, said: It seems like a dumb trick — for him.

He went past Macdonald, along the wall to where Costello stood. He stuck the muzzle of the Luger against Costellos chin, pushed his head back against the rough plaster.

Costellos a nice old boy, he said thoughtfully. He wouldnt kidnap a girl. Would you, Costello? A little quiet extortion maybe, but nothing rough. That right, Costello?

Costellos eyes went blank. He swallowed. He said between his teeth: Can it. Youre not funny.

Mallory said: It gets funnier as it goes on. But perhaps you dont know it all.

He lifted the Luger and drew the muzzle down the side of Costellos big nose, hard. It left a white mark that turned to a red weal. Costello looked a little worried.

Macdonald finished pushing a nearly full bottle of Scotch into his overcoat pocket, and said:

Let me work on the —— !

Mallory shook his head gravely from side to side, looking at Costello.

Too noisy. You know how these places are built. Atkinson is the boy to see. Always see the head man — if you can get to him.

Jim opened his eyes, flapped his hands on the floor, tried to get up. Macdonald lifted a large foot and planted it carelessly in the gray-haired mans face. Jim lay down again. His face was a muddy gray color.

Mallory glanced at the red-haired man and went over to the telephone stand. He lifted the instrument down and dialed a number awkwardly, with his left hand.

He said: Im calling the man who hired me…He has a big fast car…Well put these boys in soak for a while.
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Landreys big black Cadillac rolled soundlessly up the long grade to Montrose. Lights shone low on the left, in the lap of the valley. The air was cool and clear, and the stars were very bright. Landrey looked back from the front seat, draped an arm over the back of the seat, a long black arm that ended in a white glove.

He said, for the third or fourth time: So its her own mouthpiece shaking her down. Well, well, well.

He smiled smoothly, deliberately. All his movements were smooth and deliberate. Landrey was a tall, pale man with white teeth and jet-black eyes that sparkled under the dome light.

Mallory and Macdonald sat in the back seat. Mallory said nothing; he stared out of the car window. Macdonald took a pull at his square bottle of Scotch, lost the cork on the floor of the car, and swore as he bent over to grope for it. When he found it he leaned back and looked morosely at Landreys clear, pale face above the white silk scarf.

He said: You still got that place on Highland Drive?

Landrey said: Yes, copper, I have. And its not doin so well.

Macdonald growled. He said: Thats a damn shame, Mr. Landrey.

Then he put his head back against the upholstery and closed his eyes.

The Cadillac turned off the highway. The driver seemed to know just where he was going. He circled around into a landscaped subdivision of rambling elaborate homes. Tree frogs sounded in the darkness, and there was a smell of orange blossoms.

Macdonald opened his eyes and leaned forward. The house on the corner, he told the driver.

The house stood well back from a wide curve. It had a lot of tiled roof, an entrance like a Norman arch, and wrought-iron lanterns lit on either side of the door. By the pavement there was a pergola covered with climbing roses. The driver cut his lights and drifted expertly up to the pergola.

Mallory yawned and opened the car door. Cars were parked along the street around the corner. The cigarette tips of a couple of lounging chauffeurs spotted the soft bluish dark.

Party, he said. That makes it nice.

He got out, stood a moment looking across the lawn. Then he walked over soft grass to a pathway of dull bricks spaced so that the grass grew between them. He stood between the wrought-iron lanterns and rang the bell.

A maid in cap and apron opened the door. Mallory said:

Sorry to disturb Mr. Atkinson, but its important. Macdonald is the name.

The maid hesitated, then went back into the house, leaving the front door open a crack. Mallory pushed it open carelessly, looked into a roomy hallway with Indian rugs on the floor and walls. He went in.

A few yards down the hallway a doorway gave on a dim room lined with books, smelling of good cigars. Hats and coats were spread around on the chairs. From the back of the house a radio droned dance music.

Mallory took his Luger out and leaned against the jamb of the door, inside.

A man in evening dress came along the hall. He was a plump man with thick white hair above a shrewd, pink, irritable face. Beautifully tailored shoulders failed to divert attention from rather too much stomach. His heavy eyebrows were drawn together in a frown. He walked fast and looked mad.

Mallory stepped out of the doorway and put his gun in Atkinsons stomach.

Youre looking for me, he said.

Atkinson stopped, heaved a little, made a choked sound in his throat. His eyes were wide and startled. Mallory moved the Luger up, put the cold muzzle into the flesh at Atkinsons throat, just above the V of his wing collar. The lawyer partly lifted one arm, as though to make a sweep of the gun. Then he stood quite still, holding the arm up in the air.

Mallory said: Dont talk. Just think. Youre sold out. Macdonald has ratted on you. Costello and two other boys are taped up at Westwood. We want Rhonda Farr.

Atkinsons eyes were dull blue, opaque, without interior light. The mention of Rhonda Farrs name did not seem to make much impression on him. He squirmed against the gun and said:

Why do you come to me?

We think you know where she is, Mallory said tonelessly. But we wont talk about it here. Lets go outside.

Atkinson jerked, sputtered. No…no, I have guests.

Mallory said coldly: The guest we want isnt here. He pressed on the gun.

A sudden wave of emotion went over Atkinsons face. He took a short step back and snatched at the gun. Mallorys lips tightened. He twisted his wrist in a tight circle, and the gun sight flicked across Atkinsons mouth. Blood came out on his lips. His mouth began to puff. He got very pale.

Mallory said: Keep your head, fat boy, and you may live through the night.

Atkinson turned and walked straight out of the open door, swiftly, blindly.

Mallory took his arm and jerked him to the left, on to the grass. Make it slow, he said softly.

They rounded the pergola. Atkinson put his hands out in front of him and floundered at the car. A long arm came out of the open door and grabbed him. He went in, fell against the seat. Macdonald clapped a hand over his face and forced him back against the upholstery. Mallory got in and slammed the car door.

Tires squealed as the car circled rapidly and shot away. The driver drove a block before he switched the lights on again. Then he turned his head a little, said: Where to, boss?

Mallory said: Anywhere. Back to town. Take it easy.

The Cadillac turned on to the highway again and began to drop down the long grade. Lights showed in the valley once more, little white lights that moved ever so slowly along the floor of the valley. Headlights.

Atkinson heaved up in the seat, got a handkerchief out and dabbed at his mouth. He peered at Macdonald and said in a composed voice:

Whats the frame, Mac? Shakedown?

Macdonald laughed gruffly. Then he hiccoughed. He was a little drunk. He said thickly:

Hell, no. The boys hung a snatch on the Farr girl tonight. Her friends here dont like it. But you wouldnt know anything about it, would you, big shot? He laughed again, jeeringly.

Atkinson said slowly: Its funny…but I wouldnt. He lifted his white head higher, went on: Who are these men?

Macdonald didnt answer him. Mallory lit a cigarette, guarding the match flame with cupped hands. He said slowly:

Thats not important, is it? Either you know where Rhonda Farr was taken, or you can give us a lead. Think it out. Theres lots of time.

Landrey turned his head and looked back. His face was a pale blur in the dark.

Its not much to ask, Mr. Atkinson he said gravely. His voice was cool, suave, pleasant. He tapped on the seat-back with his gloved fingers.

Atkinson stared towards him for a while, then put his head back against the upholstery. Suppose I dont know anything about it, he said wearily.

Macdonald lifted his hand and hit him in the face. The lawyers head jerked against the cushions. Mallory said in a cold, unpleasant voice:

A little less of your crap, copper.

Macdonald swore at him, turned his head away. The car went on.

They were down in the valley now. A three-colored airport beacon swung through the sky not far away. There began to be wooded slopes and little beginnings of valley between dark hills. A train roared down from the Newhall tunnel, gathered speed and went by with a long shattering crash.

Landrey said something to his driver. The Cadillac turned off on to a dirt road. The driver switched the lights off and picked his way by moonlight. The dirt road ended in a spot of dead brown grass with low bushes around it. There were old cans and torn discolored newspapers faintly visible on the ground.

Macdonald got his bottle out, hefted it, and gurgled a drink. Atkinson said thickly:

Im a bit faint. Give me one.

Macdonald turned, held the bottle out, then growled: Aw, go to hell! and put it away in his coat. Mallory took a flash out of the door pocket, clicked it on, and put the beam on Atkinsons face. He said:

Talk.

Atkinson put his hands on his knees and stared straight at the beacon of the flashlight. His eyes were glassy and there was blood on his chin. He spoke:

This is a frame by Costello. I dont know what its all about. But if its Costello, a man named Slippy Morgan will be in on it. He has a shack on the mesa by Baldwin Hills. They might have taken Rhonda Farr there.

He closed his eyes, and a tear showed in the glare of the flash. Mallory said slowly:

Macdonald should know that.

Atkinson kept his eyes shut, said: I guess so. His voice was dull and without any feeling.

Macdonald balled his first, lurched sideways and hit him in the face again. The lawyer groaned, sagged to one side. Mallorys hand jerked; jerked the flash. His voice shook with fury. He said:

Do that again and Ill put a slug in your guts, copper. So help me I will.

Macdonald rolled away, with a foolish laugh. Mallory snapped off the light. He said, more quietly:

I think youre telling the truth, Atkinson. Well case this shack of Slippy Morgans.

The driver swung and backed the car, picked his way back to the highway again.
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A white picket fence showed up for a moment before the headlights went off. Behind it on a rise the gaunt shapes of a couple of derricks groped towards the sky. The darkened car went forward slowly, stopped across the street from a small frame house. There were no houses on that side of the street, nothing between the car and the oil-field. The house showed no light.

Mallory got to the ground and went across. A gravel driveway led along to a shed without a door. There was a touring car parked under the shed. There was thin worn grass along the driveway and a dull patch of something that had once been a lawn at the back. There was a wire clothes line and a small stoop with a rusted screen door. The moon showed all this.

Beyond the stoop there was a single window with the blind drawn; two thin cracks of light showed along the edges of the blind. Mallory went back to the car, walking on the dry grass and the dirt road surface without sound.

He said: Lets go, Atkinson.

Atkinson got out heavily, stumbled across the street like a man half asleep. Mallory grabbed his arm. The two men went up the wooden steps, crossed the porch quietly. Atkinson fumbled and found the bell. He pressed it. There was a dull buzz inside the house. Mallory flattened himself against the wall, on the side where he would not be blocked by the opening screen door.

Then the house door came open without sound, and a figure loomed behind the screen. There was no light behind the figure. The lawyer said mumblingly:

Its Atkinson.

The screen hook was undone. The screen door came outward.

Whats the big idea? said a lisping voice that Mallory had heard before.

Mallory moved, holding his Luger waist-high. The man in the doorway whirled at him. Mallory stepped in on him swiftly, making a clucking sound with tongue and teeth, shaking his head reprovingly.

You wouldnt have a gun, would you, Slippy, he said, nudging the Luger forward. Turn slow and easy, Slippy. When you feel something against your spine, go on in, Slippy. Well be right with you.

The lanky man put his hands up and turned. He walked back into the darkness, Mallorys gun in his back. A small living-room smelled of dust and casual cooking. A door had light under it. The lanky man put one hand down slowly and opened the door.

An unshaded light bulb hung from the middle of the ceiling. A thin woman in a dirty white smock stood under it, limp arms at her sides. Dull colorless eyes brooded under a mop of rusty hair. Her fingers fluttered and twitched in involuntary contractions of the muscles. She made a thin plaintive sound, like a starved cat.

The lanky man went and stood against the wall on the opposite side of the room, pressing the palms of his hands against wallpaper. There was a fixed, meaningless smile on his face.

Landreys voice said from behind: Ill take care of Atkinsons pals.

He came into the room with a big automatic in his gloved hand. Nice little home, he added pleasantly.

There was a metal bed in a corner of the room. Rhonda Farr was lying on it, wrapped to the chin in a brown army blanket. Her white wig was partly off her head and damp golden curls showed. Her face was bluish-white, a mask in which the rouge and lip-paint glared. She was snoring.

Mallory put his hand under the blanket, felt for her pulse. Then he lifted an eyelid and looked closely at the upturned pupil.

He said: Doped.

The woman in the smock wetted her lips. A shot of M, she said in a slack voice. No harm done, mister.

Atkinson sat down on a hard chair that had a dirty towel on the back of it. His dress shirt was dazzling under the unshaded light. The lower part of his face was smeared with dry blood. The lanky man looked at him contemptuously, and patted the stained wallpaper with the flat of his hands. Then Macdonald came into the room.

His face was flushed and sweaty. He staggered a little and put a hand up along the door-frame. Hi ho, boys, he said vacantly. I ought to rate a promotion for this.

The lanky man stopped smiling. He ducked sideways very fast, and a gun jumped into his hand. Roar filled the room, a great crashing roar. And again a roar.

The lanky mans duck became a slide and the slide degenerated into a fall. He spread himself out on the bare carpet in a leisurely sort of way. He lay quite still, one half-open eye apparently looking at Macdonald. The thin woman opened her mouth wide, but no sound came out of it.

Macdonald put his other hand up to the door-frame, leaned forward and began to cough. Bright red blood came out on his chin. His hands came down the door-frame slowly. Then his shoulder twitched forward, he rolled like a swimmer in a breaking wave, and crashed. He crashed on his face, his hat still on his head, the mouse-colored hair at the nape of his neck showing below it in an untidy curl.

Mallory said: Two down, and looked at Landrey with a disgusted expression. Landry looked down at his big automatic and put it away out of sight, in the side pocket of his thin dark overcoat.

Mallory stooped over Macdonald, put a finger to his temple. There was no heartbeat. He tried the jugular vein with the same result. Macdonald was dead, and he still smelled violently of whiskey.

There was a faint trace of smoke under the light bulb, an acrid fume of powder. The thin woman bent forward at the waist and scrambled towards the door. Mallory jerked a hard hand against her chest and threw her back.

Youre fine where you are.

Atkinson took his hands off his knees and rubbed them together as if all the feeling had gone out of them. Landrey went over to the bed, put his gloved hand down and touched Rhonda Farrs hair.

Hello, baby, he said lightly. Long time no see. He went out of the room, saying: Ill get the car over on this side of the street.

Mallory looked at Atkinson. He said casually: Who has the letters, Atkinson? The letters belonging to Rhonda Farr?

Atkinson lifted his blank face slowly, squinted as though the light hurt his eyes. He spoke in a vague, far-off sort of voice.

I — I dont know. Costello, maybe. I never saw them.

Mallory let out a short harsh laugh which made no change in the hard cold lines of his face. Wouldnt it be funny as hell if thats true!

He stooped over the bed in the corner and wrapped the brown blanket closely around Rhonda Farr. When he lifted her she stopped snoring, but she did not wake.
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A window or two in the front of the apartment house showed light. Mallory held his wrist up and looked at the curved watch on the inside of it. The faintly glowing hands were at half-past three. He spoke back into the car:

Give me ten minutes or so. Then come on up. Ill fix the doors.

The street entrance to the apartment house was locked. Mallory unlocked it with a loose key, put it on the latch. There was a little light in the lobby, from one bulb in a floor lamp and from a hooded light above the switchboard. A wizened, white-haired little man was asleep in a chair by the switchboard, with his mouth open and his breath coming in long, wailing snores, like the sounds of an animal in pain.

Mallory walked up one flight of carpeted steps. On the second floor he pushed the button for the automatic elevator. When it came rumbling down from above he got in and pushed the button marked 7. He yawned. His eyes were dull with fatigue.

The elevator lurched to a stop, and Mallory went down the bright, silent corridor. He stopped at a gray olive-wood door and put his ear to the panel. Then he fitted the loose key slowly into the lock, turned it slowly, moved the door back an inch or two. He listened again, went in.

There was light from a lamp with a red shade that stood beside an easy chair. A man was sprawled in the chair and the light splashed on his face. He was bound at the wrists and ankles with strips of wide adhesive tape. There was a strip of adhesive across his mouth.

Mallory fixed the door latch and shut the door. He went across the room with quick silent steps. The man in the chair was Costello. His face was a purplish color above the white adhesive that plastered his lips together. His chest moved in jerks and his breath made a snorting noise in his big nose.

Mallory yanked the tape off Costellos mouth, put the heel of one hand on the mans chin, forced his mouth wide open. The cadence of the breathing changed a bit. Costellos chest stopped jerking, and the purplish color of his face faded to pallor. He stirred, made a groaning sound.

Mallory took an unopened pint bottle of rye off the mantel and tore the metal strip from the cap with his teeth. He pushed Costellos head far back, poured some whiskey into his open mouth, slapped his face hard. Costello choked, swallowed convulsively. Some of the whiskey ran out of his nostrils. He opened his eyes, focused them slowly. He mumbled something confused.

Mallory went through velour curtains that hung across a doorway at the inner end of the room, into a short hall. The first door led into a bedroom with twin beds. A light burned, and a man was lying bound on each of the beds.

Jim, the gray-haired cop, was asleep or still unconscious. The side of his head was stiff with congealed blood. The skin of his face was a dirty gray.

The eyes of the red-haired man were wide open, diamond bright, angry. His mouth worked under the tape, trying to chew it. He had rolled over on his side and almost off the bed. Mallory pushed him back towards the middle, and said:

Its all in the game.

He went back to the living-room and switched on more light. Costello had struggled up in the easy chair. Mallory took out a pocket knife and reached behind him, sawed the tape that bound his wrists. Costello jerked his hands apart, grunted, and rubbed the backs of his wrists together where the tape had pulled hairs out. Then he bent over and tore tape off his ankles. He said:

That didnt do me any good. Im a mouth breather. His voice was loose, flat and without cadence.

He got to his feet and poured two inches of rye into a glass, drank it at a gulp, sat down again and leaned his head against the high back of the chair. Life came into his face; glitter came into his washed-out eyes.

He said: Whats new?

Mallory spooned at a bowl of water that had been ice, frowned and drank some whiskey straight. He rubbed the left side of his head gently with his finger-tips and winced. Then he sat down and lit a cigarette.

He said: Several things. Rhonda Farr is home. Macdonald and Slippy Morgan got gunned. But thats not important. Im after some letters you were trying to peddle to Rhonda Farr. Dig em up.

Costello lifted his head and grunted. He said: I dont have the letters.

Mallory said: Get the letters, Costello. Now He sprinkled cigarette ash carefully in the middle of a green and yellow diamond in the carpet design.

Costello made an impatient movement. I dont have them, he insisted. I never saw them.

Mallorys eyes were slate-gray, very cold, and his voice was brittle. He said: What you heels dont know about your racket is just pitiful…Im tired, Costello. I dont feel like an argument. Youd look lousy with that big beezer smashed over on one side of your face with a gun barrel.

Costello put his bony hand up and rubbed the reddened skin around his mouth where the tape had chafed it. He glanced down the room. There was a slight movement of the velour curtains across the end door, as though a breeze had stirred them. But there was no breeze. Mallory was staring down at the carpet.

Costello stood up from the chair, slowly. He said: Ive got a wall safe. Ill open it up.

He went across the room to the wall in which the outside door was, lifted down a picture and worked the dial of a small inset circular safe. He swung the little round door open and thrust his arm into the safe.

Mallory said: Stay just like that, Costello.

He stepped lazily across the room, and passed his left hand down Costellos arm, into the safe. It came out again holding a small pearl-handled automatic. He made a sibilant sound with his lips and put the little gun into his pocket.

Just cant learn, can you, Costello? he said in a tired voice.

Costello shrugged, went back across the room. Mallory plunged his hands into the safe and tumbled the contents out onto the floor. He dropped on one knee. There were some long white envelopes, a bunch of clippings fastened with a paper-clip, a narrow, thick check-book, a small photograph album, an address book, some loose papers, some yellow bank statements with check inside. Mallory spread one of the long envelopes carelessly, without much interest.

The curtains over the end door moved again. Costello stood rigid in front of the mantel. A gun came through the curtains in a small hand that was very steady. A slim body followed the hand, a white face with blazing eyes — Erno.

Mallory came to his feet, his hands breast-high, empty.

Higher, baby, Erno croaked. Much higher, baby!

Mallory raised his hands a little more. His forehead was wrinkled in a hard frown. Erno came forward into the room. His face glistened. A lock of oily black hair drooped over one eyebrow. His teeth showed in a stiff grin.

He said: I think well give it to you right here, two-timer.

His voice had a questioning inflection, as if he waited Costellos confirmation.

Costello didnt say anything.

Mallory moved his head a little. His mouth felt very dry. He watched Ernos eyes, saw them tense. He said rather quickly:

Youve been crossed, mug, but not by me.

Ernos grin widened to a snarl, and his head went back. His trigger finger whitened at the first joint. Then there was a noise outside the door, and it came open.

Landrey came in. He shut the door with a jerk of his shoulder, and leaned against it, dramatically. Both his hands were in the side pockets of his thin dark overcoat. His eyes under the soft black hat were bright and devilish. He looked pleased. He moved his chin in the white silk evening scarf that was tucked carelessly about his neck. His handsome pale face was like something carved out of old ivory.

Erno moved his gun slightly and waited. Landrey said cheerfully:

Bet you a grand you hit the floor first!

Ernos lips twitched under his shiny little mustache. Two guns went off at the same time. Landrey swayed like a tree hit by a gust of wind; the heavy roar of his .45 sounded again, muffled a little by cloth and the nearness to his body.

Mallory went down behind the davenport, rolled and came up with the Luger straight out in front of him. But Ernos face had already gone blank.

He went down slowly; his light body seemed to be drawn down by the weight of the gun in his right hand. He bent at the knees as he fell, and slid forward on the floor. His back arched once, and then went loose.

Landrey took his left hand out of his coat pocket and spread the fingers away from him as though pushing at something. Slowly and with difficulty he got the big automatic out of the other pocket and raised it inch by inch, turning on the balls of his feet. He swiveled his body towards Costellos rigid figure and squeezed the trigger again. Plaster jumped from the wall at Costellos shoulder.

Landrey smiled vaguely, said: Damn! in a soft voice. Then his eyes went up in his head and the gun plunged down from his nerveless fingers, bounded on the carpet. Landrey went down joint by joint, smoothly and gracefully, kneeled, swaying a moment before he melted over sideways, spread himself on the floor almost without sound. Mallory looked at Costello, and said in a strained, angry voice: Boy, are you lucky!

The buzzer droned insistently. Three little lights glowed red on the panel of the switchboard. The wizened, white-haired little man shut his mouth with a snap and struggled sleepily upright.

Mallory jerked past him with his head turned the other way, shot across the lobby, out of the front door of the apartment house, down the three marble-faced steps, across the pavement and the street. The driver of Landreys car had already stepped on the starter. Mallory swung in beside him, breathing hard, and slammed the car door.

Get goin fast! he rasped. Stay off the boulevard. Cops here in five minutes!

The driver looked at him and said: Wheres Landrey?…I heard shootin.

Mallory held the Luger up, said swiftly and coldly: Move, baby!

The gears went in, the Cadillac jumped forward, the driver took a corner recklessly, the tail of his eye on the gun.

Mallory said: Landrey stopped lead. Hes cold. He held the Luger up, put the muzzle under the drivers nose. But not from my gun. Smell that, friend. It hasnt been fired!

The driver said: Jeeze! in a shattered voice, swung the big car wildly, missing the curb by inches.

It was getting to be daylight.
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Rhonda Farr said: Publicity, darling. Just publicity. Any kind is better than none at all. Im not so sure my contract is going to be renewed and Ill probably need it.

She was sitting in a deep chair, in a large, long room. She looked at Mallory with lazy, indifferent, purplish-blue eyes and moved her hand to a tall, misted glass. She took a drink.

The room was enormous. Mandarin rugs in soft colors swathed the floor. There was a lot of teakwood and red lacquer. Gold frames glinted high up on the walls, and the ceiling was remote and vague, like the dusk of a hot day. A huge carved radio gave forth muted and unreal strains.

Mallory wrinkled his nose and looked amused in a grim sort of way. He said:

Youre a nasty little rat. I dont like you.

Rhonda Farr said: Oh, yes, you do, darling. Youre crazy about me.

She smiled and fitted a cigarette into a jade-green holder that matched her jade-green lounging pajamas. Then she reached out her beautifully shaped hand and pushed the button of a bell that was set into the top of a low nacre and teakwood table at her side. A silent, white-coated Japanese butler drifted into the room and mixed more highballs.

Youre a pretty wise lad, arent you, darling? Rhonda Farr said, when he had gone out again. And you have some letters in your pocket you think are body and soul to me. Nothing like it, mister, nothing like it. She took a sip of the fresh highball. The letters you have are phony. They were written about a month ago. Landrey never had them. He gave his letters back a long time ago…What you have are just props. She put a hand to her beautifully waved hair. The experience of the previous night seemed to have left no trace on her.

Mallory looked at her carefully. He said: How do you prove that?

The notepaper — if I have to prove it. Theres a little man down at Fourth and Spring who makes a study of that kind of thing.

Mallory said: The writing?

Rhonda Farr smiled dimly. Writings easy to fake, if you have plenty of time. Or so Im told. Thats my story anyhow

Mallory nodded, sipped at his own highball. He put his hand into his inside breast pocket and took out a flat manila envelope, legal size. He laid it on his knee.

Four men got gunned out last night on account of these phony letters, he said carelessly.

Rhonda Farr looked at him mildly. Two crooks, a doublecrossing policeman, make three of them. I should lose my sleep over that trash! Of course, Im sorry about Landrey.

Mallory said politely: Its nice of you to be sorry about Landrey.

She said peacefully: Landrey, as I told you once, was a pretty nice boy a few years ago, when he was trying to get into pictures. But he chose another business, and in that business he was bound to stop a bullet some time.

Mallory rubbed his chin. Its funny he didnt remember hed given you back your letters. Very funny.

He wouldnt care, darling. He was that kind of actor, and hed like the show. It gave him a chance for a swell pose. Hed like that terribly.

Mallory let his face get hard and disgusted. He said: The job looked on the level to me. I didnt know much about Landrey, but he knew a good friend of mine in Chicago. He figured a way to the boys who were working on you, and I played his hunch. Things happened that made it easier — but a lot noisier.

Rhonda Farr tapped little bright nails against her little bright teeth. She said: What are you back where you live, darling? One of those hoods they call private dicks?

Mallory laughed harshly, made a vague movement and ran his fingers through his crisp dark hair. Let it go, baby, he said softly. Let it go.

Rhonda Farr looked at him with a surprised glance, then laughed rather shrilly. It gets mad, doesnt it? she cooed. She went on, in a dry voice: Atkinson has been bleeding me for years, one way and another. I fixed the letters up and put them where he could get hold of them. They disappeared. A few days afterwards a man with one of those tough voices called up and began to apply the pressure. I let it ride. I figured Id hang a pinch on Atkinson somehow, and our two reputations put together would be good for a write-up that wouldnt hurt me too much. But the thing seemed to be spreading out, and I got scared. I thought of asking Landrey to help me out. I was sure he would like it.

Mallory said roughly: Simple, straightforward kid, aint you? Like hell!

You dont know much about this Hollywood racket, do you darling? Rhonda Farr said. She put her head on one side and hummed softly. The strains of a dance band floated idly through the quiet air. Thats a gorgeous melody…Its swiped from a Weber sonata…Publicity has to hurt a bit out here. Otherwise nobody believes it.

Mallory stood up, lifting the manila envelope off his knee. He dropped it in her lap.

Five grand these are costing you, he said.

Rhonda Farr leaned back and crossed her jade-green legs. One little green slipper fell off her bare foot to the rug, and the manila envelope fell down beside it. She didnt stir towards either one.

She said: Why?

Im a business man, baby. I get paid for my work. Landrey didnt pay me. Five grand was the price. The price to him, and now the price to you.

She looked at him almost casually, out of placid, cornflower-blue eyes, and said: No deal…blackmailer. Just like I told you at the Bolivar. You have all my thanks, but Im spending my money myself.

Mallory said curtly: This might be a damn good way to spend some of it.

He leaned over and picked up her highball, drank a little of it. When he put the glass down he tapped the nails of two fingers against the side for a moment. A small tight smile wrinkled the corners of his mouth. He lit a cigarette and tossed the match into a bowl of hyacinths.

He said slowly: Landreys driver talked, of course. Landreys friends want to see me. They want to know how come Landrey got rubbed out in Westwood. The cops will get around to me after a while. Someone is sure to tip them off. I was right beside four killings last night, and naturally Im not going to run out on them. Ill probably have to spill the whole story. The cops will give you plenty of publicity, baby. Landreys friends — I dont know what theyll do. Something that will hurt a lot, I should say.

Rhonda Farr jerked to her feet, fumbling with her toe for the green slipper. Her eyes had gone wide and startled.

Youd…sell me out? she breathed.

Mallory laughed. His eyes were bright and hard. He stared along the floor at a splash of light from one of the standing lamps. He said in a bored voice:

Why the hell should I protect you? I dont owe you anything. And youre too damn tight with your dough to hire me. I havent a record, but you know how the law boys love my sort. And Landreys friends will just see a dirty plant that got a good lad killed. —— sake, why should I front for a chiseler like you?

He snorted angrily. Red spots showed in his tanned cheeks.

Rhonda Farr stood quite still and shook her head slowly from side to side. She said: No deal, blackmailer…no deal. Her voice was small and tired, but her chin stuck out hard and brave.

Mallory reached out and picked up his hat. Youre a hell of a guy, he said, grinning, Christ! But you Hollywood frails must be hard to get on with!

He leaned forward suddenly, put his left hand behind her head and kissed her on the mouth hard. Then he flipped the tips of his fingers across her cheek.

Youre a nice kid — in some ways, he said. And a fair liar. Just fair. You didnt fake any letters, baby. Atkinson wouldnt fall for a trick like that.

Rhonda Farr stooped over, snatched the manila envelope off the rug, and tumbled out what was in it — a number of closely written grey pages, deckle-edged, with thin gold monograms. She stared down at them with quivering nostrils.

She said slowly: Ill send you the money.

Mallory put his hand against her chin, and pushed her head back.

He said rather gently:

I was kidding you, baby. I have that bad habit. But there are two funny things about these letters. They havent any envelopes, and theres nothing to show who they were written to — nothing at all. The second thing is, Landrey had them in his pocket when he was killed.

He nodded and turned away. Rhonda Farr said sharply: Wait! Her voice was suddenly terrified.

Mallory said: It gets you when its over. Take a drink.

He went a little way down the room, turned his head. He said: I have to go. Got a date with a big black spot…Send me some flowers. Wild, blue flowers, like your eyes.

He went out under an arch. A door opened and shut heavily. Rhonda Farr sat without moving for a long time.
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Cigarette smoke laced the air. A group of people in evening clothes stood sipping cocktails at one side of a curtained opening that led to the gambling rooms. Beyond the curtains light blazed down on one end of a roulette table.

Mallory put his elbows on the bar, and the bartender left two young girls in party gowns and slid a white towel along the polished wood towards him. He said:

Whatll it be, chief?

Mallory said: A small beer.

The bartender gave it to him, smiled, went back to the two girls. Mallory sipped the beer, made a face, and looked into the long mirror that ran all the way behind the bar and slanted forward a little, so that it showed the floor all the way over to the far wall. A door opened in the wall and a man in dinner clothes came through. He had a wrinkled brown face and hair the color of steel wool. He met Mallorys glance in the mirror and came across the room nodding.

He said: Im Mardonne. Nice of you to come. He had a soft, husky voice, the voice of a fat man, but he was not fat.

Mallory said: Its not a social call.

Mardonne said: Lets go up to my office.

Mallory drank a little more of the beer, made another face, and pushed the glass away from him across the bar top. They went through the door, up a carpeted staircase that met another staircase half-way up. An open door shone light on the landing. They went in where the light was.

The room had been a bedroom, and no particular trouble had been taken to make it over into an office. It had gray walls, two or three prints in narrow frames. There was a big filing cabinet, a good safe, chairs. A parchment-shaded lamp stood on a walnut desk. A very blond young man sat on a corner of the desk swinging one leg over the other. He was wearing a soft hat with a gay band.

Mardonne said: All right, Henry. Ill be busy.

The blond young man got off the desk, yawned, put his hand to his mouth with an affected flirt of the wrist. There was a large diamond on one of his fingers. He looked at Mallory, smiled, and went slowly out of the room, closing the door.

Mardonne sat down in a blue leather swivel-chair. He lit a thin cigar and pushed a humidor across the grained top of the desk. Mallory took a chair at the end of the desk, between the door and a pair of open windows. There was another door, but the safe stood in front of it. He lit a cigarette, said:

Landrey owed me some money. Five grand. Anybody here interested in paying it?

Mardonne put his brown hands on the arms of his chair and rocked back and forth. We havent come to that, he said.

Mallory said: Right. What have we come to?

Mardonne narrowed his dull eyes. His voice was flat and without tone. To how Landrey got killed.

Mallory put his cigarette in his mouth and clasped his hands together behind his head. He puffed smoke and talked through it at the wall above Mardonnes head.

He crossed everybody up and then he crossed himself. He played too many parts and got his lines mixed. He was gun-drunk. When he got a rod in his hand he had to shoot somebody. Somebody shot back.

Mardonne went on rocking, said: Maybe you could make it a little more definite.

Sure…I could tell you a story…about a girl who wrote some letters once. She thought she was in love. They were reckless letters, the sort a girl would write who had more guts than was good for her. Time passed, and somehow the letters got on the blackmail market. Some workers started to shake the girl down. Not a high stake, nothing that would have bothered her, but it seems she liked to do things the hard way. Landrey thought he would help her out. He had a plan and the plan needed a man who could wear a tux, keep a spoon out of a coffee-cup, and wasnt known in this town. He got me. I run a small agency in Chicago.

Mardonne swiveled towards the open windows and stared out at the tops of some trees. Private dick, huh? he grunted impassively. From Chicago.

Mallory nodded, looked at him briefly, looked back at the same spot on the wall. And supposed to be on the level, Mardonne. You wouldnt think it from some of the company Ive been keeping lately.

Mardonne made a quick impatient gesture, said nothing.

Mallory went on: Well, I gave the job a tumble, which was my first and worst mistake. I was making a little headway when the shakedown turned into a kidnapping. Not so good. I got in touch with Landrey and he decided to show with me. We found the girl without a lot of trouble. We took her home. We still had to get the letters. While I was trying to pry them loose from the guy I thought had them one of the bad boys got in the back way and wanted to play with his gun. Landrey made a swell entrance, struck a pose and shot it out with the hood, toe to toe. He stopped some lead. It was pretty, if you like that sort of thing, but it left me in a spot. So perhaps Im prejudiced. I had to lam out and collect my ideas.

Mardonnes dull brown eyes showed a passing flicker of emotion. The girls story might be interesting, too, he said coolly.

Mallory blew a pale cloud of smoke. She was doped and doesnt know anything. She wouldnt talk, if she did. And I dont know her name.

I do, Mardonne said. Landreys driver also talked to me. So I wont have to bother you about that.

Mallory talked on, placidly. Thats the tale from the outside, without notes. The notes make it funnier — and a hell of a lot dirtier. The girl didnt ask Landrey for help, but he knew about the shakedown. Hed once had the letters, because they were written to him. His scheme to get on their trail was for me to make a wrong pass at the girl myself, make her think I had the letters, talk her into a meeting at a night-club where we could be watched by the people who were working on her. Shed come, because she had that kind of guts. Shed be watched, because there would be an inside — maid, chauffeur or something. The boys would want to know about me. Theyd pick me up, and if I didnt get conked out of hand, I might learn who was who in the racket. Sweet set-up, dont you think so?

Mardonne said coldly: A bit loose in places…Go on talking.

When the decoy worked I knew it was fixed. I stayed with it, because for the time being I had to. After a while there was another sour play, unrehearsed this time. A big flattie who was taking graft money from the gang got cold feet and threw the boys for a loss. He didnt mind a little extortion, but a snatch was going off the deep end on a dark night. The break made things easier for me, and it didnt hurt Landrey any, because the flattie wasnt in on the clever stuff. The hood who got Landrey wasnt either, I guess. That one was just sore, thought he was being chiseled out of his cut.

Mardonne flipped his brown hands up and down on the chair arms, like a purchasing agent getting restless under a sales talk. Were you supposed to figure things out this way? he asked with a sneer.

I used my head, Mardonne. Not soon enough, but I used it. Maybe I wasnt hired to think, but that wasnt explained to me, either. If I got wise, it was Landreys hard luck. Hed have to figure an out to that one. If I didnt, I was the nearest thing to an honest stranger he could afford to have around.

Mardonne said smoothly: Landrey had plenty of dough. He had some brains. Not a lot, but some. He wouldnt go for a cheap shake like that.

Mallory laughed harshly: It wasnt so cheap to him, Mardonne. He wanted the girl. Shed got away from him, out of his class. He couldnt pull himself up, but he could pull her down. The letters were not enough to bring her into line. Add a kidnapping and a fake rescue by an old flame turned racketeer, and you have a story no rag could be made to soft-pedal. If it was spilled, it would blast her right out of her job. You guess the price for not spilling it, Mardonne.

Mardonne said: Uh-huh, and kept on looking out of the window.

Mallory said: But all thats on the cuff, now. I was hired to get some letters, and I got them — out of Landreys pocket when he was bumped. Id like to get paid for my time.

Mardonne turned in his chair and put his hands flat on the top of the desk. Pass them over, he said. Ill see what theyre worth to me.

Mallorys eyes got sharp and bitter. The trouble with you heels is that you cant figure anybody to be on the up and up…The letters are withdrawn from circulation. They passed around too much and they wore out.

Its a sweet thought, Mardonne sneered. For somebody else. Landrey was my partner, and I thought a lot of him…So you give the letters away, and I pay you dough for letting Landrey get gunned. I ought to write that one in my diary. My hunch is youve been paid plenty already — by Miss Rhonda Farr.

Mallory said, sarcastically: I figured it would look like that to you. Maybe youd like the story better this way…The girl got tired of having Landrey trail her around. She faked some letters and put them where her smart lawyer could lift them, pass them along to a man who was running a strong-arm squad the lawyer used in his business sometimes. The girl wrote to Landrey for help and he got me. The girl got to me with a better bid. She hired me to put Landrey on the spot. I played along with him until I got him under the gun of a wiper that was pretending to make a pass at me. The wiper let him have it, and I shot the wiper with Landreys gun, to make it look good. Then I had a drink and went home to get some sleep.

Mardonne leaned over and pressed a buzzer on the side of his desk. He said: I like that one a lot better. Im wondering if I could make it stick.

You could try, Mallory said lazily. I dont guess it would be the first lead quarter youve tried to pass.

9

The room door came open and the blond boy strolled in. His lips were spread in a pleased grin and his tongue came out between them. He had an automatic in his hand.

Mardonne said: Im not busy anymore, Henry.

The blond boy shut the door. Mallory stood up and backed slowly towards the wall. He said grimly:

Now for the funny stuff, eh?

Mardonne put brown fingers up and pinched the fat part of his chin. He said curtly:

There wont be any shooting here. Nice people come to this house. Maybe you didnt spot Landrey, but I dont want you around. Youre in my way.

Mallory kept on backing until he had his shoulders against the wall. The blond boy frowned, took a step towards him. Mallory said:

Stay right where you are, Henry. I need room to think. You might get a slug into me, but you wouldnt stop my gun from talking a little. The noise wouldnt bother me at all.

Mardonne bent over his desk, looking sideways. The blond boy slowed up. His tongue still peeped out between his lips. Mardonne said:

Ive got some C notes in the desk here. Im giving Henry ten of them. Hell go to your hotel with you. Hell even help you pack. When you get on the train East hell pass you the dough. If you come back after that, it will be a new deal — from a cold deck. He put his hand down slowly and opened the desk drawer.

Mallory kept his eyes on the blond boy. Henry might make a change in the continuity, he said pleasantly. Henry looks kind of unstable to me.

Mardonne stood up, brought his hand from the drawer. He dropped a packet of notes on top of the desk. He said:

I dont think so. Henry usually does what he is told.

Mallory grinned tightly. Perhaps thats what Im afraid of, he said. His grin got tighter still, and crookeder. His teeth glittered between his pale lips. You said you thought a lot of Landrey, Mardonne. Thats hooey. You dont care a thin dime about Landrey, now hes dead. You probably stepped right into his half of the joint, and nobody around to ask questions. Its like that in the rackets. You want me out because you think you can still peddle your dirt — in the right place — for more than this small-time joint would net in a year. But you cant peddle it, Mardonne. The markets closed. Nobodys going to pay you a plugged nickel either to spill it or not to spill it.

Mardonne cleared his throat softly. He was standing in the same position, leaning forward a little over the desk, both hands on top of it, and the packet of notes between his hands. He licked his lips, said:

All right, master mind. Why not?

Mallory made a quick but expressive gesture with his right thumb.

Im the sucker in this deal. Youre the smart guy. I told you a straight story the first time and my hunch says Landrey wasnt in that sweet frame alone. You were in it up to your fat neck!…But you aced yourself backwards when you let Landrey pack those letters around with him. The girl can talk now. Not a whole lot, but enough to get backing from an outfit that isnt going to scrap a million-dollar reputation because some cheap gambler wants to get smart…If your money says different, youre going to get a jolt thatll have you picking your eye-teeth out of your socks. Youre going to see the sweetest cover-up even Hollywood ever fixed.

He paused, flashed a quick glance at the blond boy. Something else, Mardonne. When you figure on gun play get yourself a loogan that knows what its all about. The gay caballero here forgot to thumb back his safety.

Mardonne stood frozen. The blond boys eyes flinched down to his gun for a split second of time. Mallory jumped fast along the wall, and his Luger snapped into his hand. The blond boys face tensed, his gun crashed. Then the Luger cracked, and a slug went into the wall beside the blond boys gay felt hat. Henry faded down gracefully, squeezed lead again. The shot knocked Mallory back against the wall. His left arm went dead.

His lips writhed angrily. He steadied himself; the Luger talked twice, very rapidly.

The blond boys gun arm jerked up and the gun sailed against the wall high up. His eyes widened, his mouth came open in a yell of pain. Then he whirled, wrenched the door open and pitched straight out on the landing with a crash.

Light from the room streamed after him. Somebody shouted somewhere. A door banged. Mallory looked at Mardonne, saying evenly:

Got me in the arm! —— I could have killed the bastard four times!

Mardonnes hand came up from the desk with a blued revolver in it. A bullet splashed into the floor at Mallorys feet. Mardonne lurched drunkenly, threw the gun away like something red hot. His hands groped high in the air. He looked scared stiff.

Mallory said: Get in front of me, big shot! Im moving out of here.

Mardonne came out from behind the desk. He moved jerkily, like a marionette. His eyes were as dead as stale oysters. Saliva drooled down his chin.

Something loomed in the doorway. Mallory heaved sideways, firing blindly at the door. But the sound of the Luger was overborne by the terrific flat booming of a shotgun. Searing flame stabbed down Mallorys right side. Mardonne got the rest of the load.

He plunged to the floor on his face, dead before he landed.

A sawed-off shotgun dumped itself in through the open door. A thick-bellied man in shirtsleeves eased himself down in the door-frame, clutching and rolling as he fell. A strangled sob came out of his mouth, and blood spread on the pleated front of a dress shirt.

Sudden noise flared out down below. Shouting, running feet, a shrilling off-key laugh, a high sound that might have been a shriek. Cars started outside, tires screeched on the driveway. The customers were getting away. A pane of glass went out somewhere. There was a loose clatter of running feet on a pavement.

Across the lighted patch of landing nothing moved. The blond boy groaned softly, out there on the floor, behind the dead man in the doorway.

Mallory plowed across the room, sank into the chair at the end of the desk. He wiped sweat from his eyes with the heel of his gun hand. He leaned his ribs against the desk, panting, watching the door.

His left arm was throbbing now, and his right leg felt like the plagues of Egypt. Blood ran down his sleeve inside, down on his hand, off the tips of two fingers.

After a while he looked away from the door, at the packet of notes lying on the desk under the lamp. Reaching across he pushed them into the open drawer with the muzzle of the Luger. Grinning with pain he leaned far enough over to pull the drawer shut. Then he opened and closed his eyes quickly, several times, squeezing them tight together, then snapping them open wide. That cleared his head a little. He drew the telephone towards him.

There was silence below stairs now. Mallory put the Luger down, lifted the phone off the prongs and put it down beside the Luger.

He said out loud: Too bad, baby…Maybe I played it wrong after all…Maybe the louse hadnt the guts to hurt you at that…well…theres got to be talking done now

As he began to dial, the wail of a siren got louder.
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The uniformed officer behind the typewriter desk talked into a dictaphone, then looked at Mallory and jerked his thumb towards a glass-paneled door that said: Captain of Detectives. Private.

Mallory got up stiffly from a hard chair and went across the room, leaned against the wall to open the glass-paneled door, went on in.

The room he went into was paved with dirty brown linoleum, furnished with the peculiar sordid hideousness only municipalities can achieve. Cathcart, the captain of detectives, sat in the middle of it alone, between a littered roll-top desk that was not less than twenty years old and a flat oak table large enough to play ping-pong on.

Cathcart was a big shabby Irishman with a sweaty face and a loose-lipped grin. His white mustache was stained in the middle by nicotine. His hands had a lot of warts on them.

Mallory went towards him slowly, leaning on a heavy cane with a rubber tip. His right leg felt large and hot. His left arm was in a sling made from a black silk scarf. He was freshly shaved. His face was pale and his eyes were as dark as slate.

He sat down across the table from the captain of detectives, put his cane on the table, tapped a cigarette and lit it. Then he said casually:

Whats the verdict, chief ?

Cathcart grinned. How you feel, kid? You look kinda pulled down.

Not bad. A bit stiff.

Cathcart nodded, cleared his throat, fumbled unnecessarily with some papers that were in front of him. He said:

Youre clear. Its a lulu, but youre clear. Chicago gives you a clean sheet — damn clean. Your Luger got Mike Corliss, a two-time loser. Im keepin the Luger for a souvenir. Okay?

Mallory nodded. Okay. Im getting me a .25 with copper slugs. A sharpshooters gun. No shock effect, but it goes better with evening clothes.

Cathcart looked at him closely for a minute, then went on: Mikes prints are on the shotgun. The shotgun got Mardonne. Nobodys cryin about that much. The blond kid aint hurt bad. That automatic we found on the floor had his prints and that will take care of him for a while.

Mallory rubbed his chin wearily. How about the others?

The captain raised tangled eyebrows, and his eyes looked absent. He said: I dont know of nothin to connect you there. Do you?

Not a thing, Mallory said apologetically. I was just wondering.

The captain said firmly: Dont wonder. And dont get to guessin, if anybody should ask you…Take that Baldwin Hills thing. The way we figure it Macdonald got killed in the line of duty, takin with him a dope-peddler named Slippy Morgan. We have a tag out for Slippys wife, but I dont guess well make her. Mac wasnt on the narcotic detail, but it was his night off and he was a great guy to gum-shoe around on his night off. Mac loved his work.

Mallory smiled faintly, said politely: Is that so?

Yeah, the captain said. In the other one it seems this Landrey, a known gambler — he was Mardonnes partner too — thats kind of a funny coincidence — went down to Westwood to collect dough from a guy called Costello that ran a book on the Eastern tracks. Jim Ralston, one of our boys, went with him. Hadnt ought to, but he knew Landrey pretty well. There was a little trouble about the money. Jim got beaned with a blackjack and Landrey and some little hood fogged each other. There was another guy there we dont trace. We got Costello, but he wont talk, and we dont like to beat up an old guy. Hes got a rap comin on account of the blackjack. Hell plead, I guess.

Mallory slumped down in his chair until the back of his neck rested on top of it. He blew smoke straight up towards the stained ceiling. He said:

How about night before last? Or was that the time the roulette wheel backfired and the trick cigar blew a hole in the garage floor?

The captain of detectives rubbed both his moist cheeks briskly, then hauled out a very large handkerchief and snorted into it.

Oh that, he said negligently, that wasnt nothin. The blond kid — Henry Anson or something like that — says it was all his fault. He was Mardonnes bodyguard, but that didnt mean he could go shootin anyone he might want to. That takes care of him, but we let him down easy for tellin a straight story.

The captain stopped short and stared at Mallory hard-eyed. Mallory was grinning. Of course if you dont like his story… the captain went on coldly.

Mallory said: I havent heard it yet. Im sure Ill like it fine.

Okay, Cathcart rumbled, mollified. Well, this Anson says Mardonne buzzed him in where you and the boss were talkin. You was makin a kick about something, maybe a crooked wheel downstairs. There was some money on the desk and Anson got the idea it was a shake. You looked pretty fast to him, and not knowing you was a dick he gets kinda nervous. His gun went off. You didnt shoot right away, but the poor sap lets off another round and plugs you. Then, by —— you drilled him in the shoulder, as who wouldnt, only if it had been me, Id of pumped his guts. Then the shotgun boy comes barginin, lets go without asking any questions, fogs Mardonne and stops one from you. We kinda thought at first the guy might of got Mardonne on purpose, but the kid says no, he tripped in the door comin in…Hell, we dont like for you to do all that shooting, you being a stranger and all that, but a man ought to have a right to protect himself against illegal weapons.

Mallory said gently: Theres the D.A. And the coroner. How about them? Id kind of like to go back as clean as I came away.

Cathcart frowned down at the dirty linoleum and bit his thumb as if he liked hurting himself.

The coroner dont give a damn about that trash. If the D.A. Wants to get funny, I can tell him about a few cases his office didnt clean up so good.

Mallory lifted his cane off the table, pushed his chair back, put weight on the cane and stood up. You have a swell police department here, he said. I shouldnt think youd have any crime at all.

He moved across towards the outer door. The captain said to his back:

Goin on to Chicago?

Mallory shrugged carefully with his right shoulder, the good one. I might stick around, he said. One of the studios made me a proposition. Private extortion detail. Blackmail and so on.

The captain grinned heartily. Swell, he said. Eclipse Films is a swell outfit. They always been swell to me…Nice easy work, blackmail. Oughtnt to run into any rough stuff.

Mallory nodded solemnly. Just light work, Chief. Almost effeminate, if you know what I mean.

He went on out, down the hall to the elevator, down to the street. He got into a taxi. It was hot in the taxi. He felt faint and dizzy going back to his hotel.
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The doorman of the Kilmarnock was six foot two. He wore a pale blue uniform, and white gloves made his hands look enormous. He opened the door of the Yellow taxi as gently as an old maid stroking a cat.

Johnny Dalmas got out and turned to the red-haired driver. He said: Better wait for me around the corner, Joey.

The driver nodded, tucked a toothpick a little farther back in the corner of his mouth, and swung his cab expertly away from the white-marked loading zone. Dalmas crossed the sunny pavement and went into the enormous cool lobby of the Kilmarnock. The carpets were thick, soundless. Bellboys stood with folded arms and the two clerks behind the marble desk looked austere.

Dalmas went across to the elevator lobby. He got into a paneled car and said: End of the line, please.

The penthouse floor had a small quiet lobby with three doors opening off it, one to each wall. Dalmas crossed to one of them and rang the bell.

Derek Walden opened the door. He was about forty-five, possibly a little more, and had a lot of powdery gray hair and a handsome, dissipated face that was beginning to go pouchy. He had on a monogrammed lounging robe and a glass full of whiskey in his hand. He was a little drunk.

He said thickly, morosely: Oh, its you. Cmon in, Dalmas.

He went back into the apartment, leaving the door open. Dalmas shut it and followed him into a long, high-ceilinged room with a balcony at one end and a line of french windows along the left side. There was a terrace outside.

Derek Walden sat down in a brown and gold chair against the wall and stretched his legs across a foot stool. He swirled the whiskey around in his glass, looking down at it.

Whats on your mind? he asked.

Dalmas stared at him a little grimly. After a moment he said: I dropped in to tell you Im giving you back your job.

Walden drank the whiskey out of his glass and put it down on the corner of a table. He fumbled around for a cigarette, stuck it in his mouth and forgot to light it.

Tha so? His voice was blurred but indifferent.

Dalmas turned away from him and walked over to one of the windows. It was open and an awning flapped outside. The traffic noise from the boulevard was faint.

He spoke over his shoulder:

The investigation isnt getting anywhere — because you dont want it to get anywhere. You know why youre being blackmailed. I dont. Eclipse Films is interested because they have a lot of sugar tied up in film you have made.

To hell with Eclipse Films, Walden said, almost quietly.

Dalmas shook his head and turned around. Not from my angle. They stand to lose if you get in a jam the publicity hounds cant handle. You took me on because you were asked to. It was a waste of time. You havent cooperated worth a cent.

Walden said in an unpleasant tone: Im handling this my own way and Im not gettin into any jam. Ill make my own deal — when I can buy something thatll stay bought…And all you have to do is make the Eclipse people think the situations bein taken care of. That clear?

Dalmas came partway back across the room. He stood with one hand on top of a table, beside an ash tray littered with cigarette stubs that had very dark lip rouge on them. He looked down at these absently.

That wasnt explained to me, Walden, he said coldly.

I thought you were smart enough to figure it out, Walden sneered. He leaned sidewise and slopped some more whiskey into his glass. Have a drink?

Dalmas said: No, thanks.

Walden found the cigarette in his mouth and threw it on the floor. He drank. What the hell! he snorted. Youre a private detective and youre being paid to make a few motions that dont mean anything. Its a clean job — as your racket goes.

Dalmas said: Thats another crack I could do without hearing.

Walden made an abrupt, angry motion. His eyes glittered. The corners of his mouth drew down and his face got sulky. He avoided Dalmas stare.

Dalmas said: Im not against you, but I never was for you. Youre not the kind of guy I could go for, ever. If you had played with me, Id have done what I could. I still will — but not for your sake. I dont want your money — and you can pull your shadows off my tail any time you like.

Walden put his feet on the floor. He laid his glass down very carefully on the table at his elbow. The whole expression of his face changed.

Shadows? I dont get you. He swallowed. Im not having you shadowed.

Dalmas stared at him. After a moment he nodded. Okey, then. Ill backtrack on the next one and see if I can make him tell who hes working for…Ill find out.

Walden said very quietly: I wouldnt do that, if I were you. Youre — youre monkeying with people that might get nasty…I know what Im talking about.

Thats something Im not going to let worry me, Dalmas said evenly. If its the people that want your money, they were nasty a long time ago.

He held his hat out in front of him and looked at it. Waldens face glistened with sweat. His eyes looked sick. He opened his mouth to say something.

The door buzzer sounded.

Walden scowled quickly, swore. He stared down the room but did not move.

Too damn many people come here without bein announced, he growled. My Jap boy is off for the day.

The buzzer sounded again, and Walden started to get up. Dalmas said: Ill see what it is. Im on my way anyhow.

He nodded to Walden, went down the room and opened the door.

Two men came in with guns in their hands. One of the guns dug sharply into Dalmas ribs, and the man who was holding it said urgently: Back up, and make it snappy. This is one of those stick-ups you read about.

He was dark and good-looking and cheerful. His face was as clear as a cameo, almost without hardness. He smiled.

The one behind him was short and sandy-haired. He scowled. The dark one said: This is Waldens dick, Noddy. Take him over and go through him for a gun.

The sandy-haired man, Noddy, put a short-barreled revolver against Dalmas stomach and his partner kicked the door shut, then strolled carelessly down the room toward Walden.

Noddy took a .38 Colt from under Dalmas arm, walked around him and tapped his pockets. He put his own gun away and transferred Dalmas Colt to his business hand.

Okey, Ricchio. This ones clean, he said in a grumbling voice. Dalmas let his arms fall, turned and went back into the room. He looked thoughtfully at Walden. Walden was leaning forward with his mouth open and an expression of intense concentration on his face. Dalmas looked at the dark stick-up and said softly: Ricchio?

The dark boy glanced at him. Over there by the table, sweetheart. Ill do all the talkin.

Walden made a hoarse sound in his throat. Ricchio stood in front of him, looking down at him pleasantly, his gun dangling from one finger by the trigger guard.

Youre too slow on the pay-off, Walden. Too damn slow! So we came to tell you about it. Tailed your dick here too. Wasnt that cute?

Dalmas said gravely, quietly: This punk used to be your bodyguard, Walden — if his name is Ricchio.

Walden nodded silently and licked his lips. Ricchio snarled at Dalmas: Dont crack wise, dick. Im tellin you again. He stared with hot eyes, then looked back at Walden, looked at a watch on his wrist.

Its eight minutes past three, Walden. I figure a guy with your drag can still get dough out of the bank. Were giving you an hour to raise ten grand. Just an hour. And were takin your shamus along to arrange about delivery.

Walden nodded again, still silent. He put his hands down on his knees and clutched them until his knuckles whitened.

Ricchio went on: Well play clean. Our racket wouldnt be worth a squashed bug if we didnt. Youll play clean too. If you dont your shamus will wake up on a pile of dirt. Only he wont wake up. Get it?

Dalmas said contemptuously: And if he pays up — I suppose you turn me loose to put the finger on you.

Smoothly, without looking at him, Ricchio said: Theres an answer to that one, too…Ten grand today, Walden. The other ten the first of the week. Unless we have trouble…If we do, well get paid for our trouble.

Walden made an aimless, defeated gesture with both hands outspread. I guess I can arrange it, he said hurriedly.

Swell. Well be on our way then.

Ricchio nodded shortly and put his gun away. He took a brown kid glove out of his pocket, put it on his right hand, moved across then took Dalmas Colt away from the sandy-haired man. He looked it over, slipped it into his side pocket and held it there with the gloved hand.

Lets drift, he said with a jerk of his head.

They went out. Derek Walden stared after them bleakly.

The elevator car was empty except for the operator. They got off at the mezzanine and went across a silent writing room past a stained-glass window with lights behind it to give the effect of sunshine. Ricchio walked half a step behind on Dalmas left. The sandy-haired man was on his right, crowding him.

They went down carpeted steps to an arcade of luxury shops, along that, out of the hotel through the side entrance. A small brown sedan was parked across the street. The sandy-haired man slid behind the wheel, stuck his gun under his leg and stepped on the starter. Ricchio and Dalmas got in the back. Ricchio drawled: East on the boulevard, Noddy. Ive got to figure.

Noddy grunted. Thats a kick, he growled over his shoulder. Ridin a guy down Wilshire in daylight.

Drive the heap, bozo.

The sandy-haired man grunted again and drove the small sedan away from the curb, slowed a moment later for the boulevard stop. An empty Yellow pulled away from the west curb, swung around in the middle of the block and fell in behind. Noddy made his stop, turned right and went on. The taxi did the same. Ricchio glanced back at it without interest. There was a lot of traffic on Wilshire.

Dalmas leaned back against the upholstery and said thoughtfully: Why wouldnt Walden use his telephone while we were coming down?

Ricchio smiled at him. He took his hat off and dropped it in his lap, then took his right hand out of his pocket and held it under the hat with the gun in it.

He wouldnt want us to get mad at him, dick.

So he lets a couple of punks take me for the ride.

Ricchio said coldly: Its not that kind of a ride. We need you in our business…And we aint punks, see?

Dalmas rubbed his jaw with a couple of fingers. He smiled quickly and snapped: Straight ahead at Robertson?

Yeah. Im still figuring, Ricchio said.

What a brain! the sandy-haired man sneered.

Ricchio grinned tightly and showed even white teeth. The light changed to red half a block ahead. Noddy slid the sedan forward and was first in the line at the intersection. The empty Yellow drifted up on his left. Not quite level. The driver of it had red hair. His cap was balanced on one side of his head and he whistled cheerfully past a toothpick.

Dalmas drew his feet back against the seat and put his weight on them. He pressed his back hard against the upholstery. The tall traffic light went green and the sedan started forward, then hung a moment for a car that crowded into a fast left turn. The Yellow slipped forward on the left and the red-haired driver leaned over his wheel, yanked it suddenly to the right. There was a grinding, tearing noise. The riveted fender of the taxi plowed over the low-swung fender of the brown sedan, locked over its left front wheel. The two cars jolted to a stop.

Horn blasts behind the two cars sounded angrily, impatiently.

Dalmas right fist crashed against Ricchios jaw. His left hand closed over the gun in Ricchios lap. He jerked it loose as Ricchio sagged in the corner. Ricchios head wobbled. His eyes opened and shut flickeringly. Dalmas slid away from him along the seat and slipped the Colt under his arm.

Noddy was sitting quite still in the front seat. His right hand moved slowly towards the gun under his thigh. Dalmas opened the door of the sedan and got out, shut the door, took two steps and opened the door of the taxi. He stood beside the taxi and watched the sandy-haired man.

Horns of the stalled cars blared furiously. The driver of the Yellow was out in front tugging at the two cars with a great show of energy and with no result at all. His toothpick waggled up and down in his mouth. A motorcycle officer in amber glasses threaded the traffic, looked the situation over wearily, jerked his head at the driver.

Get in and back up, he advised. Argue it out somewhere else — we use this intersection.

The driver grinned and scuttled around the front end of his Yellow. He climbed into it, threw it in gear and worried it backwards with a lot of tooting and arm-waving. It came clear. The sandy-haired man peered woodenly from the sedan. Dalmas got into the taxi and pulled the door shut.

The motorcycle officer drew a whistle out and blew two sharp blasts on it, spread his arms from east to west. The brown sedan went through the intersection like a cat chased by a police dog.

The Yellow went after it. Half a block on, Dalmas leaned forward and tapped on the glass.

Letem go, Joey. You cant catch them and I dont want them…That was a swell routine back there.

The redhead leaned his chin towards the opening in the panel. Cinch, chief, he said, grinning. Try me on on a hard one some time.
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The telephone rang at twenty minutes to five. Dalmas was lying on his back on the bed. He was in his room at the Merrivale. He reached for the phone without looking at it, said: Hello.

The girls voice was pleasant and a little strained. This is Mianne Crayle. Remember?

Dalmas took a cigarette from between his lips. Yes, Miss Crayle.

Listen. You must please go over and see Derek Walden. Hes worried stiff about something and hes drinking himself blind. Somethings got to be done.

Dalmas stared past the phone at the ceiling. The hand holding his cigarette beat a tattoo on the side of the bed. He said slowly: He doesnt answer his phone, Miss Crayle. Ive tried to call him a time or two.

There was a short silence at the other end of the line. Then the voice said: I left my key under the door. Youd better just go on in.

Dalmas eyes narrowed. The fingers of his right hand became still. He said slowly: Ill get over there right away, Miss Crayle. Where can I reach you?

Im not sure…At John Sutros, perhaps. We were supposed to go there.

Dalmas said: Thats fine. He waited for the click, then hung up and put the phone away on the night table. He sat up on the side of the bed and stared at a patch of sunlight on the wall for a minute or two. Then he shrugged, stood up. He finished a drink that stood beside the telephone, put on his hat, went down in the elevator and got into the second taxi in the line outside the hotel.

Kilmarnock again, Joey. Step on it.

It took fifteen minutes to get to Kilmarnock.

The tea dance had let out and the streets around the big hotel were a mess of cars bucking their way out from the three entrances. Dalmas got out of the taxi half a block away and walked past groups of flushed dÈbutantes and their escorts to the arcade entrance. He went in, walked up the stairs to the mezzanine, crossed the writing room and got into an elevator full of people. They all got out before the penthouse floor.

Dalmas rang Waldens bell twice. Then he bent over and looked under the door. There was a fine thread of light broken by an obstruction. He looked back at the elevator indicators, then stooped and teased something out from under the door with the blade of a penknife. It was a flat key. He went in with it…stopped…stared .

There was death in the big room. Dalmas went towards it slowly, walking softly, listening. There was a hard light in his gray eyes and the bone of his jaw made a sharp line that was pale against the tan of his cheek.

Derek Walden was slumped almost casually in the brown and gold chair. His mouth was slightly open. There was a blackened hole in his right temple, and a lacy pattern of blood spread down the side of his face and across the hollow of his neck as far as the soft collar of his shirt. His right hand trailed in the thick nap of the rug. The fingers held a small, black automatic.

The daylight was beginning to fade in the room. Dalmas stood perfectly still and stared at Derek Walden for a long time. There was no sound anywhere. The breeze had gone down and the awnings outside the french windows were still.

Dalmas took a pair of thin suede gloves from his left hip pocket and drew them on. He kneeled on the rug beside Walden and gently eased the gun from the clasp of his stiffening fingers. It was a .32, with a walnut grip, a black finish. He turned it over and looked at the stock. His mouth tightened. The number had been filed off and the patch of file marks glistened faintly against the dull black of the finish. He put the gun down on the rug and stood up, walked slowly towards the telephone that was on the end of a library table, beside a flat bowl of cut flowers.

He put his hand towards the phone but didnt touch it. He let the hand fall to his side. He stood there a moment, then turned and went quickly back and picked up the gun again. He slipped the magazine out and ejected the shell that was in the breech, picked that up and pressed it into the magazine. He forked two fingers of his left hand over the barrel, held the cocking piece back, twisted the breech block and broke the gun apart. He took the butt piece over to the window.

The number that was duplicated on the inside of the stock had not been filed off.

He reassembled the gun quickly, put the empty shell into the chamber, pushed the magazine home, cocked the gun and fitted it back into Derek Waldens dead hand. He pulled the suede gloves off his hands and wrote the number down in a small notebook.

He left the apartment, went down in the elevator, left the hotel. It was half-past five and some of the cars on the boulevard had switched on their lights.
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The blond man who opened the door at Sutros did it very thoroughly. The door crashed back against the wall and the blond man sat down on the floor — still holding on to the knob. He said indignantly: Earthquake, by gad!

Dalmas looked down at him without amusement.

Is Miss Mianne Crayle here — or wouldnt you know? he asked.

The blond man got off the floor and hurled the door away from him. It went shut with another crash. He said in a loud voice: Everybodys here but the Popes tomcat — and hes expected.

Dalmas nodded. You ought to have a swell party.

He went past the blond man down the hall and turned under an arch into a big old-fashioned room with built-in china closets and a lot of shabby furniture. There were seven or eight people in the room and they were all flushed with liquor.

A girl in shorts and a green polo shirt was shooting craps on the floor with a man in dinner clothes. A fat man with nose-glasses was talking sternly into a toy telephone. He was saying: Long Distance — Sioux City — and put some snap into it, sister!

The radio blared Sweet Madness.

Two couples were dancing around carelessly bumping into each other and the furniture. A man who looked like Al Smith was dancing all alone, with a drink in his hand and an absent expression on his face. A tall, white-faced blonde weaved towards Dalmas, slopping liquor out of her glass. She shrieked: Darling! Fancy meeting you here!

Dalmas went around her, went towards a saffron-colored woman who had just come into the room with a bottle of gin in each hand. She put the bottles on the piano and leaned against it, looking bored. Dalmas went up to her and asked for Miss Crayle.

The saffron-colored woman reached a cigarette out of an open box on the piano. Outside — in the yard, she said tonelessly.

Dalmas said: Thank you, Mrs. Sutro.

She stared at him blankly. He went under another arch, into a darkened room with wicker furniture in it. A door led to a glassed-in porch and a door out of that led down steps to a path that wound off through dim trees. Dalmas followed the path to the edge of a bluff that looked out over the lighted part of Hollywood. There was a stone seat at the edge of the bluff. A girl sat on it with her back to the house. A cigarette tip glowed in the darkness. She turned her head slowly and stood up.

She was small and dark and delicately made. Her mouth showed dark with rouge, but there was not enough light to see her face clearly. Her eyes were shadowed.

Dalmas said: I have a cab outside, Miss Crayle. Or did you bring a car?

No car. Lets go. Its rotten here, and I dont drink gin.

They went back along the path and passed around the side of the house. A trellis-topped gate let them out on the pavement, and they went along by the fence to where the taxi was waiting. The driver was leaning against it with one heel hooked on the edge of the running board. He opened the cab door. They got in.

Dalmas said: Stop at a drugstore for some butts, Joey.

Okey.

Joey slid behind his wheel and started up. The cab went down a steep, winding hill. There was a little moisture on the surface of the asphalt pavement and the store fronts echoed back the swishing sound of the tires.

After a while Dalmas said: What time did you leave Walden?

The girl spoke without turning her head towards him. About three oclock.

Put it a little later, Miss Crayle. He was alive at three oclock — and there was somebody else with him.

The girl made a small, miserable sound like a strangled sob. Then, she said very softly: I know…hes dead. She lifted her gloved hands and pressed them against her temples.

Dalmas said: Sure. Lets not get any more tricky than we have to…Maybe well have to — enough.

She said very slowly, in a low voice: I was there after he was dead.

Dalmas nodded. He did not look at her. The cab went on and after a while it stopped in front of a corner drugstore. The driver turned in his seat and looked back. Dalmas stared at him, but spoke to the girl.

You ought to have told me more over the phone. I might have got in a hell of a jam. I may be in a hell of a jam now.

The girl swayed forward and started to fall. Dalmas put his arm out quickly and caught her, pushed her back against the cushions. Her head wobbled on her shoulders and her mouth was a dark gash in her stone-white face. Dalmas held her shoulder and felt her pulse with his free hand. He said sharply, grimly: Lets go on to Carlis, Joey. Never mind the butts…This party has to have a drink — in a hurry.

Joey slammed the cab in gear and stepped on the accelerator.
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Carlis was a small club at the end of a passage between a sporting-goods store and a circulating library. There was a grilled door and a man behind it who had given up trying to look as if it mattered who came in.

Dalmas and the girl sat in a small booth with hard seats and looped-back green curtains. There were high partitions between the booths. There was a long bar down the other side of the room and a big juke box at the end of it. Now and then, when there wasnt enough noise, the bartender put a nickel in the juke box.

The waiter put two small glasses of brandy on the table and Mianne Crayle downed hers at a gulp. A little light came into her shadowed eyes. She peeled a black and white gauntlet off her right hand and sat playing with the empty fingers of it, staring down at the table. After a little while the waiter came back with a couple of brandy highballs.

When he had gone away again Mianne Crayle began to speak in a low, clear voice, without raising her head: I wasnt the first of his women by several dozen. I wouldnt have been the last — by that many more. But he had his decent side. And believe it or not he didnt pay my room rent.

Dalmas nodded, didnt say anything. The girl went on without looking at him: He was a heel in a lot of ways. When he was sober he had the dark blue sulks. When he was lit up he was vile. When he was nicely edged he was a pretty good sort of guy besides being the best smut director in Hollywood. He could get more smooth sexy tripe past the Hays office than any other three men.

Dalmas said without expression: He was on his way out. Smut is on its way out, and that was all he knew.

The girl looked at him briefly, lowered her eyes again and drank a little of her highball. She took a tiny handkerchief out of the pocket of her sports jacket and patted her lips.

The people on the other side of the partition were making a great deal of noise.

Mianne Crayle said: We had lunch on the balcony. Derek was drunk and on the way to get drunker. He had something on his mind. Something that worried him a lot.

Dalmas smiled faintly. Maybe it was the twenty grand somebody was trying to pry loose from him — or didnt you know about that?

It might have been that. Derek was a bit tight about money.

His liquor cost him a lot, Dalmas said dryly. And that motor cruiser he liked to play about in — down below the border.

The girl lifted her head with a quick jerk. There were sharp lights of pain in her dark eyes. She said very slowly: He bought all his liquor at Ensenada. Brought it in himself. He had to be careful — with the quantity he put away.

Dalmas nodded. A cold smile played about the corners of his mouth. He finished his drink and put a cigarette in his mouth, felt in his pocket for a match. The holder on the table was empty.

Finish your story, Miss Crayle, he said.

We went up to the apartment. He got two fresh bottles out and said he was going to get good and drunk…Then we quarreled…I couldnt stand any more of it. I went away. When I got home I began to worry about him. I called up but he wouldnt answer the phone. I went back finally…and let myself in with the key I had…and he was dead in the chair.

After a moment Dalmas said: Why didnt you tell me some of that over the phone?

She pressed the heels of her hands together, said very softly: I was terribly afraid…And there was something…wrong. Dalmas put his head back against the partition, stared at her with his eyes half closed.

Its an old gag, she said. Im almost ashamed to spring it. But Derek Walden was left-handed know about that, wouldnt I?

Dalmas said very softly: A lot of people must have known that — but one of them might have got careless.

Dalmas stared at Mianne Crayles empty glove. She was twisting it between her fingers.

Walden was left-handed, he said slowly. That means he didnt suicide. The gun was in his other hand. There was no sign of a struggle and the hole in his temple was powder-burned, looked as if the shot came from about the right angle. That means whoever shot him was someone who could get in there and get close to him. Or else he was paralyzed drunk, and in that case whoever did it had to have a key.

Mianne Crayle pushed the glove away from her. She clenched her hands. Dont make it any plainer, she said sharply. I know the police will think I did it. Well — I didnt. I loved the poor damn fool. What do you think of that?

Dalmas said without emotion: You could have done it, Miss Crayle. Theyll think of that, wont they? And you might be smart enough to act the way you have afterwards. Theyll think of that, too.

That wouldnt be smart, she said bitterly. Just smart-aleck.

Smart-aleck kill! Dalmas laughed grimly. Not bad. He ran his fingers through his crisp hair. No, I dont think we can pin it on you — and maybe the cops wont know he was left-handed…until somebody else gets a chance to find things out.

He leaned over the table a little, put his hands on the edge as if to get up. His eyes narrowed thoughtfully on her face.

Theres one man downtown that might give me a break. Hes all cop, but hes an old guy and dont give a damn about his publicity. Maybe if you went down with me, let him size you up and hear the story, hed stall the case a few hours and hold out on the papers.

He looked at her questioningly. She drew her glove on and said quietly: Lets go.
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When the elevator doors at the Merrivale closed, the big man put his newspaper down from in front of his face and yawned. He got up slowly from the settee in the corner and loafed across the small but sedate lobby. He squeezed himself into a booth at the end of a row of house phones. He dropped a coin in the slot and dialed with a thick forefinger, forming the number with his lips.

After a pause he leaned close to the mouthpiece and said: This is Denny. Im at the Merrivale. Our man just came in. I lost him outside and came here to wait for him to get back.

He had a heavy voice with a burr in it. He listened to the voice at the other end, nodded and hung up without saying anything more. He went out of the booth, crossed to the elevators. On the way he dropped a cigar butt into a glazed jar full of white sand.

In the elevator he said: Ten, and took his hat off. He had straight black hair that was damp with perspiration, a wide, flat face and small eyes. His clothes were unpressed, but not shabby. He was a studio dick and he worked for Eclipse Films.

He got out at the tenth floor and went along a dim corridor, turned a corner and knocked at a door. There was a sound of steps inside. The door opened. Dalmas opened it.

The big man went in, dropped his hat casually on the bed, sat down in an easy chair by the window without being asked.

He said: Hi, boy. I hear you need some help.

Dalmas looked at him for a moment without answering. Then he said slowly, frowningly: Maybe — for a tail. I asked for Collins. I thought youd be too easy to spot.

He turned away and went into the bathroom, came out with two glasses. He mixed the drinks on the bureau, handed one. The big man drank, smacked his lips and put his glass down on the sill of the open window. He took a short, chubby cigar out of his vest pocket.

Collins wasnt around, he said. And I was just countin my thumbs. So the big cheese give me the job. Is it footwork?

I dont know. Probably not, Dalmas said indifferently.

If its a tail in a car, Im okey. I brought my little coupe.

Dalmas took his glass and sat down on the side of the bed. He stared at the big man with a faint smile. The big man bit the end off his cigar and spit it out.

Then he bent over and picked up the piece, looked at it, tossed it out of the window.

Its a swell night. A bit warm for so late in the year, he said.

Dalmas said slowly: How well do you know Derek Walden, Denny?

Denny looked out of the window. There was a sort of haze in the sky and the reflection of a red neon sign behind a nearby building looked like a fire.

He said: I dont what you call know him. Ive seen him around. I know hes one of the big money guys on the lot.

Then you wont fall over if I tell you hes dead, Dalmas said evenly.

Denny turned around slowly. The cigar, still unlighted, moved up and down in his wide mouth. He looked mildly interested.

Dalmas went on: Its a funny one. A blackmail gang has been working on him, Denny. Looks like it got his goat. Hes dead — with a hole in his head and a gun in his hand. It happened this afternoon.

Denny opened his small eyes a little wider. Dalmas sipped his drink and rested the glass on his thigh.

His girl friend found him. She had a key to the apartment in the Kilmarnock. The Jap boy was away and thats all the help he kept. The gal didnt tell anyone. She beat it and called me up. I went over…I didnt tell anybody either.

The big man said very slowly: For Petes sake! The copsll stick it into you and break it off, brother. You cant get away with that stuff.

Dalmas stared at him, then turned his head away and stared at a picture on the wall. He said coldly: Im doing it — and youre helping me. Weve got a job, and a damn powerful organization behind us. Theres a lot of sugar at stake.

How do you figure? Denny asked grimly. He didnt look pleased.

The girl friend doesnt think Walden suicided, Denny. I dont either, and Ive got a sort of lead. But it has to be worked fast, because its as good a lead for the law as us. I didnt expect to be able to check it right away, but I got a break.

Denny said: Uh-huh. Dont make it too clever. Im a slow thinker.

He struck a match and lit his cigar. His hand shook just a little.

Dalmas said: Its not clever. Its kind of dumb. The gun that killed Walden is a filed gun. But I broke it and the inside number wasnt filed. And Headquarters has the number, in the special permits.

And you just went in and asked for it and they gave it to you, Denny said grimly. And when they pick Walden up and trace the gun themselves, theyll just think it was swell of you to beat them to it. He made a harsh noise in his throat.

Dalmas said: Take it easy, boy. The guy that did the checking rates. I dont have to worry about that.

Like hell you dont! And what would a guy like Walden be doin with a filed gun? Thats a felony rap.

Dalmas finished his drink and carried his empty glass over to the bureau. He held the whiskey bottle out. Denny shook his head. He looked very disgusted.

If he had the gun, he might not have known about that, Denny. And it could be that it wasnt his gun at all. If it was a killers gun, then the killer was an amateur. A professional wouldnt have that kind of artillery.

The big man said slowly: Okey, what you get on the rod?

Dalmas sat down on the bed again. He dug a package of cigarettes out of his pocket, lit one, and leaned forward to toss the match through the open window. He said: The permit was issued about a year ago to a newshawk on the Press-Chronicle, name of Dart Burwand. This Burwand was bumped off last April on the ramp of the Arcade Depot. He was all set to leave town, but he didnt make it. They never cracked the case, but the hunch is that this Burwand was tied to some racket — like the Lingle killing in Chi — and that he tried to shake one of the big boys. The big boy backfired on the idea. Exit Burwand.

The big man was breathing deeply. He had let his cigar go out. Dalmas watched him gravely while he talked.

I got that from Westfalls, on the Press-Chronicle, Dalmas said. Hes a friend of mine. Theres more of it. This gun was given back to Burwands wife — probably,. She still lives here — out on North Kenmore. She might tell me what she did with the gun…and she might be tied to some racket herself, Denny. In that case she wouldnt tell me, but after I talk to her she might make some contacts we ought to know about. Get the idea?

Denny struck another match and held it on the end of his cigar. His voice said thickly: What do I do — tail the broad after you put the idea to her, about the gun?

Right.

The big man stood up, pretended to yawn. Can do, he grunted. But why all the hush-hush about Walden? Why not let the cops work it out? Were just goin to get ourselves a lot of bad marks at Headquarters.

Dalmas said slowly: Its got to be risked. We dont know what the blackmail crowd had on Walden, and the studio stands to lose too much money if it comes out in the investigation and gets a front-page spread all over the country.

Denny said: You talk like Walden was spelled Valentino. Hell, the guys only a director. All they got to do is take his name off a couple of unreleased pictures.

They figure different, Dalmas said. But maybe thats because they havent talked to you.

Denny said roughly: Okey. But me, Id let the girl friend take the damn rap! All the law ever wants is a fall guy.

He went around the bed to get his hat, crammed it on his head.

Swell, he said sourly. We gotta find out all about it before the cops even know Walden is dead. He gestured with one hand and laughed mirthlessly. Like they do in the movies.

Dalmas put the whiskey bottle away in the bureau drawer and put his hat on. He opened the door and stood aside for Denny to go out. He switched off the lights.

It was ten minutes to nine.
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The tall blonde looked at Dalmas out of greenish eyes with very small pupils. He went in past her quickly, without seeming to move quickly. He pushed the door shut with his elbow.

He said: Im a dick — private — Mrs. Burwand. Trying to dig up a little dope you might know about.

The blonde said: The name is Dalton, Helen Dalton. Forget the Burwand stuff.

Dalmas smiled and said: Im sorry. I should have known. The blonde shrugged her shoulders and drifted away from the door. She sat down on the edge of a chair that had a cigarette burn on the arm. The room was a furnished-apartment living room with a lot of department store bric-‡-brac spread around. Two floor lamps burned. There were flounced pillows on the floor, a French doll sprawled against the base of one lamp, and a row of gaudy novels went across the mantel, above the gas fire.

Dalmas said politely, swinging his hat: Its about a gun Dart Burwand used to own. Its showed up on a case Im working. Im trying to trace it — from the time you had it.

Helen Dalton scratched the upper part of her arm. She had half-inch-long fingernails. She said curtly: I dont have an idea what youre talking about.

Dalmas stared at her and leaned against the wall. His voice got on edge.

Maybe you remember that you used to be married to Dart Burwand and that he got bumped off last April…Or is that too far back?

The blonde bit one of her knuckles and said: Smart guy, huh?

Not unless I have to be. But dont fall asleep from that last shot in the arm.

Helen Dalton sat up very straight, suddenly. All the vagueness went out of her expression. She spoke between tight lips.

Whats the howl about the gun?

It killed a guy, thats all, Dalmas said carelessly.

She stared at him. After a moment she said: I was broke. I hocked it. I never got it out. I had a husband that made sixty bucks a week but didnt spend any of it on me. I never had a dime.

Dalmas nodded. Remember the pawnshop where you left it? he asked. Or maybe you still have the ticket.

No. It was on Main. The streets lined with them. And I dont have the ticket.

Dalmas said: I was afraid of that.

He walked slowly across the room, looked at the titles of some of the books on the mantel. He went on and stood in front of a small, folding desk. There was a photo in a silver frame on the desk. Dalmas stared at it for some time. He turned slowly.

Its too bad about the gun, Helen. A pretty important name was rubbed out with it this afternoon. The number was filed off the outside. If you hocked it, Id figure some hood bought it from the hockshop guy, except that a hood wouldnt file a gun that way. Hed know there was another number inside. So it wasnt a hood — and the man it was found with wouldnt be likely to get a gun in a hock shop.

The blonde stood up slowly. Red spots burned in her cheeks. Her arms were rigid at her sides and her breath whispered. She said slowly, strainedly: You cant maul me around, dick. I dont want any part of any police business — and Ive got some good friends to take care of me. Better scram.

Dalmas looked back towards the frame on the desk. He said: Johnny Sutro oughtnt to leave his mug around in a broads apartment that way. Somebody might think he was cheating.

The blonde walked stiff-legged across the room and slammed the photo into the drawer of the desk. She slammed the drawer shut, and leaned her hips against the desk.

Youre all Wet, shamus. Thats not anybody called Sutro. Get on out, will you, for gawds sake?

Dalmas laughed unpleasantly. I saw you at Sutros house this afternoon. You were so drunk you dont remember.

The blonde made a movement as though she were going to jump at him. Then she stopped, rigid. A key turned in the room door. It opened and a man came in. He stood just inside the door and pushed it shut very slowly. His right hand was in the pocket of a light tweed overcoat. He was dark-skinned, high-shouldered, angular, with a sharp nose and chin.

Dalmas looked at him quietly and said: Good evening, Councilman Sutro.

The man looked past Dalmas at the girl. He took no notice of Dalmas. The girl said shakily: This guy says hes a dick. Hes giving me a third about some gun he says I had. Throw him out, will you?

Sutro said: A dick, eh?

He walked past Dalmas without looking at him. The blonde backed away from him and fell into a chair. Her face got a pasty look and her eyes were scared. Sutro looked down at her for a moment, then turned around and took a small automatic out of his pocket. He held it loosely, pointed down at the floor.

He said: I havent a lot of time.

Dalmas said: I was just going. He moved near the door. Sutro said sharply: Lets have the story first.

Dalmas said: Sure.

He moved lithely, without haste, and threw the door wide open. The gun jerked up in Sutros hand. Dalmas said: Dont be a sap. Youre not starting anything here and you know it.

The two men stared at each other. After a moment or two Sutro put the gun back into his pocket and licked his thin lips. Dalmas said: Miss Dalton had a gun once that killed a man — recently. But she hasnt had it for a long time. Thats all I wanted to know.

Sutro nodded slowly. There was a peculiar expression in his eyes.

Miss Dalton is a friend of my wifes. I wouldnt want her to be bothered, he said coldly.

Thats right. You wouldnt, Dalmas said But a legitimate dick has a right to ask legitimate questions. I didnt break in here.

Sutro eyed him slowly: Okey, but take it easy on my friends. I draw water in this town and I could hang a sign on you.

Dalmas nodded. He went quietly out of the door and shut it. He listened a moment, There was no sound inside that he could hear. He shrugged and went on down the hall, down three steps and across a small lobby that had no switchboard. Outside the apartment house he looked along the street. It was an apartment-house district and there were cars parked up and down the street. He went towards the lights of the taxi that was waiting for him.

Joey, the red-haired driver, was standing on the edge of the curb in front of his hack. He was smoking a cigarette, staring across the street, apparently at a big, dark coupe that was parked with its left side to the curb. As Dalmas came up to him he threw his cigarette away and came to meet him.

He spoke quickly: Listen, boss. I got a look at the guy in that Cad—

Pale flame broke in bitter streaks from above the door of the coupe. A gun racketed between the buildings that faced each other across the street. Joey fell against Dalmas. The coupe jerked into sudden motion. Dalmas went down sidewise, on to one knee, with the driver clinging to him, He tried to reach his gun, couldnt make it. The coupe went around the corner with a squeal of rubber, and Joey fell down Dalmas side and rolled over on his back on the pavement. He beat his hands up and down on the cement and a hoarse, anguished sound came from deep inside him.

Tires screeched again and Dalmas flung up to his feet, swept his hand to his left armpit. He relaxed as a small car skidded to a stop and Denny fell out of it, charged across the intervening space towards him.

Dalmas bent over the driver. Light from the lanterns beside the entrance to the apartment house showed blood on the front of Joeys whipcord jacket, blood that was seeping out through the material. Joeys eyes opened and shut like the eyes of a dying bird.

Denny said: No use to follow that bus. Too fast.

Get on a phone and call an ambulance, Dalmas said quickly. The kids got a bellyful…Then take a plant on the blonde.

The big man hurried back to his car, jumped into it and tore off around the corner. A window went open somewhere and a man yelled down. Some cars stopped.

Dalmas bent down over Joey and muttered: Take it easy, oldtimer…Easy, boy easy.
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The homicide lieutenants name was Weinkassel. He had thin, blond hair, icy blue eyes and a lot of pockmarks. He sat in a swivel chair with his feet on the edge of a pulled-out drawer and a telephone scooped close to his elbow. The room smelled of dust and cigar butts.

A man named Lonergan, a bulky dick with gray hair and a gray mustache, stood near an open window, looking out of it morosely.

Weinkassel chewed on a match, stared at Dalmas, who was across the desk from him. He said: Better talk a bit. The hack driver cant. Youve had luck in this town and you wouldnt want to run it into the ground.

Lonergan said: Hes hard. He wont talk. He didnt turn around when he said it.

A little less of your crap would go farther, Lonnie, Weinkassel said in a dead voice.

Dalmas smiled faintly and rubbed the palm of his hand against the side of the desk. It made a squeaking sound.

What would I talk about? he asked. It was dark and I didnt get a flash of the man behind the gun. The car was a Cadillac coupe, without lights. Ive told you this already, Lieutenant.

It dont listen, Weinkassel grumbled. Theres something screwy about it. You gotta have some kind of a hunch who it could be. Its a cinch the gun was for you.

Dalmas said: Why? The hack driver was hit and I wasnt. Those lads get around a lot. One of them might be in wrong with some tough boys.

Like you, Lonergan said. He went on staring out of the window.

Weinkassel frowned at Lonergans back and said patiently: The car was outside while you was still inside. The hack driver was outside. If the guy with the gun had wanted him, he didnt have to wait for you to come out.

Dalmas spread his hands and shrugged. You boys think I know who it was?

Not exactly. We think you could give us some names to check on, though. Whod you go to see in them apartments?

Dalmas didnt say anything for a moment. Lonergan turned away from the window, sat on the end of the desk and swung his legs. There was a cynical grin on his flat face.

Come through, baby, he said cheerfully.

Dalmas tilted his chair back and put his hands into his pockets. He stared at Weinkassel speculatively, ignored the gray-haired dick as though he didnt exist.

He said slowly: I was there on business for a client. You cant make me talk about that.

Weinkassel shrugged and stared at him coldly. Then he took the chewed match out of his mouth, looked at the flattened end of it, tossed it away.

I might have a hunch your business had something to do with the shootin, he said grimly. That way the hush-hush would be out. Wouldnt it?

Maybe, Dalmas said. If thats the way its going to work out. But I ought to have a chance to talk to my client.

Weinkassel said: Okey. You can have till the morning. Then you put your papers on the desk, see.

Dalmas nodded and stood up. Fair enough, Lieutenant.

Hush-hush is all a shamus knows, Lonergan said roughly.

Dalmas nodded to Weinkassel and went out of the office. He walked down a bleak corridor and up steps to the lobby floor. Outside the City Hall he went down a long flight of concrete steps and across Spring Street to where a blue Packard roadster, not very new, was parked. He got into it and drove around the corner, then though the Second Street tunnel, dropped over a block and drove out west. He watched in the mirror as he drove.

At Alvarado he went into a drugstore and called his hotel. The clerk gave him a number to call. He called it and heard Dennys heavy voice at the other end of the line. Denny said urgently: Where you been? Ive got that broad out here at my place. Shes drunk. Come on out and well get her to tell us what you want to know.

Dalmas stared out through the glass of the phone booth without seeing anything. After a pause he said slowly: The blonde? How come?

Its a story, boy. Come on out and Ill give it to you. Fourteen-fifty-four South Livesay. Know where that is?

Ive got a map. Ill find it, Dalmas said in the same tone.

Denny told him just how to find it, at some length. At the end of the explanation he said: Make it fast. Shes asleep now, but she might wake up and start yellin murder.

Dalmas said: Where you live it probably wouldnt matter much. Ill be right out, Denny.

He hung up and went out to his car. He got a pint bottle of bourbon out of the car pocket and took a long drink. Then he started up and drove towards Fox Hills. Twice on the way he stopped and sat still in the car, thinking. But each time he went on again.
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The road turned off Pico into a scattered subdivision that spread itself out over rolling hills between two golf courses. It followed the edge of one of the golf courses, separated from it by a high wire fence. There were bungalows here and there dotted about the slopes. After a while the road dipped into a hollow and there was a single bungalow in the hollow, right across the street from the golf course.

Dalmas drove past it and parked under a giant eucalyptus that etched deep shadow on the moonlit surface of the road. He got out and walked back, turned up a cement path to the bungalow. It was wide and low and had cottage windows across the front. Bushes grew halfway up the screens. There was faint light inside and the sound of a radio, turned low, came through the open windows.

A shadow moved across the screens and the front door came open. Dalmas went into a living room built across the front of the house. One small bulb burned in a lamp and the luminous dial of the radio glowed. A little moonlight came into the room.

Denny had his coat off and his sleeves rolled up on his big arms.

He said: The broads still asleep. Ill wake her up when Ive told you how I got her here.

Dalmas said: Sure you werent tailed?

Not a chance. Denny spread a big hand.

Dalmas sat down in a wicker chair in the corner, between the radio and the end of the line of windows. He put his hat on the floor, pulled out the bottle of bourbon and regarded it with a dissatisfied air.

Buy us a real drink, Denny. Im tired as hell. Didnt get any dinner.

Denny said: Ive got some Three-Star Martel. Be right up.

He went out of the room and light went on in the back part of the house. Dalmas put the bottle on the floor beside his hat and rubbed two fingers across his forehead. His head ached. After a little while the light went out in the back and Denny came back with two tall glasses.

The brandy tasted clean and hard. Denny sat down in another wicker chair. He looked very big and dark in the half-lit room. He began to talk slowly, in his gruff voice.

It sounds goofy, but it worked. After the cops stopped milling around I parked in the alley and went in the back way. I knew which apartment the broad had but I hadnt seen her. I thought Id make some kind of a stall and see how she was makin out. I knocked on her door, but she wouldnt answer. I could hear her movin around inside, and in a minute I could hear a telephone bein dialed. I went back along the hall and tried the service door. It opened and I went in. It fastened with one of them screw bolts that get out of line and dont fasten when you think they do.

Dalmas nodded, said: I get the idea, Denny.

The big man drank out of his glass and rubbed the edge of it up and down on his lower lip. He went on.

She was phoning a guy named Gayn Donner. Know him?

Ive heard of him, Dalmas said. So she has that kind of connections.

She was callin him by name and she sounded mad, Denny said. Thats how I knew. Donner has that place on Mariposa Canyon Drive — the Mariposa Club. You hear his band over the air — Hank Munn and his boys.

Dalmas said: Ive heard it, Denny.

Okey. When she hung up I went in on her. She looked snowed, weaved around funny, didnt seem to know much what was going on. I looked around and there was a photo of John Sutro, the Councilman, in a desk there. I used that for a stall. I said that Sutro wanted her to duck out for a while and that I was one of his boys and she was to come along. She fell for it. Screwy. She wanted some liquor. I said I had some in the car. She got her little hat and coat.

Dalmas said softly: It was that easy, huh?

Yeah, Denny said. He finished his drink and put the glass somewhere. I bottle-fed her in the car to keep her quiet and we came out here. She went to sleep and thats that. What do you figure? Tough downtown?

Tough enough, Dalmas said. I didnt fool the boys much.

Anything on the Walden kill?

Dalmas shook his head slowly.

I guess the Jap didnt get home yet, Denny.

Want to talk to the broad?

The radio was playing a waltz. Dalmas listened to it for a moment before he answered. Then he said in a tired voice: I guess thats what I came out here for.

Denny got up and went out of the room. There was the sound of a door opening and muffled voices.

Dalmas took his gun out from under his arm and put it down in the chair beside his leg.

The blonde staggered a little too much as she came in. She stared around, giggled, made vague motions with her long hands. She blinked at Dalmas, stood swaying a moment, then slid down into the chair Denny had been sitting in. The big man kept near her and leaned against a library table that stood by the Inside wall.

She said drunkenly: My old pal the dick. Hey, hey, stranger! How about buyin a lady a drink?

Dalmas stared at her without expression. He said slowly: Got any new ideas about that gun? You know, the one we were talking about when Johnny Sutro crashed in…The filed gun…The gun that killed Derek Walden.

Denny stiffened, then made a sudden motion towards his hip. Dalmas brought his Colt up and came to his feet with it. Denny looked at it and became still, relaxed. The girl had not moved at all, but the drunkenness dropped away from her like a dead leaf. Her face was suddenly tense and bitter.

Dalmas said evenly: Keep the hands in sight, Denny, and everythingll be jake…Now suppose you two cheap crossers tell me what Im here for.

The big man said thickly: For gawds sake! Whats eatin you? You scared me when you said Walden to the girl.

Dalmas grinned, Thats all right, Denny. Maybe she never heard of him. Lets get this ironed Out in a hurry. I have an idea Im here for trouble.

Youre crazy as hell! the big man snarled.

Dalmas moved the gun slightly. He put his back against the end wall of the room, leaned over and turned the radio off with his left hand, Then he spoke bitterly: You sold out, Denny. Thats easy. Youre too big for a tail and Ive spotted you following me around half a dozen times lately. When you horned in on the deal tonight I was pretty sure…And when you told me that funny story about how you got baby out here I was damn sure…Hells sake, do you think a guy thats stayed alive as long as I have would believe that one? Come on, Denny, be a sport and tell me who youre working for…I might let you take a powder…Who you working for? Donner? Sutro? Or somebody I dont know? And why the plant out here in the woods?

The girl shot to her feet suddenly and sprang at him. He threw her off with his free hand and she sprawled on the floor. She yelled: Get him, you big punk? Get him!

Denny didnt move. Shut up, snow-bird! Dalmas snapped. Nobodys getting anybody. This is just a talk between friends. Get up on your feet and stop throwing curves!

The blonde stood up slowly.

Dennys face had a stony, immovable look in the dimness. His voice came with a dull rasp. He said: I sold out. It was lousy. Okey, thats that. I got fed up with watchin a bunch of extra girls trying to pinch each others lipstick…You can take a plug at me, if you feel like it.

He still didnt move. Dalmas nodded slowly and said again: Who is it, Denny? Who you working for?

Denny said: I dont know. I call a number, get orders, and report that way. I get dough in the mail. I tried to break the twist here, but no luck…I dont think youre on the spot and I dont know a damn thing about that shootin in the street.

Dalmas stared at him. He said slowly: You wouldnt be stalling — to keep me here — would you, Denny?

The big man raised his head slowly. The room suddenly seemed to get very still. A car had stopped outside. The faint throbbing of its motor died.

A red spotlight hit the top of the screens.

It was blinding. Dalmas slid down on one knee, shifted his position sidewise very quickly, silently. Dennys harsh voice in the silence said: Cops, for gawds sake!

The red light dissolved the wire mesh of the screens into a rosy glow, threw a great splash of vivid color on the oiled finish of the inside wall. The girl made a choked sound and her face was a red mask for an instant before she sank down out of the fan of light. Dalmas looked into the light, his head low behind the sill of the end window. The leaves of the bushes were black spear-points in the red glare.

Steps sounded on the walk.

A harsh voice rasped: Everybody out! Mitts in the air!

There was a sound of movement inside the house. Dalmas swung his gun — uselessly. A switch clicked and a porch light went on. For a moment, before they dodged back, two men in blue police uniforms showed up in the cone of the porch light. One of them held a sub-machine gun and the other had a long Luger with a special magazine fitted to it.

There was a grating sound. Denny was at the door, opening the peep panel. A gun came up in his hand and crashed.

Something heavy clattered on the cement and a man swayed forward into the light, swayed back again. His hands were against his middle. A stiff-vizored cap fell down and rolled on the walk.

Dalmas hit the floor low down against the baseboard as the machine gun cut loose. He ground his face into the wood of the floor. The girl screamed behind him.

The chopper raked the room swiftly from end to end and the air filled with plaster and splinters. A wall mirror crashed down. A sharp stench of powder fought with the sour smell of the plaster dust. This seemed to go on for a very long time. Something fell across Dalmas legs. He kept his eyes shut and his face pressed against the floor.

The stuttering and crashing stopped. The rain of plaster inside the wails kept on. A voice yelled: How dyou like it, pals?

Another voice far back snapped angrily: Come on — lets go!

Steps sounded again, and a dragging sound. More steps. The motor of the car roared into life. A door slammed heavily. Tires screeched on the gravel of the road and the song of the motor swelled and died swiftly.

Dalmas got up on his feet. His ears boomed and his nostrils were dry. He got his gun off the floor, unclipped a thin flash from an inside pocket, snapped it on. It probed weakly through the dusty air. The blonde lay on her back with her eyes wide open and her mouth twisted into a sort of grin. She was sobbing. Dalmas bent over her. There didnt seem to be a mark on her.

He went on down the room. He found his hat untouched beside the chair that had half the top shot off. The bottle of bourbon lay beside the hat. He picked them both up. The man with the chopper had raked the room waist-high, back and forth, without lowering it far enough. Dalmas went on farther, came to the door.

Denny was on his knees in front of the door. He was swaying backwards and forwards and holding one of his hands in the other. Blood dribbled between his thick fingers.

Dalmas got the door open and went out. There was a smear of blood and a litter of shells on the walk. There was nobody in sight. He stood there with the blood beating in his face, like little hammers. The skin around his nose prickled.

He drank some whiskey out of the bottle and turned and went back into the house. Denny was up on his feet now. He had a handkerchief out and was tying it around his bloody hand. He looked dazed, drunk. He swayed on his feet. Dalmas put the beam of the flash on his face.

He said: Hurt much?

No. Clipped on the hand, the big man said thickly. His fingers were clumsy on the handkerchief.

The blondes scared blind, Dalmas said. Its your party, boy. Nice pals you have. They meant to get all three of us. You rattled them when you took a pot out of the peephole. I guess I owe you something for that, Denny…The gunner wasnt so good.

Denny said: Where you goin?

Where dyou think?

Denny looked at him. Sutros your man, he said slowly. Im through — washed up. They can all go to hell.

Dalmas went through the door again, down the path to the street. He got into his car and drove away without lights. When he had turned corners and gone some distance he switched the lights on and got out and dusted himself off.
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Black and silver curtains opened in an inverted V against a haze of cigarette and cigar smoke. The brasses of the dance band shot brief flashes of color through the haze. There was a smell of food and liquor and perfume and face powder. The dance floor was an empty splash of amber light and looked slightly larger than a screen stars bath mat.

Then the band started up and the lights went down, and a headwaiter came up the carpeted steps tapping a gold pencil against the satin stripe of his trousers. He had narrow, lifeless eyes and blond-white hair sleeked back off a bony forehead.

Dalmas said: Id like to see Mister Donner.

The headwaiter tapped his teeth with his gold pencil. Im afraid hes busy. What name?

Dalmas. Tell him Im a special friend of Johnny Sutros.

The headwaiter said: Ill try.

He went across to a panel that had a row of buttons on it and a small one-piece phone. He took it off the hook and put it to his ear, staring at Dalmas across the cup with the impersonal stare of a stuffed animal.

Dalmas said: Ill be in the lobby.

He went back through the curtains and prowled over to the Mens Room. Inside he got out the bottle of bourbon and drank what was left of it, tilting his head back and standing splay-legged in the middle of the tiled floor. A wizened Negro in a white jacket fluttered at him, said anxiously: No drinkin in here, boss.

Dalmas threw the empty bottle into a receptacle for towels. He took a clean towel off the glass shelf, wiped his lips with it, put a dime down on the edge of the basin and went out.

There was a space between an inner and outer door. He leaned against the outer door and took a small automatic about four inches long out of his vest pocket. He held it with three fingers against the inside of his hat and went on out, swinging the hat gently beside his body.

After a while a tall Filipino with silky black hair came into the lobby and looked around. Dalmas went towards him. The headwaiter looked out through the curtains and nodded at the Filipino.

The Filipino spoke to Dalmas: This way, boss.

They went down a long, quiet corridor. The sound of the dance band died away behind them. Some deserted green-topped tables showed through an open door. The corridor turned into another that was at right angles, and at the end of this one some light came out through a doorway.

The Filipino paused in mid-stride and made a graceful, complicated movement, at the end of which he had a big, black automatic in his hand. He prodded it politely into Dalmas ribs.

Got to frisk you, boss. House rules.

Dalmas stood still and held his arms out from his sides. The Filipino took Dalmas Colt away from him and dropped it into his pocket. He patted the rest of Dalmas pockets, stepped back and holstered his own cannon.

Dalmas lowered his arms and let his hat fall on the floor and the little automatic that had been inside the hat peered neatly at the Filipinos belly. The Filipino looked down at it with a shocked grin.

Dalmas said: That was fun, spig. Let me do it.

He put his Colt back where it belonged, took the big automatic from under the Filipinos arm, slipped the magazine out of it and ejected the shell that was in the chamber. He gave the empty gun back to the Filipino.

You can still use it for a sap. If you stay in front of me, your boss dont have to know thats all its good for.

The Filipino licked his lips. Dalmas felt him for another gun, and they went on along the corridor, went in at the door that was partly open. The Filipino went first.

It was a big room with walls paneled in diagonal strips of wood. A yellow Chinese rug on the floor, plenty of good furniture, countersunk doors that told of soundproofing, and no windows. There were several gilt gratings high up and a built-in ventilator fan made a faint, soothing murmur. Four men were in the room. Nobody said anything.

Dalmas sat down on a leather divan and stared at Ricchio, the smooth boy who had walked him out of Waldens apartment. Ricchio was tied to a high-backed chair. His arms were pulled around behind it and fastened together at the wrists. His eyes were mad and his face was a welter of blood and bruises. He had been pistol whipped. The sandy-haired man, Noddy, who had been with him at the Kilmarnock sat on a sort of stool in the corner, smoking.

John Sutro was rocking slowly in a red leather rocker, staring down at the floor. He did not look up when Dalmas came into the room.

The fourth man sat behind a desk that looked as if it had cost a lot of money. He had soft brown hair parted in the middle and brushed back and down; thin lips and reddish-brown eyes that had hot lights in them. He watched Mallory while he sat down and looked around. Then he spoke, glancing at Ricchio.

The punk got a little out of hand. Weve been telling him about it. I guess youre not sorry.

Dalmas laughed shortly, without mirth. All right as far as it goes, Donner. How about the other one? I dont see any marks on him.

Noddys all right. He worked under orders, Donner said evenly. He picked up a long-handled file and began to file one of his nails. You and I have things to talk about. Thats why you got in here. You look all right to me — if you dont try to cover too much ground with your private-dick racket.

Dalmas eyes widened a little. He said: Im listening, Donner.

Sutro lifted his eyes and stared at the back of Donners head. Donner went on talking in a smooth indifferent voice.

I know all about the play at Derek Waldens place and I know about the shooting on Kenmore. If Id thought Ricchio would go that crazy, Id have stopped him before. As it is, I figure its up to me to straighten things out…And when we get through here Mister Ricchio will go downtown and speak his piece.

Heres how it happened. Ricchio used to work for Walden when the Hollywood crowd went in for bodyguards. Walden bought his liquor in Ensenada — still does, for all I know — and brought it in himself. Nobody bothered him. Ricchio saw a chance to bring in some white goods under good cover. Walden caught him at it. He didnt want a scandal, so he just showed Ricchio the gate. Ricchio took advantage of that by trying to shake Walden down, on the theory that he wasnt clean enough to stand the working-over the Feds would give him. Walden didnt shake fast enough to suit Ricchio, so he went hog-wild and decided on a strong-arm play. You and your driver messed it up and Ricchio went gunning for you.

Donner put down his file and smiled. Dalmas shrugged and glanced at the Filipino, who was standing by the wall, at the end of the divan.

Dalmas said: I dont have your organization, Donner, but I get around. I think thats a smooth story and it would have got by — with a little co-operation downtown. But it wont fit the facts as they are now.

Donner raised his eyebrows. Sutro began to swing the tip of his polished shoe up and down in front of his knee.

Dalmas said: How does Mister Sutro fit into all this?

Sutro stared at him and stopped rocking. He made a swift, impatient movement. Donner smiled Hes a friend of Waldens. Walden talked to him a little and Sutro knows Ricchio worked for me. But being a councilman he didnt want to tell Walden everything he knew.

Dalmas said grimly: Ill tell you whats wrong with your story, Donner. Theres not enough fear in it. Walden was too scared to help me even when I was working for him…And this afternoon somebody was so scared of him that he got shot.

Donner leaned forward and his eyes got small and tight. His hands balled into fists on the desk before him.

Walden is — dead? he almost whispered.

Dalmas nodded. Shot in the right temple…with a thirty-two. It looks like suicide. It isnt.

Sutro put his hand up quickly and covered his face. The sandy-haired man got rigid on his stool in the corner.

Dalmas said: Want to hear a good honest guess, Donner?…Well call it a guess…Walden was in the dope smuggling racket himself — and not all by his lonesome. But after Repeal he wanted to quit. The coast guards wouldnt have to spend so much time watching liquor ships, and dope-smuggling up the coast wasnt going to be gravy any more. And Walden got sweet on a gal that had good eyes and could add up to ten. So he wanted to walk out on the dope racket.

Donner moistened his lips and said: What dope racket?

Dalmas eyed him. You wouldnt know about anything like that, would you, Donner? Hell, no, thats something for the bad boys to play with. And the bad boys didnt like the idea of Walden quitting that way. He was drinking too much — and he might start to broadcast to his girl friend. They wanted him to quit the way he did — on the receiving end of a gun.

Donner turned his head slowly and stared at the bound man on the high-backed chair. He said very softly: Ricchio.

Then he got up and walked around his desk. Sutro took his hand down from his face and watched with his lips shaking.

Donner stood in front of Ricchio. He put his hand out against Ricchios head and jarred it back against the chair. Ricchio moaned. Donner smiled down at him.

I must be slowing up. You killed Walden, you bastard! You went back and croaked him. You forgot to tell us about that part, baby.

Ricchio opened his mouth and spit a stream of blood against Donners hand and wrist. Donners face twitched and he stepped back and away, holding the hand straight out in front of him. He took out a handkerchief and wiped it off carefully, dropped the handkerchief on the floor.

Lend me your gun, Noddy, he said quietly, going towards the sandy-haired man.

Sutro jerked and his mouth fell open. His eyes looked sick. The tall Filipino flicked his empty automatic into his hand as if he had forgotten it was empty. Noddy took a blunt revolver from under his right arm, held it out to Donner.

Donner took it from him and went back to Ricchio. He raised the gun.

Dalmas said: Ricchio didnt kill Walden.

The Filipino took a quick step forward and slashed at him with his big automatic. The gun hit Dalmas on the point of the shoulder, and a wave of pain billowed down his arm. He rolled away and snapped his Colt into his hand. The Filipino swung at him again, missed.

Dalmas slid to his feet, side-stepped and laid the barrel of the Colt along the side of the Filipinos head, with all his strength. The Filipino grunted, sat down on the floor, and the whites showed all around his eyes. He fell over slowly, clawing at the divan.

There was no expression on Donners face and he held his blunt revolver perfectly still. His long upper lip was beaded with sweat.

Dalmas said: Ricchio didnt kill Walden. Walden was killed with a filed gun and the gun was planted in his hand. Ricchio wouldnt go within a block of a filed gun.

Sutros face was ghastly. The sandy-haired man had got down off his stool and stood with his right hand swinging at his side.

Tell me more, Donner said evenly.

The filed gun traces to a broad named Helen Dalton or Burwand, Dalmas said. It was her gun. She told me that she hocked it long ago. I didnt believe her. Shes a good friend of Sutros and Sutro was so bothered by my going to see her that he pulled a gat on me himself. Why do you suppose Sutro was bothered, Donner, and how do you suppose he knew I was likely to go see the broad?

Donner said: Go ahead and tell me. He looked at Sutro very quietly.

Dalmas took a step closer to Donner and held his Colt down at his side, not threateningly.

Ill tell you how and why. Ive been tailed ever since I started to work for Walden — tailed by a clumsy ox of a studio dick I could spot a mile off. He was bought, Donner. The guy that killed Walden bought him. He figured the studio dick had a chance to get next to me, and I let him do just that — to give him rope and spot his game. His boss was Sutro. Sutro killed Walden — with his own hand. It was that kind of a job. An amateur job — a smart-aleck kill. The thing that made it smart was the thing that gave it away — the suicide plant, with a filed gun that the killer thought couldnt be traced because he didnt know most guns have numbers inside.

Donner swung the blunt revolver until it pointed midway between the sandy-haired man and Sutro. He didnt say anything. His eyes were thoughtful and interested.

Dalmas shifted his weight a little, on to the balls of his feet. The Filipino on the floor put a hand along the divan and his nails scratched on the leather.

Theres more of it, Donner, but what the hell! Sutro was Waldens pal, and he could get close to him, close enough to stick a gun to his head and let go. A shot wouldnt be heard on the penthouse floor of the Kilmarnock, one little shot from a thirty-two. So Sutro put the gun in Waldens hand and went on his way. But he forgot that Walden was left-handed and he didnt know the gun could be traced. When it was — and his bought man wised him up — and I tapped the girl — he hired himself a chopper squad and angled all three of us out to a house in Palms to button our mouths for good…Only the chopper squad, like everything else in this play, didnt do its stuff so good.

Donner nodded slowly. He looked at a spot in the middle of Sutros stomach and lined his gun on it.

Tell us about it, Johnny, he said softly. Tell us how you got clever in your old age—

The sandy-haired man moved suddenly. He dodged down behind the desk and as he went down his right hand swept for his other gun. It roared from behind the desk. The bullet came through the kneehole and pinged into the wall with a sound of striking metal behind the paneling.

Dalmas jerked his Colt and fired twice into the desk. A few splinters flew. The sandy-haired man yelled behind the desk and came up fast with his gun flaming in his hand. Donner staggered. His gun spoke twice, very quickly. The sandy-haired man yelled again, and blood jumped straight out from one of his cheeks. He went down behind the desk and stayed quiet.

Donner backed until he touched the wall. Sutro stood up and put his hands in front of his stomach and tried to scream.

Donner said: Okey, Johnny. Your turn.

Then Donner coughed suddenly and slid down the wall with a dry rustle of cloth. He bent forward and dropped his gun and put his hands on the floor and went on coughing. His face got gray.

Sutro stood rigid, his hands in front of his stomach, and bent back at the wrists, the fingers curved clawlike. There was no light behind his eyes. They were dead eyes. After a moment his knees buckled and he fell down on the floor on his back.

Donner went on coughing quietly.

Dalmas crossed swiftly to the door of the room, listened at it, opened it and looked out. He shut it again quickly.

Soundproof — and how! he muttered.

He went back to the desk and lifted the telephone off its prongs. He put his Colt down and dialed, waited, said into the phone: Captain Cathcart…Got to talk to him…Sure, its important…very important.

He waited, drumming on the desk, staring hard-eyed around the room. He jerked a little as a sleepy voice came over the wire.

Dalmas, Chief. Im at the Casa Mariposa, in Gayn Donners private office. Theres been a little trouble, but nobody hurt bad…ye got Derek Waldens killer for you…Johnny Sutro did it…Yeah, the councilman…Make it fast, Chief…I wouldnt want to get in a fight with the help, you know.

He hung up and picked his Colt off the top of the desk, held it on the flat of his hand and stared across at Sutro.

Get off the floor, Johnny, he said wearily. Get up and tell a poor dumb dick how to cover this one up — smart guy!
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The light above the big oak table at Headquarters was too bright. Dalmas ran a finger along the wood, looked at it, wiped it off on his sleeve. He cupped his chin in his lean hands and stared at the wall above the roll-top desk that was beyond the table. He was alone in the room.

The loudspeaker on the wall droned: Calling Car 71W in 72s district…at Third and Berendo…at the drugstore…meet a man…

The door opened and Captain Cathcart came in, shut the door carefully behind him. He was a big, battered man with a wide, moist face, a strained mustache, gnarled hands.

He sat down between the oak table and the roll-top desk and fingered a cold pipe that lay in the ashtray.

Dalmas raised his head from between his hands. Cathcart said: Sutros dead.

Dalmas stared, said nothing.

His wife did it. He wanted to stop by his house a minute. The boys watched him good but they didnt watch her. She slipped him the dose before they could move.

Cathcart opened and shut his mouth twice. He had strong, dirty teeth.

She never said a damn word. Brought a little gun around from behind her and fed him three slugs. One, two, three. Win, place, show. Just like that. Then she turned the gun around in her hand as nice as you could think of and handed it to the boys…What in hell she do that for?

Dalmas said: Get a confession?

Cathcart stared at him and put the cold pipe in his mouth. He sucked on it noisily. From him? Yeah — not on paper, though…What you suppose she done that for?

She knew about the blonde, Dalmas said. She thought it was her last chance. Maybe she knew about his rackets.

The captain nodded slowly. Sure, he said. Thats it. She figured it was her last chance. And why shouldnt she bop the bastard? If the D.A. s smart, hell let her take a manslaughter plea. Thatd be about fifteen months at Tehachapi. A rest cure.

Dalmas moved in his chair. He frowned.

Cathcart went on: Its a break for all of us. No dirt your way, no dirt on the administration. If she hadnt done it, it would have been a kick in the pants all around. She ought to get a pension.

She ought to get a contract from Eclipse Films, Dalmas said. When I got to Sutro I figured I was licked on the publicity angle. I might have gunned Sutro myself — if he hadnt been so yellow — and if he hadnt been a councilman.

Nix on that, baby. Leave that stuff to the law, Cathcart growled. Heres how it looks. I dont figure we can get Walden on the book as a suicide. The filed gun is against it and we got to wait for the autopsy and the gun-shark s report. And a paraffin test of the hand ought to show he didnt fire the gun at all. On the other hand, the case is closed on Sutro and what has to come out ought not to hurt too bad. Am I right?

Dalmas took out a cigarette and rolled it between his fingers. He lit it slowly and waved the match until it went out.

Walden was no lily, he said. Its the dope angle that would raise hell — but thats cold. I guess were jake, except for a few loose ends.

Hell with the loose ends, Cathcart grinned. Nobodys getting away with any fix that I can see. That sidekick of yours, Denny, will fade in a hurry and if I ever get my paws on the Dalton frail, Ill send her to Mendocino for the cure. We might get something on Donner — after the hospital gets through with him. Weve got to put the rap on those hoods, for the stick-up and the taxi driver, whichever of em did that, but they wont talk. They still got a future to think about, and the taxi driver aint so bad hurt. That leaves the chopper squad. Cathcart yawned. Those boys must be from Frisco. We dont run to choppers around here much.

Dalmas sagged in his chair. You wouldnt have a drink, would you, Chief? he said dully.

Cathcart stared at him. Theres just one thing, he said grimly. I want you to stay told about that. It was okey for you to break that gun — if you didnt spoil the prints. And I guess it was okey for you not to tell me, seein the jam you were in. But Ill be damned if its okey for you to beat our time by chiselin on our own records.

Dalmas smiled thoughtfully at him. Youre right all the way, Chief, he said humbly. It was the job — and thats all a guy can say.

Cathcart rubbed his cheeks vigorously. His frown went away and he grinned. Then he bent over and pulled out a drawer and brought up a quart bottle of rye. He put it on the desk and pressed a buzzer. A very large uniformed torso came part way into the room.

Hey, Tiny! Cathcart boomed. Loan me that corkscew you swiped out of my desk. The torso disappeared and came back.

Whatll we drink to? the captain asked a couple of minutes later.

Dalmas said: Lets just drink.
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I got away from the Grand Jury a little after four, and then sneaked up the back stairs to Fenweathers office. Fenweather, the D.A., was a man with severe, chiseled features and the gray temples women love. He played with a pen on his desk and said: I think they believed you. They might even indict Manny Tinnen for the Shannon kill this afternoon. If they do, then is the time you begin to watch your step.

I rolled a cigarette around in my fingers and finally put it in my mouth. Dont put any men on me, Mr. Fenweather. I know the alleys in this town pretty well, and your men couldnt stay close enough to do me any good.

He looked towards one of the windows. How well do you know Frank Dorr? he asked, with his eyes away from me.

I know hes a big politico, a fixer you have to see if you want to open a gambling hell or a bawdy house — or if you want to sell honest merchandise to the city.

Right. Fenweather spoke sharply, and brought his head around towards me. Then he lowered his voice. Having the goods on Tinnen was a surprise to a lot of people. If Frank Dorr had an interest in getting rid of Shannon who was the head of the Board where Dorrs supposed to get his contracts, its close enough to make him take chances. And Im told he and Manny Tinnen had dealings. Id sort of keep an eye on him, if I were you.

I grinned. Im just one guy, I said. Frank Dorr covers a lot of territory. But Ill do what I can.

Fenweather stood up and held his hand across the desk. He said: Ill be out of town for a couple of days, Im leaving tonight, if this indictment comes through. Be careful — and if anything should happen to go wrong, see Bernie Ohls, my chief investigator.

I said: Sure.

We shook hands and I went out past a tired-looking girl who gave me a tired smile and wound one of her lax curls up on the back of her neck as she looked at me. I got back to my office soon after four-thirty. I stopped outside the door of the little reception room for a moment, looking at it. Then I opened it and went in, and of course there wasnt anybody there.

There was nothing there but an old red davenport, two odd chairs, a bit of carpet, and a library table with a few old magazines on it. The reception room was left open for visitors to come in and sit down and wait — if I had any visitors and they felt like waiting.

I went across and unlocked the door into my private office, lettered Philip Marlowe…Investigations.

Lou Harger was sitting on a wooden chair on the side of the desk away from the window. He had bright yellow gloves clamped on the crook of a cane, a green snap-brim hat set too far back on his head. Very smooth black hair showed under the hat and grew too low on the nape of his neck.

Hello. Ive been waiting, he said, and smiled languidly.

Lo, Lou. How did you get in here?

The door must have been unlocked. Or maybe I had a key that fitted. Do you mind?

I went around the desk and sat down in the swivel chair. I put my hat down on the desk, picked up a bulldog pipe out of an ash tray and began to fill it up.

Its all right as long as its you, I said. I just thought I had a better lock.

He smiled with his full red lips. He was a very good-looking boy. He said: Are you still doing business, or will you spend the next month in a hotel room drinking liquor with a couple of Headquarters boys?

Im still doing business — if theres any business for me to do.

I lit a pipe, leaned back and stared at his clear olive skin, straight, dark eyebrows.

He put his cane on top of the desk and clasped his yellow gloves on the glass. He moved his lips in and out.

I have a little something for you. Not a hell of a lot. But theres carfare in it.

I waited.

Im making a little play at Las Olindas tonight, he said. At Canales place.

The white smoke?

Uh-huh. I think Im going to be lucky — and Id like to have a guy with a rod.

I took a fresh pack of cigarettes out of a top drawer and slid them across the desk. Lou picked them up and began to break the pack open.

I said: What kind of a play?

He got a cigarette halfway out and stared down at it. There was a little something in his manner I didnt like.

Ive been closed up for a month now. I wasnt makin the kind of money it takes to stay open in this town. The Headquarters boys have been putting the pressure on since repeal. They have bad dreams when they see themselves trying to live on their pay.

I said: It doesnt cost any more to operate here than anywhere else. And here you pay it all to one organization. Thats something.

Lou Harger jabbed the cigarette in his mouth. Yeah — Frank Dorr, he snarled. That fat, bloodsuckin sonofabitch!

I didnt say anything. I was way past the age when its fun to swear at people you cant hurt. I watched Lou light his cigarette with my desk lighter. He went on, through a puff of smoke: Its a laugh, in a way. Canales bought a new wheel — from some grafters in the sheriffs office. I know Pina, Canales head croupier, pretty well. The wheel is one they took away from me. Its got bugs — and I know the bugs.

And Canales dont…That sounds just like Canales, I said.

Lou didnt look at me. He gets a nice crowd down there, he said. He has a small dance floor and a five-piece Mexican band to help the customers relax. They dance a bit and then go back for another trimming, instead of going away disgusted.

I said: What do you do?

I guess you might call it a system, he said softly, and looked at me under his long lashes.

I looked away from him, looked around the room. It had a rust-red carpet, five green filing cases in a row under an advertising calendar, an old costumer in the corner, a few walnut chairs, net curtains over the windows. The fringe of the curtains was dirty from blowing about in the draft. There was a bar of late sunlight across my desk and it showed up the dust.

I get it like this, I said. You think you have that roulette wheel tamed and you expect to win enough money so that Canales will be mad at you. Youd like to have some protection along — me. I think its screwy.

Its not screwy at all, Lou said. Any roulette wheel has a tendency to work in a certain rhythm. If you know the wheel very well indeed—

I smiled and shrugged. Okey, I wouldnt know about that. I dont know enough roulette. It sounds to me like youre being a sucker for your own racket, but I could be wrong. And thats not the point anyway.

What is? Lou asked thinly.

Im not much stuck on bodyguarding — but maybe thats not the point either. I take it Im supposed to think this play is on the level. Suppose I dont, and walk out on you, and you get in a box? Or suppose I think everything is aces, but Canales dont agree with me and gets nasty.

Thats why I need a guy with a rod, Lou said, without moving a muscle except to speak.

I said evenly: If Im tough enough for the job — and I didnt know I was — that still isnt what worries me.

Forget it, Lou said. It breaks me up enough to know youre worried.

I smiled a little more and watched his yellow gloves moving around on top of the desk, moving too much. I said slowly: Youre the last guy in the world to be getting expense money that way just now. Im the last guy to be standing behind you while you do it. Thats all.

Lou said: Yeah. He knocked some ash off his cigarette down on the glass top, bent his head to blow it off. He went on, as if it was a new subject: Miss Glenn is going with me. Shes a tall redhead, a swell looker. She used to model. Shes nice people in any kind of a spot and shell keep Canales from breathing on my neck. So well make out. I just thought Id tell you.

I was silent for a minute, then I said: You know damn well I just got through telling the Grand Jury it was Manny Tinnen I saw lean out of that car and cut the ropes on Art Shannons wrists after they pushed him on the roadway, filled with lead.

Lou smiled faintly at me. Thatll make it easier for the grafters on the big time; the fellows who take the contracts and dont appear in the business. They say Shannon was square and kept the Board in line. It was a nasty bump-off.

I shook my head. I didnt want to talk about that. I said: Canales has a noseful of junk a lot of the time. And maybe he doesnt go for redheads.

Lou stood up slowly and lifted his cane off the desk. He stared at the tip of one yellow finger. He had an almost sleepy expression. Then he moved towards the door, swinging his cane.

Well, Ill be seem you some time, he drawled.

I let him get his hand on the knob before I said: Dont go away sore, Lou. Ill drop down to Las Olindas, if you have to have me. But I dont want any money for it, and for Petes sake dont pay any more attention to me than you have to.

He licked his lips softly and didnt quite look at me. Thanks, keed. Ill be careful as hell.

He went out then and his yellow glove disappeared around the edge of the door.

I sat still for about five minutes and then my pipe got too hot. I put it down, looked at my strap watch, and got up to switch on a small radio in the corner beyond the end of the desk. When the A.C. Hum died down the last tinkle of a chime came out of the horn, then a voice was saying: KLI now brings you its regular early evening broadcast of local news releases. An event of importance this afternoon was the indictment returned late today against Maynard J. Tinnen by the Grand Jury. Tinnen is a well-known City Hall lobbyist and man about town. The indictment, a shock to his many friends, was based almost entirely on the testimony—

My telephone rang sharply and a girls cool voice said in my ear: One moment, please. Mr. Fenweather is calling you.

He came on at once. Indictment returned. Take care of the boy.

I said I was just getting it over the radio. We talked a short moment and then he hung up, after saying he had to leave at once to catch a plane.

I leaned back in my chair again and listened to the radio without exactly hearing it. I was thinking what a damn fool Lou Harger was and that there wasnt anything I could do to change that.
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It was a good crowd for a Tuesday but nobody was dancing. Around ten oclock the little five-piece band got tired of messing around with a rhumba that nobody was paying any attention to. The marimba player dropped his sticks and reached under his chair for a glass. The rest of the boys lit cigarettes and just sat there looking bored.

I leaned sidewise against the bar, which was on the same side of the room as the orchestra stand. I was turning a small glass of tequila around on the top of the bar. All the business was at the center one of the three roulette tables.

The bartender leaned beside me, on his side of the bar.

The flame-top gal must be pickin them, he said.

I nodded without looking at him. Shes playing with fistfuls now, I said. Not even counting it.

The red-haired girl was tall. I could see the burnished copper of her hair between the heads of the people behind her. I could see Lou Hargers sleek head beside hers. Everybody seemed to be playing standing up.

You dont play? the bartender asked me.

Not on Tuesdays. I had some trouble on a Tuesday once.

Yeah? Do you like that stuff straight, or could I smooth it out for you?

Smooth it out with what? I said. You got a wood rasp handy?

He grinned. I drank a little more of the tequila and made a face.

Did anybody invent this stuff on purpose?

I wouldnt know, mister.

Whats the limit over there?

I wouldnt know that either. How the boss feels, I guess.

The roulette tables were in a row near the far wall. A low railing of gilt metal joined their ends and the players were outside the railing.

Some kind of a confused wrangle started at the center table. Half a dozen people at the two end tables grabbed their chips up and moved across.

Then a clear, very polite voice, with a slightly foreign accent, spoke out: If you will just be patient, madame…Mr. Canales will be here in a minute.

I went across, squeezed near the railing. Two croupiers stood near me with their heads together and their eyes looking sidewise. One moved a rake slowly back and forth beside the idle wheel. They were staring at the red-haired girl.

She wore a high-cut black evening gown. She had fine white shoulders, was something less than beautiful and more than pretty. She was leaning on the edge of the table, in front of the wheel. Her long eyelashes were twitching. There was a big pile of money and chips in front of her.

She spoke monotonously, as if she had said the same thing several times already.

Get busy and spin that wheel! You take it away fast enough, but you dont like to dish it out.

The croupier in charge smiled a cold, even smile. He was tall, dark, disinterested: The table cant cover your bet, he said with calm precision. Mr. Canales, perhaps— He shrugged neat shoulders.

The girl said: Its your money, highpockets. Dont you want it back?

Lou Harger licked his lips beside her, put a hand on her arm, stared at the pile of money with hot eyes. He said gently: Wait for Canales…

To hell with Canales! Im hot — and I want to stay that way.

A door opened at the end of the tables and a very slight, very pale man came into the room. He had straight, lusterless black hair, a high bony forehead, flat, impenetrable eyes. He had a thin mustache that was trimmed in two sharp lines almost at right angles to each other. They came down below the corners of his mouth a full inch. The effect was Oriental. His skin had a thick, glistening pallor.

He slid behind the croupiers, stopped at a corner of the center table, glanced at the red-haired girl and touched the ends of his mustache with two fingers, the nails of which had a purplish tint.

He smiled suddenly, and the instant after it was as though he had never smiled in his life. He spoke in a dull, ironic voice.

Good evening, Miss Glenn. You must let me send somebody with you when you go home. Id hate to see any of that money get in the wrong pockets.

The red-haired girl looked at him, not very pleasantly.

Im not leaving — unless youre throwing me out.

Canales said: No? What would you like to do?

Bet the wad — dark meat!

The crowd noise became a deathly silence. There wasnt a whisper of any kind of sound. Hargers face slowly got ivory-white.

Canales face was without expression. He lifted a hand, delicately, gravely, slipped a large wallet from his dinner jacket and tossed it in front of the tall croupier.

Ten grand, he said in a voice that was a dull rustle of sound. Thats my limit — always.

The tall croupier picked the wallet up, spread it, drew out two flat packets of crisp bills, riffled them, refolded the wallet and passed it along the edge of the table to Canales.

Canales did not move to take it. Nobody moved, except the croupier.

The girl said: Put it on the red.

The croupier leaned across the table and very carefully stacked her money and chips. He placed her bet for her on the red diamond. He placed his hand along the curve of the wheel.

If no one objects, Canales said, without looking at anyone, this is just the two of us.

Heads moved. Nobody spoke. The croupier spun the wheel and sent the ball skimming in the groove with a light flirt of his left wrist. Then he drew his hands back and placed them in full view on the edge of the table, on top of it.

The red-haired girls eyes shone and her lips slowly parted.

The ball drifted along the groove, dipped past one of the bright metal diamonds, slid down the flank of the wheel and chattered along the tines beside the numbers. Movement went out of it suddenly, with a dry click. It fell next the double zero, in red twenty-seven. The wheel was motionless.

The croupier took up his rake and slowly pushed the two packets of bills across, added them to the stake, pushed the whole thing off the field of play.

Canales put his wallet back in his breast pocket, turned and walked slowly back to the door, went through it.

I took my cramped fingers off the top of the railing, and a lot of people broke for the bar.
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When Lou came up I was sitting at a little tile-top table in a corner, fooling with some more of the tequila. The little orchestra was playing a thin, brittle tango and one couple was maneuvering self-consciously on the dance floor.

Lou had a cream-colored overcoat on, with the collar turned up around a lot of white silk scarf. He had a fine-drawn glistening expression. He had white pigskin gloves this time and he put one of them down on the table and leaned at me.

Over twenty-two thousand, he said softly. Boy, what a take!

I said: Very nice money, Lou. What kind of car are you driving?

See anything wrong with it?

The play? I shrugged, fiddled with my glass. Im not wised up on roulette, Lou…I saw plenty wrong with your broads manners.

Shes not a broad, Lou said. His voice got a little worried.

Okey. She made Canales look like a million. What kind of car?

Buick sedan. Nile green, with two spotlights and those little fender lights on rods. His voice was still worried.

I said: Take it kind of slow through town. Give me a chance to get in the parade.

He moved his glove and went away. The red-haired girl was not in sight anywhere. I looked down at the watch on my wrist. When I looked up again Canales was standing across the table. His eyes looked at me lifelessly above his trick mustache.

You dont like my place, he said.

On the contrary.

You dont come here to play. He was telling me, not asking me.

Is it compulsory? I asked dryly.

A very faint smile drifted across his face. He leaned a little down and said: I think you are a dick. A smart dick.

Just a shamus, I said. And not so smart. Dont let my long upper lip fool you. It runs in the family.

Canales wrapped his fingers around the top of a chair, squeezed on it. Dont come here again — for anything. He spoke very softly, almost dreamily. I dont like pigeons.

I took the cigarette out of my mouth and looked it over before I looked at him. I said: I heard you insulted a while back. You took it nicely…So we wont count this one.

He had a queer expression for a moment. Then he turned and slid away with a little sway of the shoulders. He put his feet down flat and turned them out a good deal as he walked. His walk, like his face, was a little negroid.

I got up and went out through the big white double doors into a dim lobby, got my hat and coat and put them on. I went out through another pair of double doors onto a wide veranda with scrollwork along the edge of its roof. There was sea fog in the air and the windblown Monterey cypresses in front of the house dripped with it. The grounds sloped gently into the dark for a long distance. Fog hid the ocean.

I had parked the car out on the street, on the other side of the house. I drew my hat down and walked soundlessly on the damp moss that covered the driveway, rounded a corner of the porch, and stopped rigidly.

A man just in front of me was holding a gun — but he didnt see me. He was holding the gun down at his side, pressed against the material of his overcoat, and his big hand made it look quite small. The dim light that reflected from the barrel seemed to come out of the fog, to be part of the fog. He was a big man, and he stood very still, poised on the balls of his feet.

I lifted my right hand very slowly and opened the top two buttons of my coat, reached inside and drew out a long .38 with a six-inch barrel. I eased it into my overcoat pocket.

The man in front of me moved, reached his left hand up to his face. He drew on a cigarette cupped inside his hand and the glow put brief light on a heavy chin, wide, dark nostrils, and a square, aggressive nose, the nose of a fighting man.

Then he dropped the cigarette and stepped on it and a quick, light step made faint noise behind me. I was far too late turning.

Something swished and I went out like a light.
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When I came to I was cold and wet and had a headache a yard wide. There was a soft bruise behind my right ear that wasnt bleeding. I had been put down with a sap.

I got up off my back and saw that I was a few yards from the driveway, between two trees that were wet with fog. There was some mud on the backs of my shoes. I had been dragged off the path, but not very far.

I went through my pockets. My gun was gone, of course, but that was all — that and the idea that this excursion was all fun.

I nosed around through the fog, didnt find anything or see anyone, gave up bothering about that, and went along the blank side of the house to a curving line of palm trees and an old type arc light that hissed and flickered over the entrance to a sort of lane where I had stuck the 1925 Marmon touring car I still used for transportation. I got into it after wiping the seat off with a towel, teased the motor alive, and choked it along to a big empty street with disused car tracks in the middle.

I went from there to De Cazens Boulevard, which was the main drag of Las Olindas and was called after the man who built Canales place long ago. After a while there was town, buildings, dead-looking stores, a service station with a nightbell, and at last a drugstore which was still open.

A dolled-up sedan was parked in front of the drugstore and I parked behind that, got out, and saw that a hatless man was sitting at the counter, talking to a clerk in a blue smock. They seemed to have the world to themselves. I started to go in, then I stopped and took another look at the dolled-up sedan.

It was a Buick and of a color that could have been Nile-green in daylight. It had two spotlights and two little egg-shaped amber lights stuck up on thin nickel rods clamped to the front fenders. The window by the drivers seat was down. I went back to the Marmon and got a flash, reached in and twisted the license holder of the Buick around, put the light on it quickly, then off again.

It was registered to Louis N. Harger.

I got rid of the flash and went into the drugstore. There was a liquor display at one side, and the clerk in the blue smock sold me a pint of Canadian Club, which I took over to the counter and opened. There were ten seats at the counter, but I sat down on the one next to the hatless man. He began to look me over, in the mirror, very carefully.

I got a cup of black coffee two-thirds full and added plenty of the rye. I drank it down and waited for a minute, to let it warm me up. Then I looked the hatless man over.

He was about twenty-eight, a little thin on top, had a healthy red face, fairly honest eyes, dirty hands and looked as if he wasnt making much money. He wore a gray whipcord jacket with metal buttons on it, pants that didnt match.

I said carelessly, in a low voice: Your bus outside?

He sat very still. His mouth got small and tight and he had trouble pulling his eyes away from mine, in the mirror.

My brothers, he said, after a moment.

I said: Care for a drink? Your brother is an old friend of mine.

He nodded slowly, gulped, moved his hand slowly, but finally got the bottle and curdled his coffee with it. He drank the whole thing down. Then I watched him dig up a crumpled pack of cigarettes, spear his mouth with one, strike a match on the counter, after missing twice on his thumbnail, and inhale with a lot of very poor nonchalance that he knew wasnt going over.

I leaned close to him and said evenly: This doesnt have to be trouble.

He said: Yeah…Wh-whats the beef?

The clerk sidled towards us. I asked for more coffee. When I got it I stared at the clerk until he went and stood in front of the display window with his back to me. I laced my second cup of coffee and drank some of it. I looked at the clerks back and said: The guy the car belongs to doesnt have a brother.

He held himself tightly, but turned towards me. You think its a hot car?

No.

You dont think its a hot car?

I said: No. I just want the story.

You a dick?

Uh-huh — but it isnt a shakedown, if thats what worries you.

He drew hard on his cigarette and moved his spoon around in his empty cup.

I can lose my job over this, he said slowly. But I needed a hundred bucks. Im a hack driver.

I guessed that, I said.

He looked surprised, turned his head and stared at me. Have another drink and lets get on with it, I said. Car thieves dont park them on the main drag and then sit around in drugstores.

The clerk came back from the window and hovered near us, busying himself with rubbing a rag on the coffee urn. A heavy silence fell. The clerk put the rag down, went along to the back of the store, behind the partition, and began to whistle aggressively.

The man beside me took some more of the whiskey and drank it, nodding his head wisely at me. Listen — I brought a fare out and was supposed to wait for him. A guy and a jane come up alongside me in the Buick and the guy offers me a hundred bucks to let him wear my cap and drive my hack into town. Im to hang around here an hour, then take his heap to the Hotel Carillon on Towne Boulevard. My cab will be there for me. He gives me the hundred bucks.

What was his story? I asked.

He said theyd been to a gambling joint and had some luck for a change. Theyre afraid of holdups on the way in. They figure theres always spotters watchin the play.

I took one of his cigarettes and straightened it out in my fingers. Its a story I cant hurt much, I said. Could I see your cards?

He gave them to me. His name was Tom Sneyd and he was a driver for the Green Top Cab Company. I corked my pint, slipped it into my side pocket, and danced a half-dollar on the counter.

The clerk came along and made change. He was almost shaking with curiosity.

Come on, Tom, I said in front of him. Lets go get that cab. I dont think you should wait around here any longer.

We went out, and I let the Buick lead me away from the straggling lights of Las Olindas, through a series of small beach towns with little houses built on sandlots close to the ocean, and bigger ones built on the slopes of the hills behind. A window was lit here and there. The tires sang on the moist concrete and the little amber lights on the Buicks fenders peeped back at me from the curves.

At West Cimarron we turned inland, chugged on through Canal City, and met the San Angelo Cut. It took us almost an hour to get to 5640 Towne Boulevard, which is the number of the Hotel Carillon. It is a big, rambling slate-roofed building with a basement garage and a forecourt fountain on which they play a pale green light in the evening.

Green Top Cab No. 469 was parked across the street, on the dark side. I couldnt see where anybody had been shooting into it. Tom Sneyd found his cap in the drivers compartment, climbed eagerly under the wheel.

Does that fix me up? Can I go now? His voice was strident with relief.

I told him it was all right with me, and gave him my card. It was twelve minutes past one as he took the corner. I climbed into the Buick and tooled it down the ramp to the garage and left it with a colored boy who was dusting cars in slow motion. I went around to the lobby.

The clerk was an ascetic-looking young man who was reading a volume of California Appellate Decisions under the switchboard light. He said Lou was not in and had not been in since eleven, when he came on duty. After a short argument about the lateness of the hour and the importance of my visit, he rang Lous apartment, but there wasnt any answer.

I went out and sat in my Marmon for a few minutes, smoked a cigarette, imbibed a little from my pint of Canadian Club. Then I went back into the Carillon and shut myself in a pay booth. I dialed the Telegram, asked for the City Desk, got a man named Von Ballin.

He yelped at me when I told him who I was. You still walking around? That ought to be a story. I thought Manny Tinnens friends would have had you laid away in old lavender by this time.

I said: Can that and listen to this. Do you know a man named Lou Harger? Hes a gambler. Had a place that was raided and closed up a month ago.

Von Ballin said he didnt know Lou personally, but he knew who he was.

Who around your rag would know him real well?

He thought a moment. Theres a lad named Jerry Cross here, he said, thats supposed to be an expert on night life. What did you want to know?

Where would he go to celebrate, I said. Then I told him some of the story, not too much. I left out the part where I got sapped and the part about the taxi. He hasnt shown at his hotel, I ended. I ought to get a line on him.

Well, if youre a friend of his—

Of his — not of his crowd, I said sharply.

Von Ballin stopped to yell at somebody to take a call, then said to me softly, close to the phone: Come through, boy. Come through.

All right. But Im talking to you, not to your sheet. I got sapped and lost my gun outside Canales joint. Lou and his girl switched his car for a taxi they picked up. Then they dropped out of sight. I dont like it too well. Lou wasnt drunk enough to chase around town with that much dough in his pockets. And if he was, the girl wouldnt let him. She had the practical eye.

Ill see what I can do, Von Ballin said. But it dont sound promising. Ill give you a buzz.

I told him I lived at the Merritt Plaza, in case he had forgotten, went out and got into the Marmon again. I drove home and put hot towels on my head for fifteen minutes, then sat around in my pajamas and drank hot whiskey and lemon and called the Carillon every once in a while. At two-thirty Von Ballin called me and said no luck. Lou hadnt been pinched, he wasnt in any of the Receiving Hospitals, and he hadnt shown at any of the clubs Jerry Cross could think of.

At three I called the Carillon for the last time. Then I put my light out and went to sleep.

In the morning it was the same way. I tried to trace the red-haired girl a little. There were twenty-eight people named Glenn in the phone book, and three women among them. One didnt answer, the other two assured me they didnt have red hair. One offered to show me.

I shaved, showered, had breakfast, walked three blocks down the hill to the Condor Building.

Miss Glenn was sitting in my little reception room.
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I unlocked the other door and she went in and sat in the chair where Lou had sat the afternoon before. I opened some windows, locked the outer door of the reception room, and struck a match for the unlighted cigarette she held in her ungloved and ringless left hand.

She was dressed in a blouse and plaid skirt with a loose coat over them, and a close-fitting hat that was far enough out of style to suggest a run of bad luck. But it hid almost all of her hair. Her skin was without make-up and she looked about thirty and had the set face of exhaustion.

She held her cigarette with a hand that was almost too steady, a hand on guard. I sat down and waited for her to talk.

She stared at the wall over my head and didnt say anything. After a little while I packed my pipe and smoked for a minute. Then I got up and went across to the door that opened into the hallway and picked up a couple of letters that had been pushed through the slot.

I sat down at the desk again, looked them over, read one of them twice, as if I had been alone. While I was doing this I didnt look at her directly or speak to her, but I kept an eye on her all the same. She looked like a lady who was getting nerved for something.

Finally she moved. She opened up a big black patent-leather bag and took out a fat manila envelope, pulled a rubber band off it and sat holding the envelope between the palms of her hands, with her head tilted way back and the cigarette dribbling gray smoke from the corners of her mouth.

She said slowly: Lou said if I ever got caught in the rain, you were the boy to see. Its raining hard where I am.

I stared at the manila envelope. Lou is a pretty good friend of mine, I said. Id do anything in reason for him. Some things not in reason — like last night. That doesnt mean Lou and I always play the same games.

She dropped her cigarette into the glass bowl of the ash tray and left it to smoke. A dark flame burned suddenly in her eyes, then went out.

Lou is dead. Her voice was quite toneless.

I reached over with a pencil and stabbed at the hot end of the cigarette until it stopped smoking.

She went on: A couple of Canales boys got him in my apartment — with one shot from a small gun that looked like my gun. Mine was gone when I looked for it afterwards. I spent the night there with him dead…I had to.

She broke quite suddenly. Her eyes turned up in her head and her head came down and hit the desk. She lay still, with the manila envelope in front of her lax hands.

I jerked a drawer open and brought up a bottle and a glass, poured a stiff one and stepped around with it, heaved her up in her chair. I pushed the edge of the glass hard against her mouth — hard enough to hurt. She struggled and swallowed. Some of it ran down her chin, but life came back into her eyes.

I left the whiskey in front of her and sat down again. The flap of the envelope had come open enough for me to see currency inside, bales of currency.

She began to talk to me in a dreamy sort of voice.

We got all big bills from the cashier, but makes quite a package at that. Theres twenty-two thousand even in the envelope. I kept out a few odd hundreds.

Lou was worried. He figured it would be pretty easy for Canales to catch up with us. You might be right behind and not be able to do very much about it.

I said: Canales lost the money in full view of everybody there. It was good advertising — even if it hurt.

She went on exactly as though I had not spoken. Going through the town we spotted a cab driver sitting in his parked cab and Lou had a brain wave. He offered the boy a C note to let him drive the cab into San Angelo and bring the Buick to the hotel after a while. The boy took us up and we went over on another street and made the switch. We were sorry about ditching you, but Lou said you wouldnt mind. And we might get a chance to flag you.

Lou didnt go into his hotel. We took another cab over to my place. I live at the Hobart Arms, eight hundred block on South Minter. Its a place where you dont have to answer questions at the desk. We went up to my apartment and put the lights on and two guys with masks came around the halfwall between the living room and the dinette. One was small and thin and the other one was a big slob with a chin that stuck out under his mask like a shelf. Lou made a wrong motion and the big one shot him just the once. The gun just made a flat crack, not very loud, and Lou fell down on the floor and never moved.

I said: It might be the ones that made a sucker out of me. I havent told you about that yet.

She didnt seem to hear that either. Her face was white and composed, but as expressionless as plaster. Maybe Id better have another finger of the hooch, she said.

I poured us a couple of drinks, and we drank them. She went on: They went through us, but we didnt have the money. We had stopped at an all-night drugstore and had it weighed and mailed it at a branch post office. They went through the apartment, but of course we had just come in and hadnt had time to hide anything. The big one slammed me down with his fist, and when I woke up again they were gone and I was alone with Lou dead on the floor.

She pointed to a mark on the angle of her jaw. There was something there, but it didnt show much. I moved around in my chair a little and said: They passed you on the way in. Smart boys would have looked a taxi over on that road. How did they know where to go?

I thought that out during the night, Miss Glenn said. Canales knows where I live. He followed me home once and tried to get me to ask him up.

Yeah, I said, but why did they go to your place and how did they get in?

Thats not hard. Theres a ledge just below the windows and a man could edge along it to the fire escape. They probably had other boys covering Lous hotel. We thought of that chance, but we didnt think about my place being known to them.

Tell me the rest of it, I said.

The money was mailed to me, Miss Glenn explained. Lou was a swell boy, but a girl has to protect herself. Thats why I had to stay there last night with Lou dead on the floor. Until the mail came. Then I came over here.

I got up and looked out of the window. A fat girl was pounding a typewriter across the court. I could hear the clack of it. I sat down again, stared at my thumb.

Did they plant the gun? I asked.

Not unless its under him. I didnt look there.

They let you off too easy. Maybe it wasnt Canales at all. Did Lou open his heart to you much?

She shook her head quietly. Her eyes were slate-blue now, and thoughtful, without the blank stare.

All right, I said. Just what did you think of having me do about it all?

She narrowed her eyes a little, then put a hand out and pushed the bulging envelope slowly across the desk.

Im no baby and Im in a jam. But Im not going to the cleaners just the same. Half of this money is mine, and I want it with a clean getaway. One-half net. If Id called the law last night, thered have been a way to chisel me out of it…I think Lou would like you to have his half, if you want to play with me.

I said: Its big money to flash at a private dick, Miss Glenn, and smiled wearily. Youre a little worse off for not calling cops last night. But theres an answer to anything they might say. I think Id better go over there and see whats broken, if anything.

She leaned forward quickly and said: Will you take care of the money?…Dare you?

Sure. Ill pop downstairs and put it in a safe-deposit box. You can hold one of the keys — and well talk split later on. I think it would be a swell idea if Canales knew he had to see me, and still sweller if you hid out in a little hotel where I have a friend — at least until I nose around a bit.

She nodded. I put my hat on and put the envelope inside my belt. I went out, telling her there was a gun in the top left-hand drawer, if she felt nervous.

When I got back she didnt seem to have moved. But she said she had phoned Canales place and left a message for him she thought he would understand.

We went by rather devious ways to the Lorraine, at Brant and Avenue C. Nobody shot at us going over, and as far as I could see we were not trailed.

I shook hands with Jim Dolan, the day clerk at the Lorraine, with a twenty folded in my hand. He put his hand in his pocket and said he would be glad to see that Miss Thompson was not bothered.

I left. There was nothing in the noon paper about Lou Harger of the Hobart Arms.
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The Hobart Arms was just another apartment house, in a block lined with them. It was six stories high and had a buff front. A lot of cars were parked at both curbs all along the block. I drove through slowly and looked things over. The neighborhood didnt have the look of having been excited about anything in the immediate past. It was peaceful and sunny, and the parked cars had a settled look, as if they were right at home.

I circled into an alley with a high board fence on each side and a lot of flimsy garages cutting it. I parked beside one that had a For Rent sign and went between two garbage cans into the concrete yard of the Hobart Arms, along the side to the street. A man was putting golf clubs into the back of a coupe. In the lobby a Filipino was dragging a vacuum cleaner over the rug and a dark Jewess was writing at the switchboard.

I used the automatic elevator and prowled along an upper corridor to the last door on the left. I knocked, waited, knocked again, went in with Miss Glenns key.

Nobody was dead on the floor.

I looked at myself in the mirror that was the back of a pull-down bed, went across and looked out of a window. There was a ledge below that had once been a coping. It ran along to the fire escape. A blind man could have walked in. I didnt notice anything like footmarks in the dust on it.

There was nothing in the dinette or kitchen except what belonged there. The bedroom had a cheerful carpet and painted gray walls. There was a lot of junk in the corner, around a wastebasket, and a broken comb on the dresser held a few strands of red hair. The closets were empty except for some gin bottles.

I went back to the living room, looked behind the wall bed, stood around for a minute, left the apartment.

The Filipino in the lobby had made about three yards with the vacuum cleaner. I leaned on the counter beside the switchboard.

Miss Glenn?

The dark Jewess said: Five-two-four, and made a check mark on the laundry list.

Shes not in. Has she been in lately?

She glanced up at me. I havent noticed. What is it — a bill?

I said I was just a friend, thanked her and went away. That established the fact that there had been no excitement in Miss Glenns apartment. I went back to the alley and the Marmon.

I hadnt believed it quite the way Miss Glenn told it anyhow.

I crossed Cordova, drove a block and stopped beside a forgotten drugstore that slept behind two giant pepper trees and a dusty, cluttered window. It had a single pay booth in the corner. An old man shuffled towards me wistfully, then went away when he saw what I wanted, lowered a pair of steel spectacles on to the end of his nose and sat down again with his newspaper.

I dropped my nickel, dialed, and a girls voice said: Telegrayam! with a tinny drawl. I asked for Von Ballin.

When I got him and he knew who it was. I could hear him clearing his throat. Then his voice came close to the phone and said very distinctly: Ive got something for you, but its bad. Im sorry as all hell. Your friend Harger is in the morgue. We got a flash about ten minutes ago.

I leaned against the wall of the booth and felt my eyes getting haggard. I said: What else did you get?

Couple of radio cops picked him up in somebodys front yard or something, in West Cimarron. He was shot through the heart. It happened last night, but for some reason they only just put out the identification.

I said: West Cimarron, huh? Well, that takes care of that. Ill be in to see you.

I thanked him and hung up, stood for a moment looking out through the glass at a middle-aged gray-haired man who had come into the store and was pawing over the magazine rack.

Then I dropped another nickel and dialed the Lorraine, asked for the clerk.

I said: Get your girl to put me on to the redhead, will you, Jim?

I got a cigarette out and lit it, puffed smoke at the glass of the door. The smoke flattened out against the glass and swirled about in the close air. Then the line clicked and the operators voice said: Sorry, your party does not answer.

Give me Jim again, I said. Then, when he answered, Can you take time to run up and find out why she doesnt answer the phone? Maybe shes just being cagey.

Jim said: You bet. Ill shoot right up with a key.

Sweat was coming out all over me. I put the receiver down on a little shelf and jerked the booth door open. The gray-haired man looked up quickly from the magazines, then scowled and looked at his watch. Smoke poured out of the booth. After a moment I kicked the door shut and picked up the receiver again.

Jims voice seemed to come to me from a long way off. Shes not here. Maybe she went for a walk.

I said: Yeah — or maybe it was a ride.

I pronged the receiver and pushed on out of the booth. The gray-haired stranger slammed a magazine down so hard that it fell to the floor. He stooped to pick it up as I went past him. Then he straightened up just behind me and said quietly, but very firmly: Keep the hands down, and quiet. Walk on out to your heap. This is business.

Out of the corner of my eye I could see the old man peeking short-sightedly at us. But there wasnt anything for him to see, even if he could see that far. Something prodded my back. It might have been a finger, but I didnt think it was.

We went out of the store very peacefully.

A long gray car had stopped close behind the Marmon. Its rear door was open and a man with a square face and a crooked mouth was standing with one foot out on the running board. His right hand was behind him, inside the car.

My mans voice said: Get in your car and drive west. Take this first corner and go about twenty-five, not more.

The narrow street was sunny and quiet and the pepper trees whispered. Traffic threshed by on Cordova a short block away. I shrugged, opened the door of my car and got under the wheel. The gray-haired man got in very quickly beside me, watching my hands. He swung his right hand around, with a snub-nosed gun in it.

Careful getting your keys out, buddy.

I was careful. As I stepped on the starter a car door slammed behind, there were rapid steps, and someone got into the back seat of the Marmon. I let in the clutch and drove around the corner. In the mirror I could see the gray car making the turn behind. Then it dropped back a little.

I drove west on a street that paralleled Cordova and when we had gone a block and a half a hand came down over my shoulder from behind and took my gun away from me. The gray-haired man rested his short revolver on his leg and felt me over carefully with his free hand. He leaned back satisfied.

Okey. Drop over to the main drag and snap it up, he said. But that dont mean trying to sideswipe a prowl car, if you lamp one…Or if you think it does, try it and see.

I made the two turns, speeded up to thirty-five and held it there. We went through some nice residential districts, and then the landscape began to thin out. When it was quite thin the gray car behind dropped back, turned towards town and disappeared.

Whats the snatch for? I asked.

The gray-haired man laughed and rubbed his broad red chin. Just business. The big boy wants to talk to you.

Canales?

Canales — hell! I said the big boy.

I watched traffic, what there was of it that far out, and didnt speak for a few minutes. Then I said: Why didnt you pull it in the apartment, or in the alley?

Wanted to make sure you wasnt covered.

Whos this big boy?

Skip that — till we get you there. Anything else?

Yes. Can I smoke?

He held the wheel while I lit up. The man in the back seat hadnt said a word at any time. After a while the gray-haired man made me pull up and move over, and he drove.

I used to own one of these, six years ago, when I was poor, he said jovially.

I couldnt think of a really good answer to that, so I just let smoke seep down into my lungs and wondered why, if Lou had been killed in West Cimarron, the killers didnt get the money. And if he really had been killed at Miss Glenns apartment, why somebody had taken the trouble to carry him back to West Cimarron.
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In twenty minutes we were in the foothills. We went over a hogback, drifted down a long white concrete ribbon, crossed a bridge, went halfway up the next slope and turned off on a gravel road that disappeared around a shoulder of scrub oak and manzanita. Plumes of pampas grass flared on the side of the hill, like jets of water. The wheels crunched on the gravel and skidded on the curves.

We came to a mountain cabin with a wide porch and cemented boulder foundations. The windmill of a generator turned slowly on the crest of a spur a hundred feet behind the cabin. A mountain blue jay flashed across the road, zoomed, banked sharply, and fell out of sight like a stone.

The gray-haired man tooled the car up to the porch, beside a tan-colored Lincoln coupe, switched off the ignition and set the Marmons long parking brake. He took the keys out, folded them carefully in their leather case, put the case away in his pocket.

The man in the back seat got out and held the door beside me open. He had a gun in his hand. I got out. The gray-haired man got out. We all went into the house.

There was a big room with walls of knotted pine, beautifully polished. We went across it walking on Indian rugs and the gray-haired man knocked carefully on a door.

A voice shouted: What is it?

The gray-haired man put his face against the door and said: Beasley — and the guy you wanted to talk to.

The voice inside said to come on in. Beasley opened the door, pushed me through it and shut it behind me.

It was another big room with knotted pine walls and Indian rugs on the floor. A driftwood fire hissed and puffed on a stone hearth.

The man who sat behind a flat desk was Frank Dorr, the politico.

He was the kind of man who liked to have a desk in front of him, and shove his fat stomach against it, and fiddle with things on it, and look very wise. He had a fat, muddy face, a thin fringe of white hair that stuck up a little, small sharp eyes, small and very delicate hands.

What I could see of him was dressed in a slovenly gray suit, and there was a large black Persian cat on the desk in front of him. He was scratching the cats head with one of his little neat hands and the cat was leaning against his hand. Its busy tail flowed over the edge of the desk and fell straight down.

He said: Sit down, without looking away from the cat.

I sat down in a leather chair with a very low seat, Dorr said: How do you like it up here? Kind of nice, aint it? This is Toby, my girl friend. Only girl friend I got. Aint you, Toby?

I said: I like it up here — but I dont like the way I got here.

Dorr raised his head a few inches and looked at me with his mouth slightly open. He had beautiful teeth, but they hadnt grown in his mouth. He said: Im a busy man, brother. It was simpler than arguing. Have a drink?

Sure Ill have a drink, I said.

He squeezed the cats head gently between his two palms, then pushed it away from him and put both hands down on the arms of his chair. He shoved hard and his face got a little red and he finally got up on his feet. He waddled across to a built-in cabinet and took out a squat decanter of whiskey and two gold-veined glasses.

No ice today, he said, waddling back to the desk. Have to drink it straight.

He poured two drinks, gestured, and I went over and got mine. He sat down again. I sat down with my drink. Dorr lit a long brown cigar, pushed the box two inches in my direction, leaned back and stared at me with complete relaxation.

Youre the guy that fingered Manny Tinnen, he said. It wont do.

I sipped my whiskey. It was good enough to sip.

Life gets complicated at times, Dorr went on, in the same even, relaxed voice. Politics — even when its a lot of fun — is tough on the nerves. You know me. Im tough and I get what I want. There aint a hell of a lot I want any more, but what I want — I want bad. And aint so damn particular how I get it.

You have that reputation, I said politely.

Dorrs eyes twinkled. He looked around for the cat, dragged it towards him by the tail, pushed it down on its side and began to rub its stomach. The cat seemed to like it.

Dorr looked at me and said very softly: You bumped Lou Harger.

What makes you think so? I asked, without any particular emphasis.

You bumped Lou Harger. Maybe he needed the bump — but you gave it to him. He was shot once through the heart, with a thirty-eight. You wear a thirty-eight and youre known to be a fancy shot with it. You were with Harger at Las Olindas last night and saw him win a lot of money. You were supposed to be acting as bodyguard for him, but you got a better idea. You caught up with him and that girl in West Cimarron, slipped Harger the dose and got the money.

I finished my whiskey, got up and poured myself some more of it.

You made a deal with the girl, Dorr said, but the deal didnt stick. She got a cute idea. But that dont matter, because the police got your gun along with Harger. And you got the dough.

I said: Is there a tag out for me?

Not till I give the word…And the gun hasnt been turned in…I got a lot of friends, you know.

I said slowly: I got sapped outside Canales place. It served me right. My gun was taken from me. I never caught up with Harger, never saw him again. The girl came to me this morning with the money in an envelope and a story that Harger had been killed in her apartment. Thats how I have the money — for safekeeping. I wasnt sure about the girls story, but her bringing the money carried a lot of weight. And Harger was a friend of mine. I started out to investigate.

You should have let the cops do that, Dorr said with a grin.

There was a chance the girl was being framed. Besides there was a possibility I might make a few dollars — legitimately. It has been done, even in San Angelo.

Dorr stuck a finger towards the cats face and the cat bit it, with an absent expression. Then it pulled away from him, sat down on a corner of the desk and began to lick one toe.

Twenty-two grand, and the jane passed it over to you to keep, Dorr said. Aint that just like a jane?

You got the dough, Dorr said. Harger was killed with your gun. The girls gone — but I could bring her back. I think shed make a good witness, if we needed one.

Was the play at Las Olindas crooked? I asked.

Dorr finished his drink and curled his lips around his cigar again. Sure, he said carelessly. The croupier — a guy named Pina — was in on it. The wheel was wired for the double-zero. The old crap. Copper button on the floor, copper button on Pinas shoe sole, wires up his leg, batteries in his hip pockets. The old crap.

I said: Canales didnt act as if he knew about it.

Dorr chuckled. He knew the wheel was wired. He didnt know his head croupier was playin on the other team.

Id hate to be Pina, I said.

Dorr made a negligent motion with his cigar. Hes taken care of…The play was careful and quiet. They didnt make any fancy long shots, just even money bets, and they didnt win all the time. They couldnt. No wired wheel is that good.

I shrugged, moved around in my chair. You know a hell of a lot about it, I said. Was all this just to get me set for a squeeze?

He grinned softly: Hell, no! Some of it just happened — the way the best plans do. He waved his cigar again, and a pale gray tendril of smoke curled past his cunning little eyes. There was a muffled sound of talk in the outside room. I got connections I got to please — even if I dont like all their capers, he added simply.

Like Manny Tinnen? I said. He was around City Hall a lot, knew too much. Okey, Mister Dorr. Just what do you figure on having me do for you? Commit suicide?

He laughed. His fat shoulders shook cheerfully. He put one of his small hands out with the palm towards me. I wouldnt think of that, he said dryly, and the other ways better business. The way public opinion is about the Shannon kill. I aint sure that louse of a D.A. wouldnt convict Tinnen without you — if he could sell the folks the idea youd been knocked off to button your mouth.

I got up out of my chair, went over and leaned on the desk, leaned across it towards Dorr.

He said: No funny business! a little sharply and breathlessly. His hand went to a drawer and got it half open. His movements with his hands were very quick in contrast with the movements of his body.

I smiled down at the hand and he took it away from the drawer. I saw a gun just inside the drawer.

I said: Ive already talked to the Grand Jury.

Dorr leaned back and smiled at me. Guys make mistakes, he said. Even smart private dicks…You could have a change of heart — and put it in writing.

I said very softly. No. Id be under a perjury rap — which I couldnt beat. Id rather be under a murder rap — which I can beat. Especially as Fenweather will want me to beat it. He wont want to spoil me as a witness. The Tinnen case is too important to him.

Dorr said evenly: Then youll have to try and beat it, brother. And after you get through beating it therell still be enough mud on your neck so no juryll convict Manny on your say-so alone.

I put my hand out slowly and scratched the cats ear. What about the twenty-two grand?

It could be all yours, if you want to play. After all, it aint my money…If Manny gets clear, I might add a little something that is my money.

I tickled the cat under its chin. It began to purr. I picked it up and held it gently in my arms.

Who did kill Lou Harger, Dorr? I asked, not looking at him.

He shook his head. I looked at him, smiling. Swell cat you have, I said.

Dorr licked his lips. I think the little bastard likes you, he grinned. He looked pleased at the idea.

I nodded — and threw the cat in his face.

He yelped, but his hands came up to catch the cat. The cat twisted neatly in the air and landed with both front paws working. One of them split Dorrs cheek like a banana peel. He yelled very loudly.

I had the gun out of the drawer and the muzzle of it into the back of Dorrs neck when Beasley and the square-faced man dodged in.

For an instant there was a sort of tableau. Then the cat tore itself loose from Dorrs arms, shot to the floor and went under the desk. Beasley raised his snub-nosed gun, but he didnt look as if he was certain what he meant to do with it.

I shoved the muzzle of mine hard into Dorrs neck and said: Frankie gets it first, boys…And thats not a gag.

Dorr grunted in front of me. Take it easy, he growled to his hoods. He took a handkerchief from his breast pocket and began to dab at his split and bleeding cheek with it. The man with the crooked mouth began to sidle along the wall.

I said: Dont get the idea Im enjoying this, but Im not fooling either. You heels stay put.

The man with the crooked mouth stopped sidling and gave me a nasty leer. He kept his hands low.

Dorr half turned his head and tried to talk over his shoulder to me. I couldnt see enough of his face to get any expression, but he didnt seem scared. He said: This wont get you anything. I could have you knocked off easy enough, if that was what I wanted. Now where are you? You cant shoot anybody without getting in a worse jam than if you did what I asked you to. It looks like a stalemate to me.

I thought that over for a moment while Beasley looked at me quite pleasantly, as though it was all just routine to him. There was nothing pleasant about the other man. I listened hard, but the rest of the house seemed to be quite silent.

Dorr edged forward from the gun and said: Well?

I said: Im going out. I have a gun and it looks like a gun that I could hit somebody with, if I have to. I dont want to very much, and if youll have Beasley throw my keys over and the other one turn back the gun he took from me, Ill forget about the snatch.

Dorr moved his arms in the lazy beginning of a shrug. Then what?

Figure out your deal a little closer, I said. If you get enough protection behind me, I might throw in with you…And if youre as tough as you think you are, a few hours wont cut any ice one way or the other.

Its an idea, Dorr said and chuckled. Then to Beasley: Keep your rod to yourself and give him his keys. Also his gun — the one you got today.

Beasley sighed and very carefully inserted a hand into his pants. He tossed my leather keycase across the room near the end of the desk. The man with the twisted mouth put his hand up, edged it inside his side pocket and I eased down behind Dorrs back, while he did it. He came out with my gun, let it fall to the floor and kicked it away from him.

I came out from behind Dorrs back, got my keys and the gun up from the floor, moved sidewise towards the door of the room. Dorr watched with an empty stare that meant nothing. Beasley followed me around with his body and stepped away from the door as I neared it. The other man had trouble holding himself quiet.

I got to the door and reversed a key that was in it. Dorr said dreamily: Youre just like one of those rubber balls on the end of an elastic. The farther you get away, the suddener youll bounce back.

I said: The elastic might be a little rotten, and went through the door, turned the key in it and braced myself for shots that didnt come. As a bluff, mine was thinner than the gold on a week-end wedding ring. It worked because Dorr let it, and that was all.

I got out of the house, got the Marmon started and wrangled it around and sent it skidding past the shoulder of the hill and so on down to the highway. There was no sound of anything coming after me.

When I reached the concrete highway bridge it was a little past two oclock, and I drove with one hand for a while and wiped the sweat off the back of my neck.
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The morgue was at the end of a long and bright and silent corridor that branched off from behind the main lobby of the County Building. The corridor ended in two doors and a blank wall faced with marble. One door had Inquest Room lettered on a glass panel behind which there was no light. The other opened into a small, cheerful office.

A man with gander-blue eyes and rust-colored hair parted in the exact center of his head was pawing over some printed forms at a table. He looked up, looked me over, and then suddenly smiled.

I said: Hello, Landon…Remember the Shelby case?

The bright blue eyes twinkled. He got up and came around the table with his hand out. Sure. What can we do— He broke off suddenly and snapped his fingers. Hell! Youre the guy that put the bee on that hot rod.

I tossed a butt through the open door into the corridor. Thats not why Im here, I said. Anyhow not this time. Theres a fellow named Louis Harger…picked up shot last night or this morning, in West Cimarron, as I get it. Could I take a look-see?

They cant stop you, Landon said.

He led the way through a door on the far side of his office into a place that was all white paint and white enamel and glass and bright light. Against one wall was a double tier of large bins with glass windows in them. Through the peepholes showed bundles in white sheeting, and, further back, frosted pipes.

A body covered with a sheet lay on a table that was high at the head and sloped down to the foot. Landon pulled the sheet down casually from a mans dead, placid, yellowish face. Long black hair lay loosely on a small pillow, with the dankness of water still in it. The eyes were half open and stared incuriously at the ceiling.

I stepped close, looked at the face, Landon pulled the sheet on down and rapped his knuckles on a chest that rang hollowly, like a board. There was a bullet hole over the heart.

Nice clean shot, he said.

I turned away quickly, got a cigarette out and rolled it around in my fingers. I stared at the floor.

Who identified him?

Stuff in his pockets, Landon said. Were checking his prints, of course. You know him?

I said: Yes.

Landon scratched the base of his chin softly with his thumbnail. We walked back into the office and Landon went behind his table and sat down.

He thumbed over some papers, separated one from the pile and studied it for a moment.

He said: A sheriffs radio car found him at twelve thirty-five AM., on the side of the old road out of West Cimarron, a quarter of a mile from where the cutoff starts. That isnt traveled much, but the prowl car takes a slant down it now and then looking for petting parties.

I said: Can you say how long he had been dead?

Not very long. He was still warm, and the nights are cool along there.

I put my unlighted cigarette in my mouth and moved it up and down with my lips. And I bet you took a long thirty-eight out of him, I said.

How did you know that? Landon asked quickly.

I just guess. Its that sort of hole.

He stared at me with bright, interested eyes. I thanked him, said Id be seeing him, went through the door and lit my cigarette in the corridor. I walked back to the elevators and got into one, rode to the seventh floor, then went along another corridor exactly like the one below except that it didnt lead to the morgue. It led to some small, bare offices that were used by the District Attorneys investigators. Halfway along I opened a door and went into one of them.

Bernie Ohls was sitting humped loosely at a desk placed against the wall. He was the chief investigator Fenweather had told me to see, if I got into any kind of a jam. He was a medium sized bland man with white eyebrows and an out-thrust, very deeply cleft chin. There was another desk against the other wall, a couple of hard chairs, a brass spittoon on a rubber mat and very little else.

Ohls nodded casually at me, got out of his chair and fixed the door latch. Then he got a flat tin of little cigars out of his desk, lit one of them, pushed the tin along the desk and stared at me along his nose. I sat down in one of the straight chairs and tilted it back.

Ohls said: Well?

Its Lou Harger, I said. I thought maybe it wasnt.

The hell you did. I could have told you it was Harger.

Somebody tried the handle of the door, then knocked. Ohls paid no attention. Whoever it was went away.

I said slowly: He was killed between eleven-thirty and twelve thirty-five. There was just time for the job to be done where he was found. There wasnt time for it to be done the way the girl said. There wasnt time for me to do it.

Ohls said: Yeah. Maybe you could prove that. And then maybe you could prove a friend of yours didnt do it with your gun.

I said: A friend of mine wouldnt be likely to do it with my gun — if he was a friend of mine.

Ohls grunted, smiled sourly at me sidewise. He said: Most anyone would think that. Thats why he might have done it.

I let the legs of my chair settle to the floor. I stared at him.

Would I come and tell you about the money and the gun — everything that ties me to it?

Ohls said expressionlessly: You would — if you knew damn well somebody else had already told it for you.

I said: Dorr wouldnt lose much time.

I pinched my cigarette out and flipped it towards the brass cuspidor. Then I stood up.

Okey. Theres no tag out for me yet — so Ill go over and tell my story.

Ohls said: Sit down a minute.

I sat down. He took his little cigar out of his mouth and flung it away from him with a savage gesture. It rolled along the brown linoleum and smoked in the corner. He put his arms down on the desk and drummed with the fingers of both hands. His lower lip came forward and pressed his upper lip back against his teeth.

Dorr probably knows youre here now, he said. The only reason you aint in the tank upstairs is theyre not sure but it would be better to knock you off and take a chance. If Fenweather loses the election, Ill be all washed up — if I mess around with you.

I said: If he convicts Manny Tinnen, he wont lose the election.

Ohls took another of the little cigars out of the box and lit it. He picked his hat off the desk, fingered it a moment, put it on.

Whyd the redhead give you that song and dance about the bump in her apartment, the stiff on the floor — all that hot comedy?

They wanted me to go over there. They figured Id go to see if a gun was planted — maybe just to check up on her. That got me away from the busy part of town. They could tell better if the D.A. Had any boys watching my blind side.

Thats just a guess, Ohls said sourly.

I said: Sure.

Ohls swung his thick legs around, planted his feet hard and leaned his hands on his knees. The little cigar twitched in the corner of his mouth.

Id like to get to know some of these guys that let loose of twenty-two grand just to color up a fairy tale, he said nastily.

I stood up again and went past him towards the door.

Ohls said: Whats the hurry?

I turned around and shrugged, looked at him blankly. You dont act very interested, I said.

He climbed to his feet, said wearily: The hack drivers most likely a dirty little crook. But it might just be Dorrs lads dont know he rates in this. Lets go get him while his memorys fresh.
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The Green Top Garage was on Deviveras, three blocks east of Main. I pulled the Marmon up in front of a fireplug and got out. Ohls slumped in the seat and growled: Ill stay here. Maybe I can spot a tail.

I went into a huge echoing garage, in the inner gloom of which a few brand new paint jobs were splashes of sudden color. There was a small, dirty, glass-walled office in the corner and a short man sat there with a derby hat on the back of his head and a red tie under his stubble chin. He was whittling tobacco into the palm of his hand.

I said: You the dispatcher?

Yeah.

Im looking for one of your drivers, I said. Name of Tom Sneyd.

He put down the knife and the plug and began to grind the cut tobacco between his two palms. Whats the beef? he asked cautiously.

No beef. Im a friend of his.

More friends, huh?…He works nights, mister…So hes gone I guess. Seventeen twenty-three Renfrew. Thats over by Gray Lake.

I said: Thanks. Phone?

No phone.

I pulled a folded city map from an inside pocket and unfolded part of it on the table in front of his nose. He looked annoyed.

Theres a big one on the wall, he growled, and began to pack a short pipe with his tobacco.

Im used to this one, I said. I bent over the spread map, looking for Renfrew Street. Then I stopped and looked suddenly at the face of the man in the derby. You remembered that address damn quick, I said.

He put his pipe in his mouth, bit hard on it, and pushed two quick fingers into the pocket of his open vest.

Couple other muggs was askin for it a while back.

I folded the map very quickly and shoved it back into my pocket as I went through the door. I jumped across the pavement, slid under the wheel and plunged at the starter.

Were headed, I told Bernie Ohls. Two guys got the kids address there a while back. It might be—

Ohs grabbed the side of the car and swore as we took the corner on squealing tires. I bent forward over the wheel and drove hard. There was a red light at Central. I swerved into a corner service station, went through the pumps, popped out on Central and jostled through some traffic to make a right turn east again.

A colored traffic cop blew a whistle at me and then stared hard as if trying to read the license number. I kept on going.

Warehouses, a produce market, a big gas tank, more warehouses, railroad tracks, and two bridges dropped behind us. I beat three traffic signals by a hair and went right through a fourth. Six blocks on I got the siren from a motorcycle cop. Ohls passed me a bronze star and I flashed it out of the car, twisting it so the sun caught it. The siren stopped. The motorcycle kept right behind us for another dozen blocks, then sheered off.

Gray Lake is an artificial reservoir in a cut between two groups of hills, on the east fringe of San Angelo. Narrow but expensively paved streets wind around in the hills, describing elaborate curves along their flanks for the benefit of a few cheap and scattered bungalows.

We plunged up into the hills, reading street signs on the run. The gray silk of the lake dropped away from us and the exhaust of the old Marmon roared between crumbling banks that shed dirt down on the unused sidewalks. Mongrel dogs quartered in the wild grass among the gopher holes.

Renfrew was almost at the top. Where it began there was a small neat bungalow in front of which a child in a diaper and nothing else fumbled around in a wire pen on a patch of lawn. Then there was a stretch without houses. Then there were two houses, then the road dropped, slipped in and out of sharp turns, went between banks high enough to put the whole street in shadow.

Then a gun roared around a bend ahead of us.

Ohls sat up sharply, said: Oh-oh! Thats no rabbit gun, slipped his service pistol out and unlatched the door on his side.

We came out of the turn and saw two more houses on the down side of the hill, with a couple of steep lots between them. A long gray car was slewed across the street in the space between the two houses. Its left front tire was flat and both its front doors were wide open, like the spread ears of an elephant.

A small, dark-faced man was kneeling on both knees in the street beside the open right-hand door. His right arm hung loose from his shoulder and there was blood on the hand that belonged to it. With his other hand he was trying to pick up an automatic from the concrete in front of him.

I skidded the Marmon to a fast stop and Ohls tumbled out.

Drop that, you! he yelled.

The man with the limp arm snarled, relaxed, fell back against the running board, and a shot came from behind the car and snapped in the air not very far from my ear. I was out on the road by that time. The gray car was angled enough towards the houses so that I couldnt see any part of its left side except the open door. The shot seemed to come from about there. Ohls put two slugs into the door. I dropped, looked under the car and saw a pair of feet. I shot at them and missed.

About that time there was a thin but very sharp crack from the corner of the nearest house. Glass broke in the gray car. The gun behind it roared and plaster jumped out of the corner of the house wall, above the bushes. Then I saw the upper part of a mans body in the bushes. He was lying downhill on his stomach and he had a light rifle to his shoulder.

He was Tom Sneyd, the taxi driver.

Ohls grunted and charged the gray car. He fired twice more into the door, then dodged down behind the hood. More explosions occurred behind the car. I kicked the wounded mans gun out of his way, slid past him and sneaked a look over the gas tank. But the man behind had had too many angles to figure.

He was a big man in a brown suit and he made a clatter running hard for the lip of the hill between the two bungalows. Ohls gun roared. The man whirled and snapped a shot without stopping. Ohls was in the open now. I saw his hat jerk off his head. I saw him stand squarely on well-spread feet, steady his pistol as if he was on the police range.

But the big man was already sagging. My bullet had drilled through his neck. Ohls fired at him very carefully and he fell and the sixth and last slug from his gun caught the man in the chest and twisted him around. The side of his head slapped the curb with a sickening crunch.

We walked towards him from opposite ends of the car. Ohls leaned down, heaved the man over on his back. His face in death had a loose, amiable expression, in spite of the blood all over his neck. Ohls began to go through his pockets.

I looked back to see what the other one was doing. He wasnt doing anything but sitting on the running board holding his right arm against his side and grimacing with pain.

Tom Sneyd scrambled up the bank and came towards us.

Ohls said: Its a guy named Poke Andrews. Ive seen him around the poolrooms. He stood up and brushed off his knee. He had some odds and ends in his left hand. Yeah, Poke Andrews. Gun work by the day, hour or week. I guess there was a livin in it — for a while.

Its not the guy that sapped me, I said. But its the guy I was looking at when I got sapped. And if the redhead was giving out any truth at all this morning, its likely the guy that shot Lou Harger.

Ohls nodded, went over and got his hat. There was a hole in the brim. I wouldnt be surprised at all, he said, putting his hat on calmly.

Tom Sneyd stood in front of us with his little rifle held rigidly across his chest. He was hatless and coatless, and had sneakers on his feet. His eyes were bright and mad, and he was beginning to shake.

I knew Id get them babies! he crowed. I knew Id fix them lousy bastards! Then he stopped talking and his face began to change color. It got green. He leaned down slowly, dropped his rifle, put both his hands on his bent knees.

Ohls said: You better go lay down somewhere, buddy. If Im any judge of color, youre goin to shoot your cookies.
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Tom Sneyd was lying on his back on a day bed in the front room of his little bungalow. There was a wet towel across his forehead. A little girl with honey-colored hair was sitting beside him, holding his hand. A young woman with hair a couple of shades darker than the little girls sat in the corner and looked at Tom Sneyd with tired ecstasy.

It was very hot when we came in. All the windows were shut and all the blinds down. Ohls opened a couple of front windows and sat down beside them, looked out towards the gray car. The dark Mexican was anchored to its steering wheel by his good wrist.

It was what they said about my little girl, Tom Sneyd said from under the towel. Thats what sent me screwy. They said theyd come back and get her, if I didnt play with them.

Ohls said: Okey, Tom. Lets have it from the start. He put one of his little cigars in his mouth, looked at Tom Sneyd doubtfully, and didnt light it.

I sat in a very hard Windsor chair and looked down at the cheap, new carpet.

I was readin a mag, waiting for time to eat and go to work, Tom Sneyd said carefully. The little girl opened the door. They come in with guns on us, got us all in here and shut the windows. They pulled down all the blinds but one and the Mex sat by that and kept looking out. He never said a word. The big guy sat on the bed here and made me tell him all about last night — twice. Then he said I was to forget Id met anybody or come into town with anybody. The rest was okey.

Ohls nodded and said: What time did you first see this man here?

I didnt notice, Tom Sneyd said. Say eleven-thirty, quarter of twelve. I checked in to the office at one-fifteen, right after I got my hack at the Carillon. It took us a good hour to make town from the beach. We was in the drugstore talkin say fifteen minutes, maybe longer.

That figures back to around midnight when you met him, Ohls said.

Tom Sneyd shook his head and the towel fell down over his face. He pushed it back up again.

Well, no, Tom Sneyd said. The guy in the drugstore told me he closed up at twelve. He wasnt closing up when we left.

Ohls turned his head and looked at me without expression. He looked back at Tom Sneyd. Tell us the rest about the two gunnies, he said.

The big guy said most likely I wouldnt have to talk to anybody about it. If I did and talked right, theyd be back with some dough. If I talked wrong, theyd be back for my little girl.

Go on, Ohls said. Theyre full of crap.

They went away. When I saw them go on up the street I got screwy. Renfrew is just a pocket — one of them graft jobs. It goes on around the hill half a mile, then stops. Theres no way to get off it. So they had to come back this way…I got my twenty-two, which is all the gun I have, and hid in the bushes. I got the tire with the second shot. I guess they thought it was a blowout. I missed with the next and that put em wise. They got guns loose. I got the Mex then, and the big guy ducked behind the car…Thats all there was to it. Then you come along.

Ohls flexed his thick, hard fingers and smiled grimly at the girl in the corner. Who lives in the next house, Tom?

A man named Grandy, a motorman on the interurban. He lives all alone. Hes at work now.

I didnt guess he was home, Ohls grinned. He got up and went over and patted the little girl on the head, Youll have to come down and make a statement, Tom.

Sure. Tom Sneyds voice was tired, listless. I guess I lose my job, too, for rentin out the hack last night.

I aint so sure about that, Ohls said softly. Not if your boss likes guys with a few guts to run his hacks.

He patted the little girl on the head again, went towards the door and opened it. I nodded at Tom Sneyd and followed Ohls out of the house. Ohls said quietly: He dont know about the kill yet. No need to spring it in front of the kid.

We went over to the gray car. We had got some sacks out of the basement and spread them over the late Andrews, weighted them down with stones. Ohls glanced that way and said absently: I got to get to where theres a phone pretty quick.

He leaned on the door of the car and looked in at the Mexican. The Mexican sat with his head back and his eyes half-closed and a drawn expression on his brown face. His left wrist was shackled to the spider of the wheel.

Whats your name? Ohls snapped at him.

Luis Cadena, the Mexican said it in a soft voice without opening his eyes any wider.

Which one of you heels scratched the guy at West Cimarron last night?

No understand, seÒor, the Mexican said purringly.

Dont go dumb on me, spig, Ohls said dispassionately. It gets me sore. He leaned on the window and rolled his little cigar around in his mouth.

The Mexican looked faintly amused and at the same time very tired. The blood on his right hand had dried black.

Ohls said: Andrews scratched the guy in a taxi at West Cimarron. There was a girl along. We got the girl. You have a lousy chance to prove you werent in on it.

Light flickered and died behind the Mexicans half-open eyes. He smiled with a glint of small white teeth.

Ohls said: What did he do with the gun?

No understand, seÒor.

Ohls said: Hes tough. When they get tough it scares me.

He walked away from the car and scuffed some loose dirt from the pavement beside the sacks that draped the dead man. His toe gradually uncovered the contractors stencil in the cement. He read it out loud: Dorr Paving and Construction Company, San Angelo. Its a wonder the fat louse wouldnt stay in his own racket.

I stood beside Ohls and looked down the hill between the two houses. Sudden flashes of light darted from the windshields of cars going along the boulevard that fringed Gray Lake, far below.

Ohls said: Well?

I said: The killers knew about the taxi — maybe — and the girl friend reached town with the swag. So it wasnt Canales job. Canales isnt the boy to let anybody play around with twenty-two grand of his money. The redhead was in on the kill, and it was done for a reason.

Ohls grinned. Sure. It was done so you could be framed for it.

I said: Its a shame how little account some folks take of human life — or twenty-two grand. Harger was knocked off so I could be framed and the dough was passed to me to make the frame tighter.

Maybe they thought youd highball, Ohls grunted. That would sew you up right.

I rolled a cigarette around in my fingers. That would have been a little too dumb, even for me. What do we do now? Wait till the moon comes up so we can sing — or go down the hill and tell some more little white lies?

Ohls spat on one of Poke Andrews sacks. He said gruffly: This is county land here. I could take all this mess over to the sub-station at Solano and keep it hush-hush for a while. The hack driver would be tickled to death to keep it under the hat. And Ive gone far enough so Id like to get the Mex in the goldfish room with me personal.

Id like it that way too, I said. I guess you cant hold it down there for long, but you might hold it down long enough for me to see a fat boy about a cat.
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It was late afternoon when I got back to the hotel. The clerk handed me a slip which read: Please phone F. D. as soon as possible.

I went upstairs and drank some liquor that was in the bottom of a bottle. Then I phoned down for another pint, scraped my chin, changed clothes and looked up Frank Dorrs number in the book. He lived in a beautiful old house on Greenview Park Crescent.

I made myself a tall smooth one with a tinkle and sat down in an easy chair with the phone at my elbow. I got a maid first. Then I got a man who spoke Mister Dorrs name as though he thought it might blow up in his mouth. After him I got a voice with a lot of silk in it. Then I got a long silence and at the end of the silence I got Frank Dorr himself. He sounded glad to hear from me.

He said: Ive been thinking about our talk this morning, and I have a better idea. Drop out and see me…And you might bring that money along. You just have time to get it out of the bank.

I said: Yeah. The safe-deposit closes at six. But its not your money.

I heard him chuckle. Dont be foolish. Its all marked, and I wouldnt want to have to accuse you of stealing it.

I thought that over, and didnt believe it — about the currency being marked. I took a drink out of my glass and said: I might be willing to turn it over to the party I got it from — in your presence.

He said: Well — I told you that party left town. But Ill see what I can do. No tricks, please.

I said of course no tricks, and hung up. I finished my drink, called Von Ballin of the Telegram. He said the sheriffs people didnt seem to have any ideas about Lou Harger — or give a damn. He was a little sore that I still wouldnt let him use my story. I could tell from the way he talked that he hadnt got the doings over near Gray Lake.

I called Ohls, couldnt reach him.

I mixed myself another drink, swallowed half of it and began to feel it too much. I put my hat on, changed my mind about the other half of my drink, went down to my car. The early evening traffic was thick with householders riding home to dinner. I wasnt sure whether two cars tailed me or just one. At any rate nobody tried to catch up and throw a pineapple in my lap.

The house was a square two-storied place of old red brick, with beautiful grounds and a red brick wall with a white stone coping around them. A shiny black limousine was parked under the porte-cochËre at the side. I followed a red-flagged walk up over two terraces, and a pale wisp of a man in a cutaway coat let me into a wide, silent hall with dark old furniture and a glimpse of garden at the end. He led me along that and along another hall at right angles and ushered me softly into a paneled study that was dimly lit against the gathering dusk. He went away, leaving me alone.

The end of the room was mostly open french windows, through which a brass-colored sky showed behind a line of quiet trees. In front of the trees a sprinkler swung slowly on a patch of velvety lawn that was already dark. There were large dim oils on the walls, a huge black desk with books across one end, a lot of deep lounging chairs, a heavy soft rug that went from wall to wall. There was a faint smell of good cigars and beyond that somewhere a smell of garden flowers and moist earth. The door opened and a youngish man in nose-glasses came in, gave me a slight formal nod, looked around vaguely, and said that Mr. Dorr would be there in a moment. He went out again, and I lit a cigarette.

In a little while the door opened again and Beasley came in, walked past me with a grin and sat down just inside the windows. Then Dorr came in and behind him Miss Glenn.

Dorr had his black cat in his arms and two lovely red scratches, shiny with collodion, down his right cheek. Miss Glenn had on the same clothes I had seen on her in the morning. She looked dark and drawn and spiritless, and she went past me as though she had never seen me before.

Dorr squeezed himself into the high-backed chair behind the desk and put the cat down in front of him. The cat strolled over to one corner of the desk and began to lick its chest with a long, sweeping, businesslike motion.

Dorr said: Well, well. Here we are, and chuckled pleasantly.

The man in the cutaway came in with a tray of cocktails, passed them around, put the tray with the shaker down on a low table beside Miss Glenn. He went out again, closing the door as if he was afraid he might crack it.

We all drank and looked very solemn.

I said: Were all here but two. I guess we have a quorum.

Dorr said: Whats that? sharply and put his head to one side.

I said: Lou Hargers in the morgue and Canales is dodging cops. Otherwise were all here. All the interested parties.

Miss Glenn made an abrupt movement, then relaxed suddenly and picked at the arm of her chair.

Dorr took two swallows of his cocktail, put the glass aside and folded his small neat hands on the desk. His face looked a little sinister.

The money, he said coldly. Ill take charge of it now.

I said: Not now or any other time. I didnt bring it.

Dorr stared at me and his face got a little red. I looked at Beasley. Beasley had a cigarette in his mouth and his hands in his pockets and the back of his head against the back of his chair. He looked half asleep.

Dorr said softly, meditatively: Holding out, huh?

Yes, I said grimly. While I have it Im fairly safe. You overplayed your hand when you let me get my paws on it. Id be a fool not to hold what advantage it gives me.

Dorr said: Safe? with a gently sinister intonation.

I laughed. Not safe from a frame, I said. But the last one didnt click so well…Not safe from being gun-walked again. But thats going to be harder next time too…But fairly safe from being shot in the back and having you sue my estate for the dough.

Dorr stroked the cat and looked at me under his eyebrows.

Lets get a couple of more important things straightened out, I said. Who takes the rap for Lou Harger?

What makes you so sure you dont? Dorr asked nastily.

My alibis been polished up. I didnt know how good it was until I knew how close Lous death could be timed. Im clear now…regardless of who turns in what gun with what fairy tale…And the lads that were sent to scotch my alibi ran into some trouble.

Dorr said: That so? without any apparent emotion.

A thug named Andrews and a Mexican calling himself Luis Cadena. I daresay youve heard of them.

I dont know such people, Dorr said sharply.

Then it wont upset you to hear Andrews got very dead, and the law has Cadena.

Certainly not, Dorr said. They were from Canales. Canales had Harger killed.

I said: So thats your new idea. I think its lousy.

I leaned over and slipped my empty glass under my chair. Miss Glenn turned her head towards me and spoke very gravely, as if it was very important to the future of the race for me to believe what she said: Of course — of course Canales had Lou killed…At least, the men he sent after us killed Lou.

I nodded politely. What for? A packet of money they didnt get? They wouldnt have killed him. Theyd have brought him in, brought both of you in. You arranged for that kill, and the taxi stunt was to sidetrack me, not to fool Canales boys.

She put her hand out quickly. Her eyes were shimmering. I went ahead.

I wasnt very bright, but I didnt figure on anything so flossy. Who the hell would? Canales had no motive to gun Lou, unless it got back the money he had been gypped out of. Supposing he could know that quick he had been gypped.

Dorr was licking his lips and quivering his chins and looking from one of us to the other with his small tight eyes. Miss Glenn said drearily: Lou knew all about the play. He planned it with the croupier, Pina. Pina wanted some getaway money, wanted to move on to Havana. Of course Canales would have got wise, but not too soon, if I hadnt got noisy and tough. I got Lou killed — but not the way you mean.

I dropped an inch of ash off a cigarette I had forgotten all about. All right, I said grimly. Canales takes the rap…And I suppose you two chiselers think thats all I care about…Where was Lou going to be when Canales was supposed to find out hed been gypped?

He was going to be gone, Miss Glenn said tonelessly. A damn long way off. And I was going to be gone with him.

I said: Nerts! You seem to forget I know why Lou was killed.

Beasley sat up in his chair and moved his right hand rather delicately towards his left shoulder. This wise guy bother you, chief?

Dorr said: Not yet. Let him rant.

I moved so that I faced a little more towards Beasley. The sky had gone dark outside and the sprinkler had been turned off. A damp feeling came slowly into the room. Dorr opened a cedarwood box and put a long brown cigar in his mouth, bit the end off with a dry snap of his false teeth. There was the harsh noise of a match striking, then the slow, rather labored puffing of his breath in the cigar.

He said slowly, through a cloud of smoke: Lets forget all this and make a deal about that money…Manny Tinnen hung himself in his cell this afternoon.

Miss Glenn stood up suddenly, pushing her arms straight down at her sides. Then she sank slowly down into the chair again, sat motionless. I said: Did he have any help? Then I made a sudden, sharp movement — and stopped.

Beasley jerked a swift glance at me, but I wasnt looking at Beasley. There was a shadow outside one of the windows — a lighter shadow than the dark lawn and darker trees. There was a hollow, bitter, coughing plop; a thin spray of whitish smoke in the window.

Beasley jerked, rose halfway to his feet, then fell on his face with one arm doubled under him.

Canales stepped through the windows, past Beasleys body, came three steps further, and stood silent, with a long, black, small-calibered gun in his hand, the larger tube of a silencer flaring from the end of it.

Be very still, he said. I am a fair shot — even with this elephant gun.

His face was so white that it was almost luminous. His dark eyes were all smoke-gray iris, without pupils.

Sound carries well at night, out of open windows, he said tonelessly.

Dorr put both his hands down on the desk and began to pat it. The black cat put its body very low, drifted down over the end of the desk and went under a chair. Miss Glenn turned her head towards Canales very slowly, as if some kind of mechanism moved it.

Canales said: Perhaps you have a buzzer on that desk. If the door of the room opens, I shoot. It will give me a lot of pleasure to see blood come out of your fat neck.

I moved the fingers of my right hand two inches on the arm of my chair. The silenced gun swayed towards me and I stopped moving my fingers. Canales smiled very briefly under his angular mustache.

You are a smart dick, he said. I thought I had you right. But there are things about you I like.

I didnt say anything. Canales looked back at Dorr. He said very precisely: I have been bled by your organization for a long time. But this is something else again. Last night I was cheated out of some money. But this is trivial too. I am wanted for the murder of this Harger. A man named Cadena has been made to confess that I hired him…That is just a little too much fix.

Dorr swayed gently over his desk, put his elbows down hard on it, held his face in his small hands and began to shake. His cigar was smoking on the floor.

Canales said: I would like to get my money back, and I would like to get clear of this rap — but most of all I would like you to say something — so I can shoot you with your mouth open and see blood come out of it.

Beasleys body stirred on the carpet. His hands groped a little. Dorrs eyes were agony trying not to look at him. Canales was rapt and blind in his act by this time. I moved my fingers a little more on the arm of my chair. But I had a long way to go.

Canales said: Pina has talked to me. I saw to that. You killed Harger. Because he was a secret witness against Manny Tinnen. The D.A. Kept the secret, and the dick here kept it. But Harger could not keep it himself. He told his broad — and the broad told you…So the killing was arranged, in a way to throw suspicion with a motive on me. First on this dick, and if that wouldnt hold, on me.

There was silence. I wanted to say something, but I couldnt get anything out. I didnt think anybody but Canales would ever again say anything.

Canales said: You fixed Pina to let Harger and his girl win my money. It was not hard — because I dont play my wheels crooked.

Dorr had stopped shaking. His face lifted, stone-white, and turned towards Canales, slowly, like the face of a man about to have an epileptic fit. Beasley was up on one elbow. His eyes were almost shut but a gun was laboring upwards in his hand.

Canales leaned forward and began to smile. His trigger finger whitened at the exact moment Beasleys gun began to pulse and roar.

Canales arched his back until his body was a rigid curve. He fell stiffly forward, hit the edge of the desk and slid along it to the floor, without lifting his hands.

Beasley dropped his gun and fell down on his face again. His body got soft and his fingers moved fitfully, then were still.

I got motion into my legs, stood up and went to kick Canales gun under the desk — senselessly. Doing this I saw that Canales had fired at least once, because Frank Dorr had no right eye.

He sat still and quiet with his chin on his chest and a nice touch of melancholy on the good side of his face.

The door of the room came open and the secretary with the nose-glasses slid in pop-eyed. He staggered back against the door, closing it again. I could hear his rapid breathing across the room.

He gasped: Is — is anything wrong?

I thought that very funny, even then. Then I realized that he might be short-sighted and from where he stood Frank Dorr looked natural enough. The rest of it could have been just routine to Dorrs help.

I said: Yes — but well take care of it. Stay out of here.

He said: Yes, sir, and went out again. That surprised me so much that my mouth fell open. I went down the room and bent over the gray-haired Beasley. He was unconscious, but had a fair pulse. He was bleeding from the side, slowly.

Miss Glenn was standing up and looked almost as dopy as Canales had looked. She was talking to me quickly, in a brittle, very distinct voice: I didnt know Lou was to be killed, but I couldnt have done anything about it anyway. They burned me with a branding iron — just for a sample of what Id get. Look!

I looked. She tore her dress down in front and there was a hideous burn on her chest almost between her two breasts.

I said: Okey, sister. Thats nasty medicine. But weve got to have some law here now and an ambulance for Beasley.

I pushed past her towards the telephone, shook her hand off my arm when she grabbed at me. She went on talking to my back in a thin, desperate voice.

I thought theyd just hold Lou out of the way until after the trial. But they dragged him out of the cab and shot him without a word. Then the little one drove the taxi into town and the big one brought me up into the hills to a shack. Dorr was there. He told me how you had to be framed. He promised me the money, if I went through with it, and torture till I died, if I let them down.

It occurred to me that I was turning my back too much to people. I swung around, got the telephone in my hands, still on the hook, and put my gun down on the desk.

Listen! Give me a break, she said wildly. Dorr framed it all with Pina, the croupier. Pina was one of the gang that got Shannon where they could fix him. I didnt—

I said: Sure — thats all right. Take it easy.

The room, the whole house seemed very still, as if a lot of people were hunched outside the door, listening.

It wasnt a bad idea, I said, as if I had all the time in the world. Lou was just a white chip to Frank Dorr. The play he figured put us both out as witnesses. But it was too elaborate, took in too many people. That sort always blows up in your face.

Lou was getting out of the state, she said, clutching at her dress. He was scared. He thought the roulette trick was some kind of a pay-off to him.

I said: Yeah, lifted the phone and asked for police headquarters.

The room door came open again then and the secretary barged in with a gun. A uniformed chauffeur was behind him with another gun.

I said very loudly into the phone: This is Frank Dorrs house. Theres been a killing .

The secretary and the chauffeur dodged out again. I heard running in the hall. I clicked the phone, called the Telegram office and got Von Ballin. When I got through giving him the flash Miss Glenn was gone out of the window into the dark garden.

I didnt go after her. I didnt mind very much if she got away.

I tried to get Ohls, but they said he was still down at Solano. And by that time the night was full of sirens.

I had a little trouble but not too much. Fenweather pulled too much weight. Not all of the story came out, but enough so that the City Hall boys in the two-hundred-dollar suits had their left elbows in front of their faces for some time.

Pina was picked up in Salt Lake City. He broke and implicated four others of Manny Tinnens gang. Two of them were killed resisting arrest, the other two got life without parole.

Miss Glenn made a clean getaway and was never heard of again. I think thats about all, except that I had to turn the twenty-two grand over to the Public Administrator. He allowed me two hundred dollars fee and nine dollars and twenty cents mileage. Sometimes I wonder what he did with the rest of it.


KILLER IN THE RAIN

First published in Black Mask, January 1935
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We were sitting in a room at the Berglund. I was on the side of the bed, and Dravec was in the easy chair. It was my room.

Rain beat very hard against the windows. They were shut tight and it was hot in the room and I had a little fan going on the table. The breeze from it hit Dravecs face high up, lifted his heavy black hair, moved the longer bristles in the fat path of eyebrow that went across his face in a solid line. He looked like a bouncer who had come into money.

He showed me some of his gold teeth and said: What you got on me?

He said it importantly, as if anyone who knew anything would know quite a lot about him.

Nothing, I said, Youre clean, as far as I know.

He lifted a large hairy hand and stared at it solidly for a minute.

You dont get me. A feller named MGee sent me here. Violets MGee.

Fine. How is Violets these days? Violets MGee was a homicide dick in the sheriffs office.

He looked at his large hand and frowned. No — you still dont get it. I got a job for you.

I dont go out much any more, I said. Im getting kind of frail.

He looked around the room carefully, bluffing a bit, like a man not naturally observant.

Maybe its money, he said.

Maybe it is, I said.

He had a belted suede raincoat on. He tore it open carelessly and got out a wallet that was not quite as big as a bale of hay. Currency stuck out of it at careless angles. When he slapped it down on his knee it made a fat sound that was pleasant to the ear. He shook money out of it, selected a few bills from the bunch, stuffed the rest back, dropped the wallet on the floor and let it lie, arranged five century notes like a light poker hand and put them under the base of the fan on the table.

That was a lot of work. It made him grunt.

I got lots of sugar, he said.

So I see. What do I do for that, if I get it?

You know me now, huh?

A little better.

I got an envelope out of an inside pocket and read to him aloud from some scribbling on the back.

Dravec, Anton or Tony. Former Pittsburgh steelworker, truck guard, all-round muscle stiff. Made a wrong pass and got shut up. Left town, came West. Worked on an avocado ranch at El Seguro. Came up with a ranch of his own. Sat right on the dome when the El Seguro oil boom burst. Got rich. Lost a lot of it buying into other peoples dusters. Still has enough. Serbian by birth, six feet, two hundred and forty, one daughter, never known to have had a wife. No police record of any consequence. None at all since Pittsburgh.

I lit a pipe.

Jeeze, he said. Where you promote all that?

Connections. Whats the angle?

He picked the wallet off the floor and moused around inside it with a couple of square fingers for a while, with his tongue sticking out between his thick lips. He finally got out a slim brown card and some crumpled slips of paper. He pushed them at me.

The card was in golf type, very delicately done. It said: Mr. Harold Hardwicke Steiner, and very small in the corner, Rare Books and De Luxe Editions. No address or phone number.

The white slips, three in number, were simple IOUs for a thousand dollars each, signed: Carmen Dravec in a sprawling, moronic handwriting.

I gave it all back to him and said: Blackmail?

He shook his head slowly and something gentle came into his face that hadnt been there before.

Its my little girl — Carmen. This Steiner, he bothers her. She goes to his joint all the time, makes whoopee. He makes love to her, I guess. I dont like it.

I nodded. How about the notes?

I dont care nothin about the dough. She plays-games with him. The hell with that. Shes what you call man-crazy. You go tell this Steiner to lay off Carmen. I break his neck with my hands. See?

All this in a rush, with deep breathing. His eyes got small and round, and furious. His teeth almost chattered.

I said: Why have me tell him? Why not tell him yourself?

Maybe I get mad and kill the —— ! he yelled.

I picked a match out of my pocket and prodded the loose ash in the bowl of my pipe. I looked at him carefully for a moment, getting hold of an idea.

Nerts, youre scared to, I told him.

Both fists came up. He held them shoulder high and shook them, great knots of bone and muscle. He lowered them slowly, heaved a deep honest sigh, and said: Yeah. Im scared to. I dunno how to handle her. All the time some new guy and all the time a punk. A while back I gave a guy called Joe Marty five grand to lay off her. Shes still mad at me.

I stared at the window, watched the rain hit it, flatten out, and slide down in a thick wave, liked melted gelatin. It was too early in the fall for that kind of rain.

Giving them sugar doesnt get you anywhere, I said. You could be doing that all your life. So you figure youd like to have me get rough with this one, Steiner.

Tell him I break his neck!

I wouldnt bother, I said. I know Steiner. Id break his neck for you myself, if it would do any good.

He leaned forward and grabbed my hand. His eyes got childish. A gray tear floated in each of them.

Listen, MGee says youre a good guy. I tell you something I aint told nobody — ever. Carmen — shes not my kid at all. I just picked her up in Smoky, a little baby in the street. She didnt have nobody. I guess maybe I steal her, huh?

Sounds like it, I said, and had to fight to get my hand loose. I rubbed feeling back into it with the other one. The man had a grip that would crack a telephone pole.

I go straight then, he said grimly, and yet tenderly. I come out here and make good, She grows up. I love her.

I said: Uh-huh. Thats natural.

You dont get me. I wanta marry her.

I stared at him.

She gets older, get some sense. Maybe she marry me, huh? His voice implored me, as if I had the settling of that.

Ever ask her?

Im scared to, he said humbly.

She soft on Steiner, do you think?

He nodded. But that dont mean nothin.

I could believe that. I got off the bed, threw a window up and let the rain hit my face for a minute.

Lets get this straight, I said, lowering the window again and going back to the bed. I can take Steiner off your back. Thats easy. I just dont see what it buys you.

He grabbed for my hand again, but I was a little too quick for him this time.

You came in here a little tough, flashing your wad, I said. Youre going out soft. Not from anything Ive said. You knew it already. Im not Dorothy Dix, and Im only partly a prune. But Ill take Steiner off you, if you really want that.

He stood up clumsily, swung his hat and stared down at my feet.

You take him off my back, like you said. He aint her sort, anyway.

It might hurt your back a little.

Thats okay. Thats what its for, he said.

He buttoned himself up, dumped his hat on his big shaggy head, and rolled on out. He shut the door carefully, as if he was going out of a sickroom.

I thought he was as crazy as a pair of waltzing mice, but I liked him.

I put his goldbacks in a safe place, mixed myself a long drink, and sat down in the chair that was still warm from him.

While I played with the drink I wondered if he had any idea what Steiners racket was.

Steiner had a collection of rare and half-rare smut books which he loaned out as high as ten dollars a day — to the right people.
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It rained all the next day. Late in the afternoon I sat parked in a blue Chrysler roadster, diagonally across the Boulevard from a narrow store front, over which a green neon sign in script letters said: H. H. Steiner.

The rain splashed knee-high off the sidewalks, filled the gutters, and big cops in slickers that shone like gun barrels had a lot of fun carrying little girls in silk stockings and cute little rubber boots across the bad places, with a lot of squeezing.

The rain drummed on the hood of the Chrysler, beat and tore at the taut material of the top, leaked in at the buttoned places, and made a pool on the floorboards for me to keep my feet in.

I had a big flask of Scotch with me. I used it often enough to keep interested.

Steiner did business, even in that weather; perhaps especially in that weather. Very nice cars stopped in front of his store, and very nice people dodged in, then dodged out again with wrapped parcels under their arms. Of course they could have been buying rare books and deluxe editions.

At five-thirty a pimply-faced kid in a leather windbreaker came out of the store and sloped up the side street at a fast trot. He came back with a neat cream-and-gray coupe. Steiner came out and got into the coupe. He wore a dark green leather raincoat, a cigarette in an amber holder, no hat. I couldnt see his glass eye at that distance but I knew he had one. The kid in the windbreaker held an umbrella over him across the pavement, then shut it up and handed it into the coupe.

Steiner drove west on the Boulevard. I drove west on the Boulevard. Past the business district, at Pepper Canyon, he turned north, and I tailed him easily from a block back. I was pretty sure he was going home, which was natural.

He left Pepper Drive and took a curving ribbon of wet cement called La Verne Terrace, climbed up it almost to the top. It was a narrow road with a high bank on one side and a few well-spaced cabin-like houses built down the steep slope on the other side. Their roofs were not much above road level. The front of them were masked by shrubs. Sodden trees dripped all over the landscape.

Steiners hideaway had a square box hedge in front of it, more than window-high. The entrance was a sort of maze, and the house door was not visible from the road. Steiner put his gray-and-cream coupe in a small garage, locked up, went through the maze with his umbrella up, and light went on in the house.

While he was doing this I had passed him and gone to the top of the hill. I turned around there and went back and parked in front of the next house above his. It seemed to be closed up or empty, but had no signs on it. I went into a conference with my flask of Scotch, and then just sat.

At six-fifteen lights bobbed up the hill. It was quite dark by then. A car stopped in front of Steiners hedge. A slim, tall girl in a slicker got out of it. Enough light filtered out through the hedge for me to see that she was dark-haired and possibly pretty. Voices drifted on the rain and a door shut. I got out of the Chrysler and strolled down the hill, put a pencil flash into the car. It was a dark maroon or brown Packard convertible. Its licence read to Carmen Dravec, 3596 Lucerne Avenue. I went back to my heap. A solid, slow-moving hour crawled by. No more cars came up or down the hill. It seemed to be a very quiet neighborhood. Then a single flash of hard white light leaked out of Steiners house, like a flash of summer lightning. As the darkness fell again a thin tinkling scream trickled down the darkness and echoed faintly among the wet trees. I was out of the Chrysler and on my way before the last echo of it died.

There was no fear in the scream. It held the note of a half-pleasurable shock, an accent of drunkenness, and a touch of pure idiocy.

The Steiner mansion was perfectly silent when I hit the gap in the hedge, dodged around the elbow that masked the front door, and put my hand up to bang on the door.

At that exact moment, as if somebody had been waiting for it, three shots racketed close together behind the door. After that there was a long, harsh sigh, a soft thump, rapid steps, going away into the back of the house.

I wasted time hitting the door with my shoulder, without enough start. It threw me back like a kick from an army mule.

The door fronted on a narrow runway, like a small bridge that led from the banked road. There was no side porch, no way to get at the windows in a hurry. There was no way around to the back except through the house or up a long flight of wooden steps that went up to the back door from the alley-like street below. On these steps I now heard a clatter of feet.

That gave me the impulse and I hit the door again, from the feet up. It gave at the lock and I pitched down two steps into a big, dim, cluttered room. I didnt see much of what was in the room then. I wandered through to the back of the house.

I was pretty sure there was death in it.

A car throbbed in the street below as I reached the back porch. The car went away fast, without lights. That was that. I went back to the living room.
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That room reached all the way across the front of the house and had a low, beamed ceiling, walls painted brown. Strips of tapestry hung all around the walls. Books filled low shelves. There was a thick, pinkish rug on which some light fell from two standing lamps with pale green shades. In the middle of the rug there was a big, low desk and a black chair with a yellow satin cushion at it. There were books all over the desk.

On a sort of dais near one end wall there was a teakwood chair with arms and a high back. A dark-haired girl was sitting in the chair, on a fringed red shawl.

She sat very straight, with her hands on the arms of the chair, her knees close together, her body stiffly erect, her chin level. Her eyes were wide open and mad and had no pupils.

She looked unconscious of what was going on, but she didnt have the pose of unconsciousness. She had a pose as if she was doing something very important and making a lot of it.

Out of her mouth came a tinny chuckling noise, which didnt change her expression or move her lips. She didnt seem to see me at all.

She was wearing a pair of long jade earrings, and apart from those she was stark naked.

I looked away from her to the other end of the room.

Steiner was on his back on the floor, just beyond the edge of the pink rug, and in front of a thing that looked like a small totem pole. It had a round open mouth in which the lens of a camera showed. The lens seemed to be aimed at the girl in the teakwood chair.

There was a flashbulb apparatus on the floor beside Steiners outflung hand in a loose silk sleeve. The cord of the flashbulb went behind the totem pole thing.

Steiner was wearing Chinese slippers with thick white felt soles. His legs were in black satin pajamas and the upper part of him in an embroidered Chinese coat. The front of it was mostly blood. His glass eye shone brightly and was the most lifelike thing about him. At a glance none of the three shots had missed.

The flashbulb was the sheet lightning I had seen leak out of the house and the half-giggling scream was the doped and naked girls reaction to that. The three shots had been somebody elses idea of how the proceedings ought to be punctuated. Presumably the idea of the lad who had gone very fast down the back steps.

I could see something in his point of view. At that stage I thought it was a good idea to shut the front door and fasten it with the short chain that was on it. The lock had been spoiled by my violent entrance.

A couple of thin purple glasses stood on a red lacquer tray on one end of the desk. Also a potbellied flagon of something brown. The glasses smelled of ether and laudanum, a mixture I had never tried, but it seemed to fit the scene pretty well.

I found the girls clothes on a divan in the corner, picked up a brown sleeved dress to begin with, and went over to her. She smelled of ether also, at a distance of several feet.

The tinny chuckling was still going on and a little froth was oozing down her chin. I slapped her face, not very hard. I didnt want to bring her out of whatever kind of trance she was in, into a screaming fit.

Come on, I said brightly. Lets be nice. Lets get dressed.

She said: G-g-go — ta — hell, without any emotion that I could notice.

I slapped her a little more. She didnt mind the slaps, so I went to work getting the dress on her.

She didnt mind the dress either. She let me hold her arms up but she spread her fingers wide, as if that was very cute. It made me do a lot of finagling with the sleeves. I finally got the dress on. I got her stockings on, and her shoes, and then got her up on her feet.

Lets take a little walk, I said. Lets take a nice little walk.

We walked. Part of the time her earrings banged against my chest and part of the time we looked like a couple of adagio dancers doing the splits. We walked over to Steiners body and back. She didnt pay any attention to Steiner and his bright glass eye.

She found it amusing that she couldnt walk and tried to tell me about it, but only bubbled. I put her arm on the divan while I wadded her underclothes up and shoved them into a deep pocket of my raincoat, put her handbag in my other deep pocket. I went through Steiners desk and found a little blue notebook written in code that looked interesting. I put that in my pocket, too.

Then I tried to get at the back of the camera in the totem pole, to get the plate, but couldnt find the catch right away. I was getting nervous, and I figured I could build up a better excuse if I ran into the law when I came back later to look for it than for any reason I could give if caught there now.

I went back to the girl and got her slicker on her, nosed around to see if anything else of hers was there, wiped away a lot of fingerprints I probably hadnt made, and at least some of those Miss Dravec must have made. I opened the door and put out both the lamps.

I got my left arm around her again and we struggled out into the rain and piled into her Packard. I didnt like leaving my own bus there very well, but that had to be. Her keys were in her car. We drifted off down the hill.

Nothing happened on the way to Lucerne Avenue except that Carmen stopped bubbling and giggling and went to snoring. I couldnt keep her head off my shoulder. It was all I could do to keep it out of my lap. I had to drive rather slowly and it was a long way anyhow, clear over to the west edge of the city.

The Dravec home was a large old-fashioned brick house in large grounds with a wall around them. A gray composition driveway went through iron gates and up a slope past flower beds and lawns to a big front door with narrow leaded panels on each side of it. There was dim light behind the panels as if nobody much was home.

I pushed Carmens head into the corner and shed her belongings in the seat, and got out.

A maid opened the door. She said Mr. Dravec wasnt in and she didnt know where he was. Downtown somewhere. She had a long, yellowish, gentle face, a long nose, no chin and large wet eyes. She looked like a nice old horse that had been turned out to pasture after long service, and as if she would do the right thing by Carmen.

I pointed into the Packard and growled: Better get her to bed. Shes lucky we dont throw her in the can — drivin around with a tool like that on her.

She smiled sadly and I went away.

I had to walk five blocks in the rain before a narrow apartment house let me into its lobby to use a phone. Then I had to wait another twenty-five minutes for a taxi. While I waited I began to worry about what I hadnt completed.

I had yet to get the used plate out of Steiners camera.
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I paid the taxi off on Pepper Drive, in front of a house where there was company, and walked back up the curving hill of La Verne Terrace to Steiners house behind its shrubbery.

Nothing looked any different. I went in through the gap in the hedge, pushed the door open gently, and smelled cigarette smoke.

It hadnt been there before. There had been a complicated set of smells, including the sharp memory of smokeless powder. But cigarette smoke hadnt stood out from the mixture.

I closed the door and slipped down on one knee and listened, holding my breath. I didnt hear anything but the sound of the rain on the roof. I tried throwing the beam of my pencil flash along the floor. Nobody shot at me.

I straightened up, found the dangling tassel of one of the lamps and made light in the room.

The first thing I noticed was that a couple of strips of tapestry were gone from the wall. I hadnt counted them, but the spaces where they had hung caught my eye.

Then I saw Steiners body was gone from in front of the totem pole thing with the camera eye in its mouth. On the floor below, beyond the margin of the pink rug, somebody had spread down a rug over the place where Steiners body had been. I didnt have to lift the rug to know why it had been put there.

I lit a cigarette and stood there in the middle of the dimly lighted room and thought about it. After a while I went to the camera in the totem pole. I found the catch this time. There wasnt any plate-holder in the camera.

My hand went towards the mulberry-colored phone on Steiners low desk, but didnt take hold of it.

I crossed into the little hallway beyond the living room and poked into a fussy-looking bedroom that looked like a womans room more than a mans. The bed had a long cover with a flounced edge. I lifted that and shot my flash under the bed.

Steiner wasnt under the bed. He wasnt anywhere in the house. Somebody had taken him away. He couldnt very well have gone by himself.

It wasnt the law, or somebody would have been there still. It was only an hour and a half since Carmen and I left the place. And there was none of the mess police photographers and fingerprint men would have made.

I went back to the living room, pushed the flashbulb apparatus around the back of the totem pole with my foot, switched off the lamp, left the house, got into my rain-soaked car and choked it to life.

It was all right with me if somebody wanted to keep the Steiner kill hush-hush for a while. It gave me a chance to find out whether I could tell it leaving Carmen Dravec and the nude photo angle out.

It was after ten when I got back to the Berglund and put my heap away and went upstairs to the apartment. I stood under a shower, then put pajamas on and mixed up a batch of hot grog. I looked at the phone a couple of times, thought about calling to see if Dravec was home yet, thought it might be a good idea to let him alone until the next day.

I filled a pipe and sat down with my hot grog and Steiners little blue notebook. It was in code, but the arrangement of the entries and the indented leaves made it a list of names and addresses. There were over four hundred and fifty of them. If this was Steiners sucker list, he had a gold mine — quite apart from the blackmail angles.

Any name on the list might be a prospect as the killer. I didnt envy the cops their job when it was handed to them.

I drank too much whisky trying to crack the code. About midnight I went to bed, and dreamed about a man in a Chinese coat with blood all over the front who chased a naked girl with long jade earrings while I tried to photograph the scene with a camera that didnt have any plate in it.
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Violets MGee called me up in the morning, before I was dressed, but after I had seen the paper and not found anything about Steiner in it. His voice had the cheerful sound of a man who had slept well and didnt owe too much money.

Well, hows the boy? he began.

I said I was all right except that I was having a little trouble with my Third Reader. He laughed a little absently, and then his voice got too casual.

This guy Dravec that I sent over to see you — done anything for him yet?

Too much rain, I answered, if that was an answer.

Uh-huh. He seems to be a guy that things happen to. A car belongin to him is washin about in the surf off Lido fish pier.

I didnt say anything. I held the telephone very tightly.

Yeah, MGee went on cheerfully. A nice new Cad all messed up with sand and sea water…Oh, I forgot. Theres a guy inside it.

I let my breath out slowly, very slowly. Dravec? I whispered.

Naw. A young kid. I aint told Dravec yet. Its under the fedora. Wanta run down and look at it with me?

I said I would like to do that.

Snap it up. Ill be in my hutch, MGee told me and hung up.

Shaved, dressed and lightly breakfasted I was at the County Building in half an hour or so. I found MGee staring at a yellow wall and sitting at a little yellow desk on which there was nothing but MGees hat and one of the MGee feet. He took both of them off the desk and we went down to the official parking lot and got into a small black sedan.

The rain had stopped during the night and the morning was all blue and gold. There was enough snap in the air to make life simple and sweet, if you didnt have too much on your mind. I had.

It was thirty miles to Lido, the first ten of them through city traffic. MGee made it in three-quarters of an hour. At the end of that time we skidded to a stop in front of a stucco arch beyond which a long black pier extended. I took my feet out of the floorboards and we got out.

There were a few cars and people in front of the arch. A motorcycle officer was keeping the people off the pier. MGee showed him a bronze star and we went out along the pier, into a loud smell that even two days rain had failed to wash away.

There she is — on the tug, MGee said.

A low black tug crouched off the end of the pier. Something large and green and nickeled was on its deck in front of the wheelhouse. Men stood around it.

We went down slimy steps to the deck of the tug.

MGee said hello to a deputy in green khaki and another man in plain clothes. The tug crew of three moved over to the wheelhouse, and set their backs against it, watching us.

We looked at the car. The front bumper was bent, and one headlight and the radiator shell. The paint and the nickel were scratched up by sand and the upholstery was sodden and black. Otherwise the car wasnt much the worse for wear. It was a big job in two tones of green, with a wine-colored stripe and trimming.

MGee and I looked into the front part of it. A slim, dark-haired kid who had been good-looking was draped around the steering post, with his head at a peculiar angle to the rest of his body. His face was bluish white. His eyes were a faint dull gleam under the lowered lids. His open mouth had sand in it. There were traces of blood on the side of his head which the sea water hadnt quite washed away.

MGee backed away slowly, made a noise in his throat and began to chew on a couple of the violet-scented breath purifiers that gave him his nickname.

Whats the story? he asked quietly.

The uniformed deputy pointed up to the end of the pier. Dirty white railings made of two-by-fours had been broken through in a wide space and the broken wood showed up yellow and bright.

Went through there. Must have hit pretty hard, too. The rain stopped early down here, about nine, and the broken wood is dry inside. That puts it after the rain stopped. Thats all we know except she fell in plenty of water not to be banged up worse: at least half-tide, Id say. That would be right after the rain stopped. She showed under the water when the boys came down to fish this morning. We got the tug to lift her out. Then we find the dead guy.

The other deputy scuffed at the deck with the toe of his shoe. MGee looked sideways at me with foxy little eyes. I looked blank and didnt say anything.

Pretty drunk that lad, MGee said gently. Showin off all alone in the rain. I guess he must have been fond of driving. Yeah — pretty drunk.

Drunk, hell, the plainclothes deputy said. The hand throttles set halfway down and the guys been sapped on the side of the head. Ask me and Ill call it murder.

MGee looked at him politely, then at the uniformed man. What you think?

It could be suicide, I guess. His necks broke and he could have hurt his head in the fall. And his hand could have knocked the throttle down. I kind of like murder myself, though.

MGee nodded, said: Frisked him? Know who he is?

The two deputies looked at me, then at the tug crew.

Okay. Save that part, MGee said. I know who he is.

A small man with glasses and a tired face and a black bag came slowly along the pier and down the slimy steps. He picked out a fairly clean place on the deck and put his bag down. He took his hat off and rubbed the back of his neck and smiled wearily.

Lo, Doc. Theres your patient, MGee told him. Took a dive off the pier last night. Thats all we know now.

The medical examiner looked in at the dead man morosely. He fingered the head, moved it around a little, felt the mans ribs. He lifted one lax hand and stared at the fingernails. He let it fall, stepped back and picked his bag up again.

About twelve hours, he said. Broken neck, of course. I doubt if theres any water in him. Better get him out of there before he starts to get stiff on us. Ill tell you the rest when I get him on a table.

He nodded around, went back up the steps and along the pier. An ambulance was backing into position beside the stucco arch at the pier head.

The two deputies grunted and tugged to get the dead man out of the car and lay him down on the deck, on the side of the car away from the beach.

Lets go, MGee told me. That ends this part of the show. We said goodbye and MGee told the deputies to keep their chins buttoned until they heard from him. We went back along the pier and got into the small black sedan and drove back towards the city along a white highway washed clean by the rain, past low rolling hills of yellow-white sand terraced with moss. A few gulls wheeled and swooped over something in the surf. Far out to sea a couple of white yachts on the horizon looked as if they were suspended in the sky.

We laid a few miles behind us without saying anything to each other. Then MGee cocked his chin at me and said: Got ideas?

Loosen up, I said. I never saw the guy before. Who is he?

Hell, I thought you were going to tell me about it.

Loosen up, Violets, I said.

He growled, shrugged, and we nearly went off the road into the loose sand.

Dravecs chauffeur. A kid named Carl Owen. How do I know? We had him in the cooler a year ago on a Mann Act rap. He run Dravecs hotcha daughter off to Yuma. Dravec went after them and brought them back and had the guy heaved in the goldfish bowl. Then the girl gets to him, and next morning the old man steams downtown and begs the guy off. Says the kid meant to marry her, only she wouldnt. Then, by heck, the kid goes back to work for him and been there ever since. What you think of that?

It sounds just like Dravec, I said.

Yeah — but the kid could have had a relapse.

MGee had silvery hair and a knobby chin and a little pouting mouth made to kiss babies with. I looked at his face sideways, and suddenly I got his idea. I laughed.

You think maybe Dravec killed him? I asked.

Why not? The kid makes another pass at the girl and Dravec cracks down at him too hard. Hes a big guy and could break a neck easy. Then hes scared. He runs the car down to Lido in the rain and lets it slide off the end of the pier. Thinks it wont show. Maybe dont think at all. Just rattled.

Its a kick in the pants, I said. Then all he had to do was walk home thirty miles in the rain.

Go on. Kid me.

Dravec killed him, sure, I said. But they were playing leapfrog. Dravec fell on him.

Okay, pal. Some day youll want to play with my catnip mouse.

Listen, Violets, I said seriously. If the kid was murdered — and youre not sure its murder at all — its not Dravecs kind of crime. He might kill a man in a temper — but hed let him lay. He wouldnt go to all that fuss.

We shuttled back and forth across the road while MGee thought about that.

What a pal, he complained. I have me a swell theory and look what you done to it. I wish the hell I hadnt brought you. Hell with you. Im goin after Dravec just the same.

Sure, I agreed. Youd have to do that. But Dravec never killed that boy. Hes too soft inside to cover up on it.

It was noon when we got back to town. I hadnt had any dinner but whisky the night before and very little breakfast that morning. I got off on the Boulevard and let MGee go on alone to see Dravec.

I was interested in what had happened to Carl Owen; but I wasnt interested in the thought that Dravec might have murdered him.

I ate lunch at a counter and looked casually at an early afternoon paper. I didnt expect to see anything about Steiner in it, and I didnt.

After lunch I walked along the Boulevard six blocks to have a look at Steiners store.
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It was a half-store frontage, the other half being occupied by a credit jeweler. The jeweler was standing in his entrance, a big, white-haired, black-eyed Jew with about nine carats of diamond on his hand. A faint, knowing smile curved his lips as I went past him into Steiners.

A thick blue rug paved Steiners from wall to wall. There were blue leather easy chairs with smoke stands beside them. A few sets of tooled leather books were put out on narrow tables. The rest of the stock was behind glass. A paneled partition with a single door in it cut off a back part of the store, and in the corner by this a woman sat behind a small desk with a hooded lamp on it.

She got up and came towards me, swinging lean thighs in a tight dress of some black material that didnt reflect any light. She was an ash-blonde, with greenish eyes under heavily mascaraed lashes. There were large jet buttons in the lobes of her ears; her hair waved back smoothly from behind them. Her fingernails were silvered.

She gave me what she thought was a smile of welcome, but what I thought was a grimace of strain.

Was it something?

I pulled my hat low over my eyes and fidgeted. I said: Steiner?

He wont be in today. May I show you—

Im selling, I said. Something hes wanted for a long time.

The silvered fingernails touched the hair over one ear. Oh, a salesman…Well, you might come in tomorrow.

He sick? I could go up to the house, I suggested hopefully. Hed want to see what I have.

That jarred her. She had to fight for her breath for a minute. But her voice was smooth enough when it came.

That — that wouldnt be any use. Hes out of town today.

I nodded, looked properly disappointed, touched my hat and started to turn away when the pimply-faced kid of the night before stuck his head through the door in the paneling. He went back as soon as he saw me, but not before I saw some loosely packed cases of books behind him on the floor of the back room.

The cases were small and open and packed any old way. A man in very new overalls was fussing with them. Some of Steiners stock was being moved out.

I left the store and walked down to the corner, then back to the alley. Behind Steiners stood a small black truck with wire sides. It didnt have any lettering on it. Boxes showed through the wire sides and, as I watched, the man in overalls came out with another one and heaved it up.

I went back to the Boulevard. Half a block on, a fresh-faced kid was reading a magazine in a parked Green Top. I showed him money and said: Tail job?

He looked me over, swung his door open, and stuck his magazine behind the rear-vision mirror.

My meat, boss, he said brightly.

We went around to the end of the alley and waited beside a fireplug.

There were about a dozen boxes on the truck when the man in the very new overalls got up in front and gunned his motor. He went down the alley fast and turned left on the street at the end. My driver did the same. The truck went north to Garfield, then east. It went very fast and there was a lot of traffic on Garfield. My driver tailed from too far back.

I was telling him about that when the truck turned north off Garfield again. The street at which it turned was called Brittany. When we got to Brittany there wasnt any truck.

The fresh-faced kid who was driving me made comforting sounds through the glass panel of the cab and we went up Brittany at four miles an hour looking for the truck behind bushes. I refused to be comforted.

Brittany bore a little to the east two blocks up and met the next street, Randall Place, in a tongue of land on which there was a white apartment house with its front on Randall Place and its basement garage entrance on Brittany, a story lower. We were going past that and my driver was telling me the truck couldnt be very far away when I saw it in the garage.

We went around to the front of the apartment house and I got out and went into the lobby.

There was no switchboard. A desk was pushed back against the wall, as if it wasnt used any more. Above it names were on a panel of gilt mailboxes.

The name that went with Apartment 405 was Joseph Marty. Joe Marty was the name of the man who played with Carmen Dravec until her papa gave him five thousand dollars to go away and play with some other girl. It could be the same Joe Marty.

I went down steps and pushed through a door with a wired glass panel into the dimness of the garage. The man in the very new overalls was stacking boxes in the automatic elevator.

I stood near him and lit a cigarette and watched him. He didnt like it very well, but he didnt say anything. After a while I said: Watch the weight, buddy. Shes only tested for half a ton. Wheres it goin?

Marty, four-o-five, he said, and then looked as if he was sorry he had said it.

Fine, I told him. It looks like a nice lot of reading.

I went back up the steps and out of the building, got into my Green Top again.

We drove back downtown to the building where I have an office. I gave the driver too much money and he gave me a dirty card which I dropped into the brass spittoon beside the elevators.

Dravec was holding up the wall outside the door of my office.
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After the rain, it was warm and bright but he still had the belted suede raincoat on. It was open down the front, as were his coat, and vest underneath. His tie was under one ear. His face looked like a mask of gray putty with a black stubble on the lower part of it.

He looked awful.

I unlocked the door and patted his shoulder and pushed him in and got him into a chair. He breathed hard but didnt say anything. I got a bottle of rye out of the desk and poured a couple of ponies. He drank both of them without a word. Then he slumped in the chair and blinked his eyes and groaned and took a square white envelope out of an inner pocket. He put it down on the desk top and held his big hairy hand over it.

Tough about Carl, I said. I was with MGee this morning.

He looked at me emptily. After a little while he said:

Yeah. Carl was a good kid. I aint told you about him much.

I waited, looking at the envelope under his hand. He looked down at it himself.

I gotta let you see it, he mumbled. He pushed it slowly across the desk and lifted his hand off it as if with the movement he was giving up most everything that made life worth living. Two tears welled up in his eyes and slid down his unshaven cheeks.

I lifted the square envelope and looked at it. It was addressed to him at his house, in neat pen-and-ink printing, and bore a Special Delivery stamp. I opened it and looked at the shiny photograph that was inside.

Carmen Dravec sat in Steiners teakwood chair, wearing her jade earrings. Her eyes looked crazier, if anything, than as I had seen them. I looked at the back of the photo, saw that it was blank, and put the thing face down on my desk.

Tell me about it, I said carefully.

Dravec wiped the tears off his face with his sleeve, put his hands flat on the desk and stared down at the dirty nails. His fingers trembled on the desk.

A guy called me, he said in a dead voice. Ten grand for the plate and the prints. The deals got to be closed tonight, or they give the stuff to some scandal sheet.

Thats a lot of hooey, I said. A scandal sheet couldnt use it, except to back up a story. Whats the story?

He lifted his eyes slowly, as if they were very heavy. That aint all. The guy say theres a jam to it. I better come through fast, or Id find my girl in the cooler.

Whats the story? I asked again, filling my pipe. What does Carmen say?

He shook his big shaggy head. I aint asked her. I aint got the heart. Poor little girl. No clothes on her…No, I aint got the heart…You aint done nothin on Steiner yet, I guess.

I didnt have to, I told him. Somebody beat me to it. He stared at me open-mouthed, uncomprehending. It was obvious he knew nothing about the night before.

Did Carmen go out at all last night? I asked carelessly.

He was still staring with his mouth open, groping in his mind.

No. Shes sick. Shes sick in bed when I get home. She dont go out at all…What you mean — about Steiner?

I reached for the bottle of rye and poured us each a drink. Then I lit my pipe.

Steiners dead, I said. Somebody got tired of his tricks and shot him full of holes. Last night, in the rain.

Jeeze, he said wonderingly. You was there?

I shook my head. Not me. Carmen was there. Thats the jam your man spoke of. She didnt do the shooting, of course.

Dravecs face got red and angry. He balled his fists. His breath made a harsh sound and a pulse beat visibly in the side of his neck.

That aint true! Shes sick. She dont go out at all. Shes sick in bed when I get home!

You told me that, I said. Thats not true. I brought Carmen home myself. The maid knows, only shes trying to be decent about it. Carmen was at Steiners house and I was watching outside. A gun went off and someone ran away. I didnt see him. Carmen was too drunk to see him. Thats why shes sick.

His eyes tried to focus on my face, but they were vague and empty, as if the light behind them had died. He took hold of the arms of the chair. His big knuckles strained and got white.

She dont tell me, he whispered. She dont tell me. Me, that would do anything for her. There was no emotion in his voice; just the dead exhaustion of despair.

He pushed his chair back a little. I go get the dough, he said. The ten grand. Maybe the guy dont talk.

Then he broke. His big rough head came down on the desk and sobs shook his whole body. I stood up and went around the desk and patted his shoulder, kept on patting it, not saying anything. After a while he lifted his face smeared with tears and grabbed for my hand.

Jeeze, youre a good guy, he sobbed.

You dont know the half of it.

I pulled my hand away from him and got a drink into his paw, helped him lift it and down it. Then I took the empty glass out of his hand and put it back on the desk. I sat down again.

Youve got to brace up, I told him grimly. The law doesnt know about Steiner yet. I brought Carmen home and kept my mouth shut. I wanted to give you and Carmen a break. That puts me in a jam. Youve got to do your part.

He nodded slowly, heavily. Yeah, I do what you say — anything you say.

Get the money, I said. Have it ready for the call. Ive got ideas and you may not have to use it. But its no time to get foxy…Get the money and sit tight and keep your mouth shut. Leave the rest to me. Can you do that?

Yeah, he said. Jeeze, youre a good guy.

Dont talk to Carmen, I said. The less she remembers out of her drunk, the better. This picture— I touched the back of the photo on the desk— shows somebody was working with Steiner. Weve got to get him and get him quick — even if it costs ten grand to do it.

He stood up slowly. Thats nothin. Thats just dough. I go get it now. Then I go home. You do it like you want to. Me, I do just like you say.

He grabbed for my hand again, shook it, and went slowly out of the office. I heard his heavy steps drag down the hall.

I drank a couple of drinks fast and mopped my face.
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I drove my Chrysler slowly up La Verne Terrace towards Steiners house.

In the daylight, I could see the steep drop of the hill and the flight of wooden steps down which the killer had made his escape. The street below was almost as narrow as an alley. Two small houses fronted on it, not very near Steiners place. With the noise the rain had been making it was doubtful if anyone in them had paid much attention to the shots.

Steiners looked peaceful under the afternoon sun. The unpainted shingles of the roof were still damp from the rain. The trees on the other side of the street had new leaves on them. There were no cars on the street.

Something moved behind the square growth of box hedge that screened Steiners front door.

Carmen Dravec, in a green and white checkered coat and no hat, came out through the opening, stopped suddenly, looked at me wild-eyed, as if she hadnt heard the car. She went back quickly behind the hedge. I drove on and parked in front of the empty house.

I got out and walked back. In the sunlight it felt like an exposed and dangerous thing to do.

I went in through the hedge and the girl stood there very straight and silent against the half-open house door. One hand went slowly to her mouth, and her teeth bit at a funny-looking thumb that was like an extra finger. There were deep purpleblack smudges under her frightened eyes.

I pushed her back into the house without saying anything, shut the door. We stood looking at each other inside. She dropped her hand slowly and tried to smile. Then all expression went out of her white face and it looked as intelligent as the bottom of a shoe box.

I got gentleness into my voice and said: Take it easy. Im pals. Sit down in that chair by the desk. Im a friend of your fathers. Dont get panicky.

She went and sat down in the yellow cushion in the black chair at Steiners desk.

The place looked decadent and off-color by daylight. It still stank of the ether.

Carmen licked the corners of her mouth with the tip of a whitish tongue. Her dark eyes were stupid and stunned rather than scared now. I rolled a cigarette around in my fingers and pushed some books out of the way to sit on the edge of the desk. I lit my cigarette, puffed it slowly for a moment, then asked: What are you doing here?

She picked at the material of her coat, didnt answer. I tried again.

How much do you remember about last night?

She answered that. Remember what? I was sick last night — at home. Her voice was a cautious, throaty sound that only just reached my ears.

Before that, I said. Before I brought you home. Here.

A slow flush crept up her throat and her eyes widened. You — you were the one? she breathed, and began to chew on her funny thumb again.

Yeah, I was the one. How much of it all stays with you?

She said: Are you the police?

No. I told you I was a friend of your fathers.

Youre not the police?

No.

It finally registered. She let out a long sigh. What — what do you want?

Who killed him?

Her shoulders jerked in the checkered coat, but nothing changed much in her face. Her eyes slowly got furtive.

Who — who else knows?

About Steiner? I dont know. Not the police, or someone would be here. Maybe Marty.

It was just a stab in the dark, but it got a sudden, sharp cry out of her.

Marty!

We were both silent for a minute. I puffed on my cigarette and she chewed on her thumb.

Dont get clever, I said. Did Marty kill him?

Her chin came down an inch. Yes.

Why did he do it?

I — I dont know, very dully.

Seen much of him lately?

Her hands clenched. Just once or twice.

Know where he lives?

Yes! She spat it at me.

Whats the matter? I thought you liked Marty.

I hate him! she almost yelled.

Then youd like him for the spot, I said.

She was blank to that. I had to explain it. I mean, are you willing to tell the police it was Marty?

Sudden panic flamed in her eyes.

If I kill the nude photo angle, I said soothingly.

She giggled.

That gave me a nasty feeling. If she had screeched, or turned white, or even keeled over, that would have been fairly natural. But she just giggled.

I began to hate the sight of her. Just looking at her made me feel dopey.

Her giggles went on, ran around the room like rats. They gradually got hysterical. I got off the desk, took a step towards her, and slapped her face.

Just like last night, I said.

The giggling stopped at once and the thumb-chewing started again. She still didnt mind my slaps apparently. I sat on the end of the desk once more.

You came here to look for the camera plate — for the birthday suit photo, I told her.

Her chin went up and down again.

Too late. I looked for it last night. It was gone then. Probably Marty has it. Youre not kidding me about Marty?

She shook her head vigorously. She got out of the chair slowly. Her eyes were narrow and sloe-black and as shallow as an oyster shell.

Im going now, she said, as if we had been having a cup of tea.

She went over to the door and was reaching out to open it when a car came up the hill and stopped outside the house. Somebody got out of the car.

She turned and stared at me, horrified.

The door opened casually and a man looked in at us.
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He was a hatchet-faced man in a brown suit and a black felt hat. The cuff of his left sleeve was folded under and pinned to the side of his coat with a big black safety pin.

He took his hat off, closed the door by pushing it with his shoulder, looked at Carmen with a nice smile. He had close-cropped black hair and a bony skull. He fitted his clothes well, He didnt look tough.

Im Guy Slade, he said. Excuse the casual entrance. The bell didnt work. Is Steiner around?

He hadnt tried the bell. Carmen looked at him blankly, then at me, then back at Slade. She licked her lips but didnt say anything.

I said: Steiner isnt here, Mr. Slade. We dont know just where he is.

He nodded and touched his long chin with the brim of his hat.

You friends of his?

We just dropped by for a book, I said, and gave him back his smile. The door was half open. We knocked, then stepped inside. Just like you.

I see, Slade said thoughtfully. Very simple.

I didnt say anything. Carmen didnt say anything. She was staring fixedly at his empty sleeve.

A book, eh? Slade went on. The way he said it told me things. He knew about Steiners racket, maybe.

I moved over towards the door. Only you didnt knock, I said.

He smiled with faint embarrassment. Thats right. I ought to have knocked, Sorry.

Well trot along now, I said carelessly. I took hold of Carmens arm.

Any message — if Steiner comes back? Slade asked softly.

We wont bother you.

Thats too bad, he said, with too much meaning.

I let go of Carmens arm and took a slow step away from her. Slade still had his hat in his hand. He didnt move. His deep-set eyes twinkled pleasantly.

I opened the door again.

Slade said: The girl can go. But Id like to talk to you a little.

I stared at him, trying to look very blank.

Kidder, eh? Slade said nicely.

Carmen made a sudden sound at my side and ran out through the door. In a moment I heard her steps going down the hill. I hadnt seen her car, but I guessed it was around somewhere.

I began to say: What the hell—

Save it, Slade interrupted coldly. Theres something wrong here. Ill just find out what it is.

He began to walk around the room carelessly — too carelessly. He was frowning, not paying much attention to me. That made me thoughtful. I took a quick glance out of the window, but I couldnt see anything but the top of his car above the hedge.

Slade found the potbellied flagon and the two thin purple glasses on the desk. He sniffed at one of them. A disgusted smile wrinkled his thin lips.

The lousy pimp, he said tonelessly.

He looked at the books on the desk, touched one or two of them, went on around the back of the desk and was in front of the totem pole thing. He stared at that. Then his eyes went down to the floor, to the thin rug that was over the place where Steiners body had been. Slade moved the rug with his foot and suddenly tensed, staring down.

It was a good act — or else Slade had a nose I could have used in my business. I wasnt sure which — yet, but I was giving it a lot of thought.

He went slowly down to the floor on one knee. The desk partly hid him from me.

I slipped a gun out from under my arm and put both hands behind my body and leaned against the wall.

There was a sharp, swift exclamation, then Slade shot to his feet. His arm flashed up. A long, black Luger slid into it expertly. I didnt move. Slade held the Luger in long, pale fingers, not pointing it at me, not pointing it at anything in particular.

Blood, he said quietly, grimly, his deep-set eyes black and hard now. Blood on the floor there, under a rug. A lot of blood.

I grinned at him. I noticed it, I said. Its old blood. Dried blood.

He slid sideways into the black chair behind Steiners desk and raked the telephone towards him by putting the Luger around it. He frowned at the telephone, then frowned at me.

I think well have some law, he said.

Suits me.

Slades eyes were narrow and as hard as jet. He didnt like my agreeing with him. The veneer had flaked off him, leaving a well-dressed hard boy with a Luger. Looking as if he could use it.

Just who the hell are you? he growled.

A shamus. The name doesnt matter. The girl is my client. Steiners been riding her with some blackmail dirt. We came to talk to him. He wasnt here.

Just walk in, huh?

Correct. So what? Think we gunned Steiner, Mr. Slade?

He smiled slightly, thinly, but said nothing.

Or do you think Steiner gunned somebody and ran away? I suggested.

Steiner didnt gun anybody, Slade said. Steiner didnt have the guts of a sick cat.

I said: You dont see anybody here, do you? Maybe Steiner had chicken for dinner, and liked to kill his chickens in the parlor.

I dont get it. I dont get your game.

I grinned again. Go ahead and call your friends downtown. Only you wont like the reaction youll get.

He thought that over without moving a muscle. His lips went back against his teeth.

Why not? he asked finally, in a careful voice.

I said: I know you, Mr. Slade. You run the Aladdin Club down on the Palisades. Flash gambling. Soft lights and evening clothes and a buffet supper on the side. You know Steiner well enough to walk into his house without knocking. Steiners racket needed a little protection now and then. You could be that.

Slades finger tightened on the Luger, then relaxed. He put the Luger down on the desk, kept his fingers on it. His mouth became a hard white grimace.

Somebody got to Steiner, he said softly, his voice and the expression on his face seeming to belong to two different people. He didnt show at the store today. He didnt answer his phone. I came up to see about it.

Glad to hear you didnt gun Steiner yourself, I said.

The Luger swept up again and made a target of my chest. I said:

Put it down, Slade. You dont know enough to pop off yet. Not being bullet-proof is an idea Ive had to get used to. Put it down. Ill tell you something — if you dont know it. Somebody moved Steiners books out of his store today — the books he did his real business with.

Slade put his gun down on the desk for the second time. He leaned back and wrestled an amiable expression onto his face.

Im listening, he said.

I think somebody got to Steiner too, I told him. I think that blood is his blood. The books being moved out from Steiners store gives us a reason for moving his body away from here. Somebody is taking over the racket and doesnt want Steiner found till hes all set. Whoever it was ought to have cleaned up the blood. He didnt.

Slade listened silently. The peaks of his eyebrows made sharp angles against the white skin of his indoor forehead.

I went on: Killing Steiner to grab his racket was a dumb trick, and Im not sure it happened that way. But I am sure that whoever took the books knows about it, and that the blonde down in the store is scared stiff about something.

Any more? Slade asked evenly.

Not right now. Theres a piece of scandal dope I want to trace. If I get it, I might tell you where. That will be your muscler in.

Now would be better, Slade said. Then he drew his lips back against his teeth and whistled sharply, twice.

I jumped. A car door opened outside. There were steps.

I brought the gun around from behind my body. Slades face convulsed and his hand snatched for the Luger that lay in front of him, fumbled at the butt.

I said: Dont touch it!

He came to his feet rigid, leaning over, his hand on the gun, but the gun not in his hand. I dodged past him into the hallway and turned as two men came into the room.

One had short red hair, a white, lined face, unsteady eyes. The other was an obvious pug; a good-looking boy except for a flattened nose and one ear as thick as a club steak.

Neither of the newcomers had a gun in sight. They stopped, stared.

I stood behind Slade in the doorway. Slade leaned over the desk in front of me, didnt stir.

The pugs mouth opened in a wide snarl, showing sharp, white teeth. The redhead looked shaky and scared.

Slade had plenty of guts. In a smooth, low, but very clear voice he said:

This heel gunned Steiner, boys. Take him!

The redhead took hold of his lower lip with his teeth and snatched for something under his left arm. He didnt get it. I was all set and braced. I shot him through the right shoulder, hating to do it. The gun made a lot of noise in the closed room. It seemed to me that it would be heard all over the city. The redhead went down on the floor and writhed and threshed about as if I had shot him in the belly.

The pug didnt move. He probably knew there wasnt enough speed in his arm. Slade grabbed his Luger up and started to whirl. I took a step and slammed him behind the ear. He sprawled forward over the desk and the Luger shot against a row of books.

Slade didnt hear me say: I hate to hit a one-armed man from behind, Slade, And Im not crazy about the show-off. You made me do it.

The pug grinned at me and said: Okay, pal. What next?

Id like to get out of here, if I can do it without any more shooting. Or I can stick around for some law. Its all one to me.

He thought it over calmly. The redhead was making moaning noises on the floor. Slade was very still.

The pug put his hands up slowly and clasped them behind his neck. He said coolly: I dont know what its all about, but I dont give a good —— damn where you go or what you do when you get there. And this aint my idea of a spot for a lead party. Drift!

Wise boy. Youve more sense than your boss.

I edged around the desk, edged over towards the open door. The pug turned slowly, facing me, keeping his hands behind his neck. There was a wry but almost good-natured grin on his face.

I skinned through the door and made a fast break through the gap in the hedge and up the hill, half expecting lead to fly after me. None came.

I jumped into the Chrysler and chased it up over the brow of the hill and away from that neighborhood.
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It was after five when I stopped opposite the apartment house on Randall Place. A few windows were lit up already and radios bleated discordantly on different programs. I rode the automatic elevator to the fourth floor. Apartment 405 was at the end of a long hall that was carpeted in green and paneled in ivory. A cool breeze blew through the hall from open doors to the fire escape.

There was a small ivory push button beside the door marked 405. I pushed it.

After a long time a man opened the door a foot or so. He was a long-legged, thin man with dark brown eyes in a very brown face. Wiry hair grew far back on his head, giving him a great deal of domed brown forehead. His brown eyes probed at me impersonally.

I said: Steiner?

Nothing in the mans face changed. He brought a cigarette from behind the door and put it slowly between tight brown lips. A puff of smoke came towards me, and behind it words in a cool, unhurried voice, without inflection. You said what?

Steiner. Harold Hardwicke Steiner. The guy that has the books.

The man nodded. He considered my remark without haste. He glanced at the tip of his cigarette, said: I think I know him, But he doesnt visit here. Who sent you?

I smiled. He didnt like that. I said: Youre Marty?

The brown face got harder. So what? Got a grift — or just amusin yourself?

I moved my left foot casually, enough so that he couldnt slam the door.

You got the books, I said. I got the sucker list. Hows to talk it over?

Marty didnt shift his eyes from my face. His right hand went behind the panel of the door again, and his shoulder had a look as if he was making motions with a hand. There was a faint sound in the room behind him — very faint. A curtain ring clicked lightly on a rod.

Then he opened the door wide. Why not? If you think youve got something, he said coolly.

I went past him into the room. It was a cheerful room, with good furniture and not too much of it. French windows in the end wall looked across a stone porch at the foothills, already getting purple in the dusk. Near the windows a door was shut. Another door in the same wall at the near end of the room had curtains drawn across it, on a brass rod below the lintel.

I sat down on a davenport against the wall in which there were no doors. Marty shut the door and walked sideways to a tall oak writing desk studded with square nails. A cedarwood cigar box with gilt hinges rested on the lowered leaf of the desk. Marty picked it up without taking his eyes off me, carried it to a low table beside an easy chair. He sat down in the easy chair.

I put my hat beside me and opened the top button of my coat and smiled at Marty.

Well — Im listening, he said.

He snubbed his cigarette out, lifted the lid of the cigar box and took out a couple of fat cigars.

Cigar? he suggested casually, and tossed one at me.

I reached for it and that made me a sap. Marty dropped the other cigar back into the box and came up very swiftly with a gun.

I looked at the gun politely. It was a black police Colt, a .38. I had no argument against it at the moment.

Stand up a minute, Marty said. Come forward just about two yards. You might grab a little air while youre doing that. His voice was elaborately casual.

I was mad inside, but I grinned at him. I said: Youre the second guy Ive met today that thinks a gun in the hand means the world by the tail. Put it away, and lets talk.

Martys eyebrows came together and he pushed his chin forward a little. His brown eyes were vaguely troubled.

We stared at each other. I didnt look at the pointed black slipper that showed under the curtains across the doorway to my left.

Marty was wearing a dark blue suit, a blue shirt and a black tie. His brown face looked somber above the dark colors. He said softly, in a lingering voice: Dont get me wrong. Im not a tough guy — just careful. I dont know hells first thing about you. You might be a life-taker for all I know.

Youre not careful enough, I said. The play with the books was lousy.

He drew a long breath and let it out silently. Then he leaned back and crossed his long legs and rested the Colt on his knee.

Dont kid yourself I wont use this, if I have to. Whats your story?

Tell your friend with the pointed shoes to come on in, I said. She gets tired holding her breath.

Without turning his head Marty called out: Come on in, Agnes.

The curtains over the door swung aside and the green-eyed blonde from Steiners store joined us in the room. I wasnt very much surprised to see her there. She looked at me bitterly.

I knew damn well you were trouble, she told me angrily. I told Joe to watch his step.

Save it, Marty snapped. Joes watchin his step plenty. Put some light on so I can see to pop this guy, if it works out that way.

The blonde lit a large floor lamp with a square red shade. She sat down under it, in a big velours chair and held a fixed painful smile on her face. She was scared to the point of exhaustion.

I remembered the cigar I was holding and put it in my mouth. Martys Colt was very steady on me while I got matches out and lit it.

I puffed smoke and said through the smoke: The sucker list I spoke of is in code. So I cant read the names yet, but theres about five hundred of them. You got twelve boxes of books, say three hundred. Therell be that many more out on loan. Say five hundred altogether, just to be conservative. If its a good active list and you could run it around all the books, that would be a quarter of a million rentals. Put the average rental low — say a dollar. Thats too low, but say a dollar. Thats a lot of money these days. Enough to spot a guy for.

The blonde yelped sharply: Youre crazy, if you—

Shut up! Marty swore at her.

The blonde subsided and put her head back against the back of her chair. Her face was tortured with strain.

Its no racket for bums, I went on telling them. Youve got to get confidence and keep it. Personally I think the blackmail angles are a mistake. Im for shedding all that.

Martys dark brown stare held coldly on my face. Youre a funny guy, he drawled smoothly. Whos got this lovely racket?

You have, I said. Almost.

Marty didnt say anything.

You shot Steiner to get it, I said. Last night in the rain. It was good shooting weather. The trouble is, he wasnt alone when it happened. Either you didnt see that, or you got scared. You ran out. But you had nerve enough to come back and hide the body somewhere — so you could tidy up on the books before the case broke.

The blonde made one strangled sound and then turned her face and stared at the wall. Her silvered fingernails dug into her palms. Her teeth bit her lip tightly.

Marty didnt bat an eye. He didnt move and the Colt didnt move in his hand. His brown face was as hard as a piece of carved wood.

Boy, you take chances, he said softly, at last. Its lucky as all hell for you I didnt kill Steiner.

I grinned at him, without much cheer. You might step off for it just the same, I said.

Martys voice was a dry rustle of sound. Think youve got me framed for it?

Positive.

How come?

Theres somebody wholl tell it that way. Marty swore then. That — damned little — ! She would — just that — damn her!

I didnt say anything. I let him chew on it. His face cleared slowly, and he put the Colt down on the table, kept his hand near it.

You dont sound like chisel as I know chisel, he said slowly, his eyes a tight shine between dark narrowed lids. And I dont see any coppers here. Whats your angle?

I drew on my cigar and watched his gun hand. The plate that was in Steiners camera. All the prints that have been made. Right here and right now. Youve got it — because thats the only way you could have known who was there last night.

Marty turned his head slightly to look at Agnes. Her face was still to the wall and her fingernails were still spearing her palms. Marty looked back at me.

Youre cold as a night watchmans feet on that one, guy, he told me.

I shook my head. No. Youre a sap to stall, Marty. You can be pegged for the kill easy. Its a natural. If the girl has to tell her story, the pictures wont matter. But she dont want to tell it.

You a shamus? he asked.

Yeah.

Howd you get to me?

I was working on Steiner. Hes been working on Dravec. Dravec leaks money. You had some of it. I tailed the books here from Steiners store. The rest was easy when I had the girls story.

She say I gunned Steiner?

I nodded. But she could be mistaken.

Marty sighed. She hates my guts, he said. I gave her the gate. I got paid to do it, but Id have done it anyway. Shes too screwy for me.

I said: Get the pictures, Marty.

He stood up slowly, looked down at the Colt, put it in his side pocket. His hand moved slowly up to his breast pocket.

Somebody rang the door buzzer and kept on ringing it.
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Marty didnt like that. His lower lip went in under his teeth and his eyebrows drew down at the corners. His whole face got mean.

The buzzer kept on buzzing.

The blonde stood up quickly. Nerve tension made her face old and ugly.

Watching me, Marty jerked a small drawer open in the tall desk and got a small, white-handled automatic out of it. He held it out to the blonde. She went to him and took it gingerly, not liking it.

Sit down next to the shamus, he rasped. Hold the gun on him. If he gets funny, feed him a few.

The blonde sat down on the davenport about three feet from me, on the side away from the door. She lined the gun on my leg. I didnt like the jerky look in her green eyes.

The door buzzer stopped and somebody started a quick, light, impatient rapping on the panel. Marty went across and opened the door. He slid his right hand into his coat pocket and opened the door with his left hand, threw it open quickly.

Carmen Dravec pushed him back into the room with the muzzle of a small revolver against his brown face.

Marty backed away from her smoothly, lightly. His mouth was open and an expression of panic was on his face. He knew Carmen pretty well.

Carmen shut the door, then bored ahead with her little gun. She didnt look at anyone but Marty, didnt seem to see anything but Marty. Her face had a dopey look.

The blonde shivered the full length of her body and swung the white-handled automatic up and towards Carmen. I shot my hand out and grabbed her hand, closed my fingers down over it quickly, thumbed the safety to the on position, and held it there. There was a short tussle, which neither Marty nor Carmen paid any attention to. Then I had the gun.

The blonde breathed deeply and stared at Carmen Dravec. Carmen looked at Marty with doped eyes and said: I want my pictures.

Marty swallowed and tried to smile at her. He said: Sure, kid, sure, in a small, flat voice that wasnt like the voice he had used in talking to me.

Carmen looked almost as crazy as she had looked in Steiners chair. But she had control of her voice and muscles this time. She said: You shot Hal Steiner.

Wait a minute, Carmen! I yelped.

Carmen didnt turn her head. The blonde came to life with a rush, ducked her head at me as if she was going to butt me, and sank her teeth in my right hand, the one that had her gun in it.

I yelped some more. Nobody minded that either.

Marty said: Listen, kid, I didnt—

The blonde took her teeth out of my hand and spat my own blood at me. Then she threw herself at my leg and tried to bite that. I cracked her lightly on the head with the barrel of the gun and tried to stand up. She rolled down my legs and wrapped her arms around my ankles. I fell back on the davenport again. The blonde was strong with the madness of fear.

Marty grabbed for Carmens gun with his left hand, missed. The little revolver made a dull, heavy sound that was not loud. A bullet missed Marty and broke glass in one of the folded-back french windows.

Marty stood perfectly still again. He looked as if all his muscles had gone back on him.

Duck and knock her off her feet, you damn fool! I yelled at him.

Then I hit the blonde on the side of the head again, much harder, and she rolled off my feet. I got loose and slid away from her.

Marty and Carmen were still facing each other like a couple of images.

Something very large and heavy hit the outside of the door and the panel split diagonally from top to bottom.

That brought Marty to life. He jerked the Colt out of his pocket and jumped back. I snapped a shot at his right shoulder and missed, not wanting to hurt him much. The heavy thing hit the door again with a crash that seemed to shake the whole building.

I dropped the little automatic and got my own gun loose as Dravec came in with the smashed door.

He was wild-eyed, raging drunk, berserk. His big arms were flailing. His eyes were glaring and bloodshot and there was froth on his lips.

He hit me very hard on the side of the head without even looking at me. I fell against the wall, between the end of the davenport and the broken door.

I was shaking my head and trying to get level again when Marty began to shoot.

Something lifted Dravecs coat away from his body behind, as if a slug had gone clean through him. He stumbled, straightened immediately, charged like a bull.

I lined my gun and shot Marty through the body. It shook him, but the Colt in his hand continued to leap and roar. Then Dravec was between us and Carmen was knocked out of the way like a dead leaf and there was nothing more that anybody could do about it.

Martys bullets couldnt stop Dravec. Nothing could. If he had been dead, he would still have got Marty.

He got him by the throat as Marty threw his empty gun in the big mans face. It bounced off like a rubber ball. Marty yelled shrilly, and Dravec took him by the throat and lifted him clean off his feet.

For an instant Martys brown hands fought for a hold on the big mans wrists. Something cracked sharply, and Martys hands fell away limply. There was another, duller crack. Just before Dravec let go of Martys neck I saw that Martys face was a purple-black color. I remembered, almost casually, that men whose necks are broken sometimes swallow their tongues before they die.

Then Marty fell down in the corner and Dravec started to back away from him. He backed like a man losing his balance, not able to keep his feet under his center of gravity. He took four clumsy backward steps like that. Then his big body tipped over backwards and he fell on his back on the floor with his arms flung out wide.

Blood came out of his mouth. His eyes strained upwards as if to see through a fog.

Carmen Dravec went down beside him and began to wail like a frightened animal.

There was noise outside in the hall, but nobody showed at the open door. Too much casual lead had been flipped around.

I went quickly over to Marty and leaned over him and got my hand into his breast pocket. I got out a thick, square envelope that had something stiff and hard in it I straightened up with it and turned.

Far off the wall of a siren sounded faintly on the evening air, seemed to be getting louder. A white-faced man peeped cautiously in through the doorway. I knelt down beside Dravec.

He tried to say something, but I couldnt hear the words. Then the strained look went out of his eyes and they were aloof and indifferent like the eyes of a man looking at something a long way off, across a wide plain.

Carmen said stonily: He was drunk. He made me tell him where I was going. I didnt know he followed me.

You wouldnt, I said emptily.

I stood up again and broke the envelope open. There were a few prints in it and a glass negative. I dropped the plate on the floor and ground it to pieces with my heel. I began to tear up the prints and let the pieces flutter down out of my hands.

Theyll print plenty of photos of you now, girlie, I said. But they wont print this one.

I didnt know he was following me, she said again, and began to chew on her thumb.

The siren was loud outside the building now. It died to a penetrating drone and then stopped altogether, just about the time I finished tearing up the prints.

I stood still in the middle of the room and wondered why I had taken the trouble. It didnt matter any more now.
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Leaning his elbow on the end of the big walnut table in Inspector Ishams office, and holding a burning cigarette idly between his fingers, Guy Slade said, without looking at me:

Thanks for putting me on the pan, shamus. I like to see the boys at Headquarters once in a while. He crinkled the corners of his eyes in an unpleasant smile.

I was sitting at the long side of the table across from Isham. Isham was lanky and gray and wore nose glasses. He didnt look, act or talk copper. Violets MGee and a merry-eyed Irish dick named Grinnell were in a couple of round-backed chairs against a glass-topped partition wall that cut part of the office off into a reception room.

I said to Slade: I figured you found that blood a little too soon. I guess I was wrong. My apologies, Mr. Slade.

Yeah. That makes it just like it never happened. He stood up, picked a malacca cane and one glove off the table. That all for me, Inspector?

Thats all tonight, Slade. Ishams voice was dry, cool, sardonic.

Slade caught the crook of his cane over his wrist to open the door. He smiled around before he strolled out. The last thing his eyes rested on was probably the back of my neck, but I wasnt looking at him.

Isham said: I dont have to tell you how a police department looks at that kind of a cover-up on a murder.

I sighed. Gunfire, I said. A dead man on the floor. A naked, doped girl in a chair not knowing what had happened. A killer I couldnt have caught and you couldnt have caught — then. Behind all this a poor old roughneck that was breaking his heart trying to do the right thing in a miserable spot. Go ahead — stick it into me. Im not sorry.

Isham waved all that aside. Who did kill Steiner?

The blonde girl will tell you.

I want you to tell me.

I shrugged. If you want me to guess — Dravecs driver, Carl Owen.

Isham didnt look too surprised. Violets MGee grunted loudly.

What makes you think so? Isham asked.

I thought for a while it could be Marty, partly because the girl said so. But that doesnt mean anything. She didnt know, and jumped at the chance to stick a knife into Marty. And shes a type that doesnt let loose of an idea very easily. But Marty didnt act like a killer. And a man as cool as Marty wouldnt have run out that way. I hadnt even banged on the door when the killer started to scram.

Of course I thought of Slade, too. But Slades not quite the type either. He packs two gunmen around with him, and theyd have made some kind of a fight of it. And Slade seemed genuinely surprised when he found the blood on the floor this afternoon. Slade was in with Steiner and keeping tabs on him, but he didnt kill him, didnt have any reason to kill him, and wouldnt have killed him that way, in front of a witness, if he had a reason.

But Carl Owen would. He was in love with the girl once, probably never got over it. He had chances to spy on her, find out where she went and what she did. He lay for Steiner, got in the back way, saw the nude photo stunt and blew his top. He let Steiner have it. Then the panic got him and he just ran.

Ran all the way to Lido pier, and then off the end of that, Isham said dryly. Arent you forgetting that the Owen boy had a sap wound on the side of his head?

I said: No. And Im not forgetting that somehow or other Marty knew what was on that camera plate — or nearly enough to make him go in and get it and then hide a body in Steiners garage to give him room.

Isham said: Get Agnes Laurel in here, Grinnell.

Grinnell heaved up out of his chair and strolled the length of the office, disappeared through a door.

Violets MGee said: Baby, are you a pal!

I didnt look at him. Isham pulled the loose skin in front of his Adams apple and looked down at the fingernails of his other hand.

Grinnell came back with the blonde. Her hair was untidy above the collar of her coat. She had taken the jet buttons out of her ears. She looked tired but she didnt look scared any more. She let herself down slowly into the chair at the end of the table where Slade had sat, folded her hands with the silvered nails in front of her.

Isham said quietly: All right, Miss Laurel. Wed like to hear from you now.

The girl looked down at her folded hands and talked without hesitation, in a quiet, even voice.

Ive known Joe Marty about three months. He made friends with me because I was working for Steiner, I guess. I thought it was because he liked me. I told him all I knew about Steiner. He already knew a little. He had been spending money he had got from Carmen Dravecs father, but it was gone and he was down to nickels and dimes, ready for something else. He decided Steiner needed a partner and he was watching him to see if he had any tough friends in the background.

Last night he was in his car down on the street back of Steiners house. He heard the shots, saw the kid tear down the steps, jump into a big sedan and take it on the lam. Joe chased him. Halfway to the beach, he caught him and ran him off the road. The kid came up with a gun, but his nerve was bad and Joe sapped him down. While he was out Joe went through him and found out who he was. When he came around Joe played copper and the kid broke and gave him the story. While Joe was wondering what to do about it the kid came to life and knocked him off the car and scrammed again. He drove like a crazy guy and Joe let him go. He went back to Steiners house. I guess you know the rest. When Joe had the plate developed and saw what he had he went for a quick touch so we could get out of town before the law found Steiner. We were going to take some of Steiners books and set up shop in another city.

Agnes Laurel stopped talking. Isham tapped with his fingers, said: Marty told you everything, didnt he?

Uh-huh.

Sure he didnt murder this Carl Owen?

I wasnt there. Joe didnt act like hed killed anybody.

Isham nodded. Thats all for now, Miss Laurel. Well want all that in writing. Well have to hold you, of course.

The girl stood up. Grinnell took her out. She went out without looking at anyone.

Isham said: Marty couldnt have known Carl Owen was dead. But he was sure hed try to hide out. By the time we got to him Marty would have collected from Dravec and moved on. I think the girls story sounds reasonable.

Nobody said anything. After a moment Isham said to me: You made one bad mistake. You shouldnt have mentioned Marty to the girl until you were sure he was your man. That got two people killed quite unnecessarily.

I said: Uh-huh. Maybe I better go back and do it over again.

Dont get tough.

Im not tough. I was working for Dravec and trying to save him from a little heartbreak. I didnt know the girl was as screwy as all that, or that Dravec would have a brainstorm. I wanted the pictures. I didnt care a lot about trash like Steiner or Joe Marty and his girl friend, and still dont.

Okay. Okay, Isham said impatiently. I dont need you any more tonight. Youll probably be panned plenty at the inquest.

He stood up and I stood up. He held out his hand.

But that will do you a hell of a lot more good than harm, he added dryly.

I shook hands with him and went out. MGee came out after me. We rode down in the elevator together without speaking to each other. When we got outside the building MGee went around to the right side of my Chrysler and got into it.

Got any liquor at your dump?

Plenty, I said.

Lets go get some of it.

I started the car and drove west along First Street, through a long echoing tunnel. When we were out of that, MGee said: Next time I send you a client I wont expect you to snitch on him, boy.

We went on through the quiet evening to the Berglund. I felt tired and old and not much use to anybody.
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Hugo Candless stood in the middle of the squash court bending his big body at the waist, holding the little black ball delicately between left thumb and forefinger. He dropped it near the service line and flicked at it with the long-handled racket.

The black ball hit the front wall a little less than halfway up, floated back in a high, lazy curve, skimmed just below the white ceiling and the lights behind wire protectors. It slid languidly down the back wall, never touching it enough to bounce out.

George Dial made a careless swing at it, whanged the end of his racket against the cement back wall. The ball fell dead.

He said: Thats the story, chief. 12 — 14. Youre just too good for me.

George Dial was tall, dark, handsome, Hollywoodish. He was brown and lean, and had a hard, outdoor look. Everything about him was hard except his full, soft lips and his large, cow-like eyes.

Yeah. I always was too good for you, Hugo Candless chortled.

He leaned far back from his thick waist and laughed with his mouth wide open. Sweat glistened on his chest and belly. He was naked except for blue shorts, white wool socks and heavy sneakers with crÍpe soles. He had gray hair and a broad moon face with a small nose and mouth, sharp twinkle eyes.

Want another lickin? he asked.

Not unless I have to.

Hugo Candless scowled. Okey, he said shortly. He stuck his racket under his arm and got an oilskin pouch out of his shorts, took a cigarette and a match from it. He lit the cigarette with a flourish and threw the match into the middle of the court, where somebody else would have to pick it up.

He threw the door of the squash court open and paraded down the corridor to the locker room with his chest out. Dial walked behind him silently; catlike, soft-footed, with a lithe grace. They went to the showers.

Candless sang in the showers, covered his big body with thick suds, showered dead-cold after the hot, and liked it. He rubbed himself dry with immense leisure, took another towel and stalked out of the shower room yelling for the attendant to bring ice and ginger ale.

A Negro in a stiff white coat came hurrying with a tray. Candless signed the check with a flourish, unlocked his big double locker and planked a bottle of Johnny Walker on the round green table that stood in the locker aisle.

The attendant mixed drinks carefully, two of them, said: Yes, suh, Mista Candless, and went away palming a quarter. George Dial, already fully dressed in smart gray flannels, came around the corner and lifted one of the drinks.

Through for the day, chief? He looked at the ceiling light through his drink, with tight eyes.

Guess so, Candless said largely. Guess Ill go home and give the little woman a treat. He gave Dial a swift, sidewise glance from his little eyes.

Mind if I dont ride home with you? Dial asked carelessly.

With me its okey. Its tough on Naomi, Candless said unpleasantly.

Dial made a soft sound with his lips, shrugged, said: You like to burn people up, dont you chief?

Candless didnt answer, didnt look at him. Dial stood silent with his drink and watched the big man put on monogrammed satin underclothes, purple socks with gray clocks, a monogrammed silk shirt, a suit of tiny black and white checks that made him look as big as a barn.

By the time he got to his purple tie he was yelling for the Negro to come and mix another drink.

Dial refused the second drink, nodded, went away softly along the matting between the tall green lockers.

Candless finished dressing, drank his second highball, locked his liquor away and put a fat brown cigar in his mouth. He had the Negro light the cigar for him. He went off with a strut and several loud greetings here and there.

It seemed very quiet in the locker room after he went out. There were a few snickers.

It was raining outside the Delmar Club. The liveried doorman helped Hugo Candless on with his belted white slicker and went out for his car. When he had it in front of the canopy he held an umbrella over Hugo across the strip of wooden matting to the curb. The car was a royal blue Lincoln limousine, with buff striping. The license number was 5A6.

The chauffeur, in a black slicker turned up high around his ears, didnt look around. The doorman opened the door and Hugo Candless got in and sank heavily on the back seat.

Night, Sam. Tell him to go on home.

The doorman touched his cap, shut the door, and relayed the orders to the driver, who nodded without turning his head. The car moved off in the rain.

The rain came down slantingly and at the intersection sudden gusts blew it rattling against the glass of the limousine. The street corners were clotted with people trying to get across Sunset without being splashed. Hugo Candless grinned out at them, pityingly.

The car went out Sunset, through Sherman, then swung towards the hills. It began to go very fast. It was on a boulevard where traffic was thin now.

It was very hot in the car. The windows were all shut and the glass partition behind the drivers seat was shut all the way across. The smoke of Hugos cigar was heavy and choking in the tonneau of the limousine.

Candless scowled and reached out to lower a window. The window lever didnt work. He tried the other side. That didnt work either. He began to get mad. He grabbed for the little telephone dingus to bawl his driver out. There wasnt any little telephone dingus.

The car turned sharply and began to go up a long straight hill with eucalyptus trees on one side and no houses. Candless felt something cold touch his spine, all the way up and down his spine. He bent forward and banged on the glass with his fist. The driver didnt turn his head. The car went very fast up the long dark hill road.

Hugo Candless grabbed viciously for the door handle. The doors didnt have any handles — either side. A sick, incredulous grin broke over Hugos broad moon face.

The driver bent over to the right and reached for something with his gloved hand. There was a sudden sharp hissing noise. Hugo Candless began to smell the odor of almonds.

Very faint at first — very faint, and rather pleasant. The hissing noise went on. The smell of almonds got bitter and harsh and very deadly. Hugo Candless dropped his cigar and banged with all his strength on the glass of the nearest window. The glass didnt break.

The car was up in the hills now, beyond even the infrequent street lights of the residential sections.

Candless dropped back on the seat and lifted his foot to kick hard at the glass partition in front of him. The kick was never finished. His eyes no longer saw. His face twisted into a snarl and his head went back against the cushions, crushed down against his thick shoulders. His soft white felt hat was shapeless on his big square skull.

The driver looked back quickly, showing a lean, hawk-like face for a brief instant. Then he bent to his right again and the hissing noise stopped.

He pulled over to the side of the deserted road, stopped the car, switched off all the lights. The rain made a dull noise pounding on the roof.

The driver got out in the rain and opened the rear door of the car, then backed away from it quickly, holding his nose.

He stood a little way off for a while and looked up and down the road.

In the back of the limousine Hugo Candless didnt move.
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Francine Ley sat in a low red chair beside a small table on which there was an alabaster bowl. Smoke from the cigarette she had just discarded into the bowl floated up and made patterns in the still, warm air. Her hands were clasped behind her head and her smoke-blue eyes were lazy, inviting. She had dark auburn hair set in loose waves. There were bluish shadows in the troughs of the waves.

George Dial leaned over and kissed her on the lips, hard. His own lips were hot when he kissed her, and he shivered. The girl didnt move. She smiled up at him lazily when he straightened again.

In a thick, clogged voice Dial said: Listen, Francy. When do you ditch this gambler and let me set you up?

Francine Ley shrugged, without taking her hands from behind her head. Hes a square gambler, George, she drawled. Thats something nowadays and you dont have enough money.

I can get it.

How? Her voice was low and husky. It moved George Dial like a cello.

From Candless. Ive got plenty on that bird.

As for instance? Francine Ley suggested lazily.

Dial grinned softly down at her. He widened his eyes in a deliberately innocent expression. Francine Ley thought the whites of his eyes were tinged ever so faintly with some color that was not white.

Dial flourished an unlighted cigarette. Plenty — like he sold out a tough boy from Beno last year. The tough boys half-brother was under a murder rap here and Candless took twenty-five grand to get him off. He made a deal with the D.A. On another case and let the tough boys brother go up.

And what did the tough boy do about all that? Francine Ley asked gently.

Nothing — yet. He thinks it was on the up and up, I guess. You cant always win.

But he might do plenty, if he knew. Francine Ley said, nodding. Who was the tough boy, Georgie?

Dial lowered his voice and leaned down over her again. Im a sap to tell you that. A man named Zapparty. Ive never met him.

And never want to — if youve got sense, Georgie. No, thanks. Im not walking myself into any jam like that with you.

Dial smiled lightly, showing even teeth in a dark, smooth face. Leave it to me, Francy. Just forget the whole thing except how Im nuts about you.

Buy us a drink, the girl said.

The room was a living room in a hotel apartment. It was all red and white, with embassy decorations, too stiff. The white walls had red designs painted on them, the white venetian blinds were framed in white box drapes, there was a half-round red rug with a white border in front of the gas fire. There was a kidney-shaped white desk against one wall, between the windows.

Dial went over to the desk and poured Scotch into two glasses, added ice and charged water, carried the glasses back across the room to where a thin wisp of smoke still plumed upward from the alabaster bowl.

Ditch the gambler, Dial said, handing her a glass. Hes the one will get you in a jam.

She sipped the drink, nodded. Dial took the glass out of her hand, sipped from the same place on the rim, leaned over holding both glasses and kissed her on the lips again.

There were red curtains over a door to a short hallway. They were parted a few inches and a mans face appeared in the opening, cool gray eyes stared in thoughtfully at the kiss. The curtains fell together again without sound.

After a moment a door shut loudly and steps came along the hallway. Johnny De Ruse came through the curtains into the room. By that time Dial was lighting his cigarette.

Johnny De Ruse was tall, lean, quiet, dressed in dark clothes dashingly cut. His cool gray eyes had fine laughter wrinkles at the corners. His thin mouth was delicate but not soft, and his long chin had a cleft in it.

Dial stared at him, made a vague motion with his hand. De Ruse walked over to the desk without speaking, poured some whiskey into a glass and drank it straight.

He stood a moment with his back to the room, tapping on the edge of the desk. Then he turned around, smiled faintly, said:  Lo, people, in a gentle, rather drawling voice and went out of the room through an inner door.

He was in a big over-decorated bedroom with twin beds. He went to a closet and got a tan calfskin suitcase out of it, opened it on the nearest bed. He began to rob the drawers of a highboy and put things in the suitcase, arranging them carefully, without haste. He whistled quietly through his teeth while he was doing it.

When the suitcase was packed he snapped it shut and lit a cigarette. He stood for a moment in the middle of the room without moving. His gray eyes looked at the wall without seeing it.

After a little while he went back into the closet and came out with a small gun in a soft leather harness with two short straps. He pulled up the left leg of his trousers and strapped the holster on his leg. Then he picked up the suitcase and went back to the living room.

Francine Leys eyes narrowed swiftly when she saw the suitcase.

Going some place? she asked in her low, husky voice.

Uh-huh. Wheres Dial?

He had to leave.

Thats too bad, De Ruse said softly. He put the suitcase down on the floor and stood beside it, moving his cool gray eyes over the girls face, up and down her slim body, from her ankles to her auburn head. Thats too bad, he said. I like to see him around. Im kind of dull for you.

Maybe you are, Johnny.

He bent to the suitcase, but straightened without touching it and said casually: Remember Mops Parisi? I saw him in town today.

Her eyes widened and then almost shut. Her teeth clicked lightly. The line of her jawbone stood out very distinctly for a moment.

De Ruse kept moving his glance up and down her face and body.

Going to do anything about it? she asked.

I thought of taking a trip, De Ruse said. Im not so scrappy as I was once.

A powder, Francine Ley said softly. Where do we go?

Not a powder — a trip, De Ruse said tonelessly. And not we — me. Im going alone.

She sat still, watching his face, not moving a muscle.

De Ruse reached inside his coat and got out a long wallet that opened like a book. He tossed a tight sheaf of bills into the girls lap, put the wallet away. She didnt touch the bills.

Thatll hold you for longer than youll need to find a new playmate, he said, without expression. I wouldnt say I wont send you more, if you need it.

She stood up slowly and the sheaf of bills slid down her skirt to the floor. She held her arms straight down at the sides, the hands clenched so that the tendons on the backs of them were sharp. Her eyes were as dull as slate.

That means were through, Johnny?

He lifted his suitcase. She stepped in front of him swiftly, with two long steps. She put a hand against his coat. He stood quite still, smiling gently with his eyes, but not with his lips. The perfume of Shalimar twitched at his nostrils.

You know what you are, Johnny? Her husky voice was almost a lisp.

He waited.

A pigeon, Johnny. A pigeon.

He nodded slightly. Check. I called copper on Mops Parisi. I dont like the snatch racket, baby. Id call copper on it any day. I might even get myself hurt blocking it. Thats old stuff. Through?

You called copper on Mops Parisi and you dont think he knows it, but maybe he does. So youre running away from him…Thats a laugh, Johnny. Im kidding you. Thats not why youre leaving me.

Maybe Im just tired of you, baby.

She put her head back and laughed sharply, almost with a wild note. De Ruse didnt budge.

Youre not a tough boy, Johnny. Youre soft. George Dial is harder than you are. Gawd, how soft you are, Johnny

She stepped back, staring at his face. Some flicker of almost unbearable emotion came and went in her eyes.

Youre such a handsome pup, Johnny. Gawd, but youre handsome. Its too bad youre soft.

De Ruse said gently, without moving: Not soft, baby — just a bit sentimental. I like to clock the ponies and play seven card stud and mess around with little red cubes with white spots on them. I like games of chance, including women. But when I lose I dont get sore and I dont chisel. I just move on to the next table. Be seem you.

He stooped, hefted the suitcase, and walked around her. He went across the room and through the red curtains without looking back.

Francine Ley stared with stiff eyes at the floor.
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Standing under the scalloped glass canopy of the side entrance to the Chatterton, De Ruse looked up and down Irolo, towards the flashing lights of Wilshire and towards the dark quiet end of the side street.

The rain fell softly, slantingly. A light drop blew in under the canopy and hit the red end of his cigarette with a sputter. He hefted the suitcase and went along Irolo towards his sedan. It was parked almost at the next corner, a shiny black Packard with a little discreet chromium here and there.

He stopped and opened the door and a gun came up swiftly from inside the car. The gun prodded against his chest. A voice said sharply: Hold it! The mitts high, sweets!

De Ruse saw the man dimly inside the car. A lean hawk-like face on which some reflected light fell without making it distinct. He felt a gun hard against his chest, hurting his breastbone. Quick steps came up behind him and another gun prodded his back.

Satisfied? another voice inquired.

De Ruse dropped the suitcase, lifted his hands and put them against the top of the car.

Okey, he said wearily. What is it — a heist?

A snarling laugh came from the man in the car. A hand smacked De Ruses hips from behind.

Back up — slow!

De Ruse backed up, holding his hands very high in the air.

Not so high, punk, the man behind said dangerously. Just shoulder high.

De Ruse lowered them. The man in the car got out, straightened. He put his gun against De Ruses chest again, put out a long arm and unbuttoned De Ruses overcoat. De Ruse leaned backwards. The hand belonging to the long arm explored his pockets, his armpits. A .38 in a spring holster ceased to make weight under his arm.

Got one, Chuck. Anything your side?

Nothin on the hip.

The man in front stepped away and picked up the suitcase.

March sweets. Well ride in our heap.

They went farther along Irolo. A big Lincoln limousine loomed up, a blue car with a lighter stripe. The hawk-faced man opened the rear door.

In.

De Ruse got in listlessly, spitting his cigarette end into the wet darkness, as he stooped under the roof of the car. A faint smell assailed his nose, a smell that might have been overripe peaches or almonds. He got into the car.

In beside him, Chuck.

Listen. Lets all ride up front. I can handle—

Nix. In beside him, Chuck, the hawk-faced one snapped.

Chuck growled, got into the back seat beside De Ruse. The other man slammed the door hard. His lean face showed through the closed window in a sardonic grin. Then he went around to the drivers seat and started the car, tooled it away from the curb.

De Ruse wrinkled his nose, sniffing at the queer smell.

They spun at the corner, went east on Eighth to Normandie, north on Normandie across Wilshire, across other streets, up over a steep hill and down the other side to Melrose. The big Lincoln slid through the light rain without a whisper. Chuck sat in the corner, held his gun on his knee, scowled, Street lights showed a square, arrogant red face, a face that was not at ease.

The back of the drivers head was motionless beyond the glass partition. They passed Sunset and Hollywood, turned east on Franklin, swung north to Los Feliz and down Los Feliz towards the river bed.

Cars coming up the hill threw sudden brief glares of white light into the interior of the Lincoln. De Ruse tensed, waited. At the next pair of lights that shot squarely into the car he bent over swiftly and jerked up the left leg of his trousers. He was back against the cushions before the blinding light was gone.

Chuck hadnt moved, hadnt noticed movement. Down at the bottom of the hill, at the intersection of Riverside Drive, a whole phalanx of cars surged towards them as a light changed. De Ruse waited, timed the impact of the headlights. His body stooped briefly, his hand swooped down, snatched the small gun from the leg holster.

He leaned back once more, the gun against the bulk of his left thigh, concealed behind it from where Chuck sat.

The Lincoln shot over on to Riverside and passed the entrance to Griffith Park.

Where we going, punk? De Ruse asked casually.

Save it, Chuck snarled, Youll find out.

Not a stick-up, huh?

Save it, Chuck snarled again.

Mops Parisis boys? De Ruse asked thinly, slowly.

The red-faced gunman jerked, lifted the gun off his knee. I said — save it!

De Ruse said: Sorry, punk.

He turned the gun over his thigh, lined it swiftly, squeezed the trigger left-handed. The gun made a small flat sound — almost an unimportant sound.

Chuck yelled and his hand jerked wildly. The gun kicked out of it and fell on the floor of the car. His left hand raced for his right shoulder.

De Ruse shifted the little Mauser to his right hand and put it deep into Chucks side.

Steady, boy, steady. Keep your hands out of trouble. Now — kick that cannon over this way — fast!

Chuck kicked the big automatic along the floor of the car. De Ruse reached down for it swiftly, got it. The lean-faced driver jerked a look back and the car swerved, then straightened again.

De Ruse hefted the big gun. The Mauser was too light for a sap. He slammed Chuck hard on the side of the head. Chuck groaned, sagged forward, clawing.

The gas! he bleated. The gas! Hell turn on the gas! De Ruse hit him again, harder. Chuck was a tumbled heap on the floor of the car.

The Lincoln swung off Riverside, over a short bridge and a bridle path, down a narrow dirt road that split a golf course. It went into darkness and among trees. It went fast, rocketed from side to side, as if the driver wanted it to do just that.

De Ruse steadied himself, felt for the door handle. There wasnt any door handle. His lips curled and he smashed at a window with the gun. The heavy glass was like a wall of stone.

The hawk-faced man leaned over and there was a hissing sound. Then there was a sudden sharp increase of intensity of the smell of almonds.

De Ruse tore a handkerchief out of his pocket and pressed it to his nose. The driver had straightened again now and was driving hunched over, trying to keep his head down.

De Ruse held the muzzle of the big gun close to the glass partition behind the drivers head, who ducked sidewise. He squeezed lead four times quickly, shutting his eyes and turning his head away, like a nervous woman.

No glass flew. When he looked again there was a jagged round hole in the glass and the windshield in a line with it was starred but not broken.

He slammed the gun at the edges of the hole and managed to knock a piece of glass loose. He was getting the gas now, through the handkerchief. His head felt like a balloon. His vision waved and wandered.

The hawk-faced driver, crouched, wrenched the door open at his side, swung the wheel of the car the opposite way and jumped clear.

The car tore over a low embankment, looped a little and smacked sidewise against a tree. The body twisted enough for one of the rear doors to spring open.

De Ruse went through the door in a headlong dive. Soft earth smacked him, knocked some of the wind out of him. Then his lungs breathed clean air. He rolled up on his stomach and elbows, kept his head down, his gun hand up.

The hawk-faced man was on his knees a dozen yards away. De Ruse watched him drag a gun out of his pocket and lift it.

Chucks gun pulsed and roared in De Ruses hand until it was empty.

The hawk-faced man folded down slowly and his body merged with the dark shadows and the wet ground. Cars went by distantly on Riverside Drive. Rain dripped off the trees. The Griffith Park beacon turned in the thick sky. The rest was darkness and silence.

De Ruse took a deep breath and got upon his feet. He dropped the empty gun, took a small flash out of his overcoat pocket and pulled his overcoat up against his nose and mouth, pressing the thick cloth hard against his face. He went to the car, switched off the lights and threw the beam of the flash into the drivers compartment. He leaned in quickly and turned a petcock on a copper cylinder like a fire extinguisher. The hissing noise of the gas stopped.

He went over to the hawk-faced man. He was dead. There was some loose money, currency and silver in his pockets, cigarettes, a folder of matches from the Club Egypt, no wallet, a couple of extra clips of cartridges, De Ruses .38. De Ruse put the last back where it belonged and straightened from the sprawled body.

He looked across the darkness of the Los Angeles river bed towards the lights of Glendale. In the middle distance a green neon sign far from any other light winked on and off: Club Egypt.

De Ruse smiled quietly to himself, and went back to the Lincoln. He dragged Chucks body out onto the wet ground. Chucks red face was blue now, under the beam of the small flash. His open eyes held an empty stare. His chest didnt move. De Ruse put the flash down and went through some more pockets.

He found the usual things a man carries, including a wallet showing a drivers license issued to Charles Le Grand, Hotel Metropole, Los Angeles. He found more Club Egypt matches and a tabbed hotel key marked 809, Hotel Metropole.

He put the key in his pocket, slammed the sprung door of the Lincoln, got in under the wheel. The motor caught. He backed the car away from the tree with a wrench of broken fender metal, swung it around slowly over the soft earth and got it back again on the road.

When he reached Riverside again he turned the lights on and drove back to Hollywood. He put the car under some pepper trees in front of a big brick apartment house on Kenmore half a block north of Hollywood Boulevard, locked the ignition and lifted out his suitcase.

Light from the entrance of the apartment house rested on the front license plate as he walked away. He wondered why gunmen would use a car with plate numbers reading 5A6, almost a privilege number.

In a drugstore he phoned for a taxi. The taxi took him back to the Chatterton.
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The apartment was empty. The smell of Shalimar and cigarette smoke lingered on the warm air, as if someone had been there not long before. De Ruse pushed into the bedroom, looked at clothes in two closets, articles on a dresser, then went back to the red and white living room and mixed himself a stiff highball.

He put the night latch on the outside door and carried his drink into the bedroom, stripped off his muddy clothes and put on another suit of somber material but dandified cut. He sipped his drink while he knotted a black four-in-hand in the opening of a soft white linen shirt.

He swabbed the barrel of the little Mauser, reassembled it, and added a shell to the small clip, slipped the gun back into the leg holster. Then he washed his hands and took his drink to the telephone.

The first number he called was the Chronicle. He asked for the City Room, Werner.

A drawly voice dripped over the wire: Werner talkin. Go ahead. Kid me.

De Ruse said: This is John De Ruse, Claude. Look up California License 5A6 on your list for me.

Must be a bloody politician, the drawly voice said, and went away.

De Ruse sat motionless, looking at a fluted white pillar in the corner. It had a red and white bowl of red and white artificial roses on top of it. He wrinkled his nose at it disgustedly.

Werners voice came back on the wire: 1930 Lincoln limousine registered to Hugo Candless, Casa de Oro Apartments, 2942 Clearwater Street, West Hollywood.

De Ruse said in a tone that meant nothing: Thats the mouthpiece, isnt it?

Yeah. The big lip. Mister Take the Witness. Werners voice came down lower. Speaking to you, Johnny, and not for publication — a big crooked tub of guts thats not even smart; just been around long enough to know whos for sale…Story in it?

Hell, no, De Ruse said softly. He just sideswiped me and didnt stop.

He hung up and finished his drink, stood up to mix another. Then he swept a telephone directory onto the white desk and looked up the number of the Casa de Oro. He dialed it. A switchboard operator told him Mr. Hugo Candless was out of town.

Give me his apartment, De Ruse said.

A womans cool voice answered the phone. Yes. This is Mrs. Hugo Candless speaking. What is it, please?

De Ruse said: Im a client of Mr. Candless, very anxious to get hold of him. Can you help me?

Im very sorry, the cool, almost lazy voice told him. My husband was called out of town quite suddenly. I dont even know where he went, though I expect to hear from him later this evening. He left his club—

What club was that? De Ruse asked casually.

The Delmar Club. I say he left there without coming home. If there is any message—

De Ruse said: Thank you, Mrs. Candless. Perhaps I may call you again later.

He hung up, smiled slowly and grimly, sipped his fresh drink and looked up the number of the Hotel Metropole. He called it and asked for Mister Charles Le Grand in Room 809.

Six-o-nine, the operator said casually. Ill connect you. A moment later: There is no answer.

De Ruse thanked her, took the tabbed key out of his pocket, looked at the number on it. The number was 809.
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Sam, the doorman at the Delmar Club, leaned against the buff stone of the entrance and watched the traffic swish by on Sunset Boulevard. The headlights hurt his eyes. He was tired and he wanted to go home. He wanted a smoke and a big slug of gin. He wished the rain would stop. It was dead inside the club when it rained.

He straightened away from the wall and walked the length of the pavement canopy a couple of times, slapping together his big black hands in big white gloves. He tried to whistle the Skaters Waltz, couldnt get within a block of the tune, whistled Low Down Lady instead. That didnt have any tune.

De Ruse came around the corner from Hudson Street and stood beside him near the wall.

Hugo Candless inside? he asked, not looking at Sam.

Sam clicked his teeth disapprovingly. He aint.

Been in?

Ask at the desk side, please, mistah.

De Ruse took gloved hands out of his pocket and began to roll a five-dollar bill around his left forefinger.

What do they know that you dont know?

Sam grinned slowly, watched the bill being wound tightly around the gloved finger.

Thats a fac, boss. Yeah — he was in. Comes most every day.

What time he leave?

He leave bout six-thirty, Ah reckon.

Drive his blue Lincoln limousine?

Shuah. Only he dont drive it hisseif. What for you ask?

It was raining then, De Ruse said calmly. Raining pretty hard. Maybe it wasnt the Lincoln.

Twas, too, the Lincoln, Sam protested. Aint I tucked him in? He never rides nothin else.

License 5A6? De Ruse bored on relentlessly.

Thats it, Sam chortled. Just like a councilmans number that number is.

Know the driver?

Shuah— Sam began, and then stopped cold. He raked a black jaw with a white finger the size of a banana. Well, Ahll be a big black slob if he aint got hisself a new driver again. I aint know that man, surenough.

De Ruse poked the rolled bill into Sams big white paw. Sam grabbed it but his large eyes suddenly got suspicious.

Say, for what you ask all of them questions, mistah man?

De Ruse said: I paid my way, didnt I?

He went back around the corner to Hudson and got into his black Packard sedan. He drove it out on to Sunset, then west on Sunset almost to Beverly Hills, then turned towards the foothills and began to peer at the signs on street corners. Clearwater Street ran along the flank of a hill and had a view of the entire city. The Casa de Oro, at the corner of Parkinson, was a tricky block of high-class bungalow apartments surrounded by an adobe wall with red tiles on top. It had a lobby in a separate building, a big private garage on Parkinson, opposite one length of the wall.

De Ruse parked across the street from the garage and sat looking through the wide window into a glassed-in office where an attendant in spotless white coveralls sat with his feet on the desk, reading a magazine and spit over his shoulder at an invisible cuspidor.

De Ruse got out of the Packard, crossed the street farther up, came back and slipped into the garage without the attendant seeing him.

The cars were in four rows. Two rows backed against the white walls, two against each other in the middle. There were plenty of vacant stalls, but plenty of cars had gone to bed also. They were mostly big, expensive closed models, with two or three flashy open jobs.

There was only one limousine. It had License No. 5A6.

It was a well-kept car, bright and shiny; royal blue with a buff trimming. De Ruse took a glove off and rested his hand on the radiator shell. Quite cold. He felt the tires, looked at his fingers. A little fine dry dust adhered to the skin. There was no mud in the treads, just bone-dry dust.

He went back along the row of dark car bodies and leaned in the open door of the little office. After a moment the attendant looked up, almost with a start.

Seen the Candless chauffeur around? De Ruse asked him.

The man shook his head and spat deftly into a copper spittoon.

Not since I came on — three oclock.

Didnt he go down to the club for the old man?

Nope. I guess not. The big hack aint been out. He always takes that.

Where does he hang his hat?

Who? Mattick? They got servants quarters in back of the jungle. But I think I heard him say he parks at some hotel. Lets see— A brow got furrowed.

The Metropole? De Ruse suggested.

The garage man thought it over while De Ruse stared at the point of his chin.

Yeah. I think that s it. I aint just positive though. Mattick dont open up much.

De Ruse thanked him and crossed the street and got into the Packard again. He drove downtown.

It was twenty-five minutes past nine when he got to the corner of Seventh and Spring, where the Metropole was.

It was an old hotel that had once been exclusive and was now steering a shaky course between a receivership and a bad name at Headquarters. It had too much oily dark wood paneling, too many chipped gilt mirrors. Too much smoke hung below its low beamed lobby ceiling and too many grifters bummed around in its worn leather rockers.

The blonde who looked after the big horseshoe cigar counter wasnt young any more and her eyes were cynical from standing off cheap dates. De Ruse leaned on the glass and pushed his hat back on his crisp black hair.

Camels, honey, he said in his low-pitched gamblers voice.

The girl smacked the pack in front of him, rang up fifteen cents and slipped the dime change under his elbow, with a faint smile. Her eyes said they liked him. She leaned opposite him and put her head near enough so that he could smell the perfume in her hair.

Tell me something, De Ruse said.

What? she asked softly.

Find out who lives in eight-o-nine, without telling any answers to the clerk.

The blonde looked disappointed. Why dont you ask him yourself, mister?

Im too shy, De Ruse said.

Yes you arc!

She went to her telephone and talked into it with languid grace, came back to De Ruse.

Name of Mattick. Mean anything?

Guess not, De Ruse said. Thanks a lot. How do you like it in this nice hotel?

Who said it was a nice hotel?

De Ruse smiled, touched his hat, strolled away. Her eyes looked after him sadly. She leaned her sharp elbows on the counter and cupped her chin in her hands to stare after him.

De Ruse crossed the lobby and went up three steps and got into an open-cage elevator that started with a lurch.

Eight, he said, and leaned against the cage with his hands in his pockets.

Eight was as high as the Metropole went. De Ruse followed a long corridor that smelled of varnish. A turn at the end brought him face to face with 809. He knocked on the dark wood panel. Nobody answered. He bent over, looked through an empty keyhole, knocked again.

Then he took the tabbed key out of his pocket and unlocked the door and went in.

Windows were shut in two walls. The air reeked of whiskey. Lights were on in the ceiling. There was a wide brass bed, a dark bureau, a couple of brown leather rockers, a stiff-looking desk with a flat brown quart of Four Roses on it, nearly empty, without a cap. De Ruse sniffed it and set his hips against the edge of the desk, let his eyes prowl the room.

His glance traversed from the dark bureau across the bed and the wall with the door in it to another door behind which light showed. He crossed to that and opened it.

The man lay on his face, on the yellowish brown woodstone floor of the bathroom. Blood on the floor looked sticky and black. Two soggy patches on the back of the mans head were the points from which rivulets of dark red had run down the side of his neck to the floor. The blood had stopped flowing a long time ago.

De Ruse slipped a glove off and stooped to hold two fingers against the place where an artery would beat. He shook his head and put his hand back into his glove.

He left the bathroom, shut the door and went to open one of the windows. He leaned out, breathing clean rain-wet air, looking down along slants of thin rain into the dark slit of an alley.

After a little while he shut the window again, switched off the light in the bathroom, took a Do Not Disturb sign out of the top bureau drawer, doused the ceiling lights, and went out.

He hung the sign on the knob and went back along the corridor to the elevators and left the Hotel Metropole.
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Francine Ley hummed low down in her throat as she went along the silent corridor of the Chatterton. She hummed unsteadily without knowing what she was humming, and her left hand with its cherry-red fingernails held a green velvet cape from slipping down off her shoulders. There was a wrapped bottle under her other arm.

She unlocked the door, pushed it open and stopped, with a quick frown. She stood still, remembering, trying to remember. She was still a little tight.

She had left the lights on, that was it. They were off now. Could be the maid service, of course. She went on in, fumbled through the red curtains into the living room.

The glow from the heater prowled across the red and white rug and touched shiny black things with a ruddy gleam. The shiny black things were shoes. They didnt move.

Francine Ley said: Oh — oh, in a sick voice. The hand holding the cape almost tore into her neck with its long, beautifully molded nails.

Something clicked and light glowed in a lamp beside an easy chair. De Ruse sat in the chair, looking at her woodenly.

He had his coat and hat on. His eyes shrouded, far away, filled with a remote brooding.

He said: Been out, Francy?

She sat down slowly on the edge of a half-round settee, put the bottle down beside her.

I got tight, she said. Thought Id better cat. Then I thought Id get tight again. She patted the bottle.

De Ruse said: I think your friend Dials boss has been snatched. He said it casually, as if it was of no importance to him.

Francine Ley opened her mouth slowly and as she opened it all the prettiness went out of her face. Her face became a blank haggard mask on which rouge burned violently. Her mouth looked as if it wanted to scream.

After a while it closed again and her face got pretty again and her voice, from far off, said: Would it do any good to say I dont know what youre talking about?

De Ruse didnt change his wooden expression. He said: When I went down to the street from here a couple of hoods jumped me. One of them was stashed in the car. Of course they could have spotted me somewhere else — followed me here.

They did, Francine Ley said breathlessly. They did, Johnny.

His long chin moved an inch. They piled me into a big Lincoln, a limousine. It was quite a car. It had heavy glass that didnt break easily and no door handles and it was all shut up tight. In the front seat it had a tank of Nevada gas, cyanide, which the guy driving could turn into the back part without getting it himself. They took me out Griffith Parkway, towards the Club Egypt. Thats that joint on county land, near the airport. He paused, rubbed the end of one eyebrow, went on: They overlooked the Mauser I sometimes wear on my leg. The driver crashed the car and I got loose.

He spread his hands and looked down at them. A faint metallic smile showed at the corners of his lips.

Francine Ley said: I didnt have anything to do with it, Johnny. Her voice was as dead as the summer before last.

De Ruse said: The guy that rode in the car before I did probably didnt have a gun. He was Hugo Candless. The car was a ringer for his car — same model, same paint job, same plates — but it wasnt his car. Somebody took a lot of trouble. Candless left the Delmar Club in the wrong car about six-thirty. His wife says hes out of town. I talked to her an hour ago. His car hasnt been out of the garage since noon…Maybe his wife knows hes snatched by now, maybe not.

Francine Leys nails clawed at her skirt. Her lips shook.

De Ruse went on calmly, tonelessly: Somebody gunned the Candless chauffeur in a downtown hotel tonight or this afternoon. The cops havent found it yet. Somebody took a lot of trouble, Francy. You wouldnt want to be in on that kind of a set-up, would you, precious?

Francine Ley bent her head forward and stared at the floor. She said thickly: I need a drink. What I had is dying in me. I feel awful.

De Ruse stood up and went to the white desk. He drained a bottle into a glass and brought it across to her. He stood in front of her, holding the glass out of her reach.

I only get tough once in a while, baby, but when I get tough Im not so easy to stop, if I say it myself. If you know anything about all this, now would be a good time to spill it.

He handed her the glass. She gulped the whiskey and a little more light came into her smoke-blue eyes. She said slowly: I dont know anything about it, Johnny. Not in the way you mean. But George Dial made me a love-nest proposition tonight and he told mc he could get money out of Candless by threatening to spill a dirty trick Candless played on some tough boy from Reno.

Damn clever, these greasers, De Ruse said. Renos my town, baby. I know all the tough boys in Reno. Who was it?

Somebody named Zapparty.

De Ruse said very softly: Zapparty is the name of the man who runs the Club Egypt.

Francine Ley stood up suddenly and grabbed his arm. Stay out of it, Johnny! For Christ sake, cant you stay out of it for just this once?

De Ruse shook his head, smiled delicately, lingeringly at her. Then he lifted her hand off his arm and stepped back.

I had a ride in their gas car, baby, and I didnt like it. I smelled their Nevada gas. I left my lead in somebodys gun punk. That makes mc call copper or get jammed up with the law. If somebodys snatched and I call copper, therell be another kidnap victim bumped off, more likely than not. Zappartys a tough boy from Reno and that could tie in with what Dial told you, and if Mops Parisi is playing with Zapparty, that could make a reason to pull mc into it. Parisi loathes my guts.

You dont have to be a one-man riot squad, Johnny, Francine Ley said desperately.

He kept on smiling, with tight lips and solemn eyes. Therell be two of us, baby. Get yourself a long coat. Its still raining a little.

She goggled at him. Her outstretched hand, the one that had been on his arm, spread its fingers stiffly, bent back from the palm, straining back. Her voice was hollow with fear.

Me, Johnny? Oh, please, not.

De Ruse said gently: Get that coat, honey. Make yourself look nice. It might be the last time well go out together.

She staggered past him. He touched her arm softly, held it a moment, said almost in a whisper:

You didnt put the finger on me, did you, Francy?

She looked back stonily at the pain in his eyes, made a hoarse sound under her breath and jerked her arm loose, went quickly into the bedroom.

After a moment the pain went out of De Ruses eyes and the metallic smile came back to the corners of his lips.
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De Ruse half closed his eyes and watched the croupiers fingers as they slid back across the table and rested on the edge. They were round, plump, tapering fingers, graceful fingers. De Ruse raised his head and looked at the croupiers face. He was a bald-headed man of no particular age, with quiet blue eyes. He had no hair on his head at all, not a single hair.

De Ruse looked down at the croupiers hands again. The right hand turned a little on the edge of the table. The buttons on the sleeve of the croupiers brown velvet coat — cut like a dinner coat — rested on the edge of the table. De Ruse smiled his thin metallic smile.

He had three blue chips on the red. On that play the ball stopped at Black 2. The croupier paid off two of the four other men who were playing.

De Ruse pushed five blue chips forward and settled them on the red diamond. Then he turned his head to the left and watched a huskily built blond young man put three red chips on the zero.

De Ruse licked his lips and turned his head farther, looked towards the side of the rather small room. Francine Ley was sitting on a couch backed to the wall, with her head leaning against it.

I think Ive got it, baby, De Ruse said to her. I think Ive got it.

Francine Ley blinked and lifted her head away from the wall. She reached for a drink on a low round table in front of her.

She sipped the drink, looked at the floor, didnt answer.

De Ruse looked back at the blond man. The three other men had made bets. The croupier looked impatient and at the same time watchful.

De Ruse said: How come you always hit zero when I hit red, and double zero when I hit black?

The blond young man smiled, shrugged, said nothing.

De Ruse put his hand down on the layout and said very softly: I asked you a question, mister.

Maybe Im Jesse Livermore, the blond young man grunted. I like to sell short.

What is this — slow motion? one of the other men snapped.

Make your plays, please, gentlemen, the croupier said.

De Ruse looked at him, said: Let it go.

The croupier spun the wheel left-handed, flicked the ball with the same hand the opposite way. His right hand rested on the edge of the table.

The ball stopped at black 28, next to zero. The blond man laughed. Close, he said, close.

De Ruse checked his chips, stacked them carefully. Im down six grand, he said. Its a little raw, but I guess theres money in it. Who runs this clip joint?

The croupier smiled slowly and stared straight into De Ruses eyes. He asked quietly: Did you say clip joint?

De Ruse nodded. He didnt bother to answer.

I thought you said clip joint, the croupier said, and moved one foot, put weight on it.

Three of the men who had been playing picked their chips up quickly and went over to a small bar in the corner of the room. They ordered drinks and leaned their backs against the wall by the bar, watching De Ruse and the croupier. The blond man stayed put and smiled sarcastically at De Ruse.

Tsk, tsk, he said thoughtfully. Your manners.

Francine Ley finished her drink and leaned her head back against the wall again. Her eyes came down and watched De Ruse furtively, under the long lashes.

A paneled door opened after a moment and a very big man with a black mustache and very rough black eyebrows came in. The croupier moved his eyes to him, then to De Ruse, pointing with his glance.

Yes, I thought you said clip joint, he repeated tonelessly. The big man drifted to De Ruses elbow, touched him with his own elbow.

Out, he said impassively.

The blond man grinned and put his hands in the pockets of his dark gray suit. The big man didnt look at him.

De Ruse glanced across the layout at the croupier and said: Ill take back my six grand and call it a day.

Out, the big man said wearily, jabbing his elbow into De Ruses side.

The bald-headed croupier smiled politely.

You, the big man said to De Ruse, aint goin to get tough, are you?

De Ruse looked at him with sarcastic surprise.

Well, well, the bouncer, he said softly. Take him, Nicky.

The blond man took his right hand out of his pocket and swung it. The sap looked black and shiny under the bright lights. It hit the big man on the back of the head with a soft thud. The big man clawed at De Ruse, who stepped away from him quickly and took a gun out from under his arm. The big man clawed at the edge of the roulette table and fell heavily on the floor.

Francine Ley stood up and made a strangled sound in her throat.

The blond man skipped sidewise, whirled and looked at the bartender. The bartender put his hands on top of the bar. The three men who had been playing roulette looked very interested, but they didnt move.

De Ruse said: The middle button on his right sleeve, Nicky. I think its copper.

Yeah. The blond man drifted around the end of the table putting the sap back in his pocket. He went close to the croupier and took hold of the middle of three buttons on his right cuff, jerked it hard. At the second jerk it came away and a thin wire followed it out of the sleeve.

Correct, the blond man said casually, letting the croupiers arm drop.

Ill take my six grand now, De Ruse said. Then well go talk to your boss.

The croupier nodded slowly and reached for the rack of chips beside the roulette table.

The big man on the floor didnt move. The blond man put his right hand behind his hip and took a .45 automatic out from inside his waistband at the back.

He swung it in his hand, smiling pleasantly around the room.
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They went along a balcony that looked down over the dining room and the dance floor. The lisp of hot jazz came up to them from the lithe, swaying bodies of a high-yaller band. With the lisp of jazz came the smell of food and cigarette smoke and perspiration. The balcony was high and the scene down below had a patterned look, like an overhead camera shot.

The bald-headed croupier opened a door in the corner of the balcony and went through without looking back. The blond man De Ruse had called Nicky went after him. Then De Ruse and Francine Ley.

There was a short hail with a frosted light in the ceiling. The door at the end of that looked like painted metal. The croupier put a plump finger on the small push button at the side, rang it in a certain way. There was a buzzing noise like the sound of an electric door release. The croupier pushed on the edge and opened it.

Inside was a cheerful room, half den and half office. There was a grate fire and a green leather davenport at right angles to it, facing the door. A man sitting on the davenport put a newspaper down and looked up and his face suddenly got livid. He was a small man with a tight round head, a tight round dark face. He had little lightless black eyes like buttons of jet.

There was a big flat desk in the middle of the room and a very tall man stood at the end of it with a cocktail shaker in his hands. His head turned slowly and he looked over his shoulder at the four people who came into the room while his hands continued to agitate the cocktail shaker in gentle rhythm. He had a cavernous face with sunken eyes, loose grayish skin, and close-cropped reddish hair without shine or parting. A thin crisscross scar like a German Mensur scar showed on his left cheek.

The tall man put the cocktail shaker down and turned his body around and stared at the croupier. The man on the davenport didnt move. There was a crouched ten sixty in his not moving.

The croupier said: I think its a stick-up. But I couldnt help myself. They sapped Big George.

The blond man smiled gaily and took his .45 out of his pocket. He pointed it at the floor.

He thinks its a stick-up, he said. Wouldnt that positively slay you?

De Ruse shut the heavy door. Francine Ley moved away from him, towards the side of the room away from the fire. He didnt look at her. The man on the davenport looked at her, looked at everybody.

De Ruse said quietly: The tall one is Zapparty. The little one is Mops Parisi.

The blond man stepped to one side, leaving the croupier alone in the middle of the room. The .45 covered the man on the davenport.

Sure, Im Zapparty, the tall man said. He looked at De Ruse curiously for a moment.

Then he turned his back and picked the cocktail shaker up again, took out the plug and filled a shallow glass. He drained the glass, wiped his lips with a sheer lawn handkerchief and tucked the handkerchief back into his breast pocket very carefully, so that three points showed.

De Ruse smiled his thin metallic smile and touched one end of his left eyebrow with his forefinger. His right hand was in his jacket pocket.

Nicky and I put on a little act, he said. That was so the boys outside would have something to talk about if the going got too noisy when we came in to sec you.

It sounds interesting, Zapparty agreed. What did you want to see me about?

About that gas car you take people for rides in, De Ruse said.

The man on the davenport made a very sudden movement and his hand jumped off his leg as if something had stung it. The blond man said: No…or yes, if youd rather, Mister Parisi. Its all a matter of taste.

Parisi became motionless again. His hand dropped back to his short thick thigh.

Zapparty widened his deep eyes a little. Gas car? His tone was of mild puzzlement.

De Ruse went forward into the middle of the room near the croupier. He stood balanced on the balls of his feet. His gray eyes had a sleepy glitter but his face was drawn and tired, not young.

He said: Maybe somebody just tossed it in your lap, Zapparty, but I dont think so. Im talking about the blue Lincoln, License 5A6, with the tank of Nevada gas in front. You know, Zapparty, the stuff they use on killers in our state.

Zapparty swallowed and his large Adams apple moved in and out. He puffed his lips, then drew them back against his teeth, then puffed them again.

The man on the davenport laughed out loud, seemed to be enjoying himself.

A voice that came from no one in the room said sharply: Just drop that gat, Blondie. The rest of you grab air.

De Ruse looked up towards an opened panel in the wall beyond the desk. A gun showed in the opening, and a hand, but no body or face. Light from the room lit up the hand and the gun.

The gun seemed to point directly at Francine Ley. De Ruse said: Okey, quickly, and lifted his hands, empty.

The blond man said: Thatll be Big George — all rested and ready to go. He opened his hand and let the .45 thud to the floor in front of him.

Parisi stood up very swiftly from the davenport and took a gun from under his arm. Zapparty took a revolver out of the desk drawer, leveled it. He spoke towards the panel: Get out, and stay out.

The panel clicked shut. Zapparty jerked his head at the baldheaded croupier, who had not seemed to move a muscle since he came into the room.

Back on the job, Louis. Keep the chin up.

The croupier nodded and turned and went out of the room, closing the door carefully behind him.

Francine Ley laughed foolishly. Her hand went up and pulled the collar of her wrap close around her throat, as if it was cold in the room. But there were no windows and it was very warm, from the fire.

Parisi made a whistling sound with his lips and teeth and went quickly to De Ruse and stuck the gun he was holding in De Ruses face, pushing his head back, He felt in De Ruses pockets with his left hand, took the Colt, felt under his arms, circled around him, touched his hips, came to the front again.

He stepped back a little and hit De Ruse on the cheek with the flat of one gun. De Ruse stood perfectly still except that his head jerked a little when the hard metal hit his face.

Parisi hit him again the same place. Blood began to run down De Ruses cheek from the cheekbone, lazily. His head sagged a little and his knees gave way. He went down slowly, leaned with his left hand on the floor, shaking his head. His body was crouched, his legs doubled under him. His right hand dangled loosely beside his left foot.

Zapparty said: All right, Mops. Dont get blood-hungry. We want words out of these people.

Francine Ley laughed again, rather foolishly. She swayed along the wall, holding one hand up against it.

Parisi breathed hard and backed away from De Ruse with a happy smile on his round swart face.

I been waitin a long time for this, he said.

When he was about six feet from De Ruse something small and darkly glistening seemed to slide out of the left leg of De Ruses trousers into his hand. There was a sharp, snapping explosion, a tiny orange-green flame down on the floor.

Parisis head jerked back. A round hole appeared under his chin. It got large and red almost instantly. His hands opened laxly and the two guns fell out of them. His body began to sway. He fell heavily.

Zapparty said: Holy Christ! and jerked up his revolver.

Francine Ley screamed flatly and hurled herself at him — clawing, kicking, shrilling.

The revolver went off twice with a heavy crash. Two slugs plunked into a wall. Plaster rattled.

Francine Ley slid down to the floor, on her hands and knees. A long slim leg sprawled out from under her dress.

The blond man, down on one knee with his .45 in his hand again, rasped: She got the bastards gun!

Zapparty stood with his hands empty, a terrible expression on his face. There was a long red scratch on the back of his right hand. His revolver lay on the floor beside Francine Ley. His horrified eyes looked down at it unbelievingly.

Parisi coughed once on the floor and after that was still.

De Ruse got up on his feet. The little Mauser looked like a toy in his hand. His voice seemed to come from far away saying: Watch that panel, Nicky…

There was no sound outside the room, no sound anywhere. Zapparty stood at the end of the desk, frozen, ghastly.

De Ruse bent down and touched Francine Leys shoulder. All right, baby?

She drew her legs under her and got up, stood looking down at Parisi. Her body shook with a nervous chill.

Im sorry, baby, De Ruse said softly beside her. I guess I had a wrong idea about you.

He took a handkerchief out of his pocket and moistened it with his lips, then rubbed his left cheek lightly and looked at blood on the handkerchief.

Nicky said: I guess Big George went to sleep again. I was a sap not to blast at him.

De Ruse nodded a little, and said:

Yeah. The whole play was lousy. Wheres your hat and coat, Mister Zapparty? Wed like to have you go riding with us.
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In the shadows under the pepper trees De Ruse said: There it is, Nicky. Over there. Nobodys bothered it. Better take a look around.

The blond man got out from under the wheel of the Packard and went off under the trees, He stood a little while on the same side of the street as the Packard, then he slipped across to where the big Lincoln was parked in front of the brick apartment house on North Kenmore.

De Ruse leaned forward across the back of the front seat and pinched Francine Leys cheek. Youre going home now, baby — with this bus. Ill see you later.

Johnny — she clutched at his arm— what arc you going to do? For Petes sake, cant you stop having fun for tonight?

Not yet, baby. Mister Zapparty wants to tell us things. I figure a little ride in that gas car will pep him up. Anyway I need it for evidence.

He looked sidewise at Zapparty in the corner of the back scat. Zapparty made a harsh sound in his throat and stared in front of him with a shadowed face.

Nicky came back across the road, stood with one foot on the running board.

No keys, he said. Gotem?

De Ruse said: Sure. He took keys out of his pocket and handed them to Nicky. Nicky went around to Zappartys side of the car and opened the door.

Out, mister.

Zapparty got out stiffly, stood in the soft, slanting rain, his mouth working. De Ruse got out after him.

Take it away, baby.

Francine Ley slid along the scat under the steering wheel of the Packard and pushed the starter. The motor caught with a soft whirr.

So long, baby, De Ruse said gently. Get my slippers warmed for me. And do me a big favor, honey. Dont phone anyone.

The Packard went off along the dark street, under the big pepper trees. De Ruse watched it turn a corner. He prodded Zapparty with his elbow.

Lets go. Youre going to ride in the back of your gas car. We cant feed you much gas on account of the hole in the glass, but youll like the smell of it. Well go off in the country somewhere. Weve got all night to play with you.

I guess you know this is a snatch, Zapparty said harshly.

Dont I love to think it, De Ruse purred.

They went across the street, three men walking together without haste. Nicky opened the good rear door of the Lincoln. Zapparty got into it. Nicky banged the door shut, got under the wheel and fitted the ignition key in the lock. De Ruse got in beside him and sat with his legs straddling the tank of gas.

The whole car still smelled of the gas.

Nicky started the car, turned it in the middle of the block and drove north to Franklin, back over Los Feliz towards Glendale. After a little while Zapparty leaned forward and banged on the glass. De Ruse put his ear to the hole in the glass behind Nickys head.

Zappartys harsh voice said: Stone house — Castle Road — in the La Crescenta flood area.

Jeeze, but hes a softy, Nicky grunted, his eyes on the road ahead.

De Ruse nodded, said thoughtfully: Theres more to it than that. With Parisi dead hed clam up unless he figured he had an out.

Nicky said: Me, Id rather take a beating and keep my chin buttoned. Light me a pill, Johnny.

De Ruse lit two cigarettes and passed one to the blond man. He glanced back at Zappartys long body in the corner of the car. Passing light touched up his taut face, made the shadows on it look very deep.

The big car slid noiselessly through Glendale and up the grade towards Montrose. From Montrose over to the Sunland highway and across that into the almost deserted flood area of La Crescenta.

They found Castle Road and followed it towards the mountains. In a few minutes they came to the stone house.

It stood back from the road, across a wide space which might once have been lawn but which was now packed sand, small Stones and a few large boulders. The road made a square turn just before they came to it. Beyond it the road ended in a clean edge of concrete chewed off by the flood of New Years Day, 1934.

Beyond this edge was the main wash of the flood. Bushes grew in it and there were many huge stones. On the very edge a tree grew with half its roots in the air eight feet above the bed of the wash.

Nicky stopped the car and turned off the lights and took a big nickeled flash out of the car pocket. He handed it to De Ruse.

De Ruse got out of the car and stood for a moment with his hand on the open door, holding the flash. He took a gun out of his overcoat pocket and held it down at his side.

Looks like a stall, he said. I dont think theres anything stirring here.

He glanced in at Zapparty, smiled sharply and walked off across the ridges of sand, towards the house. The front door stood half open, wedged that way by sand. De Ruse went towards the corner of the house, keeping out of line with the door as well as he could. He went along the side wall, looking at boarded-up windows behind which there was no trace of light.

At the back of the house was what had been a chicken house. A piece of rusted junk in a squashed garage was all that remained of the family sedan. The back door was nailed up like the windows. De Ruse stood silent in the rain, wondering why the front door was open. Then he remembered that there had been another flood a few months before, not such a bad one. There might have been enough water to break open the door on the side towards the mountains.

Two stucco houses, both abandoned, loomed on the adjoining lots. Farther away from the wash, on a bit of higher ground, there was a lighted window. It was the only light anywhere in the range of De Ruses vision.

He went back to the front of the house and slipped through the open door, stood inside it and listened. After quite a long time he snapped the flash on.

The house didnt smell like a house. It smelled like out of doors. There was nothing in the front room but sand, a few pieces of smashed furniture, some marks on the walls, above the dark line of the flood water, where pictures had hung.

De Ruse went through a short hall into a kitchen that had a hole in the floor where the sink had been and a rusty gas stove stuck in the hole. From the kitchen he went into a bedroom. He had not heard any whisper of sound in the house so far.

The bedroom was square and dark. A carpet stiff with old mud was plastered to the floor. There was a metal bed with a rusted spring, and a waterstained mattress over part of the spring.

Feet stuck out from under the bed.

They were large feet in walnut brown brogues, with purple socks above them. The socks had gray clocks down the sides. Above the socks were trousers of black and white check.

De Ruse stood very still and played the flash down on the feet. He made a soft sucking sound with his lips. He stood like that for a couple of minutes, without moving at all. Then he stood the flash on the floor, on its end, so that the light it shot against the ceiling was reflected down to make dim light all over the room.

He took hold of the mattress and pulled it off the bed. He reached down and touched one of the hands of the man who was under the bed. The hand was ice cold. He took hold of the ankles and pulled, but the man was large and heavy.

It was easier to move the bed from over him.
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Zapparty leaned his head back against the upholstery and shut his eyes and turned his head away a little. His eyes were shut very tight and he tried to turn his head far enough so that the light from the big flash wouldnt shine through his eyelids.

Nicky held the flash close to his face and snapped it on, off again, on, off again, monotonously, in a kind of rhythm.

De Ruse stood with one foot on the running board by the open door and looked off through the rain. On the edge of the murky horizon an airplane beacon flashed weakly.

Nicky said carelessly: You never know whatll get a guy. I saw one break once because a cop held his fingernail against the dimple in his chin.

De Ruse laughed under his breath. This one is tough, he said. Youll have to think of something better than a flashlight.

Nicky snapped the flash on, off, on, off. I could, he said, But I dont want to get my hands dirty.

After a little while Zapparty raised his hands in front of him and let them fall slowly and began to talk. He talked in a low monotonous voice, keeping his eyes shut against the flash.

Parisi worked the snatch. I didnt know anything about it until it was done. Parisi muscled in on me about a month ago, with a couple of tough boys to back him up. He had found out somehow that Candless beat me out of twenty-five grand to defend my half-brother on a murder rap, then sold the kid out. I didnt tell Parisi that. I didnt know he knew until tonight.

He came into the club about seven or a little after and said: Weve got a friend of yours, Hugo Candless. Its a hundred grand job, a quick turnover. All you have to do is help spread the pay-off across the tables here, get it mixed up with a bunch of other money. You have to do that because we give you a cut — and because the caper is right up your alley, if anything goes sour. Thats about all. Parisi sat around then and chewed his fingers and waited for his boys. He got pretty jumpy when they didnt show. He went out once to make a phone call from a beer parlor.

De Ruse drew on a cigarette he held cupped inside a hand. He said: Who fingered the job, and how did you know Candless was up here?

Zapparty said: Mops told me. But I didnt know he was dead.

Nicky laughed and snapped the flash several times quickly.

De Ruse said: Hold it steady for a minute. Nicky held the beam steady on Zappartys white face. Zapparty moved his lips in and out. He opened his eyes once. They were blind eyes, like the eyes of a dead fish.

Nicky said: Its damn cold up here. What do we do with his nibs?

De Ruse said: Well take him into the house and tie him to Candless. They can keep each other warm. Well come up again in the morning and see if hes got any fresh ideas.

Zapparty shuddered. The gleam of something like a tear showed in the corner of his nearest eye. After a moment of silence he said: Okey. I planned the whole thing. The gas car was my idea. I didnt want the money. I wanted Candless, and I wanted him dead. My kid brother was hanged in Quentin a week ago Friday.

There was a little silence. Nicky said something under his breath. De Ruse didnt move or make a sound.

Zapparty went on: Mattick, the Candless driver, was in on it. He hated Candless. He was supposed to drive the ringer car to make everything look good and then take a powder. But he lapped up too much corn getting set for the job and Parisi got leery of him, had him knocked off. Another boy drove the car. It was raining and that helped.

De Ruse said: Better — but still not all of it, Zapparty.

Zapparty shrugged quickly, slightly opened his eyes against the flash, almost grinned.

What the hell do you want? Jam on both sides?

De Ruse said: I want a finger put on the bird that had me grabbed…Let it go. Ill do it myself.

He took his foot off the running board and snapped his butt away into the darkness. He slammed the car door shut, got in the front. Nicky put the flash away and slid around under the wheel, started the engine.

De Ruse said: Somewhere where I can phone for a cab, Nicky. Then you take this riding for another hour and then call Francy. Ill have a word for you there.

The blond man shook his head slowly from side to side. Youre a good pal, Johnny, and I like you. But this has gone far enough this way. Im taking it down to Headquarters. Dont forget Ive got a private-dick license under my old shirts at home.

De Ruse said: Give mc an hour, Nicky. Just an hour.

The car slid down the hill and crossed the Sunland Highway, started down another hill towards Montrose. After a while Nicky said: Check.
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It was twelve minutes past one by the stamping clock on the end of the desk in the lobby of the Casa de Oro. The lobby was antique Spanish, with black and red Indian rugs, nail-studded chairs with leather cushions and leather tassels on the corners of the cushions; the gray-green olivewood doors were fitted with clumsy wrought-iron strap hinges.

A thin, dapper clerk with a waxed blond mustache and a blond pompadour leaned on the desk and looked at the clock and yawned, tapping his teeth with the backs of his bright fingernails.

The door opened from the street and De Ruse came in. He took off his hat and shook it, put it on again and yanked the brim down. His eyes looked slowly around the deserted lobby and he went to the desk, slapped a gloved palm on it.

Whats the number of the Hugo Candless bungalow? he asked.

The clerk looked annoyed. He glanced at the clock, at De Ruses face, back at the clock. He smiled superciliously, spoke a slight accent.

Twelve C. Do you wish to be announced — at this hour?

De Ruse said: No.

He turned away from the desk and went towards a large door with a diamond of glass in it. It looked like the door of a very high-class privy.

As he put his hand out to the door a bell rang sharply behind him.

De Ruse looked back over his shoulder, turned and went back to the desk. The clerk took his hand away from the bell, rather quickly.

His voice was cold, sarcastic, insolent, saying: Its not that kind of apartment house, if you please.

Two patches above De Ruses cheekbones got a dusky red. He leaned across the counter and took hold of the braided lapel of the clerks jacket, pulled the mans chest against the edge of the desk.

What was that crack, nance?

The clerk paled but managed to bang his bell again with a flailing hand.

A pudgy man in a baggy suit and a seal-brown toupee came around the corner of the desk, put out a plump finger and said: Hey.

De Ruse let the clerk go. He looked expressionlessly at cigar ash on the front of the pudgy mans coat.

The pudgy man said: Im the house man. You gotta see me if you want to get tough.

De Ruse said: You speak my language. Come over in the corner.

They went over in the corner and sat down beside a palm. The pudgy man yawned amiably and lifted the edge of his toupee and scratched under it.

Im Kuvalick, he said. Times I could bop that Swiss myself. Whats the beef?

De Ruse said: Are you a guy that can stay clammed?

No. I like to talk. Its all the fun I get around this dude ranch. Kuvalick got half of a cigar out of a pocket and burned his nose lighting it.

De Ruse said: This is one time you stay clammed.

He reached inside his coat, got his wallet out, took out two tens. He rolled them around his forefinger, then slipped them off in a tube and tucked the tube into the outside pocket of the pudgy mans coat.

Kuvalick blinked, but didnt say anything.

De Ruse said: Theres a man in the Candless apartment named George Dial. His cars outside, and thats where he would be. I want to see him and I dont want to send a name in. You can take me in and stay with me.

The pudgy man said cautiously: Its kind of late. Maybe hes in bed.

If he is, hes in the wrong bed, De Ruse said. He ought to get up.

The pudgy man stood up. I dont like what Im thinkin, but I like your tens, he said. Ill go in and see if theyre up. You stay put.

De Ruse nodded. Kuvalick went along the wall and slipped through a door in the corner. The clumsy square butt of a hip holster showed under the back of his coat as he walked. The clerk looked after him, then looked contemptuously towards De Ruse and got out a nail file.

Ten minutes went by, fifteen. Kuvalick didnt come back. De Ruse stood up suddenly, scowled and marched towards the door in the corner, The clerk at the desk stiffened, and his eyes went to the telephone on the desk, but he didnt touch it.

De Ruse went through the door and found himself under a roofed gallery. Rain dripped softly off the slanting tiles of the roof. He went along a patio the middle of which was an oblong pool framed in a mosaic of gaily colored tiles. At the end of that, other patios branched off. There was a window light at the far end of the one to the left. He went towards it, at a venture, and when he came close to it made out the number 12C on the door.

He went up two flat steps and punched a bell that rang in the distance. Nothing happened. In a little while he rang again, then tried the door. It was locked. Somewhere inside he thought he heard a faint muffled thumping sound.

He stood in the rain a moment, then went around the corner of the bungalow, down a narrow, very wet passage to the back. He tried the service door; locked also. De Ruse swore, took his gun out from under his arm, held his hat against the glass panel of the service door and smashed the pane with the butt of the gun. Glass fell tinkling lightly inside.

He put the gun away, straightened his hat on his head and reached in through the broken pane to unlock the door.

The kitchen was large and bright with black and yellow tiling, looked as if it was used mostly for mixing drinks. Two bottles of Haig and Haig, a bottle of Hennessy, three or four kinds of fancy cordial bottles stood on the tiled drainboard. A short hall with a closed door led to the living room. There was a grand piano in the corner with a lamp lit beside it. Another lamp on a low table with drinks and glasses. A wood fire was dying on the hearth.

The thumping noise got louder.

De Ruse went across the living room and through a door framed in a valance into another hallway, thence into a beautifully paneled bedroom. The thumping noise came from a closet. De Ruse opened the door of the closet and saw a man.

He was sitting on the floor with his back in a forest of dresses on hangers. A towel was tied around his face. Another held his ankles together. His wrists were tied behind him. He was a very bald man, as bald as the croupier at the Club Egypt.

De Ruse stared down at him harshly, then suddenly grinned, bent and cut him loose.

The man spit a washcloth out of his mouth, swore hoarsely and dived into the clothes at the back of the closet. He came up with something furry clutched in his hand, straightened it out, and put it on his hairless head.

That made him Kuvalick, the house dick.

He got up still swearing and backed away from De Ruse, with a stiff alert grin on his fat face. His right hand shot to his hip holster.

De Ruse spread his hands, said: Tell it, and sat down in a small chintz-covered slipper chair.

Kuvalick stared at him quietly for a moment, then took his hand away from his gun.

Theres lights, he said, So I push the buzzer. A tall dark guy opens. I seen him around here a lot. Thats Dial. I say to him theres a guy outside in the lobby wants to see him hush-hush, wont give a name.

That made you a sap, De Ruse commented dryly.

Not yet, but soon, Kuvalick grinned, and spit a shred of cloth out of his mouth. I describe you. That makes me a sap. He smiled kind of funny and asks me to come in a minute. I go in past him and he shuts the door and sticks a gun in my kidney. He says: Did you say he wore all dark clothes? I say: Yes. And whats that gat for? He says: Does he have gray eyes and sort of crinkly black hair and is he hard around the teeth? I say: Yes, you bastard and whats the gat for?

He says: For this, and lets me have it on the back of the head. I go down, groggy, but not out. Then the Candless broad comes out from a doorway and they tie me up and shove me in the closet and thats that. I hear them fussin around for a little while and then I hear silence. Thats all until you ring the bell.

De Ruse smiled lazily, pleasantly. His whole body was lax in the chair. His manner had become indolent and unhurried.

They faded, he said softly. They got tipped off. I dont think that was very bright.

Kuvalick said: Im an old Wells Fargo dick and I can stand a shock. What they been up to?

What kind of woman is Mrs. Candless?

Dark, a looker, Sex hungry, as the fellow says. Kind of worn and tight. They get a new chauffeur every three months. Theres a couple guys in the Casa she likes too. I guess theres this gigolo that bopped me.

De Ruse looked at his watch, nodded, leaned forward to get up. I guess its about time for some law. Got any friends downtown youd like to give a snatch story to?

A voice said: Not quite yet.

George Dial came quickly into the room from the hallway and stood quietly inside it with a long, thin, silenced automatic in his hand. His eyes were bright and mad, but his lemon-colored finger was very steady on the trigger of the small gun.

We didnt fade, he said. We werent quite ready. But it might not have been a bad idea — for you two.

Kuvalicks pudgy hand swept for his hip holster.

The small automatic with the black tube on it made two flat dull sounds.

A puff of dust jumped from the front of Kuvalicks coat. His hands jerked sharply away from the sides and his small eyes snapped very wide open, like seeds bursting from a pod. He fell heavily on his side against the wall, lay quite still on his left side, with his eyes half open and his back against the wall. His toupee was tipped over rakishly.

De Ruse looked at him swiftly, looked back at Dial. No emotion showed in his face, not even excitement.

He said: Youre a crazy fool, Dial. That kills your last chance. You could have bluffed it out. But thats not your only mistake.

Dial said calmly: No. I see that now. I shouldnt have sent the boys after you. I did that just for the hell of it. That comes of not being a professional.

De Ruse nodded slightly, looked at Dial almost with friendliness. Just for the fun of it — who tipped you off the game had gone smash?

Francy — and she took her damn time about it, Dial said savagely. Im leaving, so I wont be able to thank her for a while.

Not ever, De Ruse said. You wont get out of the state. You wont ever touch a nickel of the big boys money. Not you or your sidekicks or your woman. The cops are getting the story — right now.

Dial said: Well get clear. We have enough to tour on, Johnny. So long.

Dials face tightened and his hand jerked up, with the gun in it. De Ruse half closed his eyes, braced himself for the shock. The little gun didnt go off. There was a rustle behind Dial and a tall dark woman in a gray fur coat slid into the room. A small hat was balanced on dark hair knotted on the nape of her neck. She was pretty, in a thin, haggard sort of way. The lip rouge on her mouth was as black as soot; there was no color in her cheeks.

She had a cool lazy voice that didnt match with her taut expression. Who is Francy? she asked coldly.

De Ruse opened his eyes wide and his body got stiff in the chair and his right hand began to slide up towards his chest.

Francy is my girl friend, he said. Mister Dial has been trying to get her away from mc. But thats all right. Hes a handsome lad and ought to be able to pick his spots.

The tall womans face suddenly became dark and wild and furious. She grabbed fiercely at Dials arm, the one that held the gun.

De Ruse snatched for his shoulder holster, got his .38 loose. But it wasnt his gun that went off. It wasnt the silenced automatic in Dials hand. It was a huge frontier Colt with an eight-inch barrel and a boom like an exploding bomb. It went off from the floor, from beside Kuvalicks right hip, where Kuvalicks plump hand held it.

It went off just once. Dial was thrown back against the wall as if by a giant hand. His head crashed against the wall and instantly his darkly handsome face was a mask of blood.

He fell laxly down the wall and the little automatic with the black tube on it fell in front of him. The dark woman dived for it, down on her hands and knees in front of Dials sprawled body.

She got it, began to bring it up. Her face was convulsed, her lips were drawn back over thin wolfish teeth that shimmered.

Kuvalicks voice said: Im a tough guy. I used to be a Wells Fargo dick.

His great cannon slammed again. A shrill scream was torn from the womans lips. Her body was flung against Dials. Her eyes opened and shut, opened and shut. Her face got white and vacant.

Shoulder shot. Shes okay, Kuvalick said, and got up on his feet. He jerked open his coat and patted his chest.

Bullet-proof vest, he said proudly. But I thought Id better lie quiet for a while or hed popped me in the face.
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Francine Ley yawned and stretched out a long green pajamaclad leg and looked at a slim green slipper on her bare foot. She yawned again, got up and walked nervously across the room to the kidney-shaped desk. She poured a drink, drank it quickly, with a sharp nervous shudder. Her face was drawn and tired, her eyes hollow; there were dark smudges under her eyes.

She looked at the tiny watch on her wrist. It was almost four oclock in the morning. Still with her wrist up she whirled at a sound, put her back to the desk and began to breathe very quickly, pantingly.

De Ruse came in through the red curtains. He stopped and looked at her without expression, then slowly took off his hat and overcoat and dropped them on a chair. He took off his suit coat and his tan shoulder harness and walked over to the drinks.

He sniffed at a glass, filled it a third full of whiskey, put it down in a gulp.

So you had to tip the louse off, he said somberly, looking down into the empty glass he held.

Francine Ley said: Yes. I had to phone him. What happened?

You had to phone the louse, De Ruse said in exactly the same tone. You knew damn well he was mixed up in it. Youd rather he got loose, even if he cooled me off doing it.

Youre all right, Johnny? She asked softly, tiredly.

De Ruse didnt speak, didnt look at her. He put the glass down slowly and poured some more whiskey into it, added charged water, looked around for some ice. Not finding any he began to sip the drink with his eyes on the white top of the desk.

Francine Ley said: There isnt a guy in the world that doesnt rate a start on you, Johnny. It wouldnt do him any good, but hed have to have it, if I knew him.

De Ruse said slowly: Thats swell. Only Im not quite that good. Id be a stiff right now except for a comic hotel dick that wears a Buntline Special and a bullet-proof vest to work.

After a little while Francine Ley said: Do you want me to blow?

De Ruse looked at her quickly, looked away again. He put his glass down and walked away from the desk. Over his shoulder he said: Not so long as you keep on telling me the truth.

He sat down in a deep chair and leaned his elbows on the arms of it, cupped his face in his hands. Francine Ley watched him for a moment, then went over and sat on an arm of the chair. She pulled his head back gently until it was against the back of the chair. She began to stroke his forehead.

De Ruse closed his eyes. His body became loose and relaxed. His voice began to sound sleepy.

You saved my life over at the Club Egypt maybe. I guess that gave you the right to let handsome have a shot at me.

Francine Ley stroked his head, without speaking.

Handsome is dead, De Ruse went on. The peeper shot his face off.

Francine Leys hand stopped. In a moment it began again, stroking his head.

The Candless frau was in on it. Seems shes a hot number. She wanted Hugos dough, and she wanted all the men in the world except Hugo. Thank heaven she didnt get bumped. She talked plenty. So did Zapparty.

Yes, honey, Francine Ley said quietly.

De Ruse yawned. Candless is dead. He was dead before we started. They never wanted him anything else but dead. Parisi didnt care one way or the other, as long as he got paid.

Francine Ley said: Yes, honey.

Tell you the rest in the morning, De Ruse said thickly. I guess Nicky and I arc all square with the law…Lets go to Reno, get married…Im sick of this tomcat life…Get me nother drink, baby.

Francine Ley didnt move except to draw her fingers softly and soothingly across his forehead and back over his temples. De Ruse moved lower in the chair. His head rolled to one side.

Yes, honey.

Dont call mc honey, De Ruse said thickly. Just call me pigeon.

When he was quite asleep she got off the arm of the chair and went and sat down near him. She sat very still and watched him, her face cupped in her long delicate hands with the cherry-colored nails.
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Big John Masters was large, fat, oily. He had sleek blue jowls and very thick fingers on which the knuckles were dimples. His brown hair was combed straight back from his forehead and he wore a wine-colored suit with patch pockets, a wine-colored tie, a tan silk shirt. There was a lot of red and gold band around the thick brown cigar between his lips.

He wrinkled his nose, peeped at his hole card again, tried not to grin. He said: Hit me again, Dave — and dont hit me with the City Hall.

A four and a deuce showed. Dave Aage looked at them solemnly across the table, looked down at his own hand. He was very tall and thin, with a long bony face and hair the color of wet sand. He held the deck flat on the palm of his hand, turned the top card slowly, and flicked it across the table. It was the queen of spades.

Big John Masters opened his mouth wide, waved his cigar about, chuckled.

Pay me, Dave. For once a lady was right. He turned his hole card with a flourish. A five.

Dave Aage smiled politely, didnt move. A muted telephone bell rang close to him, behind long silk drapes that bordered the very high lancet windows. He took a cigarette out of his mouth and laid it carefully on the edge of a tray on a tabouret beside the card table, reached behind the curtain for the phone.

He spoke into the cup with a cool, almost whispering voice, then listened for a long time. Nothing changed in his greenish eyes, no flicker of emotion showed on his narrow face. Masters squirmed, bit hard on his cigar.

After a long time Aage said, Okey, youll hear from us. He pronged the instrument and put it back behind the curtain.

He picked his cigarette up, pulled the lobe of his ear. Masters swore. Whats eating you, for Petes sake? Gimme ten bucks.

Aage smiled dryly and leaned back. He reached for a drink, sipped it, put it down, spoke around his cigarette. All his movements were slow, thoughtful, almost absent-minded. He said: Are we a couple of smart guys, John?

Yeah. We own the town. But it dont help my blackjack game any.

Its just two months to election, isnt it, John?

Masters scowled at him, fished in his pocket for a fresh cigar, jammed it into his mouth.

So what?

Suppose something happened to our toughest opposition. Right now. Would that be a good idea, or not?

Huh? Masters raised eyebrows so thick that his whole face seemed to have to work to push them up. He thought for a moment, sourly. It would be lousy — if they didnt catch the guy pronto. Hell, the voters would figure we hired it done.

Youre talking about murder, John, Aage said patiently. I didnt say anything about murder.

Masters lowered his eyebrows and pulled at a coarse black hair that grew out of his nose.

Well, spit it out!

Aage smiled, blew a smoke ring, watched it float off and come apart in frail wisps.

I just had a phone call, he said very softly. Donegan Marr is dead.

Masters moved slowly. His whole body moved slowly towards the card table, leaned far over it. When his body couldnt go any farther his chin came out until his jaw muscles stood out like thick wires.

Huh? he said thickly. Huh?

Aage nodded, calm as ice. But you were right about murder, John. It was murder. Just half an hour ago, or so. In his office. They dont know who did it — yet.

Masters shrugged heavily and leaned back. He looked around him with a stupid expression. Very suddenly he began to laugh. His laughter bellowed and roared around the little turret-like room where the two men sat, overflowed into an enormous living room beyond, echoed back and forth through a maze of heavy dark furniture, enough standing lamps to light a boulevard, a double row of oil paintings in massive gold frames.

Aage sat silent. He rubbed his cigarette out slowly in the tray until there was nothing of the fire left but a thick dark smudge. He dusted his bony fingers together and waited.

Masters stopped laughing as abruptly as he had begun. The room was very still. Masters looked tired. He mopped his big face.

We got to do something, Dave, he said quietly. I almost forgot. We got to break this fast. Its dynamite.

Aage reached behind the curtain again and brought the phone out, pushed it across the table over the scattered cards.

Well — we know how, dont we? he said calmly.

A cunning light shone in Big John Masters muddy brown eyes. He licked his lips, reached a big hand for the phone.

Yeah, he said purringly, we do, Dave. We do at that, by —— !

He dialed with a thick finger that would hardly go into the holes.
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Donegan Marrs face looked cool, neat, poised, even then. He was dressed in soft gray flannels and his hair was the same soft gray color as his suit, brushed back from a ruddy, youngish face. The skin was pale on the frontal bones where the hair would fall when he stood up. The rest of the skin was tanned.

He was lying back in a padded blue office chair. A cigar had gone out in a tray with a bronze greyhound on its rim. His left hand dangled beside the chair and his right hand held a gun loosely on the desk top. The polished nails glittered in sunlight from the big closed window behind him.

Blood had soaked the left side of his vest, made the gray flannel almost black. He was quite dead, had been dead for some time.

A tall man, very brown and slender and silent, leaned against a brown mahogany filing cabinet and looked fixedly at the dead man. His hands were in the pockets of a neat blue serge suit. There was a straw hat on the back of his head. But there was nothing casual about his eyes or his tight, straight mouth.

A big sandy-haired man was groping around on the blue rug. He said thickly, stooped over: No shells, Sam.

The dark man didnt move, didnt answer. The other stood up, yawned, looked at the man in the chair.

Hell! This one will stink. Two months to election. Boy, is this a smack in the puss for somebody.

The dark man said slowly: We went to school together. We used to be buddies. We carried the torch for the same girl. He won, but we stayed good friends, all three of us. He was always a great kid…Maybe a shade too smart.

The sandy-haired man walked around the room without touching anything. He bent over and sniffed at the gun on the desk, shook his head, said: Not used — this one. He wrinkled his nose, sniffed at the air. Air-conditioned. The three top floors. Soundproofed too. High-grade stuff. They tell me this whole building is electric-welded. Not a rivet in it. Ever hear that, Sam?

The dark man shook his head slowly.

Wonder where the help was, the sandy-haired man went on. A big shot like him would have more than one girl.

The dark man shook his head again. Thats all, I guess. She was out to lunch. He was a lone wolf, Pete. Sharp as a weasel. In a few more years hed have taken the town over.

The sandy-haired man was behind the desk now, almost leaning over the dead mans shoulder. He was looking down at a leather-backed appointment pad with buff leaves. He said slowly: Somebody named Imlay was due here at twelve-fifteen. Only date on the pad.

He glanced at a cheap watch on his wrist. One-thirty. Long gone. Whos Imlay? Say, wait a minute! Theres an assistant D.A. Named Imlay. Hes running for judge on the Master-Aage ticket. Dyou figure—

There was a sharp knock on the door. The office was so long that the two men had to think a moment before they placed which of the three doors it was. Then the sandy-haired man went towards the most distant of them, saying over his shoulder: M.Es man maybe. Leak this to your favorite news hawk and youre out a job. Am I right?

The dark man didnt answer. He moved slowly to the desk, leaned forward a little, spoke softly to the dead man.

Goodbye, Donny. Just let it all go. Ill take care of it. Ill take care of Belle.

The door at the end of the office opened and a brisk man with a bag came in, trotted down the blue carpet and put his bag on the desk. The sandy-haired man shut the door against a bulge of faces. He strolled back to the desk.

The brisk man cocked his head on one side, examining the corpse. Two of them, he muttered. Look like about .32s — hard slugs. Close to the heart but not touching. He must have died pretty soon. Maybe a minute or two.

The dark man made a disgusted sound and walked to the window, stood with his back to the room, looking out, at the tops of high buildings and a warm blue sky. The sandy-haired man watched the examiner lift a dead eyelid. He said: Wish the powder guy would get here. I wanta use the phone. This Imlay—

The dark man turned his head slightly, with a dull smile. Use it. This isnt going to be any mystery.

Oh I dont know, the M.E.s man said, flexing a wrist, then holding the back of his hand against the skin of the dead mans face. Might not be so damn political as you think, Delaguerra. Hes a good-looking stiff.

The sandy-haired man took hold of the phone gingerly, with a handkerchief, laid the receiver down, dialed, picked the receiver up with the handkerchief and put it to his ear.

After a moment he snapped his chin down, said: Pete Marcus. Wake the Inspector. He yawned, waited again, then spoke in a different tone: Marcus and Delaguerra, Inspector, from Donegan Marrs office. No print or camera men here yet…Huh?…Holding off till the Commissioner gets here?…Okey…Yeah, hes here.

The dark man turned. The man at the phone gestured at him. Take it, Spanish.

Sam Delaguerra took the phone, ignoring the careful handkerchief, listened. His face got hard. He said quietly: Sure I knew him — but I didnt sleep with him…Nobodys here but his secretary, a girl. She phoned the alarm in. Theres a name on a pad — Imlay, a twelve-fifteen appointment. No, we havent touched anything yet…No…Okey, right away.

He hung up so slowly that the click of the instrument was barely audible. His hand stayed on it, then fell suddenly and heavily to his side. His voice was thick.

Im called off it, Pete. Youre to hold it down until Commissioner Drew gets here. Nobody gets in. White, black or Cherokee Indian.

What you called in for? the sandy-haired man yelped angrily.

Dont know. Its an order, Delaguerra said tonelessly.

The M.E.s man stopped writing on a form pad to look curiously at Delaguerra, with a sharp, sidelong look.

Delaguerra crossed the office and went through the communicating door. There was a smaller office outside, partly partitioned off for a waiting room, with a group of leather chairs and a table with magazines. Inside a counter was a typewriter desk, a safe, some filing cabinets. A small dark girl sat at the desk with her head down on a wadded handkerchief. Her hat was crooked on her head. Her shoulders jerked and her thick sobs were like panting.

Delaguerra patted her shoulder. She looked up at him with a tear-bloated face, a twisted mouth. He smiled down at her questioning face, said gently: Did you call Mrs. Marr yet?

She nodded, speechless, shaken with rough sobs. He patted her shoulder again, stood a moment beside her, then went on out, with his mouth tight and a hard, dark glitter in his black eyes.
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The big English house stood a long way back from the narrow, winding ribbon of concrete that was called De Neve Lane. The lawn had rather long grass with a curving path of stepping stones half hidden in it. There was a gable over the front door and ivy on the wall. Trees grew all around the house, close to it, made it a little dark and remote.

All the houses in De Neve Lane had that same calculated air of neglect. But the tall green hedge that hid the driveway and the garages was trimmed as carefully as a French poodle, and there was nothing dark or mysterious about the mass of yellow and flame-colored gladioli that flared at the opposite end of the lawn.

Delaguerra got out of a tan-colored Cadillac touring car that had no top. It was an old model, heavy and dirty. A taut canvas formed a deck over the back part of the car. He wore a white linen cap and dark glasses and had changed his blue serge for a gray cloth outing suit with a jerkin-style zipper jacket.

He didnt look very much like a cop. He hadnt looked very much like a cop in Donegan Marrs office. He walked slowly up the path of stepping stones, touched a brass knocker on the front door of the house, then didnt knock with it. He pushed a bell at the side, almost hidden by the ivy.

There was a long wait. It was very warm, very silent. Bees droned over the warm bright grass. There was the distant whirring of a lawnmower.

The door opened slowly and a black face looked out at him, a long, sad black face with tear streaks on its lavender face powder. The black face almost smiled, said haltingly: Hello there, Mistah Sam. Its sure good to see you.

Delaguerra took his cap off, swung the dark glasses at his side. He said: Hello, Minnie. Im sorry. Ive got to see Mrs. Marr.

Sure. Come right in, Mistah Sam.

The maid stood aside and he went into a shadowy hall with a tile floor. No reporters yet?

The girl shook her head slowly. Her warm brown eyes were stunned, doped with shock.

Aint been nobody yet…She aint been in long. She aint said a word. She just stand there in that there sun room that aint got no sun.

Delaguerra nodded, said: Dont talk to anybody, Minnie. Theyre trying to keep this quiet for a while, out of the papers.

Ah sure wont, Mistah Sam. Not no how.

Delaguerra smiled at her, walked noiselessly on crÍpe soles along the tiled hall to the back of the house, turned into another hall just like it at right angles. He knocked at a door. There was no answer. He turned the knob and went into a long narrow room that was dim in spite of many windows. Trees grew close to the windows, pressing their leaves against the glass. Some of the windows were masked by long cretonne drapes.

The tall girl in the middle of the room didnt look at him. She stood motionless, rigid. She stared at the windows. Her hands were tightly clenched at her sides.

She had red-brown hair that seemed to gather all the light there was and make a soft halo around her coldly beautiful face. She wore a sportily cut blue velvet ensemble with patch pockets. A white handkerchief with a blue border stuck out of the breast pocket, arranged carefully in points, like a foppish mans handkerchief.

Delaguerra waited, letting his eyes get used to the dimness. After a while the girl spoke through the silence, in a low, husky voice.

Well…they got him, Sam. They got him at last. Was he so much hated?

Delaguerra said softly: He was in a tough racket, Belle. I guess he played it as clean as he could, but he couldnt help but make enemies.

She turned her head slowly and looked at him. Lights shifted in her hair. Gold glinted in it. Her eyes were vividly, startlingly blue. Her voice faltered a little, saying: Who killed him, Sam? Have they any ideas?

Delaguerra nodded slowly, sat down in a wicker chair, swung his cap and glasses between his knees.

Yeah. We think we know who did it. A man named Imlay, an assistant in the D.A. s office.

My God! the girl breathed. Whats this rotten city coming to?

Delaguerra went on tonelessly: It was like this — if youre sure you want to know…yet.

I do, Sam. His eyes stare at me from the wall, wherever I look. Asking me to do something. He was pretty swell to me, Sam. We had our trouble, of course, but…they didnt mean anything.

Delaguerra said: This Imlay is running for judge with the backing of the Masters-Aage group. Hes in and the gay forties and it seems hes been playing house with a night-club number called Stella La Motte. Somehow, someway, photos were taken of them together, very drunk and undressed. Donny got the photos, Belle. They were found in his desk. According to his desk pad he had a date with Imlay at twelve-fifteen. We figure they had a row and Imlay beat him to the punch.

You found those photos, Sam? the girl asked, very quietly.

He shook his head, smiled crookedly. No. If I had, I guess I might have ditched them. Commissioner Drew found them — after I was pulled off the investigation.

Her head jerked at him. Her vivid blue eyes got wide. Pulled off the investigation? You — Donnys friend?

Yeah. Dont take it too big. Im a cop, Belle. After all I take orders.

She didnt speak, didnt look at him any more. After a little while he said: Id like to have the keys to your cabin at Puma Lake. Im detailed to go up there and look around, see if theres any evidence. Donny had conferences there.

Something changed in the girls face. It got almost contemptuous. Her voice was empty. Ill get them. But you wont find anything there. If youre helping them to find dirt on Donny — so they can clear this Imlay person.

He smiled a little, shook his head slowly. His eyes were very deep, very sad.

Thats crazy talk, kid. Id turn my badge in before I did that.

I see. She walked past him to the door, went out of the room. He sat quite still while she was gone, looked at the wall with an empty stare. There was a hurt look on his face. He swore very softly, under his breath.

The girl came back, walked up to him and held her hand out. Something tinkled into his palm.

The keys, copper.

Delaguerra stood up, dropped the keys into a pocket. His face got wooden. Belle Marr went over to a table and her nails scratched harshly on a cloisonnÈ box, getting a cigarette out of it. With her back turned she said: I dont think youll have any luck, as I said. Its too bad youve only got blackmailing on him so far.

Delaguerra breathed out slowly, stood a moment, then turned away. Okey, he said softly. His voice was quite offhand now, as if it was a nice day, as if nobody had been killed.

At the door he turned again. Ill see you when I get back, Belle. Maybe youll feel better.

She didnt answer, didnt move. She held the unlighted cigarette rigidly in front of her mouth, close to it. After a moment Delaguerra went on: You ought to know how I feel about it. Donny and I were like brothers once. I — I heard you were not getting on so well with him glad as all hell that was wrong. But dont let yourself get too hard, Belle. Theres nothing to be hard about — with me.

He waited a few seconds, staring at her back. When she still didnt move or speak he went on out.
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A narrow rocky road dropped down from the highway and ran along the flank of the hill above the lake. The tops of cabins showed here and there among the pines. An open shed was cut into the side of the hill. Delaguerra put his dusty Cadillac under it and climbed down a narrow path towards the water.

The lake was deep blue but very low. Two or three canoes drifted about on it and the chugging of an outboard motor sounded in the distance, around a bend. He went along between thick walls of undergrowth, walking on pine needles, turned around a stump and crossed a small rustic bridge to the Marr cabin.

It was built of half-round logs and had a wide porch on the lake side. It looked very lonely and empty. The spring that ran under the bridge curved around beside the house and one end of the porch dropped down sheer to the big flat stones through which the water trickled. The stones would be covered when the water was high, in the spring.

Delaguerra went up wooden steps and took the keys out of his pocket, unlocked the heavy front door, then stood on the porch a little while and lit a cigarette before he went in. It was very still, very pleasant, very cool and clear after the heat of the city. A mountain bluejay sat on a stump and pecked at its wings. Somebody far out on the lake fooled with a ukulele. He went into the cabin.

He looked at some dusty antlers, a big rough table splattered with magazines, an old-fashioned battery-type radio and a box-shaped phonograph with a disheveled pile of records beside it. There were tall glasses that hadnt been washed and a half-bottle of Scotch beside them, on a table near the big stone fireplace. A car went along the road up above and stopped somewhere not far off. Delaguerra frowned around, said: Stall, under his breath, with a defeated feeling. There wasnt any sense in it. A man like Donegan Marr wouldnt leave anything that mattered in a mountain cabin.

He looked into a couple of bedrooms, one just a shake-down with a couple of cots, one better furnished, with a make-up bed, and a pair of womens gaudy pajamas tossed across it. They didnt look quite like Belle Marrs.

At the back there was a small kitchen with a gasoline stove and a wood stove. He opened the back door with another key and stepped out on a small porch flush with the ground, near a big pile of cordwood and a double-bitted axe on a chopping block.

Then he saw the flies.

A wooden walk went down the side of the house to a woodshed under it. A beam of sunlight had slipped through the trees and lay across the walk. In the sunlight there a clotted mass of flies festered on something brownish, sticky. The flies didnt want to move. Delaguerra bent down, then put his hand down and touched the sticky place, sniffed at his finger. His face got shocked and stiff.

There was another smaller patch of the brownish stuff farther on, in the shade, outside the door of the shed. He took the keys out of his pocket very quickly and found the one that unlocked the big padlock of the woodshed. He yanked the door open.

There was a big loose pile of cordwood inside. Not split wood — cordwood. Not stacked, just thrown in anyhow. Delaguerra began to toss the big rough pieces to one side.

After he had thrown a lot of it aside he was able to reach down and take hold of two cold stiff ankles in lisle socks and drag the dead man out into the light.

He was a slender man, neither tall nor short, in a well-cut basket weave suit. His small neat shoes were polished, a little dust over the polish. He didnt have any face, much. It was broken to pulp by a terrific smash. The top of his head was split open and brains and blood were mixed in the thin grayish-brown hair.

Delaguerra straightened quickly and went back into the house to where the half-bottle of Scotch stood on the table in the living room. He uncorked it, drank from the neck, waited a moment, drank again.

He said: Phew! out loud, and shivered as the whiskey whipped at his nerves.

He went back to the woodshed, leaned down again as an automobile motor started up somewhere. He stiffened. The motor swelled in sound, then the sound faded and there was silence again. Delaguerra shrugged, went through the dead mans pockets. They were empty. One of them, with cleaners marks on it probably, had been cut away. The tailors label had been cut from the inside pocket of the coat, leaving ragged stitches.

The man was stiff. He might have been dead twenty-four hours, not more. The blood on his face had coagulated thickly but had not dried completely.

Delaguerra squatted beside him for a little while, looking at the bright glitter of Puma Lake, the distant flash of a paddle from a canoe. Then he went back into the woodshed and pawed around for a heavy block of wood with a great deal of blood on it, didnt find one. He went back into the house and out on the front porch, went to the end of the porch, stared down the drop, then at the big flat stones in the spring.

Yeah, he said softly.

There were flies clotted on two of the stones, a lot of flies. He hadnt noticed them before. The drop was about thirty feet, enough to smash a mans head open if he landed just right.

He sat down in one of the big rockers and smoked for several minutes without moving. His face was still with thought, his black eyes withdrawn and remote. There was a tight, hard smile, ever so faintly sardonic, at the corners of his mouth.

At the end of that he went silently back through the house and dragged the dead man into the woodshed again, covered him up loosely with the wood. He locked the woodshed, locked the house up, went back along the narrow, steep path to the road and to his car.

It was past six oclock, but the sun was still bright as he drove off.
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An old store counter served as bar in the roadside beerstube. Three low stools stood against it. Delaguerra sat on the end one near the door, looked at the foamy inside of an empty beer glass. The bartender was a dark kid in overalls, with shy eyes and lank hair. He stuttered. He said: Sh-should I d-draw you another g-glass, mister?

Delaguerra shook his head, stood up off the stool. Racket beer, sonny, he said sadly. Tasteless as a roadhouse blonde.

P-portola B-brew, mister. Supposed to be the b-best.

Uh-huh. The worst. You use it, or you dont have a license. So long, sonny.

He went across to the screen door, looked out at the sunny highway on which the shadows were getting quite long. Beyond the concrete there was a graveled space edged by a white fence of four-by-fours. There were two cars parked there: Delaguerras old Cadillac and a dusty hard-bitten Ford. A tall, thin man in khaki whipcord stood beside the Cadillac, looking at it.

Delaguerra got a bulldog pipe out, filled it half full from a zipper pouch, lit it with slow care and flicked the match into the corner. Then he stiffened a little, looking out through the screen.

The tall, thin man was unsnapping the canvas that covered the back part of Delaguerras car. He rolled part of it back, stood peering down in the space underneath.

Delaguerra opened the screen door softly and walked in long, loose strides across the concrete of the highway. His crÍpe soles made sound on the gravel beyond, but the thin man didnt turn. Delaguerra came up beside him.

Thought I noticed you behind me, he said dully. Whats the grift?

The man turned without any haste. He had a long, sour face, eyes the color of seaweed. His coat was open, pushed back by a hand on a left hip. That showed a gun worn butt to the front in a belt holster, cavalry style.

He looked Delaguerra up and down with a faint crooked smile.

This your crate?

What do you think?

The thin man pulled his coat back farther and showed a bronze badge on his pocket.

I think Im a Toluca County game warden, mister. I think this aint deer-hunting time and it aint ever deer-hunting time for does.

Delaguerra lowered his eyes very slowly, looked into the back of his car, bending over to see past the canvas. The body of a young deer lay there on some junk, beside a rifle. The soft eyes of the dead animal, unglazed by death, seemed to look at him with a gentle reproach. There was dried blood on the does slender neck.

Delaguerra straightened, said gently: Thats damn cute.

Got a hunting license?

I dont hunt, Delaguerra said.

Wouldnt help much. I see you got a rifle.

Im a cop.

Oh — cop, huh? Would you have a badge?

I would.

Delaguerra reached into his breast pocket, got the badge out, rubbed it on his sleeve, held it in the palm of his hand. The thin game warden stared down at it, licking his lips.

Detective lieutenant, huh? City police. His face got distant and lazy. Okey, Lieutenant. Well ride about ten miles downgrade in your heap. Ill thumb a ride back to mine.

Delaguerra put the badge away, knocked his pipe out carefully, stamped the embers into the gravel. He replaced the canvas loosely.

Pinched? he asked gravely.

Pinched, Lieutenant.

Lets go.

He got in under the wheel of the Cadillac. The thin warden went around the other side, got in beside him. Delaguerra started the car, backed around and started off down the smooth concrete of the highway. The valley was a deep haze in the distance. Beyond the haze other peaks were enormous on the skyline. Delaguerra coasted the big car easily, without haste. The two men stared straight before them without speaking.

After a long time Delaguerra said: I didnt know they had deer at Puma Lake. Thats as far as Ive been.

Theres a reservation by there, Lieutenant, the warden said calmly. He stared through the dusty windshield. Part of the Toluca County Forest — or wouldnt you know that?

Delaguerra said: I guess I wouldnt know it. I never shot a deer in my life. Police work hasnt made me that tough.

The warden grinned, said nothing. The highway went through a saddle, then the drop was on the right side of the highway. Little canyons began to open out into the hills on the left. Some of them had rough roads in them, half overgrown, with wheel tracks.

Delaguerra swung the big car hard and suddenly to the left, shot it into a cleared space of reddish earth and dry grass, slammed the brake on. The car skidded, swayed, ground to a lurching stop.

The warden was flung violently to the right, then forward against the windshield. He cursed, jerked up straight and threw his right hand across his body at the holstered gun.

Delaguerra took hold of a thin, hard wrist and twisted it sharply towards the mans body. The wardens face whitened behind the tan. His left hand fumbled at the holster, then relaxed. He spoke in a tight, hurt voice.

Makin it worse, copper. I got a phone tip at Salt Springs. Described your car, said where it was. Said there was a doe carcass in it. I—

Delaguerra loosed the wrist, snapped the belt holster open and jerked the Colt out of it. He tossed the gun from the car.

Get out, County! Thumb that ride you spoke of. Whats the matter — cant you live on your salary any more? You planted it yourself, back at Puma Lake, you goddamn chiseler!

The warden got out slowly, stood on the ground with his face blank, his jaw loose and slack.

Tough guy, he muttered. Youll be sorry for this, copper. Ill swear a complaint.

Delaguerra slid across the seat, got out of the right-hand door. He stood close to the warden, said very slowly: Maybe Im wrong, mister. Maybe you did get a call. Maybe you did.

He swung the does body out of the car, laid it down on the ground, watching the warden. The thin man didnt move, didnt try to get near his gun lying on the grass a dozen feet away. His seaweed eyes were dull, very cold.

Delaguerra got back into the Cadillac, snapped the brake off, started the engine. He backed to the highway. The warden still didnt make a move.

The Cadillac leaped forward, shot down the grade, out of sight. When it was quite gone the warden picked his gun up and holstered it, dragged the doe behind some bushes, and started to walk back along the highway towards the crest of the grade.
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The girl at the desk in the Kenworthy said: This man called you three times, Lieutenant, but he wouldnt give a number. A lady called twice. Wouldnt leave name or number.

Delaguerra took three slips of paper from her, read the name Joey Chill on them and the various times. He picked up a couple of letters, touched his cap to the desk girl and got into the automatic elevator. He got off at four, walked down a narrow, quiet corridor, unlocked a door. Without switching on any lights he went across to a big french window, opened it wide, stood there looking at the thick dark sky, the flash of neon lights, the stabbing beams of headlamps on Ortega Boulevard, two blocks over.

He lit a cigarette and smoked half of it without moving. His face in the dark was very long, very troubled. Finally he left the window and went into a small bedroom, switched on a table lamp and undressed to the skin. He got under the shower, toweled himself, put on clean linen and went into the kitchenette to mix a drink. He sipped that and smoked another cigarette while he finished dressing. The telephone in the living room rang as he was strapping on his holster.

It was Belle Marr. Her voice was blurred and throaty, as if she had been crying for hours.

Im so glad to get you, Sam. I — I didnt mean the way I talked. I was shocked and confused, absolutely wild inside. You knew that, didnt you, Sam?

Sure, kid, Delaguerra said. Think nothing of it. Anyway you were right. I just got back from Puma Lake and I think I was just sent up there to get rid of me.

Youre all I have now, Sam. You wont let them hurt you, will you?

Who?

You know. Im no fool, Sam. I know this was all a plot, a vile political plot to get rid of him.

Delaguerra held the phone very tight. His mouth felt stiff and hard. For a moment he couldnt speak. Then he said: It might be just what it looks like, Belle. A quarrel over those pictures. After all Donny had a right to tell a guy like that to get off the ticket. That wasnt blackmail…And he had a gun in his hand, you know.

Come out and see me when you can, Sam. Her voice lingered with a spent emotion, a note of wistfulness.

He drummed on the desk, hesitated again, said: Sure. When was anybody at Puma Lake last, at the cabin?

I dont know. I havent been there in a year. He went alone. Perhaps he met people there. I dont know.

He said something vaguely, after a moment said goodbye and hung up. He stared at the wall over the writing desk. There was a fresh light in his eyes, a hard glint. His whole face was tight, not doubtful any more.

He went back to the bedroom for his coat and straw hat. On the way out he picked up the three telephone slips with the name Joey Chill on them, tore them into small pieces and burned the pieces in an ash tray.
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Pete Marcus, the big, sandy-haired dick, sat sidewise at a small littered desk in a bare office in which there were two such desks, faced to opposite walls. The other desk was neat and tidy, had a green blotter with an onyx pen set, a small brass calendar and an abalone shell for an ash tray.

A round straw cushion that looked something like a target was propped on end in a straight chair by the window. Pete Marcus had a handful of bank pens in his left hand and he was flipping them at the cushion, like a Mexican knife thrower. He was doing it absently, without much skill.

The door opened and Delaguerra came in. He shut the door and leaned against it, looking woodenly at Marcus. The sandy-haired man creaked his chair around and tilted it back against the desk, scratched his chin with a broad thumbnail.

Hi, Spanish. Nice trip? The Chiefs yappin for you.

Delaguerra grunted, stuck a cigarette between his smooth brown lips.

Were you in Marrs office when those photos were found, Pete?

Yeah, but I didnt find them. The Commish did. Why?

Did you see him find them?

Marcus stared a moment, then said quietly, guardedly: He found them all right, Sam. He didnt plant them — if thats what you mean.

Delaguerra nodded, shrugged. Anything on the slugs?

Yeah. Not thirty-twos — twenty-fives. A damn vest-pocket rod. Copper-nickel slugs. An automatic, though, and we didnt find any shells.

Imlay remembered those, Delaguerra said evenly, but he left without the photos he killed for.

Marcus lowered his feet to the floor and leaned forward, looking up past his tawny eyebrows.

That could be. They give him a motive, but with the gun in Marrs hand they kind of knock a premeditation angle.

Good headwork, Pete. Delaguerra walked over to the small window, stood looking out of it. After a moment Marcus said dully: You dont see me doin any work, do you, Spanish?

Delaguerra turned slowly, went over and stood close to Marcus, looking down at him.

Dont be sore, kid. Youre my partner, and Im tagged as Marrs line into Headquarters. Youre getting some of that. Youre sitting still and I was hiked up to Puma Lake for no good reason except to have a deer carcass planted in the back of my car and have a game warden nick me with it.

Marcus stood up very slowly, knotting his fists at his sides. His heavy gray eyes opened very wide. His big nose was white at the nostrils.

Nobody hered go that far, Sam.

Delaguerra shook his head. I dont think so either. But they could take a hint to send me up there. And somebody outside the department could do the rest.

Pete Marcus sat down again. He picked up one of the pointed bank pens and flipped it viciously at the round straw cushion. The point stuck, quivered, broke, and the pen rattled to the floor.

Listen, he said thickly, not looking up, this is a job to me. Thats all it is. A living. I dont have any ideals about this police work like you have. Say the word and Ill heave the goddamn badge in the old boys puss.

Delaguerra bent down, punched him in the ribs. Skip it, copper. Ive got ideas. Go on home and get drunk.

He opened the door and went out quickly, walked along a marble-faced corridor to a place where it widened into an alcove with three doors. The middle one said: CHIEF OF DETECTIVES. ENTER. Delaguerra went into a small reception room with a plain railing across it. A police stenographer behind the railing looked up, then jerked his head at an inner door. Delaguerra opened a gate in the railing and knocked at the inner door, then went in.

Two men were in the big office. Chief of Detectives Ted McKim sat behind a heavy desk, looked at Delaguerra hard-eyed as he came in. He was a big, loose man who had gone saggy. He had a long, petulantly melancholy face. One of his eyes was not quite straight in his head.

The man who sat in a round-backed chair at the end of the desk was dandyishly dressed, wore spats. A pearl-gray hat and gray gloves and an ebony cane lay beside him on another chair. He had a shock of soft white hair and a handsome dissipated face kept pink by constant massaging. He smiled at Delaguerra, looked vaguely amused and ironical, smoked a cigarette in a long amber holder.

Delaguerra sat down opposite McKim. Then he looked at the white-haired man briefly and said: Good evening, Commissioner.

Commissioner Drew nodded offhandedly, didnt speak.

McKim leaned forward and clasped blunt, nail-chewed fingers on the shiny desk top. He said quietly: Took your time reporting back. Find anything?

Delaguerra stared at him, a level expressionless stare.

I wasnt meant to — except maybe a doe carcass in the back of my car.

Nothing changed in McKims face. Not a muscle of it moved. Drew dragged a pink and polished fingernail across the front of his throat and made a tearing sound with his tongue and teeth.

Thats no crack to be makin at your boss, lad.

Delaguerra kept on looking at McKim, waited. McKim spoke slowly, sadly: Youve got a good record, Delaguerra. Your grandfather was one of the best sheriffs this county ever had. Youve blown a lot of dirt on it today. Youre charged with violating game laws, interfering with a Toluca County Officer in the performance of his duty, and resisting arrest. Got anything to say to all that?

Delaguerra said tonelessly: Is there a tag out for me?

McKim shook his head very slowly. Its a department charge. Theres no formal complaint. Lack of evidence, I guess. He smiled dryly, without humor.

Delaguerra said quietly: In that case I guess youll want my badge.

McKim nodded, silent. Drew said: Youre a little quick on the trigger. Just a shade fast on the snap-up.

Delaguerra took his badge out, rubbed it on his sleeve, looked at it, pushed it across the smooth wood of the desk.

Okey, Chief, he said very softly. My blood is Spanish, pure Spanish. Not nigger-Mex and not Yaqui-Mex. My grandfather would have handled a situation like this with fewer words and more powder smoke, but that doesnt mean I think its funny. Ive been deliberately framed into this spot because I was a close friend of Donegan Marr once. You know and I know that never counted for anything on the job. The Commissioner and his political backers may not feel so sure.

Drew stood up suddenly. By God, youll not talk like that to me, he yelped.

Delaguerra smiled slowly. He said nothing, didnt look towards Drew at all. Drew sat down again, scowling, breathing hard.

After a moment McKim scooped the badge into the middle drawer of his desk and got to his feet.

Youre suspended for a board, Delaguerra. Keep in touch with me. He went out of the room quickly, by the inner door, without looking back.

Delaguerra pushed his chair back and straightened his hat on his head. Drew cleared his throat, assumed a conciliatory smile and said: Maybe I was a little hasty myself. The Irish in me. Have no hard feelings. The lesson youre learning is something weve all had to learn. Might I give you a word of advice?

Delaguerra stood up, smiled at him, a small dry smile that moved the corners of his mouth and left the rest of his face wooden.

I know what it is, Commissioner. Lay off the Marr case.

Drew laughed, good-humored again. Not exactly. There isnt any Marr case. Imlay has admitted the shooting through his attorney, claiming self-defense. Hes to surrender in the morning. No, my advice was something else. Go back to Toluca County and tell the warden youre sorry. I think thats all thats needed. You might try it and see.

Delaguerra moved quietly to the corridor and opened it. Then he looked back with a sudden flashing grin that showed all his white teeth.

I know a crook when I see one, Commissioner. Hes been paid for his trouble already.

He went out. Drew watched the door close shut with a faint whoosh, a dry click. His face was stiff with rage. His pink skin had turned a doughy gray. His hand shook furiously, holding the amber holder, and ash fell on the knee of his immaculate knife-edged trousers.

By God, he said rigidly, in the silence, you may be a damn-smooth Spaniard. You may be smooth as plate glass — but youre a hell of a lot easier to poke a hole through!

He rose, awkward with anger, brushed the ashes from his trousers carefully and reached a hand out for hat and cane. The manicured fingers of the hand were trembling.
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Newton Street, between Third and Fourth, was a block of cheap clothing stores, pawnshops, arcades of slot machines, mean hotels in front of which furtive-eyed men slid words delicately along their cigarettes, without moving their lips. Midway of the block a jutting wooden sign on a canopy said, STOLLS BILLIARD PARLORS. Steps went down from the pavement edge. Delaguerra went down the steps.

It was almost dark in the front of the poolroom. The tables were sheeted, the cues racked in rigid lines. But there was light far at the back, hard white light against which clustered heads and shoulders were silhouetted. There was noise, wrangling, shouting of odds. Delaguerra went towards the light.

Suddenly, as if at a signal, the noise stopped and out of the silence came the sharp click of balls, the dull thud of cue ball against cushion after cushion, the final click of a three-bank carom. Then the noise flared up again.

Delaguerra stopped beside a sheeted table and got a ten-dollar bill from his wallet, got a small gummed label from a pocket in the wallet. He wrote on it: Where is Joe? pasted it to the bill, folded the bill in four. He went on to the fringe of the crowd and inched his way through until he was close to the table.

A tall, pale man with an impassive face and neatly parted brown hair was chalking a cue, studying the set-up on the table. He leaned over, bridged with strong white fingers. The betting ring noise dropped like a stone. The tall man made a smooth, effortless three-cushion shot.

A chubby-faced man on a high stool intoned: Forty for Chill. Eights the break.

The tall man chalked his cue again, looked around idly. His eyes passed over Delaguerra without sign. Delaguerra stepped closer to him, said: Back yourself, Max? Five-spot against the next shot.

The tall man nodded, Take it.

Delaguerra put the folded bill on the edge of the table. A youth in a striped shirt reached for it. Max Chill blocked him off without seeming to, tucked the bill in a pocket of is vest, said tonelessly: Five bet, and bent to make another shot.

It was a clean crisscross at the top of the table, a hairline shot. There was a lot of applause. The tall man handed his cue to his helper in the striped shirt, said: Time out. I got to go a place.

He went back through the shadows, through a door marked MEN. Delaguerra lit a cigarette, looked around at the usual Newton Street riffraff. Max Chills opponent, another tall, pale, impassive man, stood beside the marker and talked to him without looking at him. Near them, alone and supercilious, a very good-looking Filipino in a smart tan suit was puffing at a chocolate-colored cigarette.

Max Chill came back to the table, reached for his cue, chalked it. He reached a hand into his vest, said lazily: Owe you five, buddy, passed a folded bill to Delaguerra.

He made three caroms in a row, almost without stopping. The marker said: Forty-four for Chill. Twelves the break.

Two men detached themselves from the edge of the crowd, started towards the entrance. Delaguerra fell in behind them, followed them among the sheeted tables to the foot of the steps. He stopped there, unfolded the bill in his hand, read the address scribbled on the label under his question. He crumpled the bill in his hand, started it towards his pocket.

Something hard poked into his back. A twangy voice like a plucked banjo string said: Help a guy out, huh?

Delaguerras nostrils quivered, got sharp. He looked up the steps at the legs of the two men ahead, at the reflected glare of street lights.

Okey, the twangy voice said grimly.

Delaguerra dropped sidewise, twisting in the air. He shot a snakelike arm back. His hand grabbed an ankle as he fell. A swept gun missed his head, cracked the point of his shoulder and sent a dart of pain down his left arm. There was hard, hot breathing. Something without force slammed his straw hat. There was a thin tearing snarl close to him. He rolled, twisted the ankle, tucked a knee under him and lunged up. He was on his feet, catlike, lithe. He threw the ankle away from him, hard.

The Filipino in the tan suit hit the floor with his back. A gun wobbled up. Delaguerra kicked it out of a small brown hand and it skidded under a table. The Filipino lay still on his back, his head straining up, his snap-brim hat still glued to his oily hair.

At the back of the poolroom the three-cushion match went on peacefully. If anyone noticed the scuffling sound, at least no one moved to investigate. Delaguerra jerked a thonged blackjack from his hip pocket, bent over. The Filipinos tight brown face cringed.

Got lots to learn. On the feet, baby.

Delaguerras voice was chilled but casual. The dark man scrambled up, lifted his arms, then his left hand snaked for his right shoulder. The blackjack knocked it down, with a careless flip of Delaguerras wrist. The brown man screamed thinly, like a hungry kitten.

Delaguerra shrugged. His mouth moved in a sardonic grin.

Stick-up, huh? Okey, yellow-puss, some other time. Im busy now. Dust!

The Filipino slid back among the tables, crouched down. Delaguerra shifted the blackjack to his left hand, shot his right to a gun butt. He stood for a moment like that, watching the Filipinos eyes. Then he turned and went quickly up the steps, out of sight.

The brown man darted forward along the wall, crept under the table for his gun.
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Joey Chill, who jerked the door open, held a short, worn gun without a foresight. He was a small man, hardbitten, with a tight, worried face. He needed a shave and a clean shirt. A harsh animal smell came out of the room behind him.

He lowered the gun, grinned sourly, stepped back into the room.

Okey, copper. Took your sweet time gettin here.

Delaguerra went in and shut the door. He pushed his straw hat far back on his wiry hair, and looked at Joey Chill without any expression. He said: Am I supposed to remember the address of every punk in town? I had to get it from Max.

The small man growled something and went and lay down on the bed, shoved his gun under the pillow. He clasped his hands behind his head and blinked at the ceiling.

Got a C note on you, copper?

Delaguerra jerked a straight chair in front of the bed and straddled it. He got his bulldog pipe out, filled it slowly, looking with distaste at the shut window, the chipped enamel of the bed frame, the dirty, tumbled bedclothes, the wash bowl in the corner with two smeared towels hung over it, the bare dresser with half a bottle of gin planked on top of the Gideon Bible.

Holed up? be inquired, without much interest.

Im hot, copper. I mean Im hot. I got something see. Its worth a C note.

Delaguerra put his pouch away slowly, indifferently, held a lighted match to his pipe, puffed with exasperating leisure. The small man on the bed fidgeted, watching him with sidelong looks. Delaguerra said slowly: Youre a good stoolie, Joey. Ill always say that for you. But a hundred bucks is important money to a copper.

Worth it, guy. If you like the Marr killing well enough to want to break it right.

Delaguerras eyes got steady and very cold. His teeth clamped on the pipe stem. He spoke very quietly, very grimly.

Ill listen, Joey. Ill pay if its worth it. It better be right, though.

The small man rolled over on his elbow. Know who the girl was with Imlay in those pajama-pajama snaps?

Know her name, Delaguerra said evenly. I havent seen the pictures.

Stella La Mottes a hoofer name. Real name Stella Chill. My kid sister.

Delaguerra folded his arms on the back of the chair. Thats nice, he said. Go on.

She framed him, copper. Framed him for a few bindles of heroin from a slant-eyed Flip.

Flip? Delaguerra spoke the word swiftly, harshly. His face was tense now.

Yeah, a little brown brother. A looker, a neat dresser, a snow peddler. A goddamn dodo. Name, Toribo. They call him the Caliente Kid. He had a place across the hall from Stella. He got to feedin her the stuff. Then he works her into the frame. She puts heavy drops in Imlays liquor and he passes out. She lets the Flip in to shoot pictures with a Minny camera. Cute, huh?…And then, just like a broad, she gets sorry and spills the whole thing to Max and me.

Delaguerra nodded, silent, almost rigid.

The little man grinned sharply, showed his small teeth. What do I do? I take a plant on the Flip. I live in his shadow, copper. And after a while I tail him bang into Dave Aages skyline apartment in the Vendome…I guess that rates a yard.

Delaguerra nodded slowly, shook a little ash into the palm of his hand and blew it off. Who else knows this?

Max. Hell back me up, if you handle him right. Only he dont want any part of it. He dont play those games. He gave Stella dough to leave town and signed off. Because those boys are tough.

Max couldnt know where you followed the Filipino to, Joey.

The small man sat up sharply, swung his feet to the floor. His face got sullen.

Im not kidding you, copper. I never have.

Delaguerra said quietly, I believe you, Joey. Id like more proof, though. What do you make of it?

The little man snorted. Hell, it sticks up so hard it hurts. Either the Flips working for Masters and Aage before or he makes a deal with them after he gets the snaps. Then Marr gets the pictures and its a cinch he dont get them unless they say so and he dont know they had them. Imlay was running for judge, on their ticket. Okey, hes their punk, but hes still a punk. It happens hes a guy who drinks and has a nasty temper. Thats known.

Delaguerras eyes glistened a little. The rest of his face was like carved wood. The pipe in his mouth was as motionless as though set in cement.

Joey Chill went on, with his sharp little grin: So they deal the big one. They get the pictures to Marr without Marrs knowing where they came from. Then Imlay gets tipped off who has them, what they are, that Marr is set to put the squeeze on him. What would a guy like Imlay do? Hed go hunting, copper — and Big John Masters and his sidekick would eat the ducks.

Or the venison, Delaguerra said absently.

Huh? Well, does it rate?

Delaguerra reached for his wallet, shook the money out of it, counted some bills on his knee. He rolled them into a tight wad and flipped them on to the bed.

Id like a line to Stella pretty well, Joey. How about it?

The small man stuffed the money in his shirt pocket, shook his head. No can do. You might try Max again. I think shes left town, and me, Im doin that too, now Ive got the scratch. Because those boys are tough like I said — and maybe I didnt tail so good…Because some muggs been tailin me. He stood up, yawned, added: Snort of gin?

Delaguerra shook his head, watched the little man go over to the dresser and lift the gin bottle, pour a big dose into a thick glass. He drained the glass, started to put it down.

Glass tinkled at the window. There was a sound like the loose slap of a glove. A small piece of the window glass dropped to the bare stained wood beyond the carpet, almost at Joey Chills feet.

The little man stood quite motionless for two or three seconds. Then the glass fell from his hand, bounced and rolled against the wall. Then his legs gave. He went down on his side, slowly, rolled slowly over on his back.

Blood began to move sluggishly down his cheek from a hole over his left eye. It moved faster. The hole got large and red. Joey Chills eyes looked blankly at the ceiling, as if those things no longer concerned him at all.

Delaguerra slipped quietly down out of the chair to his hands and knees. He crawled along the side of the bed, over to the wall by the window, reached out from there and groped inside Joey Chills shirt. He held fingers against his heart for a little while, took them away, shook his head. He squatted down low, took his hat off, and pushed his head up very carefully until he could see over a lower corner of the window.

He looked at the high blank wall of a storage warehouse, across an alley. There were scattered windows in it, high up, none of them lighted. Delaguerra pulled his head down again, said quietly, under his breath: Silenced rifle, maybe. And very sweet shooting.

His hand went forward again, diffidently, took the little roll of bills from Joey Chills shirt. He went back along the wall to the door, still crouched, reached up and got the key from the door, opened it, straightened and stepped through quickly, locked the door from the outside.

He went along a dirty corridor and down four flights of steps to a narrow lobby. The lobby was empty, There was a desk and a bell on it, no one behind it. Delaguerra stood behind the plate-glass street door and looked across the street at a frame rooming house where a couple of old men rocked on the porch, smoking. They looked very peaceful. He watched them for a couple of minutes.

He went out, searched both sides of the block quickly with sharp glances, walked along beside parked cars to the next corner. Two blocks over he picked up a cab and rode back to Stolls Billiard Parlors on Newton Street.

Lights were lit all over the poolroom now. Balls clicked and spun, players weaved in and out of a thick haze of cigarette smoke. Delaguerra looked around, then went to where a chubby-faced man sat on a high stool beside a cash register.

You Stoll?

The chubby-faced man nodded.

Where did Max Chill get to?

Long gone, brother. They only played a hundred up. Home, I guess.

Wheres home?

The chubby-faced man gave him a swift, flickering glance that passed like a finger of light.

I wouldnt know.

Delaguerra lifted a hand to the pocket where he carried his badge. He dropped it again — tried not to drop it too quickly. The chubby-faced man grinned.

Flattie, eh? Okey, he lives at the Mansfield, three blocks west on Grand.
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Cefarino Toribo, the good-looking Filipino in the well-cut tan suit, gathered two dimes and three pennies off the counter in the telegraph office, smiled at the bored Monde who was waiting on him.

That goes out right away, Sugar?

She glanced at the message icily. Hotel Mansfield? Be there in twenty minutes — and save the sugar.

Okey, Sugar.

Toribo dawdled elegantly out of the office. The blonde spiked the message with a jab, said over her shoulder: Guy must be nuts. Sending a wire to a hotel three blocks away.

Ceferino Toribo strolled along Spring Street, trailing smoke over his neat shoulder from a chocolate-colored cigarette. At Fourth he turned west, went three blocks more, turned into the side entrance of the Mansfield, by the barbershop. He went up some marble steps to a mezzanine, along the back of a writing room and up carpeted steps to the third floor. He passed the elevators and swaggered down a long corridor to the end, looking at the numbers on doors.

He came back halfway to the elevators, sat down in an open space where there was a pair of windows on the court, a glass-topped table and chairs. He lit a fresh cigarette from his stub, leaned back and listened to the elevators.

He leaned forward sharply whenever one stopped at that floor, listening for steps. The steps came in something over ten minutes. He stood up and went to the corner of the wall where the widened-out space began. He took a long thin gun out from under his right arm, transferred it to his right hand, held it down against the wall beside his leg.

A squat, pockmarked Filipino in bellhops uniform came along the corridor, carrying a small tray. Toribo made a hissing noise, lifted the gun. The squat Filipino whirled. His mouth opened and his eyes bulged at the gun.

Toribo said, What room, punk?

The squat Filipino smiled very nervously, placatingly. He came close, showed Toribo a yellow envelope on his tray. The figures 338 were penciled on the window of the envelope.

Put it down, Toribo said calmly.

The squat Filipino put the telegram on the table. He kept his eyes on the gun.

Beat it, Toribo said. You put it under the door, see?

The squat Filipino ducked his round black head, smiled nervously again, and went away very quickly towards the elevators.

Toribo put the gun in his jacket pocket, took out a folded white paper. He opened it very carefully, shook glistening white powder from it on to the hollow place formed between his left thumb and forefinger when he spread his hand. He sniffed the powder sharply up his nose, took out a flame-colored silk handkerchief and wiped his nose.

He stood still for a little while. His eyes got the dullness of slate and the skin on his brown face seemed to tighten over his high cheekbones. He breathed audibly between his teeth.

He picked the yellow envelope up and went along the corridor to the end, stopped in front of the last door, knocked.

A voice called out. He put his lips close to the door, spoke in a high-pitched, very deferential voice.

Mail for you, sir.

Bedsprings creaked. Steps came across the floor inside. A key turned and the door opened. Toribo had his thin gun out again by this time. As the door opened he stepped swiftly into the opening, sidewise, with a graceful sway of his hips. He put the muzzle of the thin gun against Max Chills abdomen.

Back up! he snarled, and his voice now had the metallic twang of a plucked banjo string.

Max Chill backed away from the gun. He backed across the room to the bed, sat down on the bed when his legs struck the side of it. Springs creaked and a newspaper rustled. Max Chills pale face under the neatly parted brown hair had no expression at all.

Toribo shut the door softly, snapped the lock. When the door latch snapped, Max Chills face suddenly became a sick face. His lips began to shake, kept on shaking.

Toribo said mockingly, in his twangy voice: You talk to the cops, huh? Adios.

The thin gun jumped in his hand, kept on jumping. A little pale smoke lisped from the muzzle. The noise the gun made was no louder than a hammer striking a nail or knuckles rapping sharply on wood. It made that noise seven times.

Max Chill lay down on the bed very slowly. His feet stayed on the floor. His eyes went blank, and his lips parted and a pinkish froth seethed on them. Blood showed in several places on the front of his loose shirt. He lay quite still on his back and looked at the ceiling with his feet touching the floor and the pink froth bubbling on his blue lips.

Toribo moved the gun to his left hand and put it away under his arm. He sidled over to the bed and stood beside it, looking down at Max Chill. After a while the pink froth stopped bubbling and Max Chills face became the quiet, empty face of a dead man.

Toribo went back to the door, opened it, started to back out, his eyes still on the bed. There was a stir of movement behind him.

He started to whirl, snatching a hand up. Something looped at his head. The floor tilted queerly before his eyes, rushed up at his face. He didnt know when it struck his face.

Delaguerra kicked the Filipinos legs into the room, out of the way of the door. He shut the door, locked it, walked stiffly over to the bed, swinging a thonged sap at his side. He stood beside the bed for quite a long time. At last he said under his breath: They clean up. Yeah — they clean up.

He went back to the Filipino, rolled him over and went through his pockets. There was a well-lined wallet without any identification, a gold lighter set with gannets, a gold cigarette case, keys, a gold pencil and knife, the flame-colored handkerchief, loose money, two guns and spare clips for them, and five bindles of heroin powder in the ticket pocket of the tan jacket.

He left it thrown around on the floor, stood up. The Filipino breathed heavily, with his eyes shut, a muscle twitching in one cheek. Delaguerra took a coil of thin wire out of his pocket and wired the brown mans wrists behind him. He dragged him over to the bed, sat him up against the leg, looped a strand of the wire around his neck and around the bed post. He tied the flame-colored handkerchief to the looped wire.

He went into the bathroom and got a glass of water and threw it into the Filipinos face as hard as he could throw it.

Toribo jerked, gagged sharply as the wire caught his neck. His eyes jumped open. He opened his mouth to yell.

Delaguerra jerked the wire taut against the brown throat. The yell was cut off as though by a switch. There was a strained anguished gurgle. Toribos mouth drooled.

Delaguerra let the wire go slack again and put his head down close to the Filipinos head. He spoke to him gently, with a dry, very deadly gentleness.

You want to talk to me, spig. Maybe not right away, maybe not even soon. But after a while you want to talk to me.

The Filipinos eyes rolled yellowly. He spat. Then his lips came together, tight.

Delaguerra smiled a faint, grim smile. Tough boy, he said softly. He jerked the handkerchief back, held it tight and hard, biting into the brown throat above the adams apple.

The Filipinos legs began to jump on the floor. His body moved in sudden lunges. The brown of his face became a thick congested purple. His eyes bulged, shot with blood.

Delaguerra let the wire go loose again.

The Filipino gasped air into his lungs. His head sagged, then jerked back against the bedpost. He shook with a chill.

Si…I talk, he breathed.
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When the bell rang Ironhead Toomey very carefully put a black ten down on a red jack. Then he licked his lips and put all the cards down and looked around towards the front door of the bungalow, through the dining-room arch. He stood up slowly, a big brute of a man with loose gray hair and a big nose.

In the living room beyond the arch a thin blonde girl was lying on a davenport, reading a magazine under a lamp with a torn red shade. She was pretty, but too pale, and her thin, high-arched eyebrows gave her face a startled look. She put the magazine down and swung her feet to the floor and looked at Ironhead Toomey with sharp, sudden fear in her eyes.

Toomey jerked his thumb silently. The girl stood up and went very quickly through the arch and through a swing door into the kitchen. She shut the swing door slowly, so that it made no noise.

The bell rang again, longer. Toomey shoved his white-socked feet into carpet slippers, hung a pair of glasses on his big nose, took a revolver off a chair beside him. He picked a crumpled newspaper off the floor and arranged it loosely in front of the gun, which he held in his left hand. He strolled unhurriedly to the front door.

He was yawning as he opened it, peering with sleepy eyes through the glasses at the tall man who stood on the porch.

Okey, he said wearily. Talk it up.

Delaguerra said: Im a police officer. I want to see Stella La Motte.

Ironhead Toomey put an arm like a Yule log across the door frame and leaned solidly against it. His expression remained bored.

Wrong dump, copper. No broads here.

Delaguerra said: Ill come in and look.

Toomey said cheerfully: You will — like hell.

Delaguerra jerked a gun out of his pocket very smoothly and swiftly, smashed it at Toomeys left wrist. The newspaper and the big revolver fell down on the floor of the porch. Toomeys face got a less bored expression.

Old gag, Delaguerra snapped. Lets go in.

Toomey shook his left wrist, took his other arm off the door frame and swung hard at Delaguerras jaw. Delaguerra moved his head about four inches. He frowned, made a disapproving noise with his tongue and lips.

Toomey dived at him. Delaguerra sidestepped and chopped the gun at a big gray head. Toomey landed on his stomach, half in the house and half out on the porch. He grunted, planted his hands firmly and started to get up again, as if nothing had hit him.

Delaguerra kicked Toomeys gun out of the way. A swing door inside the house made a light sound. Toomey was up on one knee and one hand as Delaguerra looked towards the noise. He took a swing at Delaguerras stomach, hit him. Delaguerra grunted and hit Toomey on the head again, hard. Toomey shook his head, growled: Sappin me is a waste of time, ho.

He dived sidewise, got hold of Delaguerras leg, jerked the leg off the floor. Delaguerra sat down on the boards of the porch, jammed in the doorway. His head hit the side of the doorway, dazed him.

The thin blonde rushed through the arch with a small automatic in her hand. She pointed it at Delaguerra, said furiously: Reach, damn you!

Delaguerra shook his head, started to say something, then caught his breath as Toomey twisted his foot. Toomey set his teeth hard and twisted the foot as if he was all alone in the world with it and it was his foot and he could do what he liked with it.

Delaguerras head jerked back again and his face got white. His mouth twisted into a harsh grimace of pain. He heaved up, grabbed Toomeys hair with his left hand, dragged the big head up and over until his chin came up, straining. Delaguerra smashed the barrel of his Colt on the skin.

Toomey became limp, an inert mass, fell across his legs and pinned him to the floor. Delaguerra couldnt move. He was propped on the floor on his right hand, trying to keep from being pushed flat by Toomeys weight. He couldnt get his right hand with the gun in it off the floor. The blonde was closer to him now, wild-eyed, white-faced with rage.

Delaguerra said in a spent voice: Dont be a fool, Stella. Joey—

The blondes face was unnatural. Her eyes were unnatural, with small pupils, a queer flat glitter in them.

Cops! she almost screamed. Cops! God, how I hate cops!

The gun in her hand crashed. The echoes of it filled the room, went out of the open front door, died against the highboard fence across the street.

A sharp blow like the blow of a club hit the left side of Delaguerras head. Pain filled his head. Light flared — blinding white light that filled the world. Then it was dark. He fell soundlessly, into bottomless darkness.
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Light came back as a red fog in front of his eyes. Hard, bitter pain racked the side of his head, his whole face, ground in his teeth. His tongue was hot and thick when he tried to move it. He tried to move his hands. They were far away from him, not his hands at all.

Then he opened his eyes and the red fog went away and he was looking at a face. It was a big face, very close to him, a huge face. It was fat and had sleek blue jowls and there was a cigar with a bright band in a grinning, thick-lipped mouth. The face chuckled. Delaguerra closed his eyes again and the pain washed over him, submerged him. He passed out.

Seconds, or years, passed. He was looking at the face again. He heard a thick voice.

Well, hes with us again. A pretty tough lad at that.

The face came closer, the end of the cigar glowed cherry-red. Then he was coughing rackingly, gagging on smoke. The side of his head seemed to burst open. He felt fresh blood slide down his cheekbone, tickling the skin, then slide over stiff dried blood that had already caked on his face.

That fixes him up swell, the thick voice said.

Another voice with a touch of brogue to it said something gentle and obscene. The big face whirled towards the sound, snarling.

Delaguerra came wide awake then. He saw the room clearly, saw the four people in it. The big face was the face of Big John Masters.

The thin blonde girl was hunched on one end of the davenport, staring at the floor with a doped expression, her arms stiff at her sides, her hands out of sight in the cushions.

Dave Aage had his long lank body propped against a wall beside a curtained window. His wedge-shaped face looked bored. Commissioner Drew was on the other end of the davenport, under the frayed lamp. The light made silver in his hair. His blue eyes were very bright, very intent.

There was a shiny gun in Big John Masters hand. Delaguerra blinked at it, started to get up. A hard hand jerked at his chest, jarred him back. A wave of nausea went over him. The thick voice said harshly: Hold it, pussyfoot. Youve had your fun. This is our party.

Delaguerra licked his lips, said: Give me a drink of water.

Dave Aage stood away from the wall and went through the dining-room arch. He came back with a glass, held it to Delaguerras mouth. Delaguerra drank.

Masters said: We like your guts, copper. But you dont use them right. It seems youre a guy that cant take a hint. Thats too bad. That makes you through. Get me?

The blonde turned her head and looked at Delaguerra with heavy eyes, looked away again. Aage went back to his wall. Drew began to stroke the side of his face with quick nervous fingers, as if Delaguerras bloody head made his own face hurt. Delaguerra said slowly: Killing me will just hang you a little higher, Masters. A sucker on the big time is still a sucker. Youve had two men killed already for no reason at all. You dont even know what youre trying to cover.

The big man swore harshly, jerked the shiny gun up, then lowered it slowly, with a heavy leer. Aage said indolently: Take it easy, John. Let him speak his piece.

Delaguerra said in the same slow, careless voice: The lady over there is the sister of the two men youve had killed. She told them her story, about framing Imlay, who got the pictures, how they got to Donegan Marr. Your little Filipino hood has done some singing. I get the general idea all right. You couldnt be sure Imlay would kill Marr. Maybe Marr would get Imlay. It would work out all right either way. Only, if Imlay did kill Marr, the case had to be broken fast. Thats where you slipped. You started to cover up before you really knew what happened.

Masters said harshly: Crummy, copper, crummy. Youre wasting my time.

The blonde turned her head towards Delaguerra, towards Masters back. There was hard green hate in her eyes now. Delaguerra shrugged very slightly, went on: It was routine stuff for you to put killers on the Chill brothers. It was routine stuff to get me off the investigation, get me framed, and suspended because you figured I was on Marrs payroll. But it wasnt routine when you couldnt find Imlay — and that crowded you.

Masters hard black eyes got wide and empty. His thick neck swelled. Aage came away from the wall a few feet and stood rigidly. After a moment Masters snapped his teeth, spoke very quietly: Thats a honey, copper. Tell us about that one.

Delaguerra touched his smeared face with the tips of two fingers, looked at the fingers. His eyes were depthless, ancient.

Imlay is dead, Masters. He was dead before Marr was killed.

The room was very still. Nobody moved in it. The four people Delaguerra looked at were frozen with shock. After a long time Masters drew in a harsh breath and blew it out and almost whispered: Tell it, copper. Tell it fast, or by God Ill—

Delaguerras voice cut in on him coldly, without any emotion at all: Imlay went to see Marr all right. Why wouldnt he? He didnt know he was double-crossed. Only he went to see him last night, not today. He rode up to the cabin at Puma Lake with him, to talk things over in a friendly way. That was the gag, anyhow. Then, up there, they had their fight and Imlay got killed, got dumped off the end of the porch, got his head smashed open on some rocks. Hes dead as last Christmas, in the woodshed of Marrs cabin…Okey, Marr hid him and came back to town. Then today he got a phone call, mentioning the name Imlay, making a date for twelve-fifteen. What would Marr do? Stall, of course, send his office girl off to lunch, put a gun where he could reach it in a hurry. He was all set for trouble then. Only the visitor fooled him and he didnt use the gun.

Masters said gruffly: Hell, man, youre just cracking wise. You couldnt know all those things.

He looked back at Drew. Drew was gray-faced, taut. Aage came a little farther away from the wall and stood close to Drew. The blonde girl didnt move a muscle.

Delaguerra said wearily: Sure, Im guessing, but Im guessing to fit the facts. It had to be like that. Marr was no slouch with a gun and he was on edge, all set. Why didnt he get a shot in? Because it was a woman that called on him.

He lifted an arm, pointed at the blonde. Theres your killer. She loved Imlay even though she framed him. Shes a junkie and junkies are like that. She got sad and sorry and she went after Marr herself. Ask her!

The blonde stood up in a smooth lunge. Her right hand jerked up from the cushions with a small automatic in it, the one she had shot Delaguerra with. Her green eyes were pale and empty and staring. Masters whirled around, flailed at her arm with the shiny revolver.

She shot him twice, point-blank, without a flicker of hesitation. Blood spurted from the side of his thick neck, down the front of his coat. He staggered, dropped the shiny revolver, almost at Delaguerras feet. He fell outwards towards the wall behind Delaguerras chair, one arm groping out for the wall. His hand hit the wall and trailed down it as he fell. He crashed heavily, didnt move again.

Delaguerra had the shiny revolver almost in his hand.

Drew was on his feet yelling. The girl turned slowly towards Aage, seemed to ignore Delaguerra. Aage jerked a Luger from under his arm and knocked Drew out of the way with his arm. The small automatic and the Luger roared at the same time. The small gun missed. The girl was flung down on the davenport, her left hand clutching at her breast. She rolled her eyes, tried to lift the gun again. Then she fell sidewise on the cushions and her left hand went lax, dropped away from her breast. The front of her dress was a sudden welter of blood. Her eyes opened and shut, opened and stayed open.

Aage swung the Luger towards Delaguerra. His eyebrows were twisted up into a sharp grin of intense strain. His smoothly combed, sand-colored hair flowed down his bony scalp as tightly as though it were painted on it.

Delaguerra shot him four times, so rapidly that the explosions were like the rattle of a machine gun.

In the instant of time before he fell Aages face became the thin, empty face of an old man, his eyes the vacant eyes of an idiot. Then his long body jackknifed to the floor, the Luger still in his hand. One leg doubled under him as if there was no bone in it.

Powder smell was sharp in the air. The air was stunned by the sound of guns. Delaguerra got to his feet slowly, motioned to Drew with the shiny revolver.

Your party, Commissioner. Is this anything like what you wanted?

Drew nodded slowly, white-faced, quivering. He swallowed, moved slowly across the floor, past Aages sprawled body. He looked down at the girl on the davenport, shook his head. He went over to Masters, went down on one knee, touched him. He stood up again.

All dead, I think, he muttered.

Delaguerra said: Thats swell. What happened to the big boy? The bruiser?

They sent him away. I — I dont think they meant to kill you, Delaguerra.

Delaguerra nodded a little. His face began to soften, the rigid lines began to go out of it. The side that was not a bloodstained mask began to look human again. He sopped at his face with a handkerchief. It came away bright red with blood. He threw it away and lightly fingered his matted hair into place. Some of it was caught in the dried blood.

The hell they didnt, he said.

The house was very still. There was no noise outside. Drew listened, sniffed, went to the front door and looked out. The street outside was dark, silent. He came back close to Delaguerra. Very slowly a smile worked itself on to his face.

Its a hell of a note, he said, when a commissioner of police has to be his own undercover man — and a square cop had to be framed off the force to help him.

Delaguerra looked at him without expression. You want to play it that way?

Drew spoke calmly now. The pink was back in his face. For the good of the department, man, and the city — and ourselves, its the only way to play it.

Delaguerra looked him straight in the eyes.

I like it that way too, he said in a dead voice. If it gets played — exactly that way.
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Marcus braked the car to a stop and grinned admiringly at the big tree-shaded house.

Pretty nice, he said. I could go for a long rest there myself.

Delaguerra got out of the car slowly, as if he was stiff and very tired. He was hatless, carried his straw under his arm. Part of the left side of his head was shaved and the shaved part covered by a thick pad of gauze and tape, over the stitches. A wick of wiry black hair stuck up over one edge of the bandage, with a ludicrous effect.

He said: Yeah — but Im not staying here, sap. Wait for me.

He went along the path of stones that wound through the grass. Trees speared long shadows across the lawn, through the morning sunlight. The house was very still, with drawn blinds, a dark wreath on the brass knocker. Delaguerra didnt go up to the door. He turned off along another path under the windows and went along the side of the house past the gladioli beds.

There were more trees at the back, more lawn, more flowers, more sun and shadow. There was a pond with water lilies in it and a big stone bullfrog. Beyond was a half-circle of lawn chairs around an iron table with a tile top. In one of the chairs Belle Marr sat.

She wore a black-and-white dress, loose and casual, and there was a wide-brimmed garden hat on her chestnut hair. She sat very still, looking into the distance across the lawn. Her face was white. The make-up glared on it.

She turned her head slowly, smiled a dull smile, motioned to a chair beside her. Delaguerra didnt sit down. He took his straw from under his arm, snapped a finger at the brim, said: The case is closed. Therell be inquests, investigations, threats, a lot of people shouting their mouths off to horn in on the publicity, that sort of thing. The papers will play it big for a while. But underneath, on the record, its closed. You can begin to try to forget it.

The girl looked at him suddenly, widened her vivid blue eyes, looked away again, over the grass.

Is your head very bad, Sam? she asked softly.

Delaguerra said: No. Its fine…What I mean is the La Motte girl shot Masters — and she shot Donny. Aage shot her. I shot Aage. All dead, ring around the rosy. Just how Imlay got killed well not know ever, I guess. I cant see that it matters now.

Without looking up at him Belle Marr said quietly: But how did you know it was Imlay up at the cabin? The paper said— She broke off, shuddered suddenly.

He stared woodenly at the hat he was holding. I didnt. I thought a woman shot Donny. It looked like a good hunch that was Imlay up at the lake. It fitted his description.

How did you know it was a woman…that killed Donny? Her voice had a lingering, half-whispered stillness.

I just knew.

He walked away a few steps, stood looking at the trees. He turned slowly, came back, stood beside her chair again. His face was very weary.

We had great times together — the three of us. You and Donny and I. Life seems to do nasty things to people. Its all gone now — all the good part.

Her voice was still a whisper saying: Maybe not all gone, Sam. We must see a lot of each other, from now on.

A vague smile moved the corners of his lips, went away again. Its my first frame-up, he said quietly. I hope it will be my last.

Belle Marrs head jerked a little. Her hands took hold of the arms of the chair, looked white against the varnished wood. Her whole body seemed to get rigid.

After a moment Delaguerra reached in his pocket and something gold glittered in his hand. He looked down at it dully.

Got the badge back, he said. Its not quite as clean as it was. Clean as most, I suppose. Ill try to keep it that way. He put it back in his pocket.

Very slowly the girl stood up in front of him. She lifted her chin, stared at him with a long level stare. Her face was a mask of white plaster behind the rouge.

She said: My God, Sam — I begin to understand.

Delaguerra didnt look at her face. He looked past her shoulder at some vague spot in the distance. He spoke vaguely, distantly.

Sure…I thought it was a woman because it was a small gun such as a woman would use. But not only on that account. After I went up to the cabin I knew Donny was primed for trouble and it wouldnt be that easy for a man to get the drop on him. But it was a perfect set-up for Imlay to have done it. Masters and Aage assumed hed done it and had a lawyer phone in admitting he did it and promising to surrender him in the morning. So it was natural for anyone who didnt know Imlay was dead to fall in line. Besides, no cop would expect a woman to pick up her shells.

After I got Joey Chills story I thought it might be the La Motte girl. But I didnt think so when I said it in front of her. That was dirty. It got her killed, in a way. Though I wouldnt give much for her chances anyway, with that bunch.

Belle Marr was still staring at him. The breeze blew a wisp of her hair and that was the only thing about her that moved.

He brought his eyes back from the distance, looked at her gravely for a brief moment, looked away again. He took a small bunch of keys out of his pocket, tossed them down on the table.

Three things were tough to figure until I got completely wise. The writing on the pad, the gun in Donnys hand, the missing shells. Then I tumbled to it. He didnt die right away. He had guts and he used them to the last flicker — to protect somebody. The writing on the pad was a bit shaky. He wrote it afterwards, when he was alone, dying. He had been thinking of Imlay and writing the name helped mess the trail. Then he got the gun out of his desk to die with it in his hand. That left the shells. I got that too, after a while.

The shots were fired close, across the desk, and there were books on one end of the desk. The shells fell there, stayed on the desk where he could get them. He couldnt have got them off the floor. Theres a key to the office on your ring. I went there last night, late. I found the shells in a humidor with his cigars. Nobody looked for them there. You only find what you expect to find, after all.

He stopped talking and rubbed the side of his face. After a moment he added: Donny did the best he could — and then he died. It was a swell job — and Im letting him get away with it.

Belle Marr opened her mouth slowly. A kind of babble came out of it first, then words, clear words.

It wasnt just women, Sam. It was the kind of women he had. She shivered. Ill go downtown now and give myself up.

Delaguerra said: No. I told you I was letting him get away with it. Downtown they like it the way it is. Its swell politics. It gets the city out from under the Masters-Aage mob. It puts Drew on top for a little while, but hes too weak to last. So that doesnt matter…Youre not going to do anything about any of it. Youre going to do what Donny used his last strength to show he wanted. Youre staying out. Goodbye.

He looked at her white shattered face once more, very quickly. Then he swung around, walked away over the lawn, past the pool with the lily pads and the stone bullfrog along the side of the house and out to the car.

Pete Marcus swung the door open. Delaguerra got in and sat down and put his head far back against the seat, slumped down in the car and closed his eyes. He said flatly: Take it easy, Pete. My head hurts like hell.

Marcus started the car and turned into the street, drove slowly back along De Neve Lane towards town. The tree-shaded house disappeared behind them. The tall trees finally hid it.

When they were a long way from it Delaguerra opened his eyes again.


GUNS AT CYRANOS

First published in Black Mask, January 1936
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Ted Carmady liked the rain; liked the feel of it, the sound of it, the smell of it. He got out of his LaSalle coupe and stood for a while by the side entrance to the Carondelet, the high collar of his blue suede ulster tickling his ears, his hands in his pockets and a limp cigarette sputtering between his lips. Then he went in past the barbershop and the drugstore and the perfume shop with its rows of delicately lighted bottles, ranged like the ensemble in the finale of a Broadway musical.

He rounded a gold-veined pillar and got into an elevator with a cushioned floor.

Lo Albert. A swell rain. Nine.

The slim tired-looking kid in pale blue and silver held a white-gloved hand against the closing doors, said: Jeeze, you think I dont know your floor, Mister Carmady?

He shot the car up to nine without looking at his signal light, whooshed the doors open, then leaned suddenly against the cage and closed his eyes.

Carmady stopped on his way out, flicked a sharp glance from bright brown eyes. Whats the matter, Albert? Sick?

The boy worked a pale smile on his face. Im workin double shift. Corkys sick. Hes got boils. I guess maybe I didnt eat enough.

The tall, brown-eyed man fished a crumpled five-spot out of his pocket, snapped it under the boys nose. The boys eyes bulged. He heaved upright.

Jeeze, Mister Carmady. I didnt mean—

Skip it, Albert. Whats a fin between pals? Eat some extra meals on me.

He got out of the car and started along the corridor. Softly, under his breath, he said: Sucker.

The running man almost knocked him off his feet. He rounded the turn fast, lurched past Carmadys shoulder, ran for the elevator.

Down! He slammed through the closing doors.

Carmady saw a white set face under a pulled-down hat that was wet with rain; two empty black eyes set very close. Eyes in which there was a peculiar stare he had seen before. A load of dope.

The car dropped like lead. Carmady looked at the place where it had been for a long moment, then he went on down the corridor and around the turn.

He saw the girl lying half in and half out of the open door of 914.

She lay on her side, in a sheen of steel-gray lounging pajamas, her cheek pressed into the nap of the hall carpet, her head a mass of thick corn-blond hair, waved with glassy precision. Not a hair looked out of place. She was young, very pretty, and she didnt look dead.

Carmady slid down beside her, touched her cheek. It was warm. He lifted the hair softly away from her head and saw the bruise.

Sapped. His lips pressed back against his teeth.

He picked her up in his arms, carried her through a short hallway to the living room of a suite, put her down on a big velour davenport in front of some gas logs.

She lay motionless, her eyes shut, her face bluish behind the make-up. He shut the outer door and looked through the apartment, then went back to the hallway and picked up something that gleamed white against the baseboard. It was a bone-handled .22 automatic, sevens hot. He sniffed it, dropped it into his pocket and went back to the girl.

He took a big hammered-silver flask out of his inside breast pocket and unscrewed the top, opened her mouth with his fingers and poured whiskey against her small white teeth. She gagged and her head jerked out of his hand. Her eyes opened. They were deep blue, with a tint of purple. Light came into them and the light was brittle.

He lit a cigarette and stood looking down at her. She moved a little more. After a while she whispered: I like your whiskey. Could I have a little more?

He got a glass from the bathroom, poured whiskey into it. She sat up very slowly, touched her head, groaned. Then she took the glass out of his hand and put the liquor down with a practised flip of the wrist.

I still like it, she said. Who are you?

She had a deep soft voice. He liked the sound of it. He said: Ted Carmady. I live down the hall in 937.

I got a dizzy spell, I guess.

Uh-huh. You got sapped, angel. His bright eyes looked at her probingly. There was a smile tucked to the corners of his lips.

Her eyes got wider. A glaze came over them, the glaze of a protective enamel.

He said: I saw the guy. He was snowed to the hairline. And heres your gun.

He took it out of his pocket, held it on the flat of his hand. I suppose that makes me think up a bedtime story, the girl said slowly.

Not for me. If youre in a jam, I might help you. It all depends.

Depends on what? Her voice was colder, sharper.

On what the racket is, he said softly. He broke the magazine from the small gun, glanced at the top cartridge. Coppernickel, eh? You know your ammunition, angel.

Do you have to call me angel?

I dont know your name.

He grinned at her, then walked over to a desk in front of the windows, put the gun down on it. There was a leather photo frame on the desk, with two photos side by side. He looked at them casually at first, then his gaze tightened. A handsome dark woman and a thin blondish cold-eyed man whose high stiff collar, large knotted tie and narrow lapels dated the photo back many years. He stared at the man.

The girl was talking behind him. Im Jean Adrian. I do a number at Cyranos, in the floor show.

Carmady still stared at the photo. I know Benny Cyrano pretty well, he said absently. These your parents?

He turned and looked at her. She lifted her head slowly. Something that might have been fear showed in her deep blue eyes.

Yes. Theyve been dead for years, she said dully. Next question?

He went quickly back to the davenport and stood in front of her. Okey, he said thinly. Im nosey. So what? This is my town. My dad used to run it. Old Marcus Carmady, the Peoples Friend; this is my hotel. I own a piece of it. That snowed-up hoodlum looked like a life-taker to me. Why wouldnt I want to help out?

The blond girl stared at him lazily. I still like your whiskey, she said. Could I—

Take it from the neck, angel. You get it down faster, he grunted.

She stood up suddenly and her face got a little white. You talk to me as if I was a crook, she snapped. Here it is, if you have to know. A boy friend of mine has been getting threats. Hes a fighter, and they want him to drop a fight. Now theyre trying to get at him through me. Does that satisfy you a little?

Carmady picked his hat off a chair, took the cigarette end out of his mouth and rubbed it out in a tray. He nodded quietly, said in a changed voice: I beg your pardon. He started towards the door.

The giggle came when he was halfway there. The girl said behind him softly: You have a nasty temper. And youve forgotten your flask.

He went back and picked the flask up. Then he bent suddenly, put a hand under the girls chin and kissed her on the lips.

To hell with you, angel. I like you, he said softly.

He went back to the hallway and out. The girl touched her lips with one finger, rubbed it slowly back and forth. There was a shy smile on her face.
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Tony Acosta, the bell captain, was slim and dark and slight as a girl, with small delicate hands and velvety eyes and a hard little mouth. He stood in the doorway and said: Seventh row was the best I could get, Mister Carmady. This Deacon Werra aint bad and Duke Targos the next light heavy champ.

Carmady said: Come in and have a drink, Tony. He went over to the window, stood looking out at the rain. If they buy it for him, he added over his shoulder.

Well — just a short one, Mister Carmady.

The dark boy mixed a highball carefully at a tray on an imitation Sheraton desk. He held the bottle against the light and gauged his drink carefully, tinkled ice gently with a long spoon, sipped, smiled, showing small white teeth.

Targos a lu, Mister Carmady. Hes fast, clever, got a sock in both mitts, plenty guts, dont ever take a step back.

He has to hold up the bums they feed him, Carmady drawled.

Well, they aint fed him no lion meat yet, Tony said.

The rain beat against the glass. The thick drops flattened out and washed down the pane in tiny waves.

Carmady said: Hes a bum. A bum with color and looks, but still a bum.

Tony sighed deeply. I wisht I was goin. Its my night off, too.

Carmady turned slowly and went over to the desk, mixed a drink. Two dusky spots showed in his cheeks and his voice was tired, drawling.

So thats it. Whats stopping you?

I got a headache.

Youre broke again, Carmady almost snarled.

The dark boy looked sidewise under his long lashes, said nothing.

Carmady clenched his left hand, unclenched it slowly. His eyes were sullen.

Just ask Carmady, he sighed. Good old Carmady. He leaks dough. Hes soft. Just ask Carmady. Okey, Tony, take the ducat back and get a pair together.

He reached into his pocket, held a bill out. The dark boy looked hurt.

Jeeze, Mister Carmady, I wouldnt have you think—

Skip it! Whats a fight ticket between pals? Get a couple and take your girl. To hell with this Targo.

Tony Acosta took the bill. He watched the older man carefully for a moment. Then his voice was very softly, saying: Id rather go with you, Mister Carmady. Targo knocks them over, and not only in the ring. Hes got a peachy blonde right on this floor, Miss Adrian, in 914.

Carmady stiffened. He put his glass down slowly, turned it on the top of the desk. His voice got a little hoarse.

Hes still a bum, Tony. Okey, Ill meet you for dinner, in front of your hotel at seven.

Jeeze, thats swell, Mister Carmady.

Tony Acosta went out softly, closed the outer door without a sound.

Carmady stood by the desk, his fingertips stroking the top of it, his eyes on the floor. He stood like that for a long time.

Carmady, the All-American sucker, he said grimly, out loud. A guy that plays with the help and carries the torch for stray broads. Yeah.

He finished his drink, looked at his wrist watch, put on his hat and the blue suede raincoat, went out. Down the corridor in front of 914 he stopped, lifted his hand to knock, then dropped it without touching the door.

He went slowly on to the elevators and rode down to the street and his car.

The Tribune office was at Fourth and Spring. Carmady parked around the corner, went in at the employees entrance and rode to the fourth floor in a rickety elevator operated by an old man with a dead cigar in his mouth and a rolled magazine which he held six inches from his nose while he ran the elevator.

On the fourth floor big double doors were lettered City Room. Another old man sat outside them at a small desk with a call box.

Carmady tapped on the desk, said: Adams. Carmady calling.

The old man made noises into the box, released a key, pointed with his chin.

Carmady went through the doors, past a horseshoe copy desk, then past a row of small desks at which typewriters were being banged. At the far end a lanky red-haired man was doing nothing with his feet on a pulled-out drawer, the back of his neck on the back of a dangerously tilted swivel chair and a big pipe in his mouth pointed straight at the ceiling.

When Carmady stood beside him he moved his eyes down without moving any other part of his body and said around the pipe: Greetings, Carmady. Hows the idle rich?

Carmady said: Hows a glance at your clips on a guy named Courtway? State Senator John Myerson Courtway, to be precise.

Adams put his feet on the floor. He raised himself erect by pulling on the edge of his desk. He brought his pipe down level, took it out of his mouth and spit into a wastebasket. He said: That old icicle? When was he ever news? Sure. He stood up wearily, added: Come along, Uncle, and started along the end of the room.

They went along another row of desks, past a fat girl in smudged make-up who was typing and laughing at what she was writing.

They went through a door into a big room that was mostly six-foot tiers of filing cases with an occasional alcove in which there was a small table and a chair.

Adams prowled the filing cases, jerked one out and set a folder on a table.

Park yourself. Whats the graft?

Carmady leaned on the table on an elbow, scuffed through a thick wad of cuttings. They were monotonous, political in nature, not front page. Senator Courtway said this and that on this and that matter of public interest, addressed this and that meeting, went or returned from this and that place. It all seemed very dull.

He looked at a few halftone cuts of a thin, white-haired man with a blank, composed face, deep set dark eyes in which there was no light or warmth. After a while he said: Got a print I could sneeze? A real one, I mean.

Adams sighed, stretched himself, disappeared down the line of file walls. He came back with a shiny black and white photograph, tossed it down on the table.

You can keep it, he said. We got dozens. The guy lives forever. Shall I have it autographed for you?

Carmady looked at the photo with narrow eyes, for a long time. Its right, he said slowly. Was Courtway ever married?

Not since I left off my diapers, Adams growled. Probably not ever. Say, whatn hells the mystery?

Carmady smiled slowly at him. He reached his flask out, set it on the table beside the folder. Adams face brightened swiftly and his long arm reached.

Then he never had a kid, Carmady said.

Adams leered over the flask. Well — not for publication, I guess. If Im any judge of a mug, not at all. He drank deeply, wiped his lips, drank again.

And that, Carmady said, is very funny indeed. Have three more drinks — and forget you ever saw me.
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The fat man put his face close to Carmadys face. He said with a wheeze: You think its fixed, neighbor?

Yeah. For Werra.

How much says so?

Count your poke.

I got five yards that want to grow.

Take it, Carmady said tonelessly, and kept on looking at the back of a corn-blond head in a ringside seat. A white wrap with white fur was below the glassily waved hair. He couldnt see the face. He didnt have to.

The fat man blinked his eyes and got a thick wallet carefully out of a pocket inside his vest. He held it on the edge of his knee, counted out ten fifty-dollar bills, rolled them up, edged the wallet back against his ribs.

Youre on, sucker, he wheezed. Lets see your dough.

Carmady brought his eyes back, reached out a flat pack of new hundreds, riffled them. He slipped five from under the printed band, held them out.

Boy, this is from home, the fat man said. He put his face close to Carmadys face again. Im Skeets ONeal. No little powders, huh?

Carmady smiled very slowly and pushed his money into the fat mans hand. You hold it, Skeets. Im Carmady. Old Marcus Carmadys son. I can shoot faster than you can run — and fix it afterwards.

The fat man took a long hard breath and leaned back in his seat. Tony Acosta stared soft-eyed at the money in the fat mans pudgy tight hand. He licked his lips and turned a small embarrassed smile on Carmady.

Gee, thats lost dough, Mister Carmady, he whispered. Unless — unless you got something inside.

Enough to be worth a five-yard plunge, Carmady growled.

The buzzer sounded for the sixth.

The first five had been anybodys fight. The big blond boy, Duke Targo, wasnt trying. The dark one, Deacon Werra, a powerful, loose-limbed Polack with bad teeth and only two cauliflower ears, had the physique but didnt know anything but rough clinching and a giant swing that started in the basement and never connected. He had been good enough to hold Targo off so far. The fans razzed Targo a good deal.

When the stool swung back out of the ring Targo hitched at his black and silver trunks, smiled with a small tight smile at the girl in the white wrap. He was very good-looking, without a mark on him. There was blood on his left shoulder from Werras nose.

The bell rang and Werra charged across the ring, slid off Targos shoulder, got a left hook in. Targo got more of the hook than was in it. He piled back into the ropes, bounced out, clinched.

Carmady smiled quietly in the darkness.

The referee broke them easily. Targo broke clean, Werra tried for an uppercut and missed. They sparred for a minute. There was waltz music from the gallery. Then Werra started a swing from his shoetops. Targo seemed to wait for it, to wait for it to hit him. There was a queer strained smile on his face. The girl in the white wrap stood up suddenly.

Werras swing grazed Targos jaw. It barely staggered him. Targo lashed a long right that caught Werra over the eye. A left hook smashed Werras jaw, then a right cross almost to the same spot.

The dark boy went down on his hands and knees, slipped slowly all the way to the floor, lay with both his gloves under him. There were catcalls as he was counted out.

The fat man struggled to his feet, grinning hugely. He said: How you like it, pal? Still think it was a set piece?

It came unstuck, Carmady said in a voice as toneless as a police radio.

The fat man said: So long, pal. Come around lots. He kicked Carmadys ankle climbing over him.

Carmady sat motionless, watched the auditorium empty. The fighters and their handlers had gone down the stairs under the ring. The girl in the white wrap had disappeared in the crowd. The lights went out and the barnlike structure looked cheap, sordid.

Tony Acosta fidgeted, watching a man in striped overalls picking up papers between the seats.

Carmady stood up suddenly, said: Im going to talk to that bum, Tony. Wait outside in the car for me.

He went swiftly up the slope to the lobby, through the remnants of the gallery crowd to a gray door marked No Admittance. He went through that and down a ramp to another door marked the same way. A special cop in faded and unbuttoned khaki stood in front of it, with a bottle of beer in one hand and a hamburger in the other.

Carmady flashed a police card and the cop lurched out of the way without looking at the card. He hiccoughed peacefully as Carmady went through the door, then along a narrow passage with numbered doors lining it. There was noise behind the doors. The fourth door on the left had a scribbled card with the name Duke Targo fastened to the panel by a thumbtack.

Carmady opened it into the heavy sound of a shower going, out of sight.

In a narrow and utterly bare room a man in a white sweater was sitting on the end of a rubbing table that had clothes scattered on it. Carmady recognized him as Targos chief second.

He said: Wheres the Duke?

The sweatered man jerked a thumb towards the shower noise. Then a man came around the door and lurched very close to Carmady. He was tall and had curly brown hair with hard gray color in it. He had a big drink in his hand. His face had the flat glitter of extreme drunkenness. His hair was damp, his eyes bloodshot. His lips curled and uncurled in rapid smiles without meaning. He said thickly: Scramola, umpchay.

Carmady shut the door calmly and leaned against it and started to get his cigarette case from his vest pocket, inside his open blue raincoat. He didnt look at the curly-haired man at all.

The curly-haired man lunged his free right hand up suddenly, snapped it under his coat, out again. A blue steel gun shone dully against his light suit. The glass in his left hand slopped liquor.

None of that! he snarled.

Carmady brought the cigarette case out very slowly, showed it in his hand, opened it and put a cigarette between his lips. The blue gun was very close to him, not very steady. The hand holding the glass shook in a sort of jerky rhythm.

Carmady said loosely: You ought to be looking for trouble.

The sweatered man got off the rubbing table. Then he stood very still and looked at the gun. The curly-haired man said: We like trouble. Frisk him, Mike.

The sweatered man said: I dont want any part of it, Shenvair. For Petes sake, take it easy. Youre lit like a ferry boat.

Carmady said: Its okey to frisk me. Im not rodded.

Nix, the sweatered man said. This guy is the Dukes bodyguard. Deal me out.

The curly-haired man said: Sure, Im drunk, and giggled.

Youre a friend of the Duke? the sweatered man asked.

Ive got some information for him, Carmady said.

About what?

Carmady didnt say anything. Okey, the sweatered man said. He shrugged bitterly.

Know what, Mike? the curly-haired man said suddenly and violently. I think this Sonofabitch wants my job. Hell, yes. He punched Carmady with the muzzle of the gun. You aint a shamus, are you, mister?

Maybe, Carmady said: And keep your iron next to your own belly.

The curly-haired man turned his head a little and grinned back over his shoulder.

What dyou know about that, Mike? Hes a shamus. Sure he wants my job. Sure he does.

Put the heater up, you fool, the sweatered man said disgustedly.

The curly-haired man turned a little more. Im his protection, aint I? he complained.

Carmady knocked the gun aside almost casually, with the hand that held his cigarette case. The curly-haired man snapped his head around again. Carmady slid close to him, sank a stiff punch in his stomach, holding the gun away with his forearm. The curly-haired man gagged, sprayed liquor down the front of Carmadys raincoat. His glass shattered on the floor. The blue gun left his hand and went over in a corner. The sweatered man went after it.

The noise of the shower had stopped unnoticed and the blond fighter came out toweling himself vigorously. He stared openmouthed at the tableau.

Carmady said: I dont need this any more.

He heaved the curly-haired man away from him and laced his jaw with a hard right as he went back. The curly-haired man staggered across the room, hit the wall, slid down it and sat on the floor.

The sweatered man snatched the gun up and stood rigid, watching Carmady.

Carmady got out a handkerchief and wiped the front of his coat, while Targo shut his large well-shaped mouth slowly and began to move the towel back and forth across his chest. After a moment he said: Just who the hell may you be?

Carmady said: I used to be a private dick. Carmadys the name. I think you need help.

Targos face got a little redder than the shower had left it. Why?

I heard you were supposed to throw it, and I think you tried to. But Werra was too lousy. You couldnt help yourself. That means youre in a jam.

Targo said very slowly: People get their teeth kicked in for saying things like that.

The room was very still for a moment. The drunk sat up on the floor and blinked, tried to get his feet under him, and gave it up.

Carmady added quietly: Benny Cyrano is a friend of mine. Hes your backer, isnt he?

The sweatered man laughed harshly. Then he broke the gun and slid the shells out of it, dropped the gun on the floor. He went to the door, went out, slammed the door shut.

Targo looked at the shut door, looked back at Carmady. He said very slowly: What did you hear?

Your friend Jean Adrian lives in my hotel, on my floor. She got sapped by a hood this afternoon. I happened by and saw the hood running away, picked her up. She told me a little of what it was all about.

Targo had put on his underwear and socks and shoes. He reached into a locker for a black satin shirt, put that on. He said: She didnt tell me.

She wouldnt — before the fight.

Targo nodded slightly. Then he said: If you know Benny, you may be all right. Ive been getting threats. Maybe its a lot of birdseed and maybe its some Spring Street punters idea of how to make himself a little easy dough. I fought my fight the way I wanted to. Now you can take the air, mister.

He put on high-waisted black trousers and knotted a white tie on his black shirt. He got a white serge coat trimmed with black braid out of the locker, put that on. A black and white handkerchief flared from the pocket in three points.

Carmady stared at the clothes, moved a little towards the door and looked down at the drunk.

Okey, he said. I see youve got a bodyguard. It was just an idea I had. Excuse it, please.

He went out, closed the door gently, and went back up the ramp to the lobby, out to the street. He walked through the rain around the corner of the building to a big graveled parking lot.

The lights of a car blinked at him and his coupe slid along the wet gravel and pulled up. Tony Acosta was at the wheel.

Carmady got in at the right side and said: Lets go out to Cyranos and have a drink, Tony.

Jeeze, thats swell. Miss Adrians in the floor show there. You know, the blonde I told you about.

Carmady said: I saw Targo. I kind of liked him — but I didnt like his clothes.
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Gus Neishacker was a two-hundred-pound fashion plate with very red cheeks and thin, exquisitely penciled eyebrows — eyebrows from a Chinese vase. There was a red carnation in the lapel of his wide-shouldered dinner jacket and he kept sniffing at it while he watched the headwaiter seat a party of guests. When Carmady and Tony Acosta came through the foyer arch he flashed a sudden smile and went to them with his hand out.

Hows a boy, Ted? Party?

Carmady said: Just the two of us. Meet Mister Acosta. Gus Neishacker, Cyranos floor manager.

Gus Neishacker shook hands with Tony without looking at him. He said: Lets see, the last time you dropped in—

She left town, Carmady said. Well sit near the ring but not too near. We dont dance together.

Gus Neishacker jerked a menu from under the headwaiters arm and led the way down five crimson steps, along the tables that skirted the oval dance floor.

They sat down. Carmady ordered rye highballs and Denver sandwiches. Neishacker gave the order to a waiter, pulled a chair out and sat down at the table. He took a pencil out and made triangles on the inside of a match cover.

See the fights? he asked carelessly.

Was that what they were?

Gus Neishacker smiled indulgently. Benny talked to the Duke. He says youre wise. He looked suddenly at Tony Acosta.

Tonys all right, Carmady said.

Yeah. Well do us a favor, will you? See it stops right here. Benny likes this boy. He wouldnt let him get hurt. Hed put protection all around him — real protection — if he thought that threat stuff was anything but some pool-hall bums idea of a very funny joke. Benny never backs but one box-fighter at a time, and he picks them damn careful.

Carmady lit a cigarette, blew smoke from a corner of his mouth, said quietly: Its none of my business, but Im telling you its screwy. I have a nose for that sort of thing.

Gus Neishacker stared at him a minute, then shrugged. He said: I hope youre wrong, stood up quickly and walked away among the tables. He bent to smile here and there, and speak to a customer.

Tony Acostas velvet eyes shone. He said: Jeeze, Mister Carmady, you think its rough stuff?

Carmady nodded, didnt say anything. The waiter put their drinks and sandwiches on the table, went away. The band on the stage at the end of the oval floor blared out a long chord and a slick, grinning m.c. Slid out on the stage and put his lips to a small open mike.

The floor show began. A line of half-naked girls ran out under a rain of colored lights. They coiled and uncoiled in a long sinuous line, their bare legs flashing, their navels little dimples of darkness in soft white, very nude flesh.

A hard-boiled redhead sang a hard-boiled song in a voice that could have been used to split firewood. The girls came back in black tights and silk hats, did the same dance with a slightly different exposure.

The music softened and a tall high-yaller torch singer drooped under an amber light and sang of something very far away and unhappy, in a voice like old ivory.

Carmady sipped his drink, poked at his sandwich in the dim light. Tony Acostas hard young face was a small tense blur beside him.

The torch singer went away and there was a little pause and then suddenly all the lights in the place went out except the lights over the music racks of the band and little pale amber lights at the entrances to the radiating aisles of booths beyond the tables.

There were squeals in the thick darkness. A single white spot winked on, high up under the roof, settled on a runway beside the stage. Faces were chalk-white in the reflected glare. There was the red glow of a cigarette tip here and there. Four tall black men moved in the light, carrying a white mummy case on their shoulders. They came slowly, in rhythm, down the runway. They wore white Egyptian headdresses and loincloths of white leather and white sandals laced to the knee. The black smoothness of their limbs was like black marble in the moonlight.

They reached the middle of the dance floor and slowly upended the mummy case until the cover tipped forward and fell and was caught. Then slowly, very slowly, a swathed white figure tipped forward and fell — slowly, like the last leaf from a dead tree. It tipped in the air, seemed to hover, then plunged towards the floor under a shattering roll of drums.

The light went off, went on. The swathed figure was upright on the floor, spinning, and one of the blacks was spinning the opposite way, winding the white shroud around his body. Then the shroud fell away and a girl was all tinsel and smooth white limbs under the hard light and her body shot through the air glittering and was caught and passed around swiftly among the four black men, like a baseball handled by a fast infield.

Then the music changed to a waltz and she danced among the black men slowly and gracefully, as though among four ebony pillars, very close to them but never touching them.

The act ended. The applause rose and fell in thick waves. The light went out and it was dark again, and then all the lights went up and the girl and the four black men were gone.

Keeno, Tony Acosta breathed. Oh, keeno. That was Miss Adrian, wasnt it?

Carmady said slowly: A little daring. He lit another cigarette, looked around. Theres another black and white number, Tony. The Duke himself, in person.

Duke Targo stood applauding violently at the entrance to one of the radiating booth aisles. There was a loose grin on his face. He looked as if he might have had a few drinks.

An arm came down over Carmadys shoulder. A hand planted itself in the ash tray at his elbow. He smelled Scotch in heavy gusts. He turned his head slowly, looked up at the liquor-shiny face of Shenvair, Duke Targos drunken bodyguard.

Smokes and a white gal, Shenvair said thickly. Lousy. Crummy. Godawful crummy.

Carmady smiled slowly, moved his chair a little. Tony Acosta stared at Shenvair round-eyed, his little mouth a thin line.

Blackface, Mister Shenvair. Not real smokes. I liked it.

And who the hell cares what you like? Shenvair wanted to know.

Carmady smiled delicately, laid his cigarette down on the edge of a plate. He turned his chair a little more.

Still think I want your job, Shenvair?

Yeah. I owe you a smack in the puss too. He took his hand out of the ash tray, wiped it off on the tablecloth. He doubled it into a fist. Like it now?

A waiter caught him by the arm, spun him around.

You lost your table, sir? This way.

Shenvair patted the waiter on the shoulder, tried to put an arm around his neck. Swell, lets go nibble a drink. I dont like these people.

They went away, disappeared among the tables.

Carmady said: To hell with this place, Tony, and stared moodily towards the band stage. Then his eyes became intent.

A girl with corn-blond hair, in a white wrap with a white fur collar, appeared at the edge of the shell, went behind it, reappeared nearer. She came along the edge of the booths to the place where Targo had been standing. She slipped in between the booths there, disappeared.

Carmady said: To hell with this place. Lets go Tony, in a low angry voice. Then very softly, in a tensed tone: No — wait a minute. I see another guy I dont like.

The man was on the far side of the dance floor, which was empty at the moment. He was following its curve around, past the tables that fringed it. He looked a little different without his hat. But he had the same flat white expressionless face, the same close-set eyes. He was youngish, not more than thirty, but already having trouble with his bald spot. The slight bulge of a gun under his left arm was barely noticeable. He was the man who had run away from Jean Adrians apartment in the Carondelet.

He reached the aisle into which Targo had gone, into which a moment before Jean Adrian had gone. He went into it.

Carmady said sharply: Wait here, Tony. He kicked his chair back and stood up.

Somebody rabbit-punched him from behind. He swiveled, close to Shenvairs grinning sweaty face.

Back again, pal, the curly-haired man chortled, and hit him on the jaw.

It was a short jab, well placed for a drunk. It caught Carmady off balance, staggered him. Tony Acosta came to his feet snarling, catlike. Carmady was still rocking when Shenvair let go with the other fist. That was too slow, too wide. Carmady slid inside it, uppercut the curly-haired mans nose savagely, got a handful of blood before he could get his hand away. He put most of it back on Shenvairs face.

Shenvair wobbled, staggered back a step and sat down on the floor, hard. He clapped a hand to his nose.

Keep an eye on this bird, Tony, Carmady said swiftly.

Shenvair took hold of the nearest tablecloth and yanked it. It came off the table. Silver and glasses and china followed it to the floor. A man swore and a woman squealed. A waiter ran towards them with a livid, furious face.

Carmady almost didnt hear the two shots.

They were small and flat, close together, a small-caliber gun. The rushing waiter stopped dead, and a deeply etched white line appeared around his mouth as instantly as though the lash of a whip had cut it there.

A dark woman with a sharp nose opened her mouth to yell and no sound came from her. There was the instant when nobody makes a sound, when it almost seems as if there will never again be any sound — after the sound of a gun. Then Carmady was running.

He bumped into people who stood up and craned their necks. He reached the entrance to the aisle into which the white-faced man had gone. The booths had high walls and swing doors not so high. Heads stuck out over the doors, but no one was in the aisle yet. Carmady charged up a shallow carpeted slope, at the far end of which booth doors stood wide open.

Legs in dark cloth showed past the doors, slack on the floor, the knees sagged. The toes of black shoes were pointed into the booth.

Carmady shook an arm off, reached the place.

The man lay across the end of a table, his stomach and one side of his face on the white cloth, his left hand dropped between the table and the padded seat. His right hand on top of the table didnt quite hold a big black gun, a .45 with a cut barrel. The bald spot on his head glistened under the light, and the oily metal of the gun glistened beside it.

Blood leaked from under his chest, vivid scarlet on the white cloth, seeping into it as into blotting paper.

Duke Targo was standing up, deep in the booth. His left arm in the white serge coat was braced on the end of the table. Jean Adrian was sitting down at his side. Targo looked at Carmady blankly, as if he had never seen him before. He pushed his big right hand forward.

A small white-handled automatic lay on his palm.

I shot him, Targo said, He pulled a gun on us and I shot him.

Jean Adrian was scrubbing her hands together on a scrap of handkerchief. Her face was strained, cold, not scared. Her eyes were dark.

I shot him, Targo said. He threw the small gun down on the cloth. It bounced, almost hit the fallen mans head. Lets — lets get out of here.

Carmady put a hand against the side of the sprawled mans neck, held it there a second or two, took it away.

Hes dead, he said. When a citizen drops a redhot — thats news.

Jean Adrian was staring at him stiff-eyed. He flashed a smile at her, put a hand against Targos chest, pushed him back.

Sit down, Targo. Youre not going any place.

Targo said: Well — okey. I shot him, see.

Thats all right, Carmady said. Just relax.

People were close behind him now, crowding him. He leaned back against the press of bodies and kept on smiling at the girls white face.
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Benny Cyrano was shaped like two eggs, a little one that was his head on top of a big one that was his body. His small dapper legs and feet in patent-leather shoes were pushed into the kneehole of a dark sheenless desk. He held a corner of a handkerchief tightly between his teeth and pulled against it with his left hand and held his right hand out pudgily in front of him, pushing against the air. He was saying in a voice muffled by the handkerchief: Now wait a minute, boys. Now wait a minute.

There was a striped built-in sofa in one corner of the office, and Duke Targo sat in the middle of it, between two Headquarters dicks. He had a dark bruise over one cheekbone, his thick blond hair was tousled and his black satin shirt looked as if somebody had tried to swing him by it.

One of the dicks, the gray-haired one, had a split lip. The young one with hair as blond as Targos had a black eye. They both looked mad, but the blond one looked madder.

Carmady straddled a chair against the wall and looked sleepily at Jean Adrian, near him in a leather rocker. She was twisting a handkerchief in her hands, rubbing her palms with it. She had been doing this for a long time, as if she had forgotten she was doing it. Her small firm mouth was angry.

Gus Neishacker leaned against the closed door smoking. Now wait a minute, boys, Cyrano said. If you didnt get tough with him, he wouldnt fight back. Hes a good boy — the best I ever had. Give him a break.

Blood dribbled from one corner of Targos mouth, in a fine thread down to his jutting chin. It gathered there and glistened. His face was empty, expressionless.

Carmady said coldly: You wouldnt want the boys to stop playing blackjack pinochle, would you, Benny?

The blond dick snarled: You still got that private-dick license, Carmady?

Its lying around somewhere, I guess, Carmady said. Maybe we could take it away from you, the blond dick snarled.

Maybe you could do a fan dance, copper. You might be all kinds of a smart guy for all Id know.

The blond dick started to get up. The older one said: Leave him be. Give him six feet. If he steps over that, well take the screws out of him.

Carmady and Gus Neishacker grinned at each other. Cyrano made helpless gestures in the air. The girl looked at Carmady under her lashes. Targo opened his mouth and spat blood straight before him on the blue carpet.

Something pushed against the door and Neishacker stepped to one side, opened it a crack, then opened it wide. McChesney came in.

McChesney was a lieutenant of detectives, tall, sandy-haired, fortyish, with pale eyes and a narrow suspicious face. He shut the door and turned the key in it, went slowly over and stood in front of Targo.

Plenty dead, he said. One under the heart, one in it. Nice snap shooting. In any league.

When youve got to deliver youve got to deliver, Targo said dully.

Make him? the gray-haired dick asked his partner, moving away along the sofa.

McChesney nodded. Torchy Plant. A gun for hire. I havent seen him round for all of two years. Tough as an in-growing toenail with his right load. A bindle punk.

Hed have to be that to throw his party in here, the gray-haired dick said.

McChesneys long face was serious, not hard. Got a permit for the gun, Targo?

Targo said: Yes. Benny got me one two weeks ago. I been getting a lot of threats.

Listen, Lieutenant, Cyrano chirped, some gamblers try to scare him into a dive, see? He wins nine straight fights by knockouts so they get a swell price. I told him he should take one at that maybe.

I almost did, Targo said sullenly.

So they sent the redhot to him, Cyrano said.

McChesney said: I wouldnt say no. Howd you beat his draw, Targo? Where was your gun?

On my hip.

Show me.

Targo put his hand back into his right hip pocket and jerked a handkerchief out quickly, stuck his finger through it like a gun barrel.

That handkerchief in the pocket? McChesney asked. With the gun?

Targos big reddish face clouded a little. He nodded. McChesney leaned forward casually and twitched the handkerchief from his hand. He sniffed at it, unwrapped it, sniffed at it again, folded it and put it away in his own pocket. His face said nothing.

What did he say, Targo?

He said: I got a message for you, punk, and this is it. Then he went for the gat and it stuck a little in the clip. I got mine out first.

McChesney smiled faintly and leaned far back, teetering on his heels. His faint smile seemed to slide off the end of his long nose. He looked Targo up and down.

Yeah, he said softly. Id call it damn nice shooting with a twenty-two. But youre fast for a big guy…Who got these threats?

I did, Targo said. Over the phone.

Know the voice?

It might have been this same guy. Im not just positive.

McChesney walked stiff-legged to the other end of the office, stood a moment looking at a hand-tinted sporting print. He came back slowly, drifted over to the door.

A guy like that dont mean a lot, he said quietly, but we got to do our job. The two of you will have to come downtown and make statements. Lets go.

He went out. The two dicks stood up, with Duke Targo between them. The gray-haired one snapped: You goin to act nice, bo?

Targo sneered: If I get to wash my face.

They went out. The blond dick waited for Jean Adrian to pass in front of him. He swung the door, snarled back at Carmady: As for you — nuts!

Carmady said softly: I like them. Its the squirrel in me, copper.

Gus Neishacker laughed, then shut the door and went to the desk.

Im shaking like Bennys third chin, he said. Lets all have a shot of cognac.

He poured three glasses a third full, took one over to the striped sofa and spread his long legs out on it, leaned his head back and sipped the brandy.

Carmady stood up and downed his drink. He got a cigarette out and rolled it around in his fingers, staring at Cyranos smooth white face with an up-from-under look.

How much would you say changed hands on that fight tonight? he asked softly. Bets.

Cyrano blinked, massaged his lips with a fat hand. A few grand. It was just a regular weekly show. It dont listen, does it?

Carmady put the cigarette in his mouth and leaned over the desk to strike a match. He said: If it does, murders getting awfully cheap in this town.

Cyrano didnt say anything. Gus Neishacker sipped the last of his brandy and carefully put the empty glass down on a round cork table beside the sofa. He stared at the ceiling, silently.

After a moment Carmady nodded at the two men, crossed the room and went out, closed the door behind him. He went along a corridor off which dressing rooms opened, dark now. A curtained archway let him out at the back of the stage.

In the foyer the headwaiter was standing at the glass doors, looking out at the rain and the back of a uniformed policeman. Carmady went into the empty cloakroom, found his hat and coat, put them on, came out to stand beside the headwaiter.

He said: I guess you didnt notice what happened to the kid I was with?

The headwaiter shook his head and reached forward to unlock the door.

There was four hundred people here — and three hundred scrammed before the law checked in. Im sorry.

Carmady nodded and went out into the rain. The uniformed man glanced at him casually. He went along the street to where the car had been left. It wasnt there. He looked up and down the street, stood for a few moments in the rain, then walked towards Melrose.

After a little while he found a taxi.
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The ramp of the Carondelet garage curved down into semi-darkness and chilled air. The dark bulks of stalled cars looked ominous against the whitewashed walls, and the single droplight in the small office had the relentless glitter of the death house.

A big Negro in stained overalls came out rubbing his eyes, then his face split in an enormous grin.

Hello, there, Mistuh Carmady. You kinda restless tonight? Carmady said: I get a little wild when it rains. I bet my heap isnt here.

No, it aint, Mistuh Carmady. I been all around wipin off and yours aint here at all.

Carmady said woodenly: I lent it to a pal. He probably wrecked it.

He flicked a half-dollar through the air and went back up the ramp to the side street. He turned towards the back of the hotel, came to an alley-like street one side of which was the rear wall of the Carondelet. The other side had two frame houses and a four-story brick building. Hotel Blaine was lettered on a round milky globe over the door.

Carmady went up three cement steps and tried the door. It was locked. He looked through the glass panel into a small dim empty lobby. He got out two passkeys; the second one moved the lock a little. He pulled the door hard towards him, tried the first one again. That snicked the bolt far enough for the loosely fitted door to open.

He went in and looked at an empty counter with a sign Manager beside a plunger bell. There was an oblong of empty numbered pigeonholes on the wall. Carmady went around behind the counter and fished a leather register out of a space under the top. He read names back three pages, found the boyish scrawl: Tony Acosta, and a room number in another writing.

He put the register away and went past the automatic elevator and upstairs to the fourth floor.

The hallway was very silent. There was weak light from a ceiling fixture. The last door but one on the left-hand side had a crack of light showing around its transom. That was the door — 411. He put his hand out to knock, then withdrew it without touching the door.

The doorknob was heavily smeared with something that looked like blood.

Carmadys eyes looked down and saw what was almost a pool of blood on the stained wood before the door, beyond the edge of the runner.

His hand suddenly felt clammy inside his glove. He took the glove off, held the hand stiff, clawlike for a moment, then shook it slowly. His eyes had a sharp strained light in them.

He got a handkerchief out, grasped the doorknob inside it, turned it slowly. The door was unlocked. He went in.

He looked across the room and said very softly: Tony, oh, Tony.

Then he shut the door behind him and turned a key in it, still with the handkerchief.

There was light from the bowl that hung on three brass chains from the middle of the ceiling. It shone on a made-up bed, some painted, light-colored furniture, a dull green carpet, a square writing desk of eucalyptus wood.

Tony Acosta sat at the desk. His head was slumped forward on his left arm. Under the chair on which he sat, between the legs of the chair and his feet, there was a glistening brownish pool.

Carmady walked across the room so rigidly that his ankles ached after the second step. He reached the desk, touched Tony Acostas shoulder.

Tony, he said thickly, in a low, meaningless voice. My God, Tony!

Tony didnt move. Carmady went around to his side. A blood-soaked bath towel glared against the boys stomach, across his pressed-together thighs. His right hand was crouched against the front edge of the desk, as if he was trying to push himself up. Almost under his face there was a scrawled envelope.

Carmady pulled the envelope towards him slowly, lifted it like a thing of weight, read the wandering scrawl of words.

Tailed him…woptown…28 Court Street…over garage…shot me…think I got…him…your car…

The line trailed over the edge of the paper, became a blot there. The pen was on the floor. There was a bloody thumbprint on the envelope.

Carmady folded it meticulously to protect the print, put the envelope in his wallet. He lifted Tonys head, turned it a little towards him. The neck was still warm; it was beginning to stiffen. Tonys soft dark eyes were open and they held the quiet brightness of a cats eyes. They had that effect the eyes of the new-dead have of almost, but not quite, looking at you.

Carmady lowered the head gently on the outstretched left arm. He stood laxly, his head on one side, his eyes almost sleepy. Then his head jerked back and his eyes hardened.

He stripped off his raincoat and the suitcoat underneath, rolled his sleeves up, wet a face towel in the basin in the corner of the room and went to the door. He wiped the knobs off, bent down and wiped up the smeared blood from the floor outside.

He rinsed the towel and hung it up to dry, wiped his hands carefully, put his coat on again. He used his handkerchief to open the transom, to reverse the key and lock the door from the outside. He threw the key in over the top of the transom, heard it tinkle inside.

He went downstairs and out of the Hotel Blame. It still rained. He walked to the corner, looked along a tree-shaded block. His car was a dozen yards from the intersection, parked carefully, the lights off, the keys in the ignition. He drew them out, felt the seat under the wheel. It was wet, sticky. Carmady wiped his hand off, ran the windows up and locked the car. He left it where it was.

Going back to the Carondelet he didnt meet anybody. The hard slanting rain still pounded down into the empty streets.
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There was a thin thread of light under the door of 914. Carmady knocked lightly, looking up and down the hall, moved his gloved fingers softly on the panel while he waited. He waited a long time. Then a voice spoke wearily behind the wood of the door.

Yes? What is it?

Carmady, angel. I have to see you. Its strictly business.

The door clicked, opened. He looked at a tired white face, dark eyes that were slate-like, not violet-blue. There were smudges under them as though mascara had been rubbed into the skin. The girls strong little hand twitched on the edge of the door.

You, she said wearily. It would be you. Yes…Well, Ive simply got to have a shower. I smell of policemen.

Fifteen minutes? Carmady asked casually, but his eyes were very sharp on her face.

She shrugged slowly, then nodded. The closing door seemed to jump at him. He went along to his own rooms, threw off his hat and coat, poured whiskey into a glass and went into the bathroom to get ice water from the small tap over the basin.

He drank slowly, looking out of the windows at the dark breadth of the boulevard. A car slid by now and then, two beams of white light attached to nothing, emanating from nowhere.

He finished the drink, stripped to the skin, went under a shower. He dressed in fresh clothes, refilled his big flask and put it in his inner pocket, took a snub-nosed automatic out of a suitcase and held it in his hand for a minute staring at it. Then he put it back in the suitcase, lit a cigarette and smoked it through.

He got a dry hat and a tweed coat and went back to 914.

The door was almost insidiously ajar. He slipped in with a light knock, shut the door, went on into the living room and looked at Jean Adrian.

She was sitting on the davenport with a freshly scrubbed look, in loose plum-colored pajamas and a Chinese coat. A tendril of damp hair drooped over one temple. Her small even features had the cameo-like clearness that tiredness gives to the very young.

Carmady said: Drink?

She gestured emptily. I suppose so.

He got glasses, mixed whiskey and ice water, went to the davenport with them.

Are they keeping Targo on ice?

She moved her chin an eighth of an inch, staring into her glass.

He cut loose again, knocked two cops halfway through the wall. They love that boy.

Carmady said: He has a lot to learn about cops. In the morning the cameras will be all set for him. I can think of some nice headlines, such as: Well-known Fighter Too Fast for Gunman. Duke Targo Puts Crimp in Underworld Hot Rod.

The girl sipped her drink. Im tired, she said. And my foot itches. Lets talk about what makes this your business.

Sure. He flipped his cigarette case open, held it under her chin. Her hand fumbled at it and while it still fumbled he said: When you light that tell me why you shot him.

Jean Adrian put the cigarette between her lips, bent her head to the match, inhaled and threw her head back. Color awakened slowly in her eyes and a small smile curved the line of her pressed lips. She didnt answer.

Carmady watched her for a minute, turning his glass in his hands. Then he stared at the floor, said: It was your gun — the gun I picked up here in the afternoon. Targo said he drew it from his hip pocket, the slowest draw in the world. Yet hes supposed to have shot twice, accurately enough to kill a man, while the man wasnt even getting his gun loose from a shoulder holster. Thats hooey. But you, with the gun in a bag in your lap, and knowing the hood, might just have managed it. He would have been watching Targo.

The girl said emptily: Youre a private dick, I hear. Youre the son of a boss politician. They talked about you downtown. They act a little afraid of you, of people you might know. Who sicked you on me?

Carmady said: Theyre not afraid of me, angel. They just talked like that to see how youd react, if I was involved, so on. They dont know what its all about.

They were told plainly enough what it was all about.

Carmady shook his head. A cop never believes what he gets without a struggle. Hes too used to cooked-up stories. I think McChesneys wise you did the shooting. He knows by now if that handkerchief of Targos had been in a pocket with a gun.

Her limp fingers discarded her cigarette half-smoked. A curtain eddied at the window and loose flakes of ash crawled around in the ash tray. She said slowly: All right. I shot him. Do you think Id hesitate after this afternoon?

Carmady rubbed the lobe of his ear. Im playing this too light, he said softly. You dont know whats in my heart. Something has happened, something nasty. Do you think the hood meant to kill Targo?

I thought so — or I wouldnt have shot a man.

I think maybe it was just a scare, angel. Like the other one. After all a night club is a poor place for a getaway.

She said sharply: They dont do many low tackles on forty-fives. Hed have got away all right. Of course he meant to kill somebody. And of course I didnt mean Duke to front for me. He just grabbed the gun out of my hand and slammed into his act. What did it matter? I knew it would all come out in the end.

She poked absently at the still burning cigarette in the tray, kept her eyes down. After a moment she said, almost in a whisper: Is that all you wanted to know?

Carmady let his eyes crawl sidewise, without moving his head, until he could just see the firm curve of her cheek, the strong line of her throat. He said thickly: Shenvair was in on it. The fellow I was with at Cyranos followed Shenvair to a hideout. Shenvair shot him. Hes dead. Hes dead, angel — just a young kid that worked here in the hotel. Tony, the bell captain. The cops dont know that yet.

The muffled clang of elevator doors was heavy through the silence. A horn tooted dismally out in the rain on the boulevard. The girl sagged forward suddenly, then sidewise, fell across Carmadys knees. Her body was half turned and she lay almost on her back across his thighs, her eyelids flickering. The small blue veins in them stood out rigid in the soft skin.

He put his arms around her slowly, loosely, then they tightened, lifted her. He brought her face close to his own face. He kissed her on the side of the mouth.

Her eyes opened, stared blankly, unfocused. He kissed her again, tightly, then pushed her upright on the davenport.

He said quietly: That wasnt just an act, was it?

She leaped to her feet, spun around. Her voice was low, tense and angry.

Theres something horrible about you! Something — satanic. You come here and tell me another man has been killed — and then you kiss me. It isnt real.

Carmady said dully: Theres something horrible about any man that goes suddenly gaga over another mans woman.

Im not his woman! she snapped. I dont even like him — and I dont like you.

Carmady shrugged. They stared at each other with bleak hostile eyes. The girl clicked her teeth shut, then said almost violently: Get out! I cant talk to you any more. I cant stand you around. Will you get out?

Carmady said: Why not? He stood up, went over and got his hat and coat.

The girl sobbed once sharply, then she went in light quick strides across the room to the windows, became motionless with her back to him.

Carmady looked at her back, went over near her and stood looking at the soft hair low down on her neck. He said: Why the hell dont you let me help? I know theres something wrong. I wouldnt hurt you.

The girl spoke to the curtain in front of her face, savagely: Get out! I dont want your help. Go away and stay away. I wont be seeing you — ever.

Carmady said slowly: I think youve got to have help. Whether you like it or not. That man in the photo frame on the desk there — I think I know who he is. And I dont think hes dead.

The girl turned. Her face now was as white as paper. Her eyes strained at his eyes. She breathed thickly, harshly. After what seemed a long time she said: Im caught. Caught. Theres nothing you can do about it.

Carmady lifted a hand and drew his fingers slowly down her cheek, down the angle of her tight jaw. His eyes held a hard brown glitter, his lips a smile. It was cunning, almost a dishonest smile.

He said: Im wrong, angel. I dont know him at all. Good night.

He went back across the room, through the little hallway, opened the door. When the door opened the girl clutched at the curtain and rubbed her face against it slowly.

Carmady didnt shut the door. He stood quite still halfway through it, looking at two men who stood there with guns.

They stood close to the door, as if they had been about to knock. One was thick, dark, saturnine. The other one was an albino with sharp red eyes, a narrow head that showed shining snow-white hair under a rain-spattered dark hat. He had the thin sharp teeth and the drawn-back grin of a rat.

Carmady started to close the door behind him. The albino said: Hold it, rube. The door, I mean. Were goin in.

The other man slid forward and pressed his left hand up and down Carmadys body carefully. He stepped away, said: No gat, but a swell flask under his arm.

The albino gestured with his gun. Back up, rube. We want the broad, too.

Carmady said tonelessly: It doesnt take a gun, Critz. I know you and I know your boss. If he wants to see me, Ill be glad to talk to him.

He turned and went back into the room with the two gunmen behind him.

Jean Adrian hadnt moved. She stood by the window still, the curtain against her cheek, her eyes closed, as if she hadnt heard the voices at the door at all.

Then she heard them come in and her eyes snapped open. She turned slowly, stared past Carmady at the two gunmen. The albino walked to the middle of the room, looked around it without speaking, went on into the bedroom and bathroom. Doors opened and shut. He came back in quiet catlike feet, pulled his overcoat open and pushed his hat back on his head.

Get dressed, sister. We have to go for a ride in the rain. Okey?

The girl stared at Carmady now. He shrugged, smiled a little, spread his hands.

Thats how it is, angel. Might as well fall in line.

The lines of her face got thin and contemptuous. She said slowly: You — You —— — . Her voice trailed off into a sibilant, meaningless mutter. She went across the room stiffly and out of it into the bedroom.

The albino slipped a cigarette between his sharp lips, chuckled with a wet, gurgling sound, as if his mouth was full of saliva.

She dont seem to like you, rube.

Carmady frowned. He walked slowly to the writing desk, leaned his hips against it, stared at the floor.

She thinks I sold her out, he said dully.

Maybe you did, rube, the albino drawled.

Carmady said: Better watch her. Shes neat with a gun.

His hands, reaching casually behind him on the desk, tapped the top of it lightly, then without apparent change of movement folded the leather photo frame down on its side and edged it under the blotter.
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There was a padded arm rest in the middle of the rear seat of the car, and Carmady leaned an elbow on it, cupped his chin in his hand, stared through the half-misted windows at the rain. It was thick white spray in the headlights, and the noise of it on the top of the car was like drum fire very far off.

Jean Adrian sat on the other side of the arm rest, in the corner. She wore a black hat and a gray coat with tufts of silky hair on it, longer than caracul and not so curly. She didnt look at Carmady or speak to him.

The albino sat on the right of the thick dark man, who drove. They went through silent streets, past blurred houses, blurred trees, the blurred shine of street lights. There were neon signs behind the thick curtains of mist. There was no sky.

Then they climbed and a feeble arc light strung over an intersection threw light on a signpost, and Carmady read the name Court Street.

He said softly: This is woptown, Critz. The big guy cant be so dough-heavy as he used to be.

Lights flickered from the albinos eyes as he glanced back. You should know, rube.

The car slowed in front of a big frame house with a trellised porch, walls finished in round shingles, blind, lightless windows. Across the street, a stencil sign on a brick building built sheer to the pavement said: Paolo Perrugini Funeral Parlors.

The car swung out to make a wide turn into a gravel driveway. Lights splashed into an open garage. They went in, slid to a stop beside a big shiny undertakers ambulance.

The albino snapped: All out!

Carmady said: I see our next trip is all arranged for.

Funny guy, the albino snarled. A wise monkey.

Uh-uh. I just have nice scaffold manners, Carmady drawled.

The dark man cut the motor and snapped on a big flash, then cut the lights, got out of the car. He shot the beam of the flash up a narrow flight of wooden steps in the corner. The albino said: Up you go, rube. Push the girl ahead of you. Im behind with my rod.

Jean Adrian got out of the car past Carmady, without looking at him. She went up the steps stiffly, and the three men made a procession behind her.

There was a door at the top. The girl opened it and hard white light came out at them. They went into a bare attic with exposed studding, a square window in front and rear, shut tight, the glass painted black. A bright bulb hung on a drop cord over a kitchen table and a big man sat at the table with a saucer of cigarette butts at his elbow. Two of them still smoked.

A thin loose-lipped man sat on a bed with a Luger beside his left hand. There was a worn carpet on the floor, a few sticks of furniture, a half-opened clapboard door in the corner through which a toilet seat showed, and one end of a big old-fashioned bathtub standing up from the floor on iron legs.

The man at the kitchen table was large but not handsome. He had carroty hair and eyebrows a shade darker, a square aggressive face, a strong jaw. His thick lips held his cigarette brutally. His clothes looked as if they had cost a great deal of money and had been slept in.

He glanced carelessly at Jean Adrian, said around the cigarette: Park the body, sister. Hi, Carmady. Gimme that rod, Lefty, and you boys drop down below again.

The girl went quietly across the attic and sat down in a straight wooden chair. The man on the bed stood up, put the Luger at the big mans elbow on the kitchen table. The three gunmen went down the stairs, leaving the door open.

The big man touched the Luger, stared at Carmady, said sarcastically: Im Doll Conant. Maybe you remember me.

Carmady stood loosely by the kitchen table, with his legs spread wide, his hands in his overcoat pockets, his head tilted back. His half-closed eyes were sleepy, very cold.

He said: Yeah. I helped my dad hang the only rap on you that ever stuck.

It didnt stick, mugg. Not with the Court of Appeals.

Maybe this one will, Carmady said carelessly. Kidnapping is apt to be a sticky rap in this state.

Conant grinned without opening his lips. His expression was grimly good-humored. He said: Lets not barber. We got business to do and you know better than that last crack. Sit down — or rather take a look at Exhibit One first. In the bathtub, behind you. Yeah, take a look at that. Then we can get down to tacks.

Carmady turned, went across to the clapboard door, pushed through it. There was a bulb sticking out of the wall, with a key switch. He snapped it on, bent over the tub.

For a moment his body was quite rigid and his breath was held rigidly. Then he let it out very slowly, and reached his left hand back and pushed the door almost shut. He bent farther over the big iron tub.

It was long enough for a man to stretch out in, and a man was stretched out in it, on his back. He was fully dressed even to a hat, although his head didnt look as if he had put it on himself. He had thick, gray-brown curly hair. There was blood on his face and there was a gouged, red-rimmed hole at the inner corner of his left eye.

He was Shenvair and he was long since dead.

Carmady sucked in his breath and straightened slowly, then suddenly bent forward still further until he could see into the space between the tub and the wall. Something blue and metallic glistened down there in the dust. A blue steel gun. A gun like Shenvairs gun.

Carmady glanced back quickly. The not quite shut door showed him a part of the attic, the top of the stairs, one of Doll Conants feet square and placid on the carpet, under the kitchen table. He reached his arm out slowly down behind the tub, gathered the gun up. The four exposed chambers had steel-jacketed bullets in them.

Carmady opened his coat, slipped the gun down inside the waistband of his trousers, tightened his belt, and buttoned his coat again. He went out of the bathroom, shut the clapboard door carefully.

Doll Conant gestured at a chair across the table from him: Sit down.

Carmady glanced at Jean Adrian. She was staring at him with a kind of rigid curiosity, her eyes dark and colorless in a stone-white face under the black hat.

He gestured at her, smiled faintly. Its Mister Shenvair, angel. He met with an accident. Hes — dead.

The girl stared at him without any expression at all. Then she shuddered once, violently. She stared at him again, made no sound of any kind.

Carmady sat down in the chair across the table from Conant.

Conant eyed him, added a smoking stub to the collection in the white saucer, lit a fresh cigarette, streaking the match the whole length of the kitchen table.

He puffed, said casually: Yeah, hes dead. You shot him.

Carmady shook his head very slightly, smiled. No.

Skip the baby eyes, feller. You shot him. Perrugini, the wop undertaker across the street, owns this place, rents it out now and then to a right boy for a quick dust. Incidentally, hes a friend of mine, does me a lot of good among the other wops. He rented it to Shenvair. Didnt know him, but Shenvair got a right ticket into him. Perrugini heard shooting over here tonight, took a look out of his window, saw a guy make it to a car. He saw the license number of the car. Your car.

Carmady shook his head again. But I didnt shoot him, Conant.

Try and prove it…The wop ran over and found Shenvair halfway up the stairs, dead. He dragged him up and stuck him in the bathtub. Some crazy idea about the blood, I suppose. Then he went through him, found a police card, a private-dick license, and that scared him. He got me on the phone and when I got the name, I came steaming.

Conant stopped talking, eyed Carmady steadily. Carmady said very softly: You hear about the shooting at Cyranos tonight?

Conant nodded.

Carmady went on: I was there, with a kid friend of mine from the hotel. Just before the shooting this Shenvair threw a punch at me. The kid followed Shenvair here and they shot each other. Shenvair was drunk and scared and Ill bet he shot first. I didnt even know the kid had a gun. Shenvair shot him through the stomach. He got home, died there. He left me a note. I have the note.

After a moment Conant said: You killed Shenvair, or hired that boy to do it. Heres why. He tried to copper his bet on your blackmail racket. He sold out to Courtway.

Carmady looked startled. He snapped his head around to look at Jean Adrian. She was leaning forward staring at him with color in her cheeks, a shine in her eyes. She said very softly: Im sorry — angel. I had you wrong.

Carmady smiled a little, turned back to Conant. He said: She thought I was the one that sold out. Whos Courtway? Your bird dog, the state senator?

Conants face turned a little white. He laid his cigarette down very carefully in the saucer, leaned across the table and hit Carmady in the mouth with his fist. Carmady went over backwards in the rickety chair. His head struck the floor.

Jean Adrian stood up quietly and her teeth made a sharp clicking sound. Then she didnt move.

Carmady rolled over on his side and got up and set the chair upright. He got a handkerchief out, patted his mouth, looked at the handkerchief.

Steps clattered on the stairs and the albino poked his narrow head into the room, poked a gun still farther in.

Need any help, boss?

Without looking at him, Conant said: Get out — and shut that door — and stay out!

The door was shut. The albinos steps died down the stairs. Carmady put his left hand on the back of the chair and moved it slowly back and forth. His right hand still held the handkerchief. His lips were getting puffed and darkish. His eyes looked at the Luger by Conants elbow.

Conant picked up his cigarette and put it in his mouth. He said: Maybe you think Im going to neck this blackmail racket. Im not, brother. Im going to kill it — so itll stay killed. Youre going to spill your guts. I have three boys downstairs who need exercise. Get busy and talk.

Carmady said: Yeah — but your three boys are downstairs. He slipped the handkerchief inside his coat. His hand came out with the blued gun in it. He said: Take that Luger by the barrel and push it across the table so I can reach it.

Conant didnt move. His eyes narrowed to slits. His hard mouth jerked the cigarette in it once. He didnt touch the Luger. After a moment he said: Guess you know what will happen to you now.

Carmady shook his head slightly. He said: Maybe Im not particular about that. If it does happen, you wont know anything about it.

Conant stared at him, didnt move. He stared at him for quite a long time, stared at the blue gun. Where did you get it? Didnt the heels frisk you?

Carmady said: They did. This is Shenvairs gun. Your wop friend must have kicked it behind the bathtub. Careless.

Conant reached two thick fingers forward and turned the Luger around and pushed it to the far edge of the table. He nodded and said tonelessly: I lose this hand. I ought to have thought of that. That makes me do the talking.

Jean Adrian came quickly across the room and stood at the end of the table. Carmady reached forward across the chair and took the Luger in his left hand and slipped it down into his overcoat pocket, kept his hand on it. He rested the hand holding the blue gun on the top of the chair.

Jean Adrian said: Who is this man?

Doll Conant, a local bigtimer. Senator John Myerson Courtway is his pipe line into the state senate. And Senator Courtway, angel, is the man in your photo frame on your desk. The man you said was your father, that you said was dead.

The girl said very quietly: He is my father. I knew he wasnt dead. Im blackmailing him — for a hundred grand. Shenvair and Targo and I. He never married my mother, so Im illegitimate. But Im still his child. I have rights and he wont recognize them. He treated my mother abominably, left her without a nickel. He had detectives watch me for years. Shenvair was one of them. He recognized my photos when I came here and met Targo. He remembered. He went up to San Francisco and got a copy of my birth certificate. I have it here.

She fumbled at her bag, felt around in it, opened a small zipper pocket in the lining. Her hand came out with a folded paper. She tossed it on the table.

Conant stared at her, reached a hand for the paper, spread it out and studied it. He said slowly: This doesnt prove anything.

Carmady took his left hand out of his pocket and reached for the paper. Conant pushed it towards him.

It was a certified copy of a birth certificate, dated originally in 1912. It recorded the birth of a girl child, Adriana Gianni Myerson, to John and Antonina Gianni Myerson. Carmady dropped the paper again.

He said: Adriana Gianni — Jean Adrian. Was that the tipoff, Conant?

Conant shook his head. Shenvair got cold feet. He tipped Courtway. He was scared. Thats why he had this hideout lined up. I thought that was why he got killed. Targo couldnt have done it, because Targos still in the can. Maybe I had you wrong, Carmady.

Carmady stared at him woodenly, didnt say anything. Jean Adrian said: Its my fault. Im the one thats to blame. It was pretty rotten. I see that now. I want to see him and tell him Im sorry and that hell never hear from me again. I want to make him promise he wont do anything to Duke Targo. May I?

Carmady said: You can do anything you want to, angel. I have two guns that say so. But why did you wait so long? And why didnt you go at him through the courts? You re in show business. The publicity would have made you — even if he beat you out.

The girl bit her lip, said in a low voice: My mother never really knew who he was, never knew his last name even. He was John Myerson to her. I didnt know until I came here and happened to see a picture in the local paper. He had changed, but I knew the face. And of course the first part of his name—

Conant said sneeringly: You didnt go at him openly because you knew damn well you werent his kid. That your mother just wished you on to him like any cheap broad who sees herself out of a swell meal ticket. Courtway says he can prove it, and that hes going to prove it and put you where you belong. And believe me, sister, hes just the stiff-necked kind of sap who would kill himself in public life raking up a twenty-year-old scandal to do that little thing.

The big man spit his cigarette stub out viciously, added: It cost me money to put him where he is and I aim to keep him there. Thats why Im in it. No dice, sister. Im putting the pressure on. Youre going to take a lot of air and keep on taking it. As for your two-gun friend — maybe he didnt know, but he knows now and that ties him up in the same package.

Conant banged on the table top, leaned back, looking calmly at the blue gun in Carmadys hand.

Carmady stared into the big mans eyes, said very softly: That hood at Cyranos tonight — he wasnt your idea of putting on the pressure by any chance, Conant, was he?

Conant grinned harshly, shook his head. The door at the top of the stairs opened a little, silently. Carmady didnt see it. He was staring at Conant. Jean Adrian saw it.

Her eyes widened and she stepped back with a startled exclamation, that jerked Carmadys eyes to her.

The albino stepped softly through the door with a gun leveled.

His red eyes glistened, his mouth was drawn wide in a snarling grin. He said: The doors kind of thin, boss. I listened. Okey?…Shed the heater, rube, or I blow you both in half.

Carmady turned slightly and opened his right hand and let the blue gun bounce on the thin carpet. He shrugged, spread his hands out wide, didnt look at Jean Adrian.

The albino stepped clear of the door, came slowly forward and put his gun against Carmadys back.

Conant stood up, came around the table, took the Luger out of Carmadys coat pocket and hefted it. Without a word or change of expression he slammed it against the side of Carmadys jaw.

Carmady sagged drunkenly, then went down on the floor on his side.

Jean Adrian screamed, clawed at Conant. He threw her off, changed the gun to his left hand and slapped the side of her face with a hard palm.

Pipe down, sister. Youve had all your fun.

The albino went to the head of the stairs and called down it. The two other gunmen came up into the room, stood grinning.

Carmady didnt move on the floor. After a little while Conant lit another cigarette and rattled a knuckle on the table top beside the birth certificate. He said gruffly: She wants to see the old man. Okey, she can see him. Well all go see him. Theres still something in this that stinks. He raised his eyes, looked at the stocky man. You and Lefty go downtown and spring Targo, get him out to the Senators place as soon as you can. Step on it.

The two hoods went back down the stairs.

Conant looked down at Carmady, kicked him in the ribs lightly, kept on kicking them until Carmady opened his eyes and stirred.
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The car waited at the top of a hill, before a pair of tall wrought-iron gates, inside which there was a lodge. A door of the lodge stood open and yellow light framed a big man in an overcoat and pulled-down hat. He came forward slowly into the rain, his hands down in his pockets.

The rain slithered about his feet and the albino leaned against the uprights of the gate, clicking his teeth. The big man said: What yuh want? I can see yuh.

Shake it up, rube. Mister Conant wants to call on your boss.

The man inside spat into the wet darkness. So what? Know what time it is?

Conant opened the car door suddenly and went over to the gates. The rain made noise between the car and the voices.

Carmady turned his head slowly and patted Jean Adrians hand. She pushed his hand away from her quickly.

Her voice said softly: You fool — oh, you fool!

Carmady sighed. Im having a swell time, angel. A swell time.

The man inside the gates took out keys on a long chain, unlocked the gates and pushed them back until they clicked on the chocks. Conant and the albino came back to the car.

Conant stood in the rain with a heel hooked on the running board. Carmady took his big flask out of his pocket, felt it over to see if it was dented, then unscrewed the top. He held it out towards the girl, said: Have a little bottle courage.

She didnt answer him, didnt move. He drank from the flask, put it away, looked past Conants broad back at acres of dripping trees, a cluster of lighted windows that seemed to hang in the sky.

A car came up the hill stabbing the wet dark with its headlights, pulled behind the sedan and stopped. Conant went over to it, put his head into it and said something. The car backed, turned into the driveway, and its lights splashed on retaining walls, disappeared, reappeared at the top of the drive as a hard white oval against a stone porte-cochËre.

Conant got into the sedan and the albino swung it into the driveway after the other car. At the top, in a cement parking circle ringed with cypresses they all got out.

At the top of steps a big door was open and a man in a bathrobe stood in it. Targo, between two men who leaned hard against him, was halfway up the steps. He was bareheaded and without an overcoat. His big body in the white coat looked enormous between the two gunmen.

The rest of the party went up the steps and into the house and followed the bathrobed butler down a hall lined with portraits of somebodys ancestors, through a still oval foyer to another hall and into a paneled study with soft lights and heavy drapes and deep leather chairs.

A man stood behind a big dark desk that was set in an alcove made by low, outjutting bookcases. He was enormously tall and thin. His white hair was so thick and fine that no single hair was visible in it. He had a small straight bitter mouth, black eyes without depth in a white lined face. He stooped a little and a blue corduroy bathrobe faced with satin was wrapped around his almost freakish thinness.

The butler shut the door and Conant opened it again and jerked his chin at the two men who had come in with Targo. They went out. The albino stepped behind Targo and pushed him down into a chair. Targo looked dazed, stupid. There was a smear of dirt on one side of his face and his eyes had a drugged look.

The girl went over to him quickly, said: Oh, Duke — are you all right, Duke?

Targo blinked at her, half-grinned. So you had to rat, huh? Skip it. Im fine. His voice had an unnatural sound.

Joan Adrian went away from him and sat down and hunched herself together as if she was cold.

The tall man stared coldly at everyone in the room in turn, then said lifelessly: Are these the blackmailers — and was it necessary to bring them here in the middle of the night?

Conant shook himself out of his coat, threw it on the floor behind a lamp. He lit a fresh cigarette and stood spread-legged in the middle of the room, a big, rough, rugged man very sure of himself. He said: The girl wanted to see you and tell you she was sorry and wants to play ball. The guy in the ice-cream coat is Targo, the fighter. He got himself in a shooting scrape at a night spot and acted so wild downtown they fed him sleep tablets to quiet him. The other guy is Carmady, old Marcus Carmadys boy. I dont figure him yet.

Carmady said dryly: Im a private detective, Senator. Im here in the interests of my client, Miss Adrian. He laughed.

The girl looked at him suddenly, then looked at the floor.

Conant said gruffly. Shenvair, the one you know about, got himself bumped off. Not by us. Thats still to straighten out.

The tall man nodded coldly. He sat down at his desk and picked up a white quill pen, tickled one ear with it.

And what is your idea of the way to handle this matter, Conant? he asked thinly.

Conant shrugged. Im a rough boy, but Id handle this one legal. Talk to the D.A., toss them in a coop on suspicion of extortion. Cook up a story for the papers, then give it time to cool. Then dump these birds across the state line and tell them not to come back — or else.

Senator Courtway moved the quill around to his other ear. They could attack me again, from a distance, he said icily. Im in favor of a showdown, put them where they belong.

You cant try them, Courtway. It would kill you politically.

Im tired of public life, Conant. Ill be glad to retire. The tall thin man curved his mouth into a faint smile.

The hell you are, Conant growled. He jerked his head around, snapped: Come here, sister.

J can Adrian stood up, came slowly across the room, stood in front of the desk.

Make her? Conant snarled.

Courtway stared at the girls set face for a long time, without a trace of expression. He put his quill down on the desk, opened a drawer and took out a photograph. He looked from the photo to the girl, back to the photo, said tonelessly: This was taken a number of years ago, but theres a very strong resemblance. I dont think Id hesitate to say its the same face.

He put the photo down on the desk and with the same unhurried motion took an automatic out of the drawer and put it down on the desk beside the photo.

Conant stared at the gun. His mouth twisted. He said thickly: You wont need that, Senator, Listen, your showdown idea is all wrong. Ill get detailed confessions from these people and well hold them. If they ever act up again, itll be time enough then to crack down with the big one.

Carmady smiled a little and walked across the carpet until he was near the end of the desk. He said: Id like to see that photograph and leaned over suddenly and took it.

Courtways thin hand dropped to the gun, then relaxed. He leaned back in his chair and stared at Carmady.

Carmady stared at the photograph, lowered it, said softly to Jean Adrian: Go sit down.

She turned and went back to her chair, dropped into it wearily.

Carmady said: I like your showdown idea, Senator. Its clean and straightforward and a wholesome change in policy from Mr. Conant. But it wont work. He snicked a fingernail at the photo. This has a superficial resemblance, no more. I dont think its the same girl at all myself. Her ears are differently shaped and lower on her head. Her eyes are closer together than Miss Adrians eyes, the line of her jaw is longer. Those things dont change. So what have you got? An extortion letter. Maybe, but you cant tie it to anyone or youd have done it already. The girls name. Just coincidence. What else?

Conants face was granite hard, his mouth bitter. His voice shook a little saying: And how about that certificate the gal took out of her purse, wise guy?

Carmady smiled faintly, rubbed the side of his jaw with his fingertips. I thought you got that from Shenvair? he said slyly. And Shenvair is dead.

Conants face was a mask of fury. He balled his fist, took a jerky step forward, Why you — damn louse—

Jean Adrian was leaning forward staring round-eyed at Carmady. Targo was staring at him, with a loose grin, pale hard eyes. Courtway was staring at him. There was no expression of any kind on Courtways face. He sat cold, relaxed, distant.

Conant laughed suddenly, snapped his fingers. Okey, toot your horn, he grunted.

Carmady said slowly: Ill tell you another reason why therell be no showdown. That shooting at Cyranos. Those threats to make Targo drop an unimportant fight. That hood that went to Miss Adrians hotel room and sapped her, left her lying on her doorway. Cant you tie all that in, Conant? I can.

Courtway leaned forward suddenly and placed his hand on his gun, folded it around the butt. His black eyes were holes in a white frozen face.

Conant didnt move, didnt speak.

Carmady went on: Why did Targo get those threats, and after he didnt drop the fight, why did a gun go to see him at Cyranos, a night club, a very bad place for that kind of play? Because at Cyranos he was with the girl, and Cyrano was his backer, and if anything happened at Cyranos the law would get the threat story before they had time to think of anything else. Thats why. The threats were a build-up for a killing. When the shooting came off Targo was to be with the girl, so the hood could get the girl and it would look as if Targo was the one he was after.

He would have tried for Targo, too, of course, but above all he would have got the girl. Because she was the dynamite behind this shakedown, without her it meant nothing, and with her it could always be made over into a legitimate paternity suit. If it didnt work the other way. You know about her and about Targo, because Shenvair got cold feet and sold out. And Shenvair knew about the hood — because when the hood showed, and I saw him — and Shenvair knew I knew him, because he had heard me tell Targo about him — then Shenvair tried to pick a drunken fight with me and keep me from trying to interfere.

Carmady stopped, rubbed the side of his head again, very slowly, very gently. He watched Conant with an up-from-under look.

Conant said slowly, Very harshly: I dont play those games, buddy. Believe it or not — I dont.

Carmady said: Listen. The hood could have killed the girl at the hotel with his sap. He didnt because Targo wasnt there and the fight hadnt been fought, and the build-up would have been all wasted. He went there to have a close look at her, without make-up. And she was scared about something, and had a gun with her. So he sapped her down and ran away. That visit was just a finger.

Conant said again: I dont play those games, buddy. Then he took the Luger out of his pocket and held it down at his side.

Carmady shrugged, turned his head to stare at Senator Courtway.

No, but he does, he said softly. He had the motive, and the play wouldnt look like him. He cooked it up with Shenvair — and if it went wrong, as it did, Shenvair would have breezed and if the law got wise, big tough Doll Conant is the boy whose nose would be in the mud.

Courtway smiled a little and said in an utterly dead voice: The young man is very ingenious, but surely—

Targo stood up. His face was a stiff mask. His lips moved slowly and he said: It sounds pretty good to me. I think Ill twist your goddamn neck, Mister Courtway.

The albino snarled, Sit down, punk, and lifted his gun. Targo turned slightly and slammed the albino on the jaw. He went over backwards, smashed his head against the wall. The gun sailed along the floor from his limp hand.

Targo started across the room.

Conant looked at him sidewise and didnt move. Targo went past him, almost touching him. Conant didnt move a muscle. His big face was blank, his eyes narrowed to a faint glitter between the heavy lids.

Nobody moved but Targo. Then Courtway lifted his gun and his finger whitened on the trigger and the gun roared.

Carmady moved across the room very swiftly and stood in front of Jean Adrian, between her and the rest of the room.

Targo looked down at his hands. His face twisted into a silly smile. He sat down on the floor and pressed both his hands against his chest.

Courtway lifted his gun again and then Conant moved. The Luger jerked up, flamed twice. Blood flowed down Courtways hand. His gun fell behind his desk. His long body seemed to swoop down after the gun. It jack-knifed until only his shoulders showed humped above the line of the desk.

Conant said: Stand up and take it, you goddamn double-crossing swine!

There was a shot behind the desk. Courtways shoulders went down out of sight.

After a moment Conant went around behind the desk, stopped, straightened.

He ate one, he said very calmly. Through the mouth . And I lose me a nice clean senator.

Targo took his hands from his chest and fell over sidewise on the floor and lay still.

The door of the room slammed open. The butler stood in it, tousle-headed, his mouth gaping. He tried to say something, saw the gun in Conants hand, saw Targo slumped on the floor. He didnt say anything.

The albino was getting to his feet, rubbing his chin, feeling his teeth, shaking his head. He went slowly along the wall and gathered up his gun.

Conant snarled at him: Swell gut you turned out to be. Get on the phone. Get Malloy, the night captain — and snap it up!

Carmady turned, put his hand down and lifted Jean Adrians cold chin.

Its getting light, angel. And I think the rain has stopped, he said slowly. He pulled his inevitable flask out. Lets take a drink — to Mister Targo.

The girl shook her head, covered her face with her hands.

After a long time there were sirens.
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The slim, tired-looking kid in the pale and silver of the Carondelet held his white glove in front of the closing doors and said: Corkys boils is better, but he didnt come to work, Mister Carmady. Tony the bell captain aint showed this morning neither. Pretty soft for some guys.

Carmady stood close to Jean Adrian in the corner of the car. They were alone in it. He said: Thats what you think.

The boy turned red. Carmady moved over and patted his shoulder, said: Dont mind me, son. Ive been up all night with a sick friend. Here, buy yourself a second breakfast.

Jeeze, Mister Carmady, I didnt mean—

The doors opened at nine and they went down the corridor to 914. Carmady took the key and opened the door, put the key on the inside, held the door, said: Get some sleep and wake up with your fist in your eye. Take my flask and get a mild toot on. Do you good.

The girl went in through the door, said over her shoulder: I dont want liquor. Come in a minute. Theres something I want to tell you.

He shut the door and followed her in. A bright bar of sunlight lay across the carpet all the way to the davenport. He lit a cigarette and stared at it.

Jean Adrian sat down and jerked her hat off and rumpled her hair. She was silent a moment, then she said slowly, carefully: It was swell of you to go to all that trouble for me. I dont know why you should do it.

Carmady said: I can think of a couple of reasons, but they didnt keep Targo from getting killed, and that was my fault in a way. Then in another way it wasnt, I didnt ask him to twist Senator Courtways neck.

The girl said: You think youre hard-boiled but youre just a big slob that argues himself into a jam for the first tramp he finds in trouble. Forget it. Forget Targo and forget me. Neither of us was worth any part of your time, I wanted to tell you that because Ill be going away as soon as they let me, and I wont be seeing you any more. This is goodbye.

Carmady nodded, stared at the sun on the carpet. The girl went on: Its a little hard to tell. Im not looking for sympathy when I say Im a tramp. Ive smothered in too many hall bedrooms, stripped in too many filthy dressing rooms, missed too many meals, told too many lies to be anything else. Thats why I wouldnt want to have anything to do with you, ever.

Carmady said: I like the way you tell it. Go on.

She looked at him quickly, looked away again. Im not the Gianni girl. You guessed that. But I knew her. We did a cheap sister act together when they still did sister acts. Ada and Jean Adrian. We made up our names from hers. That flopped, and we went in a road show and that flopped too. In New Orleans. The going was a little too rough for her. She swallowed bichloride. I kept her photos because I knew her story. And looking at that thin cold guy and thinking what he could have done for her I got to hate him. She was his kid all right. Dont ever think she wasnt. I even wrote letters to him, asking for help for her, just a little help, signing her name. But they didnt get any answer. I got to hate him so much I wanted to do something to him, after she took the bichloride. So I came out here when I got a stake.

She stopped talking and laced her fingers together tightly, then pulled them apart violently, as if she wanted to hurt herself. She went on: I met Targo through Cyrano and Shenvair through him. Shenvair knew the photos. Hed worked once for an agency in Frisco that was hired to watch Ada. You know all the rest of it.

Carmady said: It sounds pretty good. I wondered why the touch wasnt made sooner. Do you want me to think you didnt want his money?

No. Id have taken his money all right. But that wasnt what I wanted most. I said I was a tramp.

Carmady smiled very faintly and said: You dont know a lot about tramps, angel. You made an illegitimate pass and you got caught. Thats that, but the money wouldnt have done you any good. It would have been dirty money. I know.

She looked up at him, stared at him. He touched the side of his face and winced and said: I know because thats the kind of money mine is. My dad made it out of crooked sewerage and paving contracts, out of gambling concessions, appointment pay-offs, even vice, I daresay. He made it every rotten way there is to make money in city politics. And when it was made and there was nothing left to do but sit and look at it, he died and left it to me. It hasnt brought me any fun either. I always hope its going to, but it never does. Because Im his pup, his blood, reared in the same gutter. Im worse than a tramp, angel. Im a guy that lives on crooked dough and doesnt even do his own stealing.

He stopped, flicked ash on the carpet, straightened his hat on his head.

Think that over, and dont run too far, because I have all the time in the world and it wouldnt do you any good. It would be so much more fun to run away together.

He went a little way towards the door, stood looking down at the sunlight on the carpet, looked back at her quickly and then went on out.

When the door shut she stood up and went into the bedroom and lay down on the bed just as she was, with her coat on, She stared at the ceiling. After a long time she smiled. In the middle of the smile she fell asleep.
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There was a brand-new aluminum-gray DeSoto sedan in front of the door. I walked around that and went up three white steps, through a glass door and up three more carpeted steps. I rang a bell on the wall.

Instantly a dozen dog voices began to shake the roof. While they bayed and howled and yapped I looked at a small alcove office with a rolltop desk and a waiting room with mission leather chairs and three diplomas on the wall, at a mission table scattered with copies of the Dog Fanciers Gazette.

Somebody quieted the dogs out back, then an inner door opened and a small pretty-faced man in a tan smock came in on rubber soles, with a solicitous smile under a pencil-line mustache. He looked around and under me, didnt see a dog. His smile got more casual.

He said: Id like to break them of that, but I cant. Every time they hear a buzzer they start up. They get bored and they know the buzzer means visitors.

I said: Yeah, and gave him my card. He read it, turned it over and looked at the back, turned it back and read the front again.

A private detective, he said softly, licking his moist lips. Well — Im Dr. Sharp. What can I do for you?

Im looking for a stolen dog.

His eyes flicked at me. His soft little mouth tightened. Very slowly his whole face flushed. I said: Im not suggesting you stole the dog, Doc. Almost anybody could plant an animal in a place like this and you wouldnt think about that chance they didnt own it, would you?

One doesnt just like the idea, he said stiffly. What kind of dog?

Police dog.

He scuffed a toe on the thin carpet, looked at a corner of the ceiling. The flush went off his face, leaving it with a sort of shiny whiteness. After a long moment he said: I have only one police dog here, and I know the people he belongs to. So Im afraid—

Then you wont mind my looking at him, I cut in, and started towards the inner door.

Dr. Sharp didnt move. He scuffed some more. Im not sure thats convenient, he said softly. Perhaps later in the day.

Now would be better for me, I said, and reached for the knob.

He scuttled across the waiting room to his little rolltop desk. His small hand went around the telephone there.

Ill — Ill just call the police if you want to get tough, he said hurriedly.

Thats jake, I said. Ask for Chief Fulwider. Tell him Carmadys here. I just came from his office.

Dr. Sharp took his hand away from the phone. I grinned at him and rolled a cigarette around in my fingers.

Come on, Doc, I said. Shake the hair out of your eyes and lets go. Be nice and maybe Ill tell you the story.

He chewed both his lips in turn, stared at the brown blotter on his desk, fiddled with a corner of it, stood up and crossed the room in his white bucks, opened the door in front of me and we went along a narrow gray hallway. An operating table showed through an open door. We went through a door farther along, into a bare room with a concrete floor, a gas heater in the corner with a bowl of water beside it, and all along one wall two tiers of stalls with heavy wire mesh doors.

Dogs and cats stared at us silently, expectantly, behind the mesh. A tiny chihuahua snuffled under a big red Persian with a wide sheep-skin collar around its neck. There was a sour-faced Scottie and a mutt with all the skin off one leg and a silky-gray Angora and a Sealyham and two more mutts and a razor-sharp fox terrier with a barrel snout and just the right droop to the last two inches of it.

Their noses were wet and their eyes were bright and they wanted to know whose visitor I was.

I looked them over. These are toys, Doe, I growled. Im talking police dog. Gray and black, no brown. A male. Nine years old. Swell points all around except that his tail is too short. Do I bore you?

He stared at me, made an unhappy gesture. Yes, but— he mumbled. Well, this way.

We went back out of the room. The animals looked disappointed, especially the chihuahua, which tried to climb through the wire mesh and almost made it. We went back out of a rear door into a cement yard with two garages fronting on it. One of them was empty. The other, with its door open a foot, was a box of gloom at the back of which a big dog clanked a chain and put his jaw down flat on the old comforter that was his bed.

Be careful, Sharp said. Hes pretty savage at times. I had him inside, but he scared the others.

I went into the garage. The dog growled. I went towards him and he hit the end of his chain with a bang. I said: Hello there, Voss. Shake hands.

He put his head back down on the comforter. His ears came forward halfway. He was very still. His eyes were wolfish, black-rimmed. Then the curved, too-short tail began to thump the floor slowly. I said: Shake hands, boy, and put mine out. In the doorway behind me the little vet was telling me to be careful. The dog came up slowly on his big rough paws, swung his ears back to normal and lifted his left paw. I shook it.

The little vet complained: This is a great surprise to me, Mr — Mr.—

Carmady, I said. Yeah, it would be.

I patted the dogs head and went back out of the garage.

We went into the house, into the waiting room. I pushed magazines out of the way and sat on a corner of the mission table, looked the pretty little man over.

Okay, I said. Give. Whats the name of his folks and where do they live?

He thought it over sullenly. Their name is Voss. Theyve moved East and they are to send for the dog when theyre settled.

Cute at that, I said. The dogs named Voss after a German war flier. The folks are named after the dog.

You think Im lying, the little man said hotly.

Uh-uh. You scare too easy for a crook. I think somebody wanted to ditch the dog. Heres my story. A girl named Isobel Snare disappeared from her home in San Angelo, two weeks ago. She lives with her great-aunt, a nice old lady in gray silk who isnt anybodys fool. The girl had been stepping out with some pretty shady company in the night spots and gambling joints. So the old lady smelled a scandal and didnt go to the law. She didnt get anywhere until a girl friend of the Snare girl happened to see the dog in your joint. She told the aunt. The aunt hired me — because when the niece drove off in her roadster and didnt come back she had the dog with her.

I mashed out my cigarette on my heel and lit another. Dr. Sharps little face was as white as dough. Perspiration twinkled in his cute little mustache.

I added gently: Its not a police job yet. I was kidding you about Chief Fulwider. Hows for you and me to keep it under the hat?

What — what do you want me to do? the little man stammered.

Think youll hear anything more about the dog?

Yes, he said quickly. The man seemed very fond of him. A genuine dog lover. The dog was gentle with him.

Then youll hear from him, I said. When you do I want to know. Whats the guy look like?

He was tall and thin with very sharp black eyes. His wife is tall and thin like him. Well-dressed, quiet people.

The Snare girl is a little runt, I said. What made it so hush-hush?

He stared at his foot and didnt say anything.

Okay, I said. Business is business. Play ball with me and you wont get any adverse publicity. Is it a deal? I held my hand out.

Ill play with you, he said softly, and put a moist fishy little paw in mine. I shook it carefully, so as not to bend it.

I told him where I was staying and went back out to the sunny street and walked a block down to where I had left my Chrysler. I got into it and poked it forward from around the corner, far enough so that I could see the DeSoto and the front of Sharps place.

I sat like that for half an hour. Then Dr. Sharp came out of his place in street clothes and got into the DeSoto. He drove it off around the corner and swung into the alley that ran behind his yard.

I got the Chrysler going and shot up the block the other way, took a plant at the other end of the alley.

A third of the way down the block I heard growling, barking, snarling. This went on for some time. Then the DeSoto backed out of the concrete yard and came towards me. I ran away from it to the next corner.

The DeSoto went south to Arguello Boulevard, then east on that. A big police dog with a muzzle on his head was chained in the back of the sedan. I could just see his head straining at the chain.

I trailed the DeSoto.
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Carolina Street was away off at the edge of the little beach city. The end of it ran into a disused interurban right of way, beyond which stretched a waste of Japanese truck farms. There were just two houses in the last block, so I hid behind the first, which was on the corner, with a weedy grass plot and a high dusty red and yellow lantana fighting with a honeysuckle vine against the front wall.

Beyond that two or three burned over lots with a few weed stalks sticking up out of the charred grass and then a ramshackle mud-colored bungalow with a wire fence. The DeSoto stopped in front of that.

Its door slammed open and Dr. Sharp dragged the muzzled dog out of the back and fought him through a gate and up the walk. A big barrel-shaped palm tree kept me from seeing him at the front door of the house. I backed my Chrysler and turned it in the shelter of the corner house, went three blocks over and turned along a street parallel to Carolina. This street also ended at the right of way. The rails were rusted in a forest of weeds, came down the other side on to a dirt road, and started back towards Carolina.

The dirt road dropped until I couldnt see over the embankment. When I had gone what felt like three blocks I pulled up and got out, went up the side of the bank and sneaked a look over it.

The house with the wire gate was half a block from me. The DeSoto was still in front of it. Boomingly on the afternoon air came the deep-toned woof-woofing of the police dog. I put my stomach down in the weeds and sighted on the bungalow and waited.

Nothing happened for about fifteen minutes except that the dog kept right on barking. Then the barking suddenly got harder and harsher. Then somebody shouted. Then a man screamed.

I picked myself up out of the weeds and sprinted across the right of way, down the other side to the street end. As I got near the house I heard the low, furious growling of the dog worrying something, and behind it the staccato rattle of a womans voice in anger, more than in fear.

Behind the wire gate was a patch of lawn mostly dandelions and devil grass. There was a shred of cardboard hanging from the barrel-shaped palm, the remains of a sign. The roots of the tree had wrecked the walk, cracked it wide open and lifted the rough edges into steps.

I went through the gate and thumped up wooden steps to a sagging porch. I banged on the door.

The growling was still going on inside, but the scolding voice had stopped. Nobody came to the door.

I tried the knob, opened the door and went in. There was a heavy smell of chloroform.

In the middle of the floor, on a twisted rug, Dr. Sharp lay spread-eagled on his back, with blood pumping out of the side of his neck. The blood had made a thick glossy pool around his head. The dog leaned away from it, crouched on his forelegs, his ears flat to his head, fragments of a torn muzzle hanging about his neck. His throat bristled and the hair on his spine stood up and there was a low pulsing growl deep in his throat.

Behind the dog a closet door was smashed back against the wall and on the floor of the closet a big wad of cotton-wool sent sickening waves of chloroform out on the air.

A dark handsome woman in a print house dress held a big automatic pointed at the dog and didnt fire it.

She threw a quick glance at me over her shoulder, started to turn. The dog watched her, with narrow, black-rimmed eyes. I took my Luger out and held it down at my side.

Something creaked and a tall black-eyed man in faded blue overalls and a blue work shirt came through the swing door at the back with a sawed-off double-barrel shotgun in his hands. He pointed it at me.

Hey, you! Drop that gat! he said angrily.

I moved my jaw with the idea of saying something. The mans finger tightened on the front trigger. My gun went off — without my having much to do with it. The slug hit the stock of the shotgun, knocked it clean out of the mans hands. It pounded on the floor and the dog jumped sideways about seven feet and crouched again.

With an utterly incredulous look on his face the man put his hands up in the air.

I couldnt lose. I said: Down yours too, lady.

She worked her tongue along her lips and lowered the automatic to her side and walked away from the body on the floor.

The man said: Hell, dont shoot him. I can handle him.

I blinked, then I got the idea. He had been afraid I was going to shoot the dog. He hadnt been worrying about himself.

I lowered the Luger a little. What happened?

That —— tried to chloroform — him, a fighting dog!

I said: Yeah. If youve got a phone, youd better call an ambulance. Sharp wont last long with that tear in his neck.

The woman said tonelessly: I thought you were law.

I didnt say anything. She went along the wall to a window seat full of crumpled newspapers, reached down for a phone at one end of it.

I looked down at the little vet. The blood had stopped coming out of his neck. His face was the whitest face I had ever seen.

Never mind the ambulance, I told the woman. Just call Police Headquarters.

The man in the overalls put his hands down and dropped on one knee, began to pat the floor and talk soothingly to the dog.

Steady, old-timer. Steady. Were all friends now — all friends. Steady, Voss.

The dog growled and swung his hind end a little. The man kept on talking to him. The dog stopped growling and the hackles on his back went down. The man in overalls kept on crooning to him.

The woman on the window seat put the phone aside and said: On the way. Think you can handle it, Jerry?

Sure, the man said, without taking his eyes off the dog.

The dog let his belly touch the floor now and opened his mouth and let his tongue hang out. The tongue dripped saliva, pink saliva with blood mixed in it. The hair at the side of the dogs mouth was stained with blood.
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The man called Jerry said: Hey, Voss. Hey, Voss old kid. Youre fine now. Youre fine.

The dog panted, didnt move. The man straightened up and went close to him, pulled one of the dogs ears. The dog turned his head sideways and let his ear be pulled. The man stroked his head, unbuckled the chewed muzzle and got it off.

He stood up with the end of the broken chain and the dog came up on his feet obediently, went out through the swing door into the back part of the house, at the mans side.

I moved a little, out of line with the swing door. Jerry might have more shotguns. There was something about Jerrys face that worried me. As if I had seen him before, but not very lately, or in a newspaper photo.

I looked at the woman. She was a handsome brunette in her early thirties. Her print house dress didnt seem to belong with her finely arched eyebrows and her long soft hands.

How did it happen? I asked casually, as if it didnt matter very much.

Her voice snapped at me, as if she was aching to turn it loose. Weve been in the house about a week. Rented it furnished, I was in the kitchen, Jerry in the yard. The car stopped out front and the little guy marched in just as if he lived here. The door didnt happen to be locked, I guess. I opened the swing door a crack and saw him pushing the dog into the closet. Then I smelled the chloroform. Then things began to happen all at once and I went for a gun and called Jerry out of the window. I got back in here about the time you crashed in. Who are you?

It was all over then? I said. He had Sharp chewed up on the floor?

Yes — if Sharp is his name.

You and Jerry didnt know him?

Never saw him before. Or the dog. But Jerry loves dogs.

Better change a little of that, I said. Jerry knew the dogs name. Voss.

Her eyes got tight and her mouth got stubborn. I think you must be mistaken, she said in a sultry voice. I asked you who you were, mister.

Whos Jerry? I asked. Ive seen him somewhere. Maybe on a reader. Whered he get the sawed-off? You going to let the cops see that?

She bit her lip, then stood up suddenly, went towards the fallen shotgun. I let her pick it up, saw she kept her hand away from the triggers. She went back to the window seat and pushed it under the pile of newspapers.

She faced me. Okay, whats the pay-off? she asked grimly.

I said slowly: The dog is stolen. His owner, a girl, happens to be missing. Im hired to find her. The people Sharp said he got the dog from sounded like you and Jerry. Their name was Voss. They moved East. Ever heard of a lady called Isobel Snare?

The woman said No, tonelessly, and stared at the end of my chin.

The man in overalls came back through the swing door wiping his face on the sleeve of his blue work shirt. He didnt have any fresh guns with him. He looked me over without much concern.

I said: I could do you a lot of good with the law, if you had any ideas about this Snare girl.

The woman stared at me, curled her lips. The man smiled, rather softly, as if he held all the cards. Tires squealed, taking a distant corner in a hurry.

Aw, loosen up, I said quickly. Sharp was scared. He brought the dog back to where he got him. He must have thought the house was empty. The chloroform idea wasnt so good, but the little guy was all rattled.

They didnt make a sound, either of them. They just stared at me.

Okay, I said, and stepped over to the corner of the room. I think youre a couple of lamsters. If whoevers coming isnt law, Ill start shooting. Dont ever think I wont.

The woman said very calmly: Suit yourself, kibitzer. Then a car rushed along the block and ground to a harsh stop before the house. I sneaked a quick glance out, saw the red spotlight on the windshield, the P.D. On the side. Two big bruisers in plain clothes tumbled out and slammed through the gate, up the steps.

A fist pounded the door. Its open, I shouted.

The door swung wide and the two dicks charged in, with drawn guns.

They stopped dead, stared at what lay on the floor. Their guns jerked at Jerry and me. The one who covered me was a big red-faced man in a baggy gray suit.

Reach — and reach empty! he yelled in a large tough voice.

I reached, but held on to my Luger. Easy, I said. A dog killed him, not a gun. Im a private dick from San Angelo. Im on a case here.

Yeah? He closed in on me heavily, bored his gun into my stomach. Maybe so, bud. Well know all that later on.

He reached up and jerked my gun loose from my hand, sniffed at it, leaning his gun into me.

Fired, huh? Sweet! Turn around.

Listen—

Turn around, bud.

I turned slowly. Even as I turned he was dropping his gun into a side pocket and reaching for his hip.

That should have warned me, but it didnt. I may have heard the swish of the blackjack. Certainly I must have felt it. There was a sudden pool of darkness at my feet. I dived into it and dropped…and dropped…and dropped.
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When I came to the room was full of smoke. The smoke hung in the air, in thin lines straight up and down, like a bead curtain. Two windows seemed to be open in an end wall, but the smoke didnt move. I had never seen the room before.

I lay a little while thinking, then I opened my mouth and yelled: Fire! at the top of my lungs.

Then I fell back on the bed and started laughing. I didnt like the sound I made laughing. It had a goofy ring, even to me.

Steps ran along somewhere and a key turned in the door and the door opened. A man in a short white coat looked in at me, hard-eyed. I turned my head a little and said: Dont count that one, Jack. It slipped out.

He scowled sharply. He had a hard small face, beady eyes. I didnt know him.

Maybe you want some more strait jacket, he sneered.

Im fine, Jack, I said. Just fine, Im going to have me a short nap now.

Better be just that, he snarled.

The door shut, the key turned, the steps went away.

I lay still and looked at the smoke. I knew now that there wasnt any smoke there really. It must have been night because a porcelain bowl hanging from the ceiling on three chains had light behind it. It had little colored lumps around the edge, orange and blue alternating. While I watched them they opened like tiny portholes and heads stuck out of them, tiny heads like the heads on dolls, but alive heads. There was a man in a yachting cap and a large fluffy blonde and a thin man with a crooked bow tie who kept saying: Would you like your steak rare or medium, sir?

I took hold of the corner of the rough sheet and wiped the sweat off my face. I sat up, put my feet down on the floor. They were bare. I was wearing canton flannel pajamas. There was no feeling in my feet when I put them down. After a while they began to tingle and then got full of pins and needles.

Then I could feel the floor. I took hold of the side of the bed and stood up and walked.

A voice that was probably my own was saying to me: You have the D.T.s…you have the D.T.s…you have the D.T.s…

I saw a bottle of whisky on a small white table between the two windows. I started towards it. It was a Johnnie Walker bottle, half full. I got it up, took a long drink from the neck. I put the bottle down again.

The whisky had a funny taste. While I was realizing that it had a funny taste I saw a washbowl in the corner. I just made it to the washbowl before I vomited.

I got back to the bed and lay there, The vomiting had made me very weak, but the room seemed a little more real, a little less fantastic. I could see bars on the two windows, a heavy wooden chair, no other furniture but the white table with the doped whisky on it. There was a closet door, shut, probably locked.

The bed was a hospital bed and there were two leather straps attached to the sides, about where a mans wrists would be. I knew I was in some kind of prison ward.

My left arm suddenly began to feel sore. I rolled up the loose sleeve, looked at half a dozen pinpricks on the upper arm, and a black and blue circle around each one.

I had been shot so full of dope to keep me quiet that I was having the French fits coming out of it. That accounted for the smoke and the little heads on the ceiling light. The doped whisky was probably part of somebody elses cure.

I got up again and walked, kept on walking. After a while I drank a little water from the tap, kept it down, drank more. Half an hour or more of that and I was ready to talk to somebody.

The closet door was locked and the chair was too heavy for me. I stripped the bed, slid the mattress to one side. There was a mesh spring underneath, fastened at the top and bottom by heavy coil springs about nine inches long. It took me half an hour and much misery to work one of these loose.

I rested a little and drank a little more cold water and went over to the hinge side of the door.

I yelled Fire! at the top of my voice, several times.

I waited, but not long. Steps ran along the hallway outside. The key jabbed into the door, the lock clicked. The hard-eyed little man in the short white coat dodged in furiously, his eyes on the bed.

I laid the coil spring on the angle of his jaw, then on the back of his head as he went down. I got him by the throat. He struggled a good deal. I used a knee on his face. It hurt my knee.

He didnt say how his face felt. I got a blackjack out of his right hip pocket and reversed the key in the door and locked it from the inside. There were other keys on the ring. One of them unlocked my closet. I looked in at my clothes.

I put them on slowly, with fumbling fingers. I yawned a great deal. The man on the floor didnt move.

I locked him in and left him.
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From a wide silent hallway, with a parquetry floor and a narrow carpet down its middle, flat white oak banisters swept down in long curves to the entrance hall. There were closed doors, big, heavy, old-fashioned. No sounds behind them. I went down the carpet runner, walking on the balls of my feet.

There were stained glass inner doors to a vestibule from which the front door opened. A telephone rang as I got that far. A mans voice answered it, from behind a half-open door through which light came out into the dim hall.

I went back, sneaked a glance around the edge of the open door, saw a man at a desk, talking into the phone. I waited until he hung up. Then I went in.

He had a pale, bony, high-crowned head, across which a thin wave of brown hair curled and was plastered to his skull. He had a long, pale, joyless face. His eyes jumped at me. His hand jumped towards a button on his desk.

I grinned, growled at him: Dont. Im a desperate man, warden. I showed him the blackjack.

His smile was as stiff as a frozen fish. His long pale hands made gestures like sick butterflies over the top of his desk. One of them began to drift towards a side drawer of the desk.

He worked his tongue loose — Youve been a very sick man, sir. A very sick man. I wouldnt advise—

I flicked the blackjack at his wandering hand. It drew into itself like a slug on a hot stone. I said: Not sick, warden, just doped within an inch of my reason. Out is what I want, and some clean whisky. Give.

He made vague motions with his fingers. Im Dr. Sundstrand, he said. This is a private hospital — not a jail.

Whisky, I croaked. I get all the rest. Private funny house. A lovely racket. Whisky.

In the medicine cabinet, he said with a drifting, spent breath.

Put your hands behind your head.

Im afraid youll regret this. He put his hands behind his head.

I got to the far side of the desk, opened the drawer his hand had wanted to reach, took an automatic out of it. I put the blackjack away, went back round the desk to the medicine cabinet on the wall. There was a pint bottle of bond bourbon in it, three glasses. I took two of them.

I poured two drinks. You first, warden.

I — I dont drink. Im a total abstainer, he muttered, his hands still behind his head.

I took the blackjack out again. He put a hand down quickly, gulped from one of the glasses. I watched him. It didnt seem to hurt him. I smelled my dose, then put it down my throat. It worked, and I had another, then slipped the bottle into my coat pocket.

Okay, I said. Who put me in here? Shake it up. Im in a hurry.

The — the police, of course.

What police?

He hunched his shoulders down in the chair. He looked sick. A man named Galbraith signed as complaining witness. Strictly legal, I assure you. He is an officer.

I said: Since when can a cop sign as complaining witness on a psycho case?

He didnt say anything.

Who gave me the dope in the first place?

I wouldnt know that. I presume it has been going on a long time.

I felt my chin. All of two days, I said. They ought to have gunned me. Less kickback in the long run. So long, warden.

If you go out of here, he said thinly, you will be arrested at once.

Not just for going out, I said softly.

As I went out he still had his hands behind his head.

There was a chain and a bolt on the front door, beside the lock. But nobody tried to stop me from opening it. I crossed a big old-fashioned porch, went down a wide path fringed with flowers. A mockingbird sang in a dark tree. There was a white picket fence on the street. It was a corner house, on Twenty-ninth and Descanso.

I walked four blocks east to a bus line and waited for a bus. There was no alarm, no cruising car looking for me. The bus came and I rode downtown, went to a Turkish Bath establishment, had a steam bath, a needle shower, a rub-down, a shave, and the rest of the whisky.

I could eat then. I ate and went to a strange hotel, registered under a fake name. It was half past eleven. The local paper, which I read over more whisky and water, informed me that one Dr. Richard Sharp, who had been found dead in a vacant furnished house on Carolina Street, was still causing the police much headache. They had no clue to the murderer as yet.

The date on the paper informed me that over forty-eight hours had been abstracted from my life without my knowledge or consent.

I went to bed and to sleep, had nightmares and woke up out of them covered with cold sweat. That was the last of the withdrawal symptoms. In the morning I was a well man.
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Chief of police Fulwider was a hammered down, fattish heavyweight, with restless eyes and that shade of red hair that is almost pink. It was cut very short and his pink scalp glistened among the pink hairs. He wore a fawn-colored flannel suit with patch pockets and lapped seams, cut as every tailor cant cut flannel.

He shook hands with me and turned his chair sideways and crossed his legs. That showed me French lisle socks at three or four dollars a pair, and hand-made English walnut brogues at fifteen to eighteen, depression prices.

I figured that probably his wife had money.

Ah, Carmady, he said, chasing my card over the glass top of his desk, with two as, eh? Down here on a job?

A little trouble, I said. You can straighten it out, if you will.

He stuck his chest out, waved a pink hand and lowered his voice a couple of notches.

Trouble, he said, is something our little town dont have a lot of. Our little city is small, but very, very clean. I look out of my west window and I see the Pacific Ocean. Nothing cleaner than that. On the north Arguello Boulevard and the foothills. On the east the finest little business section you would want to see and beyond it a paradise of well-kept homes and gardens. On the south — if I had a south window, which I dont have — I would see the finest little yacht harbor in the world, for a small yacht harbor.

I brought my trouble with me, I said. That is, some of it. The rest went on ahead. A girl named Isobel Snare ran off from home in the big city and her dog was seen here. I found the dog, but the people who had the dog went to a lot of trouble to sew me up.

Is that so? the chief asked absently. His eyebrows crawled around on his forehead. I wasnt sure whether I was kidding him or he was kidding me.

Just turn the key in the door, will you? he said. Youre a younger man than I am.

I got up and turned the key and sat down again and got a cigarette out. By that time the chief had a right-looking bottle and two pony glasses on the desk, and a handful of cardamom seeds.

We had a drink and he cracked three or four of the cardamom seeds and we chewed them and looked at one another.

Just tell me about it, he said then. I can take it now.

Did you ever hear of a guy called Farmer Saint?

Did I? He banged his desk and the cardamom seeds jumped. Why theres a thousand berries on that bimbo. A bank stickup, aint he?

I nodded, trying to look behind his eyes without seeming to. He and his sister work together. Diana is her name. They dress up like country folks and smack down small-town banks, state banks. Thats why hes called Farmer Saint. Theres a grand on the sister too.

I would certainly like to put the sleeves on that pair, the chief said firmly.

Then why the hell didnt you? I asked him.

He didnt quite hit the ceiling, but he opened his mouth so wide I was afraid his lower jaw was going to fall in his lap. His eyes stuck out like peeled eggs. A thin trickle of saliva showed in the fat crease at the corner. He shut his mouth with all the deliberation of a steam shovel.

It was a great act, if it was an act.

Say that again, he whispered.

I opened a folded newspaper I had with me and pointed to a column.

Look at this Sharp killing. Your local paper didnt do so good on it. It says some unknown rang the department and the boys ran out and found a dead man in an empty house. Thats a lot of noodles. I was there. Farmer Saint and his sister were there. Your cops were there when we were there.

Treachery! he shouted suddenly. Traitors in the department. His face was now as gray as arsenic flypaper. He poured two more drinks, with a shaking hand.

It was my turn to crack the cardamom seeds.

He put his drink down in one piece and lunged for a mahogany call box on his desk. I caught the name Galbraith. I went over and unlocked the door.

We didnt wait very long, but long enough for the chief to have two more drinks. His face got a better color.

Then the door opened and the big red-faced dick who had sapped me loafed through it, with a bulldog pipe clamped in his teeth and his hands in his pockets. He shouldered the door shut, leaned against it casually.

I said: Hello, Sarge.

He looked at me as if he would like to kick me in the face and not have to hurry about it.

Badge! the fat chief yelled. Badge! Put it on the desk. Youre fired!

Gaibraith went over to the desk slowly and put an elbow down on it, put his face about a foot from the chiefs nose, What was that crack? he asked thickly.

You had Farmer Saint under your hand and let him go, the chief yelled. You and that saphead Duncan. You let him stick a shotgun in your belly and get away. Youre through. Fired. You aint got no more job than a canned oyster. Gimme your badge!

Who the hell is Farmer Saint? Galbraith asked, unimpressed, and blew pipe smoke in the chiefs face.

He dont know, the chief whined at me. He dont know. Thats the kind of material I got to work with.

What do you mean, work? Galbraith inquired loosely.

The fat chief jumped as though a bee had stung the end of his nose. Then he doubled a meaty fist and hit Galbraiths jaw with what looked like a lot of power. Galbraiths head moved about half an inch.

Dont do that, he said. Youll bust a gut and then where would the department be? He shot a look at me, looked back at Fulwider. Should I tell him?

Fulwider looked at me, to see how the show was going over. I had my mouth open and a blank expression on my face, like a farm boy at a Latin lesson.

Yeah, tell him, he growled, shaking his knuckles back and forth.

Gaibraith stuck a thick leg over a corner of the desk and knocked his pipe out, reached for the whisky and poured himself a drink in the chiefs glass. He wiped his lips, grinned. When he grinned he opened his mouth wide, and he had a mouth a dentist could have got both hands in, up to the elbows.

He said calmly: When me and Dunc crash the joint you was cold on the floor and the lanky guy was over you with a sap. The broad was on a window seat, with a lot of newspapers around her, okay. The lanky guy starts to tell us some yarn when a dog begins to howl out back and we look that way and the broad slips a sawed-off 12-gauge out of the newspapers and shows it to us. Well, what could we do except be nice? She couldnt have missed and we could. So the guy gets more guns out of his pants and they tie knots around us and stick us in a closet that has enough chloroform in it to make us quiet, without the ropes. After a while we hear em leave, in two cars. When we get loose the stiff has the place to hisself. So we fudge it a bit for the papers. We dont get no new line yet. Hows it tie to yours?

Not bad, I told him. As I remember the woman phoned for some law herself. But I could be mistaken. The rest of it ties in with me being sapped on the floor and not knowing anything about it.

Galbraith gave me a nasty look. The chief looked at his thumb.

When I came to, I said, I was in a private dope and hooch cure out on Twenty-ninth. Run by a man named Sundstrand. I was shot so full of hop myself I could have been Rockefellers pet dime trying to spin myself.

That Sundstrand, Galbraith said heavily. That guys been a flea in our pants for a long time. Should we go out and push him in the face, Chief?

Its a cinch Farmer Saint put Carmady in there, Fulwider said solemnly. So there must be some tie-up. Id say yes, and take Carmady with you. Want to go? he asked me.

Do I? I said heartily.

Gaibraith looked at the whisky bottle. He said carefully: Theres a grand each on this Saint and his sister. If we gather them in, how do we cut it?

You cut me out, I said. Im on a straight salary and expenses.

Gaibraith grinned again. He teetered on his heels, grinning with thick amiability.

Okydoke. We got your car in the garage downstairs. Some Jap phoned in about it. Well use that to go in — just you and me.

Maybe you ought to have more help, Gal, the chief said doubtfully.

Uh-uh. Just me and hims plenty. Hes a tough baby or he wouldnt be walkin around.

Well, all right, the chief said brightly. And well just have a little drink on it.

But he was still rattled. He forgot the cardamom seeds.
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It was a cheerful spot by daylight. Tea-rose begonias made a solid mass under the front windows and pansies were a round carpet about the base of an acacia. A scarlet climbing rose covered a trellis to one side of the house, and a bronze-green hummingbird was prodding delicately in a mass of sweet peas that grew up the garage wall.

It looked like the home of a well-fixed elderly couple who had come to the ocean to get as much sun as possible in their old age.

Galbraith spat on my running-board and shook his pipe out and tickled the gate open, stamped up the path and flattened his thumb against a neat copper bell.

We waited. A grill opened in the door and a long sallow-face looked out at us under a starched nurses cap.

Open up. Its the law, the big cop growled.

A chain rattled and a bolt slid back. The door opened. The nurse was a six-footer with long arms and big hands, an ideal torturers assistant. Something happened to her face and I saw she was smiling.

Why, its Mr. Galbraith, she chirped, in a voice that was high-pitched and throaty at the same time. How are you, Mr. Galbraith? Did you want to see Doctor?

Yeah, and sudden, Galbraith growled, pushing past her.

We went along the hall. The door of the office was shut. Galbraith kicked it open, with me at his heels and the big nurse chirping at mine.

Dr. Sundstrand, the total abstainer, was having a morning bracer out of a fresh quart bottle. His thin hair was stuck in wicks with perspiration and his bony mask of a face seemed to have a lot of lines in it that hadnt been there the night before.

He took his hand off the bottle hurriedly and gave us his frozen-fish smile. He said fussily: Whats this? Whats this? I thought I gave orders—

Aw, pull your belly in, Galbraith said, and yanked a chair near the desk. Dangle, sister.

The nurse chirped something more and went back through the door. The door was shut. Dr. Sundstrand worked his eyes up and down my face and looked unhappy.

Galbraith put both his elbows on the desk and took hold of his bulging jowls with his fists. He stared fixedly, venomously, at the squirming doctor.

After what seemed a very long time he said, almost softly: Wheres Farmer Saint?

The doctors eyes popped wide. His Adams apple bobbled above the neck of his smock. His greenish eyes began to look bilious.

Dont stall! Galbraith roared. We know all about your private hospital racket, the crook hideout youre runnin, the dope and women on the side. You made one slip too many when you hung a snatch on this shamus from the big town. Your big city protection aint going to do you no good on this one. Come on, where is Saint? And wheres that girl?

I remembered, quite casually, that I had not said anything about Isobel Snare in front of Galbraith — if that was the girl he meant.

Dr. Sundstrands hand flopped about on his desk. Sheer astonishment seemed to be adding a final touch of paralysis to his uneasiness.

Where are they? Galbraith yelled again.

The big door opened and the big nurse fussed in again. Now, Mr. Galbraith, the patients. Please remember the patients, Mr. Galbraith.

Go climb up your thumb, Galbraith told her, over his shoulder.

She hovered by the door. Sundstrand found his voice at last. It was a mere wisp of a voice. It said wearily: As if you didnt know.

Then his darting hand swept into his smock, and out again, with a gun glistening in it. Galbraith threw himself sideways, clean out of the chair. The doctor shot at him twice, missed twice. My hand touched a gun, but didnt draw it. Galbraith laughed on the floor and his big right hand snatched at his armpit, came up with a Lugar. It looked like my Lugar. It went off, just once.

Nothing changed in the doctors long face. I didnt see where the bullet hit him. His head came down and hit the desk and his gun made thud on the floor. He lay with his face on the desk, motionless.

Galbraith pointed his gun at me, and got up off the floor. I looked at the gun again. I was sure it was my gun.

Thats a swell way to get information, I said aimlessly.

Hands down, shamus. You dont want to play.

I put my hands down. Cute, I said. I suppose this whole scene was framed just to put the chill on Doc.

He shot first, didnt he?

Yeah, I said thinly. He shot first.

The nurse was sidling along the wall towards me. No sound had come from her since Sundstrand pulled his act. She was almost at my side. Suddenly, much too late, I saw the flash of knuckles on her good right hand, and hair on the back of the hand.

I dodged, but not enough. A crunching blow seemed to split my head wide open. I brought up against the wall, my knees full of water and my brain working hard to keep my right hand from snatching at a gun.

I straightened. Galbraith leered at me.

Not so very smart, I said. Youre still holding my Luger. That sort of spoils the plan, doesnt it?

I see you get the idea, shamus.

The chirpy-voiced nurse said, in a blank pause: Jeeze, the guys got a jaw like a elephants foot. Damn if I didnt split a knuck on him.

Galbraiths little eyes had death in them. How about upstairs? he asked the nurse.

All out last night. Should I try one more swing?

What for? He didnt go for his gat, and hes too tough for you, baby. Lead is his meat.

I said: You ought to shave baby twice a day on this job.

The nurse grinned, pushed the starched cap and the stringy blond wig askew on a bullet head. She — or more properly he — reached a gun from under the white nurses uniform.

Galbraith said: It was self-defense, see? You tangled with Doe, but he shot first. Be nice and me and Dune will try to remember it that way.

I rubbed my jaw with my left hand. Listen, Sarge. I can take a joke as well as the next fellow. You sapped me in that house on Carolina Street and didnt tell about it. Neither did I. I figured you had reasons and youd let me in on them at the right time. Maybe I can guess what the reasons are. I think you know where Saint is, or can find out. Saint knows where the Snare girl is, because he had her dog. Lets put a little more into this deal, something for both of us.

Weve got ours, sappo. I promised Doc Id bring you back and let him play with you. I put Dune in here in the nurses rig to handle you for him. But he was the one we really wanted to handle.

All right, I said. What do I get out of it?

Maybe a little more living.

I said: Yeah. Dont think Im kidding you — but look at that little window in the wall behind you.

Galbraith didnt move, didnt take his eyes off me. A thick sneer curved his lips.

Duncan, the female impersonator, looked — and yelled.

A small, square, tinted glass window high up in the corner of the back wall had swung open quite silently. I was looking straight at it, past Galbraiths ear, straight at the black snout of a tommy gun, on the sill, at the two hard black eyes behind the gun.

A voice I had last heard soothing a dog said: Hows to drop the rod, sister? And you at the desk — grab a cloud.
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The big cops mouth sucked for air. Then his whole face lightened and he jerked around and the Luger gave one hard, sharp cough.

I dropped to the floor as the tommy gun cut loose in a short burst. Galbraith crumpled beside the desk, fell on his back with his legs twisted. Blood came out of his nose and mouth.

The cop in nurses uniform turned as white as the starched cap. His gun bounced. His hands tried to claw at the ceiling.

There was a queer, stunned silence. Powder smoke reeked. Farmer Saint spoke downward from his perch at the window, to somebody outside the house.

A door opened and shut distinctly and running steps came along the hall. The door of our room was pushed wide. Diana Saint came in with a brace of automatics in her hands. A tall, handsome woman, neat and dark, with a rakish black hat, and two gloved hands holding guns.

I got up off the floor, keeping my hands in sight. She tossed her voice calmly at the window, without looking towards it.

Okay, Jerry. I can hold them.

Saints head and shoulders and his submachine gun went away from the frame of the window, leaving blue sky and the thin, distant branches of a tall tree.

There was a thud, as if feet dropped off a ladder to a wooden porch. In the room we were five statues, two fallen.

Somebody had to move. The situation called for two more killings. From Saints angle I couldnt see it any other way. There had to be a cleanup.

The gag hadnt worked when it wasnt a gag. I tried it again when it was. I looked past the womans shoulder, kicked a hard grin on to my face, said hoarsely:

Hello, Mike. Just in time.

It didnt fool her, of course, but it made her mad. She stiffened her body and snapped a shot at me from the right-hand gun. It was a big gun for a woman and it jumped. The other gun jumped with it. I didnt see where the shot went. I went in under the guns.

My shoulder hit her thigh and she tipped back and hit her head against the jamb of the door. I wasnt too nice about knocking the guns out of her hands. I kicked the door shut, reached up and yanked the key around, then scrambled back from a high-heeled shoe that was doing its best to smash my nose for me.

Duncan said: Keeno, and dived for his gun on the floor.

Watch that little window, if you want to live, I snarled at him.

Then I was behind the desk, dragging the phone away from Dr. Sundstrands dead body, dragging it as far from the line of the door as the cord would let me. I lay down on the floor with it and started to dial, on my stomach.

Dianas eyes came alive on the phone. She screeched: Theyve got me, Jerry! Theyve got me!

The machine gun began to tear the door apart as I bawled into the ear of a bored desk sergeant.

Pieces of plaster and wood flew like fists at an Irish wedding. Slugs jerked the body of Dr. Sundstrand as though a chill was shaking him back to life. I threw the phone away from me and grabbed Dianas guns and started in on the door for our side. Through a wide crack I could see cloth. I shot at that.

I couldnt see what Duncan was doing. Then I knew. A shot that couldnt have come through the door smacked Diana Saint square on the end of her chin. She went down again, stayed down.

Another shot that didnt come through the door lifted my hat. I rolled and yelled at Duncan. His gun moved in a stiff arc, following me. His mouth was an animal snarl. I yelled again.

Four round patches of red appeared in a diagonal line across the nurse uniform, chest high. They spread even in the short time it took Duncan to fall.

There was a siren somewhere. It was my siren, coming my way, getting louder.

The tommy gun stopped and a foot kicked at the door. It shivered, but held at the lock. I put four more slugs into it, well away from the lock.

The siren got louder. Saint had to go. I heard his step running away down the hall. A door slammed. A car started out back in an alley. The sound of its going got less as the approaching siren screeched into a crescendo.

I crawled over to the woman and looked at blood on her face and hair and soft soggy places on the front of her coat. I touched her face. She opened her eyes slowly, as if the lids were very heavy.

Jerry— she whispered.

Dead, I lied grimly. Wheres Isobel Snare, Diana?

The eyes closed. Tears glistened, the tears of the dying.

Wheres Isobel, Diana? I pleaded. Be regular and tell me. Im no cop. Im her friend. Tell me, Diana.

I put tenderness and wistfulness into it, everything I had.

The eyes half opened. The whisper came again:. Jerry— then it trailed off and the eyes shut. Then the lips moved once more, breathed a word that sounded like Monty.

That was all. She died.

I stood up slowly and listened to the sirens.
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It was getting late and lights were going on here and there in a tall office building across the street. I had been in Fulwiders office all the afternoon. I had told my story twenty times. It was all true — what I told.

Cops had been in and out, ballistics and print men, record men, reporters, half a dozen city officials, even an A.P. Correspondent. The correspondent didnt like his handout and said so.

The fat chief was sweaty and suspicious. His coat was off and his armpits were black and his short red hair curled as if it had been singed. Not knowing how much or little I knew he didnt dare lead me. All he could do was yell at me and whine at me by turns, and try to get me drunk in between.

I was getting drunk and liking it.

Didnt nobody say anything at all! he wailed at me for the hundredth time.

I took another drink, flopped my hand around, looked silly. Not a word, Chief, I said owlishly. Im the boy that would tell you. They died too sudden.

He took hold of his jaw and cranked it. Damn funny, he sneered. Four dead ones on the floor and you not even nicked.

I was the only one, I said, that lay down on the floor while still healthy.

He took hold of his right ear and worried that. You been here three days, he howled. In them three days we got more crime than in three years before you come. It aint human. I must be having a nightmare.

You cant blame me, Chief, I grumbled. I came down here to look for a girl. Im still looking for her. I didnt tell Saint and his sister to hide out in your town. When I spotted him I tipped you off, though your own cops didnt. I didnt shoot Doc Sundstrand before anything could be got out of him. I still havent any idea why the phony nurse was planted there.

Nor me, Fulwider yelled. But its my job thats shot full of holes. For all the chance I got to get out of this I might as well go fishin right now.

I took another drink, hiccupped cheerfully. Dont say that, Chief, I pleaded. You cleaned the town up once and you can do it again. This one was just a hot grounder that took a bad bounce.

He took a turn around the office and tried to punch a hole in the end wall, then slammed himself back in his chair. He eyed me savagely, grabbed for the whisky bottle, then didnt touch it — as though it might do him more good in my stomach.

Ill make a deal with you, he growled. You run on back to San Angelo and Ill forget it was your gun croaked Sundstrand.

Thats not a nice thing to say to a man thats trying to earn his living, Chief. You know how it happened to be my gun.

His face looked gray again, for a moment. He measured me for a coffin. Then the mood passed and he smacked his desk, said heartily:

Youre right, Carmady. I couldnt do that, could I? You still got to find that girl, aint you? Okay, you run on back to the hotel and get some rest. Ill work on it tonight and see you in the A.M.

I took another short drink, which was all there was left in the bottle. I felt fine. I shook hands with him twice and staggered out of his office. Flash bulbs exploded all over the corridor.

I went down the City Hall steps and around the side of the building to the police garage. My blue Chrysler was home again. I dropped the drunk act and went on down the side streets to the ocean front, walked along the wide cement walk towards the two amusement piers and the Grand Hotel.

It was getting dusk now. Lights on the piers came out. Masthead lights were lit on the small yachts riding at anchor behind the yacht harbor breakwater. In a white barbecue stand a man tickled wienies with a long fork and droned: Get hungry, folks. Nice hot doggies here. Get hungry, folks.

I lit a cigarette and stood there looking out to sea. Very suddenly, far out, lights shone from a big ship. I watched them, but they didnt move. I went over to the hot dog man.

Anchored? I asked him, pointing.

He looked around the end of his booth, wrinkled his nose with contempt.

Hell, thats the gambling boat. The Cruise to Nowhere, they call the act, because it dont go no place. If Tango aint crooked enough, try that. Yes, sir, thats the good ship Montecito. How about a nice warm puppy?

I put a quarter on his counter. Have one yourself, I said softly. Where do the taxis leave from.?

I had no gun. I went on back to the hotel to get my spare.

The dying Diana Saint had said Monty.

Perhaps she just hadnt lived long enough to say Montecito.

At the hotel I lay down and fell asleep as though I had been anaesthetized. It was eight oclock when I woke up, and I was hungry.

I was tailed from the hotel, but not very far. Of course the clean little city didnt have enough crime for the dicks to be very good shadows.
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It was a long ride for forty cents. The water taxi, an old speedboat without trimmings, slid through the anchored yachts and rounded the breakwater. The swell hit us. All the company I had besides the tough-looking citizen at the wheel was two spooning couples who began to peck at each others faces as soon as the darkness folded down.

I stared back at the lights of the city and tried not to bear down too hard on my dinner. Scattered diamond points at first, the lights drew together and became a jeweled wristlet laid out in the show window of the night. Then they were a soft orange yellow blur above the top of the swell. The taxi smacked in the invisible waves and bounced like a surf boat. There was cold fog in the air.

The portholes of the Montecito got large and the taxi swept out in a wide turn, tipped to an angle of forty-five degrees and careened neatly to the side of a brightly lit stage. The taxi engine idled down and backfired in the fog.

A sloe-eyed boy in a tight blue mess jacket and a gangster mouth handed the girls out, swept their escorts with a keen glance, sent them on up. The look he gave me told me something about him. The way he bumped into my gun holster told me more.

Nix, he said softly. Nix.

He jerked his chin at the taxi man. The taxi man dropped a short noose over a bitt, turned his wheel a little and climbed on the stage. He got behind me.

Nix, the one in the mess jacket purred. No gats on this boat, mister. Sorry.

Part of my clothes, I told him. Im a private dick. Ill check it.

Sorry, bo. No checkroom for gats. On your way.

The taxi man hooked a wrist through my right arm. I shrugged.

Back in the boat, the taxi man growled behind me. I owe you forty cents, mister. Come on.

I got back into the boat.

Okay, I sputtered at Mess Jacket. If you dont want my money, you dont want it. This is a hell of a way to treat a visitor. This is—

His sleek, silent smile was the last thing I saw as the taxi cast off and hit the swell on the way back. I hated to leave that smile.

The way back seemed longer. I didnt speak to the taxi man and he didnt speak to me. As I got out on to the float at the pier he sneered at my back: Some other night when we aint so busy, shamus.

Half a dozen customers waiting to go out stared at me. I went past them, past the door of the waiting room on the float, towards the steps at the landward end.

A big redheaded roughneck in dirty sneakers and tarry pants and a torn blue jersey straightened from the railing and bumped into me casually.

I stopped, got set. He said softly: s matter, dick? No soap on the hell ship?

Do I have to tell you?

Im a guy that can listen.

Who are you?

Just call me Red.

Out of the way, Red. Im busy.

He smiled sadly, touched my left side. The gats kind of bulgy under the light suit, he said. Want to get on board? It can be done, if you got a reason.

How much is the reason? I asked him.

Fifty bucks. Ten more if you bleed in my boat.

I started away. Twenty-five out, he said quickly. Maybe you come back with friends, huh?

I went four steps away from him before I half turned, said: Sold, and went on.

At the foot of the bright amusement pier there was a flaring Tango Parlor, jammed full even at that still early hour. I went into it, leaned against a wall and watched a couple of numbers go up on the electric indicator, watched a house player with an inside straight give the high sign under the counter with his knee.

A large blueness took form beside me and I smelled tar. A soft, deep, sad voice said: Need help out there?

Im looking for a girl, but Ill look alone. Whats your racket? I didnt look at him.

A dollar here, a dollar there. I like to eat. I was on the cops but they bounced me.

I liked his telling me that. You must have been leveling, I said, and watched the house player slip his card across with his thumb over the wrong number, watched the counter man get his own thumb in the same spot and hold the card up.

I could feel Reds grin. I see you been around our little city. Heres how it works. I got a boat with an underwater bypass. I know a loading port I can open. I take a load out for a guy once in a while. There aint many guys below decks. That suit you?

I got my wallet out and slipped a twenty and a five from it, passed them over in a wad. They went into a tarry pocket.

Red said: Thanks, softly, and walked away. I gave him a small start and went after him. He was easy to follow by his size, even in a crowd.

We went past the yacht harbor and the second amusement pier and beyond that the lights got fewer and the crowd thinned to nothing. A short black pier stuck out into the water with boats moored all along it. My man turned out that.

He stopped almost at the end, at the head of a wooden ladder. Ill bring her down to here, he said. Got to make noise warmin up.

Listen, I said urgently. I have to phone a man. I forgot.

Can do. Come on.

He led the way farther along the pier, knelt, rattled keys on a chain, and opened a padlock. He lifted a small trap and took a phone out, listened to it.

Still working, he said with a grin in his voice. Must belong to some crooks. Dont forget to snap the lock back on.

He slipped away silently into the darkness. For ten minutes I listened to water slapping the piles of the pier, the occasional whirr of a seagull in the gloom. Then far off a motor roared and kept on roaring for minutes. Then the noise stopped abruptly. More minutes passed. Something thudded at the foot of the ladder and a low voice called up to me: All set.

I hurried back to the phone, dialed a number, asked for Chief Fulwider. He had gone home. I dialed another number, got a woman, asked her for the chief, said I was headquarters.

I waited again. Then I heard the fat chiefs voice. It sounded full of baked potato.

Yeah? Cant a guy even eat? Who is it?

Carmady, Chief. Saint is on the Montecito. Too bad thats over your line.

He began to yell like a wild man. I hung up in his face, put the phone back in its zinc-lined cubbyhole and snapped the padlock. I went down the ladder to Red.

His big black speedboat slid out over the oily water. There was no sound from its exhaust but a steady bubbling along the side of the shell.

The city lights again became a yellow blur low on the black water and the ports of the good ship Montecito again got large and bright and round out to sea.
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There were no floodlights on the seaward side of the ship. Red cut his motor to half of nothing and curved in under the overhang of the stern, sidled up to the greasy plates as coyly as a clubman in a hotel lobby.

Double iron doors loomed high over us, forward a little from the slimy links of a chain cable. The speedboat scuffed the Montecitos ancient plates and the sea water slapped loosely at the bottom of the speedboat under our feet. The shadow of the big ex-cop rose over me. A coiled rope flicked against the dark, caught on something, and fell back into the boat. Red pulled it tight, made a turn around something on the engine cowling.

He said softly: She rides as high as a steeplechaser. We gotta climb them plates.

I took the wheel and held the nose of the speedboat against the slippery hull, and Red reached for an iron ladder flat to the side of the ship, hauled himself up into the darkness, grunting, his big body braced at right angles, his sneakers slipping on the wet metal rungs.

After a while something creaked up above and feeble yellow light trickled out into the foggy air. The outline of a heavy door showed, and Reds crouched head against the light.

I went up the ladder after him. It was hard work. It landed me panting in a sour, littered hold full of cases and barrels. Rats skittered out of sight in the dark corners. The big man put his lips to my ear: From here we got an easy way to the boiler-room catwalk. Theyll have steam up in one auxiliary, for hot water and the generators. That means one guy. Ill handle him. The crew doubles in brass upstairs. From the boiler room Ill show you a ventilator with no grating in it. Goes to the boat deck. Then its all yours.

You must have relatives on board, I said.

Never no mind. A guy gets to know things when hes on the beach. Maybe Im close to a bunch thats set to knock the tub over. Will you come back fast?

I ought to make a good splash from the boat deck, I said. Here.

I fished more bills out of my wallet, pushed them at him.

He shook his red head. Uh-uh. Thats for the trip back.

Im buying it now, I said. Even if I dont use it. Take the dough before I bust out crying.

Well — thanks, pal. Youre a right guy.

We went among the cases and barrels. The yellow light came from a passage beyond, and we went along the passage to a narrow iron door. That led to the catwalk. We sneaked along it, down an oily steel ladder, heard the slow hiss of oil burners and went among mountains of iron towards the sound.

Around a corner we looked at a short, dirty Italian in a purple silk shirt who sat in a wired-together office chair, under a naked bulb, and read the paper with the aid of steel-rimmed spectacles and a black forefinger.

Red said gently: Hi, Shorty. Hows all the little bambinos? The Italian opened his mouth and reached swiftly. Red hit him. We put him down on the floor and tore his purple shirt into shreds for ties and a gag.

You aint supposed to hit a guy with glasses on, Red said. But the idea is you make a hell of a racket goin up a ventilator — to a guy down here. Upstairs they wont hear nothing.

I said that was the way I would like it, and we left the Italian bound up on the floor and found the ventilator that had no grating in it. I shook hands with Red, said I hoped to see him again, and started up the ladder inside the ventilator.

It was cold and black and the foggy air rushed down it and the way up seemed a long way. After three minutes that felt like an hour I reached the top and poked my head out cautiously. Canvas-sheeted boats loomed near by on the boat-deck davits. There was a soft whispering in the dark between a pair of them. The heavy throb of music pulsed up from below. Overhead a masthead light, and through the thin, high layers of the mist a few bitter stars stared down.

I listened, but didnt hear any police-boat sirens. I got out of the ventilator, lowered myself to the deck.

The whispering came from a necking couple huddled under a boat. They didnt pay any attention to me. I went along the deck past the closed doors of three or four cabins. There was a little light behind the shutters of two of them. I listened, didnt hear anything but the merrymaking of the customers down below on the main deck.

I dropped into a dark shadow, took a lungful of air and let it out in a howl — the snarling howl of a gray timber wolf, lonely and hungry and far from home, and mean enough for seven kinds of trouble.

The deep-toned woof-woofing of a police dog answered me. A girl squealed along the dark deck and a mans voice said: I thought all the shellac drinkers was dead.

I straightened and unshipped my gun and ran towards the barking. The noise came from a cabin on the other side of the deck.

I put an ear to the door, listened to a mans voice soothing the dog. The dog stopped barking and growled once or twice, then was silent. A key turned in the door I was touching.

I dropped away from it, down on one knee. The door opened a foot and a sleek head came forward past its edge. Light from a hooded deck lamp made a shine on the black hair.

I stood up and slammed the head with my gun barrel. The man fell softly out of the doorway into my arms. I dragged him back into the cabin, pushed him down on a made-up berth.

I shut the door again, locked it. A small, wide-eyed girl crouched on the other berth. I said: Hello, Miss Snare. Ive had a lot of trouble finding you. Want to go home?

Farmer Saint rolled over and sat up, holding his head. Then he was very still, staring at me with his sharp black eyes. His mouth had a strained smile, almost good-humored.

I ranged the cabin with a glance, didnt see where the dog was, but saw an inner door behind which he could be. I looked at the girl again.

She was not much to look at, like most of the people that make most of the trouble. She was crouched on the berth with her knees drawn up and hair falling over one eye. She wore a knitted dress and golf socks and sport shoes with wide tongues that fell down over the instep. Her knees were bare and bony under the hem of the dress. She looked like a schoolgirl.

I went over Saint for a gun, didnt find one. He grinned at me.

The girl lifted her hand and threw her hair back. She looked at me as if I was a couple of blocks away. Then her breath caught and she began to cry.

Were married, Saint said softly. She thinks youre set to blow holes in me. That was a smart trick with the wolf howl.

I didnt say anything. I listened. No noises outside.

Howd you know where to come? Saint asked.

Diana told me — before she died, I said brutally.

His eyes looked hurt. I dont believe it, shamus.

You ran out and left her in the ditch. What would you expect?

I figured the cops wouldnt bump a woman and I could make some kind of a deal on the outside. Who got her?

One of Fulwiders cops. You got him.

His head jerked back and a wild look came over his face, then went away. He smiled sideways at the weeping girl.

Hello, sugar. Ill get you clear. He looked back at me. Suppose I come in without a scrap. Is there a way for her to get loose?

What do you mean, scrap? I sneered.

I got plenty friends on this boat, shamus. You aint even started yet.

You got her into it, I said. You cant get her out. Thats part of the pay-off.
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He nodded slowly, looked down at the floor between his feet. The girl stopped crying long enough to mop at her cheeks, then started in again.

Fulwider know Im here? Saint asked me slowly.

Yeah.

You give him the office?

Yeah.

He shrugged. Thats okay from your end. Sure. Only Ill never get to talk, if Fulwider pinches me. If I could get to talk to a D.A. I could maybe convince him shes not hep to my stuff.

You could have thought of that, too, I said heavily. You didnt have to go back to Sundstrands and cut loose with your stutter gun.

He threw his head back and laughed. No? Suppose you paid a guy ten grand for protection and he crossed you up by grabbing your wife and sticking her in a crooked dope hospital and telling you to run along far away and be good, or the tide would wash her up on the beach? What would you do — smile, or trot over with some heavy iron to talk to the guy?

She wasnt there then, I said. You were just kill-screwy. And if you hadnt hung on to that dog until he killed a man, the protection wouldnt have been scared into selling you out.

I like dogs, Saint said quietly. Im a nice guy when Im not workin, but I can get shoved around just so much.

I listened. Still no noises on deck outside.

Listen, I said quickly. If you want to play ball with me, Ive got a boat at the back door and Ill try to get the girl home before they want her. What happens to you is past me. I wouldnt lift a finger for you, even if you do like dogs.

The girl said suddenly, in a shrill, little-girl voice: I dont want to go home! I wont go home!

A year from now youll thank me, I snapped at her.

Hes right, sugar, Saint said. Better beat it with him.

I wont, the girl shrilled angrily. I just wont. Thats all.

Out of the silence on the deck something hard slammed the outside of the door. A grim voice shouted: Open up! Its the law!

I backed swiftly to the door, keeping my eyes on Saint. I spoke back over my shoulder: Fulwider there?

Yeah, the chiefs fat voice growled. Carmady?

Listen, Chief. Saints in here and hes ready to surrender. Theres a girl here with him, the one I told you about. So come in easy, will you?

Right, the chief said. Open the door.

I twisted the key, jumped across the cabin and put my back against the inner partition, beside the door behind which the dog was moving around now, growling a little.

The outer door whipped open. Two men I hadnt seen before charged in with drawn guns. The fat chief was behind them. Briefly, before he shut the door, I caught a glimpse of ships uniforms.

The two dicks jumped on Saint, slammed him around, put cuffs on him. Then they stepped back beside the chief. Saint grinned at them, with blood trickling down his lower lip.

Fulwider looked at me reprovingly and moved a cigar around in his mouth. Nobody seemed to take an interest in the girl.

Youre a hell of a guy, Carmady. You didnt give me no idea where to come, he growled.

I didnt know, I said. I thought it was outside your jurisdiction, too.

Hell with that. We tipped the Feds. Theyll be out.

One of the dicks laughed. But not too soon, he said roughly. Put the heater away, shamus.

Try and make me, I told him.

He started forward, but the chief waved him back. The other dick watched Saint, looked at nothing else.

Howd you find him then? Fulwider wanted to know.

Not by taking his money to hide him out, I said.

Nothing changed in Fulwiders face. His voice became almost lazy. Oh, oh, youve been peekin, he said very gently.

I said disgustedly. Just what kind of a sap did you and your gang take me for? Your clean little town stinks. Its the well-known whited sepulcher. A crook sanctuary where the hot rods can lie low — if they pay off nice and dont pull any local capers — and where they can jump off for Mexico in a fast boat, if the finger waves towards them.

The chief said very carefully: Any more?

Yeah, I shouted. Ive saved it for you too damn long. You had me doped until I was half goofy and stuck me in a private jail. When that didnt hold me you worked a plant up with Galbraith and Duncan to have my gun kill Sundstrand, your helper, and then have me killed resisting some arrest. Saint spoiled that party for you and saved my life. Not intending to, perhaps, but he did it. You knew all along where the little Snare girl was. She was Saints wife and you were holding her yourself to make him stay in line. Hell, why do you suppose I tipped you he was out here? That was something you didnt know!

The dick who had tried to make me put up my gun said: Now, Chief. We better make it fast. Those Feds—

Fulwiders jaw shook. His face was gray and his ears were far back in his head. The cigar twitched in his fat mouth.

Wait a minute, he said thickly, to the man beside. Then to me: Well — why did you tip me?

To get you where youre no more law than Billy the Kid, I said, and see if you have the guts to go through with murder on the high seas.

Saint laughed. He shot a low, snarling whistle between his teeth. A tearing animal growl answered him. The door beside me crashed open as though a mule had kicked it. The big police dog came through the opening in a looping spring that carried him clear across the cabin. The gray body twisted in mid-air. A gun banged harmlessly.

Eat em up, Voss! Saint yelled. Eat em alive, boy!

The cabin filled with gunfire. The snarling of the dog blended with a thick, choked scream. Fulwider and one of the dicks were down on the floor and the dog was at Fulwiders throat.

The girl screamed and plunged her face into a pillow. Saint slid softly down from the bunk and lay on the floor with blood running slowly down his neck in a thick wave.

The dick who hadnt gone down jumped to one side, almost fell headlong on the girls berth, then caught his balance and pumped bullets into the dogs long gray body — wildly without pretense of aim.

The dick on the floor pushed at the dog. The dog almost bit his hand off. The man yelled. Feet pounded on the deck. Yelling outside, Something was running down my face that tickled. My head felt funny, but I didnt know what had hit me.

The gun in my hand felt large and hot. I shot the dog, hating to do it. The dog rolled off Fulwider and I saw where a stray bullet had drilled the chiefs forehead between the eyes, with the delicate exactness of pure chance.

The standing dicks gun hammer clicked on a discharged shell. He cursed, started to reload frantically.

I touched the blood on my face and looked at it. It seemed very black. The light in the cabin seemed to be failing.

The bright corner of an axe blade suddenly split the cabin door, which was wedged shut by the chiefs body, and that of the groaning man beside him. I stared at the bright metal, watched it go away and reappear in another place.

Then all the lights went out very slowly, as in a theater just as the curtain goes up. Just as it got quite dark my head hurt me, but I didnt know then that a bullet had fractured my skull.

I woke up two days later in the hospital. I was there three weeks. Saint didnt live long enough to hang, but he lived long enough to tell his story. He must have told it well, because they let Mrs. Jerry (Farmer) Saint go home to her aunt.

By that time the County Grand Jury had indicted half the police force of the little beach city. There were a lot of new faces around the City Hall, I heard. One of them was a big redheaded detective-sergeant named Norgard who said he owed me twenty-five dollars but had had to use it to buy a new suit when he got his job back. He said he would pay me out of his first check. I said I would try to wait.
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The man and the girl walked slowly, close together, past a dim stencil sign that said: Surprise Hotel. The man wore a purple suit, a Panama hat over his shiny, slicked-down hair. He walked splay-footed, soundlessly.

The girl wore a green hat and a short skirt and sheer stockings, four-and-a-half inch French heels. She smelled of Midnight Narcissus.

At the corner the man leaned close, said something in the girls ear. She jerked away from him, giggled.

You gotta buy liquor if you take me home, Smiler.

Next time, baby. Im fresh outa dough.

The girls voice got hard. Then I tells you goodbye in the next block, handsome.

Like hell, baby, the man answered.

The arc at the intersection threw light on them. They walked across the street far apart. At the other side the man caught the girls arm. She twisted away from him.

Listen, you cheap grifter! she shrilled. Keep your paws down, see! Tinhorns are dust to me. Dangle!

How much liquor you gotta have, baby?

Plenty.

Me bein on the nut, where do I collect it?

You got hands, aint you? the girl sneered. Her voice dropped the shrillness. She leaned close to him again. Maybe you got a gun, big boy. Got a gun?

Yeah. And no shells for it.

The goldbricks over on Central dont know that.

Dont be that way, the man in the purple suit snarled. Then he snapped his fingers and stiffened. Wait a minute. I got me a idea.

He stopped and looked back along the street toward the dim stencil hotel sign. The girl slapped a glove across his chin caressingly. The glove smelled to him of the perfume, Midnight Narcissus.

The man snapped his fingers again, grinned widely in the dim light. If that drunk is still holed up in Docs place — I collect. Wait for me, huh?

Maybe, at home. If you aint gone too long.

Wheres home, baby?

The girl stared at him. A half-smile moved along her full lips, died at the corners of them. The breeze picked a sheet of newspaper out of the gutter and tossed it against the mans leg. He kicked at it savagely.

Calliope Apartments. Four-B, Two-Forty-Six East Forty-Eight. How soon you be there?

The man stepped very close to her, reached back and tapped his hip. His voice was low, chilling.

You wait for me, baby.

She caught her breath, nodded. Okey, handsome. Ill wait.

The man went back along the cracked pavement, across the intersection, along to where the stencil sign hung out over the street. He went through a glass door into a narrow lobby with a row of brown wooden chairs pushed against the plaster wall. There was just space to walk past them to the desk. A baldheaded colored man lounged behind the desk, fingering a large green pin in his tie.

The Negro in the purple suit leaned across the counter and his teeth flashed in a quick, hard smile. He was very young, with a thin, sharp jaw, a narrow bony forehead, the flat brilliant eyes of the gangster. He said softly: That pug with the husky voice still here? The guy that banked the crap game last night.

The bald-headed clerk looked at the flies on the ceiling fixture. Didnt see him go out, Smiler.

Aint what I asked you, Doc.

Yeah. He still here.

Still drunk?

Guess so. Hasnt been out.

Three-forty-nine, aint it?

You been there, aint you? What you wanta know for?

He cleaned me down to my lucky piece. I gotta make a touch.

The bald-headed man looked nervous. The Smiler stared softly at the green stone in the mans tie pin.

Get rolling, Smiler. Nobody gets bent around here. We aint no Central Avenue flop.

The Smiler said very softly: Hes my pal, Doe. Hell lend me twenty. You touch half.

He put his hand out palm up. The clerk stared at the hand for a long moment. Then he nodded sourly, went behind a ground-glass screen, came back slowly, looking toward the street door.

His hand went out and hovered over the palm. The palm closed over a passkey, dropped inside the cheap purple suit.

The sudden flashing grin on the Smilers face had an icy edge to it.

Careful, Doe — while Im up above.

The clerk said: Step on it. Some of the customers get home early. He glanced at the green electric clock on the wall. It was seven-fifteen. And the walls aint any too thick, he added.

The thin youth gave him another flashing grin, nodded, went delicately back along the lobby to the shadowy staircase. There was no elevator in the Surprise Hotel.

At one minute past seven Pete Anglich, narcotic squad under-cover man, rolled over on the hard bed and looked at the cheap strap watch on his left wrist. There were heavy shadows under his eyes, a thick dark stubble on his broad chin. He swung his bare feet to the floor and stood up in cheap cotton pajamas, flexed his muscles, stretched, bent over stiff-kneed and touched the floor in front of his toes with a grunt.

He walked across to a chipped bureau, drank from a quart bottle of cheap rye whiskey, grimaced, pushed the cork into the neck of the bottle, and rammed it down hard with the heel of his hand.

Boy, have I got a hangover, he grumbled huskily.

He stared at his face in the bureau mirror, at the stubble on his chin, the thick white scar on his throat close to the windpipe. His voice was husky because the bullet that had made the scar had done something to his vocal chords. It was a smooth huskiness, like the voice of a blues singer.

He stripped his pajamas off and stood naked in the middle of the room, his toes fumbling the rough edge of a big rip in the carpet. His body was very broad, and that made him look a little shorter than he was. His shoulders sloped, his nose was a little thick, the skin over his cheekbones looked like leather. He had short, curly, black hair, utterly steady eyes, the small set mouth of a quick thinker.

He went into a dim, dirty bathroom, stepped into the tub and turned the shower on. The water was warmish, but not hot. He stood under it and soaped himself, rubbed his whole body over, kneaded his muscles, rinsed off.

He jerked a dirty towel off the rack and started to rub a glow into his skin.

A faint noise behind the loosely closed bathroom door stopped him. He held his breath, listened, heard the noise again, a creak of boarding, a click, a rustle of cloth. Pete Anglich reached for the door and pulled it open slowly.

The Negro in the purple suit and Panama hat stood beside the bureau, with Pete Anglichs coat in his hand. On the bureau in front of him were two guns. One of them was Pete Anglichs old worn Colt. The room door was shut and a key with a tag lay on the carpet near it, as though it had fallen out of the door, or been pushed out from the other side.

The Smiler let the coat fall to the floor and held a wallet in his left hand. His right hand lifted the Colt. He grinned.

Okey, white boy. Just go on dryin yourself off after your shower, he said.

Pete Anglich toweled himself. He rubbed himself dry, stood naked with the wet towel in his left hand.

The Smiler had the billfold empty on the bureau, was counting the money with his left hand. His right still clutched the Colt.

Eighty-seven bucks. Nice money. Some of its mine from the crap game, but Im lifting it all, pal. Take it easy. Im friends with the management here.

Gimme a break, Smiler, Pete Anglich said hoarsely. Thats every dollar I got in the world. Leave a few bucks, huh? He made his voice thick, coarse, heavy as though with liquor.

The Smiler gleamed his teeth, shook his narrow head. Cant do it, pal. Got me a date and I need the kale.

Pete Anglich took a loose step forward and stopped, grinning sheepishly. The muzzle of his own gun had jerked at him.

The Smiler sidled over to the bottle of rye and lifted it.

I can use this, too. My babys got a throat for liquor. Sure has. Whats in your pants is yours, pal. Fair enough?

Pete Anglich jumped sideways, about four feet. The Smilers face convulsed. The gun jerked around and the bottle of rye slid out of his left hand, slammed down on his foot. He yelped, kicked out savagely, and his toe caught in the torn place in the carpet.

Pete Anglich flipped the wet end of the bathtowel straight at the Smilers eyes.

The Smiler reeled and yelled with pain. Then Pete Anglich held the Smilers gun wrist in his hard left hand. He twisted up, around. His hand started to slide down over the Smilers hand, over the gun. The gun turned inward and touched the Smilers side.

A hard knee kicked viciously at Pete Anglichs abdomen. He gagged, and his finger tightened convulsively on the Smilers trigger finger.

The shot was dull, muffled against the purple cloth of the suit. The Smilers eyes rolled whitely and his narrow jaw fell slack.

Pete Anglich let him down on the floor and stood panting, bent over, his face greenish. He groped for the fallen bottle of rye, got the cork out, got some of the fiery liquid down his throat.

The greenish look went away from his face. His breathing slowed. He wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand.

He felt the Smilers pulse. The Smiler didnt have any pulse. He was dead. Pete Anglich loosened the gun from his hand, went over to the door and glanced out into the hallway. Empty. There was a passkey in the outside of the lock. He removed it, locked the door from the inside.

He put his underclothes and socks and shoes on, his worn blue serge suit, knotted a black tie around the crumpled shirt collar, went back to the dead man and took a roll of bills from his pocket. He packed a few odds and ends of clothes and toilet articles in a cheap fiber suitcase, stood it by the door.

He pushed a torn scrap of sheet through his revolver barrel with a pencil, replaced the used cartridge, crushed the empty shell with his heel on the bathroom floor and then flushed it down the toilet.

He locked the door from the outside and walked down the stairs to the lobby.

The bald-headed clerks eyes jumped at him, then dropped. The skin of his face turned gray. Pete Anglich leaned on the counter and opened his hand to let two keys tinkle on the scarred wood. The clerk stared at the keys, shuddered.

Pete Anglich said in his slow, husky voice: Hear any funny noises?

The clerk shook his head, gulped.

Creep joint, eh? Pete Anglich said.

The clerk moved his head painfully, twisted his neck in his collar. His bald head winked darkly under the ceiling light.

Too bad, Pete Anglich said. What name did I register under last night?

You aint registered, the clerk whispered.

Maybe I wasnt here even, Pete Anglich said softly.

Never saw you before, mister.

Youre not seeing me now. You never will see me — to know me — will you, Doe?

The clerk moved his neck and tried to smile.

Pete Anglich drew his wallet out and shook three dollar bills from it.

Im a guy that likes to pay his way, he said slowly. This pays for Room 349 — till way in the morning, kind of late. The lad you gave the passkey to looks like a heavy sleeper. He paused, steadied his cool eyes on the clerks face, added thoughtfully: Unless, of course, hes got friends who would like to move him out.

Bubbles showed on the clerks lips. He stuttered: He aint — aint—

Yeah, Pete Anglich said. What would you expect?

He went across to the street door, carrying his suitcase, stepped out under the stencil sign, stood a moment looking toward the hard white glare of Central Avenue.

Then he walked the other way. The street was very dark, very quiet. There were four blocks of frame houses before he came to Noon Street. It was all a Negro quarter.

He met only one person on the way, a brown girl in a green hat, very sheer stockings, and four-and-a-half-inch heels, who smoked a cigarette under a dusty palm tree and stared back toward the Surprise Hotel.
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The lunch wagon was an old buffet car without wheels, set end to the Street in a space between a machine shop and a rooming house. The name Bella Donna was lettered in faded gold on the sides. Pete Anglich went up the two iron steps at the end, into a smell of fry grease.

The Negro cooks fat white back was to him. At the far end of the low counter a white girl in a cheap brown felt hat and a shabby polo coat with a high turned-up collar was sipping coffee, her cheek propped in her left hand. There was nobody else in the car.

Pete Anglich put his suitcase down and sat on a stool near the door, saying: Hi, Mopsy!

The fat cook turned a shiny black face over his white shoulder. The face split in a grin. A thick bluish tongue came out and wiggled between the cooks thick lips.

Hows a boy? Wat you eat?

Scramble two light, coffee, toast, no spuds.

Dat aint no food for a he-guy, Mopsy complained.

I been drunk, Pete Anglich said.

The girl at the end of the counter looked at him sharply, looked at the cheap alarm clock on the shelf, at the watch on her gloved wrist. She drooped, stared into her coffee cup again.

The fat cook broke eggs into a pan, added milk, stirred them around. You want a shot, boy?

Pete Anglich shook his head.

Im driving the wagon, Mopsy.

The cook grinned. He reached a brown bottle from under the counter, and poured a big drink into a water glass, set the glass down beside Pete Anglich.

Pete Anglich reached suddenly for the glass, jerked it to his lips, drank the liquor down.

Guess Ill drive the wagon some other time. He put the glass down empty.

The girl stood up, came along the stools, put a dime on the counter. The fat cook punched his cash register, put down a nickel change. Pete Anglich stared casually at the girl. A shabby, innocent-eyed girl, brown hair curling on her neck, eyebrows plucked clean as a bone and startled arches painted above the place where they had been.

Not lost, are you, lady? he asked in his softly husky voice.

The girl had fumbled her bag open to put the nickel away. She started violently, stepped back and dropped the bag. It spilled its contents on the floor. She stared down at it, wide-eyed.

Pete Anglich went down on one knee and pushed things into the bag. A cheap nickel compact, cigarettes, a purple match folder lettered in gold: The Juggernaut Club. Two colored handkerchiefs, a crumpled dollar bill and some silver and pennies.

He stood up with the closed bag in his hand, held it out to the girl.

Sorry, he said softly. I guess I startled you.

Her breath made a rushing sound. She caught the bag out of his hand, ran out of the car, and was gone.

The fat cook looked after her. That doll dont belong in Tough Town, he said slowly.

He dished up the eggs and toast, poured coffee in a thick cup, put them down in front of Pete Anglich.

Pete Anglich touched the food, said absently: Alone, and matches from the Juggernaut. Trimmer Waltzs spot. You know what happens to girls like that when he gets hold of them.

The cook licked his lips, reached under the counter for the whiskey bottle. He poured himself a drink, added about the same amount of water to the bottle, put it back under the counter.

I aint never been a tough guy, and don want to start, he said slowly. But Ise all tired of white boys like dat guy. Some day he gonna get cut.

Pete Anglich kicked his suitcase.

Yeah. Keep the keister for me, Mopsy.

He went out.

Two or three cars flicked by in the crisp fall night, but the sidewalks were dark and empty. A colored night watchman moved slowly along the street, trying the doors of a small row of dingy stores. There were frame houses across the street, and a couple of them were noisy.

Pete Anglich went on past the intersection. Three blocks from the lunch wagon he saw the girl again.

She was pressed against a wall, motionless. A little beyond her, dim yellow light came from the stairway of a walk-up apartment house. Beyond that a small parking lot with billboards across most of its front. Faint light from somewhere touched her hat, her shabby polo coat with the turned-up collar, one side of her face. He knew it was the same girl.

He stepped into a doorway, watched her. Light flashed on her upraised arm, on something bright, a wrist watch. Somewhere not far off a clock struck eight, low, pealing notes.

Lights stabbed into the street from the corner behind. A big car swung slowly into view and as it swung its headlights dimmed. It crept along the block, a dark shininess of glass and polished paint.

Pete Anglich grinned sharply in his doorway. A custom-built Duesenberg, six blocks from Central Avenue! He stiffened at the sharp sound of running steps, clicking high heels.

The girl was running toward him along the pavement. The car was not near enough for its dimmed lights to pick her up. Pete Anglich stepped out of the doorway, grabbed her arm, dragged her back into the doorway. A gun snaked from under his coat.

The girl panted at his side.

The Duesenberg passed the doorway slowly. No shots came from it. The uniformed driver didnt slow down.

I cant do it. Im scared, the girl gasped in Pete Anglichs ear. Then she broke away from him and ran farther along the pavement, away from the car.

Pete Anglich looked after the Duesenberg. It was opposite the row of billboards that screened the parking lot. It was barely crawling now. Something sailed from its left front window, fell with a dry slap on the pavement. The car picked up speed soundlessly, purred off into the darkness. A block away its head lights flashed up full again.

Nothing moved. The thing that had been thrown out of the car lay on the inner edge of the pavement, almost under one of the billboards.

Then the girl was coming back again, a step at a time, haltingly. Pete Anglich watched her come, without moving. When she was level with him he said softly: Whats the racket? Could a fellow help?

She spun around with a choked sound, as though she had forgotten all about him. Her head moved in the darkness at his side. There was a swift shine as her eyes moved. There was a pale flicker across her chin. Her voice was low, hurried, scared.

Youre the man from the lunch wagon. I saw you.

Open up. What is it — a pay-off?

Her head moved again in the darkness at his side, up and down.

Whats in the package? Pete Anglich growled. Money?

Her words came in a rush. Would you get it for me? Oh, would you please? Id be so grateful. Id—

He laughed. His laugh had a low growling sound. Get it for you, baby? I use money in my business, too. Come on, whats the racket? Spill.

She jerked away from him, but he didnt let go of her arm. He slid the gun out of sight under his coat, held her with both hands. Her voice sobbed as she whispered: Hell kill me, if I dont get it.

Very sharply, coldly, Pete Anglich said, Who will? Trimmer Waltz?

She started violently, almost tore out of his grasp. Not quite. Steps shuffled on the pavement. Two dark forms showed in front of the billboards, didnt pause to pick anything up. The steps came near, cigarette tips glowed.

A voice said softly:  Lo there, sweets. Yo want to change yor boy frien, honey?

The girl shrank behind Pete Anglich. One of the Negroes laughed gently, waved the red end of his cigarette.

Hell, its a white gal, the other one said quickly. Les dust.

They went on, chuckling. At the corner they turned, were gone.

There you are, Pete Anglich growled. Shows you where you are. His voice was hard, angry. Oh, hell, stay here and Ill get your damn pay-off for you.

He left the girl and went lightly along close to the front of the apartment house. At the edge of the billboards he stopped, probed the darkness with his eyes, saw the package. It was wrapped in dark material, not large but large enough to see. He bent down and looked under the billboards. He didnt see anything behind them.

He went on four steps, leaned down and picked up the package, felt cloth and two thick rubber bands. He stood quite still, listening.

Distant traffic hummed on a main street. A light burned across the street in a rooming house, behind a glass-paneled door. A window was open and dark above it.

A womans voice screamed shrilly behind him.

He stiffened, whirled, and the light hit him between the eyes. It came from the dark window across the street, a blinding white shaft that impaled him against the billboard.

His face leered in it, his eyes blinked. He didnt move any more.

Shoes dropped on cement and a smaller spot stabbed at him sideways from the end of the billboards. Behind the spot a casual voice spoke: Dont shift an eyelash, bud. Youre all wrapped up in law.

Men with revolvers out closed in on him from both ends of the line of billboards. Heels clicked far off on concrete. Then it was silent for a moment. Then a car with a red spotlight swung around the corner and bore down on the group of men with Pete Anglich in their midst.

The man with the casual voice said: Im Angus, detective lieutenant. Ill take the packet, if you dont mind. And if youll just keep your hands together a minute—

The handcuffs clicked dryly on Pete Anglichs wrists.

He listened hard for the sound of the heels far off, running away. But there was too much noise around him now.

Doors opened and dark people began to boil out of the houses.
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John Vidaury was six feet two inches in height and had the most perfect profile in Hollywood. He was dark, winsome, romantic, with an interesting touch of gray at his temples. His shoulders were wide, his hips narrow. He had the waist of an English guards officer, and his dinner clothes fit him so beautifully that it hurt.

So he looked at Pete Anglich as if he was about to apologize for not knowing him. Pete Anglich looked at his handcuffs, at his worn shoes on the thick rug, at the tall chiming clock against the wall. There was a flush on his face and his eyes were bright.

In a smooth, clear, modulated voice Vidaury said, No, Ive never seen him before. He smiled at Pete Anglich.

Angus, the plainclothes lieutenant, leaned against one end of a carved library table and snapped a finger against the brim of his hat. Two other detectives stood near a side wall. A fourth sat at a small desk with a stenographers notebook in front of him.

Angus said, Oh, we just thought you might know him. We cant get much of anything out of him.

Vidaury raised his eyebrows, smiled very faintly. Really Im surprised at that. He went around collecting glasses, and took them over to a tray, started to mix more drinks.

It happens, Angus said.

I thought you had ways, Vidaury said delicately, pouring Scotch into the glasses.

Angus looked at a fingernail. When I say he wont tell us anything, Mr. Vidaury, I mean anything that counts. He says his name is Pete Anglich, that he used to be a fighter, but hasnt fought for several years. Up to about a year ago he was a private detective, but has no work now. He won some money in a crap game and got drunk, and was just wandering about. Thats how he happened to be on Noon Street. He saw the package tossed out of your car and picked it up. We can vag him, but thats about all.

It could happen that way, Vidaury said softly. He carried the glasses two at a time to the four detectives, lifted his own, and nodded slightly before he drank. He drank gracefully, with a superb elegance of movement, No, I dont know him, he said again. Frankly, he doesnt look like an acid-thrower to me. He waved a hand. So Im afraid bringing him here—

Pete Anglich lifted his head suddenly, stared at Vidaury. His voice sneered.

Its a great compliment, Vidaury. They dont often use up the time of four coppers taking prisoners around to call on people.

Vidaury smiled amiably. Thats Hollywood, he smiled. After all, one had a reputation.

Had, Pete Anglich said. Your last picture was a pain where you dont tell the ladies.

Angus stiffened. Vidaurys face went white. He put his glass down slowly, let his hand fall to his side. He walked springily across the rug and stood in front of Pete Anglich.

Thats your opinion, he said harshly, but I warn you—

Pete Anglich scowled at him. Listen, big shot. You put a grand on the line because some punk promised to throw acid at you if you didnt. I picked up the grand, but I didnt get any of your nice, new money. So you got it back. You get ten grand worth of publicity and it wont cost you a nickel. I call that pretty swell.

Angus said sharply, Thats enough from you, mug.

Yeah? Pete Anglich sneered. I thought you wanted me to talk. Well, Im talking, and I hate pikers, see?

Vidaury breathed hard. Very suddenly he balled his fist and swung at Pete Anglichs jaw. Pete Anglichs head rolled under the blow, and his eyes blinked shut, then wide open. He shook himself and said coolly: Elbow up and thumb down, Vidaury. You break a hand hitting a guy that way.

Vidaury stepped back and shook his head, looked at his thumb. His face lost its whiteness. His smile stole back.

Im sorry, he said contritely. I am very sorry. Im not used to being insulted. As I dont know this man, perhaps youd better take him away, Lieutenant. Handcuffed, too. Not very sporting, was it?

Tell that to your polo ponies, Pete Anglich said. I dont bruise so easy.

Angus walked over to him, tapped his shoulder. Up on the dogs, bo. Lets drift. Youre not used to nice people, are you?

No. I like bums, Pete Anglich said.

He stood up slowly, scuffed at the pile of the carpet.

The two dicks against the wall fell in beside him, and they walked away down the huge room, under an arch. Angus and the other man came behind. They waited in the small private lobby for the elevator to come up.

What was the idea? Angus snapped. Getting gashouse with him?

Pete Anglich laughed. Jumpy, he said, Just jumpy.

The elevator came up and they rode down to the huge, silent lobby of the Chester Towers. Two house detectives lounged at the end of the marble desk, two clerks stood alert behind it.

Pete Anglich lifted his manacled hands in the fighters salute. What, no newshawks yet? he jeered. Vidaury wont like hush-hush on this.

Keep goin, smartie, one of the dicks snapped, jerking his arm.

They went down a corridor and out of a side entrance to a narrow street that dropped almost sheer to treetops. Beyond the treetops the lights of the city were a vast golden carpet, stitched with brilliant splashes of red and green and blue and purple.

Two starters whirred. Pete Anglich was pushed into the back seat of the first car. Angus and another man got in on either side of him. The cars drifted down the hill, turned east on Fountain, slid quietly through the evening for mile after mile. Fountain met Sunset, and the cars dropped downtown toward the tall, white tower of the City Hall. At the plaza the first car swung over to Los Angeles Street and went south. The other car went on.

After a while Pete Anglich dropped the corners of his mouth and looked sideways at Angus.

Where you taking me? This isnt the way to headquarters.

Angus dark, austere face turned toward him slowly. After a moment the big detective leaned back and yawned at the night. He didnt answer.

The car slid along Los Angeles to Fifth, east to San Pedro, south again for block after block, quiet blocks and loud blocks, blocks where silent men sat on shaky front porches and blocks where noisy young toughs of both colors snarled and wisecracked at one another in front of cheap restaurants and drugstores and beer parlors full of slot machines.

At Santa Barbara the police car turned east again, drifted slowly along the curb to Noon Street. It stopped at the corner above the lunch wagon. Pete Anglichs face tightened again, but he didnt say anything.

Okey, Angus drawled. Take the flippers off.

The dick on Pete Anglichs other side dug a key out of his vest, unlocked the handcuffs, jangled them pleasantly before he put them away on his hip. Angus swung the door open and stepped out of the car.

Out, he said over his shoulder.

Pete Anglich got out. Angus walked a little way from the street light, stopped, beckoned. His hand moved under his coat, came out with a gun. He said softly: Had to play it this way. Otherwise wed tip the town. Pearsons the only one that knows you. Any ideas?

Pete Anglich took his gun, shook his head slowly, slid the gun under his own coat, keeping his body between it and the car at the curb behind.

The stake-out was spotted, I guess, he said slowly. There was a girl hanging around there, but maybe that just happened, too.

Angus stared at him silently for a moment, then nodded and went back to the car. The door slammed shut, and the car drifted off down the street and picked up speed.

Pete Anglich walked along Santa Barbara to Central, south on Central. After a while a bright sign glared at him in violet letters — Juggernaut Club. He went up broad carpeted stairs toward noise and dance music.
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The girl had to go sideways to get between the close-set tables around the small dance floor. Her hips touched the back of a mans shoulder and he reached out and grabbed her hand, grinning. She smiled mechanically, pulled her hand away and came on.

She looked better in the bronze metal-cloth dress with bare arms and the brown hair curling low on her neck; better than in the shabby polo coat and cheap felt hat, better even than in skyscraper heels, bare legs and thighs, the irreducible minimum above the waistline, and a dull gold opera hat tipped rakishly over one ear.

Her face looked haggard, small, pretty, shallow. Her eyes had a wide stare. The dance band made a sharp racket over the clatter of dishes, the thick hum of talk, the shuffling feet on the dance floor. The girl came slowly up to Pete Anglichs table, pulled the other chair out and sat down.

She propped her chin on the backs of her hands, put her elbows on the tablecloth, stared at him.

Hello there, she said in a voice that shook a little.

Pete Anglich pushed a pack of cigarettes across the table, watched her shake one loose and get it between her lips. He struck a match. She had to take it out of his hand to light her cigarette.

Drink?

Ill say.

He signaled the fuzzy-haired, almond-eyed waiter, ordered a couple of sidecars. The waiter went away. Pete Anglich leaned back on his chair and looked at one of his blunt fingertips.

The girl said very softly: I got your note, mister.

Like it? His voice was stiffly casual. He didnt look at her.

She laughed off key. Weve got to please the customers.

Pete Anglich looked past her shoulder at the corner of the band shell. A man stood there smoking, beside a small microphone. He was heavily built, old for an m.c., with slick gray hair and a big nose and the thickened complexion of a steady drinker. He was smiling at everything and everybody. Pete Anglich looked at him a little while, watching the direction of his glances. He said stiffly, in the same casual voice, But youd be here anyway.

The girl stiffened, then slumped. You dont have to insult me, mister.

He looked at her slowly, with an empty up-from-under look. Youre down and out, knee-deep in nothing, baby. Ive been that way often enough to know the symptoms. Besides, you got me in plenty jam tonight. I owe you a couple insults.

The fuzzy-haired waiter came back and slid a tray on the cloth, wiped the bottoms of two glasses with a dirty towel, set them out. He went away again.

The girl put her hand around a glass, lifted it quickly and took a long drink. She shivered a little as she put the glass down. Her face was white.

Wisecrack or something, she said rapidly. Dont just sit there. Im watched.

Pete Anglich touched his fresh drink, smiled very deliberately toward the corner of the band shell.

Yeah, I can imagine. Tell me about that pick-up on Noon Street.

She reached out quickly and touched his arm. Her sharp nails dug into it. Not here, she breathed. I dont know how you found me and I dont care. You looked like the kind of Joe that would help a girl out. I was scared stiff. But dont talk about it here. Ill do anything you want, go anywhere you want. Only not here.

Pete Anglich took his arm from under her hand, leaned back again. His eyes were cold, but his mouth was kind.

I get it. Trimmers wishes. Was he tailing the job?

She nodded quickly. I hadnt gone three blocks before he picked me up. He thought it was a swell gag, what I did, but he wont think so when he sees you here. That makes you wise.

Pete Anglich sipped his drink. He is coming this way, he said, coolly.

The gray-haired m.c. Was moving among the tables, bowing and talking, but edging toward the one where Pete Anglich sat with the girl. The girl was staring into a big gilt mirror behind Pete Anglichs head. Her face was suddenly distorted, shattered with terror. Her lips were shaking uncontrollably.

Trimmer Waltz idled casually up to the table, leaned a hand down on it. He poked his big-veined nose at Pete Anglich. There was a soft, flat grin on his face.

Hi, Pete. Havent seen you around since they buried McKinley. Hows tricks?

Not bad, not good, Pete Anglich said huskily. I been on a drunk.

Trimmer Waltz broadened his smile, turned it on the girl. She looked at him quickly, looked away, picking at the tablecloth.

Waltzs voice was soft, cooing. Know the little lady before — or just pick her out of the line-up?

Pete Anglich shrugged, looked bored. Just wanted somebody to share a drink with, Trimmer. Sent her a note. Okey?

Sure. Perfect. Waltz picked one of the glasses up, sniffed at it. He shook his head sadly. Wish we could serve better stuff. At four bits a throw it cant be done. How about tipping a few out of a right bottle, back in my den?

Both of us? Pete Anglich asked gently.

Both of you is right. In about five minutes. I got to circulate a little first.

He pinched the girls cheek, went on, with a loose swing of his tailored shoulders.

The girl said slowly, thickly, hopelessly, So Petes your name. You must want to die young, Pete. Mines Token Ware. Silly name, isnt it?

I like it, Pete Anglich said softly.

The girl stared at a point below the white scar on Pete Anglichs throat. Her eyes slowly filled with tears.

Trimmer Waltz drifted among the tables, speaking to a customer here and there. He edged over to the far wall, came along it to the band shell, stood there ranging the house with his eyes until he was looking directly at Pete Anglich. He jerked his head, stepped back through a pair of thick curtains.

Pete Anglich pushed his chair back and stood up. Lets go, he said.

Token Ware crushed a cigarette out in a glass tray with jerky fingers, finished the drink in her glass, stood up. They went back between the tables, along the edge of the dance floor, over to the side of the band shell.

The curtains opened on to a dim hallway with doors on both sides. A shabby red carpet masked the floor. The walls were chipped, the doors cracked.

The one at the end on the left, Token Ware whispered.

They came to it. Pete Anglich knocked. Trimmer Waltzs voice called out to come in. Pete Anglich stood a moment looking at the door, then turned his head and looked at the girl with his eyes hard and narrow. He pushed the door open, gestured at her. They went in.

The room was not very light. A small oblong reading lamp on the desk shed glow on polished wood, but less on the shabby red carpet, and the long heavy red drapes across the outer wall. The air was close, with a thick, sweetish smell of liquor.

Trimmer Waltz sat behind the desk with his hands touching a tray that contained a cut-glass decanter, some gold-veined glasses, an ice bucket and a siphon of charged water.

He smiled, rubbed one side of his big nose.

Park yourselves, folks. Liqueur Scotch at six-ninety a fifth. Thats what it costs me — wholesale.

Pete Anglich shut the door, looked slowly around the room, at the floor-length window drapes, at the unlighted ceiling light. He unbuttoned the top button of his coat with a slow, easy movement.

Hot in here, he said softly. Any windows behind those drapes?

The girl sat in a round chair on the opposite side of the desk from Waltz. He smiled at her very gently.

Good idea, Waltz said. Open one up, will you?

Pete Anglich went past the end of the desk, toward the curtains. As he got beyond Waltz, his hand went up under his coat and touched the butt of his gun. He moved softly toward the red drapes. The tips of wide, square-toed black shoes just barely showed under the curtains, in the shadow between the curtains and the wall.

Pete Anglich reached the curtains, put his left hand out and jerked them open.

The shoes on the floor against the wall were empty. Waltz laughed dryly behind Pete Anglich. Then a thick, cold voice said: Put em high, boy.

The girl made a strangled sound, not quite a scream. Pete Anglich dropped his hands and turned slowly and looked. The Negro was enormous in stature, gorilla-like, and wore a baggy checked suit that made him even more enormous. He had come soundlessly on shoeless feet out of a closet door, and his right hand almost covered a huge black gun.

Trimmer Waltz held a gun too, a Savage. The two men stared quietly at Pete Anglich. Pete Anglich put his hands up in the air, his eyes blank, his small mouth set hard.

The Negro in the checked suit came toward him in long, loose strides, pressed the gun against his chest, then reached under his coat. His hand came out with Pete Anglichs gun. He dropped it behind him on the floor. He shifted his own gun casually and hit Pete Anglich on the side of the jaw with the flat of it.

Pete Anglich staggered and the salt taste of blood came under his tongue. He blinked, said thickly: Ill remember you a long time, big boy.

The Negro grinned. Not so long, pal. Not so long.

He hit Pete Anglich again with the gun, then suddenly he jammed it into a side pocket and his two big hands shot out, clamped themselves on Pete Anglichs throat.

When theys tough I likes to squeeze em, he said almost softly.

Thumbs that felt as big and hard as doorknobs pressed into the arteries on Pete Anglichs neck. The face before him and above him grew enormous, an enormous shadowy face with a wide grin in the middle of it. It waved in lessening light, an unreal, a fantastic face.

Pete Anglich hit the face, with puny blows, the blows of a toy balloon. His fists didnt feel anything as they hit the face. The big man twisted him around and put a knee into his back, and bent him down over the knee.

There was no sound for a while except the thunder of blood threshing in Pete Anglichs head. Then, far away, he seemed to hear a girl scream thinly. From still farther away the voice of Trimmer Waltz muttered: Easy now, Rufe. Easy.

A vast blackness shot with hot red filled Pete Anglichs world. The darkness grew silent. Nothing moved in it now, not even blood.

The Negro lowered Pete Anglichs limp body to the floor, stepped back and rubbed his hands together.

Yeah, I likes to squeeze em, he said.
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The Negro in the checked suit sat on the side of the daybed and picked languidly at a five-stringed banjo. His large face was solemn and peaceful, a little sad. He plucked the banjo strings slowly, with his bare fingers, his head on one side, a crumpled cigarette-end sticking barely past his lips at one corner of his mouth.

Low down in his throat he was making a kind of droning sound. He was singing.

A cheap electric clock on the mantel said 11:35. It was a small living room with bright, overstuffed furniture, a red floor lamp with a cluster of French dolls at its base, a gay carpet with large diamond shapes in it, two curtained windows with a mirror between them.

A door at the back was ajar. A door near it opening into the hall was shut.

Pete Anglich lay on his back on the floor, with his mouth open and his arms outflung. His breath was a thick snore. His eyes were shut, and his face in the reddish glow of the lamp looked flushed and feverish.

The Negro put the banjo down out of his immense hands, stood up and yawned and stretched. He walked across the room and looked at a calendar over the mantel.

This aint August, he said disgustedly.

He tore a leaf from the calendar, rolled it into a ball and threw it at Pete Anglichs face. It hit the unconscious mans cheek. He didnt stir. The Negro spit the cigarette-end into his palm, held his palm out flat, and flicked a fingernail at it, sent it sailing in the same direction as the paper ball.

He loafed a few steps and leaned down, fingering a bruise on Pete Anglichs temple. He pressed the bruise, grinning softly. Pete Anglich didnt move.

The Negro straightened and kicked the unconscious man in the ribs thoughtfully, over and over again, not very hard. Pete Anglich moved a little, gurgled, and rolled his head to one side. The Negro looked pleased, left him, went back to the daybed. He carried his banjo over to the hail door and leaned it against the wall. There was a gun lying on a newspaper on a small table. He went through a partly open inner door and came back with a pint bottle of gin, half full. He rubbed the bottle over carefully with a handkerchief, set it on the mantel.

About time now, pal, he mused out loud. When you wake up, maybe you dont feel so good. Maybe need a shot…Hey, I gotta better hunch.

He reached for the bottle again, went down on one big knee, poured gin over Pete Anglichs mouth and chin, slopped it loosely on the front of his shirt. He stood the bottle on the floor, after wiping it off again, and flicked the glass stopper under the daybed.

Grab it, white boy, he said softly. Prints dont never hurt.

He got the newspaper with the gun on it, slid the gun off on the carpet, and moved it with his foot until it lay just out of reach of Pete Anglichs outflung hand.

He studied the layout carefully from the door, nodded, picked his banjo up. He opened the door, peeped out, then looked back.

So long, pal, he said softly. Time for me to breeze. You aint got a lot of future comin, but what you got you get sudden.

He shut the door, went along the hallway to stairs and down the stairs. Radios made faint sound behind shut doors. The entrance lobby of the apartment house was empty. The Negro in the checked suit slipped into a pay booth in the dark corner of the lobby, dropped his nickel and dialed.

A heavy voice said: Police department.

The Negro put his lips close to the transmitter and got a whine into his voice.

This the cops? Say, theres been a shootin scrape in the Calliope Apartments, Two-Forty-Six East Forty-Eight, Apartment Four-B. Got it?…Well, do somethin about it, flatfoot!

He hung up quickly, giggling, ran down the front steps of the apartment house and jumped into a small, dirty sedan. He kicked it to life and drove toward Central Avenue. He was a block from Central Avenue when the red eye of a prowl car swung around from Central on to East Forty-Eight Street.

The Negro in the sedan chuckled and went on his way. He was singing down in his throat when the prowl car whirred past him.

The instant the door latch clicked Pete Anglich opened his eyes halfway. He turned his head slowly, and a grin of pain came on his face and stayed on it, but he kept on turning his head until he could see the emptiness of one end of the room and the middle. He tipped his head far back on the floor, saw the rest of the room.

He rolled toward the gun and took hold of it. It was his own gun. He sat up and snapped the gate open mechanically. His face stiffened out of the grin. One shell in the gun had been fired. The barrel smelled of powder fumes.

He came to his feet and crept toward the slightly open inner door, keeping his head low. When he reached the door he bent still lower, and slowly pushed the door wide open. Nothing happened. He looked into a bedroom with twin beds, made up and covered with rose damask with a gold design in it.

Somebody lay on one of the beds. A woman. She didnt move. The hard, tight grin came back on Pete Anglichs face. He rose straight up and walked softly on the balls of his feet over to the side of the bed. A door beyond was open on a bathroom, but no sound came from it. Pete Anglich looked down at the colored girl on the bed.

He caught his breath and let it out slowly. The girl was dead. Her eyes were half open, uninterested, her hands lazy at her sides: Her legs were twisted a little and bare skin showed above one sheer stocking, below the short skirt. A green hat lay on the floor. She had four-and-a-half-inch French heels. There was a scent of Midnight Narcissus in the room. He remembered the girl outside the Surprise Hotel.

She was quite dead, dead long enough for the blood to have clotted over the powder-scorched hole below her left breast.

Pete Anglich went back to the living room, grabbed up the gin bottle, and emptied it without stopping or choking. He stood a moment, breathing hard, thinking. The gun hung slack in his left hand. His small, tight mouth hardly showed at all.

He worked his fingers on the glass of the gin bottle, tossed it empty on top of the daybed, slid his gun into the underarm holster, went to the door and stepped quietly into the hall.

The hall was long and dim and yawning with chill air. A single bracket light loomed yellowly at the top of the stairs. A screen door led to a balcony over the front porch of the building. There was a gray splash of cold moonlight on one corner of the screen.

Pete Anglich went softly down the stairs to the front hall, put his hand out to the knob of the glass door.

A red spot hit the front of the door. It sifted a hard red glare through the glass and the sleazy curtain that masked it.

Pete Anglich slid down the door, below the panel, hunched along the wall to the side. His eyes ranged the place swiftly, held on the dark telephone booth.

Man trap, he said softly, and dodged over to the booth, into it. He crouched and almost shut the door.

Steps slammed on the porch and the front door squeaked open. The steps hammered into the hallway, stopped.

A heavy voice said: All quiet, huh? Maybe a phony.

Another voice said: Four-B. Lets give it the dust, anyway.

The steps went along the lower hail, came back. They sounded on the stairs going up. They drummed in the upper hail.

Pete Anglich pushed the door of the booth back, slid over to the front door, crouched and squinted against the red glare.

The prowl car at the curb was a dark bulk. Its headlights burned along the cracked pavement. He couldnt see into it. He sighed, opened the door and walked quickly, but not too quickly, down the wooden steps from the porch.

The prowl car was empty, with both front doors hanging open. Shadowy forms were converging cautiously from across the street. Pete Anglich marched straight to the prowl car and got into it. He shut the doors quietly, stepped on the starter, threw the car in gear.

He drove off past the gathering crowd of neighbors. At the first corner he turned and switched off the red spot. Then he drove fast, wound in and out of blocks, away from Central, after a while turned back toward it.

When he was near its lights and chatter and traffic he pulled over to the side of the dusty tree-lined street, left the prowl car standing.

He walked towards Central.
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Trimmer Waltz cradled the phone with his left hand. He put his right index finger along the edge of his upper lip, pushed the lip out of the way, and rubbed his finger slowly along his teeth and gums. His shallow, colorless eyes looked across the desk at the big Negro in the checked suit.

Lovely, he said in a dead voice. Lovely. He got away before the law jumped him. A very swell job, Rufe.

The Negro took a cigar stub out of his mouth and crushed it between a huge flat thumb and a huge flat forefinger.

Hell, he was out cold, he snarled. The prowlies passed me before I got to Central. Hell, he cant get away.

That was him talking, Waltz said lifelessly. He opened the top drawer of his desk and laid his heavy Savage in front of him.

The Negro looked at the Savage. His eyes got dull and lightless, like obsidian. His lips puckered and gouged at each other.

That gals been cuttin corners on me with three, four other guys, he grumbled. I owed her the slug. Oky-doke. Thats jake. Now, I go out and collect me the smart monkey.

He started to get up. Waltz barely touched the butt of his gun with two fingers. He shook his head, and the Negro sat down again. Waltz spoke.

He got away, Rufe. And you called the buttons to find a dead woman. Unless they get him with the gun on him — one chance in a thousand — theres no way to tie it to him. That makes you the fall guy. You live there.

The Negro grinned and kept his dull eyes on the Savage.

He said: That makes me get cold feet. And my feet are big enough to get plenty cold. Guess I take me a powder, huh?

Waltz sighed. He said thoughtfully: Yeah, I guess you leave town for a while. From Glendale. The Frisco late train will be about right.

The Negro looked sulky. Nix on Frisco, boss. I put my thumbs on a frail there. She croaked. Nix on Frisco, boss.

Youve got ideas, Rufe, Waltz said calmly. He rubbed the side of his veined nose with one finger, then slicked his gray hair back with his palm. I see them in your big brown eyes. Forget it. Ill take care of you. Get the car in the alley. Well figure the angles on the way to Glendale.

The Negro blinked and wiped cigar ash off his chin with his huge hand.

And better leave your big shiny gun here, Waltz added. It needs a rest.

Rufe reached back and slowly drew his gun from a hip pocket. He pushed it across the polished wood of the desk with one finger. There was a faint, sleepy smile at the back of his eyes.

Okey, boss, he said, almost dreamily.

He went across to the door, opened it, and went out. Waltz stood up and stepped over to the closet, put on a dark felt hat and a light-weight overcoat, a pair of dark gloves. He dropped the Savage into his left-hand pocket, Rufes gun into the right. He went out of the room down the hall toward the sound of the dance band.

At the end he parted the curtains just enough to peer through. The orchestra was playing a waltz. There was a good crowd, a quiet crowd for Central Avenue. Waltz sighed, watched the dancers for a moment, let the curtains fall together again.

He went back along the hall past his office to a door at the end that gave on stairs. Another door at the bottom of the stairs opened on a dark alley behind the building.

Waltz closed the door gently, stood in the darkness against the wall. The sound of an idling motor came to him, the light clatter of loose tappets. The alley was blind at one end, at the other turned at right angles toward the front of the building. Some of the light from Central Avenue splashed on a brick wall at the end of the cross alley, beyond the waiting car, a small sedan that looked battered and dirty even in the darkness.

Waltz reached his right hand into his overcoat pocket, took out Rufes gun and held it down in the cloth of his overcoat. He walked to the sedan soundlessly, went around to the right-hand door, opened it to get in.

Two huge hands came out of the car and took hold of his throat. Hard hands, hands with enormous strength in them. Waltz made a faint gurgling sound before his head was bent back and his almost blind eyes were groping at the sky.

Then his right hand moved, moved like a hand that had nothing to do with his stiff, straining body, his tortured neck, his bulging blind eyes. It moved forward cautiously, delicately, until the muzzle of the gun it held pressed against something soft. It explored the something soft carefully, without haste, seemed to be making sure just what it was.

Trimmer Waltz didnt see, he hardly felt. He didnt breathe. But his hand obeyed his brain like a detached force beyond the reach of Rufes terrible hands. Waltzs finger squeezed the trigger.

The hands fell slack on his throat, dropped away. He staggered back, almost fell across the alley, hit the far wall with his shoulder. He straightened slowly, gasping deep down in his tortured lungs. He began to shake.

He hardly noticed the big gorillas body fall out of the car and slam the concrete at his feet. It lay at his feet, limp, enormous, but no longer menacing. No longer important.

Waltz dropped the gun on the sprawled body. He rubbed his throat gently for a little while. His breathing was deep, racking, noisy. He searched the inside of his mouth with his tongue, tasted blood. His eyes looked up wearily at the indigo slit of the night sky above the alley.

After a while he said huskily, I thought of that, Rufe. You see, I thought of that.

He laughed, shuddered, adjusted his coat collar, went around the sprawled body to the car and reached in to switch the motor off. He started back along the alley to the rear door of the Juggernaut Club.

A man stepped out of the shadows at the back of the car. Waltzs left hand flashed to his overcoat pocket. Shiny metal blinked at him. He let his hand fall loosely at his side.

Pete Anglich said, Thought that call would bring you out, Trimmer. Thought you might come this way. Nice going.

After a moment Waltz said thickly: He choked me. It was self-defense.

Sure. Theres two of us with sore necks. Mines a pip.

What do you want, Pete?

You tried to frame me for bumping off a girl.

Waltz laughed suddenly, almost crazily. He said quietly: When Im crowded I get nasty, Pete. You should know that. Better lay off little Token Ware.

Pete Anglich moved his gun so that the light flickered on the barrel. He came up to Waltz, pushed the gun against his stomach.

Rufes dead, he said softly. Very convenient. Wheres the girl?

Whats it to you?

Dont be a bunny. Im wise. You tried to pick some jack off John Vidaury. I stepped in front of Token. I want to know the rest of it.

Waltz stood very still with the gun pressing his stomach. His fingers twisted in the gloves.

Okay, he said dully. How much to button your lip — and keep it buttoned?

Couple of centuries. Rufe lifted my poke.

What does it buy me? Waltz asked slowly.

Not a damn thing. I want the girl, too.

Waltz said very gently: Five Cs. But not the girl. Five Cs is heavy dough for a Central Avenue punk. Be smart and take it, and forget the rest.

The gun went away from his stomach, Pete Anglich circled him deftly, patted pockets, took the Savage, made a gesture with his left hand, holding it.

Sold, he said grudgingly. Whats a girl between pals? Feed it to me.

Have to go up to the office, Waltz said.

Pete Anglich laughed shortly. Better play ball, Trimmer. Lead on.

They went back along the upstairs hall. The dance band beyond the distant curtains was wailing a Duke Ellington lament, a forlorn monotone of stifled brasses, bitter violins, softly clicking gourds. Waltz opened his office door, snapped the light on, went across to his desk and sat down. He tilted his hat back, smiled, opened a drawer with a key.

Pete Anglich watched him, reached back to turn the key in the door, went along the wall to the closet and looked into it, went behind Waltz to the curtains that masked the windows. He still had his gun out.

He came back to the end of the desk. Waltz was pushing a loose sheaf of bills away from him.

Pete Anglich ignored the money, leaned down over the end of the desk.

Keep that and give me the girl, Trimmer.

Waltz shook his head, kept on smiling.

The Vidaury squeeze was a grand, Trimmer — or started with a grand. Noon Street is almost in your alley. Do you have to scare women into doing your dirty work? I think you wanted something on the girl, so you could make her say uncle.

Waltz narrowed his eyes a little, pointed to the sheaf of bills.

Pete Anglich said slowly: A shabby, lonesome, scared kid. Probably lives in a cheap furnished room. No friends, or she wouldnt be working in your joint. Nobody would wonder about her, except me. You wouldnt have put her in a house, would you, Trimmer?

Take your money and beat it, Waltz said thinly. You know what happens to rats in this district.

Sure, they run night clubs, Pete Anglich said gently.

He put his gun down, started to reach for the money. His fist doubled, swept upward casually. His elbow went up with the punch, the fist turned, landed almost delicately on the angle of Waltzs jaw.

Waltz became a loose bag of clothes. His mouth fell open. His hat fell off the back of his head. Pete Anglich stared at him, grumbled: Lot of good that does me.

The room was very still. The dance band sounded faintly, like a turned-down radio. Pete Anglich moved behind Waltz and reached down under his coat into his breast pocket. He took a wallet out, shook out money, a drivers license, a police pistol permit, several insurance cards.

He put the stuff back, stared morosely at the desk, rubbed a thumbnail on his jaw. There was a shiny buff memo pad in front of him. Impressions of writing showed on the top blank sheet. He held it sideways against the light, then picked up a pencil and began to make light loose strokes across the paper. Writing came out dimly. When the sheet was shaded all over Pete Anglich read: 4623 Noon Street. Ask for Reno.

He tore the sheet off, folded it into a pocket, picked his gun up and crossed to the door. He reversed the key, locked the room from the outside, went back to the stairs and down them to the alley.

The body of the Negro lay as it had fallen, between the small sedan and the dark wall. The alley was empty. Pete Anglich stooped, searched the dead mans pockets, came up with a roll of money. He counted the money in the dim light of a match, separated eighty-seven dollars from what there was, and started to put the few remaining bills back. A piece of torn paper fluttered to the pavement. One side only was torn, jaggedly.

Pete Anglich crouched beside the car, struck another match, looked at a half-sheet from a buff memo pad on which was written, beginning with the tear: —— t. Ask for Reno.

He clicked his teeth and let the match fall. Better, he said softly.

He got into the car, started it and drove out of the alley.
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The number was on a front-door transom, faintly lit from behind, the only light the house showed. It was a big frame house, in the block above where the stakeout had been. The windows in front were closely curtained. Noise came from behind them, voices and laughter, the high-pitched whine of a colored girls singing. Cars were parked along the curb, on both sides of the street.

A tall thin Negro in dark clothes and gold nose-glasses opened the door. There was another door behind him, shut. He stood in a dark box between the two doors.

Pete Anglich said: Reno?

The tall Negro nodded, said nothing.

Ive come for the girl Rufe left, the white girl.

The tall Negro stood a moment quite motionless, looking over Pete Anglichs head. When he spoke, his voice was a lazy rustle of sound that seemed to come from somewhere else.

Come in and shut the do.

Pete Anglich stepped into the house, shut the outer door behind him. The tall Negro opened the inner door. It was thick, heavy. When he opened it sound and light jumped at them. A purplish light. He went through the inner door, into a hallway.

The purplish light came through a broad arch from a long living room. It had heavy velour drapes, davenports and deep chairs, a glass bar in the corner, and a white-coated Negro behind the bar. Four couples lounged about the room drinking; slim, slick-haired Negro sheiks and girls with bare arms, sheer silk legs, plucked eyebrows. The soft, purplish light made the scene unreal.

Reno stared vaguely past Pete Anglichs shoulder, dropped his heavy-lidded eyes, said wearily: You says which?

The Negroes beyond the arch were quiet, staring. The barman stooped and put his hands down under the bar.

Pete Anglich put his hand into his pocket slowly, brought out a crumpled piece of paper.

This any help?

Reno took the paper, studied it. He reached languidly into his vest and brought out another piece of the same color. He fitted the pieces together. His head went back and he looked at the ceiling.

Who send you?

Trimmer.

I don like it, the tall Negro said. He done write my name. I don like that. That aint smat. Apat from that I guess I check you.

He turned and started up a long, straight flight of stairs. Pete Anglich followed him. One of the Negro youths in the living room snickered loudly.

Reno stopped suddenly, turned and went back down the steps, through the arch. He went up to the snickerer.

This is business, he said exhaustedly. Aint no white folks comin heah. Git me?

The boy who had laughed said, Okey, Reno, and lifted a tall, misted glass.

Reno came up the stairs again, talking to himself. Along the upper hall were many closed doors. There was faint pink light from flame-colored wall lamps. At the end Reno took a key out and unlocked the door.

He stood aside. Git her out, he said tersely. I don handle no white cargo heah.

Pete Anglich stepped past him into a bedroom. An orange floor lamp glowed in the far corner near a flounced, gaudy bed. The windows were shut, the air heavy, sickish.

Token Ware lay on her side on the bed, with her face to the wall, sobbing quietly.

Pete Anglich stepped to the side of the bed, touched her. She whirled, cringed. Her head jerked around at him, her eyes dilated, her mouth half open as if to yell.

Hello, there, he said quietly, very gently. Ive been looking all over for you.

The girl stared back at him. Slowly all the fear went out of her face.
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The News photographer held the flashbulb holder high up in his left hand, leaned down over his camera.

Now, the smile, Mr. Vidaury, he said. The sad one — that one that makes em pant.

Vidaury turned in the chair and set his profile. He smiled at the girl in the red hat, then turned his face to the camera with the smile still on.

The bulb flared and the shutter clicked.

Not bad, Mr. Vidaury. Ive seen you do better.

Ive been under a great strain, Vidaury said gently.

Ill say. Acid in the face is no fun, the photographer said.

The girl in the red hat tittered, then coughed, behind a gauntleted glove with red stitching on the back.

The photographer packed his stuff together. He was an oldish man in shiny blue serge, with sad eyes. He shook his gray head and straightened his hat.

No, acid in the puss is no fun, he said. Well, I hope our boys can see you in the morning, Mr. Vidaury.

Delighted, Vidaury said wearily. Just tell them to ring me from the lobby before they come up. And have a drink on your way out.

Im crazy, the photographer said. I dont drink.

He hoisted his camera bag over his shoulder and trudged down the room. A small Jap in a white coat appeared from nowhere and let him out, then went away.

Acid in the puss, the girl in the red hat said. Ha, ha, ha! Thats positively excruciating, if a nice girl may say so. Can I have a drink?

Nobodys stopping you, Vidaury growled.

Nobody ever did, sweets.

She walked sinuously over to a table with a square Chinese tray on it. She mixed a stiff one. Vidaury said half absently: That should be all till morning. The Bulletin, the Press-Tribune, the three wire services, the News. Not bad.

Id call it a perfect score, the girl in the red hat said.

Vidaury scowled at her. But nobody caught, he said softly, except an innocent passer-by. You wouldnt know anything about this squeeze, would you, Irma?

Her smile was lazy, but cold. Me take you for a measly grand? Be your forty years plus, Johnny. Im a home-run hitter, always.

Vidaury stood up and crossed the room to a carved wood cabinet, unlocked a small drawer and took a large ball of crystal out of it. He went back to his chair, sat down, and leaned forward, holding the ball in his palms and staring into it, almost vacantly.

The girl in the red hat watched him over the rim of her glass. Her eyes widened, got a little glassy.

Hell! Hes gone psychic on the folks, she breathed. She put her glass down with a sharp slap on the tray, drifted over to his side and leaned down. Her voice was cooing, edged. Ever hear of senile decay, Johnny? It happens to exceptionally wicked men in their forties. They get ga-ga over flowers and toys, cut out paper dolls and play with glass balls…Can it, for Gods sake, Johnny! Youre not a punk yet.

Vidaury stared fixedly into the crystal ball. He breathed slowly, deeply.

The girl in the red hat leaned still closer to him. Lets go riding, Johnny, she cooed. I like the night air. It makes me remember my tonsils.

I dont want to go riding, Vidaury said vaguely. I — I feel something. Something imminent.

The girl bent suddenly and knocked the ball out of his hands. It thudded heavily on the floor, rolled: sluggishly in the deep nap of the rug.

Vidaury shot to his feet, his face convulsed.

I want to go riding, handsome, the girl said coolly. Its a nice night, and youve got a nice car. So I want to go riding.

Vidaury stared at her with hate in his eyes. Slowly he smiled. The hate went away. He reached out and touched her lips with two fingers.

Of course well go riding, baby, he said softly.

He got the ball, locked it up in the cabinet, went through an inner door. The girl in the red hat opened a bag and touched her lips with rouge, pursed them, made a face at herself in the mirror of her compact, found a rough wool coat in beige braided with red, and shrugged into it carefully, tossed a scarf-like collar end over her shoulder.

Vidaury came back with a hat and coat on, a fringed muffler hanging down his coat.

They went down the room.

Lets sneak out the back way, he said at the door. In case any more newshawks are hanging around.

Why, Johnny! the girl in the red hat raised mocking eyebrows. People saw me come in, saw me here. Surely you wouldnt want them to think your girl friend stayed the night?

Hell! Vidaury said violently and wrenched the door open. The telephone bell jangled back in the room. Vidaury swore again, took his hand from the door and stood waiting while the little Jap in the white jacket came in and answered the phone.

The boy put the phone down, smiled deprecatingly and gestured with his hands.

You take, prease? I not understand.

Vidaury walked back and lifted the instrument. He said, Yes? This is John Vidaury. He listened.

Slowly his fingers tightened on the phone. His whole face tightened, got white. He said slowly, thickly: Hold the line a minute.

He put the phone down on its side, put his hand down on the table and leaned on it. The girl in the red hat came up behind him.

Bad news, handsome? You look like a washed egg. Vidaury turned his head slowly and stared at her. Get the hell out of here, he said tonelessly.

She laughed. He straightened, took a single long step and slapped her across the mouth, hard.

I said, get the hell out of here, he repeated in an utterly dead voice.

She stopped laughing and touched her lips with fingers in the gauntleted glove. Her eyes were round, but not shocked.

Why, Johnny. You sweep me right off my feet, she said wonderingly. Youre simply terrific. Of course Ill go.

She turned quickly, with a light toss of her head, went back along the room to the door, waved her hand, and went out.

Vidaury was not looking at her when she waved. He lifted the phone as soon as the door clicked shut after her, said into it grimly: Get over here, Waltz — and get over here quick!

He dropped the phone on its cradle, stood a moment blank-eyed. He went back through the inner door, reappeared in a moment without his hat and overcoat. He held a thick, short automatic in his hand. He slipped it nose-down into the inside breast pocket of his dinner jacket, lifted the phone again slowly, said into it coldly and firmly: If a Mr. Anglich calls to see me, send him up. Anglich. He spelled the name out, put the phone down carefully, and sat down in the easy chair beside it.

He folded his arms and waited.
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The white-jacketed Japanese boy opened the door, bobbed his head, smiled, hissed politely: Ah, you come inside, prease. Quite so, prease.

Pete Anglich patted Token Wares shoulder, pushed her through the door into the long, vivid room. She looked shabby and forlorn against the background of handsome furnishings. Her eyes were reddened from crying, her mouth was smeared.

The door shut behind them and the little Japanese stole away.

They went down the stretch of thick, noiseless carpet, past quiet brooding lamps, bookcases sunk into the wall, shelves of alabaster and ivory, and porcelain and jade knickknacks, a huge mirror framed in blue glass, and surrounded by a frieze of lovingly autographed photos, low tables with lounging chairs, high tables with flowers, more books, more chairs, more rugs — and Vidaury sitting remotely with a glass in his hand, staring at them coldly.

He moved his hand carelessly, looked the girl up and down.

Ah, yes, the man the police had here. Of course. Something I can do for you? I heard they made a mistake.

Pete Anglich turned a chair a little, pushed Token Ware into it. She sat down slowly, stiffly, licked her lips and stared at Vidaury with a frozen fascination.

A touch of polite distaste curled Vidaurys lips. His eyes were watchful.

Pete Anglich sat down. He drew a stick of gum out of his pocket, unwrapped it, slid it between his teeth. He looked worn, battered, tired. There were dark bruises on the side of his face and on his neck. He still needed a shave.

He said slowly, This is Miss Ware. The girl that was supposed to get your dough.

Vidaury stiffened. A hand holding a cigarette began to tap restlessly on the arm of his chair. He stared at the girl, but didnt say anything. She half smiled at him, then flushed.

Pete Anglich said: I hang around Noon Street. I know the sharpshooters, know what kind of folks belong there and what kind dont. I saw this little girl in a lunchwagon on Noon Street this evening. She looked uneasy and she was watching the clock. She didnt belong. When she left I followed her.

Vidaury nodded slightly. A gray tip of ash fell off the end of his cigarette. He looked down at it vaguely, nodded again.

She went up Noon Street, Pete Anglich said. A bad street for a white girl. I found her hiding in a doorway. Then a big Duesenberg slid around the corner and doused lights, and your money was thrown out on the pavement. She was scared. She asked me to get it. I got it.

Vidaury said smoothly, not looking at the girl: She doesnt look like a crook. Have you told the police about her? I suppose not, or you wouldnt be here.

Pete Anglich shook his head, ground the gum around in his jaws. Tell the law? A couple of times nix. This is velvet for us. We want our cut.

Vidaury started violently, then he was very still. His hand stopped beating the chair arm. His face got cold and white and grim. Then he reached up inside his dinner jacket and quietly took the short automatic out, held it on his knees. He leaned forward a little and smiled.

Blackmailers, he said gravely, are always rather interesting. How much would your cut be — and what have you got to sell?

Pete Anglich looked thoughtfully at the gun. His jaws moved easily, crunching the gum. His eyes were unworried.

Silence, he said gravely. Just silence.

Vidaury made a sharp sudden gesture with the gun. Talk, he said. And talk fast. I dont like silence.

Pete Anglich nodded, said: The acid-throwing threats were just a dream. You didnt get any. The extortion attempt was a phony. A publicity stunt. Thats all. He leaned back in his chair.

Vidaury looked down the room past Pete Anglichs shoulder. He started to smile, then his face got wooden.

Trimmer Waltz had slid into the room through an open side door. He had his big Savage in his hand. He came slowly along the carpet without sound. Pete Anglich and the girl didnt see him.

Pete Anglich said, Phony all the way through. Just a buildup. Guessing? Sure I am, but look a minute, see how soft it was played first — and how tough it was played afterward, after I showed in it. The girl works for Trimmer Waltz at the Juggernaut. Shes down and out, and she scares easily. So Waltz sends her on a caper like that. Why? Because shes supposed to be nabbed. The stake-outs all arranged. If she squawks about Waltz, he laughs it off, points to the fact that the plant was almost in his alley, that it was a small stake at best, and his joints doing all right. He points to the fact that a dumb girl goes to get it, and would he, a smart guy, pull anything like that? Certainly not.

The cops will half believe him, and youll make a big gesture and refuse to prosecute the girl. If she doesnt spill, youll refuse to prosecute anyway, and youll get your publicity just the same, either way. You need it bad, because youre slipping, and youll get it, and all it will cost you is what you pay Waltz — or thats what you think. Is that crazy? Is that too far for a Hollywood heel to stretch? Then tell me why no Feds were on the case. Because those lads would keep on digging until they found the mouse, and then youd be up for obstructing justice. Thats why. The local law dont give a damn. Theyre so used to movie build-ups they just yawn and turn over and go to sleep again.

Waltz was halfway down the room now. Vidaury didnt look at him. He looked at the girl, smiled at her faintly.

Now, see how tough it was played after I got into it, Pete Anglich said. I went to the Juggernaut and talked to the girl. Waltz got us into his office and a big ape that works for him damn near strangled me. When I came to I was in an apartment and a dead girl was there, and she was shot, and a bullet was gone from my gun. The gun was on the floor beside me, and I stank of gin, and a prowl car was booming around the corner. And Miss Ware here was locked up in a whore house on Noon Street.

Why all that hard stuff? Because Waltz had a perfectly swell blackmail racket lined up for you, and hed have bled you whiter than an angels wing. As long as you had a dollar, half of it would have been his. And youd have paid it and liked it, Vidaury. Youd have had publicity, and youd have had protection, but how youd have paid for it!

Waltz was close now, almost too close. Vidaury stood up suddenly. The short gun jerked at Pete Anglichs chest. Vidaurys voice was thin, an old mans voice. He said dreamily: Take him, Waltz. Im too jittery for this sort of thing.

Pete Anglich didnt even turn. His face became the face of a wooden Indian.

Waltz put his gun into Pete Anglichs back. He stood there half smiling, with the gun against Pete Anglichs back, looking across his shoulder at Vidaury.

Dumb, Pete, he said dryly. You had enough evening already. You ought to have stayed away from here — but I figured you couldnt pass it up.

Vidaury moved a little to one side, spread his legs, flattened his feet to the floor. There was a queer, greenish tint to his handsome face, a sick glitter in his deep eyes.

Token Ware stared at Waltz. Her eyes glittered with panic, the lids straining away from the eyeballs, showing the whites all around the iris.

Waltz said, I cant do anything here, Vidaury. Id rather not walk him out alone, either. Get your hat and coat.

Vidaury nodded very slightly. His head just barely moved. His eyes were still sick.

What about the girl? he asked whisperingly.

Waltz grinned, shook his head, pressed the gun hard into Pete Anglichs back.

Vidaury moved a little more to the side, spread his feet again. The thick gun was very steady in his hand, but not pointed at anything in particular.

He closed his eyes, held them shut a brief instant, then opened them wide. He said slowly, carefully: It looked all right as it was planned. Things just as far-fetched, just as unscrupulous, have been done before in Hollywood, often. I just didnt expect it to lead to hurting people, to killing. Im — Im just not enough of a heel to go on with it, Waltz. Not any further. Youd better put your gun up and leave.

Waltz shook his head; smiled a peculiar strained smile. He stepped back from Pete Anglich and held the Savage a little to one side.

The cards are dealt, he said coldly. Youll playem. Get going.

Vidaury sighed, sagged a little. Suddenly he was a lonely, forlorn man, no longer young.

No, he said softly. Im through. The last flicker of a not-so-good reputation. Its my show, after all. Always the ham, but still my show. Put the gun up, Waltz. Take the air.

Waltzs face got cold and hard and expressionless. His eyes became the expressionless eyes of the killer. He moved the Savage a little more.

Get — your — hat, Vidaury, he said very clearly.

Sorry, Vidaury said, and fired.

Waltzs gun flamed at the same instant, the two explosions blended. Vidaury staggered to his left and half turned, then straightened his body again.

He looked steadily at Waltz. Beginners luck, he said, and waited.

Pete Anglich had his Colt out now, but he didnt need it. Waltz fell slowly on his side. His cheek and the side of his big-veined nose pressed the nap of the rug. He moved his left arm a little, tried to throw it over his back. He gurgled, then was still.

Pete Anglich kicked the Savage away from Waltzs sprawled body.

Vidaury asked draggingly: Is he dead?

Pete Anglich grunted, didnt answer. He looked at the girl. She was standing up with her back against the telephone table, the back of her hand to her mouth in the conventional attitude of startled horror. So conventional it looked silly.

Pete Anglich looked at Vidaury. He said sourly: Beginners luck — yeah. But suppose youd missed him? He was bluffing. Just wanted you in a little deeper, so you wouldnt squawk. As a matter of fact, Im his alibi on a kill.

Vidaury said: Sorrym sorry. He sat down suddenly, leaned his head back and closed his eyes.

God, but hes handsome! Token Ware said reverently. And brave.

Vidaury put his hand to his left shoulder, pressed it hard against his body. Blood oozed slowly between his fingers. Token Ware let out a stifled screech.

Pete Anglich looked down the room. The little Jap in the white coat had crept into the end of it, stood silently, a small huddled figure against the wall. Pete Anglich looked at Vidaury again. Very slowly, as though unwillingly, he said: Miss Ware has folks in Frisco. You can send her home, with a little present. Thats natural — and open. She turned Waltz up to me. Thats how I came into it. I told him you were wise and he came here to shut you up. Tough-guy stuff. The coppers will laugh at it, but theyll laugh in their cuffs. After all, theyre getting publicity too. The phony angle is out. Check?

Vidaury opened his eyes, said faintly, Youre — youre very decent about it. I wont forget. His head lolled.

Hes fainted, the girl cried.

So he has, Pete Anglich said. Give him a nice big kiss and hell snap out of it…And youll have something to remember all your life.

He ground his teeth, went to the phone, and lifted it.
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I wasnt doing any work that day, just catching up on my foot dangling. A warm gusty breeze was blowing in at the office window and the soot from the Mansion House Hotel oil burners across the alley was rolling across the glass top of my desk in tiny particles, like pollen drifting over a vacant lot.

I was just thinking about going to lunch when Kathy Home came in.

She was a tall, seedy, sad-eyed blonde who had once been a policewoman and had lost her job when she married a cheap little check bouncer named Johnny Home, to reform him. She hadnt reformed him, but she was waiting for him to come out so she could try again. In the meantime she ran the cigar counter at the Mansion House, and watched the grifters go by in a haze of nickel cigar smoke. And once in a while lent one of them ten dollars to get out of town. She was just that soft. She sat down and opened her big shiny bag and got out a package of cigarettes and lit one with my desk lighter. She blew a plume of smoke, wrinkled her nose at it.

Did you ever hear of the Leander pearls? she asked. Gosh, that blue serge shines. You must have money in the bank, the clothes you wear.

No, I said, to both your ideas. I never heard of the Leander pearls and dont have any money in the bank.

Then youd like to make yourself a cut of twenty-five grand maybe.

I lit one of her cigarettes. She got up and shut the window, saying: I get enough of that hotel smell on the job.

She sat down again, went on: Its nineteen years ago. They had the guy in Leavenworth fifteen and its four since they let him out. A big lumberman from up north named Sol Leander bought them for his wife — the pearls, I mean — just two of them. They cost two hundred grand.

It must have taken a hand truck to move them, I said.

I see you dont know a lot about pearls, Kathy Home said. Its not just size. Anyhow theyre worth more today and the twenty-five-grand reward the Reliance people put out is still good.

I get it, I said. Somebody copped them off.

Now youre getting yourself some oxygen. She dropped her cigarette into a tray and let it smoke, as ladies will. I put it out for her. Thats what the guy was in Leavenworth for, only they never proved he got the pearls. It was a mail-car job. He got himself hidden in the car somehow and up in Wyoming he shot the clerk, cleaned out the registered mail and dropped off. He got to B.C. Before he was nailed. But they didnt get any of the stuff — not then. All they got was him. He got life.

If its going to be a long story, lets have a drink.

I never drink until sundown. That way you dont get to be a heel.

Tough on the Eskimos, I said. In the summertime anyway.

She watched me get my little flat bottle out. Then she went on: His name was Sype — Wally Sype. He did it alone. And he wouldnt squawk about the stuff, not a peep. Then after fifteen long years they offered him a pardon, if he would loosen up with the loot. He gave up everything but the pearls.

Where did he have it? I asked. In his hat?

Listen, this aint just a bunch of gag lines, Ive had a lead to those marbles.

I shut my mouth with my hand and looked solemn.

He said he never had the pearls and they must have halfway believed him because they gave him the pardon. Yet the pearls were in the load, registered mail, and they were never seen again.

My throat began to feel a little thick. I didnt say anything.

Kathy Horne went on: One time in Leavenworth, just one time in all those years, Wally Sype wrapped himself around a can of white shellac and got as tight as a fat ladys girdle. His cell mate was a little man they called Peeler Mardo. He was doing twenty-seven months for splitting twenty-dollar bills. Sype told him he had the pearls buried somewhere in Idaho.

I leaned forward a little.

Beginning to get to you, eh? she said. Well, get this. Peeler Mardo is rooming at my house and hes a coke hound and he talks in his sleep.

I leaned back again. Good grief, I said. And I was practically spending the reward money.

She stared at me coldly. Then her face softened. All right, she said a little hopelessly. I know it sounds screwy. All those years gone by and all the smart heads that must have worked on the case, postal men and private agencies and all. And then a cokehead to turn it up. But hes a nice little runt and somehow I believe him. He knows where Sype is.

I said: Did he talk all this in his sleep?

Of course not. But you know me. An old policewomans got ears. Maybe I was nosy, but I guessed he was an ex-con and I worried about him using the stuff so much. Hes the only roomer Ive got now and Id kind of go in by his door and listen to him talking to himself. That way I got enough to brace him. He told me the rest. He wants help to collect.

I leaned forward again. Wheres Sype?

Kathy Home smiled, and shook her head. Thats the one thing he wouldnt tell, that and the name Sype is using now. But its somewhere up north, in or near Olympia, Washington. Peeler saw him up there and found out about him and he says Sype didnt see him.

Whats Peeler doing down here? I asked.

Heres where they put the Leavenworth rap on him. You know an old con always goes back to look at the piece of pavement he slipped on. But he doesnt have any friends here now.

I lit another cigarette and had another little drink.

Sype has been out four years, you say. Peeler did twenty-seven months. Whats he been doing with all the time since?

Kathy Home widened hem china-blue eyes pityingly. Maybe you think theres only one jailhouse he could get into.

Okey, I said. Will he talk to me? I guess he wants help to deal with the insurance people, in case there are any pearls and Sype will put them right in Peelers hand and so on. Is that it?

Kathy Home sighed. Yes, hell talk to you. Hes aching to. Hes scared about something. Will you go out now, before he gets junked up for the evening?

Sure — if thats what you want.

She took a flat key out of her bag and wrote an address on my pad. She stood up slowly.

Its a double house. My sides separate. Theres a door in between, with the key on my side. Thats just in case he wont come to the door.

Okey, I said. I blew smoke at the ceiling and stared at her.

She went towards the door, stopped, came back. She looked down at the floor.

I dont rate much in it, she said. Maybe not anything. But if I could have a grand or two waiting for Johnny when he came out, maybe—

Maybe you could hold him straight, I said. Its a dream, Kathy. Its all a dream, But if it isnt, you cut an even third.

She caught her breath and glared at me to keep from crying. She went towards the door, stopped and came back again.

That isnt all, she said. Its the old guy — Sype. He did fifteen years. He paid. Paid hard. Doesnt it make you feel kind of mean?

I shook my head. He stole them, didnt he? He killed a man. What does he do for a living?

His wife has money, Kathy Horne said. He just plays around with goldfish.

Goldfish? I said. To hell with him.

She went on out.
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The last time I had been in the Gray Lake district I had helped a D.A.s man named Bernie Ohls shoot a gunman named Poke Andrews. But that was higher up the hill, farther away from the lake. This house was on the second level, in a loop the street made rounding a spur of the hill. It stood on a terrace, with a cracked retaining wall in front and several vacant lots behind.

Being originally a double house it had two front doors and two sets of front steps. One of the doors had a sign tacked over the grating that masked the peep window: Ring 1432.

I parked my car and went up right-angle steps, passed between two lines of pinks, went up more steps to the side with the sign. That should be the roomers side. I rang the bell. Nobody answered it, so I went across to the other door. Nobody answered that one either.

While I was waiting a gray Dodge coupe whished around the curve and a small neat girl in blue looked up at me for a second. I didnt see who else was in the car. I didnt pay much attention. I didnt know it was important.

I took out Kathy Homes key and let myself into a closed living room that smelled of cedar oil. There was just enough furniture to get by, net curtains, a quiet shaft of sunlight under the drapes in front. There was a tiny breakfast room, a kitchen, a bedroom in the back that was obviously Kathys, a bathroom, another bedroom in front that seemed to be used as a sewing room. It was this room that had the door cut through to the other side of the house.

I unlocked it and stepped, as it were, through a mirror. Everything was backwards, except the furniture. The living room on that side had twin beds, didnt have the look of being lived in.

I went towards the back of the house, past the second bathroom, knocked at the shut door that corresponded to Kathys bedroom.

No answer. I tried the knob and went in. The little man on the bed was probably Peeler Mardo. I noticed his feet first, because although he had on trousers and a shirt, his feet were bare and hung over the end of the bed. They were tied there by a rope around the ankles.

They had been burned raw on the soles. There was a smell of scorched flesh in spite of the open window. Also a smell of scorched wood. An electric iron on a desk was still connected. I went over and shut it off.

I went back to Kathy Homes kitchen and found a pint of Brooklyn Scotch in the cooler. I used some of it and breathed deeply for a little while and looked out over the vacant lots. There was a narrow cement walk behind the house and green wooden steps down to the street.

I went back to Peeler Mardos room. The coat of a brown suit with a red pin stripe hung over a chair with the pockets turned out and what had been in them on the floor.

He was wearing the trousers of the suit, and their pockets were turned out also. Some keys and change and a handkerchief lay on the bed beside him, and a metal box like a womans compact, from which some glistening white powder had spilled. Cocaine.

He was a little man, not more than five feet four, with thin brown hair and large ears. His eyes had no particular color. They were just eyes, and very wide open and quite dead. His arms were pulled out from him and tied at the wrists by a rope that went under the bed.

I looked him over for bullet or knife wounds, didnt find any. There wasnt a mark on him except his feet. Shock or heart failure or a combination of the two must have done the trick. He was still warm. The gag in his mouth was both warm and wet.

I wiped off everything I had touched, looked out of Kathys front window for a while before I left the house.

It was three-thirty when I walked into the lobby of the Mansion House, over to the cigar counter in the corner. I leaned on the glass and asked for Camels.

Kathy Horne flicked the pack at me, dropped the change into my outside breast pocket, and gave me her customers smile.

Well? You didnt take long, she said, and looked sidewise along her eyes at a drunk who was trying to light a cigar with the old-fashioned flint and steel lighter.

Its heavy, I told her. Get set.

She turned away quickly and flipped a pack of paper matches along the glass to the drunk. He fumbled for them, dropped both matches and cigar, scooped them angrily off the floor and went off looking back over his shoulder, as if he expected a kick.

Kathy looked past my head, her eyes cool and empty.

Im set, she whispered.

You cut a full half, I said. Peelers out. Hes been bumped off — in his bed.

Her eyes twitched. Two fingers curled on the glass near my elbow. A white line showed around her mouth. That was all.

Listen, I said. Dont say anything until Im through. He died of shock. Somebody burned his feet with a cheap electric iron. Not yours, I looked. Id say he died rather quickly and couldnt have said much. The gag was still in his mouth. When I went out there, frankly, I thought it was all hooey. Now Im not so sure. If he opened up, were through, and so is Sype, unless I can find him first. Those workers didnt have any inhibitions at all. If he didnt give up, theres still time.

Her head turned, her set eyes looked towards the revolving door at the lobby entrance. White patches glared in her cheeks.

What do I do? she breathed.

I poked at a box of wrapped cigars, dropped her key into it. Her long fingers got it out smoothly, hid it.

When you get home you find him. You dont know a thing. Leave the pearls out, leave me out. When they check his prints theyll know he had a record and theyll just figure it was something caught up with him.

I broke my cigarettes open and lit one, watched her for a moment. She didnt move an inch.

Can you face it down? I asked. If you cant, nows the time to speak.

Of course. Her eyebrows arched. Do I look like a torturer?

You married a crook, I said grimly.

She flushed, which was what I wanted. He isnt! Hes just a damn fool! Nobody thinks any the worse of me, not even the boys down at Headquarters.

All right. I like it that way. Its not our murder, after all. And if we talk now, you can say goodbye to any share in any reward — even if one is ever paid.

Darn tootin, Kathy Home said pertly. Oh, the poor little runt, she almost sobbed.

I patted her arm, grinned as heartily as I could and left the Mansion House.
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The Reliance Indemnity Company had offices in the Graas Building, three small rooms that looked like nothing at all. They were a big enough outfit to be as shabby as they liked.

The resident manager was named Lutin, a middle-aged baldheaded man with quiet eyes, dainty fingers that caressed a dappled cigar. He sat behind a large, well-dusted desk and stared peacefully at my chin.

Marlowe, eh? Ive heard of you. He touched my card with a shiny little finger. Whats on your mind?

I rolled a cigarette around in my fingers and lowered my voice. Remember the Leander pearls?

His smile was slow, a little bored. Im not likely to forget them. They cost this company one hundred and fifty thousand dollars. I was a cocky young adjuster then.

I said: Ive got an idea. It may be all haywire. It very likely is. But Id like to try it out. Is your twenty-five grand reward still good?

He chuckled. Twenty grand, Marlowe. We spent the difference ourselves. Youre wasting time.

Its my time. Twenty it is then. How much cooperation can I get?

What kind of co-operation?

Can I have a letter identifying me to your other branches? In case I have to go out of the state. In case I need kind words from some local law.

Which way out of the state?

I smiled at him. He tapped his cigar on the edge of a tray and smiled back. Neither of our smiles was honest.

No letter, he said. New York wouldnt stand for it. We have our own tie-up. But all the co-operation you can use, under the hat. And the twenty grand, if you click. Of course you wont.

I lit my cigarette and leaned back, puffed smoke at the ceiling.

No? Why not? You never got those marbles. They existed, didnt they?

Darn right they existed. And if they still do, they belong to us. But two hundred grand doesnt get buried for twenty years — and then get dug up.

All right. Its still my own time.

He knocked a little ash off his cigar and looked down his eyes at me. I like your front, he said, even if you are crazy. But were a large organization. Suppose I have you covered from now on. What then?

I lose. Ill know Im covered. Im too long in the game to miss that. Ill quit, give up what I know to the law, and go home.

Why would you do that?

I leaned forward over the desk again. Because, I said slowly, the guy that had the lead got bumped off today.

Oh — oh, Lutin rubbed his nose.

I didnt bump him off, I added.

We didnt talk any more for a little while. Then Lutin said: You dont want any letter. You wouldnt even carry it. And after your telling me that you know damn well I wont dare give it you.

I stood up, grinned, started for the door. He got up himself, very fast, ran around the desk and put his small neat hand on my arm.

Listen, I know youre crazy, but if you do get anything, bring it in through our boys. We need the advertising.

What the hell do you think I live on? I growled.

Twenty-five grand.

I thought it was twenty.

Twenty-five. And youre still crazy. Sype never had those pearls. If he had, hed have made some kind of terms with us many years ago.

Okey, I said. Youve had plenty of time to make up your mind.

We shook hands, grinned at each other like a couple of wise boys who know theyre not kidding anybody, but wont give up trying.

It was a quarter to five when I got back to the office. I had a couple of short drinks and stuffed a pipe and sat down to interview my brains. The phone rang.

A womans voice said: Marlowe? It was a small, tight, cold voice. I didnt know it.

Yeah.

Better see Rush Madder. Know him?

No, I lied. Why should I see him?

There was a sudden tinkling, icy-cold laugh on the wire. On account of a guy had sore feet, the voice said.

The phone clicked. I put my end of it aside, struck a match and stared at the wall until the flame burned my fingers.

Rush Madder was a shyster in the Quorn Building. An ambulance chaser, a small-time fixer, an alibi builder-upper, anything that smelled a little and paid a little more. I hadnt heard of him in connection with any big operations like burning peoples feet.
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It was getting toward quitting time on lower Spring Street. Taxis were dawdling close to the curb, stenographers were getting an early start home, streetcars were clogging up, and traffic cops were preventing people from making perfectly legal right turns.

The Quorn Building was a narrow front, the color of dried mustard, with a large case of false teeth in the entrance. The directory held the names of painless dentists, people who teach you how to become a letter carrier, just names, and numbers without any names, Rush Madder, Attorney-at-Law, was in Room 619.

I got out of a jolting open-cage elevator, looked at a dirty spittoon on a dirty rubber mat, walked down a corridor that smelled of butts, and tried the knob below the frosted glass panel of 619. The door was locked, I knocked.

A shadow came against the glass and the door was pulled back with a squeak. I was looking at a thick-set man with a soft round chin, heavy black eyebrows, an oily complexion and a Charlie Chan mustache that made his face look fatter than it was.

He put out a couple of nicotined fingers. Well, well, the old dog catcher himself. The eye that never forgets. Marlowe is the name, I believe?

I stepped inside and waited for the door to squeak shut. A bare carpet-less room paved in brown linoleum, a flat desk and a rolltop at right angles to it, a big green safe that looked as fireproof as a delicatessen bag, two filing cases, three chairs, a built-in closet and washbowl in the corner by the door.

Well, well, sit down, Madder said. Glad to see you. He fussed around behind his desk and adjusted a burst-out seat cushion, sat on it. Nice of you to drop around. Business?

I sat down and put a cigarette between my teeth and looked at him. I didnt say a word. I watched him start to sweat. It started up in his hair. Then he grabbed a pencil and made marks on his blotter. Then he looked at me with a quick darting glance, down at his blotter again. He talked — to the blotter.

Any ideas? he asked softly.

About what?

He didnt look at me. About how we could do a little business together. Say, in stones.

Who was the wren? I asked.

Huh? What wren? He still didnt look at me.

The one that phoned me.

Did somebody phone you?

I reached for his telephone, which was the old-fashioned gallows type. I lifted off the receiver and started to dial the number of Police Headquarters, very slowly. I knew he would know that number about as well as he knew his hat.

He reached over and pushed the hook down. Now, listen, he complained. Youre too fast. What you calling copper for?

I said slowly: They want to talk to you. On account of you know a broad that knows a man had sore feet.

Does it have to be that way? His collar was too tight now. He yanked at it.

Not from my side. But if you think Im going to sit here and let you play with my reflexes, it does.

Madder opened a flat tin of cigarettes and pushed one past his lips with a sound like somebody gutting a fish. His hand shook.

All right, he said thickly. All right. Dont get sore.

Just stop trying to count clouds with me, I growled. Talk sense. If youve got a job for me, its probably too dirty for me to touch. But Ill at least listen.

He nodded. He was comfortable now. He knew I was bluffing. He puffed a pale swirl of smoke and watched it float up.

Thats all right, he said evenly. I play dumb myself once in a while. The thing is were wise. Carol saw you go to the house and leave it again. No law came.

Carol?

Carol Donovan. Friend of mine. She called you up.

I nodded. Go ahead.

He didnt say anything. He just sat there and looked at me owlishly.

I grinned and leaned across the desk a little and said: Heres whats bothering you. You dont know why I went to the house or why, having gone, I didnt yell police. Thats easy. I thought it was a secret.

Were just kidding each other, Madder said sourly.

All right, I said. Lets talk about pearls. Does that make it any easier?

His eyes shone. He wanted to let himself get excited, but he didnt. He kept his voice down, said coolly: Carol picked him up one night, the little guy. A crazy little number, full of snow, but way back in his noodle an idea. Hed talk about pearls, about an old guy up in the northwest or Canada that swiped them a long time ago and still had them. Only he wouldnt say who the old guy was or where he was. Foxy about that. Holding out. I wouldnt know why.

He wanted to get his feet burned, I said.

Madders lips shook and another fine sweat showed in his hair.

I didnt do that, he said thickly.

You or Carol, whats the odds? The little guy died. They can make murder out of it. You didnt find out what you wanted to know. Thats why Im here. You think I have information you didnt get. Forget it. If I knew enough, I wouldnt be here, and if you knew enough, you wouldnt want me here. Check?

He grinned, very slowly, as if it hurt him. He struggled up in his chair and dragged a deeper drawer out from the side of his desk, put a nicely molded brown bottle up on the desk, and two striped glasses. He whispered: Two-way split. You and me. Im cutting Carol out. Shes too damn rough, Marlowe. Ive seen hard women, but shes the bluing on armor plate. And youd never think it to look at her, would you?

Have I seen her?

I guess so. She says you did.

Oh, the girl in the Dodge.

He nodded, and poured two good-sized drinks, put the bottle down and stood up. Water? I like it in mine.

No, I said, but why cut me in? I dont know any more than you mentioned. Or very little. Certainly not as much as you must know to go that far.

He leered across the glasses. I know where I can get fifty grand for the Leander pearls, twice what you could get. I can give you yours and still have mine. Youve got the front I need to work in the open. How about the water?

No water, I said.

He went across to the built-in wash place and ran the water and came back with his glass half full. He sat down again, grinned, lifted it.

We drank.
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So far I had only made four mistakes. The first was mixing in at all, even for Kathy Homes sake. The second was staying mixed after I found Peeler Mardo dead. The third was letting Rush Madder see I knew what he was talking about. The fourth, the whiskey, was the worst.

It tasted funny even on the way down. Then there was that sudden moment of sharp lucidity when I knew, exactly as though I had seen it, that he had switched his drink for a harmless one cached in the closet.

I sat still for a moment, with the empty glass at my fingers ends, gathering my strength. Madders face began to get large and moony and vague. A fat smile jerked in and out under his Charlie Chan mustache as he watched me.

I reached back into my hip pocket and pulled out a loosely wadded handkerchief. The small sap inside it didnt seem to show. At least Madder didnt move, after his first grab under the coat.

I stood up and swayed forward drunkenly and smacked him square on the top of the head.

He gagged. He started to get up. I tapped him on the jaw. He became limp and his hand sweeping down from under his coat knocked his glass over on the desk top. I straightened it, stood silent, listening, struggling with a rising wave of nauseous stupor.

I went over to a communicating door and tried the knob. It was locked. I was staggering by now. I dragged an office chair to the entrance door and propped the back of it under the knob. I leaned against the door panting, gritting my teeth, cursing myself. I got handcuffs out and started back towards Madder.

A very pretty black-haired, gray-eyed girl stepped out of the clothes closet and poked a .32 at me.

She wore a blue suit cut with a lot of snap. An inverted saucer of a hat came down in a hard line across her forehead. Shiny black hair showed at the sides. Her eyes were slate-gray, cold, and yet lighthearted. Her face was fresh and young and delicate, and as hard as a chisel.

All right, Marlowe. Lie down and sleep it off. Youre through.

I stumbled towards her waving my sap. She shook her head. When her face moved it got large before my eyes. Its outlines changed and wobbled. The gun in her hand looked like anything from a tunnel to a toothpick.

Dont be a goof, Marlowe, she said. A few hours sleep for you, a few hours start for us. Dont make me shoot. I would.

Damn you, I mumbled. I believe you would.

Right as rain, toots. Im a lady that wants her own way. Thats fine. Sit down.

The floor rose up and bumped me. I sat on it as on a raft in a rough sea. I braced myself on flat hands. I could hardly feel the floor. My hands were numb. My whole body was numb.

I tried to stare her down. Ha-a! L-lady K-killer! I giggled.

She threw a chilly laugh at me which I only just barely heard. Drums were beating in my head now, war drums from a far-off jungle. Waves of light were moving, and dark shadows and a rustle as of a wind in treetops. I didnt want to lie down. I lay down.

The girls voice came from very far off, an elfin voice.

Two-way split, eh? He doesnt like my method, eh? Bless his big soft heart. Well see about him.

Vaguely as I floated off I seemed to feel a dull jar that might have been a shot. I hoped she had shot Madder, but she hadnt. She had merely helped me on my way out — with my own sap.

When I came around again it was night. Something clacked overhead with a heavy sound. Through the open window beyond the desk yellow light splashed on the high side walls of a building. The thing clacked again and the light went off. An advertising sign on the roof.

I got up off the floor like a man climbing out of thick mud. I waded over to the washbowl, sloshed water on my face, felt the top of my head and winced, waded back to the door and found the light switch.

Strewn papers lay around the desk, broken pencils, envelopes, an empty brown whiskey bottle, cigarette ends and ashes. The debris of hastily emptied drawers. I didnt bother going through any of it. I left the office, rode down to the street in the shuddering elevator, slid into a bar and had a brandy, then got my car and drove on home.

I changed clothes, packed a bag, had some whiskey and answered the telephone. It was about nine-thirty.

Kathy Homes voice said: So youre not gone yet. I hoped you wouldnt be.

Alone? I asked, still thick in the voice.

Yes, but I havent been. The house has been full of coppers for hours. They were very nice, considering. Old grudge of some kind, they figured.

And the line is likely bugged now, I growled. Where was I supposed to be going?

Well — you know. Your girl told me.

Little dark girl? Very cool? Name of Carol Donovan?

She had your card. Why, wasnt it—

I dont have any girl, I said grimly. And I bet that just very casually, without thinking at all, a name slipped past your lips — the name of a town up north. Did it?

Ye-es, Kathy Home admitted weakly.

I caught the night plane north.

It was a nice trip except that I had a sore head and a raging thirst for ice water.
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The Snoqualmie Hotel in Olympia was on Capitol Way, fronting on the usual square city block of park. I left by the coffeeshop door and walked down a hill to where the last, loneliest reach of Puget Sound died and decomposed against a line of disused wharves. Corded firewood filled the foreground and old men pottered about in the middle of the stacks, or sat on boxes with pipes in their mouths and signs behind their heads reading: Firewood and Split Kindling. Free Delivery.

Behind them a low cliff rose and the vast pines of the north loomed against a gray-blue sky.

Two of the old men sat on boxes about twenty feet apart, ignoring each other. I drifted near one of them. He wore corduroy pants and what had been a red and black Mackinaw. His felt hat showed the sweat of twenty summers. One of his hands clutched a short black pipe, and with the grimed fingers of the other he slowly, carefully, ecstatically jerked at a long curling hair that grew out of his nose.

I set a box on end, sat down, filled my own pipe, lit it, puffed a cloud of smoke. I waved a hand at the water and said: Youd never think that ever met the Pacific Ocean.

He looked at me.

I said: Dead end — quiet, restful, like your town. I like a town like this. He went on looking at me.

Ill bet, I said, that a man thats been around a town like this knows everybody in it and in the country near it.

He said: How much you bet?

I took a silver dollar out of my pocket. They still had a few up there. The old man looked it over, nodded, suddenly yanked the long hair out of his nose and held it up against the light.

Youd lose, he said.

I put the dollar down on my knee. Know anybody around here that keeps a lot of goldfish? I asked.

He stared at the dollar. The other old man near by was wearing overalls and shoes without any laces. He stared at the dollar. They both spat at the same instant. The first old man said: Leetle deef. He got up slowly and went over to a shack built of old boards of uneven lengths. He went into it, banged the door.

The second old man threw his axe down pettishly, spat in the direction of the closed door and went off among the stacks of cordwood.

The door of the shack opened, the man in the Mackinaw poked his head out of it.

Sewer crabs is all, he said, and slammed the door again.

I put my dollar in my pocket and went back up the hill. I figured it would take too long to learn their language.

Capitol Way ran north and south. A dull green streetcar shuttled past on the way to a place called Tumwater. In the distance I could see the government buildings. Northward the street passed two hotels and some stores and branched right and left. Right went to Tacoma and Seattle. Left went over a bridge and out to the Olympic Peninsula.

Beyond this right and left turn the street suddenly became old and shabby, with broken asphalt paving, a Chinese restaurant, a boarded-up movie house, a pawnbrokers establishment. A sign jutting over the dirty pavement said Smoke Shop, and in small letters underneath, as if it hoped nobody was looking, Pool.

I went in past a rack of gaudy magazines and a cigar showcase that had flies inside it. There was a long wooden counter on the left, a few slot machines, a single pool table. Three kids fiddled with the slot machines and a tall thin man with a long nose and no chin played pool all by himself, with a dead cigar in his face.

I sat on a stool and a hard-eyed bald-headed man behind the counter got up from a chair, wiped his hands on a thick gray apron, showed me a gold tooth.

A little rye, I said. Know anybody that keeps goldfish?

Yeah, he said. No.

He poured something behind the counter and shoved a thick glass across.

Two bits.

I sniffed the stuff, wrinkled my nose. Was it the rye the yeah was for?

The bald-headed man held up a large bottle with a label that said something about: Cream of Dixie Straight Rye Whiskey Guaranteed at Least Four Months Old.

Okey, I said. I see it just moved in.

I poured some water in it and drank it. It tasted like a cholera culture. I put a quarter on the counter. The barman showed me a gold tooth on the other side of his face and took hold of the counter with two hard hands and pushed his chin at me.

What was that crack? he asked, almost gently.

I just moved in, I said. Im looking for some goldfish for the front window. Goldfish.

The barman said very slowly: Do I look like a guy would know a guy would have goldfish? His face was a little white.

The long-nosed man who had been playing himself a round of pool racked his cue and strolled over to the counter beside me and threw a nickel on it.

Draw me a Coke before you wet yourself, he told the barman.

The barman pried himself loose from the counter with a good deal of effort. I looked down to see if his fingers had made any dents in the wood. He drew a Coke, stirred it with a swizzlestick, dumped it on the bar top, took a deep breath and let it out through his nose, grunted and went away towards a door marked Toilet.

The long-nosed man lifted his Coke and looked into the smeared mirror behind the bar. The left side of his mouth twitched briefly. A dim voice came from it, saying: Hows Peeler?

I pressed my thumb and forefinger together, put them to my nose, sniffed, shook my head sadly.

Hitting it high, huh?

Yeah, I said. I didnt catch the name.

Call me Sunset. Im always movin west. Think hell stay clammed?

Hell stay clammed, I said.

Whats your handle?

Dodge Willis, El Paso, I said.

Got a room somewhere?

Hotel.

He put his glass down empty. Lets dangle.
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We went up to my room and sat down and looked at each other over a couple of glasses of Scotch and ice water. Sunset studied me with his close-set expressionless eyes, a little at a time, but very thoroughly in the end, adding it all up.

I sipped my drink and waited. At last he said in his lipless stir voice: How come Peeler didnt come hisself?

For the same reason he didnt stay when he was here.

Meaning which?

Figure it out for yourself, I said.

He nodded, just as though I had said something with a meaning. Then: Whats the top price?

Twenty-five grand.

Nuts. Sunset was emphatic, even rude.

I leaned back and lit a cigarette, puffed smoke at the open window and watched the breeze pick it up and tear it to pieces.

Listen, Sunset complained. I dont know you from last Sundays sports section. You may be all to the silk. I just dont know.

Whyd you brace me? I asked.

You had the word, didnt you?

This was where I took the dive. I grinned at him. Yeah. Goldfish was the password. The Smoke Shop was the place.

His lack of expression told me I was right. It was one of those breaks you dream of, but dont handle right even in dreams.

Well, whats the next angle? Sunset inquired, sucking a piece of ice out of his glass and chewing on it.

I laughed. Okey, Sunset, Im satisfied youre cagey. We could go on like this for weeks. Lets put our cards on the table. Where is the old guy?

Sunset tightened his lips, moistened them, tightened them again. He set his glass down very slowly and his right hand hung lax on his thigh. I knew I had made a mistake, that Peeler knew where the old guy was, exactly. Therefore I should know.

Nothing in Sunsets voice showed I had made a mistake. He said crossly: You mean why dont I put my cards on the table and you just sit back and look em over. Nix.

Then how do you like this? I growled. Peelers dead.

One eyebrow twitched, and one corner of his mouth. His eyes got a little blanker than before, if possible. His voice rasped lightly, like a finger on dry leather.

How come?

Competition you two didnt know about. I leaned back, smiled.

The gun made a soft metallic blue in the sunshine. I hardly saw where it came from. Then the muzzle was round and dark and empty looking at me.

Youre kidding the wrong guy, Sunset said lifelessly. I aint no soft spot for chiselers to lie on.

I folded my arms, taking care that my right hand was outside, in view.

I would be — if I was kidding. Im not. Peeler played with a girl and she milked him — up to a point. He didnt tell her where to find the old fellow. So she and her top man went to see Peeler where he lived. They used a hot iron on his feet. He died of the shock.

Sunset looked unimpressed. I got a lot of room in my ears yet, he said.

So have I, I snarled, suddenly pretending anger. Just what the hell have you said that means anything — except that you know Peeler?

He spun his gun on his trigger finger, watched it spin. Old man Sypes at Westport, he said casually. That mean anything to you?

Yeah. Has he got the marbles?

How the hell would I know? He steadied the gun again, dropped it to his thigh. It wasnt pointing at me now. Wheres this competish you mentioned?

I hope I ditched them, I said. Im not too sure. Can I put my hands down and take a drink?

Yeah, go ahead. How did you cut in?

Peeler roomed with the wife of a friend of mine whos in stir. A straight girl, one you can trust. He let her in and she passed it to me — afterwards.

After the bump? How many cuts your side? My half is set.

I took my drink, shoved the empty glass away. The hell it is.

The gun lifted an inch, dropped again. How many altogether? he snapped.

Three, now Peelers out. If we can hold off the competition.

The feet-toasters? No trouble about that. What they look like?

Man named Rush Madder, a shyster down south, fifty, fat, thin down-curving mustache, dark hair thin on top, five-nine, a hundred and eighty, not much guts. The girl, Carol Donovan, black hair, long bob, gray eyes, pretty, small features, twenty-five to -eight, five-two, hundred-twenty, last seen wearing blue, hard as they come. The real iron in the combination.

Sunset nodded indifferently and put his gun away. Well soften her, if she pokes her snoot in, he said. Ive got a heap at the house. Lets take the air Westport way and look it over. You might be able to ease in on the goldfish angle. They say hes nuts about them. Ill stay under cover. Hes too stir-wise for me. I smell of the bucket.

Swell, I said heartily. Im an old goldfish fancier myself.

Sunset reached for the bottle, poured two fingers of Scotch and put it down. He stood up, twitched his collar straight, then shot his chinless jaw forward as far as it would go.

But dont make no error, bo. Its goin to take pressure. Its goin to mean a run out in the deep woods and some thumb twisting. Snatch stuff, likely.

Thats okey, I said. The insurance people are behind us.

Sunset jerked down the points of his vest and rubbed the back of this thin neck. I put my hat on, locked the Scotch in the bag by the chair Id been sitting in, went over and shut the window.

We started towards the door. Knuckles rattled on it just as I reached for the knob. I gestured Sunset back along the wall. I stared at the door for a moment and then I opened it up.

The two guns came forward almost on the same level, one small — a .32, one a big Smith & Wesson. They couldnt come into the room abreast, so the girl came in first.

Okey, hot shot, she said dryly. Ceiling zero. See if you can reach it.
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I backed slowly into the room. The two visitors bored in on me, either side. I tripped over my bag and fell backwards, hit the floor and rolled on my side groaning.

Sunset said casually: Hist em folks. Pretty now!

Two heads jerked away from looking down at me and then I had my gun loose, down at my side. I kept on groaning.

There was a silence. I didnt hear any guns fall. The door of the room was still wide open and Sunset was flattened against the wall more or less behind it.

The girl said between her teeth: Cover the shamus, Rush — and shut the door. Skinny cant shoot here. Nobody can. Then, in a whisper I barely caught, she added: Slam it!

Rush Madder waddled backwards across the room keeping the Smith & Wesson pointed my way. His back was to Sunset and the thought of that made his eyes roll. I could have shot him easily enough, but it wasnt the play. Sunset stood with his feet spread and his tongue showing. Something that could have been a smile wrinkled his flat eyes.

He stared at the girl and she stared at him. Their guns stared at each other.

Rush Madder reached the door, grabbed the edge of it and gave it a hard swing. I knew exactly what was going to happen. As the door slammed the .32 was going to go off. It wouldnt be heard if it went off at the right instant. The explosion would be lost in the slamming of the door.

I reached out and took hold of Carol Donovans ankle and jerked it hard.

The door slammed. Her gun went off and chipped the ceiling.

She whirled on me kicking. Sunset said in his tight but somewhat penetrating drawl: If this is it, this is it. Lets go! The hammer clicked back on his Colt.

Something in his voice steadied Carol Donovan. She relaxed, let her automatic fall to her side and stepped away from me with a vicious look back.

Madder turned the key in the door and leaned against the wood, breathing noisily. His hat had tipped over one ear and the ends of two strips of adhesive showed under the brim.

Nobody moved while I had these thoughts. There was no sound of feet outside in the hall, no alarm. I got up on my knees, slid my gun out of sight, rose on my feet and went over to the window. Nobody down on the pavement was staring up at the upper floors of the Snoqualmie Hotel.

I sat on the broad old-fashioned sill and looked faintly embarrassed, as though the minister had said a bad word.

The girl snapped at me: Is this lug your partner?

I didnt answer. Her face flushed slowly and her eyes burned. Madder put a hand out and fussed: Now listen, Carol, now listen here. This sort of act aint the way—

Shut up!

Yeah, Madder said in a clogged voice. Sure.

Sunset looked the girl over lazily for the third or fourth time. His gun hand rested easily against his hipbone and his whole attitude was of complete relaxation. Having seen him pull his gun once I hoped the girl wasnt fooled.

He said slowly: Weve heard about you two. Whats your offer? I wouldnt listen even, only I cant stand a shooting rap.

The girl said: Theres enough in it for four. Madder nodded his big head vigorously, almost managed a smile.

Sunset glanced at me. I nodded. Four it is, he sighed.

But thats the top. Well go to my place and gargle. I dont like it here.

We must look simple, the girl said nastily.

Kill-simple, Sunset drawled. Ive met lots of them. Thats why were going to talk it over. Its not a shooting play.

Carol Donovan slipped a suede bag from under her left arm and tucked her .32 into it. She smiled. She was pretty when she smiled.

My ante is in, she said quietly. Ill play. Where is the place?

Out Water Street. Well go in a hack.

Lead on, sport.

We went out of the room and down in the elevator, four friendly people walking out through a lobby full of antlers and stuffed birds and pressed wildflowers in glass frames. The taxi went out Capitol Way, past the square, past a big red apartment house that was too big for the town except when the Legislature was sitting. Along car tracks past the distant Capitol buildings and the high closed gates of the governors mansion.

Oak trees bordered the sidewalks. A few largish residences showed behind garden walls. The taxi shot past them and veered on to a road that led towards the tip of the Sound. In a short while a house showed in a narrow clearing between tall trees. Water glistened far back behind the tree trunks. The house had a roofed porch, a small lawn rotten with weeds and overgrown bushes. There was a shed at the end of a dirt driveway and an antique touring car squatted under the shed.

We got out and I paid the taxi. All four of us carefully watched it out of sight. Then Sunset said: My place is upstairs. Theres a schoolteacher lives down below. She aint home. Lets go up and gargle.

We crossed the lawn to the porch and Sunset threw a door open, pointed up narrow steps.

Ladies first. Lead on, beautiful. Nobody locks a door in this town.

The girl gave him a cool glance and passed him to go up the stairs. I went next, then Madder, Sunset last.

The single room that made up most of the second floor was dark from the trees, had a dormer window, a wide daybed pushed back under the slope of the roof, a table, some wicker chairs, a small radio and a round black stove in the middle of the floor.

Sunset drifted into a kitchenette and came back with a square bottle and some glasses. He poured drinks, lifted one and left the others on the table.

We helped ourselves and sat down.

Sunset put his drink down in a lump, leaned over to put his glass on the floor and came up with his Colt out.

I heard Madders gulp in the sudden cold silence. The girls mouth twitched as if she were going to laugh. Then she leaned forward, holding her glass on top of her bag with her left hand.

Sunset slowly drew his lips into a thin straight line. He said slowly and carefully: Feet-burners, huh?

Madder choked, started to spread his fat hands. The Colt flicked at him. He put his hands on his knees and clutched his kneecaps.

And suckers at that, Sunset went on tiredly. Burn a guys feet to make him sing and then walk right into the parlor of one of his pals. You couldnt tie that with Christmas ribbon.

Madder said jerkily: All r-right. W-whats the p-pay-off? The girl smiled slightly but she didnt say anything.

Sunset grinned. Rope, he said softly. A lot of rope tied in hard knots, with water on it. Then me and my pal trundle off to catch fire-flies — pearls to you — and when we come back— he stopped, drew his left hand across the front of his throat. Like the idea? he glanced at me.

Yeah, but dont make a song about it, I said. Wheres the rope?

Bureau, Sunset answered, and pointed with one ear at the corner.

I started in that direction, by way of the walls. Madder made a sudden thin whimpering noise and his eyes turned up in his head and he fell straight forward off the chair on his face, in a dead faint.

That jarred Sunset. He hadnt expected anything so foolish. His right hand jerked around until the Colt was pointing down at Madders back.

The girl slipped her hand under her bag. The bag lifted an inch. The gun that was caught there in a trick clip — the gun that Sunset thought was inside the bag — spat and flamed briefly.

Sunset coughed. His Colt boomed and a piece of wood detached itself from the back of the chair Madder had been sitting in. Sunset dropped the Colt and put his chin down on his chest and tried to look at the ceiling. His long legs slid out in front of him and his heels made a rasping sound on the floor. He sat like that limp, his chin on his chest, his eyes looking upward. Dead as a pickled walnut.

I kicked Miss Donovans chair out from under her and she banged down on her side in a swirl of silken legs. Her hat went crooked on her head. She yelped. I stood on her hand and then shifted suddenly and kicked her gun clear across the attic.

Get up.

She got up slowly, backed away from me biting her lip, savage-eyed, suddenly a nasty-faced little brat at bay. She kept on backing until the wall stopped her. Her eyes glittered in a ghastly face.

I glanced down at Madder, went over to a closed door. A bathroom was behind it. I reversed a key and gestured at the girl.

In.

She walked stiff-legged across the floor and passed in front of me, almost touching me.

Listen a minute, shamus—

I pushed her through the door and slammed it and turned the key. It was all right with me if she wanted to jump out of the window. I had seen the windows from below.

I went across to Sunset, felt him, felt the small hard lump of keys on a ring in his pocket, and got them out without quite knocking him off his chair. I didnt look for anything else.

There were car keys on the ring.

I looked at Madder again, noticed that his fingers were as white as snow. I went down the narrow dark stairs to the porch, around to the side of the house and got into the old touring car under the shed. One of the keys on the ring fitted its ignition lock.

The car took a beating before it started up and let me back it down the dirt driveway to the curb. Nothing moved in the house that I saw or heard. The tall pines behind and beside the house stirred their upper branches listlessly and a cold heartless sunlight sneaked through them intermittently as they moved.

I drove back to Capitol Way and downtown again as fast as I dared, past the square and the Snoqualmie Hotel and over the bridge towards the Pacific Ocean and Westport.
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An hours fast driving through thinned-out timberland, interrupted by three stops for water and punctuated by the cough of a head gasket leak, brought me within sound of surf. The broad white road, striped with yellow down the center, swept around the flank of a hill, a distant cluster of buildings loomed up in front of the shine of the ocean, and the road forked. The left fork was signposted: Westport — 9 Miles, and didnt go towards the buildings. It crossed a rusty cantilever bridge and plunged into a region of wind-distorted apple orchards.

Twenty minutes more and I chugged into Westport, a sandy spit of land with scattered frame houses dotted over rising ground behind it. The end of the spit a long narrow pier, and the end of the pier a cluster of sailing boats with half-lowered sails flapping against their single masts. And beyond them a buoyed channel and a long irregular line where the water creamed on a hidden sandbar.

Beyond the sandbar the Pacific rolled over to Japan. This was the last outpost of the coast, the farthest west a man could go and still be on the mainland of the United States. A swell place for an ex-convict to hide out with a couple of somebody elses pearls the size of new potatoes — if he didnt have any enemies.

I pulled up in front of a cottage that had a sign in the front yard: Luncheons, Teas, Dinners. A small rabbit-faced man with freckles was waving a garden rake at two black chickens. The chickens appeared to be sassing him back. He turned when the engine of Sunsets car coughed itself still.

I got out, went through a wicket gate, pointed to the sign.

Luncheon ready?

He threw the rake at the chickens, wiped his hands on his trousers and leered. The wife put that up, he confided to me in a thin, impish voice. Ham and eggs is what it means.

Ham and eggs get along with me, I said.

We went into the house. There were three tables covered with patterned oilcloth, some chromos on the walls, a full-rigged ship in a bottle on the mantel. I sat down. The host went away through a swing door and somebody yelled at him and a sizzling noise was heard from the kitchen. He came back and leaned over my shoulder, put some cutlery and a paper napkin on the oilcloth.

Too early for apple brandy, aint it? he whispered.

I told him how wrong he was. He went away again and came back with glasses and a quart of clear amber fluid. He sat down with me and poured. A rich baritone voice in the kitchen was singing Chloe, over the sizzling.

We clinked glasses and drank and waited for the heat to crawl up our spines.

Stranger, aint you? the little man asked.

I said I was.

From Seattle maybe? Thats a nice piece of goods you got on.

Seattle, I agreed.

We dont git many strangers, he said, looking at my left ear. Aint on the way to nowheres. Now before repeal— he stopped, shifted his sharp woodpecker gaze to my other ear.

Ah, before repeal, I said with a large gesture, and drank knowingly.

He leaned over and breathed on my chin. Hell, you could load up in any fish stall on the pier. The stuff come in under catches of crabs and oysters. Hell, Westport was lousy with it. They give the kids cases of Scotch to play with. There wasnt a car in this town that slept in a garage, mister. The garages was full to the roof of Canadian hooch. Hell, they had a coastguard cutter off the pier watchin the boats unload one day every week. Friday. Always the same day. He winked.

I puffed a cigarette and the sizzling noise and the baritone rendering of Chloe went on in the kitchen.

But hell, you wouldnt be in the liquor business, he said.

Hell, no. Im a goldfish buyer, I said.

Okey, he said sulkily.

I poured us another round of the apple brandy. This bottle is on me, I said. And Im taking a couple more with me.

He brightened up. What did you say the name was?

Marlowe. You think Im kidding you about the goldfish. Im not.

Hell, there aint a livin in them little fellers, is there?

I held my sleeve out. You said it was a nice piece of goods. Sure theres a living out of the fancy brands. New brands, new types all the time. My information is theres an old guy down here somewhere that has a real collection. Maybe would sell it. Some hed bred himself.

A large woman with a mustache kicked the swing door open a foot and yelled: Pick up the ham and eggs!

My host scuttled across and came back with my food. I ate. He watched me minutely. After a time he suddenly smacked his skinny leg under the table.

Old Wallace, he chuckled. Sure, you come to see old Wallace. Hell, we dont know him right well. He dont act neighborly.

He turned around in his chair and pointed out through the sleazy curtains at a distant hill. On top of the hill was a yellow and white house that shone in the sun.

Hell, thats where he lives. Hes got a mess of them. Goldfish, huh? Hell, you could bend me with an eye dropper.

That ended my interest in the little man. I gobbled my food, paid off for it and for three quarts of apple brandy at a dollar a quart, shook hands and went back out to the touring car.

There didnt seem to be any hurry. Rush Madder would come out of his faint, and he would turn the girl loose. But they didnt know anything about Westport. Sunset hadnt mentioned the name in their presence. They didnt know it when they reached Olympia or they would have gone there at once. And if they had listened outside my room at the hotel, they would have known I wasnt alone. They hadnt acted as if they knew that when they charged in.

I had lots of time. I drove down to the pier and looked it over. It looked tough. There were fish stalls, drinking dives, a tiny honky-tonk for the fishermen, a pool room, an arcade of slot machines and smutty peep shows. Bait fish squirmed and darted in big wooden tanks down in the water along the piles. There were loungers and they looked like trouble for anyone that tried to interfere with them. I didnt see any law enforcement around.

I drove back up the hill to the yellow and white house. It stood very much alone, four blocks from the next nearest dwelling. There were flowers in front, a trimmed green lawn, a rock garden. A woman in a brown and white print dress was popping at aphids with a spray gun.

I let my heap stall itself, got out and took my hat off.

Mister Wallace live here?

She had a handsome face, quiet, firm-looking. She nodded.

Would you like to see him? She had a quiet firm voice, a good accent.

It didnt sound like the voice of a train robbers wife.

I gave her my name, said Id been hearing about his fish down in the town. I was interested in fancy goldfish.

She put the spray gun down and went into the house. Bees buzzed around my head, large fuzzy bees that wouldnt mind the cold wind off the sea. Far off like background music the surf pounded on the sandbars. The northern sunshine seemed bleak to me, had no heat in the core of it.

The woman came out of the house and held the door open.

Hes at the top of the stairs, she said, if youd like to go up.

I went past a couple of rustic rockers and into the house of the man who had stolen the Leander pearls.
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Fish tanks were all around the big room, two tiers of them on braced shelves, big oblong tanks with metal frames, some with lights over them and some with lights down in them. Water grasses were festooned in careless patterns behind the algae-coated glass and the water held a ghostly greenish light and through the greenish light moved fish of all the colors of rainbow.

There were long slim fish like golden darts and Japanese Veiltails with fantastic trailing tails, and X-ray fish as transparent as colored glass, tiny guppies half an inch long, calico popeyes spotted like a brides apron, and big lumbering Chinese Moors with telescope eyes, froglike faces and unnecessary fins, waddling through the green water like fat men going to lunch.

Most of the light came from a big sloping skylight. Under the skylight at a bare wooden table a tall gaunt man stood with a squirming red fish in his left hand, and in his right hand a safety-razor blade backed with adhesive tape.

He looked at me from under wide gray eyebrows. His eyes were sunken, colorless, opaque. I went over beside him and looked down at the fish he was holding.

Fungus? I asked.

He nodded slowly. White fungus. He put the fish down on the table and carefully spread its dorsal fin. The fin was ragged and split and the ragged edges had a mossy white color.

White fungus, he said, aint so bad. Ill trim this feller up and hell be right as rain. What can I do for you, mister?

I rolled a cigarette around in my fingers and smiled at him.

Like people, I said. The fish, I mean. They get things wrong with them.

He held the fish against the wood and trimmed off the ragged part of the fin. He spread the tail and trimmed that. The fish had stopped squirming.

Some you can cure, he said, and some you cant. You cant cure swimming-bladder disease, for instance. He glanced up at me. This dont hurt him, case you think it does, he said. You can shock a fish to death but you cant hurt it like a person.

He put the razor blade down and dipped a cotton swab in some purplish liquid, painted the cut places. Then he dipped a finger in a jar of white vaseline and smeared that over. He dropped the fish in a small tank off to one side of the room. The fish swam around peacefully, quite content.

The gaunt man wiped his hands, sat down at the edge of a bench and stared at me with lifeless eyes. He had been good-looking once, a long time ago.

You interested in fish? he asked. His voice had the quiet careful murmur of the cell block and the exercise yard.

I shook my head. Not particularly. That was just an excuse. I came a long way to see you, Mister Sype.

He moistened his lips and went on staring at me. When his voice came again it was tired and soft.

Wallace is the name, mister.

I puffed a smoke ring and poked my finger through it. For my job its got to be Sype.

He leaned forward and dropped his hands between his spread bony knees, clasped them together. Big gnarled hands that had done a lot of hard work in their time. His head tipped up at me and his dead eyes were cold under the shaggy brows. But his voice stayed soft.

Havent seen a dick in a year. To talk to. Whats your lay?

Guess, I said.

His voice got still softer. Listen, dick. Ive got a nice home here, quiet. Nobody bothers me any more. Nobodys got a right to. I got a pardon straight from the White House. Ive got the fish to play with and a man gets fond of anything he takes care of. I dont owe the world a nickel. I paid up. My wifes got enough dough for us to live on. All I want is to be let alone, dick. He stopped talking, shook his head once. You cant burn me up — not any more.

I didnt say anything. I smiled a little and watched him.

Nobody can touch me, he said. I got a pardon straight from the Presidents study. I just want to be let alone.

I shook my head and kept on smiling at him. Thats the one thing you can never have — until you give in.

Listen, he said softly. You may be new on this case. Its kind of fresh to you. You want to make a rep for yourself. But me, Ive had almost twenty years of it, and so have a lot of other people, some of em pretty smart people too. They know I dont have nothing that dont belong to me. Never did have. Somebody else got it.

The mail clerk, I said. Sure.

Listen, he said, still softly. I did my time. I know all the angles. I know they aint going to stop wondering — long as anybodys alive that remembers. I know theyre going to send some punk out once in a while to kind of stir it up. Thats okey. No hard feelings. Now what do I do to get you to go home again?

I shook my head and stared past his shoulder at the fish drifting in their big silent tanks. I felt tired. The quiet of the house made ghosts in my brain, ghosts of a lot of years ago. A train pounding through the darkness, a stick-up hidden in a mail car, a gun flash, a dead clerk on the floor, a silent drop off at some water tank, a man who had kept a secret for nineteen years — almost kept it.

You made one mistake, I said slowly. Remember a fellow named Peeler Mardo?

He lifted his head. I could see him searching in his memory. The name didnt seem to mean anything to him.

A fellow you knew in Leavenworth, I said. A little runt that was in there for splitting twenty-dollar bills and putting phony backs on them.

Yeah, he said. I remember.

You told him you had the pearls, I said.

I could see he didnt believe me. I must have been kidding him, he said slowly, emptily.

Maybe. But heres the point. He didnt think so. He was up in this country a while ago with a pal, a guy who called himself Sunset. They saw you somewhere and Peeler recognized you. He got to thinking how he could make himself some jack. But he was a coke hound and he talked in his sleep. A girl got wise and then another girl and a shyster. Peeler got his feet burned and hes dead.

Sype stared at me unblinkingly. The lines at the corners of his mouth deepened.

I waved my cigarette and went On: We dont know how much he told, but the shyster and a girl are in Olympia. Sunsets in Olympia, only hes dead. They killed him. I wouldnt know if they know where you are or not. But they will sometime, or others like them. You can wear the cops down, if they cant find the pearls and you dont try to sell them. You can wear the insurance company down and even the postal men.

Sype didnt move a muscle. His big knotty hands clenched between his knees didnt move. His dead eyes just stared.

But you cant wear the chiselers down, I said. Theyll never lay off. Therell always be a couple or three with time enough and money enough and meanness enough to bear down. Theyll find out what they want to know some way. Theyll snatch your wife or take you out in the woods and give you the works. And youll have to come through…Now Ive got a decent, square proposition.

Which bunch are you? Sype asked suddenly. I thought you smelled of dick, but I aint so sure now.

Insurance, I said. Heres the deal. Twenty-five grand reward in all. Five grand to the girl that passed me the info. She got it on the square and shes entitled to that cut. Ten grand to me. Ive done all the work and looked into all the guns. Ten grand to you, through me. You couldnt get a nickel direct. Is there anything in it? How does it look?

It looks fine, he said gently. Except for one thing, I dont have no pearls, dick.

I scowled at him. That was my wad. I didnt have any more. I straightened away from the wall and dropped a cigarette end on the wood floor, crushed it out. I turned to go.

He stood up and put a hand out. Wait a minute, he said gravely, and Ill prove it to you.

He went across the floor in front of me and out of the room. I stared at the fish and chewed my lip. I heard the sound of a car engine somewhere, not very close. I heard a drawer open and shut, apparently in a nearby room.

Sype came back into the fish room. He had a shiny Colt .45 in his gaunt fist. It looked as long as a mans forearm.

He pointed it at me and said: I got pearls in this, six of them. Lead pearls. I can comb a flys whiskers at sixty yards. You aint no dick. Now get up and blow — and tell your redhot friends Im ready to shoot their teeth out any day of the week and twice on Sunday.

I didnt move. There was a madness in the mans dead eyes. I didnt dare move.

Thats grandstand stuff, I said slowly. I can prove Im a dick. Youre an ex-con and its a felony just having that rod. Put it down and talk sense.

The car I had heard seemed to be stopping outside the house. Brakes whined on drums. Feet clattered, up a walk, up steps. Sudden sharp voices, a caught exclamation.

Sype backed across the room until he was between the table and a big twenty- or thirty-gallon tank. He grinned at me, the wide clear grin of a fighter at bay.

I see your friends kind of caught up with you, he drawled. Take your gat out and drop it on the floor while you still got time — and breath.

I didnt move. I looked at the wiry hair above his eyes. I looked into his eyes. I knew if I moved — even to do what he told me — he would shoot.

Steps came up the stairs. They were clogged, shuffling steps, with a hint of struggle in them.

Three people came into the room.
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Mrs. Sype came in first, stiff-legged, her eyes glazed, her arms bent rigidly at the elbows and the hands clawing straight forward at nothing, feeling for something that wasnt there. There was a gun in her back, Carol Donovans small .32, held efficiently in Carol Donovans small ruthless hand.

Madder came last. He was drunk, brave from the bottle, flushed and savage. He threw the Smith & Wesson down on me and leered.

Carol Donovan pushed Mrs. Sype aside. The older woman stumbled into the corner and sank down on her knees, blank-eyed.

Sype stared at the Donovan girl. He was rattled because she was a girl and young and pretty. He hadnt been used to the type. Seeing her took the fire out of him. If men had come in he would have shot them to pieces.

The small dark white-faced girl faced him coldly, said in her tight chilled voice: All right, Dad. Shed the heater. Make it smooth now.

Sype leaned down slowly, not taking his eyes off her. He put his enormous frontier Colt on the floor.

Kick it away from you, Dad.

Sype kicked it. The gun skidded across the bare boards, over towards the center of the room.

Thats the way, old-timer. You hold on him, Rush, while I unrod the dick.

The two guns swiveled and the hard gray eyes were looking at me now. Madder went a little way towards Sype and pointed his Smith & Wesson at Sypes chest.

The girl smiled, not a nice smile. Bright boy, eh? You sure stick your neck out all the time, dont you? Made a beef, shamus. Didnt frisk your skinny pal. He had a little map in one shoe.

I didnt need one, I said smoothly, and grinned at her.

I tried to make the grin appealing, because Mrs. Sype was moving her knees on the floor, and every move took her nearer to Sypes Colt.

But youre all washed up now, you and your big smile. Hoist the mitts while I get your iron. Up, mister.

She was a girl, about five feet two inches tall, and weighed around a hundred and twenty. Just a girl. I was six feet and a half-inch, weighed one-ninety-five. I put my hands up and hit her on the jaw.

That was crazy, but I had all I could stand of the Donovan-Madder act, the Donovan-Madder guns, the Donovan-Madder tough talk. I hit her on the jaw.

She went back a yard and her popgun went off. A slug burned my ribs. She started to fall. Slowly, like a slow motion picture, she fell. There was something silly about it.

Mrs. Sype got the Colt and shot her in the back.

Madder whirled and the instant he turned Sype rushed him. Madder jumped back and yelled and covered Sype again. Sype stopped cold and the wide crazy grin came back on his gaunt face.

The slug from the Colt knocked the girl forward as though a door had whipped in a high wind. A flurry of blue cloth, something thumped my chest — her head. I saw her face for a moment as she bounced back, a strange face that I had never seen before.

Then she was a huddled thing on the floor at my feet, small, deadly, extinct, with redness coming out from under her, and the tall quiet woman behind her with the smoking Colt held in both hands.

Madder shot Sype twice. Sype plunged forward still grinning and hit the end of the table. The purplish liquid he had used on the sick fish sprayed up over him. Madder shot him again as he was falling.

I jerked my Luger out and shot Madder in the most painful place I could think of that wasnt likely to be fatal — the back of the knee. He went down exactly as if he had tripped over a hidden wire. I had cuffs on him before he even started to groan.

I kicked guns here and there and went over to Mrs. Sype and took the big Colt out of her hands.

It was very still in the room for a little while. Eddies of smoke drifted towards the skylight, filmy gray, pale in the afternoon sun. I heard the surf booming in the distance. Then I heard a whistling sound close at hand.

It was Sype trying to say something. His wife crawled across to him, still on her knees, huddled beside him. There was blood on his lips and bubbles. He blinked hard, trying to clear his head. He smiled up at her. His whistling voice said very faintly: The Moors, Hattie — the Moors.

Then his neck went loose and the smile melted off his face. His head rolled to one side on the bare floor.

Mrs. Sype touched him, then got very slowly to her feet and looked at me, calm, dry-eyed.

She said in a low clear voice: Will you help me carry him to the bed? I dont like him here with these people.

I said: Sure. What was that he said?

I dont know. Some nonsense about his fish, I think.

I lifted Sypes shoulders and she took his feet and we carried him into the bedroom and put him on the bed. She folded his hands on his chest and shut his eyes. She went over and pulled the blinds down.

Thats all, thank you, she said, not looking at me. The telephone is downstairs.

She sat down in a chair beside the bed and put her head down on the coverlet near Sypes arm.

I went out of the room and shut the door.
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Madders leg was bleeding slowly, not dangerously. He stared at me with fear-crazed eyes while I tied a tight handkerchief above his knee. I figured he had a cut tendon and maybe a chipped kneecap. He might walk a little lame when they came to hang him.

I went downstairs and stood on the porch looking at the two cars in front, then down the hill towards the pier. Nobody could have told where the shots came from, unless he happened to be passing. Quite likely nobody had even noticed them. There was probably shooting in the woods around there a good deal.

I went back into the house and looked at the crank telephone on the living-room wall, but didnt touch it yet. Something was bothering me. I lit a cigarette and stared out of the window and a ghost voice said in my ears: The Moors, Hattie. The Moors.

I went back up to the fish room. Madder was groaning now, thick panting groans. What did I care about a torturer like Madder?

The girl was quite dead. None of the tanks was hit. The fish swam peacefully in their green water, slow and peaceful and easy. They didnt care about Madder either.

The tank with the black Chinese Moors in it was over in the corner, about ten-gallon size. There were just four of them, big fellows, about four inches body length, coal black all over. Two of them were sucking oxygen on top of the water and two were waddling sluggishly on the bottom. They had thick deep bodies with a lot of spreading tail and high dorsal fins and their bulging telescope eyes that made them look like frogs when they were head towards you.

I watched them fumbling around in the green stuff that was growing in the tank. A couple of red pond snails were window cleaning. The two on the bottom looked thicker and more sluggish than the two on the top. I wondered why.

There was a long-handled strainer made of woven string lying between two of the tanks. I got it and fished down in the tank, trapped one of the big Moors and lifted it out. I turned it over in the net, looked at its faintly silver belly. I saw something that looked like a suture. I felt the place. There was a hard lump under it.

I pulled the other one off the bottom. Same suture, same hard round lump. I got one of the two that had been sucking air on top. No suture, no hard round lump. It was harder to catch too.

I put it back in the tank. My business was with the other two. I like goldfish as well as the next man, but business is business and crime is crime. I took my coat off and rolled my sleeves up and picked the razor blade backed with adhesive tape off the table.

It was a very messy job. It took about five minutes. Then they lay in the palm of my hand, three-quarters of an inch in diameter, heavy, perfectly round, milky white and shimmering with that inner light no other jewel has. The Leander pearls.

I washed them off, wrapped them in my handkerchief, rolled down my sleeves and put my coat back on. I looked at Madder, at his little pain and fear-tortured eyes, the sweat on his face. I didnt care anything about Madder. He was a killer, a torturer.

I went out of the fish room. The bedroom door was still shut. I went down below and cranked the wall telephone.

This is the Wallace place at Westport, I said. Theres been an accident. We need a doctor and well have to have the police. What can you do?

The girl said: Ill try and get you a doctor, Mr. Wallace. It may take a little time though. Theres a town marshal at Westport. Will he do?

I suppose so, I said and thanked her and hung up. There were points about a country telephone after all.

I lit another cigarette and sat down in one of the rustic rockers on the porch. In a little while there were steps and Mrs. Sype came out of the house. She stood a moment looking off down the hills, then she sat down in the other rocker beside me. Her dry eyes looked at me steadily.

Youre a detective, I suppose, she said slowly, diffidently.

Yes, I represent the company that insured the Leander pearls.

She looked off into the distance. I thought he would have peace here, she said. That nobody would bother him any more. That this place would be a sort of sanctuary.

He ought not to have tried to keep the pearls.

She turned her head, quickly this time. She looked blank now, then she looked scared.

I reached down in my pocket and got out the wadded handkerchief, opened it up on the palm of my hand. They lay there together on the white linen, two hundred grand worth of murder.

He could have had his sanctuary, I said. Nobody wanted to take it away from him. But he wasnt satisfied with that.

She looked slowly, lingeringly at the pearls. Then her lips twitched: Her voice got hoarse.

Poor Wally, she said. So you did find them. Youre pretty clever, you know. He killed dozens of fish before he learned how to do that trick. She looked up into my face. A little wonder showed at the back of her eyes.

She said: I always hated the idea. Do you remember the old Bible theory of the scapegoat?

I shook my head, no.

The animal on which the sins of a man were laid and then it was driven off into the wilderness. The fish were his scapegoat.

She smiled at me. I didnt smile back.

She said, still smiling faintly: You see, he once had the pearls, the real ones, and suffering seemed to him to make them his. But he couldnt have had any profit from them, even if he had found them again. It seems some landmark changed, while he was in prison, and he never could find the spot in Idaho where they were buried.

An icy finger was moving slowly up and down my spine. I opened my mouth and something I supposed might be my voice said: Huh?

She reached a finger out and touched one of the pearls. I was still holding them out, as if my hand was a shelf nailed to the wall.

So he got these, she said. In Seattle. Theyre hollow, filled with white wax. I forget what they call the process. They look very fine. Of course I never saw any really valuable pearls.

What did he get them for? I croaked.

Dont you see? They were his sin. He had to hide them in the wilderness, this wilderness. He hid them in the fish. And do you know— she leaned towards me again and her eyes shone. She said very slowly, very earnestly: Sometimes I think that in the very end, just the last year or so, he actually believed they were the real pearls he was hiding. Does all this mean anything to you?

I looked down at my pearls. My hand and the handkerchief closed over them slowly.

I said: Im a plain man, Mrs. Sype. I guess the scapegoat idea is a bit over my head. Id say he was just trying to kid himself a bit — like any healthy loser.

She smiled again. She was handsome when she smiled. Then she shrugged quite lightly.

Of course, you would see it that way. But me— she spread her hands. Oh, well, it doesnt matter much now. May I have them for a keepsake?

Have them?

The — the phony pearls. Surely you dont—

I stood up. An old Ford roadster without a top was chugging up the hill. A man in it had a big star on his vest. The chatter of the motor was like the chatter of some old angry bald-headed ape in the zoo.

Mrs. Sype was standing beside me, with her hand half out, a thin, beseeching look on her face.

I grinned at her with sudden ferocity.

Yeah, you were pretty good in there for a while, I said. I damn near fell for it. And was I cold down the back, lady! But you helped. Phony was a shade out of character for you. Your work with the Colt was fast and kind of ruthless. Most of all Sypes last words queered it. The Moors, Hattie — the Moors. He wouldnt have bothered with that if the stones had been ringers. And he wasnt sappy enough to kid himself all the way.

For a moment her face didnt change at all. Then it did. Something horrible showed in her eyes. She put her lips out and spit at me. Then she slammed into the house.

I tucked twenty-five thousand dollars into my vest pocket. Twelve thousand five hundred for me and twelve thousand five hundred for Kathy Home. I could see her eyes when I brought her the check, and when she put it in the bank, to wait for Johnny to get paroled from Quentin.

The Ford had pulled up behind the other cars. The man driving spit over the side, yanked his emergency brake on, got out without using the door. He was a big fellow in shirt sleeves.

I went down the steps to meet him.
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The first time I ever saw Larry Batzel he was drunk outside Sardis in a secondhand Rolls-Royce. There was a tall blonde with him who had eyes you wouldnt forget. I helped her argue him out from under the wheel so that she could drive.

The second time I saw him he didnt have any Rolls-Royce or any blonde or any job in pictures. All he had was the jitters and a suit that needed pressing. He remembered me. He was that kind of drunk.

I bought him enough drinks to do him some good and gave him half my cigarettes. I used to see him from time to time between pictures. I got to lending him money. I dont know just why. He was a big, handsome brute with eyes like a cow and something innocent and honest in them. Something I dont get much of in my business.

The funny part was he had been a liquor runner for a pretty hard mob before Repeal. He never got anywhere in pictures, and after a while I didnt see him around any more.

Then one day out of the clear blue I got a check for all he owed me and a note that he was working on the tables — gambling not dining — at the Dardanella Club, and to come out and look him up. So I knew he was back in the rackets.

I didnt go to see him, but I found out somehow or other that Joe Mesarvey owned the place, and that Joe Mesarvey was married to the blonde with the eyes, the one Larry Batzel had been with in the Rolls that time. I still didnt go out there.

Then very early one morning there was a dim figure standing by my bed, between me and the windows. The blinds had been pulled down. That must have been what wakened me. The figure was large and had a gun.

I rolled over and rubbed my eyes.

Okay, I said sourly. Theres twelve bucks in my pants and my wrist watch cost twenty-seven fifty. You couldnt get anything on that.

The figure went over to the window and pulled a blind aside an inch and looked down at the street. When he turned again I saw that it was Larry Batzel.

His face was drawn and tired and he needed a shave. He had dinner clothes on still and a dark double-breasted overcoat with a dwarf rose drooping in the lapel.

He sat down and held the gun on his knee for a moment before he put it away, with a puzzled frown, as if he didnt know how it got into his hand.

Youre going to drive me to Berdoo, he said. Ive got to get out of town. Theyve put the pencil on me.

Okay, I said. Tell me about it.

I sat up and felt the carpet with my toes and lit a cigarette. It was a little after five-thirty.

I jimmied your lock with a piece of celluloid, he said. You ought to use your night latch once in a while. I wasnt sure which was your flop and I didnt want to rouse the house.

Try the mailboxes next time, I said. But go ahead. Youre not drunk, are you?

Id like to be, but Ive got to get away first. Im just rattled. Im not so tough as I used to be. You read about the OMara disappearance of course.

Yeah.

Listen, anyway. If I keep talking I wont blow up. I dont think Im spotted here.

One drink wont hurt either of us, I said. The Scotch is on the table there.

He poured a couple of drinks quickly and handed me one. I put on a bathrobe and slippers. The glass rattled against his teeth when he drank.

He put his empty glass down and held his hands tight together.

I used to know Dud OMara pretty well. We used to run stuff together down from Hueneme Point. We even carried the torch for the same girl. Shes married to Joe Mesarvey now. Dud married five million dollars. He married General Dade Winslows rickety-rackety divorcÈe daughter.

I know all that, I said.

Yeah. Just listen. She picked him out of a speak, just like Id pick up a cafeteria tray. But he didnt like the life. I guess he used to see Mona. He got wise Joe Mesarvey and Lash Yeager had a hot car racket on the side. They knocked him off.

The hell they did, I said. Have another drink.

No. Just listen. Theres just two points. The night OMara pulled down the curtain — no, the night the papers got it — Mona Mesarvey disappeared too. Only she didnt. They hid her out in a shack a couple of miles beyond Realito in the orange belt. Next door to a garage run by a heel named Art Huck, a hot car drop. I found out. I trailed Joe there.

What made it your business? I asked.

Im still soft on her. Im telling you this because you were pretty swell to me once. You can make something of it after I blow. They hid her out there so it would look as if Dud had blown with her. Naturally the cops were not too dumb to see Joe after the disappearance. But they didnt find Mona. They have a system on disappearances and they play the system.

He got up and went over to the window again, looked through the side of the blind.

Theres a blue sedan down there I think Ive seen before, he said. But maybe not. Theres a lot like it.

He sat down again. I didnt speak.

This place beyond Realito is on the first side road north from the Foothill Boulevard. You cant miss it. It stands all alone, the garage and the house next door. Theres an old cyanide plant up above there. Im telling you this—

Thats point one, I said. What was the second point?

The punk that used to drive for Lash Yeager lit out a couple of weeks back and went East. I lent him fifty bucks. He was broke. He told me Yeager was out to the Winslow estate the night Dud OMara disappeared.

I stared at him. Its interesting, Larry. But not enough to break eggs over. After all we do have a police department.

Yeah. Add this. I got drunk last night and told Yeager what I knew. Then I quit the job at the Dardanella. So somebody shot at me outside where I live when I got home. Ive been on the dodge ever since. Now, will you drive me to Berdoo?

I stood up. It was May but I felt cold. Larry Batzel looked cold, even with his overcoat on.

Absolutely, I said. But take it easy. Later will be much safer than now. Have another drink. You dont know they knocked OMara off.

If he found out about the hot car racket, with Mona married to Joe Mesarvey, theyd have to knock him off. He was that kind of guy.

I stood up and went towards the bathroom. Larry went over to the window again.

Its still there, he said over his shoulder. You might get shot at riding with me.

Id hate that, I said.

Youre a good sort of heel, Carmady. Its going to rain. Id hate like hell to be buried in the rain, wouldnt you?

You talk too damn much, I said, and went into the bathroom.

It was the last time I ever spoke to him.
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I heard him moving around while I was shaving, but not after I got under the shower, of course. When I came out he was gone. I padded over and looked into the kitchenette. He wasnt in there. I grabbed a bathrobe and peeked out into the hall. It was empty except for a milkman starting down the back stairs with his wiry tray of bottles, and the fresh folded papers leaning against the shut doors.

Hey, I called out to the milkman, did a guy just come out of here and go by you?

He looked back at me from the corner of the wall and opened his mouth to answer. He was a nice-looking boy with fine large white teeth. I remember his teeth well, because I was looking at them when I heard the shots.

They were not very near or very far. Out back of the apartment house, by the garages, or in the alley, I thought. There were two quick, hard shots and then the riveting machine. A burst of five or six, all a good chopper should ever need. Then the roar of the car going away.

The milkman shut his mouth as if a winch controlled it. His eyes were huge and empty looking at me. Then he very carefully set his bottles down on the top step and leaned against the wall.

That sounded like shots, he said.

All this took a couple of seconds and felt like half an hour. I went back into my place and threw clothes on, grabbed odds and ends off the bureau, barged out into the hall. It was still empty, even of the milkman. A siren was dying somewhere near. A bald head with a hangover under it poked out of a door and made a snuffling noise.

I went down the back stairs.

There were two or three people out in the lower hail. I went out back. The garages were in two rows facing each other across a cement space, then two more at the end, leaving a space to go out to the alley. A couple of kids were coming over a fence three houses away.

Larry Batzel lay on his face, with his hat a yard away from his head, and one hand flung out to within a foot of a big black automatic. His ankles were crossed, as if he had spun as he fell. Blood was thick on the side of his face, on his blond hair, especially on his neck. It was also thick on the cement yard.

Two radio cops and the milk driver and a man in a brown sweater and bibless overalls were bending over him. The man in overalls was our janitor.

I went up to them, about the same time the two kids from over the fence hit the yard. The milk driver looked at me with a queer, strained expression. One of the cops straightened up and said: Either of you guys know him? Hes still got half his face.

He wasnt talking to me. The milk driver shook his head and kept on looking at me from the corner of his eyes. The janitor said: He aint a tenant here. He might have been a visitor. Kind of early for visitors, though, aint it?

Hes got party clothes on. You know your flophouse bettern I do, the cop said heavily. He got out a notebook.

The other cop straightened up too and shook his head and went towards the house, with the janitor trotting beside him.

The cop with the notebook jerked a thumb at me and said harshly: You was here first after these two guys. Anything from you?

I looked at the milkman. Larry Batzel wouldnt care, and a man has a living to earn. It wasnt a story for a prowl car anyway.

I just heard the shots and came running, I said.

The cop took that for an answer. The milk driver looked up at the lowering gray sky and said nothing.

After a while I got back into my apartment and finished my dressing. When I picked my hat up off the window table by the Scotch bottle there was a small rosebud lying on a piece of scrawled paper.

The note said: Youre a good guy, but I think Ill go it alone. Give the rose to Mona, if you ever should get a chance. Larry.

I put those things in my wallet, and braced myself with a drink.

3

About three oclock that afternoon I stood in the main hallway of the Winslow place and waited for the butler to come back. I had spent most of the day not going near my office or apartment, and not meeting any homicide men. It was only a question of time until I had to come through, but I wanted to see General Dade Winslow first. He was hard to see.

Oil paintings hung all around me, mostly portraits. There were a couple of statues and several suits of time-darkened armor on pedestals of dark wood. High over the huge marble fireplace hung two bullet-torn — or moth-eaten — cavalry pennants crossed in a glass case, and below them the painted likeness of a thin, spry-looking man with a black beard and mustachios and full regimentals of about the time of the Mexican War. This might be General Dade Winslows father. The general himself, though pretty ancient, couldnt be quite that old.

Then the butler came back and said General Winslow was in the orchid house and would I follow him, please.

We went out of the french doors at the back and across the lawns to a big glass pavilion well beyond the garages. The butler opened the door into a sort of vestibule and shut it when I was inside, and it was already hot. Then he opened the inner door and it was really hot.

The air steamed. The walls and ceiling of the greenhouse dripped. In the half light enormous tropical plants spread their blooms and branches all over the place, and the smell of them was almost as overpowering as the smell of boiling alcohol.

The butler, who was old and thin and very straight and white-haired, held branches of the plants back for me to pass, and we came to an opening in the middle of the place. A large reddish Turkish rug was spread down on the hexagonal flagstones. In the middle of the rug, in a wheel chair, a very old man sat with a traveling rug around his body and watched us come.

Nothing lived in his face but the eyes. Black eyes, deep-set, shining, untouchable. The rest of his face was the leaden mask of death, sunken temples, a sharp nose, outward-turning ear lobes, a mouth that was a thin white slit. He was wrapped partly in a reddish and very shabby bathrobe and partly in the rug. His hands had purple fingernails and were clasped loosely, motionless on the rug. He had a few scattered wisps of white hair on his skull.

The butler said: This is Mr. Carmady, General.

The old man stared at me. After a while a sharp, shrewish voice said: Place a chair for Mr. Carmady.

The butler dragged a wicker chair out and I sat down. I put my hat on the floor. The butler picked it up.

Brandy, the general said. How do you like your brandy, sir?

Any way at all, I said.

He snorted. The butler went away. The general stared at me with his unblinking eyes. He snorted again.

I always take champagne with mine, he said. A third of a glass of brandy under the champagne, and the champagne as cold as Valley Forge. Colder, if you can get it colder.

A noise that might have been a chuckle came out of him.

Not that I was at Valley Forge, he said. Not quite that bad. You may smoke, sir.

I thanked him and said I was tired of smoking for a while. I got a handkerchief out and mopped my face.

Take your coat off, sir. Dud always did. Orchids require heat, Mr. Carmady — like sick old men.

I took my coat off, a raincoat I had brought along. It looked like rain. Larry Batzel had said it was going to rain.

Dud is my son-in-law. Dudley OMara. I believe you had something to tell me about him.

Just hearsay, I said. I wouldnt want to go into it, unless I had your O.K., General Winslow.

The basilisk eyes stared at me. You are a private detective. You want to be paid, I suppose.

Im in that line of business, I said. But that doesnt mean I have to be paid for every breath I draw. Its just something I heard. You might like to pass it on yourself to the Missing Persons Bureau.

I see, he said quietly. A scandal of some sort.

The butler came back before I could answer. He wheeled a tea wagon in through the jungle, set it at my elbow and mixed me a brandy and soda. He went away.

I sipped the drink. It seems there was a girl, I said. He knew her before he knew your daughter. Shes married to a racketeer now. It seems—

Ive heard all that, he said. I dont give a damn. What I want to know is where he is and if hes all right. If hes happy.

I stared at him popeyed. After a moment I said weakly: Maybe I could find the girl, or the boys downtown could, with what I could tell them.

He plucked at the edge of his rug and moved his head about an inch. I think he was nodding. Then he said very slowly: Probably Im talking too much for my health, but I want to make something clear. Im a cripple. I have two ruined legs and half my lower belly. I dont eat much or sleep much. Im a bore to myself and a damn nuisance to everybody else. So I miss Dud. He used to spend a lot of time with me. Why, God only knows.

Well— I began.

Shut up. Youre a young man to me, so I can be rude to you. Dud left without saying goodbye to me. That wasnt like him. He drove his car away one evening and nobody has heard from him since. If he got tired of my fool daughter and her brat, if he wanted some other woman, thats all right. He got a brainstorm and left without saying goodbye to me, and now hes sorry. Thats why I dont hear from him. Find him and tell him I understand. Thats all — unless he needs money. If he does, he can have all he wants.

His leaden cheeks almost had a pink tinge now. His black eyes were brighter, if possible. He leaned back very slowly and closed his eyes.

I drank a lot of my drink in one long swallow, I said: Suppose hes in a jam. Say, on account of the girls husband. This Joe Mesarvey.

He opened his eyes and winked. Not an OMara, he said. Its the other fellow would be in a jam.

Okay. Shall I just pass on to the Bureau where I heard this girl was?

Certainly not. Theyve done nothing. Let them go on doing it. Find him yourself. Ill pay you a thousand dollars — even if you only have to walk across the street. Tell him everything is all right here. The old mans doing fine and sends his love. Thats all.

I couldnt tell him. Suddenly I couldnt tell him anything Larry Batzel had told me, or what had happened to Larry, or anything about it. I finished my drink and stood up and put my coat back on. I said: Thats too much money for the job, General Winslow. We can talk about that later. Have I your authority to represent you in my own way?

He pressed a bell on his wheel chair. Just tell him, he said. I want to know hes all right and I want him to know Im all right. Thats all — unless he needs money. Now youll have to excuse me. Im tired.

He closed his eyes. I went back through the jungle and the butler met me at the door with my hat.

I breathed in some cool air and said: The general wants me to see Mrs. OMara.
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This room had a white carpet from wall to wall. Ivory drapes of immense height lay tumbled casually on the white carpet inside the many windows. The windows stared towards the dark foothills, and the air beyond the glass was dark too. It hadnt started to rain yet, but there was a feeling of pressure in the atmosphere.

Mrs. OMara was stretched out on a white chaise longue with both her slippers off and her feet in the net stockings they dont wear any more. She was tall and dark, with a sulky mouth. Handsome, but this side of beautiful.

She said: What in the world can I do for you? Its all known. Too damn known. Except that I dont know you, do I?

Well, hardly, I said. Im just a private copper in a small way of business.

She reached for a glass I hadnt noticed but would have looked for in a moment, on account of her way of talking and the fact she had her slippers off. She drank languidly, flashing a ring.

I met him in a speakeasy, she said with a sharp laugh. A very handsome bootlegger, with thick curly hair and an Irish grin. So I married him. Out of boredom. As for him, the bootlegging business was even then uncertain — if there were no other attractions.

She waited for me to say there were, but not as if she cared a lot whether I came through. I just said: You didnt see him leave on the day he disappeared?

No. I seldom saw him leave, or come back. It was like that. She drank some more of her drink.

Huh, I grunted. But, of course, you didnt quarrel. They never do.

There are so many ways of quarreling, Mr. Carmady.

Yeah. I like your saying that. Of course you knew about the girl.

Im glad Im being properly frank to an old family detective. Yes, I knew about the girl. She curled a tendril of inky hair behind her ear.

Did you know about her before he disappeared? I asked politely.

Certainly.

How?

Youre pretty direct, arent you? Connections, as they say. Im an old speak fancier. Or didnt you know that?

Did you know the bunch at the Dardanella?

Ive been there. She didnt look startled, or even surprised. In fact I practically lived there for a week. Thats where I met Dudley OMara.

Yeah. Your father married pretty late in life, didnt he?

I watched color fade in her cheeks. I wanted her mad, but there was nothing doing. She smiled and the color came back and she rang a push bell on a cord down in the swans-down cushions of the chaise longue.

Very late, she said, if its any of your business.

Its not, I said.

A coy-looking maid came in and mixed a couple of drinks at a side table. She gave one to Mrs. OMara, put one down beside me. She went away again, showing a nice pair of legs under a short skirt.

Mrs. OMara watched the door shut and then said: The whole thing has got Father into a mood. I wish Dud would wire or write or something.

I said slowly: Hes an old, old man, crippled, half buried already. One thin thread of interest held him to life. The thread snapped and nobody gives a damn. He tries to act as if he didnt give a damn himself. I dont call that a mood. I call that a pretty swell display of intestinal fortitude.

Gallant, she said, and her eyes were daggers. But you havent touched your drink.

I have to go, I said. Thanks all the same.

She held a slim, tinted hand out and I went over and touched it. The thunder burst suddenly behind the hills and she jumped. A gust of air shook the windows.

I went down a tiled staircase to the hallway and the butler appeared out of a shadow and opened the door for me.

I looked down a succession of terraces decorated with flower beds and imported trees. At the bottom a high metal railing with gilded spearheads and a six-foot hedge inside. A sunken driveway crawled down to the main gates and a lodge inside them.

Beyond the estate the hill sloped down to the city and the old oil wells of La Brea, now partly a park, partly a deserted stretch of fenced-in wild land. Some of the wooden derricks still stood. These had made the wealth of the Winslow family and then the family had run away from them up the hill, far enough to get away from the smell of the sumps, not too far for them to look out of the front windows and see what made them rich.

I walked down brick steps between the terraced lawns. On one of them a dark-haired, pale-faced kid of ten or eleven was throwing darts at a target hung on a tree. I went along near him.

You young OMara? I asked.

He leaned against a stone bench with four darts in his hand and looked at me with cold, slaty eyes, old eyes.

Im Dade Winslow Trevillyan, he said grimly.

Oh, then Dudley OMaras not your dad.

Of course not. His voice was full of scorn. Who are you?

Im a detective. Im going to find your — I mean, Mr. OMara.

That didnt bring us any closer. Detectives were nothing to him. The thunder was tumbling about in the hills like a bunch of elephants playing tag. I had another idea.

Bet you cant put four out of five into the gold at thirty feet.

He livened up sharply. With these?

Uh-huh.

How much you bet? he snapped.

Oh, a dollar.

He ran to the target and cleaned darts off it, came back and took a stance by the bench.

Thats not thirty feet, I said.

He gave me a sour look and went a few feet behind the bench. I grinned, then I stopped grinning.

His small hand darted so swiftly I could hardly follow it. Five darts hung in the gold center of the target in less than that made seconds. He stared at me triumphantly.

Gosh, youre pretty good, Master Trevillyan, I grunted, and got my dollar out.

His small hand snapped at it like a trout taking the fly. He had it out of sight like a flash.

Thats nothing, he chuckled. You ought to see me on our target range back of the garages. Want to go over there and bet some more?

I looked back up the hill and saw part of a low white building backed up to a bank.

Well, not today, I said. Next time I visit here maybe. So Dud OMara is not your dad. If I find him anyway, will it be all right with you?

He shrugged his thin, sharp shoulders in a maroon sweater. Sure. But what can you do the police cant do?

Its a thought, I said, and left him.

I went on down the brick walk to the bottom of the lawns and along inside the hedge towards the gatehouse. I could see glimpses of the street through the hedge. When I was halfway to the lodge I saw the blue sedan outside. It was a small neat car, low-slung, very clean, lighter than a police car, but about the same size. Over beyond it I could see my roadster waiting under the pepper tree.

I stood looking at the sedan through the hedge. I could see the drift of somebodys cigarette smoke against the windshield inside the car. I turned my back to the lodge and looked up the hill. The Trevillyan kid had gone somewhere out of sight, to salt his dollar down maybe, though a dollar shouldnt have meant much to him.

I bent over and unsheathed the 7.65 Luger I was wearing that day and stuck it nose-down inside my left sock, inside my shoe. I could walk that way, if I didnt walk too fast. I went on to the gates.

They kept them locked and nobody got in without identification from the house. The lodge keeper, a big husky with a gun under his arm, came out and let me through a small postern at the side of the gates. I stood talking to him through the bars for a minute, watching the sedan.

It looked all right. There seemed to be two men in it. It was about a hundred feet along in the shadow of the high wall on the other side. It was a very narrow street, without sidewalks. I didnt have far to go to my roadster.

I walked a little stiffly across the dark pavement and got in, grabbed quickly down into a small compartment in the front part of the seat where I kept a spare gun. It was a police Colt. I slid it inside my under-arm holster and started the car.

I eased the brake off and pulled away. Suddenly the rain let go in big splashing drops and the sky was as black as Carrie Nations bonnet. Not so black but that I saw the sedan wheel away from the curb behind me.

I started the windshield wiper and built up to forty miles an hour in a hurry. I had gone about eight blocks when they gave me the siren. That fooled me. It was a quiet street, deadly quiet. I slowed down and pulled over to the curb. The sedan slid up beside me and I was looking at the black snout of a submachine gun over the sill of the rear door.

Behind it a narrow face with reddened eyes, a fixed mouth. A voice above the sound of the rain and the windshield wiper and the noise of the two motors said: Get in here with us. Be nice, if you know what I mean.

They were not cops. It didnt matter now. I shut off the ignition, dropped my car keys on the floor and got out on the running board. The man behind the wheel of the sedan didnt look at me. The one behind kicked a door open and slid away along the seat, holding the tommy gun nicely.

I got into the sedan.

Okay, Louie. The frisk.

The driver came out from under his wheel and got behind me. He got the Colt from under my arm, tapped my hips and pockets, my belt line.

Clean, he said, and got back into the front of the car.

The man with the tommy reached forward with his left hand and took my Colt from the driver, then lowered the tommy to the floor of the car and draped a brown rug over it. He leaned back in the corner again, smooth and relaxed, holding the Colt on his knee.

Okay, Louie. Now lets ride.
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We rode — idly, gently, the rain drumming on the roof and streaming down the windows on one side. We wound along curving hill streets, among estates that covered acres, whose houses were distant clusters of wet gables beyond blurred trees.

A tang of cigarette smoke floated under my nose and the red-eyed man said: What did he tell you?

Little enough, I said. That Mona blew town the night the papers got it. Old Winslow knew it already.

He wouldnt have to dig very deep for that, Red-eyes said. The buttons didnt. What else?

He said hed been shot at. He wanted me to ride him out of town. At the last moment he ran off alone. I dont know why.

Loosen up, peeper, Red-eyes said dryly. Its your only way out.

Thats all there is, I said, and looked out of the window at the driving rain.

You on the case for the old guy?

No. Hes tight.

Red-eyes laughed. The gun in my shoe felt heavy and unsteady, and very far away. I said: That might be all there is to know about OMara.

The man in the front seat turned his head a little and growled: Where the hell did you say that street was?

Top of Beverly Glen, stupid. Mulholland Drive. Oh, that. Jeeze, that aint paved worth a damn. Well pave it with the peeper, Red-eyes said. The estates thinned out and scrub oak took possession of the hillsides.

You aint a bad guy, Red-eyes said. Youre just tight, like the old man. Dont you get the idea? We want to know everything he said, so well know whether we got to blot you or no.

Go to hell, I said. You wouldnt believe me anyway.

Try us. This is just a job to us. We just do it and pass on.

It must be nice work, I said. While it lasts.

Youll crack wise once too often, guy.

I did — long ago, while you were still in Reform School. Im still getting myself disliked.

Red-eyes laughed again. There seemed to be very little bluster about him.

Far as we know youre clean with the law. Didnt make no cracks this morning. That right?

If I say yes, you can blot me right now. Okay.

How about a grand pin money and forget the whole thing?

You wouldnt believe that either.

Yeah, we would. Heres the idea. We do the job and pass on. Were an organization. But you live here, you got goodwill and a business. Youd play ball.

Sure, I said. Id play ball.

We dont, Red-eyes said softly, never knock off a legit. Bad for the trade.

He leaned back in the corner, the gun on his right knee, and reached into an inner pocket. He spread a large tan wallet on his knee and fished two bills out of it, slid them folded along the seat. The wallet went back into his pocket.

Yours, he said gravely. You wont last twenty-four hours if you slip your cable.

I picked the bills up. Two five hundreds. I tucked them in my vest. Right, I said. I wouldnt be a legit any more then, would I?

Think that over, dick.

We grinned at each other, a couple of nice lads getting along in a harsh, unfriendly world. Then Red-eyes turned his head sharply.

Okay, Louie, Forget the Mulholland stuff. Pull up.

The car was halfway up a long bleak twist of hill. The rain drove in gray curtains down the slope. There was no ceiling, no horizon. I could see a quarter of a mile and I could see nothing outside our car that lived.

The driver edged over to the side of the bank and shut his motor off. He lit a cigarette and draped an arm on the back seat.

He smiled at me. He had a nice smile — like an alligator. Well have a drink on it, Red-eyes said. I wish I could make me a grand that easy. Just tyin my nose to my chin.

You aint got no chin, Louie said, and went on smiling. Red-eyes put the Colt down on the seat and drew a flat half-pint out of his side pocket. It looked like good stuff, green stamp, bottled in bond. He unscrewed the top with his teeth, sniffed at the liquor and smacked his lips.

No Crow McGee in this, he said. This is the company spread. Tilt her.

He reached along the seat and gave me the bottle. I could have had his wrist, but there was Louie, and I was too far from my ankle.

I breathed shallowly from the top of my lungs and held the bottle near my lips, sniffed carefully. Behind the charred smell of the bourbon there was something else, very faint, a fruity odor that would have meant nothing to me in another place. Suddenly and for no reason at all I remembered something Larry Batzel had said, something like: East of Realito, towards the mountains, near the old cyanide plant. Cyanide. That was the word.

There was a swift tightness in my temples as I put the bottle to my mouth. I could feel my skin crawling, and the air was suddenly cold on it. I held the bottle high up around the liquor level and took a long gurgling drag at it. Very hearty and relaxing. About half a teaspoonful went into my mouth and none of that stayed there.

I coughed sharply and lurched forward gagging. Red-eyes laughed.

Dont say youre sick from just one drink, pal.

I dropped the bottle and sagged far down in the seat, gagging violently. My legs slid way to the left, the left one underneath. I sprawled down on top of them, my arms limp. I had the gun.

I shot him under my left arm, almost without looking. He never touched the Colt except to knock it off the seat. The one shot was enough. I heard him lurch. I snapped a shot upward towards where Louie would be.

Louie wasnt there. He was down behind the front seat. He was silent. The whole car, the whole landscape was silent. Even the rain seemed for a moment to be utterly silent rain.

I still didnt have time to look at Red-eyes, but he wasnt doing anything. I dropped the Luger and yanked the tommy gun out from under the rug, got my left hand on the front grip, got it set against my shoulder low down. Louie hadnt made a sound.

Listen, Louie, I said softly, Ive got the stutter gun. Hows about it?

A shot came through the seat, a shot that Louie knew wasnt going to do any good. It starred a frame of unbreakable glass. There was more silence. Louie said thickly: I got a pineapple here. Want it?

Pull the pin and hold it, I said. It will take care of both of us.

Hell! Louie said violently. Is he croaked? I aint got no pineapple.

I looked at Red-eyes then. He looked very comfortable in the corner of the seat, leaning back. He seemed to have three eyes, one of them redder even than the other two. For under-arm shooting that was something to be almost bashful about. It was too good.

Yeah, Louie, hes croaked, I said. How do we get together?

I could hear his hard breathing now, and the rain had stopped being silent. Get out of the heap, he growled. Ill blow.

You get out, Louie. Ill blow.

Jeeze, I cant walk home from here, pal.

You wont have to, Louie. Ill send a car for you.

Jeeze, I aint done nothing. All I done was drive.

Then reckless driving will be the charge, Louie. You can fix that — you and your organization. Get out before I uncork this popgun.

A door latch clicked and feet thumped on the running board, then on the roadway. I straightened up suddenly with the chopper. Louie was in the road in the rain, his hands empty and the alligator smile still on his face.

I got out past the dead mans neatly shod feet, got my Colt and the Luger off the floor, laid the heavy twelve-pound tommy gun back on the car floor. I got handcuffs off my hip, motioned to Louie. He turned around sulkily and put his hands behind him.

You got nothing on me, he complained. I got protection.

I clicked the cuffs on him and went over him for guns, much more carefully than he had gone over me. He had one besides the one he had left in the car.

I dragged Red-eyes out of the car and let him arrange himself on the wet roadway. He began to bleed again, but he was quite dead. Louie eyed him bitterly.

He was a smart guy, he said. Different. He liked tricks. Hello, smart guy.

I got my handcuff key out and unlocked one cuff, dragged it down and locked it to the dead mans lifted wrist.

Louies eyes got round and horrified and at last his smile went away.

Jeeze, he whined. Holy —— ! Jeeze. You aint going to leave me like this, pal?

Goodbye, Louie, I said. That was a friend of mine you cut down this morning.

Holy —— ! Louie whined.

I got into the sedan and started it, drove on to a place where I could turn, drove back down the hill past him. He stood stiffly as a scorched tree, his face as white as snow, with the dead man at his feet, one linked hand reaching up to Louies hand. There was the horror of a thousand nightmares in his eyes.

I left him there in the rain.

It was getting dark early. I left the sedan a couple of blocks from my own car and locked it up, put the keys in the oil strainer. I walked back to my roadster and drove downtown.

I called the homicide detail from a phone booth, asked for a man named Grinnell, told him quickly what had happened and where to find Louie and the sedan. I told him I thought they were the thugs that machine-gunned Larry Batzel. I didnt tell him anything about Dud OMara.

Nice work, Grinnell said in a queer voice. But you better come in fast. Theres a tag out for you, account of what some milk driver phoned in an hour ago.

Im all in, I said. Ive got to eat. Keep me off the air and Ill come in after a while.

You better come in, boy. Im sorry, but you better.

Well, okay, I said.

I hung up and left the neighborhood without hanging around. I had to break it now. I had to, or get broken myself.

I had a meal down near the Plaza and started for Realito.
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At about eight oclock two yellow vapor lamps glowed high up in the rain and a dim stencil sign strung across the highway read: Welcome to Realito.

Frame houses on the main street, a sudden knot of stores, the lights of the corner drugstore behind fogged glass, a flying cluster of cars in front of a tiny movie palace, and a dark bank on another corner, with a knot of men standing in front of it in the rain. That was Realito. I went on. Empty fields closed in again.

This was past the orange country; nothing but the empty fields and the crouched foothills, and the rain.

It was a smart mile, more like three, before I spotted a side road and a faint light on it, as if from behind drawn blinds in a house. Just at that moment my left front tire let go with an angry hiss. That was cute. Then the right rear let go the same way.

I stopped almost exactly at the intersection. Very cute indeed. I got out, turned my raincoat up a little higher, unshipped a flash, and looked at a flock of heavy galvanized tacks with heads as big as dimes. The flat shiny butt of one of them blinked at me from my tire.

Two flats and one spare. I tucked my chin down and started towards the faint light up the side road.

It was the place all right. The light came from the tilted skylight on the garage roof. Big double doors in front were shut tight, but light showed at the cracks, strong white light. I tossed the beam of the flash up and read: Art Huck — Auto Repairs and Refinishing.

Beyond the garage a house sat back from the muddy road behind a thin clump of trees. That had light too. I saw a small buttoned-up coupe in front of the wooden porch.

The first thing was the tires, if it could be worked, and they didnt know me. It was a wet night for walking.

I snapped the flash out and rapped on the doors with it. The light inside went out. I stood there licking rain off my upper lip, the flash in my left hand, my right inside my coat. I had the Luger back under my arm again.

A voice spoke through the door, and didnt sound pleased.

What you want? Who are you?

Open up, I said. Ive got two flat tires on the highway and only one spare. I need help.

Were closed up, mister. Realitos a mile west of here.

I started to kick the door. There was swearing inside, then another, much softer voice.

A wise guy, huh? Open up, Art.

A bolt squealed and half of the door sagged inward. I snapped the flash again and it hit a gaunt face. Then an arm swept and knocked it out of my hand. A gun had just peeked at me from the flailing hand.

I dropped low, felt around for the flash and was still. I just didnt pull a gun.

Kill the spot, mister. Guys get hurt that way.

The flash was burning down in the mud. I snapped it off, stood up with it. Light went on inside the garage, outlined a tall man in coveralls. He backed inward and his gun held on me.

Come on in and shut the door.

I did that. Tacks all over the end of your street, I said. I thought you wanted the business.

Aint you got any sense? A bank job was pulled at Realito this afternoon.

Im a stranger here, I said, remembering the knot of men in front of the bank in the rain.

Okay, okay. Well there was and the punks are hid out somewhere in the hills, they say. You stepped on their tacks, huh?

So it seems. I looked at the other man in the garage.

He was short, heavy-set, with a cool brown face and cool brown eyes. He wore a belted raincoat of brown leather. His brown hat had the usual rakish tilt and was dry. His hands were in his pockets and he looked bored.

There was a hot sweetish smell of pyroxylin paint on the air. A big sedan over in the corner had a paint gun lying on its fender. It was a Buick, almost new. It didnt need the paint it was getting.

The man in coveralls tucked his gun out of sight through a flap in the side of his clothes. He looked at the brown man. The brown man looked at me and said gently: Where you from, stranger?

Seattle, I said.

Going west — to the big city? He had a soft voice, soft and dry, like the rustle of well-worn leather.

Yes. How far is it?

About forty miles. Seems farther in this weather. Come the long way, didnt you? By Tahoe and Lone Pine?

Not Tahoe, I said. Reno and Carson City.

Still the long way. A fleeting smile touched the brown lips.

Take a jack and get his flats, Art.

Now, listen, Lash— the man in the coveralls growled, and stopped as though his throat had been cut from ear to ear.

I could have sworn that he shivered. There was dead silence. The brown man didnt move a muscle. Something looked out of his eyes, and then his eyes lowered, almost shyly. His voice was the same soft, dry rustle of sound.

Take two jacks, Art. Hes got two flats.

The gaunt man swallowed. Then he went over to a corner and put a coat on, and a cap. He grabbed up a socket wrench and a handjack and wheeled a dolly jack over to the doors.

Back on the highway, is it? he asked me almost tenderly.

Yeah. You can use the spare for one spot, if youre busy, I said.

Hes not busy, the brown man said and looked at his fingernails.

Art went out with his tools. The door shut again. I looked at the Buick. I didnt look at Lash Yeager. I knew it was Lash Yeager. There wouldnt be two men called Lash that came to that garage. I didnt look at him because I would be looking across the sprawled body of Larry Batzel, and it would show in my face. For a moment, anyway.

He glanced towards the Buick himself. Just a panel job to start with, he drawled. But the guy that owns it has dough and his driver needed a few bucks. You know the racket.

Sure, I said.

The minutes passed on tiptoe. Long, sluggish minutes. Then feet crunched outside and the door was pushed open. The light hit pencils of rain and made silver wires of them. Art trundled two muddy flats in sulkily, kicked the door shut, let one of the flats fall on its side. The rain and fresh air had given him his nerve back. He looked at me savagely.

Seattle, he snarled. Seattle, my eye!

The brown man lit a cigarette as if he hadnt heard. Art peeled his coat off and yanked my tire up on a rim spreader, tore it loose viciously, had the tube out and cold-patched in nothing flat. He strode scowling over to the wall near me and grabbed an air hose, let enough air into the tube to give it body, and hefted it in both hands to dip it in a washtub of water.

I was a sap, but their teamwork was very good. Neither had looked at the other since Art came back with my tires.

Art tossed the air-stiffened tube up casually, caught it with both hands wide, looked it over sourly beside the washtub of water, took one short easy step and slammed it down over my head and shoulders.

He jumped behind me in a flash, leaned his weight down on the rubber, dragged it tight against my chest and arms. I could move my hands, but I couldnt get near my gun.

The brown man brought his right hand out of his pocket and tossed a wrapped cylinder of nickels up and down on his palm as he stepped lithely across the floor.

I heaved back hard, then suddenly threw all my weight forward. Just as suddenly Art let go of the tube, and kneed me from behind.

I sprawled, but I never knew when I reached the floor. The fist with the weighted tube of nickels met me in mid-flight. Perfectly timed, perfectly weighted, and with my own weight to help it out.

I went out like a puff of dust in a draft.
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It seemed there was a woman and she was sitting beside a lamp. Light shone on my face, so I shut my eyes again and tried to look at her through my eyelashes. She was so platinumed that her head shone like a silver fruit bowl.

She wore a green traveling dress with a mannish cut to it and a broad white collar falling over the lapels. A sharp-angled glossy bag stood at her feet. She was smoking, and a drink was tall and pale at her elbow.

I opened my eye wider and said: Hello there.

Her eyes were the eyes I remembered, outside Sardis in a secondhand Rolls-Royce. Very blue eyes, very soft and lovely. Not the eyes of a hustler around the fast money boys.

How do you feel? Her voice was soft and lovely too.

Great, I said. Except somebody built a filling station on my jaw.

What did you expect, Mr. Carmady? Orchids?

So you know my name.

You slept well. They had plenty of time to go through your pockets. They did everything but embalm you.

Right, I said.

I could move a little, not very much. My wrists were behind my back, handcuffed. There was a little poetic justice in that. From the cuffs a cord ran to my ankles, and tied them, and then dropped down out of sight over the end of the davenport and was tied somewhere else. I was almost as helpless as if I had been screwed up in a coffin.

What time is it?

She looked sideways down at her wrist, beyond the spiral of her cigarette smoke.

Ten-seventeen. Got a date?

Is this the house next the garage? Where are the boys — digging a grave?

You wouldnt care, Carmady. Theyll be back.

Unless you have the key to these bracelets you might spare me a little of that drink.

She rose all in one piece and came over to me, with the tall amber glass in her hand. She bent over me. Her breath was delicate. I gulped from the glass craning my neck up.

I hope they dont hurt you, she said distantly, stepping back. I hate killing.

And you Joe Mesarveys wife. Shame on you. Gimme some more of the hooch.

She gave me some more. Blood began to move in my stiffened body.

I kind of like you, she said. Even if your face does look like a collision mat.

Make the most of it, I said. It wont last long even this good.

She looked around swiftly and seemed to listen. One of the two doors was ajar. She looked towards that. Her face seemed pale. But the sounds were only the rain.

She sat down by the lamp again.

Why did you come here and stick your neck out? she asked slowly, looking at the floor.

The carpet was made of red and tan squares. There were bright green pine trees on the wallpaper and the curtains were blue. The furniture, what I could see of it, looked as if it came from one of those places that advertise on bus benches.

I had a rose for you, I said. From Larry Batzel.

She lifted something off the table and twirled it slowly, the dwarf rose he had left for her.

I got it, she said quietly. There was a note, but they didnt show me that. Was it for me?

No, for me. He left it on my-table before he went out and got shot.

Her face fell apart like something you see in a nightmare. Her mouth and eyes were black hollows. She didnt make a sound. And after a moment her face settled back into the same calmly beautiful lines.

They didnt tell me that either, she said softly.

He got shot, I said carefully, because he found out what Joe and Lash Yeager did to Dud OMara. Bumped him off.

That one didnt faze her at all. Joe didnt do anything to Dud OMara, she said quietly. I havent seen Dud in two years. That was just newspaper hooey, about me seeing him.

It wasnt in the papers, I said.

Well, it was hooey wherever it was. Joe is in Chicago. He went yesterday by plane to sell out. If the deal goes through, Lash and I are to follow him. Joe is no killer.

I stared at her.

Her eyes got haunted again. Is Larry — is he — ?

Hes dead, I said. It was a professional job, with a tommy gun. I didnt mean they did it personally.

She took hold of her lip and held it for a moment tight between her teeth. I could hear her slow, hard breathing. She jammed her cigarette in an ashtray and stood up.

Joe didnt do it! she stormed. I know damn well he didnt. He— She stopped cold, glared at me, touched her hair, then suddenly yanked it off. It was a wig. Underneath her own hair was short like a boys, and streaked yellow and whitish brown, with darker tints at the roots. It couldnt make her ugly.

I managed a sort of laugh. You just came out here to molt, didnt you, Silver-Wig? And I thought they were hiding you out — so it would look as if you had skipped with Dud OMara.

She kept on staring at me. As if she hadnt heard a word I said. Then she strode over to a wall mirror and put the wig back on, straightened it, turned and faced me.

Joe didnt kill anybody, she said again, in a low, tight voice. Hes a heel — but not that kind of heel. He doesnt know anything more about where Dud OMara went than I do. And I dont know anything.

He just got tired of the rich lady and scrammed, I said dully.

She stood near me now, her white fingers down at her sides, shining in the lamplight. Her head above me was almost in shadow. The rain drummed and my jaw felt large and hot and the nerve along the jawbone ached, ached.

Lash has the only car that was here, she said softly. Can you walk to Realito, if I cut the ropes?

Sure. Then what?

Ive never been mixed up in a murder. I wont now. I wont ever.

She went out of the room very quickly, and came back with a long kitchen knife and sawed the cord that tied my ankles, pulled it off, cut the place where it was tied to the handcuffs. She stopped once to listen, but it was just the rain again.

I rolled up to a sitting position and stood up. My feet were numb, but that would pass. I could walk. I could run, if I had to.

Lash has the key of the cuffs, she said dully.

Lets go, I said. Got a gun?

No. Im not going. You beat it. He may be back any minute. They were just moving stuff out of the garage.

I went over close to her. Youre going to stay here after turning me loose? Wait for that killer? Youre nuts. Come on, Silver-Wig, youre going with me.

No.

Suppose, I said, he did kill OMara? Then he also killed Larry. Its got to be that way.

Joe never killed anybody, she almost snarled at me.

Well, suppose Yeager did.

Youre lying, Carmady. Just to scare me. Get out. Im not afraid of Lash Yeager. Im his bosss wife.

Joe Mesarvey is a handful of mush, I snarled back. The only time a girl like you goes for a wrong gee is when hes a handful of mush. Lets drift.

Get out! she said hoarsely.

Okay. I turned away from her and went through the door.

She almost ran past me into the hallway and opened the front door, looked out into the black wetness. She motioned me forward.

Goodbye, she whispered. I hope you find Dud. I hope you find who killed Larry. But it wasnt Joe.

I stepped close to her, almost pushed her against the wall with my body.

Youre still crazy, Silver-Wig. Goodbye.

She raised her hands quickly and put them on my face. Cold hands, icy cold. She kissed me swiftly on the mouth with cold lips.

Beat it, strong guy. Ill be seeing you some more. Maybe in heaven.

I went through the door and down the dark slithery wooden steps of the porch, across gravel to the round grass plot and the clump of thin trees. I came past them to the roadway, went back along it towards Foothill Boulevard. The rain touched my face with fingers of ice that were no colder than her fingers.

The curtained roadster stood just where I had left it, leaned over, the left front axle on the tarred shoulder of the highway. My spare and one stripped rim were thrown in the ditch.

They had probably searched it, but I still hoped. I crawled in backwards and banged my head on the steering post and rolled over to get the manacled hands into my little secret gun pocket. They touched the barrel. It was still there.

I got it out, got myself out of the car, got hold of the gun by the right end and looked it over.

I held it tight against my back to protect it a little from the rain and started back towards the house.
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I was halfway there when he came back. His lights turning quickly off the highway almost caught me. I flopped into the ditch and put my nose in the mud and prayed.

The car hummed past. I heard the wet rasp of its tires shouldering the gravel in front of the house. The motor died and lights went off. The door slammed. I didnt hear the house door shut, but I caught a feeble fringe of light through the trees as it opened.

I got up on my feet and went on. I came up beside the car, a small coupe, rather old. The gun was down at my side, pulled around my hip as far as the cuffs would let it come.

The coupe was empty. Water gurgled in the radiator. I listened and heard nothing from the house. No loud voices, no quarrel. Only the heavy bong-bong-bong of the raindrops hitting the elbows at the bottom of rain gutters.

Yeager was in the house. She had let me go and Yeager was in there with her. Probably she wouldnt tell him anything. She would just stand and look at him. She was his bosss wife. That would scare Yeager to death.

He wouldnt stay long, but he wouldnt leave her behind, alive or dead. He would be on his way and take her with him. What happened to her later on was something else.

All I had to do was wait for him to come out. I didnt do it.

I shifted the gun into my left hand and leaned down to scoop up some gravel. I threw it against the front window. It was a weak effort. Very little even reached the glass.

I ran back behind the coupe and got its door open and saw the keys in the ignition lock. I crouched down on the running board, holding on to the door post.

The house had already gone dark, but that was all. There wasnt any sound from it. No soap. Yeager was too cagy.

I reached it with my foot and found the starter, then strained back with one hand and turned the ignition key. The warm motor caught at once, throbbed gently against the pounding rain.

I got back to the ground and slid along to the rear of the car, crouched down.

The sound of the motor got him. He couldnt be left there without a car.

A darkened window slid up an inch, only some shifting of light on the glass showing it moved. Flame spouted from it, the racket of three quick shots. Glass broke in the coupe.

I screamed and let the scream die into a gurgling groan. I was getting good at that sort of thing. I let the groan die in a choked gasp. I was through, finished. He had got me. Nice shooting, Yeager.

Inside the house a man laughed. Then silence again, except for the rain and the quietly throbbing motor of the coupe.

Then the house door inched open. A figure showed in it. She came out on the porch, stiffly, the white showing at her collar, the wig showing a little but not so much. She came down the steps like a wooden woman. I saw Yeager crouched behind her.

She started across the gravel. Her voice said slowly, without any tone at all:

I cant see a thing, Lash. The windows are all misted.

She jerked a little, as if a gun had prodded her, and came on. Yeager didnt speak. I could see him now past her shoulder, his hat, part of his face. But no kind of a shot for a man with cuffs on his wrists.

She stopped again, and her voice was suddenly horrified.

Hes behind the wheel! she yelled. Slumped over!

He fell for it. He knocked her to one side and started to blast again. More glass jumped around. A bullet hit a tree on my side of the car. A cricket whined somewhere. The motor kept right on humming.

He was low, crouched against the black, his face a grayness without form that seemed to come back very slowly after the glare of the shots. His own fire had blinded him too — for a second. That was enough.

I shot him four times, straining the pulsing Colt against my ribs.

He tried to turn and the gun slipped away from his hand. He half snatched for it in the air, before both his hands suddenly went against his stomach and stayed there. He sat down on the wet gravel and his harsh panting dominated every other sound of the wet night.

I watched him lie down on his side, very slowly, without taking his hands away from his stomach. The panting stopped.

It seemed like an age before Silver-Wig called out to me. Then she was beside me, grabbing my arm.

Shut the motor off! I yelled at her. And get the key of these damn irons out of his pocket.

You d-darn fool, she babbled. W-what did you come back for?
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Captain Al Root of the Missing Persons Bureau swung in his chair and looked at the sunny window. This was another day, and the rain had stopped long since.

He said gruffly: Youre making a lot of mistakes, brother. Dud OMara just pulled down the curtain. None of those people knocked him off. The Batzel killing had nothing to do with it. Theyve got Mesarvey in Chicago and he looks clean. The Heeb you anchored to the dead guy dont even know who they were pulling the job for. Our boys asked him enough to be sure of that.

Ill bet they did, I said. Ive been in the same bucket all night and I couldnt tell them much either.

He looked at me slowly, with large, bleak, tired eyes. Killing Yeager was all right, I guess. And the chopper. In the circumstances. Besides Im not homicide. I couldnt link any of that to OMara — unless you could.

I could, but I hadnt. Not yet. No, I said. I guess not. I stuffed and lit my pipe. After a sleepless night it tasted better.

That all thats worrying you?

I wondered why you didnt find the girl, at Realito. It couldnt have been very hard — for you.

We just didnt. We should have. I admit it. We didnt. Anything else?

I blew smoke across his desk. Im looking for OMara because the general told me to. It wasnt any use my telling him you would do everything that could be done. He could afford a man with all his time on it. I suppose you resent that.

He wasnt amused. Not at all, if he wants to waste money. The people that resent you are behind a door marked Homicide Bureau.

He planted his feet with a slap and elbowed his desk.

OMara had fifteen grand in his clothes. Thats a lot of jack but OMara would be the boy to have it. So he could take it out and have his old pals see him with it. Only they wouldnt think it was fifteen grand of real dough. His wife says it was. Now with any other guy but an ex-legger in the gravy that might indicate an intention to disappear. But not OMara. He packed it all the time.

He bit a cigar and put a match to it. He waved a large finger. See?

I said I saw.

Okay. OMara had fifteen grand, and a guy that pulls down the curtain can keep it down only so long as his wad lasts. Fifteen grand is a good wad. I might disappear myself, if I had that much. But after its gone we get him. He cashes a check, lays down a marker, hits a hotel or store for credit, gives a reference, writes a letter or gets one. Hes in a new town and hes got a new name, but hes got the same old appetite. He has to get back into the fiscal system one way or another. A guy cant have friends everywhere, and if he had, they wouldnt all stay clammed forever. Would they?

No, they wouldnt, I said.

He went far, Roof said. But the fifteen grand was all the preparation he made. No baggage, no boat or rail or plane reservation, no taxi or private rental hack to a point out of town. Thats all checked. His own car was found a dozen blocks from where he lived. But that means nothing. He knew people who would ferry him several hundred miles and keep quiet about it, even in the face of a reward. Here, but not everywhere. Not new friends.

But youll get him, I said.

When he gets hungry.

That could take a year or two. General Winslow may not live a year. That is a matter of sentiment, not whether you have an open file when you retire.

You attend to the sentiment, brother. His eyes moved and bushy reddish eyebrows moved with them. He didnt like me. Nobody did, in the police department, that day.

Id like to, I said and stood up. Maybe Id go pretty far to attend to that sentiment.

Sure, Roof said, suddenly thoughtful. Well, Winslow is a big man. Anything I can do let me know.

You could find out who had Larry Batzel gunned, I said. Even if there isnt any connection.

Well do that. Glad to, he guffawed and flicked ash all over his desk. You just knock off the guys who can talk and well do the rest. We like to work that way.

It was self-defense, I growled. I couldnt help myself.

Sure. Take the air, brother. Im busy.

But his large bleak eyes twinkled at me as I went out.
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The morning was all blue and gold and the birds in the ornamental trees of the Winslow estate were crazy with song after the rain.

The gatekeeper let me in through the postern and I walked up the driveway and along the top terrace to the huge carved Italian front door. Before I rang the bell I looked down the hill and saw the Trevillyan kid sitting on his stone bench with his head cupped in his hands, staring at nothing.

I went down the brick path to him. No darts today, son?

He looked up at me with his lean, slaty, sunken eyes.

No. Did you find him?

Your dad? No, sonny, not yet.

He jerked his head. His nostrils flared angrily. Hes not my dad I told you. And dont talk to me as if I was four years old. My dad hes — hes in Florida or somewhere.

Well, I havent found him yet, whoevers dad he is, I said.

Who smacked your jaw? he asked, staring at me.

Oh, a fellow with a roll of nickels in his hand.

Nickels?

Yeah. Thats as good as brass knuckles. Try it sometime, but not on me, I grinned.

You wont find him, he said bitterly, staring at my jaw. Him, I mean. My mothers husband.

I bet I do.

How much you bet?

More money than even youve got in your pants.

He kicked viciously at the edge of a red brick in the walk. His voice was still sulky, but more smooth. His eyes speculated.

Want to bet on something else? Cmon over to the range. I bet you a dollar I can knock down eight out of ten pipes in ten shots.

I looked back towards the house. Nobody seemed impatient to receive me.

Well, I said, well have to make it snappy. Lets go.

We went along the side of the house under the windows. The orchid green-house showed over the tops of some bushy trees far back. A man in neat whipcord was polishing the chromium on a big car in front of the garages. We went past there to the low white building against the bank.

The boy took a key out and unlocked the door and we went into close air that still held traces of cordite fumes. The boy clicked a spring lock on the door.

Me first, he snapped.

The place looked something like a small beach shooting gallery. There was a counter with a .22 repeating rifle on it and a long, slim target pistol. Both well oiled but dusty. About thirty feet beyond the counter was a waist-high, solid-looking partition across the building, and behind that a simple layout of clay pipes and ducks and two round white targets marked off with black rings and stained by lead bullets.

The clay pipes ran in an even line across the middle, and there was a big skylight, and a row of hooded overhead lights.

The boy pulled a cord on the wall and a thick canvas blind slid across the skylight. He turned on the hooded lights and then the place really looked like a beach shooting gallery.

He picked up the .22 rifle and loaded it quickly from a cardboard box of shells, .22 shorts.

A dollar I get eight out of ten pipes?

Blast away, I said, and put my money on the counter.

He took aim almost casually, fired too fast, showing off. He missed three pipes. It was pretty fancy shooting at that. He threw the rifle down on the counter.

Gee, go set up some more. Lets not count that one. I wasnt set.

You dont aim to lose any money, do you, son? Go set em up yourself. Its your range.

His narrow face got angry and his voice got shrill. You do it! Ive got to relax, see. Ive got to relax.

I shrugged at him, lifted a flap in the counter and went along the whitewashed side wall, squeezed past the end of the low partition. The boy clicked his reloaded rifle shut behind me.

Put that down, I growled back at him. Never touch a gun when theres anyone in front of you.

He put it down, looking hurt.

I bent down and grabbed a handful of clay pipes out of the sawdust in a big wooden box on the floor. I shook the yellow grains of wood off them and started to straighten up.

I stopped with my hat above the barrier, just the top of my hat. I never knew why I stopped. Blind instinct.

The .22 cracked and the lead bullet bonged into the target in front of my head. My hat stirred lazily on my head, as though a blackbird had swooped at it during the nesting season.

A nice kid. He was full of tricks, like Red-eyes. I dropped the pipes and took hold of my hat by the brim, lifted it straight up off my head a few inches. The gun cracked again. Another metallic bong on the target.

I let myself fall heavily to the wooden flooring, among the pipes.

A door opened and shut. That was all. Nothing else. The hard glare from the hooded lights beat down on me. The sun peeked in at the edges of the skylight blind. There were two bright new splashes on the nearest target, and there were four small round holes in my hat, two and two, on each side.

I crawled to the end of the barrier and peeked around it. The boy was gone. I could see the small muzzles of the two guns on the counter.

I stood up and went back along the wall, switched the lights off, turned the knob of the spring lock and went out. The Winslow chauffeur whistled at his polish job around in front of the garages.

I crushed my hat in my hand and went back along the side of the house, looking for the kid. I didnt see him. I rang the front door bell.

I asked for Mrs. OMara. I didnt let the butler take my hat.
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She was in an oyster-white something, with white fur at the cuffs and collar and around the bottom. A breakfast table on wheels was pushed to one side of her chair and she was flicking ashes among the silver.

The coy-looking maid with the nice legs came and took the table out and shut the tall white door. I sat down.

Mrs. OMara leaned her head back against a cushion and looked tired. The line of her throat was distant, cold. She stared at me with a cool, hard look, in which there was plenty of dislike.

You seemed rather human yesterday, she said. But I see you are just a brute like the rest of them. Just a brutal cop.

I came to ask you about Lash Yeager, I said.

She didnt even pretend to be amused. And why should you think of asking me?

Well — if you lived a week at the Dardanella Club— I waved my crunched-together hat.

She looked at her cigarette fixedly. Well, I did meet him, I believe. I remember the rather unusual name.

They all have names like that, those animals, I said. It seems that Larry Batzel — I guess you read in your paper about him too — was a friend of Dud OMaras once. I didnt tell you about him yesterday. Maybe that was a mistake.

A pulse began to throb in her throat. She said softly: I have a suspicion you are about to become very insolent, that I may even have to have you thrown out.

Not before Ive said my piece, I said. It seems that Mr. Yeagers driver — they have drivers as well as unusual names, those animals — told Larry Batzel that Mr. Yeager was out this way the night OMara disappeared.

The old army blood had to be good for something in her. She didnt move a muscle. She just froze solid.

I got up and took the cigarette from between her frozen fingers and killed it in a white jade ashtray. I laid my hat carefully on her white satin knee. I sat down again.

Her eyes moved after a while. They moved down and looked at the hat. Her face flushed very slowly, in two vivid patches over the cheekbones. She fought around with her tongue and lips.

I know, I said. Its not much of a hat. Im not making you a present of it. But just look at the bullet holes in it once.

Her hand became alive and snatched at the hat. Her eyes became flames.

She spread the crown out, looked at the holes, and shuddered.

Yeager? she asked, very faintly. It was a wisp of a voice, an old voice.

I said very slowly: Yeager wouldnt use a .22 target rifle, Mrs. OMara.

The flame died in her eyes. They were pools of darkness much emptier than darkness.

Youre his mother, I said. What do you want to do about it?

Merciful God! Dade! He…shot at you!

Twice, I said.

But why? Oh, why?

You think Im a wise guy, Mrs. OMara. Just another hard-eyed boy from the other side of the tracks. It would be easy in this spot, if I was. But Im not that at all, really. Do I have to tell why he shot at me!

She didnt speak. She nodded slowly. Her face was a mask now.

Id say he probably cant help it, I said. He didnt want me to find his stepfather, for one thing. Then hes a little lad that likes money. That seems small, but its part of the picture. He almost lost a dollar to me on his shooting. It seems small, but he lives in a small world. Most of all, of course, hes a crazy little sadist with an itchy trigger finger.

How dare you! she flared. It didnt mean anything. She forgot it herself instantly.

How dare I? I do dare. Lets not bother figuring why he shot at me. Im not the first, am I? You wouldnt have known what I was talking about, you wouldnt have assumed he did it on purpose.

She didnt move or speak. I took a deep breath.

So lets talk about why he shot Dud OMara, I said. If I thought she would yell even this time, I fooled myself. The old man in the orchid house had put more into her than her tallness and her dark hair and her reckless eyes.

She pulled her lips back and tried to lick them, and it made her look like a scared little girl, for a second. The lines of her cheeks sharpened and her hand went up like an artificial hand moved by wires and took hold of the white fur at her throat and pulled it tight and squeezed it until her knuckles looked like bleached bone. Then she just stared at me.

Then my hat slid off her knee on to the floor, without her moving. The sound it made falling was one of the loudest sounds I had ever heard.

Money, she said in a dry croak. Of course you want money.

How much money do I want?

Fifteen thousand dollars.

I nodded, stiff-necked as a floorwalker trying to see with his back.

That would be about right. That would be the established retainer. That would be about what he had in his pockets and what Yeager got for getting rid of him.

Youre too — damned smart, she said horribly. I could kill you myself and like it.

I tried to grin. Thats right. Smart and without a feeling in the world. It happened something like this. The boy got OMara where he got me, by the same simple ruse. I dont think it was a plan. He hated his stepfather, but he wouldnt exactly plan to kill him.

He hated him, she said.

So theyre in the little shooting gallery and OMara is dead on the floor, behind the barrier, out of sight. The shots, of course, meant nothing there. And very little blood, with a head shot, small caliber. So the boy goes out and locks the door and hides. But after a while he has to tell somebody. He has to. He tells you. Youre his mother. Youre the one to tell.

Yes, she breathed. He did just that. Her eyes had stopped hating me.

You think about calling it an accident, which is okay, except for one thing. The boys not a normal boy, and you know it. The general knows it, the servants know. There must be other people that know it. And the law, dumb as you think they are, are pretty smart with subnormal types. They get to handle so many of them. And I think he would have talked. I think, after a while, he would even have bragged.

Go on, she said.

You wouldnt risk that, I said. Not for your son and not for the sick old man in the orchid house. Youd do any awful criminal callous thing rather than risk that. You did it. You knew Yeager and you hired him to get rid of the body. Thats all — except that hiding the girl, Mona Mesarvey, helped to make it look like a deliberate disappearance.

He took him away after dark, in Duds own car, she said hollowly.

I reached down and picked my hat off the floor. How about the servants?

Norris knows. The butler. Hed die on the rack before he told.

Yeah. Now you know why Larry Batzel was knocked off and why I was taken for a ride, dont you?

Blackmail, she said. It hadnt come yet, but I was waiting for it. I would have paid anything, and he would know that.

Bit by bit, year by year, there was a quarter of a million in it for him, easy. I dont think Joe Mesarvey was in it at all. I know the girl wasnt.

She didnt say anything. She just kept her eyes on my face.

Why in hell, I groaned, didnt you take the guns away from him?

Hes worse than you think. That would have started something worse. Im — Im almost afraid of him myself.

Take him away, I said. From here. From the old man. Hes young enough to be cured, by the right handling. Take him to Europe. Far away. Take him now. It would kill the general out of hand to know his blood was in that.

She got up draggingly and dragged herself across to the windows. She stood motionless, almost blending into the heavy white drapes. Her hands hung at her sides, very motionless also. After a while she turned and walked past me. When she was behind me she caught her breath and sobbed just once.

It was very vile. It was the vilest thing I ever heard of. Yet I would do it again. Father would not have done it. He would have spoken right out. It would, as you say, have killed him.

Take him away, I pounded on. Hes hiding out there now. He thinks he got me. Hes hiding somewhere like an animal. Get him. He cant help it.

I offered you money, she said, still behind me. Thats nasty. I wasnt in love with Dudley OMara. Thats nasty too. I cant thank you. I dont know what to say.

Forget it, I said. Im just an old workhorse. Put your work on the boy.

I promise. Goodbye, Mr. Carmady.

We didnt shake hands. I went back down the stairs and the butler was at the front door as usual. Nothing in his face but politeness.

You will not want to see the general today, sir?

Not today, Norris.

I didnt see the boy outside. I went through the postern and got into my rented Ford and drove on down the hill, past where the old oil wells were.

Around some of them, not visible from the street, there were still sumps in which waste water lay and festered with a scum of oil on top. They would be ten or twelve feet deep, maybe more. There would be dark things in them. Perhaps in one of them — I was glad I had killed Yeager.

On the way back downtown I stopped at a bar and had a couple of drinks. They didnt do me any good.

All they did was make me think of Silver-Wig, and I never saw her again.


TRY THE GIRL

First published in Black Mask, January 1937
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THE BIG GUY wasnt any of my business. He never was, then or later, least of all then.

I was over on Central, which is the Harlem of Los Angeles, on one of the mixed blocks, where there were still both white and colored establishments. I was looking for a little Greek barber named Tom Aleidis whose wife wanted him to come home and was willing to spend a little money to find him. It was a peaceful job. Tom Aleidis was not a crook.

I saw the big guy standing in front of Shameys, an all-colored drink and dice second-floor, not too savory. He was looking up at the broken stencils in the electric sign, with a sort of rapt expression, like a hunky immigrant looking at the Statue of Liberty, like a man who had waited a long time and come a long way.

He wasnt just big. He was a giant. He looked seven feet high, and he wore the loudest clothes I ever saw on a really big man.

Pleated maroon pants, a rough grayish coat with white billiard balls for buttons, brown suede shoes with explosions in white kid on them, a brown shirt, a yellow tie, a large red carnation, and a front-door handkerchief the color of the Irish flag. It was neatly arranged in three points, under the red carnation. On Central Avenue, not the quietest dressed street in the world, with that size and that make-up he looked about as unobtrusive as a tarantula on a slice of angel food.

He went over and swung back the doors into Shameys. The doors didnt stop swinging before they exploded outward again. What sailed out and landed in the gutter and made a high, keening noise, like a wounded rat, was a slick-haired colored youth in a pinchback suit. A brown, the color of coffee with rather thin cream in it. His face, I mean.

It still wasnt any of my business. I watched the colored boy creep away along the walls. Nothing more happened. So I made my mistake.

I moved along the pavement until I could push the swing door myself. Just enough to look in. Just too much.

A hand I could have sat in took hold of my shoulder and hurt and lifted me through the doors and up three steps.

A deep, soft voice said in my ear easily, Smokes in here, pal. Can you tie that?

I tried for a little elbow room to get to my sap. I wasnt wearing a gun. The little Greek barber business hadnt seemed to be that sort of job.

He took hold of my shoulder again.

Its that kind of place, I said quickly.

Dont say that, pal. Beulah used to work here. Little Beulah.

Go on up and see for yourself.

He lifted me up three more steps.

Im feeling good, he said. I wouldnt want anybody to bother me. Lets you and me go on up and maybe nibble a drink.

They wont serve you, I said.

I aint seen Beulah in eight years, pal, he said softly, tearing my shoulder to pieces without noticing what he was doing. She aint even wrote in six. But shell have a reason. She used to work here. Lets you and me go on up.

All right, I said. Ill go up with you. Just let me walk. Dont carry me. Im fine. Carmadys the name. Im all grown up. I go to the bathroom alone and everything. Just dont carry me.

Little Beulah used to work here, he said softly. He wasnt listening to me.

We went on up. He let me walk.

A crap table was in the far corner beyond the bar, and scattered tables and a few customers were here and there. The whiny voices chanting around the crap table stopped instantly. Eyes looked at us in that dead, alien silence of another race.

A large Negro was leaning against the bar in shirt-sleeves with pink garters on his arms. An ex-pug who had been hit by everything but a concrete bridge. He pried himself loose from the bar edge and came towards us in a loose fighters crouch.

He put a large brown hand against the big mans gaudy chest. It looked like a stud there.

No white folks, brother. Jes fo the colored people. Ise sorry.

Wheres Beulah? the big man asked in his deep, soft voice that went with his big white face and his depthless black eyes.

The Negro didnt quite laugh. No Beulah, brother. No hooch, no gals, jes the scram, brother. Jes the scram.

Kind of take your goddam mitt off me, the big man said.

The bouncer made a mistake, too. He hit him. I saw his shoulder drop, his body swing behind the punch. It was a good clean punch. The big man didnt even try to block it.

He shook his head and took hold of the bouncer by the throat. He was quick for his size. The bouncer tried to knee him. The big man turned him and bent him, took hold of the back of his belt. That broke. So the big man just put his huge hand flat against the bouncers spine and threw him, clear across the narrow room. The bouncer hit the wall on the far side with a crash that must have been heard in Denver. Then he slid softly down the wall and lay there, motionless.

Yeah, the big man said. Lets you and me nibble one.

We went over to the bar. The barman swabbed the bar hurriedly. The customers, by ones and twos and threes, drifted out, silent across the bare floor, silent down the dim uncarpeted stairs. Their departing feet scarcely rustled.

Whisky sour, the big man said.

We had whisky sours.

You know where Beulah is? the big man asked the barman impassively, licking his whisky sour down the side of the thick glass.

Beulah, you says? the barman whined. I aint seen her roun heah lately. Not right lately, no suh.

How long you been here?

Bout a yeah, Ah reckon. Bout a yeah. Yes suh. Bout—

How longs this coop been a dinge box?

Says which?

The big man made a fist down at his side, about the size of a bucket.

Five years anyway, I put in. This fellow wouldnt know anything about a white girl named Beulah.

The big man looked at me as if I had just hatched out. His whisky sour didnt seem to improve his temper.

Who the hell asked you to stick your face in?

I smiled. I made it a big, friendly smile. Im the fellow came in here with you. Remember?

He grinned back, a flat, white grin. Whisky sour, he told the barman. Get them fleas outa your pants. Service.

The barman scuttled around, hating us with the whites of his eyes.

The place was empty now, except for the two of us and the barman, and the bouncer over against the far wall.

The bouncer groaned and stirred. He rolled over and began to crawl softly along the baseboard, like a fly with one wing. The big man paid no attention to him.

There aint nothing left of the joint, he complained. They was a stage and a band and cute little rooms where you could have fun. Beulah did some warbling. A redhead. Awful cute. We was to of been married when they hung the frame on me.

We had two more whisky sours before us now. What frame? I asked.

Where you figure I been them eight years I told you about?

In somebodys Stony Lonesome, I said.

Right. He prodded his chest with a thumb like a baseball bat. Steve Skalla. The Great Bend job in Kansas. Just me. Forty grand. They caught up with me right here. I was what that — hey!

The bouncer had made a door at the back and fallen through it. A lock clicked.

Wheres that door lead to? the big man demanded.

Tha — thas Mistah Montgomrys office, suh. Hes the boss. Hes got his office back—

He might know, the big man said. He wiped his mouth on the Irish flag handkerchief and arranged it carefully back in his pocket. He better not crack wise neither. Two more whisky sours.

He crossed the room to the door behind the crap table. The lock gave him a little argument for a moment, then a piece of the panel dropped off and he went through, shut the door after him.

It was very silent in Shameys now. I looked at the barman.

This guys tough, I said quickly. And hes liable to go mean. You can see the idea. Hes looking for an old sweetie who used to work here when it was a place for whites. Got any artillery back there?

I thought you was with him, the barman said suspiciously.

Couldnt help myself. He dragged me up. I didnt feel like being thrown over any houses.

Shuah. Ah got me a shotgun, the barman said, still suspicious.

He began to stoop behind the bar, then stayed in that position rolling his eyes.

There was a dull flat sound at the back of the place, behind the shut door. It might have been a slammed door. It might have been a gun. Just the one sound. No other followed it.

The barman and I waited too long, wondering what the sound was. Not liking to think what it could be.

The door at the back opened and the big man came through quickly, with a Colt army .45 automatic looking like a toy in his hand.

He looked the room over with one swift glance. His grin was taut. He looked like the man who could take forty grand single-handed from the Great Bend Bank.

He came over to us in swift, almost soundless steps, for all his size.

Rise up, nigger!

The barman came up slowly, gray; his hands empty, high.

The big man felt me over, stepped away from us.

Mr. Montgomery didnt know where Beulah was either, he said softly. He tried to tell me — with this. He waggled the gun. So long, punks. Dont forget your rubbers.

He was gone, down the stairs, very quickly, very quietly.

I jumped around the bar and took the sawed-off shotgun that lay there, on the shelf. Not to use on Steve Skalla. That was not my job. So the barman wouldnt use it on me. I went back across the room and through that door.

The bouncer lay on the floor of a hall with a knife in his hand. He was unconscious. I took the knife out of his hand and stepped over him through a door marked Office.

Mr. Montgomery was in there, behind a small scarred desk, close to a partly boarded-up window. Just folded, like a handkerchief or a hinge.

A drawer was open at his right hand. The gun would have come from there. There was a smear of oil on the paper that lined it.

Not a smart idea, but he would never have a smarter one — not now.

Nothing happened while I waited for the police.



When they came both the barman and the bouncer were gone. I had locked myself in with Mr. Montgomery and the shotgun. Just in case.

Hiney got it. A lean-jawed, complaining, overslow detective lieutenant, with long yellow hands that he held on his knees while he talked to me in his cubicle at Headquarters. His shirt was darned under the points of his old-fashioned stiff collar. He looked poor and sour and honest.

This was an hour or so later. They knew all about Steve Skalla then, from their own records. They even had a ten-year-old photo that made him look as eyebrowless as a French roll. All they didnt know was where he was.

Six foot six and a half, Hiney said. Two hundred sixty-four pounds. A guy that size cant get far, not in them fancy duds. He couldnt buy anything else in a hurry. Whynt you take him?

I handed the photo back and laughed.

Hiney pointed one of his long yellow fingers at me bitterly. Carmady, a tough shamus, huh? Six feet of man, and a jaw you could break rocks on. Whynt you take him?

Im getting a little gray at the temples, I said. And I didnt have a gun. He had. I wasnt on a gun-toting job over there. Skalla just picked me up. Im kind of cute sometimes.

Hiney glared at me.

All right, I said. Why argue? Ive seen the guy. He could wear an elephant in his vest pocket. And I didnt know hed killed anybody. Youll get him all right.

Yeah, Hiney said. Easy. But I just dont like to waste my time on these shine killings. No pix. No space. Not even three lines in the want-ad section. Heck, they was five smokes — five, mind you — carved Harlem sunsets all over each other over on East Eight-four one time. All dead. Cold meat. And the —— newshawks wouldnt even go out there.

Pick him up nice, I said. Or hell knock off a brace of prowlies for you. Then youll get space.

And I wouldnt have the case then neither, Hiney jeered. Well, the hell with him. I got him on the air. Aint nothing else to do but just sit.

Try the girl, I said. Beulah. Skalla will. Thats what hes after. Thats what started it all. Try her.

You try her, Hiney said. I aint been in a joy house in twenty years.

I suppose Id be right at home in one. How much will you pay?

Jeeze, guy, coppers dont hire private dicks. What with? He rolled a cigarette out of a can of tobacco. It burned down one side like a forest fire. A man yelled angrily into a telephone in the next cubbyhole. Hiney made another cigarette with more care and licked it and lighted it. He clasped his bony hands on his bony knees again.

Think of your publicity, I said. I bet you twenty-five I find Beulah before you put Skalla under glass.

He thought it over. He seemed almost to count his bank balance on his cigarette puffs.

Ten is top, he said. And shes all mine — private.

I stared at him.

I dont work for that kind of money, I said. But if I can do it in one day — and you let me alone — Ill do it for nothing. Just to show you why youve been a lieutenant for twenty years.

He didnt like that crack much better than I liked his about the joy house. But we shook hands on it.



I got my old Chrysler roadster out of the official parking lot and drove back towards the Central Avenue district.

Shameys was closed up, of course. An obvious plainclothes man sat in a car in front of it, reading a paper with one eye. I didnt know why. Nobody there knew anything about Skalla.

I parked around the corner and went into the diagonal lobby of a Negro hotel called the Hotel Sans Souci. Two rows of hard, empty chairs stared at each other across a strip of fiber carpet. Behind a desk a bald-headed man had his eyes shut and his hands clasped on the desk top. He dozed. He wore an ascot tie that had been tied about 1880, and the green stone in his stickpin was not quite as large as a trash barrel. His large, loose chin folded down on it gently, and his brown hands were soft, peaceful, and clean.

A metal embossed sign at his elbow said: This Hotel Is Under the Protection of the International Consolidated Agencies, Inc.

When he opened one eye I pointed to the sign and said: H.P.D. Man checking up. Any trouble here?

H.P.D. Means Hotel Protective Department, which is the part of a large agency that looks after check bouncers and people who move out by the back stairs, leaving second-hand suitcases full of bricks.

Trouble, brother, he said, in a high, sonorous voice, is something we is fresh out of. He lowered the voice four or five notches and added, We dont take no checks.

I leaned on the counter across from his folded hands and started to spin a quarter on the bare, scarred wood.

Heard what happened over at Shameys this morning?

Brother, I forgit. Both his eyes were open now and he was watching the blur of light made by the spinning quarter.

The boss got bumped off, I said. Montgomery. Got his neck broken.

May the Lawd receive his soul, brother. The voice went down again. Cop?

Private — on a confidential lay. And I know a man who can keep one that way when I see one.

He looked me over, closed his eyes again. I kept spinning the quarter. He couldnt resist looking at it.

Who done it? he asked softly. Who fixed Sam?

A tough guy out of the jailhouse got sore because it wasnt a white joint. It used to be. Remember?

He didnt say anything. The coin fell over with a light whirr and lay still.

Call your play, I said. Ill read you a chapter of the Bible or buy you a drink. Either one.

Brother, he said sonorously, I kinda like to read my Bible in the seclusion of my family. Then he added swiftly, in his business voice, Come around to this side of the desk.

I went around there and pulled a pint of bonded bourbon off my hip and handed it to him in the shelter of the desk. He poured two small glasses, quickly, sniffed his with a smooth, expert manner, and tucked it away.

What you want to know? he asked. Aint a crack in the pavement I dont know. Mebbe I aint tellin though. This liquors been in the right company.

Who ran Shameys before it was a colored place?

He stared at me, surprised. The name of that pore sinner was Shamey, brother.

I groaned. What have I been using for brains?

Hes daid, brother, gathered to the Lawd. Died in nineteen and twenty-nine. A wood alcohol case, brother. And him in the business. He raised his voice to the sonorous level. The same year the rich folks lost their goods and chattels, brother. The voice went down again. I didnt lose me a nickel.

Ill bet you didnt. Pour some more. He leave any folks — anybody thats still around?

He poured another small drink, corked the bottle firmly. Two is all — before lunch, he said. I thank you, brother. Yo method of approach is soothin to a mans dignity. He cleared his throat. Had a wife, he said. Try the phone book.

He wouldnt take the bottle. I put it back on my hip. He shook hands with me, folded his on the desk once more and closed his eyes.

The incident, for him, was over.

There was only one Shamey in the phone book. Violet Lu Shamey, 1644 West Fifty-fourth Place. I spent a nickel in a booth.

After a long time a dopey voice said, Uh-huh. Wh-what is it?

Are you the Mrs. Shamey whose husband once ran a place on Central Avenue — a place of entertainment?

Wha — what? My goodness sakes alive! My husbands been gone these seven years. Who did you say you was?

Detective Carmady. Ill be right out. Its important.

Wh-who did you say—

It was a thick, heavy, clogged voice.



It was a dirty brown house with a dirty brown lawn in front of it. There was a large bare patch around a tough-looking palm tree, On the porch stood one lonely rocker.

The afternoon breeze made the unpruned shoots of last years poinsettias tap-tap against the front wall. A line of stiff, yellowish, half-washed clothes jittered on a rusty wire in the side yard.

I drove on a little way and parked my roadster across the street, and walked back.

The bell didnt work, so I knocked. A woman opened the door blowing her nose. A long yellow face with weedy hair growing down the sides of it. Her body was shapeless in a flannel bathrobe long past all color and design. It was just something around her. Her toes were large and obvious in a pair of broken mans slippers.

I said, Mrs. Shamey?

You the — ?

Yeah. I just called you.

She gestured me in wearily. I aint had time to get cleaned up yet, she whined.

We sat down in a couple of dingy mission rockers and looked at each other across a living room in which everything was junk except a small new radio droning away behind its dimly lighted panel.

All the company I got, she said. Then she tittered. Bert aint done nothing, has he? I dont get cops calling on me much.

Bert?

Bert Shamey, mister. My husband.

She tittered again and flopped her feet up and down. In her titter was a loose alcoholic overtone. It seemed I was not to get away from it that day.

A joke, mister, she said. Hes dead. I hope to Christ theres enough cheap blondes where he is. He never got enough of them here.

I was thinking more about a redhead, I said.

I guess hed use one of those too. Her eyes, it seemed to me, were not so loose now. I dont call to mind. Any special one?

Yeah. A girl named Beulah. I dont know her last name. She worked at the Club on Central. Im trying to trace her for her folks. Its a colored place now and, of course, the people there never heard of her.

I never went there, the woman yelled, with unexpected violence. I wouldnt know.

An entertainer, I said. A singer. No chance youd know her, eh?

She blew her nose again, on one of the dirtiest handkerchiefs I ever saw. I got a cold.

You know whats good for it, I said.

She gave me a swift, raking glance. Im fresh out of that.

Im not.

Gawd, she said. Youre no cop. No cop ever bought a drink.

I brought out my pint of bourbon and balanced it on my knee. It was almost full still. The clerk at the Hotel Sans Souci was no reservoir. The womans seaweed-colored eyes jumped at the bottle. Her tongue coiled around her lips.

Man, thats liquor, she sighed. I dont care who you are. Hold it careful, mister.

She heaved up and waddled out of the room and came back with two thick, smeared glasses.

No fixins, she said. Just what you brought. She held the glasses out.

I poured her a slug that would have made me float over a wall. A smaller one for me. She put hers down like an aspirin tablet and looked at the bottle. I poured her another. She took that over to her chair. Her eyes had turned two shades browner.

This stuff dies painless with me, she said. It never knows what hit it. What was we talkin about?

A red-haired girl named Beulah. Used to work at the joint. Remember better now?

Yeah. She used her second drink. I went over and stood the bottle on the table beside her. She used some out of that.

Hold on to your chair and dont step on no snakes, she said. I got me a idea.

She got up out of the chair, sneezed, almost lost her bathrobe, slapped it back against her stomach and stared at me coldly.

No peekin, she said, and wagged a finger at me and went out of the room again, hitting the side of the door casement on her way.

From the back of the house presently there were various types of crashes. A chair seemed to be kicked over. A bureau drawer was pulled out too far and smashed to the floor. There was fumbling and thudding and loud language. After a while, then, there was the slow click of a lock and what seemed to be the screech of a trunk top going up. More fumbling and banging things around. A tray landed on the floor, I thought. Then a chortle of satisfaction.

She came back into the room holding a package tied with faded pink tape. She threw it in my lap.

Look em over, Lou. Photos. Newspaper stills. Not that them tramps ever got in no newspapers except by way of the police blotter. Theyre people from the joint. By God, theyre all the — left me. Them and his old clothes.

She sat down and reached for the whisky again.

I untied the tape and looked through a bunch of shiny photos of people in professional poses. Not all of them were women. The men had foxy faces and racetrack clothes or make-up. Hoofers and comics from the filling-station circuits. Not many of them ever got west of Main Street. The women had good legs and displayed them more than Will Hays would have liked. But their faces were as threadbare as a bookkeepers coat. All but one.

She wore a Pierrot costume, at least from the waist up. Under the high conical white hat her fluffed-out hair might have been red. Her eyes had laughter in them. I wont say her face was unspoiled. Im not that good at faces. But it wasnt like the others. It hadnt been kicked around. Somebody had been nice to that face. Perhaps just a tough mug like Steve Skalla. But he had been nice. In the laughing eyes there was still hope.

I threw the others aside and carried this one over to the sprawled, glassy-eyed woman in the chair. I poked it under her nose.

This one, I said. Who is she? What happened to her?

She stared at it fuzzily, then chuckled.

Thas Steve Skallas girl, Lou. Heck, I forgot her name.

Beulah, I said. Beulahs her name.

She watched me under her tawny, mangled eyebrows. She wasnt so drunk.

Yeah? she said. Yeah?

Whos Steve Skalla? I rapped.

Bouncer down at the joint, Lou. She giggled again. Hes in the pen.

Oh no, he isnt, I said. Hes in town. Hes out. I know him. He just got in.

Her face went to pieces like a clay pigeon. Instantly I knew who had turned Skalla up to the local law. I laughed. I couldnt miss. Because she knew. If she hadnt known, she wouldnt have bothered to be cagey about Beulah. She couldnt have forgotten Beulah. Nobody could.

Her eyes went far back into her head. We stared into each others faces. Then her hand snatched at the photo.

I stepped back and tucked it away in an inside pocket.

Have another drink, I said. I handed her the bottle.

She took it, lingered over it, gurgled it slowly down her throat, staring at the faded carpet.

Yeah, she said whisperingly. I turned him in but he never knew. Money in the bank he was. Money in the bank.

Give me the girl, I said. And Skalla knows nothing from me.

Shes here, the woman said. Shes in radio. I heard her once on KLBL. Shes changed her name, though. I dunno.

I had another hunch. You do know, I said. Youre bleeding her still. Shamey left you nothing. What do you live on? Youre bleeding her because she pulled herself up in the world, from people like you and Skalla. Thats it, isnt it?

Money in the bank, she croaked. Hundred a month. Reglar as rent. Yeah.

The bottle was on the floor again. Suddenly, without being touched, it fell over on its side. Whisky gurgled out. She didnt move to get it.

Where is she? I pounded on. Whats her name?

I dunno, Lou. Part of the deal. Get the money in a cashiers check. I dunno. Honest.

The hell you dont! I snarled. Skalla—

She came to her feet in a surge and screamed at me, Get out, you! Get out before I call a cop! Get out, you —— —— !

Okay, okay. I put a hand out soothingly. Take it easy. I wont tell Skalla. Just take it easy.

She sat down again slowly and retrieved the almost empty bottle. After all I didnt have to have a scene now. I could find out other ways.

She didnt even look towards me as I went out. I went out into the crisp fall sunlight and got into my car. I was a nice boy, trying to get along. Yes, I was a swell guy. I liked knowing myself. I was the kind of guy who chiseled a sodden old wreck out of her life secrets to win a ten-dollar bet.

I drove down to the neighborhood drugstore and shut myself in its phone booth to call Hiney.

Listen, I told him, the widow of the man that ran Shameys when Skalla worked there is still alive. Skalla might call to see her, if he thinks he dares.

I gave him the address. He said sourly, We almost got him. A prowl car was talkin to a Seventh Street conductor at the end of the line. He mentioned a guy that size and with them clothes. He got off at Third and Alexandria, the conductor says. What hell do is break into some big house where the folks is away. So we got him bottled.

I told him that was fine.



KLBL was on the western fringe of that part of the city that melts into Beverly Hills. It was housed in a flat stucco building, quite unpretentious, and there was a service station in the form of a Dutch windmill on the corner of the lot. The call letters of the station revolved in neon letters on the sails of the windmill.

I went into a ground-floor reception room, one side of which was glass and showed an empty broadcasting studio with a stage and ranged chairs for an audience. A few people sat around the reception room trying to look magnetic, and the blond receptionist was spearing chocolates out of a large box with nails that were almost royal purple in color.

I waited half an hour and then got to see a Mr. Dave Marineau, studio manager. The station manager and the day-program manager were both too busy to see me. Marineau had a small sound-proofed office behind the organ. It was papered with signed photographs.

Marineau was a handsome tall man, somewhat in the Levantine style, with red lips a little too full, a tiny silky mustache, large limpid brown eyes, shiny black hair that might or might not have been marceled, and long, pale, nicotined fingers.

He read my card while I tried to find my Pierrot girl on his wall and didnt.

A private detective, eh? What can we do for you?

I took my Pierrot out and placed it down on his beautiful brown blotter. It was fun watching him stare at it. All sorts of minute things happened to his face, none of which he wanted known. The sum total of them was that he knew the face and that it meant something to him. He looked up at me with a bargaining expression.

Not very recent, he said. But nice. I dont know whether we could use it or not. Legs, arent they?

Its at least eight years old, I said. What would you use it for?

Publicity, of course. We get one in the radio column about every second month, Were a small station still.

Why?

You mean you dont know who it is?

I know who she was, I said.

Vivian Baring, of course, Star of our Jumbo Candy Bar program. Dont you know it? A triweekly serial, half an hour.

Never heard of it, I said. A radio serial is my idea of the square root of nothing.

He leaned back and lit a cigarette, although one was burning on the edge of his glass-lined tray.

All right, he said sarcastically. Stop being fulsome and get to business, What is it you want?

Id like her address.

I cant give you that, of course. And you wont find it in any phone book or directory. Im sorry. He started to gather papers together and then saw the second cigarette and that made him feel like a sap. So he leaned back again.

Im in a spot, I said. I have to find the girl. Quickly. And I dont want to look like a blackmailer.

He licked his very full and very red lips. Somehow I got the idea he was pleased at something.

He said softly, You mean you know something that might hurt Miss Baring — and incidentally the program?

You can always replace a star in radio, cant you?

He licked his lips some more. Then his mouth tried to get tough. I seem to smell something nasty, he said.

Its your mustache burning, I said.

It wasnt the best gag in the world, but it broke the ice. He laughed. Then he did wingovers with his hands. He leaned forward and got as confidential as a tipster.

Were going at this wrong, he said. Obviously. Youre probably on the level — you look it — so let me make my play. He grabbed a leather-bound pad and scribbled on it, tore the leaf off and passed it across.

I read: 1737 North Flores Avenue.

Thats her address, he said. I wont give the phone number without her O.K. Now treat me like a gentleman. That is, if it concerns the station.

I tucked his paper into my pocket and thought it over. He had suckered me neatly, put me on my few remaining shreds of decency. I made my mistake.

Hows the program going?

Were promised network audition. Its simple, everyday stuff called A Street in Our Town, but its done beautifully. Itll wow the country some day. And soon. He wiped his hand across his fine white brow. Incidentally, Miss Baring writes the scripts herself.

Ah, I said. Well, heres your dirt. She had a boy friend in the big house. That is he used to be. She got to know him in a Central Avenue joint where she worked once. Hes out and hes looking for her and hes killed a man. Now wait a minute—

He hadnt turned as white as a sheet, because he didnt have the right skin. But he looked bad.

Now wait a minute, I said. Its nothing against the girl and you know it. Shes okay. You can see that in her face. It might take a little counter-publicity, if it all came out. But thats nothing. Look how they gild some of those tramps in Hollywood.

It costs money, he said. Were a poor studio. And the network audition would be off. There was something faintly dishonest about his manner that puzzled me.

Nuts, I said, leaning forward and pounding the desk. The real thing is to protect her. This tough guy — Steve Skalla is his name — is in love with her. He kills people with his bare hands. He wont hurt her, but if she has a boy friend or a husband—

Shes not married, Marineau put in quickly, watching the rise and fall of my pounding hand.

He might wring his neck for him. That would put it a little too close to her. Skalla doesnt know where she is. Hes on the dodge, so its harder for him to find out. The cops are your best bet, if you have enough drag to keep them from feeding it to the papers.

Nix, he said. Nix on the cops. You want the job, dont you?

When do you need her here again?

Tomorrow night. Shes not on tonight

Ill hide her for you until then, I said. If you want me to. Thats as far as Id go alone.

He grabbed my card again, read it, dropped it into a drawer.

Get out there and dig her out, he snapped. If shes not home, stick till she is. Ill get a conference upstairs and then well see. Hurry it!

I stood up. Want a retainer? he snapped.

That can wait.

He nodded, made some more wingovers with his hands and reached for his phone.



That number on Flores would be up near Sunset Towers, across town from where I was. Traffic was pretty thick, but I hadnt gone more than twelve blocks before I was aware that a blue coupe which had left the studio parking lot behind me was still behind me.

I jockeyed around in a believable manner, enough to feel sure it was following me. There was one man in it. Not Skalla. The head was a foot too low over the steering wheel.

I jockeyed more and faster and lost it. I didnt know who it was, and at the moment, I hadnt time to bother figuring it out.

I reached the Flores Avenue place and tucked my roadster into the curb.

Bronze gates opened into a nice bungalow court, and two rows of bungalows with steep roofs of molded shingles gave an effect a little like the thatched cottages in old English sporting prints. A very little.

The grass was almost too well kept. There was a wide walk and an oblong pool framed in colored tiles and stone benches along its sides. A nice place. The late sun made interesting shadows over its lawns, and except for the motor horns, the distant hum of traffic up on Sunset Boulevard wasnt unlike the drone of bees.

My number was the last bungalow on the left. Nobody answered the bell, which was set in the middle of the door so that you would wonder how the juice got to where it had to go. That was cute too. I rang time after time, then I started back to the stone benches by the pool to sit down and wait.

A woman passed me walking fast, not in a hurry, but like a woman who always walks fast. She was a thin, sharp brunette in burnt-orange tweeds and a black hat that looked like a pageboys hat. It looked like the devil with the burnt-orange tweeds. She had a nose that would be in things and tight lips and she swung a key container.

She went up to my door, unlocked it, went in. She didnt look like Beulah.

I went back and pushed the bell again. The door opened at once. The dark, sharp-faced woman gave me an up-and-down look and said: Well?

Miss Baring? Miss Vivian Baring?

Who? It was like a stab.

Miss Vivian Baring — of KLBL, I said. I was told—

She flushed tightly and her lips almost bit her teeth. If this is a gag, I dont care for it, she said. She started the door towards my nose.

I said hurriedly, Mr. Marineau sent me.

That stopped the door closing. It opened again, very wide. The womans mouth was as thin as a cigarette paper. Thinner.

I, she said very distinctly, happen to be Mr. Marineaus wife. This happens to be Mr. Marineaus residence, I wasnt aware that this — this—

Miss Vivian Baring, I said. But it wasnt uncertainty about the name that had stopped her. It was plain, cold fury.

 — that this Miss Baring, she went on, exactly as though I had not said a word, had moved in here. Mr. Marineau must be feeling very amusing today.

Listen, lady. This isnt—

The slamming door almost made a wave in the pool down the walk. I looked at it for a moment, and then I looked at the other bungalows. If we had an audience, it was keeping out of sight. I rang the bell again.

The door jumped open this time. The brunette was livid. Get off my porch! she yelled. Get off before I have you thrown off!

Wait a minute, I growled. This may be a gag for him, but its no gag to the police.

That got her. Her whole expression got soft and interested.

Police? she cooed.

Yeah. Its serious. It involves a murder. Ive got to find this Miss Baring. Not that she, you understand—

The brunette dragged me into the house and shut the door and leaned against it, panting.

Tell me, she said breathlessly. Tell me. Has that redheaded something got herself mixed up in a murder? Suddenly her mouth snapped wide open and her eyes jumped at me.

I slapped a hand over her mouth. Take it easy! I pleaded. Its not your Dave. Not Dave, lady.

Oh. She got rid of my hand and let out a sigh and looked silly. No, of course. Just for a moment…Well, who is it?

Nobody you know. I cant broadcast things like that, anyway. I want Miss Barings address. Have you got it?

I didnt know any reason why she would have. Or rather, I might be able to think of one, if I shook my brains hard enough.

Yes, she said. Yes, I have. Indeed, I have. Mister Smarty doesnt know that. Mister Smarty doesnt know as much as he thinks he knows, does Mister Smarty? He—

The address is all I can use right now, I growled. And Im in a bit of a hurry, Mrs. Marineau. Later on— I gave her a meaning look. Im sure Ill want to talk to you.

Its on Heather Street, she said. I dont know the number. But Ive been there. Ive been past there. Its only a short street, with four or five houses, and only one of them on the downward side of the hill. She stopped, added, I dont think the house has a number. Heather Street is at the top of Beachwood Drive.

Has she a phone?

Of course, but a restricted number. She would have.

They all do, those —— . If I knew it—

Yeah, I said. Youd call her up and chew her ear off. Well, thank you very much, Mrs. Marineau. This is confidential, of course. I mean confidential.

Oh, by all means!

She wanted to talk longer but I pushed past her out of the house and went back down the flagged walk. I could feel her eyes on me all the way, so I didnt do any laughing.



The lad with the restless hands and the full red lips had had what he thought was a very cute idea. He had given me the first address that came into his head, his own. Probably he had expected his wife to be out. I didnt know. It looked awfully silly, however I thought about it — unless he was pressed for time.

Wondering why he should be pressed for time, I got careless. I didnt see the blue coupe double-parked almost at the gates until I also saw the man step from behind it.

He had a gun in his hand.

He was a big man, but not anything like Skallas size. He made a sound with his lips and held his left palm out and something glittered in it. It might have been a piece of tin or a police badge.

Cars were parked along both sides of Flores. Half a dozen people should have been in sight. There wasnt one — except the big man with the gun and myself.

He came closer, making soothing noises with his mouth.

Pinched, he said. Get in my hack and drive it, like a nice lad. He had a soft, husky voice, like an overworked rooster trying to croon.

You all alone?

Yeah, but I got the gun, he sighed. Act nice and youre as safe as the bearded woman at a Legion convention. Safer.

He was circling slowly, carefully. I saw the metal thing now.

Thats a special badge, I said. Youve got no more right to pinch me than I have to pinch you.

In the hack, ho. Be nice or your guts lie on this here street. I got orders. He started to pat me gently. Hell, you aint even rodded.

Skip it! I growled. Do you think you could take me if I was?

I walked over to his blue coupe and slid under its wheel. The motor was running. He got in beside me and put his gun in my side and we went on down the hill.

Take her west on Santa Monica, he husked. Then up, say, Canyon Drive to Sunset. Where the bridle path is.

I took her west on Santa Monica, past the bottom of Holloway, then a row of junk yards and some stores. The street widened and became a boulevard past Doheny. I let the car out a little to feel it. He stopped me doing that. I swung north to Sunset and then west again. Lights were being lit in big houses up the slopes. The dusk was full of radio music.

I eased down and took a look at him before it got too dark. Even under the pulled-down hat on Flores I had seen the eyebrows, but I wanted to be sure. So I looked again. They were the eyebrows, all right.

They were almost as even, almost as smoothly black, and fully as wide as a half-inch strip of black plush pasted across his broad face above the eyes and nose. There was no break in the middle. His nose was large and coarse-grained and had hung out over too many beers.

Bub McCord, I said. Ex-copper. So youre in the snatch racket now. Its Folsom for you this time, baby.

Aw, can it. He looked hurt and leaned back in the corner. Bub McCord, caught in a graft tangle, had done a three in Quentin. Next time he would go to the recidivist prison, which is Folsom in our state.

He leaned his gun on his left thigh and cuddled the door with his fat back. I let the car drift and he didnt seem to mind. It was between times, after the homeward rush of the office man, before the evening crowd came out

This aint no snatch, he complained. We just dont want no trouble. You cant expect to go up against an organization like KLBL with a two-bit shakedown, and get no kickback. It aint reasonable. He spat out of the window without turning his head. Keep her rollin, ho.

What shakedown?

You wouldnt know, would you? Just a wandering peeper with his head stuck in a knothole, huh? Thats you. Innocent, as the guy says.

So you work for Marineau. Thats all I wanted to know. Of course I knew it already, after I back-alleyed you, and you showed up again.

Neat work, ho — but keep her rollin. Yeah, I had to phone in. Just caught him.

Where do we go from here?

I take care of you till nine-thirty. After that we go to a place.

What place?

It aint nine-thirty. Hey, dont go to sleep in that there corner.

Drive it yourself, if you dont like my work.

He pushed the gun at me hard. It hurt. I kicked the coupe out from under him and set him back in his corner, but he kept his gun in a good grip. Somebody called out archly on somebodys front lawn.

Then I saw a red light winking ahead, and a sedan just passing it, and through the rear window of the sedan two flat caps side by side.

Youll get awfully tired of holding that gun, I told McCord. You dont dare use it anyway. Youre copper-soft. Theres nothing so soft as a copper whos had his badge torn off. Just a big heel. Copper-soft.

We werent near to the sedan, but I wanted his attention. I got it. He slammed me over the head and grabbed the wheel and yanked the brake on. We ground to a stop. I shook my head woozily. By the time I came out of it he was away from me again, in his corner.

Next time, he said thinly, for all his huskiness, I put you to sleep in the rumble. Just try it, ho. Just try it, Now roll — and keep the wisecracks down in your belly.

I drove ahead, between the hedge that bordered the bridle path and the wide parkway beyond the curbing. The cops in the sedan tooled on gently, drowsing, listening with half an ear to their radio, talking of this and that. I could almost hear them in my mind, the sort of thing they would be saying.

Besides, McCord growled. I dont need no gun to handle you. I never see the guy I couldnt handle without no gun.

I saw one this morning, I said. I started to tell him about Steve Skalla.

Another red stoplight showed. The sedan ahead seemed loath to leave it. McCord lit a cigarette with his left hand, bending his head a little.

I kept telling him about Skalla and the bouncer at Shameys.

Then I tramped on the throttle.

The little car shot ahead without a quiver. McCord started to swing his gun at me. I yanked the wheel hard to the right and yelled: Hold tight! Its a crash!

We hit the prowl car almost on the left rear fender. It waltzed around on one wheel, apparently, and loud language came out of it. It slewed, rubber screamed, metal made a grinding sound, the left tailight splintered and probably the gas tank bulged.

The little coupe sat back on its heels and quivered like a scared rabbit.

McCord could have cut me in half. His gun muzzle was inches from my ribs. But he wasnt a hard guy, really. He was just a broken cop who had done time and got himself a cheap job after it and was on an assignment he didnt understand.

He tore the right-hand door open, and jumped out of the car.

One of the cops was out by this time, on my side. I ducked down under the wheel. A flash beam burned across the top of my hat.

It didnt work. Steps came near and the flash jumped into my face.

Come on out of that, a voice snarled. What the hell you think this is — a racetrack?

I got out sheepishly. McCord was crouched somewhere behind the coupe, out of sight.

Lemme smell of your breath.

I let him smell my breath.

Whisky, he said. I thought so. Walk, baby. Walk. He prodded me with the flashlight.

I walked.

The other cop was trying to jerk his sedan loose from the coupe. He was swearing, but he was busy with his own troubles.

You dont walk like no drunk, the cop said. Whats the matter? No brakes? The other cop had got the bumpers free and was climbing back under his wheel.

I took my hat off and bent my head. Just an argument, I said. I got hit. It made me woozy for a minute.

McCord made a mistake. He started running when he heard that. He vaulted across the parkway, jumped the wall and crouched. His footsteps thudded on turf.

That was my cue. Holdup! I snapped at the cop who was questioning me. I was afraid to tell you!

Jeeze, the howling — ! he yelled, and tore a gun out of his holster. Whynt you say so? He jumped for the wall, Circle the heap! We want that guy! he yelled at the man in the sedan.

He was over the wall. Grunts. More feet pounding on the turf. A car stopped half a block away and a man started to get out of it but kept his foot on the running hoard. I could barely see him behind his dimmed headlights.

The cop in the prowl car charged at the hedge that bordered the bridle path, backed furiously, swung around and was off with screaming siren.

I jumped into McCords coupe, and jerked the starter. Distantly there was a shot, then two shots, then a yell. The siren died at a corner and picked up again.

I gave the coupe all it had and left the neighborhood. Far off, to the north, a lonely sound against the hills, a siren kept on wailing.



I ditched the coupe half a block from Wilshire and took a taxi in front of the Beverly-Wilshire. I knew I could be traced. That wasnt important. The important thing was how soon.

From a cocktail bar in Hollywood I called Hiney. He was still on the job and still sour.

Anything new on Skalla?

Listen, he said nastily, was you over to talk to that Shamey woman? Where are you?

Certainly I was, I said. Im in Chicago.

You better come on home. Why was you there?

I thought she might know Beulah, of course. She did. Want to raise that bet a little?

Can the comedy. Shes dead.

Skalla— I started to say.

Thats the funny side, he grunted. He was there. Some nosy old —— next door seen him. Only there aint a mark on her. She died natural. I kind of got tied up here, so I didnt get over to see her.

I know how busy you are, I said in what seemed to me a dead voice.

Yeah. Well, hell, the doc dont even know what she died of. Not yet.

Fear, I said. Shes the one that turned Skalla up eight years ago. Whisky may have helped a little.

Is that so? Hiney said. Well, well. We got him now anyways. We make him at Girard, headed north in a rent hack. We got the county and state law in on it. If he drops over to the Ridge, we nab him at Castaic. She was the one turned him up, huh? I guess you better come in, Carmady.

Not me, I said. Beverly Hills wants me for a hit-and-run. Im a criminal myself now.

I had a quick snack and some coffee before I took a taxi to Las Mores and Santa Monica and walked up to where I had left my roadster parked.

Nothing was happening around there except that some kid in the back of a car was strumming a ukelele.

I pointed my roadster towards Heather Street.



Heather Street was a gash in the side of a steep flat slope, at the top of Beachwood Drive. It curved around the shoulder enough so that even by daylight you couldnt have seen much more than half a block of it at one time while you were on it.

The house I wanted was built downward, one of those clinging-vine effects, with a front door below the street level, a patio on the roof, a bedroom or two possibly in the basement, and a garage as easy to drive into as an olive bottle.

The garage was empty, but a big shiny sedan had its two right wheels off the road, on the shoulder of the bank. There were lights in the house.

I drove around the curb, parked, walked back along the smooth, hardly used cement and poked a fountain pen flash into the sedan. It was registered to one David Marineau, 1737 North Flores Avenue, Hollywood, California. That made me go back to my heap and get a gun out of a locked pocket.

I repassed the sedan, stepped down three rough stone steps and looked at the bell beside a narrow door topped by a lancet arch.

I didnt push it, I just looked at it. The door wasnt quite shut. A fairly wide crack of dim light edged around its panel. I pushed it an inch. Then I pushed it far enough to look in.

Then I listened. The silence of that house was what made me go in. It was one of those utterly dead silences that come after an explosion. Or perhaps I hadnt eaten enough dinner. Anyway I went in.

The long living room went clear to the back, which wasnt very far as it was a small house. At the back there were french doors and the metal railing of a balcony showed through the glass. The balcony would be very high above the slope of the hill, built as the house was.

There were nice lamps, nice chairs with deep sides, nice tables, a thick apricot-colored rug, two small cozy davenports, one facing and one right-angled to a fireplace with an ivory mantel and a miniature Winged Victory on that. A fire was laid behind the copper screen, but not lit.

The room had a hushed, warm smell. It looked like a room where people got made comfortable. There was a bottle of Vat 69 on a low table with glasses and a copper bucket, and tongs.

I fixed the door about as I had found it and just stood. Silence. Time passed. It passed in the dry whirr of an electric clock on a console radio, in the far-off hoot of an auto horn down on Beachwood half a mile below, in the distant hornet drone of a night-flying plane, in the metallic wheeze of a cricket under the house.

Then I wasnt alone any longer.

Mrs. Marineau slid into the room at the far end, by a door beside the french doors. She didnt make any more noise than a butterfly. She still wore the pillbox black hat and the burnt-orange tweeds, and they still looked like hell together. She had a small glove in her hand wrapped around the butt of a gun. I dont know why. I never did find that out.

She didnt see me at once and when she did it didnt mean anything much. She just lifted the gun a little and slid along the carpet towards me, her lip clutched back so far that I couldnt even see the teeth that clutched it.

But I had a gun out now myself. We looked at each other across our guns. Maybe she knew me. I hadnt any idea from her expression.

I said, You got them, huh?

She nodded a little. Just him, she said.

Put the gun down, Youre all through with it.

She lowered it a little. She hadnt seemed to notice the Colt I was pushing through the air in her general direction. I lowered that too.

She said, She wasnt here.

Her voice had a dry, impersonal sound, flat, without timbre.

Miss Baring wasnt here? I asked.

No.

Remember me?

She took a better look at me but her face didnt light up with any pleasure.

Im the guy that was looking for Miss Baring, I said. You told me where to come. Remember? Only Dave sent a logan to put the arm on me and ride me around while he came up here himself and promoted something. I couldnt guess what.

The brunette said, Youre no cop. Dave said you were a fake.

I made a broad, hearty gesture and moved a little closer to her, unobtrusively. Not a city cop, I admitted. But a cop. And that was a long time ago. Things have happened since then. Havent they?

Yes, she said. Especially to Dave. Hee, hee.

It wasnt a laugh. It wasnt meant to be a laugh. It was just a little steam escaping through a safety valve.

Hee, hee, I said. We looked at each other like a couple of nuts being Napoleon and Josephine.

The idea was to get close enough to grab her gun. I was still too far.

Anybody here besides you? I asked.

Just Dave.

I had an idea Dave was here. It wasnt clever, but it was good for another foot.

Oh, Daves here, she agreed. Yes. Youd like to see him?

Well — if it isnt too much trouble.

Hee, hee, she said. No trouble at all. Like this.

She jerked the gun up and snapped the trigger at me. She did it without moving a muscle of her face.

The gun not going off puzzled her, in a sort of vague, week-before-last manner. Nothing immediate or important. I wasnt there any more. She lifted the gun up, still being very careful about the black kid glove wrapped about its butt, and peered into the muzzle. That didnt get her anywhere. She shook the gun. Then she was aware of me again. I hadnt moved. I didnt have to, now.

I guess its not loaded, she said.

Maybe just all used up, I said. To bad. These little ones only hold seven. My shells wont fit, either. Lets see if I can do anything?

She put the gun in my hand. Then she dusted her hands together. Her eyes didnt seem to have any pupils, or to be all pupils. I wasnt sure which.

The gun wasnt loaded. The magazine was quite empty. I sniffed the muzzle. The gun hadnt been fired since it was last cleaned.

That got me. Up to that point it had looked fairly simple, if I could get by without any more murder. But this threw it. I hadnt any idea what either of us was talking about now.

I dropped her pistol into my side pocket and put mine back on my hip and chewed my lip for a couple of minutes, to see what might turn up. Nothing did.

The sharp-faced Mrs. Marineau merely stood still and stared at a spot between my eyes, fuzzily, like a rather blotto tourist seeing a swell sunset on Mount Whitney.

Well, I said at last, lets kind of look through the house and see whats what.

You mean Dave?

Yeah, we could take that in.

Hes in the bedroom. She tittered. Hes at home in bedrooms.

I touched her arm and turned her around. She turned obediently, like a small child.

But this one will be the last one hell be at home in, she said. Hee, hee.

Oh, yeah. Sure, I said.

My voice sounded to me like the voice of a midget.



Dave Marineau was dead all right — if there had been any doubt about it.

A white bowl lamp with raised figures shone beside a large bed in a green and silver bedroom. It was the only light in the room. It filtered a hushed kind of light down at his face. He hadnt been dead long enough to get the corpse look.

He lay sprawled casually on the bed, a little sideways, as though he had been standing in front of it when he was shot. One arm was flung out as loose as a strand of kelp and the other was under him. His open eyes were flat and shiny and almost seemed to hold a self-satisfied expression. His mouth was open a little and the lamplight glistened on the edges of his upper teeth.

I didnt see the wound at all at first. It was high up, on the right side of his head, in the temple, but back rather far, almost far enough to drive the petrosal bone through the brain. It was powder-burned, rimmed with dusky red, and a fine trickle spidered down from it and got browner as it got thinner against his cheek.

Hell, thats a contact wound, I snapped at the woman. A suicide wound.

She stood at the foot of the bed and stared at the wall above his head. If she was interested in anything besides the wall, she didnt show it.

I lifted his still limp right hand and sniffed at the place where the base of the thumb joins the palm. I smelled cordite, then I didnt smell cordite, then I didnt know whether I smelled cordite or not. It didnt matter, of course. A paraffin test would prove it one way or the other.

I put the hand down again, carefully, as though it were a fragile thing of great value. Then I plowed around on the bed, went down on the floor, got halfway under the bed, swore, got up again and rolled the dead man to one side enough to look under him. There was a bright, brassy shell case but no gun.

It looked like murder again. I liked that better. He wasnt the suicide type.

See any gun? I asked her.

No. Her face was as blank as a pie pan.

Wheres the Baring girl? What are you supposed to be doing here?

She bit the end of her left little finger. Id better confess, she said. I came here to kill them both.

Go on, I said.

Nobody was here. Of course, after I phoned him and he told me you were not a real cop and there was no murder and you were a blackmailer and just trying to scare me out of the address— She stopped and sobbed once, hardly more than a sniff, and moved her line of sight to a corner of the ceiling.

Her words had a tumbled arrangement, but she spoke them like a drugstore Indian.

I came here to kill both of them, she said. I dont deny that.

With an empty gun?

It wasnt empty two days ago. I looked. Dave must have emptied it. He must have been afraid.

That listens, I said. Go on.

So I came here. That was the last insult — his sending you to me to get her address. That was more than I would—

The story, I said. I know how you felt. Ive read it in the love mags myself.

Yes. Well, he said there was something about Miss Baring he had to see her about on account of the studio and it was nothing personal, never had been, never would be—

My Gawd, I said, I know that too. I know what hed feed you. Weve got a dead man lying around here. Weve got to do something, even if he was just your husband.

You —— , she said.

Yeah, I said. Thats better than the dopey talk. Go on.

The door wasnt shut. I came in. Thats all. Now, Im going. And youre not going to stop me. You know where I live, you —— . She called me the same name again.

Well talk to some law first, I said. I went over and shut the door and turned the key on the inside of it and took it out. Then I went over to the french doors. The woman gave me looks, but I couldnt hear what her lips were calling me now.

French doors on the far side of the bed opened on the same balcony as the living room. The telephone was in a niche in the wall there, by the bed, where you could yawn and reach out for it in the morning and order a tray of diamond necklaces sent up to try on.

I sat down on the side of the bed and reached for the phone, and a muffled voice came to me through the glass and said: Hold it, pal! Just hold it!

Even muffled by the glass it was a deep, soft voice. I had heard it before. It was Skallas voice.

I was in line with the lamp. The lamp was right behind me. I dived off the bed on to the floor, clawing at my hip.

A shot roared and glass sprinkled the back of my neck. I couldnt figure it. Skalla wasnt on the balcony. I had looked.

I rolled over and started to snake away along the floor away from the french doors, my only chance with the lamp where it was.

Mrs. Marineau did just the right thing — for the other side. She jerked a slipper off and started slamming me with the heel of it. I grabbed for her ankles and we wrestled around and she cut the top of my head to pieces.

I threw her over. It didnt last long. When I started to get up Skalla was in the room, laughing at me. The .45 still had a home in his fist. The french door and the locked screen outside looked as though a rogue elephant had passed that way.

Okay, I said. I give up.

Whos the twist? She sure likes you, pal.

I got up on my feet. The woman was over in a corner somewhere. I didnt even look at her.

Turn around, pal, while I give you the fan.

I hadnt worked my gun loose yet. He got that. I didnt say anything about the door key, but he took it. So he must have been watching from somewhere. He left me my car keys. He looked at the little empty gun and dropped it back in my pocket.

Whered you come from? I asked.

Easy. Clumb up the balcony and held on, looking through the grill at you. Cinch to an old circus man. How you been, pal?

Blood from the top of my head was leaking down my face. I got a handkerchief out and mopped at it. I didnt answer him.

Jeeze, you sure was funny on the bed grabbin for the phone with the stiff at your back.

I was a scream, I growled. Take it easy. Hes her husband.

He looked at her. Shes his woman?

I nodded and wished I hadnt.

Thats tough. If Id a known — but I couldnt help meself. The guy asked for it.

You— I started to say, staring at him. I heard a queer, strained whine behind me, from the woman.

Who else, pal? Who else? Lets all go back in that livin room. Seems to me they was a bottle of nice-looking hooch there. And you need some stuff on that head.

Youre crazy to stick around here, I growled. Theres a general pickup out for you. The only way out of this canyon is back down Beachwood or over the hills — on foot.

Skalla looked at me and said very quietly, Nobodys phoned no law from here, pal.

Skalla watched me while I washed and put some tape on my head in the bathroom. Then we went back to the living room. Mrs. Marineau, curled up on one of the davenports, looked blankly at the unlit fire. She didnt say anything.

She hadnt run away because Skalla had her in sight all the time. She acted resigned, indifferent, as if she didnt care what happened now.

I poured three drinks from the Vat 69 bottle, handed one to the brunette. She held her hand out for the glass, half smiled at me, crumpled off the davenport to the floor with the smile still on her face.

I put the glass down, lifted her and put her back on the davenport with her head low. Skalla stared at her. She was out cold, as white as paper.

Skalla took his drink, sat down on the other davenport and put the .45 beside him. He drank his drink looking at the woman, with a queer expression on his big pale face.

Tough, he said. Tough. But the louse was cheatin on her anyways. The hell with him. He reached for another drink, swallowed it, sat down near her on the other davenport right-angled to the one she lay on.

So youre a dick, he said.

Howd you guess?

Lu Shamey told me about a guy goin there. He sounded like you. I been around and looked in your heap outside. I walk silent.

Well — what now? I asked.

He looked more enormous than ever in the room in his sports clothes. The clothes of a smart-aleck kid. I wondered how long it had taken him to get them together. They couldnt have been ready-made. He was much too big for that.

His feet were spread wide on the apricot rug, he looked down sadly at the white kid explosions on the suede. They were the worst-looking shoes I ever saw.

What you doin here? he asked gruffly.

Looking for Beulah. I thought she might need a little help. I had a bet with a city cop Id find her before he found you. But I havent found her yet.

You aint seen her, huh?

I shook my head, slowly, very carefully.

He said softly, Me neither, pal. I been around for hours. She aint been home. Only the guy in the bedroom come here. How about the dinge manager up at Shameys?

Thats what the tags for.

Yeah. A guy like that. They would. Well, I gotta blow. Id like to take the stiff, account of Beulah. Cant leave him around to scare her. But I guess it aint any use now. The dinge kill queers that.

He looked at the woman at his elbow on the other little davenport. Her face was still greenish white, her eyes shut. There was a movement of her breast.

Without her, he said, I guess Id clean up right and button you good. He touched the .45 at his side. No hard feelings, of course, just for Beulah. But the way it is — heck, I cant knock the frail off.

Too bad. I snarled, feeling my head.

He grinned. I guess Ill take your heap. For a short ways. Throw them keys over.

I threw them over. He picked them up and laid them beside the big Colt. He leaned forward a little. Then he reached back into one of his patch pockets and brought out a small pearl-handled gun, about .25 caliber. He held it on the flat of his hand.

This done it, he said. I left a rent hack I had on the street below and come up the bank and around the house. I hear the bell ring. This guy is at the front door. I dont come up far enough for him to see me. Nobody answers. Well, what do you think? The guys got a key. A key to Beulahs house!

His huge face became one vast scowl. The woman on the davenport was breathing a little more deeply, and I thought I saw one of her eyelids twitch.

What the hell, I said. He could get that a dozen ways. Hes a boss at KLBL where she works. He could get at her bag, take an impression. Hell, she didnt have to give it to him.

Thats right, pal. He beamed. O course, she didnt have to give it to the —— . Okay, he went in, and I made it fast after him. But he had the door shut. I opened it my way. After that it didnt shut so good, you might of noticed. He was in the middle of this here room, over there by a desk. Hes been here before all right though — the scowl came back again, although not quite so black — because he slipped a hand into the desk drawer and come up with this. He danced the pearl-handled thing on his enormous palm.

Mrs. Marineaus face now had distinct lines of tensity.

So I start for him. He lets one go. A miss. Hes scared and runs into the bedroom. Me after. He lets go again. Another miss. Youll find them slugs in the wall somewheres.

Ill make a point of it, I said.

Yeah, then I got him. Well, hell, the guys only a punk in a white muffler, If shes washed up with me, okay. I want it from her, see? Not from no greasy-faced piece of cheese like him. So Im sore. But the guys got guts at that.

He rubbed his chin. I doubted the last bit.

I say: My woman lives here, pal. How come? He says: Come back tomorrow. This here is my night.

Skalla spread his free left hand in a large gesture. After that natures got to take its course, aint it? I pull his arms and legs off. Only while Im doing it the damn little gat pops off and hes as limp as — as— he glanced at the woman and didnt finish what he was going to say. Yeah, he was dead.

One of the womans eyelids flickered again. I said, Then?

I scrammed. A guy does. But I come back. I got to thinkin its tough on Beulah, with that stiff on her bed. So Ill just go back and ferry him out to the desert and then crawl in a hole for a while. Then this frail comes along and spoils that part.

The woman must have been shamming for quite a long time. She must have been moving her legs and feet and turning her body a fraction of an inch at a time, to get in the right position, to get leverage against the back of the davenport.

The pearl-handled gun still lay on Skallas flat hand when she moved. She shot off the davenport in a flat dive, gathering herself in the air like an acrobat. She brushed his knees and picked the gun off his hand as neatly as a chipmunk peels a nut.

He stood up and swore as she rolled against his legs. The big Colt was at his side, but he didnt touch it or reach for it. He stooped to take hold of the woman with his big hands empty.

She laughed just before she shot him.

She shot him four times, in the lower belly, then the hammer clicked. She threw the gun at his face and rolled away from him.

He stepped over her without touching her. His big pale face was quite empty for a moment, then it settled into stiff lines of torture, lines that seemed to have been there always.

He walked erectly along the rug towards the front door. I jumped for the big Colt and got it. To keep it from the woman. At the fourth step he took, blood showed on the yellowish nap of the rug. After that it showed at every step he took.

He reached the door and put his big hand flat against the wood and leaned there for a moment. Then he shook his head and turned back. His hand left a bloody smear on the door from where he had been holding his belly.

He sat down in the first chair he came to and leaned forward and held himself tightly with his hands. The blood came between his fingers slowly, like water from an overflowing basin.

Them little slugs, he said, hurt just like the big ones, down below anyways.

The dark woman walked towards him like a marionette. He watched her come unblinkingly, under his half-lowered, heavy lids.

When she got close enough she leaned over and spat in his face.

He didnt move. His eyes didnt change. I jumped for her and threw her into a chair. I wasnt nice about it.

Leave her alone, he grunted at me. Maybe she loved the guy.

Nobody tried to stop me from telephoning this time.



Hours later I sat on a red stool at Luccas, at Fifth and Western, and sipped a martini and wondered how it felt to be mixing them all day and never drink one.

I took another martini over and ordered a meal. I guess I ate it. It was late, past one, Skalla was in the prison ward of the General Hospital. Miss Baring hadnt showed up yet, but they knew she would, as soon as she heard Skalla was under glass, and no longer dangerous.

KLBL, who didnt know anything about it at first, had got a nice hush working. They were to have twenty-four clear hours to decide how to release the story.

Luccas was almost as full as at noon. After a while an Italian brunette with a grand nose and eyes you wouldnt fool with came over and said: I have a table for you now.

My imagination put Skalla across the table from me. His flat black eyes had something in them that was more than mere pain, something he wanted me to do. Part of the time he was trying to tell me what it was, and part of the time he was holding his belly in one piece and saying again: Leave her alone, Maybe she loved the guy.

I left there and drove north to Franklin and over Franklin to Beachwood and up to Heather Street. It wasnt staked. They were that sure of her.

I drifted along the street below and looked up the scrubby slope spattered with moonlight and showing her house from behind as if it were three stories high. I could see the metal brackets that supported the porch. They looked high enough off the ground so that a man would need a balloon to reach them. But there was where he had gone up. Always the hard way with him.

He could have run away and had a fight for his money or even bought himself a place to live up in. There were plenty of people in the business, and they wouldnt fool with Skalla. But he had come back instead to climb her balcony, like Romeo, and get his stomach full of slugs. From the wrong woman, as usual.

I drove around a white curve that looked like moonlight itself and parked and walked up the hill the rest of the way. I carried a flash, but I didnt need it to see there was nobody on the doorstep waiting for the milk. I didnt go in the front way. There might just happen to be some snooper with night glasses up on the hill.

I sneaked up the bank from behind, between the house and the empty garage. I found a window I could reach and made not much noise breaking it with a gun inside my hat. Nothing happened except that the crickets and tree frogs stopped for a moment.

I picked a way to the bedroom and prowled my flash around discreetly, after lowering the shades and pulling the drapes across them. The light dropped on a tumbled bed, on daubs of print powder, on cigarette butts on the window sills and heel marks in the nap of the carpet. There was a green and silver toilet set on the dressing table and three suitcases in the closet. There was a built-in bureau back in there with a lock that meant business. I had a chilled-steel screwdriver with me as well as the flash. I jimmied it.

The jewelry wasnt worth a thousand dollars. Perhaps not half. But it meant a lot to a girl in show business. I put it back where I got it.

The living room had shut windows and a queer, unpleasant, sadistic smell. The law enforcement had taken care of the Vat 69, to make it easier for the fingerprint men. I had to use my own. I got a chair that hadnt been bled on into a corner, wet my throat and waited in the darkness.

A shade flapped in the basement or somewhere. That made me wet my throat again. Somebody came out of a house half a dozen blocks away and whooped. A door banged. Silence. The tree frogs started again, then the crickets. Then the electric clock on the radio got louder than all the other sounds together.

Then I went to sleep.



When I woke up the moon had gone from the front windows and a car had stopped somewhere. Light, delicate, careful steps separated themselves from the night. They were outside the front door. A key fumbled in the lock.

In the opening door the dim sky showed a head without a hat. The slope of the hill was too dark to outline any more. The door clicked shut.

Steps rustled on the rug. I already had the lamp cord in my fingers. I yanked it and there was light.

The girl didnt make a sound, not a whisper of sound. She just pointed the gun at me.

I said, Hello, Beulah.

She was worth waiting for.

Not too tall, not too short; that girl. She had the long legs that can walk and dance. Her hair even by the light of the one lamp was like a brush fire at night. Her face had laughter wrinkles at the corner of the eyes. Her mouth could laugh.

The features were shadowed and had that drawn look that makes some faces more beautiful because it makes them more delicate. I couldnt see her eyes. They might have been blue enough to make you jump, but I couldnt see.

The gun looked about a .32, but had the extreme right-angled grip of a Mauser.

After a while she said very softly, Police, I suppose.

She had a nice voice, too. I still think of it, at times.

I said, Lets sit down and talk. Were all alone here. Ever drink out of the bottle?

She didnt answer. She looked down at the gun she was holding, half smiled, shook her head.

You wouldnt make two mistakes, I said. Not a girl as smart as you are.

She tucked the gun into the side pocket of a long ulster-like coat with a military collar.

Who are you?

Just a shamus. Private detective to you. Carmady is the name. Need a lift?

I held my bottle out. It hadnt grown to my hand yet. I still had to hold it.

I dont drink, Who hired you?

KLBL. To protect you from Steve Skalla.

So they know, she said. So they know about him.

I digested that and said nothing.

Whos been here? she went on sharply. She was still standing in the middle of the room, with her hands in her coat pockets now, and no hat.

Everybody but the plumber, I said. Hes a little late, as usual.

Youre one of those men. Her nose seemed to curl a little. Drugstore comics.

No, I said. Not really. Its just a way I get talking to the people I have to talk to. Skalla came back again and ran into trouble and got shot up and arrested. Hes in the hospital. Pretty bad.

She didnt move. How bad?

He might live if hed have surgery. Doubtful, even with that. Hopeless without. He has three in the intestines and one in the liver.

She moved at last and started to sit down. Not in that chair, I said quickly. Over here.

She came over and sat near me, on one of the davenports. Lights twisted in her eyes. I could see them now. Little twisting lights like Catherine wheels spinning brightly.

She said, Why did he come back?

He thought he ought to tidy up. Remove the body and so on. A nice guy, Skalla.

Do you think so?

Lady, if nobody else in the world thinks so, I do.

Ill take that drink, she said.

I handed her the bottle. I grabbed it away in a hurry. Gosh, I said. You have to break in on this stuff.

She looked towards the side door that led to the bedroom back of me.

Gone to the morgue, I said. You can go in there.

She stood up at once and went out of the room. She came back almost at once.

What have they got on Steve? she asked. If he recovers.

He killed a nigger over on Central this morning. It was more or less self-defense on both sides. I dont know. Except for Marineau he might get a break.

Marineau? she said.

Yeah. You knew he killed Marineau.

Dont be silly, she said. I killed Dave Marineau.

Okay, I said. But thats not the way Steve wants it.

She stared at me. You mean Steve came back here deliberately to take the blame?

If he had to, I guess. I think he really meant to cart Marineau off to the desert and lose him. Only a woman showed up here — Mrs. Marineau.

Yes, the girl said tonelessly. She thinks I was his mistress. That greasy spoon.

Were you? I asked.

Dont try that again, she said. Even if I did work on Central Avenue once. She went out of the room again.

Sounds of a suitcase being yanked about came into the living room. I went in after her. She was packing pieces of cobweb and packing them as if she liked nice things nicely packed.

You dont wear that stuff down in the tank, I told her, leaning in the door.

She ignored me some more. I was going to make a break for Mexico, she said. Then South America. I didnt mean to shoot him. He roughed me up and tried to blackmail me into something and I went and got the gun. Then we struggled again and it went off. Then I ran away.

Just what Skalla said he did, I said. Hell, couldnt you just have shot the —— on purpose?

Not for your benefit, she said. Or any cop. Not when I did eight months in Dalhart, Texas, once for rolling a drunk. Not with that Marineau woman yelling her head off that I seduced him and then got sick of him.

A lot shell say, I grunted. After I tell how she spat in Skallas face when he had four slugs in him.

She shivered. Her face whitened. She went on taking the things out of the suitcase and putting them in again.

Did you roll the drunk really?

She looked up at me, then down. Yes, she whispered.

I went over nearer to her. Got any bruises or torn clothes to show? I asked.

No.

Too bad, I said, and took hold of her.

Her eyes flamed at first and then turned to black stone, I tore her coat off, tore her up plenty, put hard fingers into her arms and neck and used my knuckles on her mouth. I let her go, panting. She reeled away from me, but didnt quite fall.

Well have to wait for the bruises to set and darken, I said. Then well go downtown.

She began to laugh. Then she went over to the mirror and looked at herself. She began to cry.

Get out of here while I change my clothes! she yelled. Ill give it a tumble. But if it makes any difference to Steve — Im going to tell it right.

Aw, shut up and change your clothes, I said.

I went out and banged the door.

I hadnt even kissed her. I could have done that, at least. She wouldnt have minded any more than the rest of the knocking about I gave her.



We rode the rest of the night, first in separate cars to hide hers in my garage, then in mine. We rode up the coast and had coffee and sandwiches at Malibu, then on up and over. We had breakfast at the bottom of the Ridge Route, just north of San Fernando.

Her face looked like a catchers mitt after a tough season. She had a lower lip the size of a banana and you could have cooked steaks on the bruises on her arms and neck, they were so hot.

With the first strong daylight we went to the City Hall.

They didnt even think of holding her or checking her up. They practically wrote the statement themselves. She signed it blank-eyed, thinking of something else. Then a man from KLBL and his wife came down to get her.

So I didnt get to ride her to a hotel. She didnt get to see Skalla either, not then. He was under morphine.



He died at two-thirty the same afternoon. She was holding one of his huge, limp fingers, but he didnt know her from the Queen of Siam.


MANDARINS JADE
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300 Carats Of Fei Tsui
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I WAS SMOKING my pipe and making faces at the back of my name on the glass part of the office door when Violets MGee called me up. There hadnt been any business in a week.

Hows the sleuth racket, huh? Violets asked. Hes a homicide dick in the sheriffs office, Take a little flutter down at the beach? Body guarding or something, it is.

Anything that goes with a dollar, I said. Except murder. I get three-fifty for that.

I bet you do nice neat work too. Heres the lay, John.

He gave me the name, address and telephone number of a man named Lindley Paul who lived at Castellamare, was a socialite and went everywhere except to work, lived alone with a Jap servant, and drove a very large car. The sheriffs office had nothing against him except that he had too much fun.

Castellamare was in the city limits, but didnt look it, being a couple of dozen houses of various sizes hanging by their eyebrows to the side of a mountain, and looking as if a good sneeze would drop them down among the box lunches on the beach. There was a pavement cafÈ up on the highway, and beside that a cement arch which was really a pedestrian bridge. From the inner end of this a flight of white concrete steps went straight as a ruler up the side of the mountain.

Quinonal Avenue, Mr. Lindley Paul had told me over the phone, was the third street up, if I cared to walk. It was, he said, the easiest way to find his place the first time, the streets being designed in a pattern of interesting but rather intricate curves. People had been known to wander about in them for several hours without making any more yardage than an angleworm in a bait can.

So I parked my old blue Chrysler down below and walked up. It was a fine evening and there was still some sparkle on the water when I started. It had all gone when I reached the top. I sat down on the top step and rubbed my leg muscles and waited for my pulse to come down into the low hundreds. After that I shook my shirt loose from my back and went along to the house, which was the only one in the foreground.

It was a nice enough house, but it didnt look like really important money. There was a salt-tarnished iron staircase going up to the front door and the garage was underneath the house. A long black battleship of a car was backed into it, an immense streamlined boat with enough hood for three cars and a coyote tail tied to the radiator cap. It looked as if it had cost more than the house.

The man who opened the door at the top of the iron stairs wore a white flannel suit with a violet satin scarf arranged loosely inside the collar. He had a soft brown neck, like the neck of a very strong woman. He had pale blue-green eyes, about the color of an aquamarine, features on the heavy side but very handsome, three precise ledges of thick blond hair rising from a smooth brown forehead, an inch more of height than I had — which made him six feet one — and the general look of a guy who would wear a white flannel suit with a violet satin scarf inside the collar.

He cleared his throat, looked over my left shoulder, and said: Yes?

Im the man you sent for. The one Violets MGee recommended.

Violets? Gracious, what a peculiar nickname. Let me see, your name is—

He hesitated and I let him work at it until he cleared his throat again and moved his blue-green eyes to a spot several miles beyond my other shoulder.

Dalmas, I said. The same as it was this afternoon.

Oh, come in, Mr. Dalmas. Youll excuse me, Im sure. My houseboy is away this evening. So I— He smiled deprecatingly at the closing door, as though opening and closing it himself sort of dirtied him.

The door put us on a balcony that ran around three sides of a big living room, only three steps above it in level. We went down the steps and Lindley Paul pointed with his eyebrows at a pink chair, and I sat down on it and hoped I wouldnt leave a mark.

It was the kind of room where people sit on floor cushions with their feet in their laps and sip absinthe through lumps of sugar and talk from the backs of their throats, and some of them just squeak. There were bookshelves all around the balcony and bits of angular sculpture in glazed clay on pedestals. There were cozy little divans and bits of embroidered silk tossed here and there against the bases of lamps and so on. There was a big rosewood grand piano and on it a very tall vase with just one yellow rose in it, and under its leg there was a peach-colored Chinese rug a gopher could have spent a week in without showing his nose above the nap.

Lindley Paul leaned in the curve of the piano and lit a cigarette without offering me one. He put his head back to blow smoke at the tall ceiling and that made his throat look more than ever like the throat of a woman.

Its a very slight matter, he said negligently. Really hardly worth bothering you about. But I thought I might as well have an escort. You must promise not to flash any guns or anything like that. I suppose you do carry a gun.

Oh, yes, I said. Yes. I looked at the dimple in his chin. You could have lost a marble in it.

Well, I wont want you to use it, you know, or anything like that. Im just meeting a couple of men and buying something from them. I shall be carrying a little money in cash.

How much money and what for? I asked, putting one of my own matches to one of my own cigarettes.

Well, really— It was a nice smile, but I could have put the heel of my hand in it without feeling bad. I just didnt like the man.

Its rather a confidential mission Im undertaking for a friend. Id hardly care to go into the details, he said.

You just want me to go along to hold your hat, I suggested.

His hand jerked and some ash fell on his white suit cuff. That annoyed him. He frowned down at it, then he said softly, in the manner of a sultan suggesting a silk noose for a harem lady whose tricks have gone stale: You are not being impertinent, I hope.

Hope is what keeps us alive, I said.

He stared at me for a while. Ive a damned good mind to give you a sock on the nose, he said.

Thats more like it, I said. You couldnt do it without hardening up a bit, but I like the spirit. Now lets talk business.

He was still a bit sore. I ordered a bodyguard, he said coldly. If I employed a private secretary I shouldnt tell him all my personal business.

Hed know it if he worked for you steady. Hed know it upside down and backwards. But Im just day labor. Youve got to tell me. What is it — blackmail?

After a long time he said: No. Its a necklace of Fei Tsui jade worth at least seventy-five thousand dollars. Did you ever hear of Fei Tsui jade?

No.

Well have a little brandy and Ill tell you about it. Yes, well have a little brandy.

He leaned away from the piano and went off like a dancer, without moving his body above the waist. I put my cigarette out and sniffed at the air and thought I smelled sandalwood, and then Lindley Paul came back with a nice-looking bottle and a couple of sniffing glasses. He poured a tablespoonful in each and handed me a glass.

I put mine down in one piece and waited for him to get through rolling his spoonful under his nose and talk. He got around to it after a while.

He said in a pleasant enough tone: Fei Tsui jade is the only really valuable kind. The others are valuable for the workmanship put on them, chiefly. Fei Tsui is valuable in itself. There are no known unworked deposits, very little of it in existence, all the known deposits having been exhausted hundreds of years ago. A friend of mine had a necklace of this jade. Fifty-one carved mandarin beads, perfectly matched, about six carats each. It was taken in a holdup some time ago. It was the only thing taken, and we were warned — I happened to be with this lady, which is one reason why Im taking the risk of making the pay-off — not to tell the police or any insurance company, but wait for a phone call. The call came in a couple of days, the price was set at ten thousand dollars, and the time is tonight at eleven. I havent heard the place yet. But its to be somewhere fairly near here, somewhere along the Palisades.

I looked into my empty sniffing glass and shook it. He put a little more brandy in it for me. I sent that after the first dose and lit another cigarette, one of his this time, a nice Virginia Straight Cut with his monogram on the paper.

Jewel ransom racket, I said. Well organized, or they wouldnt know where and when to pull the job. People dont wear valuable jewels out very much, and half of the time, when they do, theyre phonies. Is jade hard to imitate?

As to material, no, Lindley Paul said. As to workmanship — that would take a lifetime.

So the stuff cant be cut, I said. Which means it cant be fenced except for a small fraction of the value. So the ransom money is the gangs only pay-off. Id say theyll play ball, You left your bodyguard problem pretty late, Mr. Paul. How do you know theyll stand for a bodyguard?

I dont, he said rather wearily. But Im no hero. I like company in the dark. If the thing misses — it misses. I thought of going it alone and then I thought, why not have a man hidden in the back of my car, just in case?

In case they take your money and give you a dummy package? How could I prevent that? If I start shooting and come out on top and it is a dummy package, youll never see your jade again. The contact men wont know whos behind the gang. And if I dont open up, theyll be gone before you can see what theyve left you. They may not even give you anything. They may tell you your stuff will come to you through the mail after the money has been checked for markings. Is it marked?

My God, no!

It ought to be, I growled. It can be marked these days so that only a microscope and black light could show the markings up. But that takes equipment, which means cops. Okay. Ill take a flutter at it. My part will cost you fifty bucks. Better give it to me now, in case we dont come back. I like to feel money.

His broad, handsome face seemed to turn a little white and glistening. He said swiftly: Lets have some more brandy.

He poured a real drink this time.

We sat around and waited for the phone to ring. I got my fifty bucks to play with.

The phone rang four times and it sounded from his voice as if women were talking to him. The call we wanted didnt come through until ten-forty.


I Lose My Client
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I DROVE. OR rather I held the wheel of the big black car and let it drive itself. I was wearing a sporty light-colored overcoat and hat belonging to Lindley Paul. I had ten grand in hundred dollar bills in one of the pockets. Paul was in the back seat. He had a silver-mounted Luger that was a pip to look at, and I hoped he knew how to use it. There wasnt anything about the job I liked.

The meeting place was a hollow at the head of Purissima Canyon, about fifteen minutes from the house. Paul said he knew the spot fairly well and wouldnt have any trouble directing me.

We switchbacked and figure-eighted around on the side of the mountain until I got dizzy and then all of a sudden we were out on the state highway, and the lights of the streaming cars were a solid white beam as far as you could see in either direction. The long-haul trucks were on their way.

We turned inland past a service station at Sunset Boulevard. There was loneliness then, and for a while the smell of kelp, not very strong, and the smell of wild sage dripping down the dark slopes much stronger. A dim, distant yellow window would peek down at us from the crest of some realtors dream. A car would growl by and its white glare would hide the hills for a moment. There was a half-moon and wisps of cold fog chasing it down the sky.

Off here is the Bel-Air Beach Club, Paul said. The next canyon is Las Pulgas and the next after that is Purissima. We turn off at the top of the next rise. His voice was hushed, taut. It didnt have any of the Park Avenue brass of our earlier acquaintance.

Keep your head down, I growled back at him. We may be watched all the way. This car sticks out like spats at an Iowa picnic.

The car purred on in front of me until, Turn right here, he whispered sharply at the top of the next hill.

I swung the black car into a wide, weed-grown boulevard that had never jelled into a traffic artery. The black stumps of unfinished electroliers jutted up from the crusted pavement. Brush leaned over the concrete from the waste land behind. I could hear crickets chirp and tree frogs drone behind them. The car was that silent.

There was a house to a block now, all dark. The folks out there went to bed with the chickens it seemed. At the end of this road the concrete stopped abruptly and we slid down a dirt slope to a dirt terrace, then down another slope, and a barricade of what looked like four-by-fours painted white loomed across the dirt road.

I heard a rustling behind me and Paul leaned over the seat, with a sigh in his whispered voice. This is the spot. Youve got to get out and move that barricade and drive on down into the hollow. Thats probably so that we cant make a quick exit, as wed have to back out with this car. They want their time to get away.

Shut up and keep down unless you hear me yell, I said.

I cut the almost noiseless motor and sat there listening. The crickets and tree frogs got a little louder. I heard nothing else. Nobody was moving nearby, or the crickets would have been still. I touched the cold butt of the gun under my arm, opened the car door and slid out on to the hard clay, stood there. There was brush all around. I could smell the sage. There was enough of it to hide an army. I went towards the barricade.

Perhaps this was just a tryout, to see if Paul did what he was told to do.

I put my hands out — it took both of them — and started to lift a section of the white barrier to one side. It wasnt a tryout. The largest flashlight in the world hit me square in the face from a bush not fifteen feet away.

A thin, high, niggerish voice piped out of the darkness behind the flash: Two of us with shotguns. Put them mitts up high an empty. We aint takin no chances.

I didnt say anything. For a moment I just stood holding the barricade inches off the ground. Nothing from Paul or the car. Then the weight of the four-by-fours pulled my muscles and my brain said let go and I put the section down again. I put my hands slowly into the air. The flash pinned me like a fly squashed on the wall, I had no particular thought except a vague wonder if there hadnt been a better way for us to work it.

Thas fine, the thin, high, whining voice said. Jes hold like that until I git aroun to you.

The voice awakened vague echoes in my brain. It didnt mean anything though. My memory had too many such echoes. I wondered what Paul was doing. A thin, sharp figure detached itself from the fan of light, immediately ceased to be sharp or of any shape at all, and became a vague rustling off to the side. Then the rustling was behind me. I kept my hands in the air and blinked at the glare of the flash.

A light finger touched my back, then the hard end of a gun. The half-remembered voice said: This may hurt jes a little.

A giggle and a swishing sound. A white, hot glare jumped through the top of my head. I piled down on the barricade and clawed at it and yelled. My right hand tried to jerk down under my left arm.

I didnt hear the swishing sound the second time. I only saw the white glare get larger and larger, until there was nothing else anywhere but hard, aching white light. Then there was darkness in which something red wriggled like a germ under the microscope. Then there was nothing red and nothing wriggling, just darkness and emptiness, and a falling sensation.

I woke up looking fuzzily at a star and listening to two goblins talking in a black hat.

Lou Lid.

Whats that?

Lou Lid.

Whos Lou Lid?

A tough dinge gunman you saw third-degreed once down at the Hall.

Oh…Lou Lid.

I rolled over and clawed at the ground and crawled up on one knee. I groaned. There wasnt anybody there. I was talking to myself, coming out of it. I balanced myself, holding my hands flat on the ground, listening, not hearing anything. When I moved my hands, dried burrs stuck to the skin and the sticky ooze from the purple sage from which wild bees get most of their honey.

Honey was sweet. Much, much too sweet, and too hard on the stomach. I leaned down and vomited.

Time passed and I gathered my insides together again. I still didnt hear anything but the buzzing in my own ears. I got up very cautiously, like an old man getting out of a tub bath. My feet didnt have much feeling in them and my legs were rubbery. I wobbled and wiped the cold sweat of nausea off my forehead and felt the back of my head. It was soft and pulpy, like a bruised peach. When I touched it I could feel the pain clear down to my ankles. I could feel every pain I ever felt since the first time I got kicked in the rear in grade school.

Then my eyes cleared enough for me to see the outlines of the shallow bowl of wild land, with brush growing on the banks all around like a low wall, and a dirt road, indistinct under the sinking moon, crawling up one side. Then I saw the car.

It was quite close to me, not more than twenty feet away. I just hadnt looked in that direction. It was Lindley Pauls car, lightless. I stumbled over to it and instinctively grabbed under my arm for a gun. Of course there wasnt any gun there now. The whiny guy whose voice reminded me of someone would have seen to that. But I still had a fountain pen flash. I unshipped it, opened the rear door of the car and poked the light in.

It didnt show anything — no blood, no torn upholstery, no starred or splintered glass, no bodies. The car didnt seem to have been the scene of a battle. It was just empty. The keys hung on the ornate panel. It had been driven down there and left. I pointed my little flash at the ground and began to prowl, looking for him. Hed be around there all right, if the car was.

Then in the cold silence a motor throbbed above the rim of the bowl. The light in my hand went out. Other lights — headlights — tilted up over the frayed bushes. I dropped and crawled swiftly behind the hood of Lindley Pauls car.

The lights tilted down, got brighter. They were coming down the slope of the dirt road into the bowl. I could hear the dull, idling sound of a small motor now.

Halfway down the car stopped. A spotlight at the side of the windshield clicked on and swung to one side. It lowered, held steady on some point I couldnt see. The spot clicked off again and the car came slowly on down the slope.

At the bottom it turned a little so that its headlights raked the black sedan. I took my upper lip between my teeth and didnt feel myself biting it until I tasted the blood.

The car swung a little more. Its lights went out abruptly. Its motor died and once more the night became large and empty and black and silent. Nothing — no movement, except the crickets and tree frogs far off that had been droning all the time, only I hadnt been hearing them. Then a door latch snapped and there was a light, quick step on the ground and a beam of light cut across the top of my head like a sword.

Then a laugh. A girls laugh — strained, taut as a mandolin wire. And the white beam jumped under the big black car and hit my feet.

The girls voice said sharply: All right, you. Come out of there with your hands up — and very damned empty! Ive got you covered!

I didnt move.

The voice stabbed at me again. Listen, Ive got three slugs for your feet, mister, and seven more for your tummy, and spare clips, and I change them plenty fast. Coming?

Put that toy up! I snarled. Or Ill blow it out of your hand. My voice sounded like somebody elses voice. It was hoarse and thick.

Oh, a hard-boiled gentleman. There was a little quaver in the voice now. Then it hardened again, Coming? Ill count three. Look at all the odds Im giving you — twelve big fat cylinders to hide behind — or is it sixteen? Your feet will hurt you though. And anklebones take years to get well when theyve been hurt, and sometimes—

I straightened up and looked into her flashlight. I talk too much when Im scared, too, I said.

Dont — dont move another inch! Who are you?

A bum private dick — detective to you. Who cares?

I started around the car towards her. She didnt shoot. When I was six feet from her I stopped.

You stay right there! she snapped angrily — after I had stopped.

Sure. What were you looking at back there, with your windshield spotlight?

A man.

Hurt bad?

Im afraid hes dead, she said simply. And you look half dead yourself.

Ive been sapped, I said. It always makes me dark under the eyes.

A nice sense of humor, she said. Like a morgue attendant.

Lets look him over, I said gruffly. You can stay behind me with your popgun, if it makes you feel any safer.

I never felt safer in my life, she said angrily, and backed away from me.

I circled the little car she had come in, An ordinary little car, nice and clean and shiny under what was left of the moon. I heard her steps behind me but I didnt pay any attention to her. About halfway up the slope a few feet off to the side I saw his foot.

I put my own little flash on him and then the girl added hers. I saw him all. He was smeared to the ground, on his back, at the base of a bush. He was in that bag-of-clothes position that always means the same thing.

The girl didnt speak. She kept away from me and breathed hard and held her light as steadily as any tough old homicide veteran.

One of his hands was flung out in a frozen gesture. The fingers were curled. The other hand was under him and his overcoat was twisted as though he had been thrown out and rolled. His thick blond hair was matted with blood, black as shoe polish under the moon, and there was more of it on his face and there was a gray ooze mixed in with the blood. I didnt see his hat.

Then was when I ought to have got shot, Up to that instant I hadnt even thought of the packet of money in my pocket. The thought came to me so quickly now, jarred me so hard, that I jammed a hand down into my pocket. It must have looked exactly like a hand going for a gun.

The pocket was quite empty. I took the hand out and looked back at her.

Mister, she half sighed, if I hadnt made my mind up about your face—

I had ten grand, I said. It was his money. I was carrying it for him. It was a pay-off. I just remembered the money. And youve got the sweetest set of nerves I ever met on a woman. I didnt kill him.

I didnt think you killed him, she said. Somebody hated him to smash his head open like that.

I hadnt known him long enough to hate him, I said. Hold the flash down again.

I knelt and went through his pockets, trying not to move him much. He had loose silver and bills, keys in a tooled leather case, the usual billfold with the usual window for a drivers licence and the usual insurance cards behind the licence. No money in the folder. I wondered why they had missed his trouser pockets. Panicked by the light, perhaps. Otherwise theyd have stripped him down to his coat lining. I held more stuff up in her light: two fine handkerchiefs as white and crisp as dry snow; half a dozen paper match folders from swank night traps; a silver cigarette case as heavy as a buggy weight and full of his imported straightcuts; another cigarette case, with a tortoise-shell frame and embroidered silk sides, each side a writhing dragon. I tickled the catch open and there were three long cigarettes under the elastic, Russians, with hollow mouthpieces. I pinched one. It felt old, dry.

Maybe for ladies, I said. He smoked others.

Or maybe jujus, the girl said behind me, breathing on my neck. I knew a lad who smoked them once. Could I look?

I passed the case up to her and she poked her flash into it until I growled at her to put it on the ground again. There wasnt anything else to examine. She snapped the case shut and handed it back and I put it in his breast pocket.

Thats all. Whoever tapped him down was afraid to wait and clean up. Thanks.

I stood up casually and turned and speared the little gun out of her hand.

Darn it, you didnt have to get rough! she snapped.

Give, I said. Who are you, and how come you ride around this place at midnight?

She pretended I had hurt her hand, put the flash on it and looked at it carefully.

Ive been nice to you, havent I? she complained. Im burning up with curiosity and scared and I havent asked you a single question, have I?

Youve been swell, I said. But Im in a spot where I cant fool around. Who are you? And douse the flash now. We dont need light any more.

She put it out and the darkness lightened for us gradually until we could see the outlines of the bushes and the dead mans sprawled body and the glare in the southeastern sky that would be Santa Monica.

My name is Carol Pride, she said. I live in Santa Monica. I try to do feature stories for a newspaper syndicate. Sometimes I cant get sleepy at night and I go out riding — just anywhere. I know all this country like a book. I saw your little light flickering around down in the hollow and it seemed to me it was pretty cold for young love — if they use lights.

I wouldnt know, I said. I never did. So you have spare clips for this gun. Would you have a permit for it?

I hefted the little weapon. It felt like a Colt .25 in the dark. It had a nice balance for a small gun. Plenty of good men have been put to sleep with .25s.

Certainly I have a permit. That was just bluff about the spare clips though.

Not afraid of things are you, Miss Pride? Or would it be Mrs.?

No, it wouldnt. This neighborhood isnt dangerous. People dont even lock their doors around here. I guess some bad men just happened to get wise how lonely it is.

I turned the little gun around and held it out. Here. Its not my night to be clever. Now if youll be good enough to ride me down to Castellamare, Ill take my car there and go find some law.

Shouldnt somebody stay with him?

I looked at the radiolite dial of my wrist watch. Its a quarter to one, I said. Well leave him with the crickets and the stars. Lets go.

She tucked the gun in her bag and we went back down the slope and got into her car. She jockeyed it around without lights and drove it back up the slope. The big black car looked like a monument standing there behind us.

At the top of the rise I got out and dragged the section of white barricade back into position across the road. He was safe for the night now, and likely enough for many nights.

The girl didnt speak until we had come near the first house. Then she put the lights on and said quietly: Theres blood on your face, Mr. Whatever-Your-Name-Is, and I never saw a man who needed a drink worse. Why not go back to my house and phone West Los Angeles from there? Theres nothing but a fire station in this neighborhood.

John Dalmas is the name, I said. I like the blood on my face. You wouldnt want to be mixed up in a mess like this. I wont even mention you.

She said: Im an orphan and live all alone. It wouldnt matter in the slightest.

Just keep going down to the beach, I said. Ill play it solo after that.

But we had to stop once before we got to Castellamare, The movement of the car made me go off into the weeds and be sick again.

When we came to the place where my car was parked and the steps started up the hill I said good night to her and sat in the Chrysler until I couldnt see her taillights any more.

The pavement cafÈ was still open. I could have gone in there and had a drink and phoned. But it seemed smarter to do what I did half an hour later — walk into the West Los Angeles Police Station cold sober and green, with the blood still on my face.

Cops are just people. And their whisky is just as good as what they push across bars at you.


Lou Lid
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I DIDNT TELL it well. It tasted worse all the time. Reavis, the man who came out from the downtown homicide bureau, listened to me with his eyes on the floor, and two plainclothes men lounged behind him like a bodyguard. A prowl-car unit had gone out long before to guard the body.

Reavis was a thin, narrow-faced, quiet man about fifty, with smooth gray skin and immaculate clothes. His trousers had a knife-edge crease and he pulled them up carefully after he sat down. His shirt and tie looked as if he had put them on new ten minutes ago and his hat looked as if he had bought it on the way over.

We were in the day captains room at the West Los Angeles Police Station, just off Santa Monica Boulevard, near Sawtelle. There were just the four of us in it. Some drunk in a cell, waiting to go down to the city drunk tank for sunrise court, kept giving the Australian bush call all the time we were talking.

So I was his bodyguard for the evening, I said at the end. And a sweet job I made of it.

I wouldnt give any thought to that, Reavis said carelessly. It could happen to anybody. Seems to me they took you for this Lindley Paul, slugged you to save argument and to get plenty of time, perhaps didnt have the stuff with them at all and didnt mean to give it up so cheap. When they found you were not Paul they got sore and took it out on him.

He had a gun, I said. A swell Luger, but two shotguns staring at you dont make you warlike.

About this darktown brother, Reavis said. He reached for a phone on the desk.

Just a voice in the dark. I couldnt be sure.

Yeah, but well find what he was doing about that time. Lou Lid. A name that would linger.

He lifted the phone off its cradle and told the PBX man: Desk at headquarters, Joe…This is Reavis out in West L.A. On that stick-up murder. I want a Negro or half-Negro gunman name of Lou Lid. About twenty-two to twenty-four, a lightish brown, neat-appearing, small, say one hundred thirty, cast in one eye, I forget which. Theres something on him, but not much, and hes been in and out plenty times. The boys at Seventy-seventh will know him. I want to check his movements for this evening. Give the colored squad an hour, then put him on the air.

He cradled the phone and winked at me. We got the best shine dicks west of Chicago. If hes in town, theyll pick him off without even looking. Will we move out there now?

We went downstairs and got into a squad car and went back through Santa Monica to the Palisades.

Hours later, in the cold gray dawn, I got home. I was guzzling aspirin and whisky and bathing the back of my head with very hot water when my phone jangled. It was Reavis.

Well, we got Lou Lid, he said. Pasadena got him and a Mex named Fuente. Picked them up on Arroyo Seco Boulevard — not exactly with shovels, but kind of careful.

Go on, I said, holding the phone tight enough to crack it, give me the punch line.

You guessed it already. They found them under the Colorado Street Bridge. Gagged, trussed fore and aft with old wire. And smashed like ripe oranges. Like it?

I breathed hard. Its just what I needed to make me sleep like a baby, I said.

The hard concrete pavement of Arroyo Seco Boulevard is some seventy-five feet directly below Colorado Street Bridge — sometimes also known as Suicide Bridge.

Well, Reavis said after a pause, it looks like you bit into something rotten. What do you say now?

Just for a quick guess Id say an attempted hijack of the pay-off money by a couple of smart-alecks that got a lead to it somehow, picked their own spot and got smeared with the cash.

That would riced inside help, Reavis said. You mean guys that knew the beads were taken, but didnt have them. I like better that they tried to leave town with the whole take instead of passing it to the boss. Or even that the boss thought he had too many mouths to feed.

He said good night and wished me pleasant dreams. I drank enough whisky to kill the pain in my head, Which was more than was good for me.

I got down to the office late enough to be elegant, but not feeling that way. Two stitches in the back of my scalp had begun to draw and the tape over the shaved place felt as hot as a bartenders bunion.

My office was two rooms hard by the coffee-shop smell of the Mansion House Hotel. The little one was a reception room I always left unlocked for a client to go in and wait, in case I had a client and he wanted to wait.

Carol Pride was in there, sniffing at the faded red davenport, the two odd chairs, the small square of carpet and the boys size library table with the pre-Repeal magazines on it.

She wore brownish speckled tweeds with wide lapels and a mannish shirt and tie, nice shoes, a black hat that might have cost twenty dollars for all I knew, and looked as if you could have made it with one hand out of an old desk blotter.

Well, you do get up, she said. Thats nice to know. I was beginning to think perhaps you did all your work in bed.

Tut, tut, I said. Come into my boudoir.

I unlocked the communicating door, which looked better than just kicking the lock lightly — which had the same effect — and we went into the rest of the suite, which was a rust-red carpet with plenty of ink on it, five green filing cases, three of them full of California climate, an advertising calendar showing the Dionne quintuplets rolling around on a sky-blue floor, a few near walnut chairs, and the usual desk with the usual heel marks on it and the usual squeaky swivel chair behind it. I sat down in that and put my hat on the telephone.

I hadnt really seen her before, even by the lights down at Castellamare. She looked about twenty-six and as if she hadnt slept very well. She had a tired, pretty little face under fluffed out brown hair, a rather narrow forehead with more height than is considered elegant, a small inquisitive nose, an upper lip a shade too long and a mouth more than a shade too wide. Her eyes could be very blue if they tried. She looked quiet, but not mousy-quiet. She looked smart, but not Hollywood-smart.

I read it in the evening paper that comes out in the morning, she said. What there was of it.

And that means the law wont break it as a big story. Theyd have held it for the morning sheets.

Well, anyhow, Ive been doing a little work on it for you, she said.

I stared hard at her, poked a flat box of cigarettes across the desk, and filled my pipe. Youre making a mistake, I said. Im not on this case. I ate my dirt last night and banged myself to sleep with a bottle. This is a police job.

I dont think it is, she said. Not all of it. And anyway you have to earn your fee. Or didnt you get a fee?

Fifty bucks, I said. Ill return it when I know who to return it to. Even my mother wouldnt think I earned it.

I like you, she said. You look like a guy who was almost a heel and then something stopped him — just at the last minute. Do you know who that jade necklace belonged to?

I sat up with a jerk that hurt. What jade necklace? I almost yelled. I hadnt told her anything about a jade necklace. There hadnt been anything in the paper about a jade necklace.

You dont have to be clever. Ive been talking to the man on the case — Lieutenant Reavis. I told him about last night. I get along with policemen. He thought I knew more than I did. So he told me things.

Well — who does it belong to? I asked, after a heavy silence.

A Mrs. Philip Courtney Prendergast, a lady who lives in Beverly Hills — part of the year at least. Her husband has a million or so and a bad liver. Mrs. Prendergast is a black-eyed blonde who goes places while Mr. Prendergast stays home and takes calomel.

Blondes dont like blonds, I said. Lindley Paul was as blond as a Swiss yodeler.

Dont be silly. That comes of reading movie magazines. This blonde liked that blond. I know. The society editor of the Chronicle told me. He weighs two hundred pounds and has a mustache and they call him Giddy Gertie.

He tell you about the necklace?

No. The manager of Blocks Jewelry Company told me about that. I told him I was doing an article on rare jade — for the Police Gazette. Now youve got me doing the wisecracks.

I lit my pipe for the third time and squeaked my chair back and nearly fell over backwards.

Reavis knows all this? I asked, trying to stare at her without seeming to.

He didnt tell me he did. He can find out easily enough. Ive no doubt he will. Hes nobodys fool.

Except yours, I said. Did he tell you about Lou Lid and Fuente the Mex?

No. Who are they?

I told her about them. Why, thats terrible, she said, and smiled.

Your old man wasnt a cop by any chance, was he? I asked suspiciously.

Police Chief of Pomona for almost fifteen years.

I didnt say anything. I remembered that Police Chief John Pride of Pomona had been shot dead by two kid bandits about four years before.

After a while I said: I should have thought of that. All right, what next?

Ill lay you five to one Mrs. Prendergast didnt get her necklace back and that her bilious husband has enough drag to keep that part of the story and their name out of the papers, and that she needs a nice detective to help her get straightened out — without any scandal.

What scandal?

Oh, I dont know. Shes the type that would have a basket of it in her dressing room.

I suppose you had breakfast with her, I said. What time did you get up?

No, I cant see her till two oclock. I got up at six.

My God, I said, and got a bottle out of the deep drawer of my desk. My head hurts me something terrible.

Just one, Carol Pride said sharply. And only because you were beaten up. But I daresay that happens quite often.

I put the drink inside me, corked the bottle but not too tightly, and drew a deep breath.

The girl groped in her brown bag and said: Theres something else. But maybe you ought to handle this part of it yourself.

Its nice to know Im still working here, I said.

She rolled three long Russian cigarettes across the desk. She didnt smile.

Look inside the mouthpieces, she said, and draw your own conclusions. I swiped them out of that Chinese case last night. They all have that something to make you wonder.

And you a cops daughter, I said.

She stood up, wiped a little pipe ash off the edge of my desk with her bag and went towards the door.

Im a woman too. Now Ive got to go see another society editor and find out more about Mrs. Philip Courtney Prendergast and her love life. Fun, isnt it?

The office door and my mouth shut at about the same moment.

I picked up one of the Russian cigarettes. I pinched it between my fingers and peeped into the hollow mouthpiece. There seemed to be something rolled up in there, like a piece of paper or card, something that wouldnt have improved the drawing of the cigarette. I finally managed to dig it out with the nailfile blade of my pocketknife.

It was a card all right, a thin ivory calling card, mans size. Three words were engraved on it, nothing else.

Soukesian the Psychic

I looked into the other mouthpieces, found identical cards in each of them. It didnt mean a thing to me. I had never heard of Soukesian the Psychic. After a while I looked him up in the phone book. There was a man named Soukesian on West Seventh. It sounded Armenian so I looked him up again under Oriental Rugs in the classified section. He was there all right, but that didnt prove anything. You dont have to be a psychic to sell oriental rugs. You only have to be a psychic to buy them. And something told me this Soukesian on the card didnt have anything to do with oriental rugs.

I had a rough idea what his racket would be and what kind of people would be his customers. And the bigger he was the less he would advertise. If you gave him enough time and paid him enough, he would cure anything from a tired husband to a grasshopper plague. He would be an expert in frustrated women, in tricky, tangled, love affairs, in wandering boys who hadnt written home, in whether to sell the property now or hold it another year, in whether this part will hurt my type with my public or improve it. Even men would go to him — guys who bellowed like bulls around their own offices and were all cold mush inside just the same. But most of all, women — women with money, women with jewels, women who could be twisted like silk thread around a lean Asiatic finger.

I refilled my pipe and shook my thoughts around without moving my head too much, and fished for a reason why a man would carry a spare cigarette case, with three cigarettes in it not meant for smoking, and in each of those three cigarettes the name of another man concealed. Who would find that name?

I pushed the bottle to one side and grinned. Anyone would find those cards who went through Lindley Pauls pockets with a fine-tooth comb — carefully and taking time. Who would do that? A cop. And when? If Mr. Lindley Paul died or was badly hurt in mysterious circumstances.

I took my hat off the telephone and called a man named Willy Peters who was in the insurance business, so he said, and did a sideline selling unlisted telephone numbers bribed from maids and chauffeurs. His fee was five bucks. I figured Lindley Paul could afford it out of his fifty.

Willy Peters had what I wanted. It was a Brentwood Heights number.

I called Reavis down at headquarters. He said everything was fine except his sleeping time and for me just to keep my mouth shut and not worry, but I ought really to have told him about the girl. I said that was right but maybe he had a daughter himself and wouldnt be so keen to have a lot of camera hounds jumping out at her. He said he had and the case didnt make me look very good but it could happen to anyone and so long.

I called Violets MGee to ask him to lunch some day when he had just had his teeth cleaned and his mouth was sore. But he was up in Ventura returning a prisoner. Then I called the Brentwood Heights number of Soukesian the Psychic.

After a while a slightly foreign womans voice said:  Allo.

May I speak to Mr. Soukesian?

I am ver-ry sor-ry. Soukesian he weel never speak upon the telephone. I am hees secretar-ry. Weel I take the message?

Yeah. Got a pencil?

But of course I ave the pencil. The message, eef you please? I gave her my name and address and occupation and telephone number first. I made sure she had them spelled right.

Then I said: Its about the murder of a man named Lindley Paul. It happened last night down on the Palisades near Santa Monica. Id like to consult Mr. Soukesian.

He weel be ver-ry pleased. Her voice was as calm as an oyster. But of course I cannot give you the appointment today. Soukesian he ees always ver-ry busy. Peraps tomorrow—

Next week will be fine, I said heartily. Theres never any hurry about a murder investigation. Just tell him Ill give him two hours before I go to the police with what I know.

There was a silence. Maybe a breath caught sharply and maybe it was just wire noise. Then the slow foreign voice said: I weel tell him. I do not understand—

Give it the rush, angel. Ill be waiting in my office.

I hung up, fingered the back of my head, put the three cards away in my wallet and felt as if I could eat some hot food. I went out to get it.


Second Harvest
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THE INDIAN SMELLED. He smelled clear across my little reception room when I heard the outer door open and got up to see who it was. He stood just inside the door looking as if he had been cast in bronze. He was a big man from the waist up and had a big chest.

Apart from that he looked like a bum. He wore a brown suit, too small for him. His hat was at least two sizes too small, and had been perspired in freely by someone it fitted better than it fitted him. He wore it about where a house wears a weathercock. His collar had the snug fit of a horse collar and was about the same shade of dirty brown. A tie dangled from it, outside his buttoned coat, and had apparently been tied with a pair of pliers in a knot the size of a pea. Around his bare throat above the collar he wore what looked like a piece of black ribbon.

He had a big, flat face, a big, high-bridged, fleshy nose that looked as hard as the prow of a cruiser, He had lidless eyes, drooping jowls, the shoulders of a blacksmith. If he had been cleaned up a little and dressed in a white nightgown, he would have looked like a very wicked Roman senator.

His smell was the earthy smell of the primitive man; dirty, but not the dirt of cities. Huh, he said. Come quick. Come now.

I jerked my thumb at the inner office and went back into it. He followed me ponderously and made as much noise walking as a fly makes. I sat down behind my desk, pointed at the chair opposite, but he didnt sit down. His small black eyes were hostile.

Come where? I wanted to know.

Huh. Me Second Harvest. Me Hollywood Indian.

Take a chair, Mr. Harvest.

He snorted and his nostrils got very wide. They had been wide enough for mouseholes in the first place.

Name Second Harvest, No Mr. Harvest. Nuts.

What do you want?

He say come quick. Big white father say come now. He say—

Dont give me any more of that pig Latin, I said. Im no schoolmarm at the snake dances.

Nuts, he said.

He removed his hat with slow disgust and turned it upside down. He rolled a finger around under the sweatband. That turned the sweatband up into view. He removed a paper clip from the edge of the leather and moved near enough to throw a dirty fold of tissue paper on the desk. He pointed at it angrily. His lank, greasy black hair had a shelf all around it, high up, from the too-tight hat.

I unfolded the bit of tissue paper and found a card which read: Soukesian the Psychic. It was in thin script, nicely engraved. I had three just like it in my wallet.

I played with my empty pipe, stared at the Indian, tried to ride him with my stare. Okay. What does he want?

He want you come now. Quick.

Nuts, I said. The Indian liked that. That was the fraternity grip. He almost grinned. It will cost him a hundred bucks as a retainer, I added.

Huh?

Hundred dollars. Iron men. Bucks to the number one hundred. Me no money, me no come. Savvy? I began to count by opening and closing both fists.

The Indian tossed another fold of tissue paper on the desk. I unfolded it. It contained a brand-new hundred-dollar bill.

Psychic is right, I said. A guy that smart Im scared of, but Ill go nevertheless.

The Indian put his hat back on his head without bothering to fold the sweatband under. It looked only very slightly more comical that way.

I took a gun from under my arm, not the one I had had the night before unfortunately — I hate to lose a gun — dropped the magazine into the heel of my hand, rammed it home again, fiddled with the safety and put the gun back in its holster.

This meant no more to the Indian than if I had scratched my neck.

I gottum car, he said. Big car. Nuts.

Too bad, I said. I dont like big cars any more. However, lets go.

I locked up and we went out. In the elevator the Indian smelled very strong indeed. Even the elevator operator noticed it.

The car was a tan Lincoln touring, not new but in good shape, with glass gypsy curtains in the back. It dipped down past a shining green polo field, zoomed up the far side, and the dark, foreign-looking driver swung it into a narrow paved ribbon of white concrete that climbed almost as steeply as Lindley Pauls steps, but not as straight. This was well out of town, beyond Westwood, in Brentwood Heights.

We climbed past two orange groves, rich mans pets, as that is not orange country, past houses molded flat to the side of the foothills, like bas-reliefs.

Then there were no more houses, just the burnt foothills and the cement ribbon and a sheer drop on the left into the coolness of a nameless canyon, and on the right heat bouncing off the seared clay bank at whose edge a few unbeatable wild flowers clawed and hung on like naughty children who wont go to bed.

And in front of me two backs, a slim, whipcord back with a brown neck, black hair, a vizored cap on the black hair, and a wide, untidy back in an old brown suit with the Indians thick neck and heavy head above that, and on his head the ancient greasy hat with the sweatband still showing.

Then the ribbon of road twisted into a hairpin, the big tires skidded on loose stones, and the tan Lincoln tore through an open gate and up a steep drive lined with pink geraniums growing wild. At the top of the drive there was an eyrie, an eagles nest, a hilltop house of white plaster and glass and chromium, as modernistic as a fluoroscope and as remote as a lighthouse.

The car reached the top of the driveway, turned, stopped before a blank white wall in which there was a black door. The Indian got out, glared at me. I got out, nudging the gun against my side with the inside of my left arm.

The black door in the white wall opened slowly, untouched from outside, and showed a narrow passage ending far back. A bulb glowed in the ceiling.

The Indian said: Huh. Go in, big shot.

After you, Mr. Harvest.

He went in scowling and I followed him and the black door closed noiselessly of itself behind us. A bit of mumbo-jumbo for the customers, At the end of the narrow passage there was an elevator, I had to get into it with the Indian. We went up slowly, with a gentle purring sound, the faint hum of a small motor. The elevator stopped, its door opened without a whisper and there was daylight.

I got out of the elevator. It dropped down again behind me with the Indian still in it. I was in a turret room that was almost all windows, some of them close-draped against the afternoon glare. The rugs on the floor had the soft colors of old Persians, and there was a desk made of carved panels that probably came out of a church. And behind the desk there was a woman smiling at me, a dry, tight, withered smile that would turn to powder if you touched it.

She had sleek, black, coiled hair, a dark Asiatic face. There were pearls in her ears and rings on her fingers, large, rather cheap rings, including a moonstone and a square-cut emerald that looked as phony as a ten-cent-store slave bracelet. Her hands were little and dark and not young and not fit for rings.

Ah, Meester Dalmas, so ver-ry good of you to come. Soukesian he weel be so pleased.

Thanks, I said. I took the new hundred-dollar bill out of my wallet and laid it on her desk, in front of her dark, glittering hands. She didnt touch it or look at it. My party, I said. But thanks for the thought.

She got up slowly, without moving the smile, swished around the desk in a tight dress that fitted her like a mermaids skin, and showed that she had a good figure, if you liked them four sizes bigger below the waist than above it.

I weel conduct you, she said.

She moved before me to a narrow panelled wall, all there was of the room besides the windows and the tiny elevator shaft. She opened a narrow door beyond which there was a silky glow that didnt seem to be daylight. Her smile was older than Egypt now. I nudged my gun holster again and went in.

The door shut silently behind me. The room was octagonal, draped in black velvet, windowless, with a remote black ceiling. In the middle of the black rug there stood a white octagonal table, and on either side of that a stool that was a smaller edition of the table. Over against the black drapes there was one more such stool. There was a large milky ball on a black stand on the white table. The light came from this. There was nothing else in the room.

I stood there for perhaps fifteen seconds, with that obscure feeling of being watched. Then the velvet drapes parted and a man came into the room and walked straight over to the other side of the table and sat down. Only then did he look at me.

He said: Be seated opposite me, please. Do not smoke and do not move around or fidget, if you can avoid it. How may I serve you?


Soukesian The Psychic
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HE WAS A tall man, straight as steel, with the blackest eyes I had ever seen and the palest and finest blond hair I had ever seen. He might have been thirty or sixty. He didnt look any more like an Armenian than I did. His hair was brushed straight back from as good a profile as John Barrymore had at twenty-eight. A matinee idol, and I expected something furtive and dark and greasy that rubbed its hands.

He wore a black double-breasted business suit cut like nobodys business, a white shirt, a black tie. He was as neat as a gift book.

I gulped and said: I dont want a reading. I know all about this stuff.

Yes? he said delicately. And what do you know about it?

Let it pass, I said. I can figure the secretary because shes a sweet buildup for the shock people get when they see you. The Indian stumps me a bit, but its none of my business anyhow. Im not a bunko squad cop. What I came about is a murder.

The Indian happens to be a natural medium, Soukesian said mildly. They are much rarer than diamonds and, like diamonds, they are sometimes found in dirty places. That might not interest you either. As to the murder you may inform me. I never read the papers.

Come, come, I said. Not even to see whos pulling the big checks at the front office? Oke, here it is.

And I laid it in front of him, the whole damn story, and about his cards and where they had been found.

He didnt move a muscle. I dont mean that he didnt scream or wave his arms or stamp on the floor or bite his nails. I mean he simply didnt move at all, not even an eyelid, not even an eye. He just sat there and looked at me, like a stone lion outside the Public Library.

When I was all done he put his finger right down on the spot. You kept those cards from the police? Why?

You tell me. I just did.

Obviously the hundred dollars I sent you was not nearly enough.

Thats an idea too, I said. But I hadnt really got around to playing with it.

He moved enough to fold his arms. His black eyes were as shallow as a cafeteria tray or as deep as a hole to China — whichever you like. They didnt say anything, either way.

He said: You wouldnt believe me if I said I only knew this man in the most casual manner — professionally?

Id take it under advisement, I said.

I take it you havent much faith in me. Perhaps Mr. Paul had. Was anything on those cards besides my name?

Yeah, I said. And you wouldnt like it. This was kindergarten stuff, the kind the cops pull on radio crime dramatizations. He let it go without even looking at it.

Im in a sensitive profession, he said. Even in this paradise of fakers. Let me see one of those cards.

I was kidding you, I said. Theres nothing on them but your name. I got my wallet out and withdrew one card and laid it in front of him. I put the wallet away. He turned the card over with a fingernail.

You know what I figure? I said heartily. I figure Lindley Paul thought you would be able to find out who did him in, even if the police couldnt. Which means he was afraid of somebody.

Soukesian unfolded his arms and folded them the other way. With him that was probably equivalent to climbing up the light fixture and biting off a bulb.

You dont think anything of the sort, he said. How much — quickly — for the three cards and a signed statement that you searched the body before you notified the police?

Not bad, I said, for a guy whose brother is a rug peddler.

He smiled, very gently. There was something almost nice about his smile. There are honest rug dealers, he said. But Arizmian Soukesian is not my brother. Ours is a common name in Armenia.

I nodded.

You think Im just another faker, of course, he added.

Go ahead and prove youre not.

Perhaps it is not money you want after all, he said carefully.

Perhaps it isnt.

I didnt see him move his foot, but he must have touched a floor button. The black velvet drapes parted .and the Indian came into the room. He didnt look dirty or funny any more.

He was dressed in loose white trousers and a white tunic embroidered in black. There was a black sash around his waist and a black fillet around his forehead. His black eyes were sleepy. He shuffled over to the stool beside the drapes and sat down and folded his arms and leaned his head on his chest. He looked bulkier than ever, as if these clothes were over his other clothes.

Soukesian held his hands above the milky globe that was between us on the white table. The light on the remote black ceiling was broken and began to weave into odd shapes and patterns, very faint because the ceiling was black. The Indian kept his head low and his chin on his chest but his eyes turned up slowly and stared at the weaving hands.

The hands moved in a swift, graceful, intricate pattern that meant anything or nothing, that was like Junior Leaguers doing Greek dances, or coils of Christmas ribbon tossed on the floor — whatever you liked.

The Indians solid jaw rested on his solid chest and slowly, like a toads eyes, his eyes shut.

I could have hypnotized him without all that, Soukesian said softly. Its merely part of the show.

Yeah. I watched his lean, firm throat.

Now, something Lindley Paul touched, he said. This card will do.

He stood up noiselessly and went across to the Indian and pushed the card inside the fillet against the Indians forehead, left it there. He sat down again.

He began to mutter softly in a guttural language I didnt know. I watched his throat.

The Indian began to speak. He spoke very slowly and heavily, between motionless lips, as though the words were heavy stones he had to drag up hill in a blazing hot sun.

Lindley Paul bad man. Make love to squaw of chief. Chief very angry. Chief have necklace stolen, Lindley Paul have to get um back. Bad man kill. Grrr.

The Indians head jerked as Soukesian clapped his hands. The little lidless black eyes snapped open again. Soukesian looked at me with no expression at all on his handsome face.

Neat, I said. And not a darn bit gaudy. I jerked a thumb at the Indian. Hes a bit heavy to sit on your knee, isnt he? I havent seen a good ventriloquist act since the chorus girls quit wearing tights.

Soukesian smiled very faintly.

I watched your throat muscles, I said. No matter. I guess I get the idea. Paul had been cutting corners with somebodys wife. The somebody was jealous enough to have him put away. It has points, as a theory. Because this jade necklace she was wearing wouldnt be worn often and somebody had to know she was wearing it that particular night when the stick-up was pulled off. A husband would know that.

It is quite possible, Soukesian said. And since you were not killed perhaps it was not the intent to kill Lindley Paul. Merely to beat him up.

Yeah, I said. And heres another idea. I ought to have had it before. If Lindley Paul really did fear somebody and wanted to leave a message, then there might still be something written on those cards — in invisible ink.

That got to him. His smile hung on but it had a little more wrinkle at the corners than at first. The time was short for me to judge that.

The light inside the milky globe suddenly went out. Instantly the room was pitch dark. You couldnt see your own hand. I kicked my stool back and jerked my gun free and started to back away.

A rush of air brought a strong earthy smell with it. It was uncanny. Without the slightest error of timing or space, even in that complete blackness, the Indian hit me from behind and pinned my arms. He started to lift me. I could have jerked a hand up and fanned the room in front of me with blind shots. I didnt try. There wasnt any point in it.

The Indian lifted me with his two hands holding my arms against my sides as though a steam crane was lifting me. He set me down again, hard, and he had my wrists. He had them behind me, twisting them. A knee like the corner of a foundation stone went into my back. I tried to yell. Breath panted in my throat and couldnt get out.

The Indian threw me sideways, wrapped my legs with his legs as we fell, and had me in a barrel. I hit the floor hard, with part of his weight on me.

I still had the gun. The Indian didnt know I had it. At least he didnt act as if he knew. It was jammed down between us. I started to turn it.

The light flicked on again.

Soukesian was standing beyond the white table, leaning on it. He looked older. There was something on his face I didnt like. He looked like a man who had something to do he didnt relish, but was going to do it all the same.

So, he said softly. Invisible writing.

Then the curtains swished apart and the thin dark woman rushed into the room with a reeking white cloth in her hands and slapped it around my face, leaning down to glare at me with hot black eyes.

The Indian grunted a little behind me, straining at my arms.

I had to breathe the chloroform. There was too much weight dragging my throat tight. The thick, sweetish reek of it ate into me.

I went away from there.

Just before I went somebody fired a gun twice. The sound didnt seem to have anything to do with me.

I was lying out in the open again, just like the night before. This time it was daylight and the sun was burning a hole in my right leg. I could see the hot blue sky, the lines of a ridge, scrub oak, yuccas in bloom spouting from the side of a hill, more hot blue sky.

I sat up. Then my left leg began to tingle with tiny needle points. I rubbed it. I rubbed the pit of my stomach. The chloroform stank in my nose. I was as hollow and rank as an old oil drum.

I got up on my feet, but didnt stay there. The vomiting was worse than last night. More shakes to it, more chills, and my stomach hurt worse. I got back up on my feet.

The breeze off the ocean lifted up the slope and put a little frail life into me. I staggered around dopily and looked at some tire marks on red clay, then at a big galvanized-iron cross, once white but with the paint flaked off badly. It was studded with empty sockets for light bulbs, and its base was of cracked concrete with an open door, inside which a verdigris-coated copper switch showed.

Beyond this concrete base I saw the feet.

They stuck out casually from under a bush. They were in hard-toed shoes, the kind college boys used to wear about the year before the war. I hadnt seen shoes like that for years, except once.

I went over there and parted the bushes and looked down at the Indian.

His broad, blunt hands lay at his sides, large and empty and limp. There were bits of clay and dead leaf and wild oysterplant seeds in his greasy black hair. A tracery of sunlight skimmed along his brown cheek. On his stomach the flies had found a sodden patch of blood. His eyes were like other eyes I had seen — too many of them — half open, clear, but the play behind them was over.

He had his comic street clothes on again and his greasy hat lay near him, with the sweatband still wrong side out. He wasnt funny any more, or tough, or nasty. He was just a poor simple dead guy who had never known what it was all about.

I had killed him, of course. Those were my shots I had heard, from my gun.

I didnt find the gun. I went through my clothes. The other two Soukesian cards were missing. Nothing else. I followed the tire tracks to a deeply rutted road and followed that down the hill. Cars glittered by far below as the sunlight caught their windshields or the curve of a headlight. There was a service station and a few houses down there too. Farther off still the blue of water, piers, the long curve of the shore line towards Point Firmin. It was a little hazy. I couldnt see Catalina Island.

The people I was dealing with seemed to like operating in that part of the country.

It took me half an hour to reach the service station. I phoned for a taxi and it had to come from Santa Monica. I drove all the way home to my place in the Berglund, three blocks above the office, changed clothes, put my last gun in the holster and sat down to the phone.

Soukesian wasnt home. Nobody answered that number. Carol Pride didnt answer her number. I didnt expect her to. She was probably having tea with Mrs. Philip Courtney Prendergast. But police headquarters answered their number, and Reavis was still on the job. He didnt sound pleased to hear from me.

Anything new on the Lindley Paul killing? I asked him.

I thought I told you to forget it. I meant to. His voice was nasty.

You told me all right, but it keeps worrying at me. I like a clean job. I think her husband had it done.

He was silent for a moment. Then, Whose husband, smart boy?

The husband of the frail that lost the jade beads, naturally.

And of course youve had to poke your face into who she is.

It sort of drifted to me, I said. I just had to reach out. He was silent again. This time so long that I could hear the loudspeaker on his wall put out a police bulletin on a stolen car.

Then he said very smoothly and distinctly: Id like to sell you an idea, shamus. Maybe I can. Theres a lot of peace of mind in it. The Police Board gave you a licence once and the sheriff gave you a special badge. Any acting captain with a peeve can get both of them taken away from you overnight. Maybe even just a lieutenant — like me. Now what did you have when you got that licence and that badge? Dont answer, Im telling you. You had the social standing of a cockroach. You were a snooper for hire. All in the world you had to do then was to spend your last hundred bucks on a down payment on some rent and office furniture and sit on your tail until somebody brought a lion in — so you could put your head in the lions mouth to see if he would bite. If he bit your ear off, you got sued for mayhem. Are you beginning to get it?

Its a good line, I said,. I used it years ago. So you dont want to break the case?

If I could trust you, Id tell you we want to break up a very smart jewel gang. But I cant trust you. Where are you — in a poolroom?

Im in bed, I said. Ive got a telephone jag.

Well, you just fill yourself a nice hot-water bottle and put it on your face and go to sleep like a good little boy, will you please?

Naw. Id rather go out and shoot an Indian, just for practice.

Well, just one Indian, Junior.

Dont forget that bite, I yelled, and hung the phone in his face.


Lady in Liquor
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I HAD A drink on the way down to the boulevard, black coffee laced with brandy, in a place where they knew me, It made my stomach feel like new, but I still had the same shopworn head. And I could still smell chloroform in my whiskers.

I went up to the office and into the little reception room. There were two of them this time, Carol Pride and a blonde. A blonde with black eyes. A blonde to make a bishop kick a hole in a stained-glass window.

Carol Pride stood up and scowled at me and said: This is Mrs. Philip Courtney Prendergast. She has been waiting quite some time. And shes not used to being kept waiting. She wants to employ you.

The blonde smiled at me and put a gloved hand out, I touched the hand. She was perhaps thirty-five and she had that wide-eyed, dreamy expression, as far as black eyes can have it. Whatever you need, whatever you are — she had it. I didnt pay much attention to her clothes. They were black and white. They were what the guy had put on her and he would know or she wouldnt have gone to him.

I unlocked the door of my private thinking-parlor and ushered them in.

There was a half-empty quart of hooch standing on the corner of my desk.

Excuse me for keeping you waiting, Mrs. Prendergast, I said. I had to go out on a little business.

I dont see why you had to go out, Carol Pride said icily. There seems to be all you can use right in front of you.

I placed chairs for them and sat down and reached for the bottle and the phone rang at my left elbow.

A strange voice took its time saying: Dalmas? Okay. We have the gat. I guess youll want it back, wont you?

Both of them. Im a poor man.

We only got one, the voice said smoothly. The one the johns would like to have. Ill be calling you later. Think things over.

Thanks. I hung up and put the bottle down on the floor and smiled at Mrs. Prendergast.

Ill do the talking, Carol Pride said. Mrs. Prendergast has a slight cold. She has to save her voice.

She gave the blonde one of those sidelong looks that women think men dont understand, the kind that feel like a dentists drill.

Well— Mrs. Prendergast said, and moved a little so that she could see along the end of the desk, where I had put the whisky bottle down on the carpet.

Mrs. Prendergast has taken me into her confidence, Carol Pride said. I dont know why, unless it is that I have shown her where a lot of unpleasant notoriety can be avoided.

I frowned at her. There isnt going to be any of that. I talked to Reavis a while ago. He has a hush on it that would make a dynamite explosion sound like a pawnbroker looking at a dollar watch.

Very funny, Carol Pride said, for people who dabble in that sort of wit. But it just happens Mrs. Prendergast would like to get her jade necklace back — without Mr. Prendergast knowing it was stolen. It seems he doesnt know yet.

Thats different, I said. (The hell he didnt know!)

Mrs. Prendergast gave me a smile I could feel in my hip pocket. I just love straight rye, she cooed. Could we — just a little one?

I got out a couple of pony glasses and put the bottle up on the desk again. Carol Pride leaned back and lit a cigarette contemptuously and looked at the ceiling. She wasnt so hard to look at herself. You could look at her longer without getting dizzy. But Mrs. Prendergast had it all over her for a quick smash.

I poured a couple of drinks for the ladies. Carol Pride didnt touch hers at all.

In case you dont know, she said distantly, Beverly Hills, where Mrs. Prendergast lives, is peculiar in some ways. They have two-way radio cars and only a small territory to cover and they cover it like a blanket, because theres plenty of money for police protection in Beverly Hills. In the better homes they even have direct communication with headquarters, over wires that cant be cut.

Mrs. Prendergast put her drink to sleep with one punch and looked at the bottle. I milked it again.

Thats nothing, she glowed. We even have photo-cell connections on our safes and fur closets. We can fix the house so that even the servants cant go near certain places without police knocking at the door in about thirty seconds. Marvelous, isnt it?

Yes, marvelous, Carol Pride said. But thats only in Beverly Hills. Once outside — and you cant spend your entire life in Beverly Hills — that is, unless youre an ant — your jewels are not so safe. So Mrs. Prendergast had a duplicate of her jade necklace — in soapstone.

I sat up straighter. Lindley Paul had let something drop about it taking a lifetime to duplicate the workmanship on Fei Tsui beads — even if material were available.

Mrs. Prendergast fiddled with her second drink, but not for long. Her smile got warmer and warmer.

So when she went to a party outside Beverly Hills, Mrs. Prendergast was supposed to wear the imitation. That is, when she wanted to wear jade at all. Mr. Prendergast was very particular about that.

And he has a lousy temper, Mrs. Prendergast said.

I put some more rye under her hand. Carol Pride watched me do it and almost snarled at me: But on the night of the holdup she made a mistake and was wearing the real one.

I leered at her.

I know what youre thinking, she snapped. Who knew she had made that mistake? It happened that Mr. Paul knew it, soon after they left the house. He was her escort.

He — er — touched the necklace a little, Mrs. Prendergast sighed. He could tell real jade by the feel of it. Ive heard some people can. He knew a lot about jewels.

I leaned back again in my squeaky chair, Hell, I said disgustedly, I ought to have suspected that guy long ago. The gang had to have a society finger. How else could they tell when the good things were out of the icebox? He must have pulled a cross on them and they used this chance to put him away.

Rather wasteful of such a talent, dont you think? Carol Pride said sweetly. She pushed her little glass along the desk top with one finger. I dont really care for this, Mrs. Prendergast — if youd like another—

Moths in your ermine, Mrs. Prendergast said, and threw it down the hatch.

Where and how was the stick-up? I rapped.

Well, that seems a little funny too, Carol Pride said, beating Mrs. Prendergast by half a word. After the party, which was in Brentwood Heights, Mr. Paul wanted to drop in at the Trocadero. They were in his car. At that time they were widening Sunset Boulevard all through the County Strip, if you remember. After they had killed a little time at the Troc—

And a few snifters, Mrs. Prendergast giggled, reaching for the bottle. She refilled one of her glasses. That is, some of the whisky went into the glass.

 — Mr. Paul drove her home by way of Santa Monica Boulevard.

That was the natural way to go, I said. Almost the only way to go unless you wanted a lot of dust.

Yes, but it also took them past a certain down-at-the-heels hotel called the Tremaine and a beer parlor across the street from it. Mrs. Prendergast noticed a car pull away from in front of the beer parlor and follow them. Shes pretty sure it was that same car that crowded them to the curb a little later — and the holdup men knew just what they wanted. Mrs. Prendergast remembers all this very well.

Well, naturally, Mrs. Prendergast said. You dont mean I was drunk, I hope. This baby carries her hooch. You dont lose a string of beads like that every night.

She put her fifth drink down her throat.

I wouldnt know a darn thing about wha — what those men looked like, she told me a little thickly. Lin — thas Mr. Paul — I called him Lin, yknow, felt kinda bad about it. Thats why he stuck his neck out.

It was your money — the ten thousand for the pay-off? I asked her.

It wasnt the butlers, honey. And I want those beads back before Court gets wise. How about lookin over that beer parlor?

She grabbled around in her black and white bag and pushed some bills across the desk in a lump. I straightened them out and counted them. They added to four hundred and sixty-seven dollars. Nice money. I let them lie.

Mr. Prendergast, Carol Pride ploughed on sweetly, whom Mrs. Prendergast calls Court, thinks the imitation necklace was taken. He cant tell one from the other, it seems. He doesnt know anything about last night except that Lindley Paul was killed by some bandits.

The hell he doesnt. I said it out loud this time, and sourly. I pushed the money back across the desk. I believe you think youre being blackmailed, Mrs. Prendergast. Youre wrong. I think the reason this story hasnt broken in the press the way it happened is because pressure has been brought on the police. Theyd be willing anyhow, because what they want is the jewel gang. The punks that killed Paul are dead already.

Mrs. Prendergast stared at me with a hard, bright, alcoholic stare. I hadnt the slightest idea of bein blackmailed, she said. She was having trouble with her ss now. I want my beads and I want them quick. Its not a question of money. Not tall. Gimme a drink.

Its in front of you, I said. She could drink herself under the desk for all I cared.

Carol Pride said: Dont you think you ought to go out to that beer parlor and see what you can pick up?

A piece of chewed pretzel, I said. Nuts to that idea.

The blonde was waving the bottle over her two glasses. She got herself a drink poured finally, drank it, and pushed the handful of currency around on the desk with a free and easy gesture, like a kid playing with sand.

I took it away from her, put it together again and went around the desk to put it back into her bag.

If I do anything, Ill let you know, I told her. I dont need a retainer from you, Mrs. Prendergast.

She liked that. She almost took another drink, thought better of it with what she still had to think with, got to her feet and started for the door.

I got to her in time to keep her from opening it with her nose. I held her arm and opened the door for her and there was a uniformed chauffeur leaning against the wall outside.

Oke, he said listlessly, snapped a cigarette into the distance and took hold of her. Lets go, baby. I ought to paddle your behind. Damned if I oughtnt.

She giggled and held on to him and they went down the corridor and turned a corner out of sight. I went back into the office and sat down behind my desk and looked at Carol Pride. She was mopping the desk with a dustcloth she had found somewhere.

You and your office bottle, she said bitterly. Her eyes hated me.

To hell with her, I said angrily. I wouldnt trust her with my old socks. I hope she gets raped on the way home. To hell with her beer-parlor angle too.

Her morals are neither here nor there, Mr. John Dalmas. She has pots of money and shes not tight with it. Ive seen her husband and hes nothing but a beanstalk with a checkbook that never runs dry. If any fixing has been done, she has done it herself. She told me shes suspected for some time that Paul was a Raffles. She didnt care as long as he let her alone.

This Prendergast is a prune, huh? He would be, of course.

Tall, thin, yellow. Looks as if his first drink of milk soured on his stomach and he could still taste it.

Paul didnt steal her necklace.

No?

No. And she didnt have any duplicate of it.

Her eyes got narrower and darker. I suppose Soukesian the Psychic told you all this.

Whos he?

She leaned forward a moment and then leaned back and pulled her bag tight against her side.

I see, she said slowly. You dont like my work. Excuse me for butting in. I thought I was helping you a little.

I told you it was none of my business. Go on home and write yourself a feature article. I dont need any help.

I thought we were friends, she said. I thought you liked me. She stared at me for a minute with bleak, tired eyes.

Ive got a living to make. I dont make it bucking the police department.

She stood up and looked at me a moment longer without speaking. Then she went to the door and went out. I heard her steps die along the mosaic floor of the corridor.

I sat there for ten or fifteen minutes almost without moving. I tried to guess why Soukesian hadnt killed me. None of it made any sense. I went down to the parking lot and got into my car.


I Cross The Bar
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THE HOTEL TREMAINE was far out of Santa Monica, near the junk yards. An interurban right-of-way split the street in half, and just as I got to the block that would have the number I had looked up, a two-car train came racketing by at forty-five miles an hour, making almost as much noise as a transport plane taking off. I speeded up beside it and passed the block, pulled into the cement space in front of a market that had gone out of business. I got out and looked back from the corner of the wall.

I could see the Hotel Tremaines sign over a narrow door between two store fronts, both empty — an old two-story walkup. Its woodwork would smell of kerosene, its shades would be cracked, its curtains would be a sleazy cotton lace and its bedsprings would stick into your back. I knew all about places like the Hotel Tremaine, I had slept in them, staked out in them, fought with bitter, scrawny landladies in them, got shot at in them, and might yet get carried out of one of them to the morgue wagon. They are flops where you find the cheap ones, the sniffers and pin-jabbers, the gowed-up runts who shoot you before you can say hello.

The beer parlor was on my side of the street. I went back to the Chrysler and got inside it while I moved my gun to my waistband, then I went along the pavement.

There was a red neon sign — BEER — over it. A wide pulled down shade masked the front window, contrary to the law. The place was just a made-over store, half-frontage. I opened the door and went in.

The barman was playing the pin game on the houses money and a man sat on a stool with a brown hat on the back of his head reading a letter. Prices were scrawled in white on the mirror back of the bar.

The bar was just a plain, heavy wooden counter, and at each end of it hung an old frontier .44 in a flimsy cheap holster no gunfighter would ever have worn. There were printed cards on the walls, about not asking for credit and what to take for a hangover and a liquor breath, and there were some nice legs in photographs.

The place didnt look as if it even paid expenses.

The barkeep left the pin game and went behind the bar. He was fiftyish, sour. The bottoms of his trousers were frayed and he moved as if he had corns. The man on the stool kept right on chuckling over his letter, which was written in green ink on pink paper.

The barkeep put both his blotched hands on the bar and looked at me with the expression of a dead-pan comedian, and I said: Beer.

He drew it slowly, raking the glass with an old dinner knife.

I sipped my beer and held my glass with my left hand. After a while I said: Seen Lou Lid lately? This seemed to be in order. There had been nothing in any paper I had seen about Lou Lid and Fuente the Mex.

The barkeep looked at me blankly. The skin over his eyes was grained like lizard skin. Finally he spoke in a husky whisper. Dont know him.

There was a thick white scar on his throat. A knife had gone in there once which accounted for the husky whisper.

The man who was reading the letter guffawed suddenly and slapped his thigh. I gotta tell this to Moose, he roared. This is right from the bottom of the bucket.

He got down off his stool and ambled over to a door in the rear wall and went through it. He was a husky dark man who looked like anybody. The door shut behind him.

The barkeep said in his husky whisper: Lou Lid, huh? Funny moniker. Lots a guys come in here. I dunno their names. Copper?

Private, I said. Dont let it bother you. Im just drinking beer. This Lou Lid was a shine. Light brown. Young.

Well, maybe I seen him sometime. I dont recall.

Whos Moose?

Him? Thats the boss. Moose Magoon.

He dipped a thick towel down in a bucket and folded it and wrung it out and pushed it along the bar holding it by the ends. That made a club about two inches thick and eighteen inches long. You can knock a man into the next county with a club like that if you know how.

The man with the pink letter came back through the rear door, still chuckling, shoved the letter into his side pocket and strolled to the pin game. That put him behind me. I began to get a little worried.

I finished my beer quickly and stood down off the stool. The barkeep hadnt rung up my dime yet. He held his twisted towel and moved it back and forth slowly.

Nice beer, I said. Thanks all the same.

Come again, he whispered, and knocked my glass over.

That took my eyes for a second. When I looked up again the door at the back was open and a big man stood in it with a big gun in his hand.

He didnt say anything. He just stood there. The gun looked at me. It looked like a tunnel. The man was very broad, very swarthy. He had a build like a wrestler. He looked plenty tough. He didnt look as if his real name was Magoon.

Nobody said anything. The barkeep and the man with the big gun just stared at me fixedly. Then I heard a train coming on the interurban tracks. Coming fast and coming noisy. That would be the time. The shade was down all across the front window and nobody could see into the place. The train would make a lot of noise as it went by. A couple of shots would be lost in it.

The noise of the approaching train got louder. I had to move before it got quite loud enough.

I went head first over the bar in a rolling dive.

Something banged faintly against the roar of the train and something rattled overhead, seemingly on the wall. I never knew what it was. The train went on by in a booming crescendo.

I hit the barkeeps legs and the dirty floor about the same moment. He sat down on my neck.

That put my nose in a puddle of stale beer and one of my ears into some very hard concrete floor. My head began to howl with pain. I was low down along a sort of duckboard behind the bar and half turned on my left side. I jerked the gun loose from my waistband. For a wonder it hadnt slipped and jammed itself down my trouser leg.

The barkeep made a kind of annoyed sound and something hot stung me and I didnt hear any more shots just at the moment. I didnt shoot the barkeep. I rammed the gun muzzle into a part of him where some people are sensitive. He was one of them.

He went up off me like a foul fly. If he didnt yell it was not for want of trying. I rolled a little more and put the gun in the seat of his pants. Hold it! I snarled at him. I dont want to get vulgar with you.

Two more shots roared. The train was off in the distance, but somebody didnt care. These cut through wood. The bar was old and solid but not solid enough to stop .45 slugs. The barkeep sighed above me. Something hot and wet fell on my face. Youve shot me, boys, he whispered, and started to fall down on top of me.

I wriggled away just in time, got to the end of the bar nearest the front of the beer parlor and looked around it. A face with a brown hat over it was about nine inches from my own face, on the same level.

We looked at each other for a fraction of a second that seemed long enough for a tree to grow to maturity in, but was actually so short a time that the barkeep was still foundering in the air behind me.

This was my last gun. Nobody was going to get it. I got it up before the man I was facing had even reacted to the situation. He didnt do anything. He just slid off to one side and as he slid a thick gulp of red came out of his mouth.

I heard this shot. It was so loud it was like the end of the world, so loud that I almost didnt hear the door slam towards the back. I crawled farther around the end of the bar, knocked somebodys gun along the floor peevishly, stuck my hat around the corner of the wood. Nobody shot at it. I stuck one eye and part of my face out.

The door at the back was shut and the space in front of it was empty. I got up on my knees and listened. Another door slammed, and a car motor roared.

I went crazy. I tore across the room, threw the door open and plunged through it. It was a phony. They had slammed the door and started the car just for a come-on, I saw that the flailing arm held a bottle.

For the third time in twenty-four hours I took the count.

I came out of this one yelling, with the harsh bite of ammonia in my nose. I swung at a face. But I didnt have anything to swing with. My arms were a couple of four-ton anchors. I threshed around and groaned.

The face in front of me materialized into the bored yet attentive pan of a man with a white coat, a fast-wagon medico.

Like it? he grinned. Some people used to drink it — with a wine-tonic chaser.

He pulled at me and something nipped at my shoulder and a needle stung me. -

Light shot, he said. That head of yours is pretty bad. You wont go out.

His face went away. I prowled my eyes. Beyond there was a vagueness. Then I saw a girls face, hushed, sharp, attentive. Carol Pride.

Yeah, I said. You followed me. You would.

She smiled and moved. Then her fingers were stroking my cheek and I couldnt see her.

The prowl-car boys just made it, she said. The crooks had you all wrapped up in a carpet — for shipment in a truck out back.

I couldnt see very well. A big red-faced man in blue slid in front of me. He had a gun in his hand with the gate open. Somebody groaned somewhere in the background.

She said: They had two others wrapped up. But they were dead. Ugh!

Go on home, I grumbled woozily. Go write yourself a feature story.

You used that one before, sap. She went on stroking my cheek. I thought you made them up as you went along. Drowsy?

Thats all taken care of, a voice said sharply. Get this shot guy down to where you can work on him. I want him to live.

Reavis came towards me as out of a mist. His face formed itself slowly, gray, attentive, rather stern. It lowered, as if he sat down in front of me, close to me.

So you had to play it smart, he said in a sharp, edgy voice. All right, talk. The hell with how your head feels. You asked for it and you got it.

Gimme a drink.

Vague motion, a flicker of bright light, the lip of a flask touched my mouth. Hot strength ran down my throat. Some of it ran cold on my chin and I moved my head away from the flask.

Thanks. Get Magoon — the biggest one?

Hes full of lead, but still turning over. On his way down town now.

Get the Indian?

Huh? he gulped.

In some bushes under Peace Cross down on the Palisades. I shot him. I didnt mean to.

Holy — —

Reavis went away again and the fingers moved slowly and rhythmically on my cheek.

Reavis came back and sat down again. Whos the Indian? he snapped.

Soukesians strong-arm man. Soukesian the Psychic. He—

We know about him, Reavis interrupted bitterly. Youve been out a whole hour, shamus. The lady told us about those cards. She says its her fault but I dont believe it. Screwy anyhow. But a couple of the boys have gone out there.

I was there, I said. At his house. He knows something. I dont know what. He was afraid of me — yet he didnt knock me off. Funny.

Amateur, Reavis said dryly. He left that for Moose Magoon. Moose Magoon was tough — up till lately. A record from here to Pittsburgh…Here. But take it easy. This is ante mortem confession liquor. Too damn good for you.

The flask touched my lips again.

Listen, I said thickly. This was the stick-up squad. Soukesian was the brains. Lindley Paul was the finger. He must have crossed them on something—

Reavis said, Nuts, and just then a phone rang distantly and a voice said: You, Lieutenant.

Reavis went away. When he came back again he didnt sit down.

Maybe youre right, he said softly. Maybe you are, at that. In a house on top of a hill in Brentwood Heights theres a golden-haired guy dead in a chair with a woman crying over him. Dutch act. Theres a jade necklace on a table beside him.

Too much death, I said, and fainted.

I woke up in an ambulance. At first I thought I was alone in it. Then I felt her hand and knew I wasnt. I was stone blind now. I couldnt even see light. It was just bandages.

The doctors up front with the driver, she said. You can hold my hand. Would you like me to kiss you?

If it doesnt obligate me to anything.

She laughed softly. I guess youll live, she said. She kissed me. Your hair smells of Scotch. Do you take baths in it? The doctor said you werent to talk.

They beaned me with a full bottle. Did I tell Reavis about the Indian?

Yes.

Did I tell him Mrs. Prendergast thought Paul was mixed up—

You didnt even mention Mrs. Prendergast, she said quickly.

I didnt say anything to that. After a while she said: This Soukesian, did he look like a ladys man?

The doctor said I wasnt to talk, I said.


Poison Blonde
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IT WAS A couple of weeks later that I drove down to Santa Monica. Ten days of the time I had spent in the hospital, at my own expense, getting over a bad concussion. Moose Magoon was in the prison ward at the County Hospital about the same time, while they picked seven or eight police slugs out of him. At the end of that time they buried him.

The case was pretty well buried by this time, too. The papers had had their play with it and other things had come along and after all it was just a jewel racket that went sour from too much double-crossing. So the police said, and they ought to know. They didnt find any more jewels, but they didnt expect to. They figured the gang pulled just one job at a time, with coolie labor mostly, and sent them on their way with their cut. That way only three people really knew what it was all about: Moose Magoon, who turned out to be an Armenian; Soukesian, who used his connections to find out who had the right kind of jewels; and Lindley Paul, who fingered the jobs and tipped the gang off when to strike. Or so the police said, and they ought to know.

It was a nice warm afternoon. Carol Pride lived on Twenty-fifth Street, in a neat little red brick house trimmed with white with a hedge in front of it.

Her living room had a tan figured rug, white-and-rose chairs, a black marble fireplace with tall brass andirons, very high bookcases built back into the walls, rough cream-colored drapes against shades of the same color.

There was nothing womanish in it except a full-length mirror with a clear sweep of floor in front.

I sat down in a nice soft chair and rested what was left of my head and sipped Scotch and soda while I looked at her fluffed-out brown hair above a high-collar dress that made her face look small, almost childish.

I bet you didnt get all this writing, I said.

And my dad didnt get it grafting on the cops either, she snapped. We had a few lots at Playa Del Rey, if you have to know.

A little oil, I said. Nice. I didnt have to know. Dont start snapping at me.

Have you still got your licence?

Oh, yes, I said. Well, this is nice Scotch. You wouldnt like to go riding in an old car, would you?

Who am I to sneer at an old car? she asked. The laundry must have put too much starch in your neck.

I grinned at the thin line between her eyebrows.

I kissed you in that ambulance, she said. If you remember, dont take it too big. I was just sorry for the way you got your head bashed in.

Im a career man, I said. I wouldnt build on anything like that. Lets go riding. I have to see a blonde in Beverly Hills. I owe her a report.

She stood up and glared at me. Oh, the Prendergast woman, she said nastily. The one with the hollow wooden legs.

They may be hollow, I said.

She flushed and tore out of the room and came back in what seemed about three seconds with a funny little octagonal hat that had a red button on it, and a plaid overcoat with a suede collar and cuffs. Lets go, she said breathlessly.

The Philip Courtney Prendergasts lived on one of those wide, curving streets where the houses seem to be too close together for their size and the amount of money they represent. A Jap gardener was manicuring a few acres of soft green lawn with the usual contemptuous expression Jap gardeners have. The house had an English slate roof and a porte-cochËre, some nice imported trees, a trellis with bougainvillaea. It was a nice place and not loud. But Beverly Hills is Beverly Hills, so the butler had a wing collar and an accent like Alan Mowbray.

He ushered us through zones of silence into a room that was empty at the moment. It had large chesterfields and lounging chairs done in pale yellow leather and arranged around a fireplace, in front of which, on the glossy but not slippery floor, lay a rug as thin as silk and as old as Aesops aunt. A jet of flowers in the corner, another jet on a low table, walls of dully painted parchment, silence, comfort, space, coziness, a dash of the very modern and a dash of the very old. A very swell room.

Carol Pride sniffed at it.

The butler swung half of a leather-covered door and Mrs. Prendergast came in. Pale blue, with a hat and bag to match, all ready to go out. Pale blue gloves slapping lightly at a pale blue thigh. A smile, hints of depths in the black eyes, a high color, and even before she spoke a nice edge.

She flung both her hands out at us. Carol Pride managed to miss her share. I squeezed mine.

Gorgeous of you to come, she cried. How nice to see you both again. I can still taste that whisky you had in your office. Terrible, wasnt it?

We all sat down.

I said: I didnt really need to take up your time by coming in person, Mrs. Prendergast. Everything turned out all right and you got your beads back.

Yes. That strange man. How curious of him to be what he was. I knew him too. Did you know that?

Soukesian? I thought perhaps you knew him, I said.

Oh, yes. Quite well. I must owe you a lot of money. And your poor head. How is it?

Carol Pride was sitting close to me.

She said tinnily, between her teeth, almost to herself, but not quite: Sawdust and creosote. Even at that the termites are getting her.

I smiled at Mrs. Prendergast and she returned my smile with an angel on its back.

You dont owe me a nickel, I said. There was just one thing—

Impossible. I must. But lets have a little Scotch, shall we? She held her bag on her knees, pressed something under the chair, said: A little Scotch and soda, Vernon. She beamed. Cute, eh? You cant even see the mike. This house is just full of little things like that. Mr. Prendergast loves them. This one talks in the butlers pantry.

Carol Pride said: I bet the one that talks by the chauffeurs bed is cute too.

Mrs. Prendergast didnt hear her. The butler came in with a tray and mixed drinks, handed them around and went out.

Over the rim of her glass Mrs. Prendergast said: You were nice not to tell the police I suspected Lin Paul of being — well, you know. Or that I had anything to do with your going to that awful beer parlor. By the way, how did you explain that?

Easy. I told them Paul told me himself. He was with you, remember?

But he didnt, of course? I thought her eyes were a little sly now.

He told me practically nothing. That was the whole truth. And of course he didnt tell me hed been blackmailing you.

I seemed to be aware that Carol Pride had stopped breathing. Mrs. Prendergast went on looking at me over the rim of her glass. Her face had, for a brief moment, a sort of half-silly, nymph-surprised-while-bathing expression. Then she put her glass down slowly and opened her bag in her lap and got a handkerchief out and bit it. There was silence.

That, she said in a low voice, is rather fantastic, isnt it?

I grinned at her coldly. The police are a lot like the newspapers, Mrs. Prendergast. For one reason and another they cant use everything they get. But that doesnt make them dumb. Reavis isnt dumb. He doesnt really think, any more than I do, that this Soukesian person was really running a tough jewel-heist gang. He couldnt have handled people like Moose Magoon for five minutes. Theyd have walked all over his face just for exercise. Yet Soukesian did have the necklace. That needs explaining. I think he bought it — from Moose Magoon. For the ten-grand pay-off supplied by you — and for some other little consideration likely paid in advance to get Moose to pull the job.

Mrs. Prendergast lowered her lids until her eyes were almost shut, then she lifted them again and smiled. It was a rather ghastly smile. Carol Pride didnt move beside me.

Somebody wanted Lindley Paul killed, I said. Thats obvious. You might kill a man accidentally with a blackjack, by not knowing how hard to hit with it. But you wont put his brains all over his face. And if you beat him up just to teach him to be good, you wouldnt beat him about the head at all. Because that way he wouldnt know how badly you were hurting him. And youd want him to know that — if you were just teaching him a lesson.

Wha — what, the blonde woman asked huskily, has all this to do with me?

Her face was a mask. Her eyes held a warm bitterness like poisoned honey. One of her hands was roving around inside her bag. It became quiet, inside the bag.

Moose Magoon would pull a job like that, I bored on, if he was paid for it. Hed pull any kind of a job. And Moose was an Armenian, so Soukesian might have known how to reach him. And Soukesian was just the type to go skirt-simple over a roto queen and be willing to do anything she wanted him to do, even have a man killed, especially if that man was a rival, especially if he was the kind of man who rolled around on floor cushions and maybe even took candid camera photos of his lady friends when they got a little too close to the Garden of Eden. That wouldnt be too hard to understand, would it, Mrs. Prendergast?

Take a drink, Carol Pride said icily. Youre drooling. You dont have to tell this baby shes a tramp. She knows it. But how the hell could anybody blackmail her? Youve got to have a reputation to be blackmailed.

Shut up! I snapped. The less youve got the more youll pay to keep it. I watched the blond womans hand move suddenly inside her bag. Dont bother to pull the gun, I told her. I know they wont hang you. I just wanted you to know youre not kidding anybody and that that trap in the beer parlor was rigged to finish me off when Soukesian lost his nerve and that you were the one that sent me in there to get what they had for me. The rest of its dead wood now.

But she pulled the gun out just the same and held it on her pale blue knee and smiled at me.

Carol Pride threw a glass at her. She dodged and the gun went off. A slug went softly and politely into the parchment covered wall, high up, making no more sound than a finger going into a glove.

The door opened and an enormously tall, thin man strolled into the room.

Shoot me, he said. Im only your husband.

The blonde looked at him. For just a short moment I thought she might be going to take him up on it.

Then she just smiled a little more and put the gun back into her bag and reached for her glass. Listening in again? she said dully. Someday youll hear something you wont like.

The tall, thin man took a leather checkbook out of his pocket and cocked an eyebrow at me and said: How much will keep you quiet — permanently?

I gawked at him. You heard what I said in here?

I think so. The pickups pretty good this weather. I believe you were accusing my wife of having something to do with somebodys death, was it not?

I kept on gawking at him.

Well — how much do you want? he snapped. I wont argue with you. Im used to blackmailers.

Make it a million, I said. And she just took a shot at us. That will be four bits extra.

The blonde laughed crazily and the laugh turned into a screech and then into a yell. The next thing she was rolling on the floor screaming and kicking her legs around.

The tall man went over to her quickly and bent down and hit her in the face with his open hand. You could have heard that smack a mile. When he straightened up again his face was a dusky red and the blonde was lying there sobbing.

Ill show you to the door, he said. You can call at my office tomorrow.

What for? I asked, and took my hat. Youll still be a sap, even at your office.

I took Carol Prides arm and steered her out of the room. We left the house silently. The Jap gardener had just pulled a bit of weed root out of the lawn and was holding it up and sneering at it.

We drove away from there, towards the foothills. A red spotlight near the old Beverly Hills Hotel stopped me after a while. I just sat there holding the wheel. The girl beside me didnt move either. She didnt say anything. She just looked straight ahead.

I didnt get the big warm feeling, I said. I didnt get to smack anybody down. I didnt make it stick.

She probably didnt plan it in cold blood, she whispered. She just got mad and resentful and somebody sold her an idea. A woman like that takes men and gets tired of them and throws them away and they go crazy trying to get her back. It might have been just between the two lovers — Paul and Soukesian. But Mr. Magoon played rough.

She sent me to that beer parlor, I said. Thats enough for me. And Paul had ideas about Soukesian. I knew shed miss. With the gun, I mean.

I grabbed her. She was shivering.

A car came up behind us and the driver stood on his horn. I listened to it for a little while, then I let go of Carol Pride and got out of the roadster and walked back. He was a big man, behind the wheel of a sedan.

Thats a boulevard stop, he said sharply. Lovers Lane is farther up in the hills. Get out of there before I push you out.

Blow your horn just once more, I begged him. Just once. Then tell me which side you want the shiner on.

He took a police captains badge out of his vest pocket. Then he grinned. Then we both grinned. It wasnt my day.

I got back into the roadster and turned it around and started back towards Santa Monica. Lets go home and drink some more Scotch, I said. Your Scotch.


RED WIND
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There was a desert wind blowing that night. It was one of those hot dry Santa Anas that come down through the mountain passes and curl your hair and make your nerves jump and your skin itch. On nights like that every booze party ends in a fight. Meek little wives feel the edge of the carving knife and study their husbands necks. Anything can happen. You can even get a full glass of beer at a cocktail lounge.

I was getting one in a flossy new place across the street from the apartment house where I lived. It had been open about a week and it wasnt doing any business. The kid behind the bar was in his early twenties and looked as if he had never had a drink in his life.

There was only one other customer, a souse on a bar stool with his back to the door. He had a pile of dimes stacked neatly in front of him, about two dollars worth. He was drinking straight rye in small glasses and he was all by himself in a world of his own.

I sat farther along the bar and got my glass of beer and said: You sure cut the clouds off them, buddy. I will say that for you.

We just opened up, the kid said. We got to build up trade. Been in before, havent you, mister?

Uh-huh.

Live around here?

In the Berglund Apartments across the street, I said. And the name is Philip Marlowe.

Thanks, mister. Mines Lew Petrolle. He leaned close to me across the polished dark bar. Know that guy?

No.

He ought to go home, kind of. I ought to call a taxi and send him home. Hes doing his next weeks drinking too soon.

A night like this, I said. Let him alone.

Its not good for him, the kid said, scowling at me.

Rye! the drunk croaked, without looking up. He snapped his fingers so as not to disturb his piles of dimes by banging on the bar.

The kid looked at me and shrugged. Should I?

Whose stomach is it? Not mine.

The kid poured him another straight rye and I think he doctored it with water down behind the bar because when he came up with it he looked as guilty as if hed kicked his grandmother. The drunk paid no attention. He lifted coins off his pile with the exact care of a crack surgeon operating on a brain tumor.

The kid came back and put more beer in my glass. Outside the wind howled. Every once in a while it blew the stained-glass door open a few inches. It was a heavy door.

The kid said: I dont like drunks in the first place and in the second place I dont like them getting drunk in here, and in the third place I dont like them in the first place.

Warner Brothers could use that, I said.

They did.

Just then we had another customer. A car squeaked to a stop outside and the swinging door came open. A fellow came in who looked a little in a hurry. He held the door and ranged the place quickly with flat, shiny, dark eyes. He was well set up, dark, good-looking in a narrow-faced, tight-lipped way. His clothes were dark and a white handkerchief peeped coyly from his pocket and he looked cool as well as under a tension of some sort. I guessed it was the hot wind. I felt a bit the same myself only not cool.

He looked at the drunks back. The drunk was playing checkers with his empty glasses. The new customer looked at me, then he looked along the line of half-booths at the other side of the place. They were all empty. He came on in — down past where the drunk sat swaying and muttering to himself — and spoke to the bar kid.

Seen a lady in here, buddy? Tall, pretty, brown hair, in a print bolero jacket over a blue crÍpe silk dress. Wearing a widebrimmed straw hat with a velvet band. He had a tight voice I didnt like.

No, sir. Nobody like thats been in, the bar kid said.

Thanks. Straight Scotch. Make it fast, will you?

The kid gave it to him and the fellow paid and put the drink down in a gulp and started to go out. He took three or four steps and stopped, facing the drunk. The drunk was grinning. He swept a gun from somewhere so fast that it was just a blur coming out. He held it steady and he didnt look any drunker than I was. The tall dark guy stood quite still and then his head jerked back a little and then he was still again.

A car tore by outside. The drunks gun was a .22 target automatic, with a large front sight. It made a couple of hard snaps and a little smoke curled — very little.

So long, Waldo, the drunk said.

Then he put the gun on the barman and me.

The dark guy took a week to fall down. He stumbled, caught himself, waved one arm, stumbled again. His hat fell off, and then he hit the floor with his face. After he hit it he might have been poured concrete for all the fuss he made.

The drunk slid down off the stool and scooped his dimes into a pocket and slid towards the door. He turned sideways, holding the gun across his body. I didnt have a gun. I hadnt thought I needed one to buy a glass of beer. The kid behind the bar didnt move or make the slightest sound.

The drunk felt the door lightly with his shoulder, keeping his eyes on us, then pushed through it backwards. When it was wide a hard gust of air slammed in and lifted the hair of the man on the floor. The drunk said: Poor Waldo. I bet I made his nose bleed.

The door swung shut. I started to rush it — from long practice in doing the wrong thing. In this case it didnt matter. The car outside let out a roar and when I got onto the pavement it was flicking a red smear of taillight around the nearby corner. I got its license number the way I got my first million.

There were people and cars up and down the block as usual. Nobody acted as if a gun had gone off. The wind was making enough noise to make the hard quick rap of .22 ammunition sound like a slammed door, even if anyone heard it. I went back into the cocktail bar.

The kid hadnt moved, even yet. He just stood with his hands flat on the bar, leaning over a little and looking down at the dark guys back. The dark guy hadnt moved either. I bent down and felt his neck artery. He wouldnt move — ever.

The kids face had as much expression as a cut of round steak and was about the same color. His eyes were more angry than shocked.

I lit a cigarette and blew smoke at the ceiling and said shortly: Get on the phone.

Maybe hes not dead, the kid said.

When they use a twenty-two that means they dont make mistakes. Wheres the phone?

I dont have one. I got enough expenses without that. Boy, can I kick eight hundred bucks in the face!

You own this place?

I did till this happened.

He pulled his white coat off and his apron and came around the inner end of the bar. Im locking this door, he said, taking keys out.

He went out, swung the door to and jiggled the lock from the outside until the bolt clicked into place. I bent down and rolled Waldo over. At first I couldnt even see where the shots went in. Then I could. A couple of tiny holes in his coat, over his heart. There was a little blood on his shirt.

The drunk was everything you could ask — as a killer.

The prowl-car boys came in about eight minutes. The kid, Lew Petrolle, was back behind the bar by then. He had his white coat on again and he was counting his money in the register and putting it in his pocket and making notes in a little book.

I sat at the edge of one of the half-booths and smoked cigarettes and watched Waldos face get deader and deader. I wondered who the girl in the print coat was, why Waldo had left the engine of his car running outside, why he was in a hurry, whether the drunk had been waiting for him or just happened to be there.

The prowl-car boys came in perspiring. They were the usual large size and one of them had a flower stuck under his cap and his cap on a bit crooked. When he saw the dead man he got rid of the flower and leaned down to feel Waldos pulse.

Seems to be dead, he said, and rolled him around a little more. Oh yeah, I see where they went in. Nice clean work. You two see him get it?

I said yes. The kid behind the bar said nothing. I told them about it, that the killer seemed to have left in Waldos car.

The cop yanked Waldos wallet out, went through it rapidly and whistled. Plenty jack and no drivers license. He put the wallet away. O.K., we didnt touch him, see? Just a chance we could find did he have a car and put it on the air.

The hell you didnt touch him, Lew Patrolle said.

The cop gave him one of those looks. O.K., pal, he said softly. We touched him.

The kid picked up a clean highball glass and began to polish it. He polished it all the rest of the time we were there.

In another minute a homicide fast-wagon sirened up and screeched to a stop outside the door and four men came in, two dicks, a photographer and a laboratory man. I didnt know either of the dicks. You can be in the detecting business a long time and not know all the men on a big city force.

One of them was a short, smooth, dark, quiet, smiling man, with curly black hair and soft intelligent eyes. The other was big, raw-boned, long-jawed, with a veined nose and glassy eyes. He looked like a heavy drinker. He looked tough, but he looked as if he thought he was a little tougher than he was. He shooed me into the last booth against the wall and his partner got the kid up front and the bluecoats went out. The fingerprint man and photographer set about their work.

A medical examiner came, stayed just long enough to get sore because there was no phone for him to call the morgue wagon.

The short dick emptied Waldos pockets and then emptied his wallet and dumped everything into a large handkerchief on a booth table. I saw a lot of currency, keys, cigarettes, another handkerchief, very little else.

The big dick pushed me back into the end of the half-booth. Give, he said. Im Copernik, Detective Lieutenant.

I put my wallet in front of him. He looked at it, went through it, tossed it back, made a note in a book.

Philip Marlowe, huh? A shamus. You here on business?

Drinking business, I said. I live just across the street in the Berglund.

Know this kid up front?

Ive been in here once since he opened up.

See anything funny about him now?

No.

Takes it too light for a young fellow, dont he? Never mind answering. Just tell the story.

I told it — three times. Once for him to get the outline, once for him to get the details and once for him to see if I had it too pat. At the end he said: This dame interests me. And the killer called the guy Waldo, yet didnt seem to be anyways sure he would be in. I mean, if Waldo wasnt sure the dame would be here, nobody could be sure Waldo would be here.

Thats pretty deep, I said.

He studied me. I wasnt smiling. Sounds like a grudge job, dont it? Dont sound planned. No getaway except by accident. A guy dont leave his car unlocked much in this town. And the killer works in front of two good witnesses. I dont like that.

I dont like being a witness, I said. The pays too low.

He grinned. His teeth had a freckled look. Was the killer drunk really?

With that shooting? No.

Me too. Well, its a simple job. The guy will have a record and hes left plenty prints. Even if we dont have his mug here well make him in hours. He had something on Waldo, but he wasnt meeting Waldo tonight. Waldo just dropped in to ask about a dame he had a date with and had missed connections on. Its a hot night and this wind would kill a girls face. Shed be apt to drop in somewhere to wait. So the killer feeds Waldo two in the right place and scrams and dont worry about you boys at all. Its that simple.

Yeah, I said.

Its so simple it stinks, Copernik said.

He took his felt hat off and tousled up his ratty blond hair and leaned his head on his hands. He had a long mean horse face. He got a handkerchief out and mopped it, and the back of his neck and the back of his hands. He got a comb out and combed his hair — he looked worse with it combed — and put his hat back on.

I was just thinking, I said.

Yeah? What?

This Waldo knew just how the girl was dressed. So he must already have been with her tonight.

So, what? Maybe he had to go to the can. And when he came back shes gone. Maybe she changed her mind about him.

Thats right, I said.

But that wasnt what I was thinking at all. I was thinking that Waldo had described the girls clothes in a way the ordinary man wouldnt know how to describe them. Printed bolero jacket over blue crÍpe silk dress. I didnt even know what a bolero jacket was, And I might have said blue dress or even blue silk dress, but never blue crÍpe silk dress.

After a while two men came with a basket. Lew Petrolle was still polishing his glass and talking to the short dark dick.

We all went down to Headquarters.

Lew Petrolle was all right when they checked on him. His father had a grape ranch near Antioch in Contra Costa County. He had given Lew a thousand dollars to go into business and Lew had opened the cocktail bar, neon sign and all, on eight hundred flat.

They let him go and told him to keep the bar closed until they were sure they didnt want to do any more printing. He shook hands all around and grinned and said he guessed the killing would be good for business after all, because nobody believed a newspaper account of anything and people would come to him for the story and buy drinks while he was telling it.

Theres a guy wont ever do any worrying, Copernik said, when he was gone. Over anybody else.

Poor Waldo, I said. The prints any good?

Kind of smudged, Copernik said sourly. But well get a classification and teletype it to Washington some time tonight. If it dont click, youll be in for a day on the steel picture racks downstairs.

I shook hands with him and his partner, whose name was Ybarra, and left. They didnt know who Waldo was yet either. Nothing in his pockets told.
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I got back to my street about 9 P.M. I looked up and down the block before I went into the Berglund. The cocktail bar was farther down on the other side, dark, with a nose or two against the glass, but no real crowd. People had seen the law and the morgue wagon, but they didnt know what had happened. Except the boys playing pinball games in the drugstore on the corner. They know everything, except how to hold a job.

The wind was still blowing, oven-hot, swirling dust and torn paper up against the walls.

I went into the lobby of the apartment house and rode the automatic elevator up to the fourth floor. I unwound the doors and stepped out and there was a tall girl standing there waiting for the car.

She had brown wavy hair under a wide-brimmed straw hat with a velvet band and loose bow. She had wide blue eyes and eyelashes that didnt quite reach her chin. She wore a blue dress that might have been crÍpe silk, simple in lines but not missing any curves. Over it she wore what might have been a print bolero jacket.

I said: Is that a bolero jacket?

She gave me a distant glance and made a motion as if to brush a cobweb out of the way.

Yes. Would you mind — Im rather in a hurry. Id like—

I didnt move. I blocked her off from the elevator. We stared at each other and she flushed very slowly.

Better not go out on the street in those clothes, I said.

Why, how dare you—

The elevator clanked and started down again. I didnt know what she was going to say. Her voice lacked the edgy twang of a beer-parlor frill. It had a soft light sound, like spring rain.

Its not a make, I said. Youre in trouble. If they come to this floor in the elevator, you have just that much time to get off the hall. First take off the hat and jacket — and snap it up!

She didnt move. Her face seemed to whiten a little behind the not-too-heavy make-up.

Cops, I said, are looking for you. In those clothes. Give me the chance and Ill tell you why.

She turned her head swiftly and looked back along the corridor. With her looks I didnt blame her for trying one more bluff.

Youre impertinent, whoever you are. Im Mrs. Leroy in Apartment Thirty-one. I can assure—

That youre on the wrong floor, I said. This is the fourth. The elevator had stopped down below. The sound of doors being wrenched open came up the shaft.

Off! I rapped. Now!

She switched her hat off and slipped out of the bolero jacket, fast. I grabbed them and wadded them into a mess under my arm. I took her elbow and turned her and we were going down the hall.

I live in Forty-two. The front one across from yours, just a floor up. Take your choice. Once again — Im not on the make.

She smoothed her hair with that quick gesture, like a bird preening itself. Ten thousand years of practice behind it.

Mine, she said, and tucked her bag under her arm and strode down the hall fast. The elevator stopped at the floor below. She stopped when it stopped. She turned and faced me.

The stairs are back by the elevator shaft, I said gently.

I dont have an apartment, she said.

I didnt think you had.

Are they searching for me?

Yes, but they wont start gouging the block stone by stone before tomorrow. And then only if they dont make Waldo.

She stared at me. Waldo?

Oh, you dont know Waldo, I said.

She shook her head slowly. The elevator started down in the shaft again. Panic flicked in her blue eyes like a ripple on water.

No, she said breathlessly, but take me out of this hall.

We were almost at my door. I jammed the key in and shook the lock around and heaved the door inward. I reached in far enough to switch lights on. She went in past me like a wave. Sandalwood floated on the air, very faint.

I shut the door, threw my hat into a chair and watched her stroll over to a card table on which I had a chess problem set out that I couldnt solve. Once inside, with the door locked, her panic had left her.

So youre a chess player, she said, in that guarded tone, as if she had come to look at my etchings. I wished she had.

We both stood still then and listened to the distant clang of elevator doors and then steps — going the other way.

I grinned, but with strain, not pleasure, went out into the kitchenette and started to fumble with a couple of glasses and then realized I still had her hat and bolero jacket under my arm. I went into the dressing room behind the wall bed and stuffed them into a drawer, went back out to the kitchenette, dug out some extra-fine Scotch and made a couple of highballs.

When I went in with the drinks she had a gun in her hand. It was a small automatic with a pearl grip. It jumped up at me and her eyes were full of horror.

I stopped, with a glass in each hand, and said: Maybe this hot wind has got you crazy too. Im a private detective. Ill prove it if you let me.

She nodded slightly and her face was white. I went over slowly and put a glass down beside her, and went back and set mine down and got a card out that had no bent corners. She was sitting down, smoothing one blue knee with her left hand, and holding the gun on the other. I put the card down beside her drink and sat with mine.

Never let a guy get that close to you, I said. Not if you mean business. And your safety catch is on.

She flashed her eyes down, shivered, and put the gun back in her bag. She drank half the drink without stopping, put the glass down hard and picked the card up.

I dont give many people that liquor, I said. I cant afford to.

Her lips curled. I supposed you would want money.

Huh?

She didnt say anything. Her hand was close to her bag again.

Dont forget the safety catch, I said. Her hand stopped. I went on: This fellow I called Waldo is quite tall, say five eleven, slim, dark, brown eyes with a lot of glitter. Nose and mouth too thin. Dark suit, white handkerchief showing, and in a hurry to find you. Am I getting anywhere?

She took her glass again. So thats Waldo, she said. Well, what about him? Her voice seemed to have a slight liquor edge now.

Well, a funny thing. Theres a cocktail bar across the street…Say, where have you been all evening?

Sitting in my car, she said coldly, most of the time.

Didnt you see a fuss across the street up the block?

Her eyes tried to say no and missed. Her lips said: I knew there was some kind of disturbance. I saw policemen and red searchlights. I supposed someone had been hurt.

Someone was. And this Waldo was looking for you before that. In the cocktail bar. He described you and your clothes.

Her eyes were set like rivets now and had the same amount of expression. Her mouth began to tremble and kept on trembling.

I was in there, I said, talking to the kid that runs it. There was nobody in there but a drunk on a stool and the kid and myself. The drunk wasnt paying any attention to anything. Then Waldo came in and asked about you and we said no, we hadnt seen you and he started to leave.

I sipped my drink. I like an effect as well as the next fellow. Her eyes ate me.

Just started to leave. Then this drunk that wasnt paying any attention to anyone called him Waldo and took a gun out. He shot him twice — I snapped my fingers twice— like that. Dead.

She fooled me. She laughed in my face. So my husband hired you to spy on me, she said. I might have known the whole thing was an act. You and your Waldo.

I gawked at her.

I never thought of him as jealous, she snapped. Not of a man who had been our chauffeur anyhow. A little about Stan, of course — thats natural. But Joseph Coates—

I made motions in the air. Lady, one of us has this book open at the wrong page, I grunted. I dont know anybody named Stan or Joseph Coates. So help me, I didnt even know you had a chauffeur. People around here dont run to them. As for husbands — yeah, we do have a husband once in a while. Not often enough.

She shook her head slowly and her hand stayed near her bag and her blue eyes had glitters in them.

Not good enough, Mr. Marlowe. No, not nearly good enough. I know you private detectives. Youre all rotten. You tricked me into your apartment, if it is your apartment. More likely its the apartment of some horrible man who will swear anything for a few dollars. Now youre trying to scare me. So you can blackmail me — as well as get money from my husband. All right, she said breathlessly, how much do I have to pay?

I put my empty glass aside and leaned back. Pardon me if I light a cigarette, I said. My nerves are frayed.

I lit it while she watched me without enough fear for any real guilt to be under it. So Joseph Coates is his name, I said. The guy that killed him in the cocktail bar called him Waldo.

She smiled a bit disgustedly, but almost tolerantly. Dont stall. How much?

Why were you trying to meet this Joseph Coates?

I was going to buy something he stole from me, of course. Something thats valuable in the ordinary way too. Almost fifteen thousand dollars. The man I loved gave it to me. Hes dead. There! Hes dead! He died in a burning plane. Now, go back and tell my husband that, you slimy little rat!

Im not little and Im not a rat, I said.

Youre still slimy. And dont bother about telling my husband. Ill tell him myself. He probably knows anyway.

I grinned. Thats smart. Just what was I supposed to find out?

She grabbed her glass and finished what was left of her drink. So he thinks Im meeting Joseph. Well, perhaps I was. But not to make love. Not with a chauffeur. Not with a bum I picked off the front step and gave a job to. I dont have to dig down that far, if I want to play around.

Lady, I said, you dont indeed.

Now, Im going, she said. You just try and stop me. She snatched the pearl-handled gun out of her bag. I didnt move.

Why, you nasty little string of nothing, she stormed. How do I know youre a private detective at all? You might be a crook. This card you gave me doesnt mean anything. Anybody can have cards printed.

Sure, I said. And I suppose Im smart enough to live here two years because you were going to move in today so I could blackmail you for not meeting a man named Joseph Coates who was bumped off across the street under the name of Waldo. Have you got the money to buy this something that cost fifteen grand?

Oh! You think youll hold me up, I suppose!

Oh! I mimicked her, Im a stick-up artist now, am I? Lady, will you please either put that gun away or take the safety catch off? It hurts my professional feelings to see a nice gun made a monkey of that way.

Youre a full portion of what I dont like, she said. Get out of my way.

I didnt move. She didnt move. We were both sitting down — and not even close to each other.

Let me in on one secret before you go, I pleaded. What in hell did you take the apartment down on the floor below for? Just to meet a guy down on the street?

Stop being silly, she snapped. I didnt. I lied. Its his apartment.

Joseph Coates?

She nodded sharply.

Does my description of Waldo sound like Joseph Coates?

She nodded sharply again.

All right. Thats one fact learned at last. Dont you realize Waldo described your clothes before he was shot — when he was looking for you — that the description was passed on to the police — that the police dont know who Waldo is — and are looking for somebody in those clothes to help tell them? Dont you get that much?

The gun suddenly started to shake in her hand. She looked down at it, sort of vacantly, and slowly put it back in her bag.

Im a fool, she whispered, to be even talking to you. She stared at me for a long time, then pulled in a deep breath. He told me where he was staying. He didnt seem afraid. I guess blackmailers are like that. He was to meet me on the street, but I was late. It was full of police when I got here. So I went back and sat in my car for a while. Then I came up to Josephs apartment and knocked. Then I went back to my car and waited again. I came up here three times in all. The last time I walked up a flight to take the elevator. I had already been seen twice on the third floor. I met you. Thats all.

You said something about a husband, I grunted. Where is he?

Hes at a meeting.

Oh, a meeting, I said, nastily.

My husbands a very important man. He has lots of meetings. Hes a hydroelectric engineer. Hes been all over the world. Id have you know—

Skip it, I said. Ill take him to lunch some day and have him tell me himself. Whatever Joseph had on you is dead stock now. Like Joseph.

Hes really dead? she whispered. Really?

Hes dead, I said. Dead, dead, dead. Lady, hes dead.

She believed it at last. I hadnt thought she ever would somehow. In the silence, the elevator stopped at my floor.

I heard steps coming down the hall. We all have hunches. I put my finger to my lips. She didnt move now. Her face had a frozen look. Her big blue eyes were as black as the shadows below them. The hot wind boomed against the shut windows. Windows have to be shut when a Santa Ana blows, heat or no heat.

The steps that came down the hall were the casual ordinary steps of one man. But they stopped outside my door, and somebody knocked.

I pointed to the dressing room behind the wall bed. She stood up without a sound, her bag clenched against her side. I pointed again, to her glass. She lifted it swiftly, slid across the carpet, through the door, drew the door quietly shut after her.

I didnt know just what I was going to all this trouble for.

The knocking sounded again. The backs of my hands were wet. I creaked my chair and stood up and made a loud yawning sound. Then I went over and opened the door — without a gun. That was a mistake.

3

I didnt know him at first. Perhaps for the opposite reason Waldo hadnt seemed to know him. Hed had a hat on all the time over at the cocktail bar and he didnt have one on now. His hair ended completely and exactly where his hat would start. Above that line was hard white sweatless skin almost as glaring as scar tissue. He wasnt just twenty years older. He was a different man.

But I knew the gun he was holding, the .22 target automatic with the big front sight. And I knew his eyes. Bright, brittle, shallow eyes like the eyes of a lizard.

He was alone. He put the gun against my face very lightly and said between his teeth: Yeah, me. Lets go on in.

I backed in just far enough and stopped. Just the way he would want me to, so he could shut the door without moving much. I knew from his eyes that he would want me to do just that.

I wasnt scared. I was paralyzed.

When he had the door shut he backed me some more, slowly, until there was something against the back of my legs. His eyes looked into mine.

Thats a card table, he said. Some goon here plays chess. You?

I swallowed. I dont exactly play it. I just fool around.

That means two, he said with a kind of hoarse softness, as if some cop had hit him across the windpipe with a blackjack once, in a third-degree session.

Its a problem, I said. Not a game. Look at the pieces.

I wouldnt know.

Well, Im alone, I said, and my voice shook just enough.

It dont make any difference, he said. Im washed up anyway. Some nose puts the bulls on me tomorrow, next week, what the hell? I just didnt like your map, pal. And that smug-faced pansy in the bar coat that played left tackle for Fordham or something. To hell with guys like you guys.

I didnt speak or move. The big front sight raked my cheek lightly almost caressingly. The man smiled.

Its kind of good business too, he said. Just in case. An old con like me dont make good prints, all I got against me is two witnesses. The hell with it.

What did Waldo do to you? I tried to make it sound as if I wanted to know, instead of just not wanting to shake too hard.

Stooled on a bank job in Michigan and got me four years. Got himself a nolle prosse. Four years in Michigan aint no summer cruise. They make you be good in them lifer states.

Howd you know hed come in there? I croaked.

I didnt. Oh yeah, I was lookin for him. I was wanting to see him all right. I got a flash of him on the street night before last but I lost him. Up to then I wasnt lookin for him. Then I was. A cute guy, Waldo. How is he?

Dead, I said.

Im still good, he chuckled. Drunk or sober. Well, that dont make no doughnuts for me now. They make me downtown yet?

I didnt answer him quick enough. He jabbed the gun into my throat and I choked and almost grabbed for it by instinct.

Naw, he cautioned me softly. Naw. You aint that dumb.

I put my hands back, down at my sides, open, the palms towards him. He would want them that way. He hadnt touched me, except with the gun. He didnt seem to care whether I might have one too. He wouldnt — if he just meant the one thing.

He didnt seem to care very much about anything, coming back on that block. Perhaps the hot wind did something to him. It was booming against my shut windows like the surf under a pier.

They got prints, I said. I dont know how good.

Theyll be good enough — but not for teletype work. Take em airmail time to Washington and back to check em right. Tell me why I came here, pal.

You heard the kid and me talking in the bar. I told him my name, where I lived.

Thats how, pal. I said why. He smiled at me. It was a lousy smile to be the last one you might see.

Skip it, I said. The hangman wont ask you to guess why hes there.

Say, youre tough at that. After you, I visit that kid. I tailed him home from Headquarters, but I figure youre the guy to put the bee on first. I tail him home from the city hall, in the rent car Waldo had. From Headquarters, pal. Them funny dicks. You can sit in their laps and they dont know you. Start runnin for a streetcar and they open up with machine guns and bump two pedestrians, a hacker asleep in his cab, and an old scrubwoman on the second floor workin a mop. And they miss the guy theyre after. Them funny lousy dicks.

He twisted the gun muzzle in my neck. His eyes looked madder than before.

I got time, he said. Waldos rent car dont get a report right away. And they dont make Waldo very soon. I know Waldo. Smart he was. A smooth boy, Waldo.

Im going to vomit, I said, if you dont take that gun out of my throat.

He smiled and moved the gun down to my heart. This about right? Say when.

I must have spoken louder than I meant to. The door of the dressing-room by the wall bed showed a crack of darkness. Then an inch. Then four inches. I saw eyes, but didnt look at them. I stared hard into the bald-headed mans eyes. Very hard. I didnt want him to take his eyes off mine.

Scared? he asked softly.

I leaned against his gun and began to shake. I thought he would enjoy seeing me shake. The girl came out through the door. She had her gun in her hand again. I was sorry as hell for her. Shed try to make the door — or scream. Either way it would be curtains — for both of us.

Well, dont take all night about it, I bleated. My voice sounded far away, like a voice on a radio on the other side of a street.

I like this, pal, he smiled. Im like that.

The girl floated in the air, somewhere behind him. Nothing was ever more soundless than the way she moved. It wouldnt do any good though. He wouldnt fool around with her at all. I had known him all my life but I had been looking into his eyes for only five minutes.

Suppose I yell, I said.

Yeah, suppose you yell. Go ahead and yell, he said with his killers smile.

She didnt go near the door. She was right behind him.

Well — heres where I yell, I said.

As if that was the cue, she jabbed the little gun hard into his short ribs, without a single sound.

He had to react. It was like a knee reflex. His mouth snapped open and both his arms jumped out from his sides and he arched his back just a little. The gun was pointing at my right eye.

I sank and kneed him with all my strength, in the groin.

His chin came down and I hit it. I hit it as if I was driving the last spike on the first transcontinental railroad. I can still feel it when I flex my knuckles.

His gun raked the side of my face but it didnt go off. He was already limp. He writhed down gasping, his left side against the floor. I kicked his right shoulder — hard. The gun jumped away from him, skidded on the carpet, under a chair. I heard the chessmen tinkling on the floor behind me somewhere.

The girl stood over him, looking down. Then her wide dark horrified eyes came up and fastened on mine.

That buys me, I said. Anything I have is yours — now and forever.

She didnt hear me. Her eyes were strained open so hard that the whites showed under the vivid blue iris. She backed quickly to the door with her little gun up, felt behind her for the knob and twisted it. She pulled the door open and slipped out.

The door shut.

She was bareheaded and without her bolero jacket.

She had only the gun, and the safety catch on that was still set so that she couldnt fire it.

It was silent in the room then, in spite of the wind. Then I heard him gasping on the floor. His face had a greenish pallor. I moved behind him and pawed him for more guns, and didnt find any. I got a pair of store cuffs out of my desk and pulled his arms in front of him and snapped them on his wrists. They would hold if he didnt shake them too hard.

His eyes measured me for a coffin, in spite of their suffering. He lay in the middle of the floor, still on his left side, a twisted, wizened, bald-headed little guy with drawn-back lips and teeth spotted with cheap silver fillings. His mouth looked like a black pit and his breath came in little waves, choked, stopped, came on again, limping.

I went into the dressing room and opened the drawer of the chest. Her hat and jacket lay there on my shirts. I put them underneath, at the back, and smoothed the shirts over them. Then I went out to the kitchenette and poured a stiff jolt of whiskey and put it down and stood a moment listening to the hot wind howl against the window glass. A garage door banged, and a power-line wire with too much play between the insulators thumped the side of the building with a sound like somebody beating a carpet.

The drink worked on me. I went back into the living room and opened a window. The guy on the floor hadnt smelled her sandalwood, but somebody else might.

I shut the window again, wiped the palms of my hands and used the phone to dial Headquarters.

Copernik was still there. His smart-aleck voice said: Yeah? Marlowe? Dont tell me. I bet you got an idea.

Make that killer yet?

Were not saying, Marlowe. Sorry as all hell and so on. You know how it is.

O.K., I dont care who he is. Just come and get him off the floor of my apartment.

Holy Christ! Then his voice hushed and went down low. Wait a minute, now. Wait a minute. A long way off I seemed to hear a door shut. Then his voice again. Shoot, he said softly.

Handcuffed, I said. All yours. I had to knee him, but hell be all right. He came here to eliminate a witness.

Another pause. The voice was full of honey. Now listen, boy, who else is in this with you?

Who else? Nobody. Just me.

Keep it that way, boy. All quiet. O.K.?

Think I want all the bums in the neighborhood in here sightseeing?

Take it easy, boy. Easy. Just sit tight and sit still. Im practically there. No touch nothing. Get me?

Yeah. I gave him the address and apartment number again to save him time.

I could see his big bony face glisten. I got the .22 target gun from under the chair and sat holding it until feet hit the hallway outside my door and knuckles did a quiet tattoo on the door panel.

Copernik was alone. He filled the doorway quickly, pushed me back into the room with a tight grin and shut the door. He stood with his back to it, his hand under the left side of his coat. A big hard bony man with flat cruel eyes.

He lowered them slowly and looked at the man on the floor. The mans neck was twitching a little. His eyes moved in short stabs — sick eyes.

Sure its the guy? Coperniks voice was hoarse.

Positive. Wheres Ybarra?

Oh, he was busy. He didnt look at me when he said that. Those your cuffs?

Yeah.

Key.

I tossed it to him. He went down swiftly on one knee beside the killer and took my cuffs off his wrists, tossed them to one side. He got his own off his hip, twisted the bald mans hands behind him and snapped the cuffs on.

All right, you bastard, the killer said tonelessly.

Copernik grinned and balled his fist and hit the handcuffed man in the mouth a terrific blow. His head snapped back almost enough to break his neck. Blood dribbled from the lower corner of his mouth.

Get a towel, Copernik ordered.

I got a hand towel and gave it to him. He stuffed it between the handcuffed mans teeth, viciously, stood up and rubbed his bony fingers through his ratty blond hair.

All right. Tell it.

I told it — leaving the girl out completely. It sounded a little funny. Copernik watched me, said nothing. He rubbed the side of his veined nose. Then he got his comb out and worked on his hair just as he had done earlier in the evening, in the cocktail bar.

I went over and gave him the gun. He looked at it casually, dropped it into his side pocket. His eyes had something in them and his face moved in a hard bright grin.

I bent down and began picking up my chessmen and dropping them into the box. I put the box on the mantel, straightened out a leg of the card table, played around for a while. All the time Copernik watched me. I wanted him to think something out.

At last he came out with it. This guy uses a twenty-two, he said. He uses it because hes good enough to get by with that much gun. That means hes good. He knocks at your door, pokes that gat in your belly, walks you back into the room, says hes here to close your mouth for keeps — and yet you take him. You not having any gun. You take him alone. Youre kind of good yourself, pal.

Listen, I said, and looked at the floor. I picked up another chessman and twisted it between my fingers. I was doing a chess problem, I said Trying to forget things.

You got something on your mind, pal, Copernik said softly. You wouldnt try to fool an old copper, would you, boy?

Its a swell pinch and Im giving it to you, I said. What the hell more do you want?

The man on the floor made a vague sound behind the towel. His bald head glistened with sweat.

Whats the matter, pal? You been up to something? Copernik almost whispered.

I looked at him quickly, looked away again. All right, I said. You know damn well I couldnt take him alone. He had the gun on me and he shoots where he looks.

Copernik closed one eye and squinted at me amiably with the other. Go on, pal. I kind of thought of that too.

I shuffled around a little more, to make it look good. I said, slowly: There was a kid here who pulled a job over in Boyle Heights, a heist job. It didnt take. A two-bit service station stick-up. I know his family. Hes not really bad. He was here trying to beg train money off me. When the knock came he sneaked in — there.

I pointed at the wall bed and the door beside. Coperniks head swiveled slowly, swiveled back. His eyes winked again. And this kid had a gun, he said.

I nodded. And he got behind him. That takes guts, Copernik. Youve got to give the kid a break. Youve got to let him stay out of it.

Tag out for this kid? Copernik asked softly.

Not yet, he says. Hes scared there will be.

Copernik smiled. Im a homicide man, he said. I wouldnt know — or care.

I pointed down at the gagged and handcuffed man on the floor. You took him, didnt you? I said gently.

Copernik kept on smiling. A big whitish tongue came out and massaged his thick lower lip. Howd I do it? he whispered.

Get the slugs out of Waldo?

Sure. Long twenty-twos. One smashed a rib, one good.

Youre a careful guy. You dont miss any angles. You know anything about me? You dropped in on me to see what guns I had.

Copernik got up and went down on one knee again beside the killer. Can you hear me, guy? he asked with his face close to the face of the man on the floor.

The man made some vague sound. Copernik stood up and yawned. Who the hell cares what he says? Go on, pal.

You wouldnt expect to find I had anything, but you wanted to look around my place. And while you were mousing around in there — I pointed to the dressing room— and me not saying anything, being a little sore, maybe, a knock came on the door. So he came in. So after a while you sneaked out and took him.

Ah, Copernik grinned widely, with as many teeth as a horse. Youre on, pal. I socked him and I kneed him and I took him. You didnt have no gun and the guy swiveled on me pretty sharp and I left-hooked him down the backstairs. O.K.?

O.K., I said.

Youll tell it like that downtown?

Yeah, I said.

Ill protect you, pal. Treat me right and Ill always play ball. Forget about that kid. Let me know if he needs a break.

He came over and held out his hand. I shook it. It was as clammy as a dead fish. Clammy hands and the people who own them make me sick.

Theres just one thing, I said. This partner of yours — Ybarra. Wont he be a bit sore you didnt bring him along on this?

Copernik tousled his hair and wiped his hatband with a large yellowish silk handkerchief.

That guinea? he sneered. To hell with him! He came close to me and breathed in my face. No mistakes, pal — about that story of ours.

His breath was bad. It would be.
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There were just five of us in the chief-of-detectives office when Copernik laid it before them. A stenographer, the chief, Copernik, myself, Ybarra. Ybarra sat on a chair tilted against the side wall. His hat was down over his eyes but their softness loomed underneath, and the small still smile hung at the corners of the clean-cut Latin lips. He didnt look directly at Copernik. Copernik didnt look at him at all.

Outside in the corridor there had been photos of Copernik shaking hands with me, Copernik with his hat on straight and his gun in his hand and a stern, purposeful look on his face.

They said they knew who Waldo was, but they wouldnt tell me. I didnt believe they knew, because the chief-of-detectives had a morgue photo of Waldo on his desk. A beautiful job, his hair combed, his tie straight, the light hitting his eyes just right to make them glisten. Nobody would have known it was a photo of a dead man with two bullet holes in his heart. He looked like a dance-hall sheik making up his mind whether to take the blonde or the redhead.

It was about midnight when I got home. The apartment door was locked and while I was fumbling for my keys a low voice spoke to me out of the darkness.

All it said was: Please! but I knew it. I turned and looked at a dark Cadillac coupe parked just off the loading zone. It had no lights. Light from the street touched the brightness of a womans eyes.

I went over there. Youre a darn fool, I said.

She said: Get in.

I climbed in and she started the car and drove it a block and a half along Franklin and turned down Kingsley Drive. The hot wind still burned and blustered. A radio lilted from an open, sheltered side window of an apartment house. There were a lot of parked cars but she found a vacant space behind a small brand-new Packard cabriolet that had the dealers sticker on the windshield glass. After shed jockeyed us up to the curb she leaned back in the corner with her gloved hands on the wheel.

She was all in black now, or dark brown, with a small foolish hat. I smelled the sandalwood in her perfume.

I wasnt very nice to you, was I? she said.

All you did was save my life.

What happened?

I called the law and fed a few lies to a cop I dont like and gave him all the credit for the pinch and that was that. That guy you took away from me was the man who killed Waldo.

You mean — you didnt tell them about me?

Lady, I said again, all you did was save my life. What else do you want done? Im ready, willing, and Ill try to be able.

She didnt say anything, or move.

Nobody learned who you are from me, I said. Incidentally, I dont know myself.

Im Mrs. Frank C. Barsaly, Two-twelve Fremont Place, Olympia Two-four-five-nine-six. Is that what you wanted?

Thanks, I mumbled, and rolled a dry unlit cigarette around in my fingers. Why did you come back? Then I snapped the fingers of my left hand. The hat and jacket, I said. Ill go up and get them.

Its more than that, she said. I want my pearls. I might have jumped a little. It seemed as if there had been enough without pearls.

A car tore by down the street going twice as fast as it should. A thin bitter cloud of dust lifted in the streetlights and whirled and vanished. The girl ran the window up quickly against it.

All right, I said. Tell me about the pearls. We have had a murder and a mystery woman and a mad killer and a heroic rescue and a police detective framed into making a false report. Now we will have pearls. All right — feed it to me.

I was to buy them for five thousand dollars. From the man you call Waldo and I call Joseph Coates. He should have had them.

No pearls, I said. I saw what came out of his pockets. A lot of money, but no pearls.

Could they be hidden in his apartment?

Yes, I said. So far as I know he could have had them hidden anywhere in California except in his pockets. Hows Mr. Barsaly this hot night?

Hes still downtown at his meeting. Otherwise I couldnt have come.

Well, you could have brought him, I said. He could have sat in the rumble seat.

Oh, I dont know, she said. Frank weighs two hundred pounds and hes pretty solid. I dont think he would like to sit in the rumble seat, Mr. Marlowe.

What the hell are we talking about anyway?

She didnt answer. Her gloved hands tapped lightly, provokingly on the rim of the slender wheel. I threw the unlit cigarette out the window, turned a little and took hold of her.

When I let go of her, she pulled as far away from me as she could against the side of the car and rubbed the back of her glove against her mouth. I sat quite still.

We didnt speak for some time. Then she said very slowly: I meant you to do that. But I wasnt always that way. Its only been since Stan Phillips was killed in his plane. If it hadnt been for that, Id be Mrs. Phillips now. Stan gave me the pearls. They cost fifteen thousand dollars, he said once. White pearls, forty-one of them, the largest about a third of an inch across. I dont know how many grains. I never had them appraised or showed them to a jeweler, so I dont know those things. But I loved them on Stans account. I loved Stan. The way you do just the one time. Can you understand?

Whats your first name? I asked.

Lola.

Go on talking, Lola. I got another dry cigarette out of my pocket and fumbled it between my fingers just to give them something to do.

They had a simple silver clasp in the shape of a two-bladed propeller. There was one small diamond where the boss would be. I told Frank they were store pearls I had bought myself. He didnt know the difference. Its not so easy to tell, I dare say. You see — Frank is pretty jealous.

In the darkness she came closer to me and her side touched my side. But I didnt move this time. The wind howled and the trees shook. I kept on rolling the cigarette around in my fingers.

I suppose youve read that story, she said. About the wife and the real pearls and her telling her husband they were false?

Ive read it, I said, Maugham.

I hired Joseph. My husband was in Argentina at the time. I was pretty lonely.

You should be lonely, I said.

Joseph and I went driving a good deal. Sometimes we had a drink or two together. But thats all. I dont go around—

You told him about the pearls, I said. And when your two hundred pounds of beef came back from Argentina and kicked him out — he took the pearls, because he knew they were real. And then offered them back to you for five grand.

Yes, she said simply. Of course I didnt want to go to the police. And of course in the circumstance Joseph wasnt afraid of my knowing where he lived.

Poor Waldo, I said. I feel kind of sorry for him. It was a hell of a time to run into an old friend that had a down on you.

I struck a match on my shoe sole and lit the cigarette. The tobacco was so dry from the hot wind that it burned like grass. The girl sat quietly beside me, her hands on the wheel again.

Hell with women — these fliers, I said. And youre still in love with him, or think you are. Where did you keep the pearls?

In a Russian malachite jewelry box on my dressing table. With some other costume jewelry. I had to, if I ever wanted to wear them.

And they were worth fifteen grand. And you think Joseph might have hidden them in his apartment. Thirty-one, wasnt it?

Yes, she said. I guess its a lot to ask.

I opened the door and got out of the car. Ive been paid, I said. Ill go look. The doors in my apartment are not very obstinate. The cops will find out where Waldo lived when they publish his photo, but not tonight, I guess.

Its awfully sweet of you, she said. Shall I wait here?

I stood with a foot on the running board, leaning in, looking at her. I didnt answer her question. I just stood there looking in at the shine of her eyes. Then I shut the car door and walked up the street towards Franklin.

Even with the wind shriveling my face I could still smell the sandalwood in her hair. And feel her lips.

I unlocked the Berglund door, walked through the silent lobby to the elevator, and rode up to Three. Then I soft-footed along the silent corridor and peered down at the sill of Apartment 31. No light. I rapped — the old light, confidential tattoo of the bootlegger with the big smile and the extra-deep hip pockets. No answer. I took the piece of thick hard celluloid that pretended to be a window over the drivers license in my wallet, and eased it between the lock and the jamb, leaning hard on the knob, pushing it toward the hinges. The edge of the celluloid caught the slope of the spring lock and snapped it back with a small brittle sound, like an icicle breaking. The door yielded and I went into near darkness. Street light filtered in and touched a high spot here and there.

I shut the door and snapped the light on and just stood. There was a queer smell in the air. I made it in a moment — the smell of dark-cured tobacco. I prowled over to a smoking stand by the window and looked down at four brown butts — Mexican or South American cigarettes.

Upstairs, on my floor, feet hit the carpet and somebody went into a bathroom. I heard the toilet flush. I went into the bathroom of Apartment 31. A little rubbish, nothing, no place to hide anything. The kitchenette was a longer job, but I only half searched. I knew there were no pearls in that apartment. I knew Waldo had been on his way out and that he was in a hurry and that something was riding him when he turned and took two bullets from an old friend.

I went back to the living room and swung the wall bed and looked past its mirror side into the dressing room for signs of still current occupancy. Swinging the bed farther I was no longer looking for pearls. I was looking at a man.

He was small, middle-aged, iron-gray at the temples, with a very dark skin, dressed in a fawn-colored suit with a wine-colored tie. His neat little brown hands hung limply by his sides. His small feet, in pointed polished shoes, pointed almost at the floor.

He was hanging by a belt around his neck from the metal top of the bed. His tongue stuck out farther than I thought it possible for a tongue to stick out.

He swung a little and I didnt like that, so I pulled the bed shut and he nestled quietly between the two clamped pillows. I didnt touch him yet. I didnt have to touch him to know that he would be cold as ice.

I went around him into the dressing room and used my handkerchief on drawer knobs. The place was stripped clean except for the light litter of a man living alone.

I came out of there and began on the man. No wallet. Waldo would have taken that and ditched it. A flat box of cigarettes, half full, stamped in gold: Louis Tapia y Cia, Calle de Paysand¸, 19, Montevideo. Matches from the Spezia Club. An under-arm holster of dark-grained leather and in it a 9-millimeter Mauser.

The Mauser made him a professional, so I didnt feel so badly. But not a very good professional, or bare hands would not have finished him, with the Mauser — a gun you can blast through a wall with — undrawn in his shoulder holster.

I made a little sense of it, not much. Four of the brown cigarettes had been smoked, so there had been either waiting or discussion. Somewhere along the line Waldo had got the little man by the throat and held him in just the right way to make him pass out in a matter of seconds. The Mauser had been less useful to him than a toothpick. Then Waldo had hung him up by the strap, probably dead already. That would account for haste, cleaning out the apartment, for Waldos anxiety about the girl. It would account for the car left unlocked outside the cocktail bar.

That is, it would account for these things if Waldo had killed him, if this was really Waldos apartment — if I wasnt just being kidded.

I examined some more pockets. In the left trouser one I found a gold penknife, some silver. In the left hip pocket a handkerchief, folded, scented. On the right hip another, unfolded but clean. In the right leg pocket four or five tissue handkerchiefs. A clean little guy. He didnt like to blow his nose on his handkerchief. Under these there was a small new keytainer holding four new keys — car keys. Stamped in gold on the keytainer was: Compliments of R. K. Vogelsang, Inc. The Packard House.

I put everything as I had found it, swung the bed back, used my handkerchief on knobs and other projections, and flat surfaces, killed the light and poked my nose out the door. The hall was empty. I went down to the street and around the corner to Kingsley Drive. The Cadillac hadnt moved.

I opened the car door and leaned on it. She didnt seem to have moved, either. It was hard to see any expression on her face. Hard to see anything but her eyes and chin, but not hard to smell the sandalwood.

That perfume, I said, would drive a deacon nuts…no pearls.

Well, thanks for trying, she said in a low, soft vibrant voice. I guess I can stand it. Shall I…Do we…Or…?

You go on home now, I said. And whatever happens you never saw me before. Whatever happens. Just as you may never see me again.

Id hate that.

Good luck, Lola. I shut the car door and stepped back.

The lights blazed on, the motor turned over. Against the wind at the corner the big coupe made a slow contemptuous turn and was gone. I stood there by the vacant space at the curb where it had been.

It was quite dark there now. Windows, had become blanks in the apartment where the radio sounded. I stood looking at the back of a Packard cabriolet which seemed to be brand new. I had seen it before — before I went upstairs, in the same place, in front of Lolas car. Parked, dark, silent, with a blue sticker pasted to the right-hand corner of the shiny windshield.

And in my mind I was looking at something else, a set of brand-new car keys in a keytainer stamped: The Packard House, upstairs, in a dead mans pocket.

I went up to the front of the cabriolet and put a small pocket flash on the blue slip. It was the same dealer all right. Written in ink below his name and slogan was a name and address — Eugenie Kolchenko, 5315 Arvieda Street, West Los Angeles.

It was crazy. I went back up to Apartment 31, jimmied the door as I had done before, stepped in behind the wall bed and took the keytainer from the trousers pocket of the neat brown dangling corpse. I was back down on the street beside the cabriolet in five minutes. The keys fitted.
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It was a small house, near a canyon rim out beyond Sawtelle, with a circle of writhing eucalyptus trees in front of it. Beyond that, on the other side of the street, one of those parties was going on where they come out and smash bottles on the pavement with a whoop like Yale making a touchdown against Princeton.

There was a wire fence at my number and some rose trees, and a flagged walk and a garage that was wide open and had no car in it. There was no car in front of the house either. I rang the bell. There was a long wait, then the door opened rather suddenly.

I wasnt the man she had been expecting. I could see it in her glittering kohl-rimmed eyes. Then I couldnt see anything in them. She just stood and looked at me, a long, lean, hungry brunette, with rouged cheekbones, thick black hair parted in the middle, a mouth made for three-decker sandwiches, coral-and-gold pajamas, sandals — and gilded toenails. Under her ear lobes a couple of miniature temple bells gonged lightly in the breeze. She made a slow disdainful motion with a cigarette in a holder as long as a baseball bat.

We-el, what ees it, little man? You want sometheeng? You are lost from the bee-ootiful party across the street, hem?

Ha-ha, I said. Quite a party, isnt it? No, I just brought your car home. Lost it, didnt you?

Across the street somebody had delirium tremens in the front yard and a mixed quartet tore what was left of the night into small strips and did what they could to make the strips miserable. While this was going on the exotic brunette didnt move more than one eyelash.

She wasnt beautiful, she wasnt even pretty, but she looked as if things would happen where she was.

You have said what? she got out, at last, in a voice as silky as a burnt crust of toast.

Your car. I pointed over my shoulder and kept my eyes on her. She was the type that uses a knife.

The long cigarette holder dropped very slowly to her side and the cigarette fell out of it. I stamped it out, and that put me in the hall. She backed away from me and I shut the door.

The hall was like the long hall of a railroad flat. Lamps glowed pinkly in iron brackets. There was a bead curtain at the end, a tiger skin on the floor. The place went with her.

Youre Miss Kolchenko? I asked, not getting any more action.

Ye-es. I am Mees Kolchenko. What the ell you want?

She was looking at me now as if I had come to wash the windows, but at an inconvenient time.

I got a card out with my left hand, held it out to her. She read it in my hand, moving her head just enough. A detective? she breathed.

Yeah.

She said something in a spitting language. Then in English: Come in! Thees damn wind dry up my skeen like so much teesue paper.

Were in, I said. I just shut the door. Snap out of it, Nazimova. Who was he? The little guy?

Beyond the bead curtain a man coughed. She jumped as if she had been stuck with an oyster fork. Then she tried to smile. It wasnt very successful.

A reward, she said softly. You weel wait ere? Ten dollars it is fair to pay, no?

No, I said.

I reached a finger towards her slowly and added: Hes dead.

She jumped about three feet and let out a yell.

A chair creaked harshly. Feet pounded beyond the bead curtain, a large hand plunged into view and snatched it aside, and a big hard-looking blond man was with us. He had a purple robe over his pajamas, his right hand held something in his robe pocket. He stood quite still as soon as he was through the curtain, his feet planted solidly, his jaw out, his colorless eyes like gray ice. He looked like a man who would be hard to take out on an off-tackle play.

Whats the matter, honey? He had a solid, burring voice, with just the right sappy tone to belong to a guy who would go for a woman with gilded toenails.

I came about Miss Kolchenkos car, I said.

Well, you could take your hat off, he said. Just for a light workout.

I took it off and apologized.

O.K. , he said, and kept his right hand shoved down hard in the purple pocket. So you came about Miss Kolchenkos car. Take it from there.

I pushed past the woman and went closer to him. She shrank back against the wall and flattened her palms against it. Camille in a high-school play. The long holder lay empty at her toes.

When I was six feet from the big man he said easily: I can hear you from there. Just take it easy. Ive got a gun in this pocket and Ive had to learn to use one. Now about the car?

The man who borrowed it couldnt bring it, I said, and pushed the card I was still holding towards his face. He barely glanced at it. He looked back at me.

So what? he said.

Are you always this tough? I asked. Or only when you have your pajamas on?

So why couldnt he bring it himself? he asked. And skip the mushy talk.

The dark woman made a stuffed sound at my elbow.

Its all right, honeybunch, the man said. Ill handle this. Go on.

She slid past both of us and flicked through the bead curtain.

I waited a little while. The big man didnt move a muscle. He didnt look any more bothered than a toad in the sun.

He couldnt bring it because somebody bumped him off, I said. Lets see you handle that.

Yeah? he said. Did you bring him with you to prove it?

No, I said. But if you put your tie and crush hat on, Ill take you down and show you.

Who the hell did you say you were, now?

I didnt say. I thought maybe you could read. I held the card at him some more.

Oh, thats right, he said. Philip Marlowe, Private Investigator. Well, well. So I should go with you to look at who, why?

Maybe he stole the car, I said.

The big man nodded. Thats a thought. Maybe he did. Who?

The little brown guy who had the keys to it in his pocket, and had it parked around the corner from the Berglund Apartments.

He thought that over, without any apparent embarrassment. Youve got something there, he said. Not much. But a little. I guess this must be the night of the Police Smoker. So youre doing all their work for them.

Huh?

The card says private detective to me, he said. Have you got some cops outside that were too shy to come in?

No, Im alone.

He grinned. The grin showed white ridges in his tanned skin. So you find somebody dead and take some keys and find a car and come riding out here — all alone. No cops. Am I right?

Correct.

He sighed. Lets go inside, he said. He yanked the bead curtain aside and made an opening for me to go through. It might be you have an idea I ought to hear.

I went past him and he turned, keeping his heavy pocket towards me. I hadnt noticed until I got quite close that there were beads of sweat on his face. It might have been the hot wind but I didnt think so.

We were in the living room of the house.

We sat down and looked at each other across a dark floor, on which a few Navajo rugs and a few dark Turkish rugs made a decorating combination with some well-used overstuffed furniture. There was a fireplace, a small baby grand, a Chinese screen, a tall Chinese lantern on a teakwood pedestal, and gold net curtains against lattice windows. The windows to the south were open. A fruit tree with a whitewashed trunk whipped about outside the screen, adding its bit to the noise from across the street.

The big man eased back into a brocaded chair and put his slippered feet on a footstool. He kept his right hand where it had been since I met him — on his gun.

The brunette hung around in the shadows and a bottle gurgled and her temple bells gonged in her ears.

Its all right, honeybunch, the man said. Its all under control. Somebody bumped somebody off and this lad thinks were interested. Just sit down and relax.

The girl tilted her head and poured half a tumbler of whiskey down her throat. She sighed, said, Goddam, in a casual voice, and curled up on a davenport. It took all of the davenport. She had plenty of legs. Her gilded toenails winked at me from the shadowy corner where she kept herself quiet from then on.

I got a cigarette out without being shot at, lit it and went into my story. It wasnt all true, but some of it was. I told them about the Berglund Apartments and that I had lived there and that Waldo was living there in Apartment 31 on the floor below mine and that I had been keeping an eye on him for business reasons.

Waldo what? the blond man put in. And what business reasons?

Mister, I said, have you no secrets? He reddened slightly.

I told him about the cocktail lounge across the street from the Berglund and what had happened there. I didnt tell him about the printed bolero jacket or the girl who had worn it. I left her out of the story altogether.

It was an undercover job — from my angle, I said. If you know what I mean. He reddened again, bit his teeth. I went on: I got back from the city hall without telling anybody I knew Waldo. In due time, when I decided they couldnt find out where he lived that night, I took the liberty of examining his apartment.

Looking for what? the big man said thickly.

For some letters. I might mention in passing there was nothing there at all — except a dead man. Strangled and hanging by a belt to the top of the wall bed — well out of sight. A small man, about forty-five, Mexican or South American, well-dressed in a fawn-colored—

Thats enough, the big man said. Ill bite, Marlowe. Was it a blackmail job you were on?

Yeah. The funny part was this little brown man had plenty of gun under his arm.

He wouldnt have five hundred bucks in twenties in his pocket, of course? Or are you saying?

He wouldnt. But Waldo had over seven hundred in currency when he was killed in the cocktail bar.

Looks like I underrated this Waldo, the big man said calmly. He took my guy and his pay-off money, gun and all. Waldo have a gun?

Not on him.

Get us a drink, honeybunch, the big man said. Yes, I certainly did sell this Waldo person shorter than a bargain counter shirt.

The brunette unwound her legs and made two drinks with soda and ice. She took herself another gill without trimmings, wound herself back on the davenport. Her big glittering black eyes watched me solemnly.

Well, heres how, the big man said, lifting his glass in salute. I havent murdered anybody, but Ive got a divorce suit on my hands from now on. You havent murdered anybody, the way you tell it, but you laid an egg down at police Headquarters. What the hell! Lifes a lot of trouble, anyway you look at it. Ive still got honeybunch here. Shes a white Russian I met in Shanghai. Shes safe as a vault and she looks as if she could cut your throat for a nickel. Thats what I like about her. You get the glamor without the risk.

You talk damn foolish, the girl spat him.

You look O.K. To me, the big man went on ignoring her. That is, for a keyhole peeper. Is there an out?

Yeah. But it will cost a little money.

I expected that. How much?

Say another five hundred.

Goddam, thees hot wind make me dry like the ashes of love, the Russian girl said bitterly.

Five hundred might do, the blond man said. What do I get for it?

If I swing it — you get left out of the story. If I dont — you dont pay.

He thought it over. His face looked lined and tired now. The small beads of sweat twinkled in his short blond hair.

This murder will make you talk, he grumbled. The second one, I mean. And I dont have what I was going to buy. And if its a hush, Id rather buy it direct.

Who was the little brown man? I asked.

Names Leon Valesanos, a Uruguayan. Another of my importations. Im in a business that takes me a lot of places. He was working in the Spezzia Club in Chiseltown — you know, the strip of Sunset next to Beverly Hills. Working on roulette, I think. I gave him the five hundred to go down to this — this Waldo — and buy back some bills for stuff Miss Kolchenko had charged to my account and delivered here. That wasnt bright, was it? I had them in my briefcase and this Waldo got a chance to steal them. Whats your hunch about what happened?

I sipped my drink and looked at him down my nose. Your Uruguayan pal probably talked curt and Waldo didnt listen good. Then the little guy thought maybe that Mauser might help his argument — and Waldo was too quick for him. I wouldnt say Waldo was a killer — not by intention. A blackmailer seldom is. Maybe he lost his temper and maybe he just held on to the little guys neck too long. Then he had to take it on the lam. But he had another date, with more money coming up. And he worked the neighborhood looking for the party. And accidentally he ran into a pal who was hostile enough and drunk enough to blow him down.

Theres a hell of a lot of coincidence in all this business, the big man said.

Its the hot wind, I grinned. Everybodys screwy tonight.

For the five hundred you guarantee nothing? If I dont get my cover-up, you dont get your dough. Is that it?

Thats it, I said, smiling at him.

Screwy is right, he said, and drained his highball. Im taking you up on it.

There are just two things, I said softly, leaning forward in my chair. Waldo had a getaway car parked outside the cocktail bar where he was killed, unlocked with the motor running. The killer took it. Theres always the chance of a kickback from that direction. You see, all Waldos stuff must have been in that car.

Including my bills, and your letters.

Yeah. But the police are reasonable about things like that — unless youre good for a lot of publicity. If youre not, I think I can eat some stale dog downtown and get by. If you are — thats the second thing. What did you say your name was?

The answer was a long time coming. When it came I didnt get as much kick out of it as I thought I would. All at once it was too logical.

Frank C. Barsaly, he said.

After a while the Russian girl called me a taxi. When I left, the party across the street was doing all that a party could do. I noticed the walls of the house were still standing. That seemed a pity.
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When I unlocked the glass entrance door of the Berglund I smelled policeman. I looked at my wrist watch. It was nearly 3 AM. In the dark corner of the lobby a man dozed in a chair with a newspaper over his face. Large feet stretched out before him. A corner of the paper lifted an inch, dropped again. The man made no other movement.

I went on along the hall to the elevator and rode up to my floor. I soft-footed along the hallway, unlocked my door, pushed it wide and reached in for the light switch.

A chain switch tinkled and light glared from a standing lamp by the easy chair, beyond the card table on which my chessmen were still scattered.

Copernik sat there with a stiff unpleasant grin on his face. The short dark man, Ybarra, sat across the room from him, on my left, silent, half smiling as usual.

Copernik showed more of his big yellow horse teeth and said: Hi. Long time no see. Been out with the girls?

I shut the door and took my hat off and wiped the back of my neck slowly, over and over again. Copernik went on grinning. Ybarra looked at nothing with his soft dark eyes.

Take a seat, pal, Copernik drawled. Make yourself to home. We got pow-wow to make. Boy, do I hate this night sleuthing. Did you know you were low on hooch?

I could have guessed it, I said. I leaned against the wall.

Copernik kept on grinning. I always did hate private dicks, he said, but I never had a chance to twist one like I got tonight.

He reached down lazily beside his chair and picked up a printed bolero jacket, tossed it on the card table. He reached down again and put a wide-brimmed hat beside it.

I bet you look cuter than all hell with these on, he said.

I took hold of a straight chair, twisted it around and straddled it, leaned my folded arms on the chair and looked at Copernik.

He got up very slowly — with an elaborate slowness, walked across the room and stood in front of me smoothing his coat down. Then he lifted his open right hand and hit me across the face with it — hard. It stung but I didnt move.

Ybarra looked at the wall, looked at the floor, looked at nothing.

Shame on you, pal, Copernik said lazily. The way you was taking care of this nice exclusive merchandise. Wadded down behind your old shirts. You punk peepers always did make me sick.

He stood there over me for a moment. I didnt move or speak. I looked into his glazed drinkers eyes. He doubled a fist at his side, then shrugged and turned and went back to the chair.

O.K., he said. The rest will keep. Where did you get these things?

They belong to a lady.

Do tell. They belong to a lady. Aint you the lighthearted bastard! Ill tell you what lady they belong to. They belong to the lady a guy named Waldo asked about in a bar across the street — about two minutes before he got shot kind of dead. Or would that have slipped your mind?

I didnt say anything.

You was curious about her yourself, Copernik sneered on. But you were smart, pal. You fooled me.

That wouldnt make me smart, I said.

His face twisted suddenly and he started to get up. Ybarra laughed, suddenly and softly, almost under his breath. Coperniks eyes swung on him, hung there. Then he faced me again, bland-eyed.

The guinea likes you, he said. He thinks youre good.

The smile left Ybarras face, but no expression took its place. No expression at all.

Copernik said: You knew who the dame was all the time. You knew who Waldo was and where he lived. Right across the hall a floor below you. You knew this Waldo person had bumped a guy off and started to lam, only this broad came into his plans somewhere and he was anxious to meet up with her before he went away. Only he never got the chance. A heist guy from back East named Al Tessilore took care of that by taking care of Waldo. So you met the gal and hid her clothes and sent her on her way and kept your trap glued. Thats the way guys like you make your beans. Am I right?

Yeah, I said. Except that I only knew these things very recently. Who was Waldo?

Copernik bared his teeth at me. Red spots burned high on his sallow cheeks. Ybarra, looking down at the floor, said very softly: Waldo Ratigan. We got him from Washington by Teletype. He was a two-bit porch climber with a few small terms on him. He drove a car in a bank stick-up job in Detroit. He turned the gang in later and got a nolle prosse. One of the gang was this Al Tessilore. He hasnt talked a word, but we think the meeting across the street was purely accidental.

Ybarra spoke in the soft quiet modulated voice of a man for whom sounds have a meaning. I said: Thanks, Ybarra. Can I smoke — or would Copernik kick it out of my mouth?

Ybarra smiled suddenly. You may smoke, sure, he said.

The guinea likes you all right, Copernik jeered. You never know what a guinea will like, do you?

I lit a cigarette. Ybarra looked at Copernik and said very softly: The word guinea — you overwork it. I dont like it so well applied to me.

The hell with what you like, guinea.

Ybarra smiled a little more. You are making a mistake, he said. He took a pocket nail file out and began to use it, looking down.

Copernik blared: I smelled something rotten on you from the start, Marlowe. So when we make these two mugs, Ybarra and me think well drift over and dabble a few more words with you. I bring one of Waldos morgue photos — nice work, the light just right in his eyes, his tie all straight and a white handkerchief showing just right in his pocket. Nice work. So on the way up, just as a matter of routine, we rout out the manager here and let him lamp it. And he knows the guy. Hes here as A. B. Hummel, Apartment Thirty-one. So we go in there and find a stiff. Then we go round and round with that. Nobody knows him yet, but hes got some swell finger bruises under that strap and I hear they fit Waldos fingers very nicely.

Thats something, I said. I thought maybe I murdered him.

Copernik stared at me a long time. His face had stopped grinning and was just a hard brutal face now. Yeah. We got something else even, he said. We got Waldos getaway car — and what Waldo had in it to take with him.

I blew cigarette smoke jerkily. The wind pounded the shut windows. The air in the room was foul.

Oh, were bright boys, Copernik sneered. We never figured you with that much guts. Take a look at this.

He plunged his bony hand into his coat pocket and drew something up slowly over the edge of the card table, drew it along the green top and left it there stretched out, gleaming. A string of white pearls with a clasp like a two-bladed propeller. They shimmered softly in the thick smoky air.

Lola Barsalys pearls. The pearls the flier had given her. The guy who was dead, the guy she still loved.

I stared at them, but I didnt move. After a long moment Copernik said almost gravely: Nice, aint they? Would you feel like telling us a story about now, Mister Marlowe?

I stood up and pushed the chair from under me, walked slowly across the room and stood looking down at the pearls. The largest was perhaps a third of an inch across. They were pure white, iridescent, with a mellow softness. I lifted them slowly off the card table from beside her clothes. They felt heavy, smooth, fine.

Nice, I said. A lot of the trouble was about these. Yeah, Ill talk now. They must be worth a lot of money.

Ybarra laughed behind me. It was a very gentle laugh. About a hundred dollars, he said. Theyre good phonies — but theyre phony.

I lifted the pearls again. Coperniks glassy eyes gloated at me. How do you tell? I asked.

I know pearls, Ybarra said. These are good stuff, the kind women very often have made on purpose, as a kind of insurance. But they are slick like glass. Real pearls are gritty between the edges of the teeth. Try.

I put two or three of them between my teeth and moved my teeth back and forth, then sideways. Not quite biting them. The beads were hard and slick.

Yes. They are very good, Ybarra said. Several even have little waves and flat spots, as real pearls might have.

Would they cost fifteen grand — if they were real? I asked.

Si. Probably. Thats hard to say. It depends on a lot of things.

This Waldo wasnt so bad, I said.

Copernik stood up quickly, but I didnt see him swing. I was still looking down at the pearls. His fist caught me on the side of the face, against the molars. I tasted blood at once. I staggered back and made it look like a worse blow than it was.

Sit down and talk, you bastard! Copernik almost whispered.

I sat down and used a handkerchief to pat my cheek. I licked at the cut inside my mouth. Then I got up again and went over and picked up the cigarette he had knocked out of my mouth. I crushed it out in a tray and sat down again.

Ybarra filed at his nails and held one up against the lamp. There were beads of sweat on Coperniks eyebrows, at the inner ends.

You found the beads in Waldos car, I said, looking at Ybarra. Find any papers?

He shook his head without looking up.

Id believe you, I said. Here it is. I never saw Waldo until he stepped into the cocktail bar tonight and asked about the girl. I knew nothing I didnt tell. When I got home and stepped out of the elevator this girl, in the printed bolero jacket and the wide hat and the blue silk crÍpe dress — all as he had described them — was waiting for the elevator, here on my floor. And she looked like a nice girl.

Copernik laughed jeeringly. It didnt make any difference to me. I had him cold. All he had to do was know that. He was going to know it now, very soon.

I knew what she was up against as a police witness, I said. And I suspected there was something else to it. But I didnt suspect for a minute that there was anything wrong with her. She was just a nice girl in a jam — and she didnt even know she was in a jam. I got her in here. She pulled a gun on me. But she didnt mean to use it.

Copernik sat up very suddenly and he began to lick his lips. His face had a stony look now. A look like wet gray stone. He didnt make a sound.

Waldo had been her chauffeur, I went on. His name was then Joseph Coates. Her name is Mrs. Frank C. Barsaly. Her husband is a big hydroelectric engineer. Some guy gave her the pearls once and she told her husband they were just store pearls. Waldo got wise somehow there was a romance behind them and when Barsaly came home from South America and fired him, because he was too good-looking, he lifted the pearls.

Ybarra lifted his head suddenly and his teeth flashed. You mean he didnt know they were phony?

I thought he fenced the real ones and had imitations fixed up, I said.

Ybarra nodded. Its possible.

He lifted something else, I said. Some stuff from Barsalys briefcase that showed he was keeping a woman — out in Brentwood. He was blackmailing wife and husband both, without either knowing about the other. Get it so far?

I get it, Copernik said harshly, between his tight lips. His face was still wet gray stone. Get the hell on with it.

Waldo wasnt afraid of them, I said. He didnt conceal where he lived. That was foolish, but it saved a lot of finagling, if he was willing to risk it. The girl came down here tonight with five grand to buy back her pearls. She didnt find Waldo. She came here to look for him and walked up a floor before she went back down. A womans idea of being cagey. So I met her. So I brought her in here. So she was in that dressing room when Al Tessilore visited me to rub out a witness. I pointed to the dressing-room door. So she came out with her little gun and stuck it in his back and saved my life, I said.

Copernik didnt move. There was something horrible in his face now. Ybarra slipped his nail file into a small leather case and slowly tucked it into his pocket.

Is that all? he said gently.

I nodded. Except that she told me where Waldos apartment was and I went in there and looked for the pearls. I found the dead man. In his pocket I found new car keys in a case from a Packard agency. And down on the street I found the Packard and took it to where it came from. Barsalys kept woman. Barsaly had sent a friend from the Spezzia Club down to buy something and he had tried to buy it with his gun instead of the money Barsaly gave him. And Waldo beat him to the punch.

Is that all? Ybarra said softly.

Thats all, I said licking the torn place on the inside of my cheek.

Ybarra said slowly: What do you want?

Coperniks face convulsed and he slapped his long hard thigh. This guys good, he jeered. He falls for a stray broad and breaks every law in the book and you ask him what does he want? Ill give him what he wants, guinea!

Ybarra turned his head slowly and looked at him. I dont think you will, he said. I think youll give him a clean bill of health and anything else he wants. Hes giving you a lesson in police work.

Copernik didnt move or make a sound for a long minute. None of us moved. Then Copernik leaned forward and his coat fell open. The butt of his service gun looked out of his underarm holster.

So what do you want? he asked me.

Whats on the card table there. The jacket and hat and the phony pearls. And some names kept away from the papers. Is that too much?

Yeah — its too much, Copernik said almost gently. He swayed sideways and his gun jumped neatly into his hand. He rested his forearm on his thigh and pointed the gun at my stomach.

I like better that you get a slug in the guts resisting arrest, he said. I like that better, because of a report I made out on Al Tessilores arrest and how I made the pinch. Because of some photos of me that are in the morning sheets going out about now. I like it better that you dont live long enough to laugh about that baby.

My mouth felt suddenly hot and dry. Far off I heard the wind booming. It seemed like the sound of guns.

Ybarra moved his feet on the floor and said coldly: Youve got a couple of cases all solved, policeman. All you do for it is leave some junk here and keep some names from the papers. Which means from the D.A. If he gets them anyway, too bad for you.

Copernik said: I like the other way. The blue gun in his hand was like a rock. And God help you, if you dont back me up on it.

Ybarra said: If the woman is brought out into the open, youll be a liar on a police report and a chisler on your own partner. In a week they wont even speak your name at Headquarters. The taste of it would make them sick.

The hammer clicked back on Coperniks gun and I watched his big finger slide in farther around the trigger.

Ybarra stood up. The gun jumped at him. He said: Well see how yellow a guinea is. Im telling you to put that gun up, Sam.

He started to move. He moved four even steps. Copernik was a man without a breath of movement, a stone man.

Ybarra took one more step and quite suddenly the gun began to shake.

Ybarra spoke evenly: Put it up, Sam. If you keep your head everything lies the way it is. If you dont — youre gone.

He took one more step. Coperniks mouth opened wide and made a gasping sound and then he sagged in the chair as if he had been hit on the head. His eyelids dropped.

Ybarra jerked the gun out of his hand with a movement so quick it was no movement at all. He stepped back quickly, held the gun low at his side.

Its the hot wind, Sam. Lets forget it, he said in the same even, almost dainty voice.

Coperniks shoulders sagged lower and he put his face in his hands. O.K., he said between his fingers.

Ybarra went softly across the room and opened the door. He looked at me with lazy, half-closed eyes. Id do a lot for a woman who saved my life, too, he said. Im eating this dish, but as a cop you cant expect me to like it.

I said: The little man in the bed is called Leon Valesanos. He was a croupier at the Spezzia Club.

Thanks, Ybarra said. Lets go, Sam.

Copernik got up heavily and walked across the room and out of the open door and out of my sight. Ybarra stepped through the door after him and started to close it.

I said: Wait a minute.

He turned his head slowly, his left hand on the door, the blue gun hanging down close to his right side.

Im not in this for money, I said. The Barsalys live at Two-twelve Fremont Place. You can take the pearls to her. If Barsalys name stays out of the paper, I get five Cs. It goes to the Police Fund. Im not so damn smart as you think. It just happened that way — and you had a heel for a partner.

Ybarra looked across the room at the pearls on the card table. His eyes glistened. You take them, he said. The five hundreds O.K. I think the fund has it coming.

He shut the door quietly and in a moment I heard the elevator doors clang.
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I opened a window and stuck my head out into the wind and watched the squad car tool off down the block. The wind blew in hard and I let it blow. A picture fell off the wall and two chessmen rolled off the card table. The material of Lola Barsalys bolero jacket lifted and shook.

I went out to the kitchenette and drank some Scotch and went back into the living room and called her — late as it was.

She answered the phone herself, very quickly, with no sleep in her voice.

Marlowe, I said. O.K. Your end?

Yes…yes, she said. Im alone.

I found something, I said. Or rather the police did. But your dark boy gypped you. I have a string of pearls. Theyre not real. He sold the real ones, I guess, and made you up a string of ringers, with your clasp.

She was silent for a long time. Then, a little faintly: The police found them?

In Waldos car. But theyre not telling. We have a deal. Look at the papers in the morning and youll be able to figure out why.

There doesnt seem to be anything more to say, she said. Can I have the clasp?

Yes. Can you meet me tomorrow at four in the Club Esquire bar?

Youre really rather sweet, she said in a dragged out voice. I can. Frank is still at his meeting.

Those meetings — they take it out of a guy, I said. We said goodbye.

I called a West Los Angeles number. He was still there, with the Russian girl.

You can send me a check for five hundred in the morning, I told him. Made out to the Police Relief Fund, if you want to. Because thats where its going.

Copernik made the third page of the morning papers with two photos and a nice half-column. The little brown man in Apartment 31 didnt make the paper at all. The Apartment House Association has a good lobby too.

I went out after breakfast and the wind was all gone. It was soft, cool, a little foggy. The sky was close and comfortable and gray. I rode down to the boulevard and picked out the best jewelry store on it and laid a string of pearls on a black velvet mat under a daylight-blue lamp. A man in a wing collar and striped trousers looked down at them languidly.

How good? I asked.

Im sorry, sir. We dont make appraisals. I can give you the name of an appraiser.

Dont kid me, I said. Theyre Dutch.

He focused the light a little and leaned down and toyed with a few inches of the string.

I want a string just like them, fitted to that clasp, and in a hurry, I added.

How, like them? He didnt look up. And theyre not Dutch. Theyre Bohemian.

O.K., can you duplicate them?

He shook his head and pushed the velvet pad away as if it soiled him. In three months, perhaps. We dont blow glass like that in this country. If you wanted them matched — three months at least. And this house would not do that sort of thing at all.

It must be swell to be that snooty, I said. I put a card under his black sleeve. Give me a name that will — and not in three months — and maybe not exactly like them.

He shrugged, went away with the card, came back in five minutes and handed it back to me. There was something written on the back.

The old Levantine had a shop on Melrose, a junk shop with everything in the window from a folding baby carriage to a French horn, from a mother-of-pearl lorgnette in a faded plush case to one of those .44 Special Single Action six-shooters they still make for Western peace officers whose grandfathers were tough.

The old Levantine wore a skull cap and two pairs of glasses and a full beard. He studied my pearls, shook his head sadly, and said: For twenty dollars, almost so good. Not so good, you understand. Not so good glass.

How alike will they look?

He spread his firm strong hands. I am telling you the truth, he said. They would not fool a baby.

Make them up, I said. With this clasp. And I want the others back, too, of course.

Yah. Two oclock, he said.

Leon Valesanos, the little brown man from Uruguay, made the afternoon papers. He had been found hanging in an unnamed apartment. The police were investigating.

At four oclock I walked into the long cool bar of the Club Esquire and prowled along the row of booths until I found one where a woman sat alone. She wore a hat like a shallow soup plate with a very wide edge, a brown tailor-made suit with a severe mannish shirt and tie.

I sat down beside her and slipped a parcel along the seat. You dont open that, I said. In fact you can slip it into the incinerator as is, if you want to.

She looked at me with dark tired eyes. Her fingers twisted a thin glass that smelled of peppermint. Thanks. Her face was very pale.

I ordered a highball and the waiter went away. Read the papers?

Yes.

You understand now about this fellow Copernik who stole your act? Thats why they wont change the story or bring you into it.

It doesnt matter now, she said. Thank you, all the same. Please — please show them to me.

I pulled the string of pearls out of the loosely wrapped tissue paper in my pocket and slid them across to her. The silver propeller clasp winked in the light of the wall bracket. The little diamond winked. The pearls were as dull as white soap. They didnt even match in size.

You were right, she said tonelessly. They are not my pearls.

The waiter came with my drink and she put her bag on them deftly. When he was gone she fingered them slowly once more, dropped them into the bag and gave me a dry mirthless smile.

I stood there a moment with a hand hard on the table.

As you said — Ill keep the clasp.

I said slowly: You dont know anything about me. You saved my life last night and we had a moment, but it was just a moment. You still dont know anything about me. Theres a detective downtown named Ybarra, a Mexican of the nice sort, who was on the job when the pearls were found in Waldos suitcase. That is in case you would like to make sure—

She said: Dont be silly. Its all finished. It was a memory. Im too young to nurse memories. It may be for the best. I loved Stan Phillips — but hes gone — long gone.

I stared at her, didnt say anything.

She added quietly: This morning my husband told me something I hadnt known. We are to separate. So I have very little to laugh about today.

Im sorry, I said lamely. Theres nothing to say. I may see you sometime. Maybe not. I dont move much in your circle. Good luck.

I stood up. We looked at each other for a moment. You havent touched your drink, she said.

You drink it. That peppermint stuff will just make you sick.

I stood there a moment with a hand on the table.

If anybody ever bothers you, I said, let me know.

I went out of the bar without looking back at her, got into my car and drove west on Sunset and down all the way to the Coast Highway. Everywhere along the way gardens were full of withered and blackened leaves and flowers which the hot wind had burned.

But the ocean looked cool and languid and just the same as ever. I drove on almost to Malibu and then parked and went and sat on a big rock that was inside somebodys wire fence. It was about half-tide and coming in. The air smelled of kelp. I watched the water for a while and then I pulled a string of Bohemian glass imitation pearls out of my pocket and cut the knot at one end and slipped the pearls off one by one.

When I had them all loose in my left hand I held them like that for a while and thought. There wasnt really anything to think about. I was sure.

To the memory of Mr. Stan Phillips, I said aloud. Just another four-flusher.

I flipped her pearls out into the water one by one at the floating seagulls They made little splashes and the seagulls rose off the water and swooped at the splashes.
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George Millar, night auditor at the Carlton Hotel, was a dapper wiry little man, with a soft deep voice like a torch singers. He kept it low, but his eyes were sharp and angry, as he said into the PBX mouthpiece: Im very sorry. It wont happen again. Ill send up at once.

He tore off the headpiece, dropped it on the keys of the switchboard and marched swiftly from behind the pebbled screen and out into the entrance lobby. It was past one and the Carlton was two thirds residential. In the main lobby, down three shallow steps, lamps were dimmed and the night porter had finished tidying up. The place was deserted — a wide space of dim furniture, rich carpet. Faintly in the distance a radio sounded. Millar went down the steps and walked quickly towards the sound, turned through an archway and looked at a man stretched out on a pale green davenport and what looked like all the loose cushions in the hotel. He lay on his side dreamy-eyed and listened to the radio two yards away from him.

Millar barked: Hey, you! Are you the house dick here or the house cat?

Steve Grayce turned his head slowly and looked at Millar. He was a long black-haired man, about twenty-eight, with deep-set silent eyes and a rather gentle mouth. He jerked a thumb at the radio and smiled. King Leopardi, George. Hear that trumpet tone. Smooth as an angels wing, boy.

Swell! Goon back upstairs and get him out of the corridor!

Steve Grayce looked shocked. What — again? I thought I had those birds put to bed long ago. He swung his feet to the floor and stood up. He was at least a foot taller than Millar.

Well, Eight-sixteen says no. Eight-sixteen says hes out in the hall with two of his stooges. Hes dressed in yellow satin shorts and a trombone and he and his pals are putting on a jam session. And one of those hustlers Quillan registered in Eight-eleven is out there truckin for them. Now get on to it, Steve — and this time make it stick.

Steve Grayce smiled wryly. He said: Leopardi doesnt belong here anyway. Can I use chloroform or just my blackjack?

He stepped long legs over the pale-green carpet, through the arch and across the main lobby to the single elevator that was open and lighted. He slid the doors shut and ran it up to Eight, stopped it roughly and stepped out into the corridor.

The noise hit him like a sudden wind. The walls echoed with it. Half a dozen doors were open and angry guests in night robes stood in them peering.

Its O.K. Folks, Steve Grayce said rapidly. This is absolutely the last act. Just relax.

He rounded a corner and the hot music almost took him off his feet. Three men were lined up against the wall, near an open door from which light streamed. The middle one, the one with the trombone, was six feet tall, powerful and graceful, with a hairline mustache. His face was flushed and his eyes had an alcoholic glitter. He wore yellow satin shorts with large initials embroidered in black on the left leg — nothing more. His torso was tanned and naked.

The two with him were in pajamas, the usual halfway-good-looking band boys, both drunk, but not staggering drunk. One jittered madly on a clarinet and the other on a tenor saxophone.

Back and forth in front of them, strutting, trucking, preening herself like a magpie, arching her arms and her eyebrows, bending her fingers back until the carmine nails almost touched her arms, a metallic blonde swayed and went to town on the music. Her voice was a throaty screech, without melody, as false as her eyebrows and as sharp as her nails. She wore high-heeled slippers and black pajamas with a long purple sash.

Steve Grayce stopped dead and made a sharp downward motion with his hand. Wrap it up! he snapped. Can it… Put it on ice. Take it away and bury it. The shows out. Scram, now — scram!

King Leopardi took the trombone from his lips and bellowed: Fanfare to a house dick!

The three drunks blew a stuttering note that shook the walls. The girl laughed foolishly and kicked out. Her slipper caught Steve Grayce in the chest. He picked it out of the air, jumped towards the girl and took hold of her wrist.

Tough, eh? he grinned. Ill take you first.

Get him! Leopardi yelled. Sock him low! Dance the gumheel on his neck!

Steve swept the girl off her feet, tucked her under his arm and ran. He carried her as easily as a parcel. She tried to kick his legs. He laughed and shot a glance through a lighted doorway. A mans brown brogues lay under a bureau. He went on past that to a second lighted doorway, slammed through and kicked the door shut, turned far enough to twist the tabbed key in the lock. Almost at once a fist hit the door. He paid no attention to it.

He pushed the girl along the short passage past the bathroom, and let her go. She reeled away from him and put her back to the bureau, panting, her eyes furious. A lock of damp gold-dipped hair swung down over one eye. She shook her head violently and bared her teeth.

How would you like to get vagged, sister?

Go to hell! she spit out. The Kings a friend of mine, see? You better keep your paws off me, copper.

You run the circuit with the boys?

She spat at him again.

Howd you know theyd be here?

Another girl was sprawled across the bed, her head to the wall, tousled black hair over a white face. There was a tear in the leg of her pajamas. She lay limp and groaned.

Steve said harshly: Oh, oh, the torn-pajama act. It flops here, sister, it flops hard. Now listen, you kids. You can go to bed and stay till morning or you can take the bounce. Make up your minds.

The black-haired girl groaned. The blonde said: You get out of my room, you damned gum-heel!

She reached behind her and threw a hand mirror. Steve ducked. The mirror slammed against the wall and fell without breaking. The black-haired girl rolled over on the bed and said wearily: Oh lay off. Im sick.

She lay with her eyes closed, the lids fluttering.

The blonde swiveled her hips across the room to a desk by the window, poured herself a full half-glass of Scotch in a water glass and gurgled it down before Steve could get to her. She choked violently, dropped the glass and went down on her hands and knees.

Steve said grimly: Thats the one that kicks you in the face, sister.

The girl crouched, shaking her head. She gagged once, lifted the carmine nails to paw at her mouth. She tried to get up, and her foot skidded out from under her and she fell down on her side and went fast asleep.

Steve sighed, went over and shut the window and fastened it. He rolled the black-haired girl over and straightened her on the bed and got the bedclothes from under her, tucked a pillow under her head. He picked the blonde bodily off the floor and dumped her on the bed and covered both girls to the chin. He opened the transom, switched off the ceiling light and unlocked the door. He relocked it from the outside, with a master key on a chain.

Hotel business, he said under his breath. Phooey.

The corridor was empty now. One lighted door still stood open. Its number was 815, two doors from the room the girls were in. Trombone music came from it softly — but not softly enough for 1:25 AM.

Steve Grayce turned into the room, crowded the door shut with his shoulder and went along past the bathroom. King Leopardi was alone in the room.

The bandleader was sprawled out in an easy chair, with a tall misted glass at his elbow. He swung the trombone in a tight circle as he played it and the lights danced in the horn.

Steve lit a cigarette, blew a plume of smoke and stared through it at Leopardi with a queer, half-admiring, half-contemptuous expression.

He said softly: Lights out, yellow-pants. You play a sweet trumpet and your trombone dont hurt either. But we cant use it here. I already told you that once. Lay off. Put that thing away.

Leopardi smiled nastily and blew a stuttering raspberry that sounded like a devil laughing.

Says you, he sneered. Leopardi does what he likes, where he likes, when he likes. Nobodys stopped him yet, gum-shoe. Take the air.

Steve hunched his shoulders and went close to the tall dark man. He said patiently: Put that bazooka down, big-stuff. People are trying to sleep. Theyre funny that way. Youre a great guy on a band shell. Everywhere else youre just a guy with a lot of jack and a personal reputation that stinks from here to Miami and back. Ive got a job to do and Im doing it. Blow that thing again and Ill wrap it around your neck.

Leopardi lowered the trombone and took a long drink from the glass at his elbow. His eyes glinted nastily. He lifted the trombone to his lips again, filled his lungs with air and blew a blast that rocked the walls. Then he stood up very suddenly and smoothly and smashed the instrument down on Steves head.

I never did like house peepers, he sneered. They smell like public toilets.

Steve took a short step back and shook his head. He leered, slid forward on one foot and smacked Leopardi open-handed. The blow looked light, but Leopardi reeled all the way across the room and sprawled at the foot of the bed, sitting on the floor, his right arm draped in an open suitcase.

For a moment neither man moved. Then Steve kicked the trombone away from him and squashed his cigarette in a glass tray. His black eyes were empty but his mouth grinned whitely.

If you want trouble, he said, I come from where they make it.

Leopardi smiled, thinly, tautly, and his right hand came up out of the suitcase with a gun in it. His thumb snicked the safety catch. He held the gun steady, pointing.

Make some with this, he said, and fired.

The bitter roar of the gun seemed a tremendous sound in the closed room. The bureau mirror splintered and glass flew. A sliver cut Steves cheek like a razor blade. Blood oozed in a small narrow line on his skin.

He left his feet in a dive. His right shoulder crushed against Leopardis bare chest and his left hand brushed the gun away from him, under the bed. He rolled swiftly to his right and came up on his knees spinning.

He said thickly, harshly: You picked the wrong gee, brother.

He swarmed on Leopardi and dragged him to his feet by his hair, by main strength. Leopardi yelled and hit him twice on the jaw and Steve grinned and kept his left hand twisted in the bandleaders long sleek black hair. He turned his hand and the head twisted with it and Leopardis third punch landed on Steves shoulder. Steve took hold of the wrist behind the punch and twisted that and the bandleader went down on his knees yowling. Steve lifted him by the hair again, let go of his wrist and punched him three times in the stomach, short terrific jabs. He let go of the hair then as he sank the fourth punch almost to his wrist.

Leopardi sagged blindly to his knees and vomited.

Steve stepped away from him and went into the bathroom and got a towel off the rack. He threw it at Leopardi, jerked the open suitcase onto the bed and started throwing things into it.

Leopardi wiped his face and got to his feet still gagging. He swayed, braced himself on the end of the bureau. He was white as a sheet.

Steve Grayce said: Get dressed, Leopardi. Or go out the way you are. Its all one to me.

Leopardi stumbled into the bathroom, pawing the wall like a blind man

2

Millar stood very still behind the desk as the elevator opened. His face was white and scared and his cropped black mustache was a smudge across his upper lip. Leopardi came out of the elevator first, a muffler around his neck, a lightweight coat tossed over his arm, a hat tilted on his head. He walked stiffly, bent forward a little, his eyes vacant. His face had a greenish pallor.

Steve Grayce stepped out behind him carrying a suitcase, and Carl, the night porter, came last with two more suitcases and two instrument cases in black leather. Steve marched over to the desk and said harshly: Mr. Leopardis bill — if any. Hes checking out.

Millar goggled at him across the marble desk. I — I dont think, Steve—

O.K. I thought not.

Leopardi smiled very thinly and unpleasantly and walked out through the brass-edged swing doors the porter held open for him. There were two nighthawk cabs in the line. One of them came to life and pulled up to the canopy and the porter loaded Leopardis stuff into it. Leopardi got into the cab and leaned forward to put his head to the open window. He said slowly and thickly: Im sorry for you, gum-heel. I mean sorry.

Steve Grayce stepped back and looked at him woodenly. The cab moved off down the street, rounded a corner and was gone. Steve turned on his heel, took a quarter from his pocket and tossed it up in the air. He slapped it into the night porters hand.

From the King, he said. Keep it to show your grandchildren.

He went back into the hotel, got into the elevator without looking at Millar, shot it up to Eight again and went along the corridor, master-keyed his way into Leopardis room. He relocked it from the inside, pulled the bed out from the wall and went in behind it. He got a .32 automatic off the carpet, put it in his pocket and prowled the floor with his eyes looking for the ejected shell. He found it against the wastebasket, reached to pick it up, and stayed bent over, staring into the basket. His mouth tightened. He picked up the shell and dropped it absently into his pocket, then reached a questing finger into the basket and lifted out a torn scrap of paper on which a piece of newsprint had been pasted. Then he picked up the basket, pushed the bed back against the wall and dumped the contents of the basket out on it.

From the trash of torn papers and matches he separated a number of pieces with newsprint pasted to them. He went over to the desk with them and sat down. A few minutes later he had the torn scraps put together like a jigsaw puzzle and could read the message that had been made by cutting words and letters from magazines and pasting them on a sheet.

TEN GRAND BY TH U RS DAY NI GHT, LEO PAR DI. DAY AFTER YOU OPEN AT T HE CL U B SHAL OTTE. OR EL SE — CURTAINS. FROM HER BROTHER.

Steve Grayce said: Huh. He scooped the torn pieces into a hotel envelope, put that in his inside breast pocket and lit a cigarette. The guy had guts, he said. Ill grant him that — and his trumpet.

He locked the room, listened a moment in the now silent corridor, then went along to the room occupied by the two girls. He knocked softly and put his ear to the panel. A chair squeaked and feet came towards the door.

What is it? The girls voice was cool, wide awake. It was not the blondes voice.

The house man. Can I speak to you a minute?

Youre speaking to me.

Without the door between, lady.

Youve got the passkey. Help yourself. The steps went away. He unlocked the door with his master key, stepped quietly inside, and shut it. There was a dim light in a lamp with a shirred shade on the desk. On the bed the blonde snored heavily, one hand clutched in her brilliant metallic hair. The black-haired girl sat in the chair by the window, her legs crossed at right angles like a mans and stared at Steve emptily.

He went close to her and pointed to the long tear in her pajama leg. He said softly: Youre not sick. You were not drunk. That tear was done a long time ago. Whats the racket? A shakedown on the King?

The girl stared at him coolly, puffed at a cigarette and said nothing.

He checked out, Steve said. Nothing doing in that direction now, sister. He watched her like a hawk, his black eyes hard and steady on her face.

Aw, you house dicks make me sick! the girl said with sudden anger. She surged to her feet and went past him into the bathroom, shut and locked the door.

Steve shrugged and felt the pulse of the girl asleep in the bed — a thumpy, draggy pulse, a liquor pulse.

Poor damn hustlers, he said under his breath.

He looked at a large purple bag that lay on the bureau, lifted it idly and let it fall. His face stiffened again. The bag made a heavy sound on the glass top, as if there were a lump of lead inside it. He snapped it open quickly and plunged a hand in. His fingers touched the cold metal of a gun. He opened the bag wide and stared down into it at a small .25 automatic. A scrap of white paper caught his eye. He fished it out and held it to the light — a rent receipt with a name and address. He stuffed it into his pocket, closed the bag and was standing by the window when the girl came out of the bathroom.

Hell, are you still haunting me? she snapped. You know what happens to hotel dicks that master-key their way into ladies bedrooms at night?

Steve said loosely: Yeah. They get in trouble. They might even get shot at.

The girls face became set, but her eyes crawled sideways and looked at the purple bag. Steve looked at her. Know Leopardi in Frisco? he asked. He hasnt played here in two years. Then he was just a trumpet player in Vane Utigores band — a cheap outfit.

The girl curled her lip, went past him and sat down by the window again. Her face was white, stiff. She said dully: Blossom did. Thats Blossom on the bed.

Know he was coming to this hotel tonight?

What makes it your business?

I cant figure him coming here at all, Steve said. This is a quiet place. So I cant figure anybody coming here to put the bite on him.

Go somewhere else and figure. I need sleep.

Steve said: Good night, sweetheart — and keep your door locked.

A thin man with thin blond hair and thin face was standing by the desk, tapping on the marble with thin fingers. Millar was still behind the desk and he still looked white and scared. The thin man wore a dark gray suit with a scarf inside the collar of the coat. He had a look of having just got up. He turned seagreen eyes slowly on Steve as he got out of the elevator, waited for him to come up to the desk and throw a tabbed key on it.

Steve said: Leopardis key, George. Theres a busted mirror in his room and the carpet has his dinner on it — mostly Scotch. He turned to the thin man.

You want to see me, Mr. Peters?

What happened, Grayce? The thin man had a tight voice that expected to be lied to.

Leopardi and two of his boys were on Eight, the rest of the gang on Five. The bunch on Five went to bed. A couple of obvious hustlers managed to get themselves registered just two rooms from Leopardi. They managed to contact him and everybody was having a lot of nice noisy fun out in the hall. I could only stop it by getting a little tough.

Theres blood on your cheek, Peters said coldly. Wipe it off.

Steve scratched at his cheek with a handkerchief. The thin thread of blood had dried. I got the girls tucked away in their room, he said. The two stooges took the hint and holed up, but Leopardi still thought the guests wanted to hear trombone music. I threatened to wrap it around his neck and he beaned me with it. I slapped him open-handed and he pulled a gun and took a shot at me. Heres the gun.

He took the .32 automatic out of his pocket and laid it on the desk. He put the used shell beside it. So I beat some sense into him and threw him out, he added.

Peters tapped on the marble. Your usual tact seems to have been well in evidence.

Steve stared at him. He shot at me, he repeated quietly. With a gun. This gun. Im tender to bullets. He missed, but suppose he hadnt? I like my stomach the way it is, with just one way in and one way out.

Peters narrowed his tawny eyebrows. He said very politely: We have you down on the payroll here as a night clerk, because we dont like the name house detective. But neither night clerks nor house detectives put guests out of the hotel without consulting me. Not ever, Mr. Grayce.

Steve said: The guy shot at me, pal. With a gun. Catch on? I dont have to take that without a kickback, do I? His face was a little white.

Peters said: Another point for your consideration. The controlling interest in this hotel is owned by Mr. Halsey G. Walters. Mr. Walters also owns the Club Shalotte, where King Leopardi is opening on Wednesday night. And that, Mr. Grayce, is why Leopardi was good enough to give us his business. Can you think of anything else I should like to say to you?

Yeah. Im canned, Steve said mirthlessly.

Very correct, Mr. Grayce. Good-night, Mr. Grayce.

The thin blond man moved to the elevator and the night porter took him up.

Steve looked at Millar.

Jumbo Walters, huh? he said softly. A tough, smart guy. Much too smart to think this dump and the Club Shalotte belong to the same sort of customers. Did Peters write Leopardi to come here?

I guess he did, Steve. Millars voice was low and gloomy.

Then why wasnt he put in a tower suite with a private balcony to dance on, at twenty-eight bucks a day? Why was he put on a medium-priced transient floor? And why did Quillan let those girls get so close to him?

Millar pulled at his black mustache. Tight with money — as well as with Scotch, I suppose. As to the girls, I dont know.

Steve slapped the counter open-handed. Well, Im canned, for not letting a drunken heel make a parlor house and a shooting gallery out of the eighth floor. Nuts! Well, Ill miss the joint at that.

Ill miss you too, Steve, Millar said gently. But not for a week. I take a week off starting tomorrow. My brother has a cabin at Crestline.

Didnt know you had a brother, Steve said absently. He opened and closed his fist on the marble desk top.

He doesnt come into town much. A big guy. Used to be a fighter.

Steve nodded and straightened from the counter. Well, I might as well finish out the night, he said. On my back. Put this gun away somewhere, George.

He grinned coldly and walked away, down the steps into the dim main lobby and across to the room where the radio was. He punched the pillows into shape on the pale green davenport, then suddenly reached into his pocket and took out the scrap of white paper he had lifted from the black-haired girls purple handbag. It was a receipt for a weeks rent, to a Miss Marilyn Delorme, Apt. 211, Ridgeland Apartments, 118 Court Street.

He tucked it into his wallet and stood staring at the silent radio. Steve, I think you got another job, he said under his breath. Something about this set-up smells.

He slipped into a closet-like phone both in the corner of the room, dropped a nickel and dialed an all-night radio station. He had to dial four times before he got a clear line to the Owl Program announcer.

Hows to play King Leopardis record of Solitude again? he asked him.

Got a lot of requests piled up. Played it twice already. Whos calling?

Steve Grayce, night man at the Carlton Hotel.

Oh, a sober guy on his job. For you, pal, anything.

Steve went back to the davenport, snapped the radio on and lay down on his back, with his hands clasped behind his head.

Ten minutes later the high, piercingly sweet trumpet notes of King Leopardi came softly from the radio, muted almost to a whisper, and sustaining E above high C for an almost incredible period of time.

Shucks, Steve grumbled, when the record ended. A guy that can play like that — maybe I was too tough with him.
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Court Street was old town, wop town, crook town, arty town. It lay across the top of Bunker Hill and you could find anything there from down-at-heels ex-Greenwich-villagers to crooks on the lam, from ladies of anybodys evening to County Relief clients brawling with haggard landladies in grand old houses with scrolled porches, parquetry floors, and immense sweeping banisters of white oak, mahogany and Circassian walnut.

It had been a nice place once, had Bunker Hill, and from the days of its niceness there still remained the funny little funicular railway, called the Angels Flight, which crawled up and down a yellow clay bank from Hill Street. It was afternoon when Steve Grayce got off the car at the top, its only passenger. He walked along in the sun, a tall, wide-shouldered, rangy-looking man in a well-cut blue suit.

He turned west at Court and began to read the numbers. The one he wanted was two from the corner, across the street from a red brick funeral parlor with a sign in gold over it: Paolo Perrugini Funeral Home. A swarthy iron-gray Italian in a cutaway coat stood in front of the curtained door of the red brick building, smoking a cigar and waiting for somebody to die.

One-eighteen was a three-storied frame apartment house. It had a glass door, well masked by a dirty net curtain, a hall runner eighteen inches wide, dim doors with numbers painted on them with dim-paint, a staircase halfway back. Brass stair rods glittered in the dimness of the hallway.

Steve Grayce went up the stairs and prowled back to the front. Apartment 211, Miss Marilyn Delorme, was on the right, a front apartment. He tapped lightly on the wood, waited, tapped again. Nothing moved beyond the silent door, or in the hallway. Behind another door across the hall somebody coughed and kept on coughing.

Standing there in the half-light Steve Grayce wondered why he had come. Miss Delorme had carried a gun. Leopardi had received some kind of a threat letter and torn it up and thrown it away. Miss Delorme had checked out of the Carlton about an hour after Steve told her Leopardi was gone. Even at that — 

He took out a leather keyholder and studied the lock of the door. It looked as if it would listen to reason. He tried a pick on it, snicked the bolt back and stepped softly into the room. He shut the door, but the pick wouldnt lock it.

The room was dim with drawn shades across two front windows. The air smelled of face powder. There was light-painted furniture, a pull-down double bed which was pulled down but had been made up. There was a magazine on it, a glass tray full of cigarette butts, a pint bottle half full of whiskey, and a glass on a chair beside the bed. Two pillows had been used for a back rest and were still crushed in the middle.

On the dresser there was a composition toilet set, neither cheap nor expensive, a comb with black hair in it, a tray of manicuring stuff, plenty of spilled powder — in the bathroom, nothing. In a closet behind the bed a lot of clothes and two suitcases. The shoes were all one size.

Steve stood beside the bed and pinched his chin. Blossom, the spitting blonde, doesnt live here, he said under his breath. Just Marilyn the torn-pants brunette.

He went back to the dresser and pulled drawers out. In the bottom drawer, under the piece of wall paper that lined it, he found a box of .25 copper-nickel automatic shells. He poked at the butts in the ash tray. All had lipstick on them. He pinched his chin again, then feathered the air with the palm of his hand, like an oarsman with a scull.

Bunk, he said softly. Wasting your time, Stevie.

He walked over to the door and reached for the knob, then turned back to the bed and lifted it by the footrail.

Miss Marilyn Delorme was in.

She lay on her side on the floor under the bed, long legs scissored out as if in running. One mule was on, one off. Garters and skin showed at the tops of her stockings, and a blue rose on something pink. She wore a square-necked, short-sleeved dress that was not too clean. Her neck above the dress was blotched with purple bruises.

Her face was a dark plum color, her eyes had the faint stale glitter of death, and her mouth was open so far that it foreshortened her face. She was colder than ice, and still quite limp. She had been dead two or three hours at least, six hours at most.

The purple bag was beside her, gaping like her mouth. Steve didnt touch any of the stuff that had been emptied out on the floor. There was no gun and there were no papers.

He let the bed down over her again, then made the rounds of the apartment, wiping everything he had touched and a lot of things he couldnt remember whether he had touched or not.

He listened at the door and stepped out. The hall was still empty. The man behind the opposite door still coughed. Steve went down the stairs, looked at the mailboxes and went back along the lower hall to a door.

Behind this door a chair creaked monotonously. He knocked and a womans sharp voice called out. Steve opened the door with his handkerchief and stepped in.

In the middle of the room a woman rocked in an old Boston rocker, her body in the slack boneless attitude of exhaustion. She had a mud-colored face, stringy hair, gray cotton stockings — everything a Bunker Hill landlady should have. She looked at Steve with the interested eye of a dead goldfish.

Are you the manager?

The woman stopped rocking, screamed, Hi, Jake! Company! at the top of her voice, and started rocking again.

An icebox door thudded shut behind a partly open inner door and a very big man came into the room carrying a can of beer. He had a doughy mooncalf face, a tuft of fuzz on top of an otherwise bald head, a thick brutal neck and chin, and brown pig eyes about as expressionless as the womans. He needed a shave — had needed one the day before — and his collarless shirt gaped over a big hard hairy chest. He wore scarlet suspenders with large gilt buckles on them.

He held the can of beer out to the woman. She clawed it out of his hand and said bitterly: Im so tired I aint got no sense.

The man said: Yah. You aint done the halls so good at that.

The woman snarled: I done em as good as I aim to. She sucked the beer thirstily.

Steve looked at the man and said: Manager?

Yah. S me. Jake Stoyanoff. Two hunerd eighty-six stripped, and still plenty tough.

Steve said: Who lives in Two-eleven?

The big man leaned forward a little from the waist and snapped his suspenders. Nothing changed in his eyes. The skin along his big jaw may have tightened a little. A dame, he said.

Alone?

Go on — ask me, the big man said. He stuck his hand out and lifted a cigar off the edge of a stained-wood table. The cigar was burning unevenly and it smelled as if somebody had set fire to the doormat. He pushed it into his mouth with a hard, thrusting motion, as if he expected his mouth wouldnt want it to go in.

Im asking you, Steve said.

Ask me out in the kitchen, the big man drawled.

He turned and held the door open. Steve went past him.

The big man kicked the door shut against the squeak of the rocking chair, opened up the icebox and got out two cans of beer. He opened them and handed one to Steve.

Dick?

Steve drank some of the beer, put the can down on the sink, got a brand-new card out of his wallet — a business card printed that morning. He handed it to the man.

The man read it, put it down on the sink, picked it up and read it again. One of them guys, he growled over his beer. Whats she pulled this time?

Steve shrugged and said: I guess its the usual. The torn pajama act. Only theres a kickback this time.

How come? You handling it, huh? Must be a nice cozy one.

Steve nodded. The big man blew smoke from his mouth. Go ahead and handle it, he said.

You dont mind a pinch here?

The big man laughed heartily. Nuts to you, brother, he said pleasantly enough. Youre a private dick. So its a hush. O.K. Go out and hush it. And if it was a pinch — that bothers me like a quart of milk. Go into your act. Take all the room you want. Cops dont bother Jake Stoyanoff.

Steve stared at the man. He didnt say anything. The big man talked it up some more, seemed to get more interested. Besides, he went on, making motions with the cigar, Im softhearted. I never turn up a dame. I never put a frill in the middle. He finished his beer and threw the can in a basket under the sink, and pushed his hand out in front of him, revolving the large thumb slowly against the next two fingers. Unless theres some of that, he added.

Steve said softly: Youve got big hands. You could have done it.

Huh? His small brown leathery eyes got silent and stared. Steve said: Yeah. You might be clean. But with those hands the copsd go round and round with you just the same.

The big man moved a little to his left, away from the sink. He let his right hand hang down at his side, loosely. His mouth got so tight that the cigar almost touched his nose.

Whats the beef, huh? he barked. What you shovin at me, guy? What—

Cut it, Steve drawled. Shes been croaked. Strangled. Upstairs, on the floor under her bed. About midmorning, Id say. Big hands did it — hands like yours.

The big man did a nice job of getting the gun off his hip. It arrived so suddenly that it seemed to have grown in his hand and been there all the time.

Steve frowned at the gun and didnt move. The big man looked him over. Youre tough, he said. I been in the ring long enough to size up a guys meat. Youre plenty hard, boy. But you aint as hard as lead. Talk it up fast.

I knocked at her door. No answer. The lock was a pushover. I went in. I almost missed her because the bed was pulled down and she had been sitting on it, reading a magazine. There was no sign of struggle. I lifted the bed just before I left — and there she was. Very dead, Mr. Stoyanoff. Put the gat away. Cops dont bother you, you said a minute ago.

The big man whispered: Yes and no. They dont make me happy neither. I get a bump oncen a while. Mostly a Dutch. You said something about my hands, mister.

Steve shook his head. That was a gag, he said. Her neck has nail marks. You bite your nails down close. Youre clean.

The big man didnt look at his fingers. He was very pale. There was sweat on his lower lips, in the black stubble of his beard. He was still leaning forward, still motionless, when there was a knocking beyond the kitchen door, the door from the living room to the hallway. The creaking chair stopped and the womans sharp voice screamed: Hi, Jake! Company!

The big man cocked his head. That old slut wouldnt climb offn her fanny if the house caught fire, he said thickly.

He stepped to the door and slipped through it, locking it behind him.

Steve ranged the kitchen swiftly with his eyes. There was a small high window beyond the sink, a trap low down for a garbage pail and parcels, but no other door. He reached for his card Stoyanoff had left lying on the drainboard and slipped it back into his pocket. Then he took a short-barreled Detective Special out of his left breast pocket where he wore it nose down, as in a holster.

He had got that far when the shots roared beyond the wall — muffled a little, but still loud — four of them blended in a blast of sound.

Steve stepped back and hit the kitchen door with his leg out straight. It held and jarred him to the top of his head and in his hip joint. He swore, took the whole width of the kitchen and slammed into it with his left shoulder. It gave this time. He pitched into the living room. The mud-faced woman sat leaning forward in her rocker, her head to one side and a lock of mousy hair smeared down over her bony forehead.

Backfire, huh? she said stupidly. Sounded kinda close. Musta been in the alley.

Steve jumped across the room, yanked the outer door open and plunged out into the hall.

The big man was still on his feet, a dozen feet down the hallway, in the direction of a screen door that opened flush on an alley. He was clawing at the wall. His gun lay at his feet. His left knee buckled and he went down on it.

A door was flung open and a hard-looking woman peered out, and instantly slammed her door shut again. A radio suddenly gained in volume beyond her door.

The big man got up off his left knee and the leg shook violently inside his trousers. He went down on both knees and got the gun into his hand and began to crawl towards the screen door. Then, suddenly he went down flat on his face and tried to crawl that way, grinding his face into the narrow hail runner.

Then he stopped crawling and stopped moving altogether. His body went limp and the hand holding the gun opened and the gun rolled out of it.

Steve hit the screen door and was out in the alley. A gray sedan was speeding towards the far end of it. He stopped, steadied himself and brought his gun up level, and the sedan whisked out of sight around the corner.

A man boiled out of another apartment house across the alley. Steve ran on, gesticulating back at him and pointing ahead. As he ran he slipped the gun back into his pocket. When he reached the end of the alley, the gray sedan was out of sight. Steve skidded around the wall onto the pavement, slowed to a walk and then stopped.

Half a block down a man finished parking a car, got out and went across the pavement to a lunchroom. Steve watched him go in, then straightened his hat and walked along the wall to the lunchroom.

He went in, sat at the counter and ordered coffee. In a little while there were sirens.

Steve drank his coffee, asked for another cup and drank that. He lit a cigarette and walked down the long hill to Fifth, across to Hill, back to the foot of the Angels Flight, and got his convertible out of a parking lot.

He drove out west, beyond Vermont, to the small hotel where he had taken a room that morning.
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Bill Dockery, floor manager of the Club Shalotte, teetered on his heels and yawned in the unlighted entrance to the dining room. It was a dead hour for business, late cocktail time, too early for dinner, and much too early for the real business of the club, which was high-class gambling.

Dockery was a handsome mug in a midnight-blue dinner jacket and a maroon carnation. He had a two-inch forehead under black lacquer hair, good features a little on the heavy side, alert brown eyes and very long curly eyelashes which he liked to let down over his eyes, to fool troublesome drunks into taking a swing at him.

The entrance door of the foyer was opened by the uniformed doorman and Steve Grayce came in.

Dockery said, Ho, hum, tapped his teeth and leaned his weight forward. He walked across the lobby slowly to meet the guest. Steve stood just inside the doors and ranged his eyes over the high foyer walled with milky glass, lighted softly from behind. Molded in the glass were etchings of sailing ships, beasts of the jungle, Siamese pagodas, temples of Yucatan. The doors were square frames of chromium, like photo frames. The Club Shalotte had all the class there was, and the mutter of voices from the bar lounge on the left was not noisy. The faint Spanish music behind the voices was delicate as a carved fan.

Dockery came up and leaned his sleek head forward an inch. May I help you?

King Leopardi around?

Dockery leaned back again. He looked less interested. The bandleader? He opens tomorrow night.

I thought he might be around — rehearsing or something.

Friend of his?

I know him. Im not job-hunting, and Im not a song plugger if thats what you mean.

Dockery teetered on his heels. He was tone-deaf and Leopardi meant no more to him than a bag of peanuts. He half smiled. He was in the bar lounge a while ago. He pointed with his square rock-like chin. Steve Grayce went into the bar lounge.

It was about a third full, warm and comfortable and not too dark nor too light. The little Spanish orchestra was in an archway, playing with muted strings small seductive melodies that were more like memories than sounds. There was no dance floor. There was a long bar with comfortable seats, and there were small round composition-top tables, not too close together. A wall seat ran around three sides of the room. Waiters flitted among the tables like moths.

Steve Grayce saw Leopardi in the far corner, with a girl. There was an empty table on each side of him. The girl was a knockout.

She looked tall and her hair was the color of a brush fire seen through a dust cloud. On it, at the ultimate rakish angle, she wore a black velvet double-pointed beret with two artificial butterflies made of polka-dotted feathers and fastened on with tall silver pins. Her dress was burgundy-red wool and the blue fox draped over one shoulder was at least two feet wide. Her eyes were large, smoke-blue, and looked bored. She slowly turned a small glass on the table top with a gloved left hand.

Leopardi faced her, leaning forward, talking. His shoulders looked very big in a shaggy, cream-colored sports coat. Above the neck of it his hair made a point on his brown neck. He laughed across the table as Steve came up and his laugh had a confident, sneering sound.

Steve stopped, then moved behind the next table. The movement caught Leopardis eye. His head turned, he looked annoyed, and then his eyes got very wide and brilliant and his whole body turned slowly, like a mechanical toy.

Leopardi put both his rather small well-shaped hands down on the table, on either side of a highball glass. He smiled. Then he pushed his chair back and stood up. He put one finger up and touched his hairline mustache, with theatrical delicacy. Then he said drawlingly, but distinctly: You son of a bitch!

A man at a nearby table turned his head and scowled. A waiter who had started to come over stopped in his tracks, then faded back among the tables. The girl looked at Steve Grayce and then leaned back against the cushions of the wall seat and moistened the end of one bare finger on her right hand and smoothed a chestnut eyebrow.

Steve stood quite still. There was a sudden high flush on his cheekbones. He said softly: You left something at the hotel last night. I think you ought to do something about it. Here.

He reached a folded paper out of his pocket and held it out. Leopardi took it, still smiling, opened it and read it. It was a sheet of yellow paper with torn pieces of white paper pasted on it. Leopardi crumpled the sheet and let it drop at his feet.

He took a smooth step towards Steve and repeated more loudly: You son of a bitch!

The man who had first looked around stood up sharply and turned. He said clearly: I dont like that sort of language in front of my wife.

Without even looking at the man Leopardi said: To hell with you and your wife.

The mans face got a dusky red. The woman with him stood up and grabbed a bag and a coat and walked away. After a moments indecision the man followed her. Everybody in the place was staring now. The waiter who had faded back among the tables went through the doorway into the entrance foyer, walking very quickly.

Leopardi took another, longer step and slammed Steve Grayce on the jaw. Steve rolled with the punch and stepped back and put his hand down on another table and upset a glass. He turned to apologize to the couple at the table. Leopardi jumped forward very fast and hit him behind the ear.

Dockery came through the doorway, split two waiters like a banana skin and started down the room showing all his teeth.

Steve gagged a little and ducked away. He turned and said thickly: Wait a minute, you fool — that isnt all of it — theres—

Leopardi closed in fast and smashed him full on the mouth. Blood oozed from Steves lip and crawled down the line at the corner of his mouth and glistened on his chin. The girl with the red hair reached for her bag, white-faced with anger, and started to get up from behind her table.

Leopardi turned abruptly on his heel and walked away. Dockery put out a hand to stop him. Leopardi brushed it aside and went on, went out of the lounge.

The tall red-haired girl put her bag down on the table again and dropped her handkerchief on the floor. She looked at Steve quietly, spoke quietly. Wipe the blood off your chin before it drips on your shirt. She had a soft, husky voice with a trill in it.

Dockery came up harsh-faced, took Steve by the arm and put weight on the arm. All right, you! Lets go!

Steve stood quite still, his feet planted, staring at the girl. He dabbed at his mouth with a handkerchief. He half smiled. Dockery couldnt move him an inch. Dockery dropped his hand, signaled two waiters and they jumped behind Steve, but didnt touch him.

Steve felt his lip carefully and looked at the blood on his handkerchief. He turned to the people at the table behind him and said: Im terribly sorry. I lost my balance.

The girl whose drink he had spilled was mopping her dress with a small fringed napkin. She smiled up at him and said: It wasnt your fault.

The two waiters suddenly grabbed Steves arms from behind. Dockery shook his head and they let go again. Dockery said tightly: You hit him?

No.

You say anything to make him hit you?

No.

The girl at the corner table bent down to get her fallen handkerchief. It took her quite a time. She finally got it and slid into the corner behind the table again. She spoke coldly.

Quite right, Bill. It was just some more of the Kings sweet way with his public.

Dockery said Huh? and swiveled his head on his thick hard neck. Then he grinned and looked back at Steve.

Steve said grimly: He gave me three good punches, one from behind, without a return. You look pretty hard. See can you do it.

Dockery measured him with his eyes. He said evenly: You win. I couldnt…Beat it! he added sharply to the waiters. They went away. Dockery sniffed his carnation, and said quietly: We dont go for brawls in here. He smiled at the girl again and went away, saying a word here and there at the tables. He went out through the foyer doors.

Steve tapped his lip, put his handkerchief in his pocket and stood searching the floor with his eyes.

The red-haired girl said calmly: I think I have what you want — in my handkerchief. Wont you sit down?

Her voice had a remembered quality, as if he had heard it before.

He sat down opposite her, in the chair where Leopardi had been sitting.

The red-haired girl said: The drinks on me. I was with him.

Steve said, Coke with a dash of bitters, to the waiter.

The waiter said: Madame?

Brandy and soda. Light on the brandy, please. The waiter bowed and drifted away. The girl said amusedly: Coke with a dash of bitters. Thats what I love about Hollywood. You meet so many neurotics.

Steve stared into her eyes and said softly: Im an occasional drinker, the kind of guy who goes out for a beer and wakes up in Singapore with a full beard.

I dont believe a word of it. Have you known the King long?

I met him last night. I didnt get along with him.

I sort of noticed that. She laughed. She had a rich low laugh, too.

Give me that paper, lady.

Oh, one of these impatient men. Plenty of time. The handkerchief with the crumpled yellow sheet inside it was clasped tightly in her gloved hand. Her middle right finger played with an eyebrow. Youre not in pictures, are you?

Hell, no.

Same here, Me, Im too tall. The beautiful men have to wear stilts in order to clasp me to their bosoms.

The waiter set the drinks down in front of them, made a grace note in the air with his napkin and went away.

Steve said quietly, stubbornly: Give me that paper, lady.

I dont like that lady stuff. It sounds like cop to me.

I dont know your name.

I dont know yours. Where did you meet Leopardi? Steve sighed. The music from the little Spanish orchestra had a melancholy minor sound now and the muffled clicking of gourds dominated it.

Steve listened to it with his head on one side. He said: The E string is a half-tone flat. Rather cute effect.

The girl stared at him with new interest. Id never have noticed that, she said. And Im supposed to be a pretty good singer. But you havent answered my question.

He said slowly: Last night I was house dick at the Carlton Hotel. They called me night clerk, but house dick was what I was. Leopardi stayed there and cut up too rough. I threw him out and got canned.

The girl said: Ah. I begin to get the idea. He was being the King and you were being — if I might guess — a pretty tough order of house detective.

Something like that. Now will you please—

You still havent told me your name.

He reached for his wallet, took one of the brand-new cards out of it and passed it across the table. He sipped his drink while she read it.

A nice name, she said slowly. But not a very good address. And Private investigator is bad. It should have been Investigations, very small, in the lower left-hand corner.

Theyll be small enough, Steve grinned. Now will you please—

She reached suddenly across the table and dropped the crumpled ball of paper in his hand.

Of course I havent read it — and of course Id like to. You do give me that much credit, I hope — she looked at the card again, and added — Steve. Yes, and your office should be in a Georgian or very modernistic building in the Sunset Eighties. Suite Something-or-other. And your clothes should be very jazzy. Very jazzy indeed, Steve. To be inconspicuous in this town is to be a busted flush.

He grinned at her. His deep-set black eyes had lights in them. She put the card away in her bag, gave her fur piece a yank, and drank about half of her drink. I have to go. She signaled the waiter and paid the check. The waiter went away and she stood up.

Steve said sharply: Sit down.

She stared at him wonderingly. Then she sat down again and leaned against the wall, still staring at him. Steve leaned across the table, asked How well do you know Leopardi?

Off and on for years. If its any of your business. Dont go masterful on me, for Gods sake. I loathe masterful men. I once sang for him, but not for long. You cant just sing for Leopardi — if you get what I mean.

You were having a drink with him.

She nodded slightly and shrugged. He opens here tomorrow night. He was trying to talk me into singing for him again. I said no, but I may have to, for a week or two anyway. The man who owns the Club Shalotte also owns my contract — and the radio station where I work a good deal.

Jumbo Walters, Steve said. They say hes tough but square. I never met him, but Id like to. After all Ive got a living to get. Here.

He reached back across the table and dropped the crumpled paper. The name was—

Dolores Chiozza.

Steve repeated it lingeringly. I like it. I like your singing too. Ive heard a lot of it. You dont oversell a song, like most of these high-money torchers. His eyes glistened.

The girl spread the paper on the table and read it slowly, without expression. Then she said quietly: Who tore it up?

Leopardi, I guess. The pieces were in his wastebasket last night. I put them together, after he was gone. The guy has guts — or else he gets these things so often they dont register any more.

Or else he thought it was a gag. She looked across the table levelly, then folded the paper and handed it back.

Maybe. But if hes the kind of guy I hear he is — one of them is going to be on the level and the guy behind it is going to do more than just shake him down.

Dolores Chiozza said: Hes the kind of guy you hear he is.

It wouldnt be hard for a woman to get to him then — would it — a woman with a gun?

She went on staring at him. No. And everybody would give her a big hand, if you ask me. If I were you, Id just forget the whole thing. If he wants protection — Walters can throw more around him than the police. If he doesnt — who cares? I dont. Im damn sure I dont.

Youre kind of tough yourself, Miss Chiozza — over some things.

She said nothing. Her face was a little white and more than a little hard.

Steve finished his drink, pushed his chair back and reached for his hat. He stood up. Thank you very much for the drink, Miss Chiozza. Now that Ive met you Ill look forward all the more to hearing you sing again.

Youre damn formal all of a sudden, she said.

He grinned. So long, Dolores.

So long, Steve. Good luck — in the sleuth racket. If I hear of anything—

He turned and walked among the tables out of the bar lounge.
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In the crisp fall evening the lights of Hollywood and Los Angeles winked at him. Searchlight beams probed the cloudless sky as if searching for bombing-planes.

Steve got his convertible out of the parking lot and drove it east along Sunset. At Sunset and Fairfax he bought an evening paper and pulled over to the curb to look through it. There was nothing in the paper about 118 Court Street.

He drove on and ate dinner at the little coffee shop beside his hotel and went to a movie. When he came out he bought a Home Edition of the Tribune, a morning sheet. They were in that — both of them.

Police thought Jake Stoyanoff might have strangled the girl, but she had not been attacked. She was described as a stenographer, unemployed at the moment. There was no picture of her. There was a picture of Stoyanoff that looked like a touched up police photo. Police were looking for a man who had been talking to Stoyanoff just before he was shot. Several people said he was a tall man in a dark suit. That was all the description the police got — or gave out.

Steve grinned sourly, stopped at the coffee shop for a goodnight cup of coffee and then went up to his room. It was a few minutes to eleven oclock. As he unlocked his door the telephone started to ring.

He shut the door and stood in the darkness remembering where the phone was. Then he walked straight to it, catlike in the dark room, sat in an easy chair and reached the phone up from the lower shelf of a small table. He held the one-piece to his ear and said: Hello.

Is this Steve? It was a rich, husky voice, low, vibrant. It held a note of strain.

Yeah, this is Steve. I can hear you. I know who you are.

There was a faint dry laugh. Youll make a detective after all. And it seems Im to give you your first case. Will you come over to my place at once? Its Twenty-four twelve Renfrew — North, there isnt any South — just half a block below Fountain. Its a sort of bungalow court. My house is the last in line, at the back.

Steve said: Yes. Sure. Whats the matter?

There was a pause. A horn blared in the street outside the hotel. A wave of white light went across the ceiling from some car rounding the corner uphill. The low voice said very slowly: Leopardi. I cant get rid of him. Hes — hes passed out in my bedroom. Then a tinny laugh that didnt go with the voice at all.

Steve held the phone so tight his hand ached. His teeth clicked in the darkness. He said flatly, in a dull, brittle voice: Yeah. Itll cost you twenty bucks.

Of course. Hurry, please.

He hung up, sat there in the dark room breathing hard. He pushed his hat back on his head, then yanked it forward again with a vicious jerk and laughed out loud. Hell, he said, That kind of a dame.

Twenty-four-twelve Renfrew was not strictly a bungalow court. It was a staggered row of six bungalows, all facing the same way, but so-arranged that no two of their front entrances overlooked each other. There was a brick wall at the back and beyond the brick wall a church. There was a long smooth lawn, moon-silvered.

The door was up two steps, with lanterns on each side and an iron-work grill over the peep hole. This opened to his knock and a girls face looked out, a small oval face with a Cupids bow mouth, arched and plucked eyebrows, wavy brown hair. The eyes were like two fresh and shiny chestnuts.

Steve dropped a cigarette and put his foot on it. Miss Chiozza. Shes expecting me. Steve Grayce.

Miss Chiozza has retired, sir, the girl said with a half insolent twist to her lips.

Break it up, kid. You heard me, Im expected.

The wicket slammed shut. He waited, scowling back along the narrow moonlit lawn towards the street. O.K. So it was like that — well, twenty bucks was worth a ride in the moonlight anyway.

The lock clicked and the door opened wide. Steve went past the maid into a warm cheerful room, old-fashioned with chintz. The lamps were neither old nor new and there were enough of them — in the right places. There was a hearth behind a paneled copper screen, a davenport close to it, a bar-top radio in the corner.

The maid said stiffly: Im sorry, sir. Miss Chiozza forgot to tell me. Please have a chair. The voice was soft, and it might be cagey. The girl went off down the room — short skirts, sheer silk stockings, and four-inch spike heels.

Steve sat down and held his hat on his knee and scowled at the wall. A swing door creaked shut. He got a cigarette out and rolled it between his fingers and then deliberately squeezed it to a shapeless flatness of white paper and ragged tobacco. He threw it away from him, at the fire screen.

Dolores Chiozza came towards him. She wore green velvet lounging pajamas with a long gold-fringed sash. She spun the end of the sash as if she might be going to throw a loop with it. She smiled a slight artificial smile. Her face had a clean scrubbed look and her eyelids were bluish and they twitched.

Steve stood up and watched the green morocco slippers peep out under the pajamas as she walked. When she was close to him he lifted his eyes to her face and said dully: Hello.

She looked at him very steadily, then spoke in a high, carrying voice. I know its late, but I knew you were used to being up all night. So I thought what we had to talk over — Wont you sit down?

She turned her head very slightly, seemed to be listening for something.

Steve said: I never go to bed before two. Quite all right.

She went over and pushed a bell beside the hearth. After a moment the maid came through the arch.

Bring some ice cubes, Agatha. Then go along home. Its getting pretty late.

Yesm. The girl disappeared.

There was a silence then that almost howled till the tall girl took a cigarette absently out of a box, put it between her lips and Steve struck a match clumsily on his shoe. She pushed the end of the cigarette into the flame and her smoke-blue eyes were very steady on his black ones. She shook her head very slightly.

The maid came back with a copper ice bucket. She pulled a low Indian-brass tray-table between them before the davenport, put the ice bucket on it, then a siphon, glasses and spoons, and a triangular bottle that looked like good Scotch had come in it except that it was covered with silver filigree work and fitted with a stopper.

Dolores Chiozza said, Will you mix a drink? in a formal voice.

He mixed two drinks, stirred them, handed her one. She sipped it, shook her head. Too light, she said. He put more whiskey in it and handed it back. She said, Better, and leaned back against the corner of the davenport.

The maid came into the room again. She had a small rakish red hat on her wavy brown hair and was wearing a gray coat trimmed with nice fur. She carried a black brocade bag that could have cleaned out a fair-sized icebox. She said: Good night, Miss Dolores.

Good night, Agatha.

The girl went out the front door, closed it softly. Her heels clicked down the walk. A car door opened and shut distantly and a motor started. Its sound soon dwindled away. It was a very quiet neighborhood.

Steve put his drink down on the brass tray and looked levelly at the tall girl, said harshly: That means shes out of the way?

Yes. She goes home in her own car. She drives me home from the studio in mine — when I go to the studio, which I did tonight. I dont like to drive a car myself.

Well, what are you waiting for?

The red-haired girl looked steadily at the paneled fire screen and the unlit log fire behind it. A muscle twitched in her cheek.

After a moment she said: Funny that I called you instead of Walters. Hed have protected me better than you can. Only he wouldnt have believed me. I thought perhaps you would. I didnt invite Leopardi here. So far as I know — we two are the only people in the world who know hes here.

Something in her voice jerked Steve upright.

She took a small crisp handkerchief from the breast pocket of the green velvet pajama-suit, dropped it on the floor, picked it up swiftly and pressed it against her mouth. Suddenly, without making a sound, she began to shake like a leaf.

Steve said swiftly: What the hell — I can handle that heel in my hip pocket. I did last night — and last night he had a gun and took a shot at me.

Her head turned. Her eyes were very wide and staring. But it couldnt have been my gun, she said in a dead voice.

Huh? Of course not — what — ?

Its my gun tonight, she said and stared at him. You said a woman could get to him with a gun very easily.

He just stared at her. His face was white now and he made a vague sound in his throat.

Hes not drunk, Steve, she said gently. Hes dead. In yellow pajamas — in my bed. With my gun in his hand. You didnt think he was just drunk — did you, Steve?

He stood up in a swift lunge, then became absolutely motionless, staring down at her. He moved his tongue on his lips and after a long time he formed words with it. Lets go look at him, he said in a hushed voice.

6

The room was at the back of the house to the left. The girl took a key out of her pocket and unlocked the door. There was a low light on a table, and the venetian blinds were drawn. Steve went in past her silently, on cat feet.

Leopardi lay squarely in the middle of the bed, a large smooth silent man, waxy and artificial in death. Even his mustache looked phony. His half-open eyes, sightless as marbles, looked as if they had never seen. He lay on his back, on the sheet, and the bedclothes were thrown over the foot of the bed.

The King wore yellow silk pajamas, the slip-on kind, with a turned collar. They were loose and thin. Over his breast they were dark with blood that had seeped into the silk as if into blotting-paper. There was a little blood on his bare brown neck.

Steve stared at him and said tonelessly: The King in Yellow. I read a book with that title once. He liked yellow, I guess. I packed some of his stuff last night. And he wasnt yellow either. Guys like him usually are — or are they?

The girl went over to the corner and sat down in a slipper chair and looked at the floor. It was a nice room, as modernistic as the living room was casual. It had a chenille rug, cafÈ-au-lait color, severely angled furniture in inlaid wood, and a trick dresser with a mirror for a top, a kneehole and drawers like a desk. It had a box mirror above and a semi-cylindrical frosted wall light set above the mirror, In the corner there was a glass table with a crystal greyhound on top of it, and a lamp with the deepest drum shade Steve had ever seen.

He stopped looking at all this and looked at Leopardi again. He pulled the Kings pajamas up gently and examined the wound. It was directly over the heart and the skin was scorched and mottled there. There was not so very much blood. He had died in a fraction of a second.

A small Mauser automatic lay cuddled in his right hand, on top of the beds second pillow.

Thats artistic, Steve said and pointed. Yeah, thats a nice touch. Typical contact wound, I guess. He even pulled his pajama shirt up. Ive heard they do that. A Mauser seven-six-three about. Sure its your gun?

Yes. She kept on looking at the floor. It was in a desk in the living room — not loaded. But there were shells. I dont know why. Somebody gave it to me once. I didnt even know how to load it.

Steve smiled. Her eyes lifted suddenly and she saw his smile and shuddered. I dont expect anybody to believe that, she said. We may as well call the police, I suppose.

Steve nodded absently, put a cigarette in his mouth and flipped it up and down with his lips that were still puffy from Leopardis punch. He lit a match on his thumbnail, puffed a small plume of smoke and said quietly: No cops. Not yet. Just tell it.

The red-haired girl said: I sing at KFQC, you know. Three nights a week — on a quarter-hour automobile program. This was one of the nights. Agatha and I got home — oh, close to half-past ten. At the door I remembered there was no fizzwater in the house, so I sent her back to the liquor store three blocks away, and came in alone. There was a queer smell in the house. I dont know what it was. As if several men had been in here, somehow. When I came in the bedroom — he was exactly as he is now. I saw the gun and I went and looked and then I knew I was sunk. I didnt know what to do. Even if the police cleared me, everywhere I went from now on—

Steve said sharply: He got in here — how?

I dont know.

Goon, he said.

I locked the door. Then I undressed — with that on my bed. I went into the bathroom to shower and collect my brains, if any. I locked the door when I left the room and took the key. Agatha was back then, but I dont think she saw me. Well, I took the shower and it braced me up a bit. Then I had a drink and then I came in here and called you.

She stopped and moistened the end of a finger and smoothed the end of her left eyebrow with it. Thats all, Steve — absolutely all.

Domestic help can be pretty nosy. This Agathas nosier than most — or I miss my guess. He walked over to the door and looked at the lock. I bet there are three or four keys in the house that knock this over. He went to the windows and felt the catches, looked down at the screens through the glass. He said over his shoulder, casually: Was the King in love with you?

Her voice was sharp, almost angry. He never was in love with any woman. A couple of years back in San Francisco, when I was with his band for a while, there was some slap-silly publicity about us. Nothing to it. Its been revived here in the hand-outs to the press, to build up his opening. I was telling him this afternoon I wouldnt stand for it, that I wouldnt be linked with him in anybodys mind. His private life was filthy. It reeked. Everybody in the business knows that. And its not a business where daisies grow very often.

Steve said: Yours was the only bedroom he couldnt make?

The girl flushed to the roots of her dusky red hair.

That sounds lousy, he said. But I have to figure the angles. Thats about true, isnt it?

Yes — I suppose so. I wouldnt say the only one.

Go on out in the other room and buy yourself a drink.

She stood up and looked at him squarely across the bed. I didnt kill him, Steve. I didnt let him into this house tonight. I didnt know he was coming here, or had any reason to come here. Believe that or not. But something about this is wrong. Leopardi was the last man in the world to take his lovely life himself.

Steve said: He didnt, angel. Go buy that drink. He was murdered. The whole thing is a frame — to get a cover-up from Jumbo Walters. Go on out.

He stood silent, motionless, until sounds he heard from the living room told him she was out there. Then he took out his handkerchief and loosened the gun from Leopardis right hand and wiped it over carefully on the outside, broke out the magazine and wiped that off, spilled out all the shells and wiped every one, ejected the one in the breech and wiped that. He reloaded the gun and put it back in Leopardis dead hand and closed his fingers around it and pushed his index finger against the trigger. Then he let the hand fall naturally back on the bed.

He pawed through the bedclothes and found an ejected shell and wiped that off, put it back where he had found it. He put the handkerchief to his nose, sniffed it wryly, went around the bed to a clothes closet and opened the door.

Careless of your clothes, boy, he said softly.

The rough cream-colored coat hung in there, on a hook, over dark gray slacks with a lizard-skin belt. A yellow satin shirt and a wine-colored tie dangled alongside. A handkerchief to match the tie flowed loosely four inches from the breast pocket of the coat. On the floor lay a pair of gazelle-leather nutmeg-brown sports shoes, and socks without garters. And there were yellow satin shorts with heavy black initials on them lying close by.

Steve felt carefully in the gray slacks and got out a leather keyholder. He left the room, went along the cross-hall and into the kitchen. It had a solid door, a good spring lock with a key stuck in it. He took it out and tried keys from the bunch in the keyholder, found none that fitted, put the other key back and went into the living room. He opened the front door, went outside and shut it again without looking at the girl huddled in a corner of the davenport. He tried keys in the lock, finally found the right one. He let himself back into the house, returned to the bedroom and put the keyholder back in the pocket of the gray slacks again. Then he went to the living room.

The girl was still huddled motionless, staring at him.

He put his back to the mantel and puffed at cigarette. Agatha with you all the time at the studio?

She nodded. I suppose so. So he had a key. That was what you were doing, wasnt it?

Yes. Had Agatha long?

About a year.

She steal from you? Small stuff, I mean?

Dolores Chiozza shrugged wearily. What does it matter? Most of them do. A little face cream or powder, a handkerchief, a pair of stockings once in a while. Yes, I think she stole from me. They look on that sort of thing as more or less legitimate.

Not the nice ones, angel.

Well — the hours were a little trying, I work at night, often get home very late. Shes a dresser as well as a maid.

Anything else about her? She use cocaine or weed. Hit the bottle? Ever have laughing fits?

I dont think so. What has she got to do with it, Steve?

Lady, she sold somebody a key to your apartment. Thats obvious. You didnt give him one, the landlord wouldnt give him one, but Agatha had one. Check?

Her eyes had a stricken look. Her mouth trembled a little, not much. A drink was untasted at her elbow. Steve bent over and drank some of it.

She said slowly: Were wasting time, Steve. We have to call the police. Theres nothing anybody can do. Im done for as a nice person, even if not as a lady at large. Theyll think it was a lovers quarrel and I shot him and thats that. If I could convince them I didnt, then he shot himself in my bed, and Im still ruined. So I might as well make up my mind to face the music.

Steve said softly: Watch this. My mother used to do it.

He put a finger to his mouth, bent down and touched her lips at the same spot with the same finger. He smiled, said: Well go to Walters — or you will. Hell pick his cops and the ones he picks wont go screaming through the night with reporters sitting in their laps. Theyll sneak in quiet, like process servers. Walters can handle this. That was what was counted on. Me, Im going to collect Agatha. Because I want a description of the guy she sold that key to — and I want it fast. And by the way, you owe me twenty bucks for coming over here. Dont let that slip your memory.

The tall girl stood up, smiling. Youre a kick, you are, she said. What makes you so sure he was murdered?

Hes not wearing his own pajamas. His have his initials on them. I packed his stuff last night — before I threw him out of the Carlton, Get dressed, angel — and get me Agathas address.

He went into the bedroom and pulled a sheet over Leopardis body, held it a moment above the still, waxen face before letting it fall.

So long, guy, he said gently. You were a louse — but you sure had music in you.

It was a small frame house on Brighton Avenue near Jefferson, in a block of small frame houses, all old-fashioned, with front porches. This one had a narrow concrete walk which the moon made whiter than it was.

Steve mounted the steps and looked at the light-edged shade of the wide front window. He knocked. There were shuffling steps and a woman opened the door and looked at him through the hooked screen — a dumpy elderly woman with frizzled gray hair. Her body was shapeless in a wrapper and her feet slithered in loose slippers. A man with a polished bald head and milky eyes sat in a wicker chair beside a table. He held his hands in his lap and twisted the knuckles aimlessly. He didnt look towards the door.

Steve said: Im from Miss Chiozza. Are you Agathas mother?

The woman said dully: I reckon. But she aint home, mister. The man in the chair got a handkerchief from somewhere and blew his nose. He snickered darkly.

Steve said: Miss Chiozzas not feeling so well tonight. She was hoping Agatha would come back and stay the night with her.

The milky-eyed man snickered again, sharply. The woman said: We dunno where she is. She dont come home. Pan me waits up for her to come home. She stays out till were sick.

The old man snapped in a reedy voice: Shell stay out till the cops get her one of these times.

Pas half blind, the woman said. Makes him kinda mean. Wont you step in?

Steve shook his head and turned his hat around in his hands like a bashful cowpuncher in a horse opera. Ive got to find her, he said. Where would she go?

Out drinkin liquor with cheap spenders, Pa cackled. Pantywaists with silk handkerchiefs stead of neckties. If I had eyes, Id strap her till she dropped. He grabbed the arms of his chair and the muscles knotted on the backs of his hands. Then he began to cry. Tears welled from his milky eyes and started through the white stubble on his cheeks, The woman went across and took the handkerchief out of his fist and wiped his face with it, Then she blew her nose on it and came back to the door.

Might be anywhere, she said to Steve, This is a big town, mister, I dunno where at to say.

Steve said dully: Ill call back. If she comes in, will you hang onto her, Whats your phone number?

Whats the phone number, Pa? the woman called back over her shoulder.

I aint sayin, Pa snorted.

The woman said: I remember now. South Two-four-five-four. Call any time. Pan me aint got nothing to do.

Steve thanked her and went back down the white walk to the street and along the walk half a block to where he had left his car. He glanced idly across the way and started to get into his car, then stopped moving suddenly with his hand gripping the car door. He let go of that, took three steps sideways and stood looking across the street tight-mouthed.

All the houses in the block were much the same, but the one opposite had a FOR RENT placard stuck in the front window and a real-estate sign spiked into the small patch of front lawn. The house itself looked neglected, utterly empty, but in its little driveway stood a small neat black coupe.

Steve said under his breath: Hunch. Play it up, Stevie.

He walked almost delicately across the wide dusty street, his hand touching the hard metal of the gun in his pocket, and came up behind the little car, stood and listened. He moved silently along its left side, glanced back across the street, then looked in the cars open left-front window.

The girl sat almost as if driving, except that her head was tipped a little too much into the corner. The little red hat was still on her head, the gray coat, trimmed with fur, still around her body. In the reflected moonlight her mouth was strained open. Her tongue stuck out. And her chestnut eyes stared at the roof of the car.

Steve didnt touch her. He didnt have to touch her to look any closer to know there would be heavy bruises on her neck.

Tough on women, these guys, he muttered.

The girls big black brocade bag lay on the seat beside her, gaping open like her mouth — like Miss Marilyn Delormes mouth, and Miss Marilyn Delormes purple bag.

Yeah — tough on women.

He backed away till he stood under a small palm tree by the entrance to the driveway. The street was as empty and deserted as a closed theater, He crossed silently to his car, got into it and drove away.

Nothing to it. A girl coming home alone late at night, stuck up and strangled a few doors from her own home by some tough guy. Very simple. The first prowl car that cruised that block — if the boys were half awake — would take a look the minute they spotted the FOR RENT sign. Steve tramped hard on the throttle and went away from there.

At Washington and Figueroa he went into an all-night drugstore and pulled shut the door of the phone booth at the back. He dropped his nickel and dialed the number of police headquarters.

He asked for the desk and said: Write this down, will you, sergeant? Brighton Avenue, thirty-two-hundred block, west side, in driveway of empty house. Got that much?

Yeah. So what?

Car with dead woman in it, Steve said, and hung up.
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Quillan, head day clerk and assistant manager of the Carlton Hotel, was on night duty, because Millar, the night auditor, was off for a week. It was half-past one and things were dead and Quillan was bored. He had done everything there was to do long ago, because he had been a hotel man for twenty years and there was nothing to it.

The night porter had finished cleaning up and was in his room beside the elevator bank. One elevator was lighted and open, as usual. The main lobby had been tidied up and the lights had been properly dimmed. Everything was exactly as usual.

Quillan was a rather short, rather thickset man with clear bright toadlike eyes that seemed to hold a friendly expression without really having any expression at all. He had pale sandy hair and not much of it. His pale hands were clasped in front of him on the marble top of the desk. He was just the right height to put his weight on the desk without looking as if he were sprawling. He was looking at the wall across the entrance lobby, but he wasnt seeing it, He was half asleep, even though his eyes were wide open, and if the night porter struck a match behind his door, Quillan would know it and bang on his bell.

The brass-trimmed swing doors at the street entrance pushed open and Steve Grayce came in, a summer-weight coat turned up around his neck, his hat yanked low and a cigarette wisping smoke at the corner of his mouth. He looked very casual, very alert, and very much at ease. He strolled over to the desk and rapped on it.

Wake up! he snorted.

Quillan moved his eyes an inch and said: All outside rooms with bath. But positively no parties on the eighth floor. Hiyah, Steve. So you finally got the axe. And for the wrong thing. Thats life.

Steve said: O.K. Have you got a new night man here?

Dont need one, Steve. Never did, in my opinion.

Youll need one as long as old hotel men like you register floozies on the same corridor with people like Leopardi.

Quillan half closed his eyes and then opened them to where they had been before. He said indifferently: Not me, pal. But anybody can make a mistake. Millars really an accountant — not a desk man.

Steve leaned back and his face became very still. The smoke almost hung at the tip of his cigarette. His eyes were like black glass now. He smiled a little dishonestly.

And why was Leopardi put in an eight-dollar room on Eight instead of in a tower suite at twenty-eight per?

Quillan smiled back at him. I didnt register Leopardi, old sock. There were reservations in. I supposed they were what he wanted. Some guys dont spend. Any other questions, Mr. Grayce?

Yeah. Was Eight-fourteen empty last night?

It was on change, so it was empty. Something about the plumbing. Proceed.

Who marked it on change?

Quillans bright fathomless eyes turned and became curiously fixed. He didnt answer.

Steve said: Heres why. Leopardi was in Eight-fifteen and the two girls in Eight-eleven. Just Eight-thirteen between. A lad with a passkey could have gone into Eight-thirteen and turned both the bolt locks on the communicating doors. Then, if the folks in the two other rooms had done the same thing on their side, theyd have a suite set up.

So what? Quillan asked. We got chiseled out of eight bucks, eh? Well, it happens, in better hotels than this. His eyes looked sleepy now.

Steve said: Millar could have done that. But hell, it doesnt make sense. Millars not that kind of a guy. Risk a job for a buck tip — phooey. Millars no dollar pimp.

Quillan said: All right, policeman. Tell me whats really on your mind.

One of the girls in Eight-eleven had a gun. Leopardi got a threat letter yesterday — I dont know where or how. It didnt faze him, though. He tore it up. Thats how I know. I collected the pieces from his basket. I suppose Leopardis boys all checked out of here.

Of course. They went to the Normandy.

Call the Normandy, and ask to speak to Leopardi. If hes there, hell still be at the bottle. Probably with a gang.

Why? Quillan asked gently.

Because youre a nice guy. If Leopardi answers — just hang up. Steve paused and pinched his chin hard. If he went out, try to find out where.

Quillan straightened, gave Steve another long quiet look and went behind the pebbled-glass screen. Steve stood very still, listening, one hand clenched at his side, the other tapping noiselessly on the marble desk.

In about three minutes Quillan came back and leaned on the desk again and said: Not there. Party going on in his suite — they sold him a big one — and sounds loud. I talked to a guy who was fairly sober. He said Leopardi got a call around ten — some girl. He went out preening himself, as the fellow says. Hinting about a very juicy date. The guy was just lit enough to hand me all this.

Steve said: Youre a real pal. I hate not to tell you the rest. Well, I liked working here. Not much work at that.

He started towards the entrance doors again. Quillan let him get his hand on the brass handle before he called out. Steve turned and came back slowly.

Quillan said: I heard Leopardi took a shot at you. I dont think it was noticed. It wasnt reported down here. And I dont think Peters fully realized that until he saw the mirror in Eight fifteen. If you care to come back, Steve—

Steve shook his head. Thanks for the thought.

And hearing about that shot, Quillan added, made me remember something. Two years ago a girl shot herself in Eight fifteen.

Steve straightened his back so sharply that he almost jumped. What girl?

Quillan looked surprised. I dont know. I dont remember her real name. Some girl who had been kicked around all she could stand and wanted to die in a clean bed — alone.

Steve reached across and took hold of Quillans arm. The hotel files, he rasped. The clippings, whatever there was in the papers will be in them. I want to see those clippings.

Quillan stared at him for a long moment. Then he said: Whatever game youre playing, kid — youre playing it damn close to your vest. I will say that for you. And me bored stiff with a night to kill.

He reached along the desk and thumped the call bell. The door of the night porters room opened and the porter came across the entrance lobby. He nodded and smiled at Steve.

Quillan said: Take the board, Carl. Ill be in Mr. Peters office for a little while.

He went to the safe and got keys out of it.

8

The cabin was high up on the side of the mountain, against a thick growth of digger pine, oak and incense cedar. It was solidly built, with a stone chimney, shingled all over and heavily braced against the slope of the hill. By daylight the roof was green and the sides dark reddish brown and the window frames and draw curtains red. In the uncanny brightness of an all-night mid-October moon in the mountains, it stood out sharply in every detail, except color.

It was at the end of a road, a quarter of a mile from any other cabin. Steve rounded the bend towards it without lights, at five in the morning. He stopped his car at once, when he was sure it was the right cabin, got out and walked soundlessly along the side of the gravel road, on a carpet of wild iris.

On the road level there was a rough pine board garage, and from this a path went up to the cabin porch. The garage was unlocked. Steve swung the door open carefully, groped in past the dark bulk of a car and felt the top of the radiator. It was still warmish. He got a small flash out of his pocket and played it over the car. A gray sedan, dusty, the gas gauge low. He snapped the flash off, shut the garage door carefully and slipped into place the piece of wood that served for a hasp. Then he climbed the path to the house.

There was light behind the drawn red curtains. The porch was high and juniper logs were piled on it, with the bark still on them. The front door had a thumb latch and a rustic door handle above.

He went up, neither too softly nor too noisily, lifted his hand, sighed deep in his throat, and knocked, His hand touched the butt of the gun in the inside pocket of his coat, once, then came away empty.

A chair creaked and steps padded across the floor and a voice called out softly: What is it? Millars voice.

Steve put his lips close to the wood and said: This is Steve, George. You up already?

The key turned, and the door opened. George Millar, the dapper night auditor of the Carlton House, didnt look dapper now. He was dressed in old trousers and a thick blue sweater with a roll collar. His feet were in ribbed wool socks and fleece-lined slippers. His clipped black mustache was a curved smudge across his pale face. Two electric bulbs burned in their sockets in a low beam across the room, below the slope of the high roof. A table lamp was lit and its shade was tilted to throw light on a big Morris chair with a leather seat and back-cushion. A fire burned lazily in a heap of soft ash on the big open hearth.

Millar said in his low, husky voice: Hells sake, Steve. Glad to see you. Howd you find us anyway? Come on in, guy.

Steve stepped through the door and Millar locked it. City habit, he said grinning. Nobody locks anything in the mountains. Have a chair. Warm your toes. Cold out at this tune of night.

Steve said: Yeah, Plenty cold.

He sat down in the Morris chair and put his hat and coat on the end of the solid wood table behind it. He leaned forward and held his hands out to the fire.

Millar said: How the hell did you find us, Steve?

Steve didnt look at him. He said quietly: Not so easy at that. You told me last night your brother had a cabin up here — remember? So I had nothing to do, so I thought Id drive up and bum some breakfast. The guy in the inn at Crestline didnt know who had cabins where. His trade is with people passing through. I rang up a garage man and he didnt know any Millar cabin. Then I saw a light come on down the street in a coal-and-wood yard and a little guy who is forest ranger and deputy sheriff and wood-and-gas dealer and half a dozen other things was getting his car out to go down to San Bernardino for some tank gas. A very smart little guy. The minute I said your brother had been a fighter he wised up. So here I am.

Millar pawed at his mustache. Bedsprings creaked at the back of the cabin somewhere. Sure, he still goes under his fighting name — Gaff Talley. Ill get him up and well have some coffee. I guess you and me are both in the same boat. Used to working at night and cant sleep. I havent been to bed at all.

Steve looked at him slowly and looked away. A burly voice behind them said: Gaff is up. Whos your pal, George?

Steve stood up casually and turned. He looked at the mans hands first. He couldnt help himself. They were large hands, well kept as to cleanliness, but coarse and ugly. One knuckle had been broken badly. He was a big man with reddish hair. He wore a sloppy bathrobe over outing-flannel pajamas. He had a leathery expressionless face, scarred over the cheekbones. There were fine white scars over his eyebrows and at the corners of his mouth. His nose was spread and thick. His whole face looked as if it had caught a lot of gloves. His eyes alone looked vaguely like Millars eyes.

Millar said: Steve Grayce. Night man at the hotel — until last night. His grin was a little vague.

Gaff Talley came over and shook hands. Glad to meet you, he said. Ill get some duds on and well scrape a breakfast off the shelves. I slept enough. George aint slept any, the poor sap.

He went back across the room towards the door through which hed come. He stopped there and leaned on an old phonograph, put his big hand down behind a pile of records in paper envelopes. He stayed just like that, without moving.

Millar said: Any luck on a job, Steve? Or did you try yet?

Yeah. In a way. I guess Im a sap, but Im going to have a shot at the private-agency racket. Not much in it unless I can land some publicity. He shrugged. Then he said very quietly: King Leopardis been bumped off.

Millars mouth snapped wide open. He stayed like that for almost a minute — perfectly still, with his mouth open. Gaff Tailey leaned against the wall and stared without showing anything in his face. Millar finally said: Bumped off? Where? Dont tell me—

Not in the hotel, George. Too bad, wasnt it? In a girls apartment. Nice girl too. She didnt entice him there. The old suicide gag — only it wont work. And the girl is my client.

Millar didnt move. Neither did the big man. Steve leaned his shoulders against the stone mantel. He said softly: I went out to the Club Shalotte this afternoon to apologize to Leopardi. Silly idea, because I didnt owe him an apology. There was a girl there in the bar lounge with him. He took three socks at me and left. The girl didnt like that. We got rather clubby. Had a drink together. Then late tonight — last night — she called me up and said Leopardi was over at her place and — he was drunk and she couldnt get rid of him. I went there. Only he wasnt drunk. He was dead, in her bed, in yellow pajamas.

The big man lifted his left hand and roughed back his hair. Millar leaned slowly against the edge of the table, as if he were afraid the edge might be sharp enough to cut him. His mouth twitched under the clipped black mustache.

He said huskily: Thats lousy.

The big man said: Well, for cryin into a milk bottle.

Steve said: Only they werent Leopardis pajamas. His had initials on them — big black initials. And his were satin, not silk. And although he had a gun in his hand — this girls gun by the way — he didnt shoot himself in the heart. The cops will determine that. Maybe you birds never heard of the Lund test, with paraffin wax, to find out who did or didnt fire a gun recently. The kill ought to have been pulled in the hotel last night, in Room Eight-fifteen. I spoiled that by heaving him out on his neck before that black-haired girl in Eight-eleven could get to him. Didnt I, George?

Millar said: I guess you did — if I know what youre talking about.

Steve said slowly: I think you know what Im talking about, George. It would have been a kind of poetic justice if King Leopardi had been knocked off in Room Eight-fifteen. Because that was the room where a girl shot herself two years ago. A girl who registered as Mary Smith — but whose usual name was Eve Talley. And whose real name was Eve Millar.

The big man leaned heavily on the victrola and said thickly: Maybe I aint woke up yet. That sounds like it might grow up to be a dirty crack, We had a sister named Eve that shot herself in the Carlton. So what?

Steve smiled a little crookedly. He said: Listen, George. You told me Quillan registered those girls in Eight-eleven. You did. You told me Leopardi registered on Eight, instead of in a good suite, because he was tight. He wasnt tight. He just didnt care where he was put, as long as female company was handy. And you saw to that. You planned the whole thing, George. You even got Peters to write Leopardi at the Raleigh in Frisco and ask him to use the Carlton when he came down — because the same man owned it who owned the Club Shalotte. As if a guy like Jumbo Walters would care where a bandleader registered.

Millars face was dead white, expressionless. His voice cracked. Steve — for Gods sake, Steve, what are you talking about? How the hell could I—

Sorry, kid. I liked working with you. I liked you a lot. I guess I still like you. But I dont like people who strangle women — or people who smear women in order to cover up a revenge murder.

His hand shot up — and stopped. The big man said: Take it easy — and look at this one.

Gaffs hand had come up from behind the pile of records. A Colt .45 was in it. He said between his teeth: I always thought house dicks were just a bunch of cheap grafters. I guess I missed out on you. You got a few brains. Hell, I bet you even run out to One-eighteen Court Street. Right?

Steve let his hand fall empty and looked straight at the big Colt. Right. I saw the girl — dead — with your fingers marked into her neck. They can measure those, fella. Killing Dolores Chiozzas maid the same way was a mistake. Theyll match up the two sets of marks, find out that your black-haired gun girl was at the Carlton last night, and piece the whole story together. With the information they get at the hotel they cant miss. I give you two weeks, if you beat it quick. And I mean quick.

Millar licked his dry lips and said softly: Theres no hurry, Steve. No hurry at all. Our job is done. Maybe not the best way, maybe not the nicest way, but it wasnt a nice job. And Leopardi was the worst kind of a louse. We loved our sister, and he made a tramp out of her. She was a wide-eyed kid that fell for a flashy greaseball, and the greaseball went up in the world and threw her out on her ear for a red-headed torcher who was more his kind. He threw her out and broke her heart and she killed herself.

Steve said harshly: Yeah — and what were you doing all that time — manicuring your nails?

We werent around when it happened. It took us a little time to find out the why of it.

Steve said: So that was worth killing four people for, was it? And as for Dolores Chiozza, she wouldnt have wiped her feet on Leopardi — then, or any time since. But you had to put her in the middle too, with your rotten little revenge murder. You make me sick, George. Tell your big tough brother to get on with his murder party.

The big man grinned and said: Nuff talk, George. See has he a gat — and dont get behind him or in front of him. This bean-shooter goes on through.

Steve stared at the big mans .45. His face was hard as white bone. There was a thin cold sneer on his lips and his eyes were cold and dark.

Millar moved softly in his fleece-lined slippers. He came around the end of the table and went close to Steves side and reached out a hand to tap his pockets. He stepped back and pointed: In there.

Steve said softly: I must be nuts. I could have taken you then, George.

Gaff Talley barked: Stand away from him.

He walked solidly across the room and put the big Colt against Steves stomach hard. He reached up with his left hand and worked the Detective Special from the inside breast pocket. His eyes were sharp on Steves eyes. He held Steves gun out behind him. Take this, George.

Millar took the gun and went over beyond the big table again and stood at the far corner of it. Gaff Talley backed away from Steve.

Youre through, wise guy, he said. You got to know that. Theres only two ways outa these mountains and we gotta have time. And maybe you didnt tell nobody. See?

Steve stood like a rock, his face white, a twisted half-smile working at the corners of his lips. He stared hard at the big mans gun and his stare was faintly puzzled.

Millar said: Does it have to be that way, Gaff? His voice was a croak now, without tone, without its usual pleasant huskiness.

Steve turned his head a little and looked at Millar. Sure it has, George. Youre just a couple of cheap hoodlums after all. A couple of nasty-minded sadists playing at being revengers of wronged girlhood. Hillbilly stuff. And right this minute youre practically cold meat — cold, rotten meat.

Gaff Talley laughed and cocked the big revolver with his thumb. Say your prayers, guy, he jeered.

Steve said grimly: What makes you think youre going to bump me off with that thing? No shells in it, strangler. Better try to take me the way you handle women — with your hands.

The big mans eyes flicked down, clouded. Then he roared with laughter. Geez, the dust on that one must be a foot thick, he chuckled. Watch.

He pointed the big gun at the floor and squeezed the trigger. The firing pin clicked dryly — on an empty chamber. The big mans face convulsed.

For a short moment nobody moved. Then Gaff turned slowly on the balls of his feet and looked at his brother. He said almost gently: You, George?

Millar licked his lips and gulped. He had to move his mouth in and out before he could speak.

Me. Gaff. I was standing by the window when Steve got out of his car down the road, I saw him go into the garage. I knew the car would still be warm. Theres been enough killing, Gaff. Too much. So I took the shells out of your gun.

Millars thumb moved back the hammer on the Detective Special. Gaffs eyes bulged. He stared fascinated at the snubnosed gun. Then he lunged violently towards it, flailing with the empty Colt. Millar braced himself and stood very still and said dimly, like an old man: Goodbye, Gaff.

The gun jumped three times in his small neat hand. Smoke curled lazily from its muzzle. A piece of burned log fell over in the fireplace.

Gaff Talley smiled queerly and stooped and stood perfectly still. The gun dropped at his feet. He put his big heavy hands against his stomach, said slowly, thickly:  S all right, kid. S all right, I guess…I guess I…

His voice trailed off and his legs began to twist under him. Steve took three long quick silent steps, and slammed Millar hard on the angle of the jaw. The big man was still falling — as slowly as a tree falls.

Millar spun across the room and crashed against the end wall and a blue-and-white plate fell off the plate-molding and broke. The gun sailed from his fingers. Steve dived for it and came up with it. Millar crouched and watched his brother.

Gaff Talley bent his head to the floor and braced his hands and then lay down quietly, on his stomach, like a man who was very tired. He made no sound of any kind.

Daylight showed at the windows, around the red glass-curtains. The piece of broken log smoked against the side of the hearth and the rest of the fire was a heap of soft gray ash with a glow at its heart.

Steve said dully: You saved my life, George — or at least you saved a lot of shooting. I took the chance because what I wanted was evidence. Step over there to the desk and write it all out and sign it.

Millar said: Is he dead?

Hes dead, George. You killed him. Write that too.

Millar said quietly: Its funny. I wanted to finish Leopardi myself, with my own hands, when he was at the top, when he had the farthest to fall. Just finish him and then take what came. But Gaff was the guy who wanted it done cute. Gaff, the tough mug who never had any education and never dodged a punch in his life, wanted to do it smart and figure angles. Well, maybe thats why he owned property, like that apartment house on Court Street that Jake Stoyanoff managed for him. I dont know how he got to Dolores Chiozzas maid. It doesnt matter much, does it?

Steve said: Go and write it. You were the one called Leopardi up and pretended to be the girl, huh?

Millar said: Yes. Ill write it all down, Steve. Ill sign it and then youll let me go — just for an hour. Wont you, Steve? Just an hours start. Thats not much to ask of an old friend, is it, Steve?

Millar smiled. It was a small, frail, ghostly smile. Steve bent beside the big sprawled man and felt his neck artery. He looked up, said: Quite dead…Yes, you get an hours start, George — if you write it all out.

Millar walked softly over to a tall oak highboy desk, studded with tarnished brass nails. He opened the flap and sat down and reached for a pen. He unscrewed the top from a bottle of ink and began to write in his neat, clear accountants handwriting.

Steve Grayce sat down in front of the fire and lit a cigarette and stared at the ashes. He held the gun with his left hand on his knee. Outside the cabin, birds began to sing. Inside there was no sound but the scratching pen.

9

The sun was well up when Steve left the cabin, locked it up, walked down the steep path and along the narrow gravel road to his car. The garage was empty now. The gray sedan was gone. Smoke from another cabin floated lazily above the pines and oaks half a mile away. He started his car, drove it around a bend, past two old boxcars that had been converted into cabins, then on to a main road with a stripe down the middle and so up the hill to Crestline.

He parked on the main street before the Rim-of-the-World Inn, had a cup of coffee at the counter, then shut himself in a phone booth at the back of the empty lounge. He had the long distance operator get Jumbo Walters number in Los Angeles, then called the owner of the Club Shalotte.

A voice said silkily: This is Mr. Walters residence.

Steve Grayce. Put him on, if you please.

One moment, please. A click, another voice, not so smooth and much harder. Yeah?

Steve Grayce. I want to speak to Mr. Walters.

Sorry. I dont seem to know you. Its a little early, amigo. Whats your business?

Did he go to Miss Chiozzas place?

Oh. A pause. The shamus. I get it. Hold the line, pal.

Another voice now — lazy, with the faintest color of Irish in it. You can talk, son. This is Walters.

Im Steve Grayce. Im the man—

I know all about that, son. The lady is O.K., by the way. I think shes asleep upstairs. Go on.

Im at Crestline — top of the Arrowhead grade. Two men murdered Leopardi. One was George Millar, night auditor at the Carlton Hotel. The other his brother, an ex-fighter named Gaff Talley. Talleys dead — shot by his brother. Millar got away — but he left me a full confession signed, detailed, complete.

Walters said slowly: Youre a fast worker, son — unless youre just plain crazy. Better come in here fast. Why did they do it?

They had a sister.

Walters repeated quietly: They had a sister…What about this fellow that got away? We dont want some hick sheriff or publicity-hungry county attorney to get ideas—

Steve broke in quietly: I dont think youll have to worry about that, Mr. Walters. I think I know where hes gone.

He ate breakfast at the inn, not because he was hungry, but because he was weak. He got into his car again and started down the long smooth grade from Crestline to San Bernardino, a broad paved boulevard skirting the edge of a sheer drop into the deep valley. There were places where the road went close to the edge, white guard-fences alongside.

Two miles below Crestline was the place. The road made a sharp turn around a shoulder of the mountain. Cars were parked on the gravel off the pavement — several private cars, an official car, and a wrecking car. The white fence was broken through and men stood around the broken place looking down.

Eight hundred feet below, what was left of a gray sedan lay silent and crumpled in the morning sunshine.
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IT MUST HAVE been Friday because the fish smell from the Mansion House coffee-shop next door was strong enough to build a garage on. Apart from that it was a nice warm day in spring, the tail of the afternoon, and there hadnt been any business in a week. I had my heels in the groove on my desk and was sunning my ankles in a wedge of sunlight when the phone rang. I took my hat off it and made a yawning sound into the mouthpiece.

A voice said: I heard that. You oughta be ashamed of yourself, Johnny Dalmas. Ever hear of the Austrian case?

It was Violets MGee, a homicide dick in the sheriffs office and a very nice guy except for one bad habit — passing me cases where I got tossed around and didnt make enough money to buy a secondhand corset.

No.

One of those things down at the beach — Bay City. I hear the little burg went sour again the last time they elected themselves a mayor, but the sheriff lives down there and we like to be nice. We aint tramped on it. They say the gambling boys put up thirty grand campaign money, so now you get a racing form with the bill of fare in the hash houses.

I yawned again.

I heard that, too, MGee barked, If you aint interested Ill just bite my other thumbnail and let the whole thing go. The guys got a little dough to spend, he says.

What guy?

This Matson, the guy that found the stiff.

What stiff?

You dont know nothing about the Austrian case, huh?

Didnt I say I didnt?

You ainít done nothing but yawn and say What. Okay. Well just let the poor guy get bumped off and City Homicide can worry about that one, now hes up here in town.

This Matson? Whos going to bump him off?

Well, if he knew that, he wouldnt want to hire no shamus to find out, would he? And him in your own racket until they bust him a while back and now he cant go out hardly, on account of these guys with guns are bothering him.

Come on over, I said. My left arm is getting tired.

Im on duty.

I was just going down to the drugstore for a quart of V.O. Scotch.

Thats me you hear knocking on the door, MGee said.

He arrived in less than half an hour — a large, pleasant-faced man with silvery hair and a dimpled chin and a tiny little mouth made to kiss babies with. He wore a well-pressed blue suit, polished square-toed shoes, and an elks tooth on a gold chain hung across his stomach.

He sat down carefully, the way a fat man sits down, and unscrewed the top of the whisky bottle and sniffed it carefully, to make sure I hadnt refilled a good bottle with ninety-eight cent hooch, the way they do in the bars. Then he poured himself a big drink and rolled some of it around on his tongue and pawed my office with his eyes.

No wonder you sit around waiting for jobs, he said. You gotta have front these days.

You could spare me a little, I said. What about this Matson and this Austrian case?

MGee finished his drink and poured another, not so large. He watched me play with a cigarette.

A monoxide Dutch, he said. A blond bim named Austrian, wife of a doctor down at Bay City. A guy that runs around all night keeping movie hams from having pink elephants for breakfast. So the frill went around on her own. The night she croaked herself she was over to Vance Conrieds club on the bluff north of there. Know it?

Yeah. It used to be a beach club, with a nice private beach down below and the swellest legs in Hollywood in front of the cabanas. She went there to play roulette, huh?

Well, if we had any gambling joints in this county, MGee said, Id say the Club Conried would be one of them and there would be roulette. Say she played roulette. They tell me she had more personal games she played with Conried, but say she played roulette on the side. She loses, which is what roulette is for. That night she loses her shirt and she gets sore and throws a wingding all over the house. Conried gets her into his private room and pages the doc, her husband, through the Physicians Exchange. So then the doe—

Wait a minute, I said. Dont tell me all this was in evidence — not with the gambling syndicate we would have in this county, if we had a gambling syndicate.

MGee looked at me pityingly. My wifes got a kid brother works on a throw-away paper down there. They didnt have no inquest. Well, the doc steams over to Conrieds joint and pokes his wife in the arm with a needle to quiet her down. But he cant take her home on account of he has a babe case in Brentwood Heights. So Vance Conried gets his personal car out and takes her home and meantime the doc has called up his office nurse and asked her to go over to the house and see that his wife is all right. Which is all done, and Conried goes back to his chips and the nurse sees her in bed and leaves, and the maid goes back to bed. This is maybe midnight, or just a little after.

Well, along about 2 A.M. This Harry Matson happens by. Hes running a night-watchman service down there and that night hes out making rounds himself. On the street where Austrian lives he hears a car engine running in a dark garage, and he goes in to investigate. He finds the blond frail on the floor on her back, in peekaboo pajamas and slippers, with soot from the exhaust all over her hair.

MGee paused to sip a little more whisky and stare around my office again. I watched the last of the sunlight sneak over my windowsill and drop into the dark slit of the alley.

So what does the chump do? MGee said, wiping his lips on a silk handkerchief. He decides the bim is dead, which maybe she is, but you cant always be sure in a gas case, what with this new methylene-blue treatment—

For Gods sake, I said. What does he do?

He dont call no law, MGee said sternly. He kills the car motor and douses his flash and beats it home to where he lives a few blocks away. He pages the doc from there and after a while theyre both back at the garage. The doc says shes dead. He sends Matson in at a side door to call the local chief of police personal, at his home. Which Matson does, and after a while the chief buzzes over with a couple of stooges, and a little while after them the body snatcher from the undertaker, whose turn it is to be deputy coroner that week. They cart the stiff away and some lab man takes a blood sample and says its full of monoxide. The coroner gives a release and the dame is cremated and the case is closed.

Well, whats the matter with it? I asked.

MGee finished his second drink and thought about having a third. He decided to have a cigar first. I didnt have any cigars and that annoyed him slightly, but he lit one of his own.

Im just a cop, he said, blinking at me calmly through the smoke. I wouldnt know. All I know is, this Matson got bust loose from his licence and run out of town and hes scared.

The hell with it, I said. The last time I muscled into a small-town setup I got a fractured skull. How do I contact Matson?

I give him your number. Hell contact you.

How well do you know him?

Well enough to give him your name, MGee said. Of course, if anything comes up I should look into—

Sure, I said. Ill put it on your desk. Bourbon or rye?

Go to hell, MGee said. Scotch.

What does Matson look like?

Hes medium heavy, five-seven, one-seventy, gray hair.

He had another short, quick drink and left.

I sat there for an hour and smoked too many cigarettes. It got dark and my throat felt dry. Nobody called me up. I went over and switched the lights on, washed my hands, tucked away a small drink and locked the bottle up. It was time to eat.

I had my hat on and was going through the door when the Green Feather messenger boy came along the hallway looking at numbers. He wanted mine. I signed for a small irregular shaped parcel done up in the kind of flimsy yellowish paper laundries use. I put the parcel on my desk and cut the string. Inside there was tissue paper and an envelope with a sheet of paper and a flat key in it. The note began abruptly:

A friend in the sheriffs office gave me your name as a man I could trust. I have been a heel and am in a jam and all I want now is to get clear. Please come after dark to 524 Tennyson Arms Apartments, Harvard near Sixth, and use key to enter if I am out. Look out for Pat Reel, the manager, as I dont trust him. Please put the slipper in a safe place and keep it clean. P.S. They call him Violets, I never knew why.

I knew why. It was because he chewed violet-scented breath purifiers. The note was unsigned. It sounded a little jittery to me. I unwound the tissue paper. It contained a green velvet pump, size about 4A lined with white kid. The name Verschoyle was stamped in flowing gold script on the white kid insole. On the side a number was written very small in indelible ink — S465 — where a size number would be, but I knew it wasnt a size number because Verschoyle, Inc., on Cherokee Street in Hollywood made only custom shoes from individual lasts, and theatrical footwear and riding boots.

I leaned back and lit a cigarette and thought about it for a while. Finally I reached for the phone book and looked up the number of Verschoyle, Inc., and dialed it. The phone rang several times before a chirpy voice said: Hello? Yes?

Verschoyle — in person, I said. This is Peters, Identification Bureau. I didnt say what identification bureau.

Oh, Mr. Verschoyle has gone home. Were closed, you know. We close at five-thirty. Im Mr. Pringle, the bookkeeper. Is there anything—

Yeah. We got a couple of your shoes in some stolen goods. The mark is S-Four-Six-Five. That mean anything to you?

Oh yes, of course. Thats a last number. Shall I look it up for you?

By all means, I said.

He was back in no time at all. Oh yes, indeed, that is Mrs. Leland Austrians number. Seven-thirty-six Altair Street, Bay City. We made all her shoes. Very sad. Yes. About two months ago we made her two pairs of emerald velvet pumps.

What do you mean, sad?

Oh, shes dead, you know. Committed suicide.

The hell you say. Two pairs of pumps, huh?

Oh yes, both the same you know. People often order delicate colors in pairs like that. You know a spot or stain of any kind — and they might be made to match a certain dress—

Well, thanks a lot and take care of yourself, I said, and gave the phone back to him.

I picked up the slipper again and looked it over carefully. It hadnt been worn. There was no sign of rubbing on the buffed leather of the thin sole. I wondered what Harry Matson was doing with it. I put it in my office safe and went out to dinner.


Murder On The Cuff
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THE TENNYSON ARMS was an old-fashioned dump, about eight stories high, faced with dark red brick. It had a wide center court with palm trees and a concrete fountain and some prissy-looking flower beds. Lanterns hung beside the Gothic door and the lobby inside was paved with red plush. It was large and empty except for a bored canary in a gilt cage the size of a barrel. It looked like the sort of apartment house where widows would live on the life insurance — not very young widows. The elevator was the self-operating kind that opens both doors automatically when it stops.

I walked along the narrow maroon carpet of the fifth-floor hallway and didnt see anybody, hear anybody, or smell anybodys cooking. The place was as quiet as a ministers study. Apartment 524 must have opened on the center court because a stained-glass window was right beside its door. I knocked, not loud, and nobody came to the door so I used the flat key and went in, and shut the door behind me.

A mirror glistened in a wall bed across the room. Two windows in the same wall as the entrance door were shut and dark drapes were drawn half across them, but enough light from some apartment across the court drifted in to show the dark bulk of heavy, overstuffed furniture, ten years out of date, and the shine of two brass doorknobs. I went over to the windows and pulled the drapes closed, then used my pocket flash to find my way back to the door. The light switch there set off a big cluster of flame-colored candles in the ceiling fixture. They made the room look like a funeral-chapel annex. I put the light on in a red standing lamp, doused the ceiling light and started to give the place the camera eye.

In the narrow dressing room behind the wall bed there was a built-in bureau with a black brush and comb on it and gray hairs in the comb. There was a can of talcum, a flashlight, a crumpled mans handkerchief, a pad of writing paper, a bank pen and a bottle of ink on a blotter — about what one suitcase would hold in the drawers. The shirts had been bought in a Bay City mens furnishing store. There was a dark gray suit on a hanger and a pair of black brogues on the floor. In the bathroom there was a safety razor, a tube of brushless cream, some blades, three bamboo toothbrushes in a glass, a few other odds and ends. On the porcelain toilet tank there was a book bound in red cloth — Dorseys Why We Behave Like Human Beings. It was marked at page 116 by a rubber band. I had it open and was reading about the Evolution of Earth, Life and Sex when the phone started to ring in the living room.

I snicked off the bathroom light and padded across the carpet to the davenport. The phone was on a stand at one end. It kept on ringing and a horn tooted outside in the street, as if answering it. When it had rung eight times I shrugged and reached for it.

Pat? Pat Reel? the voice said.

I didnt know how Pat Reel would talk. I grunted. The voice at the other end was hard and hoarse at the same time. It sounded like a tough-guy voice.

Pat?

Sure, I said.

There was silence. It hadnt gone over. Then the voice said: This is Harry Matson. Sorry as all hell I cant make it back tonight. Just one of those things. That bother you much?

Sure, I said.

Whats that?

Sure.

Is sure all the words you know, for Gods sake?

Im a Greek.

The voice laughed. It seemed pleased with itself.

I said: What kind of toothbrushes do you use, Harry?

Huh?

This was a startled explosion of breath — not so pleased now.

Toothbrushes — the little dinguses some people brush their teeth with. What kind do you use?

Aw, go to hell.

Meet you on the step, I said.

The voice got mad now. Listen, smart monkey! You aint pulling nothin, see? We got your name, we got your number, and we got a place to put you if you dont keep your nose clean, see? And Harry dont live there any more, ha, ha.

You picked him off, huh?

Ill say we picked him off. What do you think we done, took him to a picture show?

Thats bad, I said. The boss wont like that.

I hung up in his face and put the phone down on the table at the end of the davenport and rubbed the back of my neck. I took the door key out of my pocket and polished it on my handkerchief and laid it down carefully on the table. I got up and walked across to one of the windows and pulled the drapes aside far enough to look out into the court. Across its palm dotted oblong, on the same floor level I was on, a bald-headed man sat in the middle of a room under a hard, bright light, and didnt move a muscle. He didnt look like a spy.

I let the drapes fall together again and settled my hat on my head and went over and put the lamp out. I put my pocket flash down on the floor and palmed my handkerchief on the doorknob and quietly opened the door.

Braced to the door frame by eight hooked fingers, all but one of which were white as wax, there hung what was left of a man.

He had eyes an eighth of an inch deep, china-blue, wide open. They looked at me but they didnt see me. He had coarse gray hair on which the smeared blood looked purple. One of his temples was a pulp, and the tracery of blood from it reached clear to the point of his chin. The one straining finger that wasnt white had been pounded to shreds as far as the second joint. Sharp splinters of bone stuck out of the mangled flesh. Something that might once have been a fingernail looked now like a ragged splinter of glass.

The man wore a brown suit with patch pockets, three of them. They had been torn off and hung at odd angles showing the dark alpaca lining beneath.

He breathed with a faraway unimportant sound, like distant footfalls on dead leaves. His mouth was strained open like a fishs mouth, and blood bubbled from it. Behind him the hallway was empty as a new-dug grave.

Rubber heels squeaked suddenly on the bare space of wood beside the hall runner. The mans straining fingers slipped from the door frame and his body started to wind up on his legs. The legs couldnt hold it. They scissored and the body turned in mid-air, like a swimmer in a wave, and then jumped at me.

I clamped my teeth hard and spread my feet and caught him from behind, after his torso had made a half turn. He weighed enough for two men. I took a step back and nearly went down, took two more and then I had his dragging heels clear of the doorway. I let him down on his side as slowly as I could, crouched over him panting. After a second I straightened, went over to the door and shut and locked it. Then I switched the ceiling light on and started for the telephone.

He died before I reached it. I heard the rattle, the spent sigh, then silence. An out flung hand, the good one, twitched once and the fingers spread out slowly into a loose curve and stayed like that. I went back and felt his carotid artery, digging my fingers in hard. Not a flicker of a pulse. I got a small steel mirror out of my wallet and held it against his open mouth for a long minute. There was no trace of mist on it when I took it away. Harry Matson had come home from his ride.

A key tickled at the outside of the door lock and I moved fast. I was in the bathroom when the door opened, with a gun in my hand and my eyes to the crack of the bathroom door.

This one came in quickly, the way a wise cat goes through a swing door. His eyes flicked up at the ceiling lights, then down at the floor. After that they didnt move at all. All his big body didnt move a muscle. He just stood and looked.

He was a big man in an unbuttoned overcoat, as if he had just come in or was just going out. He had a gray felt hat on the back of a thick creamy-white head. He had the heavy black eyebrows and broad pink face of a boss politician, and his mouth looked as if it usually had the smile — but not now. His face was all bone and his mouth jiggled a half-smoked cigar along his lips with a sucking noise.

He put a bunch of keys back in his pocket and said God! very softly, over and over again. Then he took a step forward and went down beside the dead man with a slow, clumsy motion. He put large fingers into the mans neck, took them away again, shook his head, looked slowly around the room. He looked at the bathroom door behind which I was hiding, but nothing changed in his eyes.

Fresh dead, he said, a little louder. Beat to a pulp.

He straightened up slowly and rocked on his heels. He didnt like the ceiling light any better than I had. He put the standing lamp on and switched the ceiling light off, rocked on his heels some more. His shadow crawled up the end wall, started across the ceiling, paused and dropped back again. He worked the cigar around in his mouth, dug a match out of his pocket and relit the butt carefully, turning it around and around in the flame. When he blew the match out he put it in his pocket. He did all this without once taking his eyes off the dead man on the floor.

He moved sideways over to the davenport and let himself down on the end of it. The springs squeaked dismally. He reached for the phone without looking at it, eyes still on the dead man.

He had the phone in his hand when it started to ring again. That jarred him. His eyes rolled and his elbows jerked against the sides of his thick over-coated body. Then he grinned very carefully and lifted the phone off the cradle and said in a rich, fruity voice: Hello. Yeah, this is Pat.

I heard a dry, inarticulate croaking noise on the wire, and I saw Pat Reels face slowly congest with blood until it was the color of fresh beef liver. His big hand shook the phone savagely.

So its Mister Big Chin! he blared. Well, listen here, saphead, you know something? Your stiff is right here on my carpet, thats where he is…How did he get here? How the hell would I know? Ask me, you croaked him here, and lemme tell you something. Its costing you plenty, see, plenty. No murder on the cuff in my house. I spot a guy for you and you knock him off in my lap, damn you! Ill take a grand and not a cent less, and you come and get whats here and I mean get it, see?

There was more croaking on the wire. Pat Reel listened. His eyes got almost sleepy and the purple died out of his face. He said more steadily: Okay. Okay. I was only kidding…Call me in half an hour downstairs.

He put down the phone and stood up. He didnt look towards the bathroom door, he didnt look anywhere. He began to whistle. Then he scratched his chin and took a step towards the door, stopped to scratch his chin again. He didnt know there was anybody in the apartment, he didnt know there wasnt anybody in the apartment — and he didnt have a gun. He took another step towards the door. Big Chin had told him something and the idea was to get out. He took a third step, then he changed his mind.

Aw hell, he said out loud. That screwy mug. Then his eyes ranged round the apartment swiftly. Tryin to kid me, huh?

His hand raised to the chain switch. Suddenly he let it fall and knelt beside the dead man again. He moved the body a little, rolling it without effort on the carpet, and put his face down close to squint at the spot where the head had lain. Pat Reel shook his head in displeasure, got to his feet and put his hands under the dead mans armpits. He threw a glance over his shoulder at the dark bathroom and started to back towards me, dragging the body, grunting, the cigar butt still clamped in his mouth. His creamy-white hair glistened cleanly in the lamplight.

He was still bent over with his big legs spraddled when I stepped out behind him. He may have heard me at the last second but it didnt matter. I had shifted the gun to my left hand and I had a small pocket sap in my right. I laid the sap against the side of his head, just behind his right ear, and I laid it as though I loved it.

Pat Reel collapsed forward across the sprawled body he was dragging, his head down between the dead mans legs. His hat rolled gently off to the side. He didnt move. I stepped past him to the door and left.


Gentleman Of The Press
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OVER ON WESTERN Avenue I found a phone booth and called the sheriffs office. Violets MGee was still there, just ready to go home.

I said: What was the name of your kid brother-in-law that works on the throw-away paper down at Bay City?

Kincaid. They call him Dolly Kincaid. A little feller.

Where would he be about now?

He hangs around the city hall. Think hes got a police beat. Why?

I saw Matson, I said. Do you know where hes staying?

Naw. He just called me on the phone. What you think of him?

Ill do what I can for him. Will you be home tonight?

I dont know why not. Why?

I didnt tell him why. I got into my car and pointed it towards Bay City. I got down there about nine. The police department was half a dozen rooms in a city hall that belonged in the hookworm-and-Bible belt. I pushed past a knot of smoothies into an open doorway where there was light and a counter. There was a PBX board in the corner and a uniformed man behind it.

I put an arm on the counter and a plainclothes man with his coat off and an under-arm holster looking the size of a wooden leg against his ribs took one eye off his paper and said, Yeah? and bonged a spittoon without moving his head more than an inch.

I said: Im looking for a fellow named Dolly Kincaid.

Out to eat. Im holdin down his beat, he said in a solid, unemotional voice.

Thanks. You got a pressroom here?

Yeah. Got a toilet, too. Wanta see?

Take it easy, I said. Im not trying to get fresh with your town.

He bonged the spittoon again. Pressrooms down the hall. Nobody in it. Dollys due back, if he dont get drowned in a pop bottle.

A small-boned, delicate-faced young man with a pink complexion and innocent eyes strolled into the room with a half-eaten hamburger sandwich in his left hand. His hat, which looked like a reporters hat in a movie, was smashed on the back of his small blond head. His shirt collar was unbuttoned at the neck and his tie was pulled to one side. The ends of it hung out over his coat. The only thing the matter with him for a movie newshawk was that he wasnt drunk. He said casually: Anything stirring, boys?

The big black-haired plainclothes man bonged his private spittoon again and said: I hear the mayor changed his underpants, but its just a rumor.

The small young man smiled mechanically and turned away. The cop said: This guy wants to see you, Dolly.

Kincaid munched his hamburger and looked at me hopefully. I said: Im a friend of Violets. Where can we talk?

Lets go into the pressroom, he said. The black-haired cop studied me as we went out. He had a look in his eyes as if he wanted to pick a fight with somebody, and he thought I would do.

We went along the hall towards the back and turned into a room with a long, bare, scarred table, three or four wooden chairs and a lot of newspapers on the floor. There were two telephones on one end of the table, and a flyblown framed picture in the exact center of each wall — Washington, Lincoln, Horace Greeley, and the other one somebody I didnt recognize. Kincaid shut the door and sat on one end of the table and swung his leg and bit into the last of his sandwich.

I said: Im John Dalmas, a private dick from L.A. Hows to take a ride over to Seven thirty-six Altair Street and tell me what you know about the Austrian case? Maybe you better call MGee up and get him to introduce us. I pushed a card at him.

The pink young man slid down off the table very rapidly and stuffed the card into his pocket without looking at it and spoke close to my ear. Hold it.

Then he walked softly over to the framed picture of Horace Greeley and lifted it off the wall and pressed on a square of paint behind it. The paint gave — it was painted over fabric. Kincaid looked at me and raised his eyebrows. I nodded. He hung the picture back on the wall and came back to me. Mike, he said under his breath. Of course I dont know who listens or when, or even whether the damn thing still works.

Horace Greeley would have loved it, I said.

Yeah. The beats pretty dead tonight. I guess I could go out. Al De Spain will cover for me anyway. He was talking loud now.

The big black-haired cop?

Yeah.

What makes him sore?

Hes been reduced to acting patrolman. He aint even working tonight. Just hangs around and hes so tough it would take the whole damn police force to throw him out.

I looked towards the microphone and raised my eyebrows.

Thats okay, Kincaid said. I gotta feed em something to chew on.

He went over to a dirty washbowl in the corner and washed his hands on a scrap of lava soap and dried them on his pocket handkerchief. He was just putting the handkerchief away when the door opened. A small, middle-aged, gray-haired man stood in it, looking at us expressionlessly.

Dolly Kincaid said: Evening, Chief, anything I can do for you?

The chief looked at me silently and without pleasure. He had sea-green eyes, a tight, stubborn mouth, a ferret-shaped nose, and an unhealthy skin. He didnt look big enough to be a cop. He nodded very slightly and said: Whos your friend?

Hes a friend of my brother-in-law. Hes a private dick from L.A. Lets see— Kincaid gripped desperately in his pocket for my card. He didnt even remember my name.

The chief said sharply: Whats that? A private detective? Whats your business here?

I didnt say I was here on business, I told him.

Glad to hear it, he said. Very glad to hear it. Good night. He opened the door and went out quickly and snapped it shut behind him.

Chief Anders — one swell guy, Kincaid said loudly. They dont come any better. He was looking at me like a scared rabbit.

They never have, I said just as loudly. In Bay City.

I thought for a moment he was going to faint, but he didnt. We went out in the front of the city hall and got into my car and drove away.

I stopped the car on Altair Street across the way from the residence of Dr. Leland Austrian. The night was windless and there was a little fog under the moon. A faint pleasant smell of brackish water and kelp came up the side of the bluff from the beach. Small riding lights pinpointed the yacht harbor and the shimmering lines of three piers. Quite far out to sea a bigmasted fishing barge had lights strung between its masts and from the mastheads down to the bow and stern. Other things than fishing probably happened on it.

Altair Street in that block was a dead-end, cut off by a tall, ornamental iron fence that walled a big estate. The houses were on the inland side of the street only, on eighty- or hundred foot lots, well spaced. On the seaward side there was a narrow pavement and a low wall, beyond which the bluff dropped almost straight down.

Dolly Kincaid was pressed back into the corner of the seat, the red tip of a cigarette glowing at intervals in front of his small blurred face. The Austrian house was dark except for a small light over the embrasure in which the front door was set. It was stucco, with a wall across the front yard, iron gates, the garage outside the wall. A cement walk went from a side door of the garage to a side door of the house. There was a bronze plate set into the wall beside the gates and I knew it would read Leland M. Austrian, M.D.

All right, I said. Now what was the matter with the Austrian case?

Nothing was the matter with it, Kincaid said slowly. Except youre going to get me in a jam.

Why?

Somebody must have heard you mention Austrians address over that mike. Thats why Chief Anders came in to look at you.

De Spain might have figured me for a dick — just on looks. He might have tipped him off.

No. De Spain hates the chiefs guts. Hell, he was a detective lieutenant up to a week ago. Anders dont want the Austrian case monkeyed with. He wouldnt let us write it up.

Swell press you got in Bay City.

We got a swell climate — and the press is a bunch of stooges.

Okay, I said. You got a brother-in-law whos a homicide dick in the sheriffs office. All the L.A. Papers but one are strong for the sheriff. This town is where he lives, though, and like a lot of other guys he dont keep his own yard clean. So youre scared, huh?

Dolly Kincaid threw his cigarette out of the window. I watched it fall in a small red arc and lie faintly pink on the narrow pavement. I leaned forward and pressed on the starter button. Excuse it, please, I said. I wont bother you any more.

I meshed the gears and the car crawled forward a couple of yards before Kincaid leaned over and jerked the parking brake on. Im not yellow, he said sharply. What do you wanta know?

I cut the motor again and leaned back with my hands on the wheel. First off, why did Matson lose his licence. Hes my client.

Oh — Matson. They said he tried to put the bite on Dr. Austrian. And they not only took his licence, they run him out of town. A couple of guys with guns shoved him into a car one night and roughed him around and told him to skip the burg or else. He reported it down at headquarters and you could have heard them laugh for blocks. But I dont think it was cops.

Do you know anybody called Big Chin?

Dolly Kincaid thought. No. The mayors driver, a goof called Moss Lorenz, has a chin you could balance a piano on. But I never heard him called Big Chin. He used to work for Vance Conried. Ever hear of Conried?

Im all caught up on that angle, I said. Then if this Conried wanted to bump somebody off that was bothering him, and especially somebody that had made a little trouble here in Bay City, this Lorenz would be just the guy. Because the mayor would have to cover for him — up to a point, anyway.

Dolly Kincaid said, Bump who off? and his voice was suddenly thick and tense.

They didnt only run Matson out of town, I told him. They traced him to an apartment house in L.A. And some guy called Big Chin gave him the works. Matson must have been working still on whatever it was he was working on.

Geez, Dolly Kincaid whispered. I didnt get a word on that.

The L.A. Cops neither — when I left. Did you know Matson?

A little. Not well.

Would you call him honest?

Well, as honest as — well, yeah, I guess he was all right. Geez, bumped off, huh?

As honest as a private dick usually is? I said.

He giggled, from sudden strain and nervousness and shock — very little from amusement. A car turned into the end of the street and stopped by the curb and its lights went out. Nobody got out.

How about Dr. Austrian, I said. Where was he when his wife was murdered?

Dolly Kincaid jumped. Jeepers, who said she was murdered? he gasped.

I think Matson was trying to say so. But he was trying to get paid for not saying it even harder than he was trying to say it. Either way would have got him disliked, but his way got him chilled with a piece of lead pipe. My hunch is that Conried would have that done because he would not like to have anybody make the pay sign at him, except in the way of legitimate graft. But on the other hand it would be a little better for Conrieds club to have Dr. Austrian murder his wife than for her to do a Dutch on account of losing all her dough at Conrieds roulette tables. Maybe not a lot better, but some better. So I cant figure why Conried would have Matson bumped off for talking about murder. I figure he could have been talking about something else as well.

Does all this figuring ever get you anywhere? Dolly Kincaid asked politely.

No. Its just something to do while Im patting the cold cream into my face at night. Now about this lab man that made the blood sample. Who was he?

Kincaid lit another cigarette and looked down the block at the car that had stopped in front of the end house. Its lights had gone on again now and it was moving forward slowly.

A guy named Greb, he said. He has a small place in the Physicians and Surgeons Building and works for the doctors.

Not official, huh?

No, but they dont run to lab men down here. And the undertakers all take turns being coroner for a week, so what the hell. The chief handles it the way he likes.

Why would he want to handle it at all?

I guess maybe he might get orders from the mayor, who might get a hint from the gambling boys that Vance Conried works for, or from Vance Conried direct. Conried might not like his bosses to know he was mixed up with a dead frill in a way to make a kickback on the club.

Right, I said. That guy down the block dont know where he lives.

The car was still crawling forward along the curb. Its lights were out again, but it was still moving.

And while Im still healthy, Dolly Kincaid said, you might as well know that Doc Austrians office nurse used to be Matsons wife. Shes a redheaded man-eater with no looks but a lot of outside curve.

I like a well-crowded stocking myself, I said. Get out of that door and in the back of the car and lie down and make it fast.

Geez—

Do what I say! I snapped. Fast!

The door on the right clicked open and the little man slid out like a wisp of smoke. The door clicked shut. I heard the rear door open and sneaked a look back and saw a dark shape haunched on the floor of the car. I slid over to the right side myself and opened the door again and stepped out on the narrow pavement that ran along the rim of the bluff.

The other car was close now. Its lights flared up again and I ducked. The lights swerved so that they swept my car, then swerved back and the car stopped opposite and went quietly dark. It was a small black coupe. Nothing happened for a minute, then its left door opened and a chunky man stepped out and started to stroll over towards my side of the side-paved street. I took my gun from under my arm and tucked it in my belt and buttoned the bottom button of my coat. Then I walked around the rear end of my car to meet him.

He stopped dead when he saw me. His hands hung empty at his sides. There was a cigar in his mouth. Police, he said briefly. His right hand shaded back slowly towards his right hip. Nice night aint it?

Swell, I said. A little foggy, but I like fog. It softens the air up and—

He cut in on me sharply: Wheres the other guy?

Huh?

Dont kid me, stranger. I saw a cigarette on the right side of your car.

That was me, I said. I didnt know it was against the law to smoke on the right side of a car.

Oh, a smart monkey. Who are you and whats your business here? His heavy, greasy face reflected the sifted light in the soft misty air.

The names OBrien, I said. Just down from San Mateo on a little pleasure trip.

His hand was very close to his hip now. Ill look at your drivers licence, he said. He came close enough to reach it, if we both stretched out our arms to each other.

Ill look at what gives you the right to look at it, I said.

His right hand made an abrupt movement. Mine flicked the gun out of my belt and pointed it at his stomach. His hand stopped as though it had been frozen in a block of ice.

Maybe youre a stick-up, I said. Its still being done with nickel badges.

He stood there, paralyzed, hardly breathing. He said thickly: Got a licence for that heater?

Every day in the week, I said. Lets see your badge and Ill put it away. You dont wear the buzzer where you sit down, do you?

He stood for another frozen minute. Then he looked along the block as if he hoped another car might arrive. Behind me, in the back of my car, there was a soft, sibilant breathing. I didnt know whether the chunky man heard it or not. His own breathing was heavy enough to iron a shirt with.

Aw, quit your kiddin, he snarled out with sudden ferocity. Youre nothin but a lousy two-bit shamus from L.A.

I upped the rate, I said. I get thirty cents now.

Go to hell. We dont want you nosin around here, see. This time Im just tellin you.

He turned on his heel and walked back to his coupe and put a foot on the running board. His thick neck turned slowly and his greasy skin showed again. Go to hell, he said, before we send you there in a basket.

So long, Greasy-Puss, I said. Nice to have met you with your pants down.

He slammed into his car, started it with a jerk and lurched it around. He was gone down the block in a flash.

I jumped into mine and was only a block behind him when he made the stop for Arguello Boulevard. He turned right. I turned left. Dolly Kincaid came up and put his chin on the back of the seat beside my shoulder.

Know who that was? he croaked. That was Trigger Weems, the chiefs right bower. He might have shot you.

Fanny Brice might have had a pug nose, I said. It was that close.

I rode around a few blocks and stopped to let him get in beside me. Wheres your car? I said.

He took his crumpled reporters hat off and smacked it on his knee and put it back on again. Why, down at the city hall. In the police yard.

Too bad, I said. Youll have to take the bus to L.A. You ought to spend a night with your sister once in a while. Especially tonight.


Redheaded Woman
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THE ROAD TWISTED, dipped, soared along the flank of the foothills, a scatter of lights to the northwest and a carpet of them to the south. The three piers seemed remote from this point, thin pencils of light laid out on a pad of black velvet. There was fog in the canyons and a smell of wild growth, but no fog on the high ground between the canyons.

I swung past a small, dim service station, closed up for the night, down into another wide canyon, up past half a mile of expensive wire fence walling in some invisible estate. Then the scattered houses got still more scattered along the hills and the air smelled strongly of the sea. I turned left past a house with a round white turret and drove out between the only electroliers in miles to a big stucco building on a point above the coast highway. Light leaked from draped windows and along an arched stucco colonnade, and shone dimly on a thick cluster of cars parked in diagonal slots around an oval lawn.

This was the Club Conried. I didnt know exactly what I was going to do there, but it seemed to be one of the places where I had to go. Dr. Austrian was still wandering in unknown parts of the town visiting unnamed patients. The Physicians Exchange said he usually called in about eleven. It was now about ten-fifteen.

I parked in a vacant slot and walked along the arched colonnade. A six-foot-six Negro, in the uniform of a comic-opera South American field marshal, opened one half of a wide grilled door from the inside and said: Card, please, suh.

I tucked a dollars worth of folding money into his lilac-colored palm. Enormous ebony knuckles closed over it like a dragline over a bucketful of gravel. His other hand picked a piece of lint off my left shoulder and left a metal tag down behind my show handkerchief in the outside breast pocket of my jacket.

New floor boss kinda tough, he whispered. I thank you, suh.

You mean sucker, I said, and went in past him.

The lobby — they called it a foyer — looked like an MGM set for a night club in the Broadway Melody of 1980. Under the artificial light, it looked as if it had cost about a million dollars and took up enough space for a polo field. The carpet didnt quite tickle my ankles. At the back there was a chromium gangway like a ships gangway going up to the dining-room entrance, and at the top of this a chubby Italian captain of waiters stood with a set smile and a two-inch satin stripe on his pants and a bunch of gold-plated menus under his arm.

There was a free-arched stairway with banisters like white-enameled sleigh rails. This would go up to the second-floor gambling rooms. The ceiling had stars in it and they twinkled. Beside the bar entrance, which was dark and vaguely purple, like a half-remembered nightmare, there was a huge round mirror set back in a white tunnel with an Egyptian headdress over the top of it. In front of this a lady in green was preening her metallic blond hair. Her evening gown was cut so low at the back that she was wearing a black beauty patch on her lumbar muscle, about an inch below where her pants would have been, if she had been wearing any pants.

A check girl in peach-bloom pajamas with small black dragons on them came over to take my hat and disapprove of my clothes. She had eyes as black and shiny and expressionless as the toes of patent-leather pumps. I gave her a quarter and kept my hat. A cigarette girl with a tray the size of a five-pound candy box came down the gangway. She wore feathers in her hair, enough clothes to hide behind a three-cent stamp, and one of her long, beautiful, naked legs was gilded and the other was silvered. She had the cold, disdainful expression of a dame who is dated so far ahead that she would have to think twice before accepting a knockdown to a maharajah with a basket of rubies under his arm.

I went into the soft purple twilight of the bar. Glasses tinkled gently. There were quiet voices, chords on a piano off in a corner, and a pansy tenor singing My Little Buckeroo as confidentially as a bartender mixing a Mickey Finn. Little by little the purple light got to be something I could see by. The bar was fairly full but not crowded. A man laughed off-key and the pianist expressed his annoyance by doing an Eddie Duchin ripple down the keyboard with his thumbnail.

I spotted an empty table and went and sat behind it, against the cushioned wall. The light grew still brighter for me. I could even see the buckeroo singer now. He had wavy red hair that looked hennaed. The girl at the table next to me had red hair too. It was parted in the middle and strained back as if she hated it. She had large, dark, hungry eyes, awkward features and no make-up except a mouth that glared like a neon sign. Her street suit had too-wide shoulders, too-flaring lapels. An orange undersweater snuggled her neck and there was a black-and-orange quill in her Robin Hood hat, crooked on the back of her head. She smiled at me and her teeth were as thin and sharp as a paupers Christmas. I didnt smile back.

She emptied her glass and rattled it on the tabletop. A waiter in a neat mess jacket slipped out of nowhere and stood in front of me.

Scotch and soda, the girl snapped. She had a hard, angular voice with a liquor slur in it.

The waiter looked at her, barely moved his chin and looked back at me. I said: Bacardi and grenadine.

He went away. The girl said: Thatll make you sicky, big boy.

I didnt look at her. So you dont want to play, she said loosely. I lit a cigarette and blew a ring in the soft purplish air. Go chase yourself, the girl said. I could pick up a dozen gorillas like you on every block on Hollywood Boulevard. Hollywood Boulevard, my foot. A lot of bit players out of work and fish-faced blondes trying to shake a hangover out of their teeth.

Who said anything about Hollywood Boulevard? I asked.

You did. Nobody but a guy from Hollywood Boulevard wouldnt talk back to a girl that insulted him civilly.

A man and a girl at a nearby table turned their heads and stared. The man gave me a short, sympathetic grin. That goes for you, too, the girl said to him.

You didnt insult me yet, he said.

Nature beat me to it, handsome.

The waiter came back with the drinks. He gave me mine first. The girl said loudly: I guess youre not used to waiting on ladies.

The waiter gave her her Scotch and soda. I beg your pardon, madam, he said in an icy tone.

Sure. Come around sometime and Ill give you a manicure, if I can borrow a hoe. Boy friends paying the ticket on this.

The waiter looked at me. I gave him a bill and a lift of my right shoulder. He made change, took his tip, and faded off among the tables.

The girl picked her drink up and came over to my table. She put her elbows on the table and cupped her chin in her hands. Well, well, a spender, she said. I didnt know they made them any more. How do you like me?

Im thinking it over, I said. Keep your voice down or theyll throw you out.

I doubt it, she said, As long as I dont break any mirrors. Besides, me and their boss are like that. She held up two fingers close together. That is we would be if I could meet him. She laughed tinnily, drank a little of her drink. Whereve I seen you around?

Most anywhere.

Whereve you seen me?

Hundreds of places.

Yes, she said. Just like that. A girl cant hang on to her individuality any more.

She cant get it back out of a bottle, I said.

The heck you say. I could name you plenty of big names that go to sleep with a bottle in each hand. And have to get pushed in the arm so they wont wake up yelling.

Yeah? I said. Movie soaks, huh?

Yeah. I work for a guy that pushes them in the arm — at ten bucks a push. Sometimes twenty-five or fifty.

Sounds like a nice racket, I said.

If it lasts. You think itll last?

You can always go to Palm Springs when they run you out of here.

Whos going to run who out of where?

I dont know, I said. What were we talking about?

She had red hair. She was not good-looking, but she had curves. And she worked for a man who pushed people in the arm. I licked my lips.

A big dark man came through the entrance door and stood just inside it, waiting for his eyes to get used to the light. Then he started to look the place over without haste. His glance traveled to the table where I was sitting. He leaned his big body forward and started to walk our way.

Oh, oh, the girl said. The bouncer. Can you take it?

I didnt answer. She stroked her colorless cheek with a strong pale hand and leered at me. The man at the piano struck some chords and began to whine about We Can Still Dream, Cant We?

The big, dark man stopped with his hand on the chair across the table from me. He pulled his eyes off the girl and smiled at me. She was the one he had been looking at. She was the one he had come down the room to get near. But I was the one he looked at from now on. His hair was smooth and dark and shiny above cold gray eyes and eyebrows that looked as if they were penciled, and a handsome actorish mouth and a nose that had been broken but well set. He spoke liplessly.

Havent seen you around for some time — or is my memory bad?

I dont know, I said. What are you trying to remember?

Your name, doc.

I said: Quit trying. We never met. I fished the metal tag out of my breast pocket and tossed it down. Heres my ticket in from the drum major on the wicket. I got a card out of my wallet and tossed that down. Heres my name, age, height, weight, scars if any, and how many times convicted. And my business is to see Conried.

He ignored the tag and read the card twice, turned it over and looked at the back, then looked at the front again, hooked an arm over the chair-back and gave me a mealy smile. He didnt look at the girl then or ever. He racked the card edge across the tabletop and made a faint squeak, like a very young mouse. The girl stared at the ceiling and pretended to yawn.

He said dryly: So youre one of those guys. So sorry. Mr. Conried had to go north on a little business trip. Caught an early plane.

The girl said: That must have been his stand-in I saw this afternoon at Sunset and Vine, in a gray Cord sedan.

He didnt look at her. He smiled faintly. Mr. Conried doesnt have a gray Cord sedan.

The girl said: Dont let him kid you. I bet hes upstairs crooking a roulette wheel right this minute.

The dark man didnt look at her. His not looking at her was more emphatic than if he had slapped her face. I saw her whiten a little, very slowly, and stay white.

I said: Hes not here, hes not here. Thanks for listening. Maybe some other time.

Oh sure. But we dont use any private eyes in here. So sorry.

Say that so sorry again and Ill scream. So help me, the red-haired girl said.

The black-haired man put my card in the casual outer pocket of his dinner jacket. He pushed his chair back and stood up.

You know how it is, he said. So—

The girl cackled and threw her drink in his face.

The dark man stepped back jarringly and swept a crisp white handkerchief from his pocket. He mopped his face swiftly, shaking his head. When he lowered the handkerchief there was a big soaked spot on his shirt, limp above the black pearl stud. His collar was a ruin.

So sorry, the girl said. Thought you were a spittoon.

He dropped his hand and his teeth glinted edgily. Get her out, he purred. Get her out fast.

He turned and walked off very quickly among the tables, holding his handkerchief against his mouth. Two waiters in mess jackets came up close and stood looking at us. Everybody in the place was looking at us.

Round one, the girl said. A little slow. Both fighters were cautious.

Id hate to be with you when youd take a chance, I said.

Her head jerked. In that queer purple light the extreme whiteness of her face seemed to leap at me. Even her rouged lips had a drained look. Her hand went up to her mouth, stiff and clawlike. She coughed dryly like a consumptive and reached for my glass. She gulped the bacardi and grenadine down in bubbling swallows. Then she began to shake. She reached for her bag and pushed it over the edge of the table to the floor. It fell open and some stuff came out. A gilt-metal cigarette case slid under my chair. I had to get up and move the chair to reach it. One of the waiters was behind me.

Can I help? he asked suavely.

I was stooped over when the glass the girl had drunk from rolled over the edge of the table and hit the floor beside my hand. I picked up the cigarette case, looked at it casually, and saw that a hand-tinted photo of a big-boned, dark man decorated the front of it. I put it back in her bag and took hold of the girls arm and the waiter who had spoken to me slid around and took her other arm. She looked at us blankly, moving her head from side to side as if trying to limber up a stiff neck.

Mamas about to pass out, she croaked, and we started down the room with her. She put her feet out crazily, threw her weight from one side to the other as if trying to upset us. The waiter swore steadily to himself in a monotonous whisper. We came out of the purple light into the bright lobby.

Ladies Room, the waiter grunted, and pointed with his chin at a door which looked like the side entrance to the Taj Mahal. Theres a colored heavyweight in there can handle anything.

Nuts to the Ladies Room, the girl said nastily. And leggo of my arm, steward. Boy friends all the transportation I need.

Hes not your boy friend, madam. He dont even know you.

Beat it, wop. Youre either too polite or not polite enough. Beat it before I lose my culture and bong you.

Okay, I told him. Ill set her out to cool. She come in alone?

I couldnt think of any reason why not, he said, and stepped away. The captain of waiters came halfway down his gangplank and stood glowering, and the vision at the checkroom looked as bored as the referee of a four-round opener.

I pushed my new friend out into the cold, misty air, walked her along the colonnade and felt her body come controlled and steady on my arm.

Youre a nice guy, she said dully. I played that about as smooth as a handful of tacks. Youre a nice guy, mister. I didnt think Id ever get out of there alive.

Why?

I had a wrong idea about making some money. Forget it. Let it lay with all the other wrong ideas Ive been having all my life. Do I get a ride? I came in a cab.

Sure. Do I get told your name?

Helen Matson, she said.

I didnt get any kick out of that now. I had guessed it long ago.

She still leaned on me a little as we walked down the strip of paved road past the parked cans. When we came to mine I unlocked it and held the door for her and she climbed in and fell back in the corner with her head on the cushion.

I shut the door and then I opened it again and said: Would you tell me something else? Whos that mug on the cigarette case you carry? Seems to me Ive seen him somewhere.

She opened her eyes. An old sweet, she said, that wore out. He— Her eyes widened and her mouth snapped open and I barely heard the faint rustle behind me as something hard dug into my back and a muffled voice said: Hold it, buddy. This is a heist.

Then a naval gun went off in my ear and my head was a large pink firework exploding into the vault of the sky and scattering and falling slow and pale, and then dank, into the waves. Blackness ate me up.


My Dead Neighbor
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I SMELLED OF gin. Not just casually, as if I had taken a few drinks, but as if the Pacific Ocean was pure gin and I had been swimming in it with my clothes on. The gin was on my hair, on my eyebrows, on my face and under my chin on my shirt. My coat was off and I was lying flat on somebodys carpet and I was looking up at a framed photograph on the end of a plaster mantel. The frame was some kind of grained wood and the photo was intended to be arty, with a highlight on a long, thin, unhappy face, but all the highlight did was make the face look just that — long and thin and unhappy under some kind of flat, pale hair that might have been paint on a dried skull. There was writing across the corner of the photo behind the glass, but I couldnt read that.

I reached up and pressed the side of my head and I could feel a shoot of pain clear to the soles of my feet. I groaned and made a grunt out of the groan, from professional pride, and then I rolled over slowly and carefully and looked at the foot of a pulled-down twin wall bed. The other twin was still up in the wall with a flourish of design painted on the enameled wood. When I rolled, a gin bottle rolled off my chest and hit the floor. It was water-white, empty. I thought there couldnt have been that much gin in just one bottle.

I got my knees under me and stayed on all fours for a while, sniffing like a dog who cant finish his dinner and yet hates to leave it. I moved my head around on my neck. It hurt. I moved it some more and it still hurt, so I got up on my feet and discovered that I didnt have any shoes on.

It seemed like a nice apartment, not too cheap and not too expensive — the usual furniture, the usual drum lamp, the usual durable carpet. On the bed, which was down, a girl was lying, clothed in a pair of tan silk stockings. There were deep scratches that had bled and there was a thick bath towel across her middle, wadded up almost into a roll. Her eyes were open. The red hair that had been parted and strained back as if she hated it was still that way. But she didnt hate it any more.

She was dead.

Above and inside her left breast there was a scorched place the size of the palm of a mans hand, and in the middle of that there was a thimbleful of blazed blood. Blood had run down her side, but it had dried now.

I saw clothes on a davenport, mostly hers, but including my coat. There were shoes on the floor — mine and hers. I went over, stepping on the balls of my feet as though on very thin ice, and picked up my coat and felt through the pockets. They still held everything I could remember having put in them. The holster that was still strapped around my body was empty, of course. I put my shoes and coat on, pushed the empty holster around under my arm and went over to the bed and lifted the heavy bath towel. A gun fell out of it — my gun. I wiped some blood off the barrel, sniffed the muzzle for no reason at all, and quietly put the gun back under my arm.

Heavy feet came along the corridor outside the apartment door and stopped. There was a mutter of voices, then somebody knocked, a quick, hard, impatient rapping. I looked at the door and wondered how long it would be before they tried it, and if the spring lock would be set so they could walk in, and if it wasnt set how long it would take to get the manager up with a passkey if he wasnt there already. I was still wondering when a hand tried the door. It was locked.

That was very funny. I almost laughed out loud.

I stepped over to another door and glanced into a bathroom. There were two wash rugs on the floor, a bath mat folded neatly over the edge of the tub, a pebbled glass window above it. I eased the bathroom door shut quietly and stood on the edge of the bathtub and pushed up the lower sash of the bathroom window. I put my head out and looked down about six floors to the darkness of a side street lined with trees. To do this I had to look out through a slot formed by two short blank walls, hardly more than an air shaft The windows were in pairs, all in the same end wall opposite the open end of the slot. I leaned farther out and decided I could make the next window if I tried. I wondered if it was unlocked, and if it would do me any good, and if Id have time before they could get the door open.

Behind me, beyond the closed bathroom door, the pounding was a little louder and harder and a voice was growling out: Open it up or well bust it in.

That didnt mean anything. That was just routine cop stuff. They wouldnt break it down because they could get a key, and kicking that kind of door in without a fire axe is a lot of work and tough on the feet.

I shut the lower half of the window and pulled down the upper half and took a towel off the rack. Then I opened the bathroom door again and my eyes were looking straight at the face in the photo frame on the mantel. I had to read the inscription on that photo before I left. I went over and scanned it while the pounding on the door went on angrily. The inscription said — With all my love — Leland.

That made a sap out of Dr. Austrian, without anything else. I grabbed the photo and went back into the bathroom and shut the door again. Then I shoved the photo under the dirty towels and linen in the cupboard under the bathroom closet. It would take them a little while to find it, if they were good cops. If we were in Bay City, they probably wouldnt find it at all. I didnt know of any reason why we should be in Bay City, except that Helen Matson would very likely live there and the air outside the bathroom window seemed to be beach air.

I squeezed out through the upper half of the window with the towel in my hand and swung my body across to the next window, holding on to the sash of the one I had left. I could reach just far enough to push the next window up, if it was unlocked. It wasnt unlocked. I swung my foot and kicked the glass in just over the catch. It made a noise that ought to have been heard a mile. The distant pounding went on monotonously.

I wrapped the towel around my left hand and stretched my arms for all they had in them and shoved my hand in through the broken place and turned the window catch. Then I swung over to the other sill and reached back to push up the window I had come out of. They could have the fingerprints. I didnt expect to be able to prove I hadnt been in Helen Matsons apartment. All I wanted was a chance to prove how I had got there.

I looked down at the street. A man was getting into a car. He didnt even look up at me. No light had gone on in the apartment I was breaking into. I got the window down and climbed in. There was a lot of broken glass in the bathtub. I got down to the floor and switched the light on and picked the glass out of the bathtub and wrapped it in my towel and hid it. I used somebody elses towel to wipe off the sill and the edge of the bathtub where Id stood. Then I took my gun out and opened the bathroom door.

This was a larger apartment. The room I was looking at had twin beds with pink dust covers. They were made up nicely and they were empty. Beyond the bedroom there was a living room. All the windows were shut and the place had a close, dusty smell. I lit a floor lamp, then I ran a finger along the arm of a chain and looked at dust on it. There was an armchair radio, a book rack built like a hod, a big bookcase full of novels with the jackets still on them, a dank wood highboy with a siphon and a decanter of liquor on it, and four striped glasses upside down. I sniffed the liquor, which was Scotch, and used a little of it. It made my head feel worse but it made me feel better.

I left the light on and went back to the bedroom and poked into bureau and closets. There were male clothes in one closet, tailor-made, and the name written on the label by the tailor was George Talbot. Georges clothes looked a little small for me. I tried the bureau and found a pair of pajamas I thought would do. The closet gave me a bathrobe and slippers. I stripped to the skin.

When I came out of the shower I smelled only faintly of gin. There was no noise or pounding going on anywhere now, so I knew they were in Helen Matsons apartment with their little pieces of chalk and string. I put Mr. Talbots pajamas and slippers and bathrobe on, used some of Mr. Talbots tonic on my hair and his brush and comb to tidy up. I hoped Mr. and Mrs. Talbot were having a good time wherever they were and that they would not have to hurry home.

I went back to the living room, used some more Talbot Scotch and lit one of his cigarettes. Then I unlocked the entrance door. A man coughed close by in the hall. I opened the door and leaned against the jamb and looked out. A uniformed man was leaning against the opposite wall — a smallish, blond, sharp-eyed man. His blue trousers were edged like a knife and he looked neat, clean, competent and nosy.

I yawned and said: What goes on, officer?

He stared at me with sharp reddish-brown eyes flecked with gold, a colon you seldom see with blond hair. A little trouble next door to you. Hear anything? His voice was mildly sarcastic.

The carrot-top? I said. Haw, haw. Just the usual big-game hunt. Drink?

The cop went on with his careful stare. Then he called down the hallway: Hey, Al!

A man stepped out of an open door. He was about six feet, weighed around two hundred, and he had coarse black hair and deep-set expressionless eyes. It was Al De Spain whom I had met that evening at Bay City headquarters.

He came down the hall without haste. The uniformed cop said: Heres the guy lives next door.

De Spain came close to me and looked into my eyes. His own held no more expression than pieces of black slate. He spoke almost softly.

Name?

George Talbot, I said. I didnt quite squeak.

Hear any noises? I mean, before we got here?

Oh, a brawl, I guess. Around midnight. Thats nothing new in there. I jerked a thumb towards the dead girls apartment.

That so? Acquainted with the dame?

No. Doubt if Id want to know her.

You wont have to, De Spain said. Shes croaked.

He put a big, hard hand against my chest and pushed me back very gently through the door into the apartment. He kept his hand against my chest and his eyes flicked down sharply to the side pockets of the bathrobe, then back to my face again. When he had me eight feet from the door he said over his shoulder: Come in and shut the door, Shorty.

Shorty came and shut the door, small, sharp eyes gleaming. Quite a gag, De Spain said, very casually. Put a gun on him, Shorty.

Shorty flicked his black belt holster open and had a police gun in his hand like lightning. He licked his lips. Oh boy, he said softly. Oh boy. He snapped his handcuff holder open and half drew the cuffs out. Howd you know, Al?

Know what? De Spain kept his eyes on my eyes. He spoke to me gently. What was you goin to do — go down and buy a paper?

Yah, Shorty said. Hes the killer, sure. He come in through the bathroom window and put on clothes belonging to the guy that lives here. The folks are away. Look at the dust. No windows open. Dead air in the place.

De Spain said softly: Shortys a scientific cop. Dont let him get you down. Hes got to be wrong some day.

I said: What for is he in uniform, if hes so hot?

Shorty reddened, De Spain said: Find his clothes, Shorty. And his gun. And make it fast. This is our pinch, if we make it fast.

You aint detailed on the case even, Shorty said.

What can I lose?

I can lose this here uniform.

Take a chance, boy. That lug Reed next door couldnt catch a moth in a shoe box.

Shorty scuttled into the bedroom. De Spain and I stood motionless, except that he took his hand off my chest and dropped it to his side. Dont tell me, he drawled. Just let me guess.

We heard Shorty fussing around opening doors. Then we heard a yelp like a terriers yelp when he smells a rathole. Shorty came back into the room with my gun in his right hand and my wallet in his left. He held the gun by the fore sight, with a handkerchief. The gats been fired, he said. And this guy aint called Talbot.

De Spain didnt turn his head on change expression. He smiled at me thinly, moving only the extreme corners of his wide, rather brutal mouth.

You dont say, he said. You dont say. He pushed me away from him with a hand as hard as a piece of tool steel. Get dressed, sweetheart — and dont fuss with your necktie. Places want us to go to them.


I Get My Gun Back

[image: img64.jpg]

WE WENT OUT of the apartment and along the hall. Light still came from the open door of Helen Matsons apartment. Two men with a basket stood outside it smoking. There was a sound of wrangling voices inside the dead womans place.

We went around a bend of the hall and started down the stairs, floor after floor, until we came out in the lobby. Half a dozen people stood around bug-eyed — three women in bathrobes, a bald-headed man with a green eyeshade, like a city editor, two more who hung back in the shadows. Another uniformed man walked up and down just inside the front door, whistling under his breath. We went out past him. He looked completely uninterested. A knot of people clustered on the pavement outside.

De Spain said: This is a big night in our little town.

We walked along to a black sedan that had no police insignia on it and De Spain slid in behind the wheel and motioned me to get in beside him. Shorty got in the back. Hed had his gun back in his holster long since, but he left the flap unbuttoned, and kept his hand close to it.

De Spain put the car into motion with a jerk that threw me back against the cushions. We made the nearest corner on two wheels, going east. A big black car with twin red spotlights was only half a block away and coming fast as we made the turn.

De Spain spat out of the window and drawled: Thats the chief. Hell be late for his own funeral. Boy, did we skin his nose on this one.

Shorty said disgustedly from the back seat: Yeah — for a thirty-day lay-off.

De Spain said: Keep that mush of yours in low and you might get back on Homicide.

Id rather wear buttons and eat, Shorty said.

De Spain drove the car hard for ten blocks, then slowed a little. Shorty said: This aint the way to headquarters.

De Spain said: Dont be an ass.

He let the car slow to a crawl, turned it left into a quiet, dank, residential street lined with coniferous trees and small exact houses set back from small exact lawns. He braked the car gently, coasted it oven to the curb and switched the motor off. Then he threw an arm over the back of the seat and turned to look at the small sharp-eyed uniformed man.

You think this guy plugged her, Shorty?

His gun went off.

Get that big flash outa the pocket and look at the back of his head.

Shorty snorted, fussed around in the back of the car, and then metal clicked and the blinding white beam of a large bell-topped flashlight sprayed over my head. I heard the little mans close breathing. He reached out and pressed the sore place on the back of my head. I yelped. The light went off and the blackness of the dark Street jumped at us again.

Shorty said: I guess he was sapped.

De Spain said without emotion: So was the girl. It didnt show much but its there. She was sapped so she could have her clothes pulled off and be clawed up before she was shot, so the scratches would bleed and look like you know what. Then she was shot with a bath towel around the gun. Nobody heard the shot. Who reported it, Shorty?

How the hell would I know? A guy called up two-three minutes before you came into the Hall, while Reed was still looking for a cameraman. A guy with a thick voice, the operator said.

Okay. If you done it, Shorty, how would you get out of there?

Id walk out, Shorty said. Why not? Hey, he banked at me, why didnt you?

I said: I have to have my little secrets.

De Spain said tonelessly: You wouldnt climb across no air shaft, would you, Shorty? You wouldnt crash into the next apartment and pretend to be the guy that lived there, would you? And you wouldnt call no law and tell them to take it up there in high and theyd catch the killer, would you?

Hell, Shorty said, this guy call up? No, I wouldnt do any of them things.

Neither did the killer, De Spain said, except the last one, He called up.

Them sex fiends do funny things, Shorty said. This guy could have had help and the other guy tried to put him in the middle after knocking him out with a sap.

De Spain laughed harshly. Hello, sex fiend, he said, and poked me in the ribs with a finger as hard as a gun barrel. Look at us saps, just sitting here and throwing our jobs away — that is, the one of us that has a job — and arguing it out when you, the guy that knows all the answers, aint told us a damn thing. We dont even know who the dame was.

A redhead I picked up in the bar of the Club Conried, I said. No, she picked me up.

No name or anything?

No. She was tight, I helped her out into the air and she asked me to take her away from there and while I was putting her into my car somebody sapped mc. I came to on the floor of the apartment and the girl was dead.

De Spain said: What was you doing in the bar of the Club Conried?

Getting my hair cut, I said. What do you do in a bar? This redhead was tight and seemed scared about something and she threw a drink in the floor bosss face. I felt a little sorry for her.

I always feel sorry for a redhead, too, De Spain said. This guy that sapped you must have been an elephant, if he carried you up to that apartment.

I said: Have you ever been sapped?

No, De Spain said. Have you, Shorty?

Shorty said he had never been sapped either. He said it unpleasantly.

All right, I said. Its like an alcohol drunk. I probably came to in the car and the fellow would have a gun and that would keep me quiet. He would walk me up to the apartment with the girl. The girl may have known him. And when he had me up there he would sap me again and I wouldnt remember anything that happened in between the two sappings.

Ive heard of it, De Spain said. But I never believed it.

Well, its true, I said. Its got to be true. Because I dont remember and the guy couldnt have carried me up there without help.

I could, De Spain said. Ive carried heavier guys than you.

All right, I said. He carried me up. Now what do we do?

Shorty said: I dont get why he went to all that trouble.

Sapping a guy aint trouble, De Spain said. Pass oven that heater and wallet.

Shorty hesitated, then passed them over. De Spain smelled the gun and dropped it carelessly into his side pocket, the one next to mc. He flipped the wallet open and held it down under the dashlight and then put it away. He started the car, turned it in the middle of the block, and shot back up Arguello Boulevard, turned east on that and pulled up in front of a liquor store with a red neon sign. The place was wide open, even at that hour of the night.

De Spain said over his shoulder: Run inside and phone the desk, Shorty. Tell the sarge we got a hot lead and were on our way to pick up a suspect in the Brayton Avenue killing. Tell him to tell the chief his shirt is out.

Shorty got out of the car, slammed the rear door, started to say something, then walked fast across the pavement into the store.

De Spain jerked the car into motion and hit forty in the first block. He laughed deep down in his chest. He made it fifty in the next block and then began to turn in and out of streets and finally he pulled to a stop again under a pepper tree outside a schoolhouse.

I got the gun when he reached forward for the parking brake. He laughed dryly and spat out of the open window.

Okay, he said. Thats why I put it there. I talked to Violets MGee. That kid reporter called me up from L.A. Theyve found Matson. Theyre sweating some apartment house guy right now.

I slid away from him over to my corner of the car and held the gun loosely between my knees. Were outside the limits of Bay City, copper, I told him. What did MGee say?

He said he gave you a lead to Matson, but he didnt know whether you had contacted him or not. This apartment house guy — I didnt hear his name — was trying to dump a stiff in the alley when a couple of alcoholics jumped him. MGee said if you had contacted Matson and heard his story you would be down here getting in a jam, and would likely wake up sapped beside some stiff.

I didnt contact Matson, I said.

I could feel De Spain staring at me under his dark craggy brows. But youre down here in a jam, he said.

I got a cigarette out of my pocket with my left hand and lit it with the dash lighten. I kept my right hand on the gun. I said: I got the idea you were on the way out down here. That you werent even detailed on this killing. Now youve taken a prisoner across the city line. What does that make you?

A bucket of mud — unless I deliver something good.

Thats what I am, I said. I guess we ought to team up and break these three killings.

Three?

Yeah. Helen Matson, Harry Matson and Doc Austrians wife. They all go together.

I ditched Shorty, De Spain said quietly, because hes a little guy and the chief likes little guys and Shorty can put the blame on me. Where do we start?

We might start by finding a man named Greb who runs a laboratory in the Physicians and Surgeons Building. I think he turned in a phony report on the Austrian death. Suppose they put out an alarm for you?

They use the L.A. Air. They wont use that to pick up one of their own cops.

He leaned forward and started the can again.

You might give me my wallet, I said. So I can put this gun away.

He laughed harshly and gave it to me.


Big Chin
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THE LAB MAN lived on Ninth Street, on the wrong side of town. The house was a shapeless frame bungalow. A large dusty hydrangea bush and some small undernourished plants along the path looked like the work of a man who had spent his life trying to make something out of nothing.

De Spain doused the lights as we glided up front and said: Whistle, if you need help. If any cops should crowd us, skin oven to Tenth and Ill circle the block and pick you up. I dont think they will, though. All theyre thinking of tonight is that dame on Brayton Avenue.

I looked up and down the quiet block, walked across the street in foggy moonlight and up the walk to the house. The front door was set at night angles to the street in a front projection that looked like a room which had been added as an afterthought to the nest of the house. I pushed a bell and heard it ring somewhere in the back. No answer. I rang it twice more and tried the front door. It was locked.

I went down off the little porch and around the north side of the house towards a small garage on the back lot. Its doors were shut and locked with a padlock you could break with a strong breath. I bent over and shot my pocket flash under the loose doors. The wheels of a car showed. I went back to the front door of the house and knocked this time — plenty loud.

The window in the front room creaked and came down slowly from the top, about halfway. There was a shade pulled down behind the window and dankness behind the shade. A thick, hoarse voice said: Yeah?

Mr. Greb?

Yeah.

Id like to speak to you — on important business.

I gotta get my sleep, mister. Come back tomorrow.

The voice didnt sound like the voice of a laboratory technician. It sounded like a voice I had heard over the telephone once, a long time ago, early in the evening at the Tennyson Arms Apartments.

I said: Well, Ill come to your office then, Mr. Greb. Whats the address again?

The voice didnt speak for a moment. Then it said: Aw, go on, beat it before I come out there and paste you one.

Thats no way to get business, Mr. Greb, I said. Are you sure you couldnt give me just a few moments, now youre up?

Pipe down. Youll wake the wife. Shes sick. If I gotta come out there—

Good night, Mr. Greb, I said.

I went back down the walk in the soft, foggy moonlight. When I got across to the far side of the dark parked car I said: Its a two-man job. Some tough guy is in there. I think its the man I heard called Big Chin over the phone in L.A.

Geez. The guy that killed Matson, huh? De Spain came over to my side of the car and stuck his head out and spat clear oven a fireplug that must have been eight feet away. I didnt say anything.

De Spain said: If this guy you call Big Chin is Moss Lorenz, Ill know him. We might get in. On maybe we walk ourselves into some hot lead.

Just like the coppers do on the radio, I said.

You scared?

Me? I said. Sure Im scared. The cars in the garage, so either hes got Greb in there and is trying to make up his mind what to do with him—

If its Moss Lorenz, he dont have a mind, De Spain growled. That guy is screwy except in two places — behind a gun and behind the wheel of a car.

And behind a piece of lead pipe, I said. What I was saying was, Greb might be out without his can and this Big Chin—

De Spain bent over to look at the clock on the dash. My guess would be hes skipped. Hed be home by now. Hes got a tip to scram out of some trouble.

Will you go in there or wont you? I snapped. Who would tip him?

Whoever fixed him in the fist place, if he was fixed. De Spain clicked the door open and slid out of the car, stood looking oven it across the street. He opened his coat and loosened the gun in his shoulder clip. Maybe I could kid him, he said. Keep your hands showing and empty. Its our best chance.

We went back across the street and up the walk, up on the porch. De Spain leaned on the bell.

The voice came growling at us again from the half-open window, behind the frayed dank green shade.

Yeah?

Hello, Moss, De Spain said.

Huh?

This is Al De Spain, Moss. Im in on the play.

Silence — a long, murderous silence. Then the thick, hoarse voice said: Whos that with you?

A pal from L.A. Hes okay. More silence, then, Whats the angle?

You alone in there?

Except for a dame. She cant hear you.

Wheres Greb?

Yeah — where is he? Whats the angle, copper? Snap it up!

De Spain spoke as calmly as though he had been at home in an armchair, beside the radio. Were workin for the same guy, Moss.

Haw, haw, Big Chin said.

Matsons been found dead in L.A., and those city dicks have already connected him with the Austrian dame. We gotta step fast. The big shots up north alibiing himself, but what does that do for us?

The voice said, Aw, baloney, but there was a note of doubt in it.

It looks like a stink, De Spain said. Come on, open up. You can see we dont have anything to hold on you.

By the time I got around to the door you would have, Big Chin said.

You aint that yellow, De Spain sneered.

The shade rustled at the window as if a hand had let go of it and the sash moved up into place. My hand started up.

De Spain growled: Dont be a sap. This guy is our case. We want him all in one piece.

Faint steps sounded inside the house. A lock turned in the front door and it opened and a figure stood there, shadowed, a big Colt in his hand. Big Chin was a good name for him. His big, broad jaw stuck out from his face like a cowcatcher. He was a bigger man than De Spain — a good deal bigger.

Snap it up, he said, and started to move back.

De Spain, his hands hanging loose and empty, palms turned out, took a quiet step forward on his left foot and kicked Big Chin in the groin — just like that — without the slightest hesitation, and against a gun.

Big Chin was still fighting — inside himself — when we got our guns out. His right hand was fighting to press the trigger and hold the gun up. His sense of pain was fighting down everything else but the desire to double up and yell. That internal struggle of his wasted a split second and he had neither shot nor yelled when we slammed him. De Spain hit him on the head and I hit him on the right wrist. I wanted to hit his chin — it fascinated me — but his wrist was nearest the gun. The gun dropped and Big Chin dropped, almost as suddenly, then plunged forward against us. We caught and held him and his breath blew hot and rank in our faces, then his knees went to pieces and we fell into the hallway on top of him.

De Spain grunted and struggled to his feet and shut the door. Then he rolled the big, groaning, half-conscious man over and dragged his hands behind him and snapped cuffs on his wrists.

We went down the hall. There was a dim light in the room to the left, from a small table lamp with a newspaper over it. De Spain lifted the paper off and we looked at the woman on the bed. At least he hadnt murdered her. She lay in sleazy pajamas with her eyes wide open and staring and half mad with fear. Mouth, wrists, ankles and knees were taped and the ends of thick wads of cotton stuck out of her ears. A vague bubbling sound came from behind the slab of two-inch adhesive that plastered her mouth shut. De Spain bent the lampshade a little. Her face was mottled. She had bleached hair, dark at the roots, and a thin, scraped look about the bones of her face.

De Spain said: Im a police officer. Are you Mrs. Greb?

The woman jerked and stared at him agonizingly. I pulled the cotton out of her ears and said: Try again.

Are you Mrs. Greb?

She nodded.

De Spain took hold of the tape at the side of her mouth. Her eyes winced and he jerked it hard and capped a hand down oven her mouth at once. He stood there, bending over, the tape in his left hand — a big, dark, dead-pan copper who didnt seem to have any more nerves than a cement mixer.

Promise not to scream? he said.

The woman forced a nod and he took his hand away. Wheres Greb? he asked.

He pulled the rest of the tape off her.

She swallowed and took hold of her forehead with her red-nailed hand and shook her head. I dont know. He hasnt been home.

What talk was there when the gorilla came in?

There wasnt any, she said dully, The bell rang and I opened the door and he walked in and grabbed mc. Then the big brute tied me up and asked me where my husband was and I said I didnt know and he slapped my face a few times, but after a while he seemed to believe me. He asked me why my husband didnt have the car and I said he always walked to work and never took the car. Then he just sat in the corner and didnt move or speak. He didnt even smoke.

Did he use the telephone? De Spain asked.

No.

You ever seen him before?

No.

Get dressed, De Spain said. You gotta find some friends you can go to for the rest of the night.

She stared at him and sat up slowly on the bed and rumpled her hair. Then her mouth opened and De Spain clapped his hand over it again, hard.

Hold it, he said sharply. Nothings happened to him that we know of. But I guess you wouldnt be too damn surprised if it did.

The woman pushed his hand away and stood up off the bed and walked around it to a bureau and took out a pint of whisky. She unscrewed the top and drank from the bottle. Yeah, she said in a strong, coarse voice. What would you do, if you had to soap a bunch of doctors for every nickel you made and there was damn few nickels to be made at that? She took another drink.

De Spain said: I might switch blood samples.

The woman stared at him blankly. He looked at me and shrugged. Maybe its happy powder, he said. Maybe he peddles a little of that. It must be damn little, to go by how he lives. He looked around the room contemptuously. Get dressed, lady.

We went out of the room and shut the door. De Spain bent down oven Big Chin, lying on his back and half on his side on the floor. The big man groaned steadily with his mouth open, neither completely out nor fully aware of what was going on around him. De Spain, still bending down in the dim light hed put on in the hall, looked at the piece of adhesive in the palm of his hand and laughed suddenly. He slammed the tape hard over Big Chins mouth.

Think we can make him walk? he asked. Id hate like hell to have to carry him.

I dont know, I said. Im just the swamper on this route. Walk to where?

Up in the hills where its quiet and the birds sing, De Spain said grimly.

I sat on the running board of the car with the big bell-shaped flashlight hanging down between my knees. The light wasnt too good, but it seemed to be good enough for what De Spain was doing to Big Chin. A roofed reservoir was just above us and the ground sloped away from that into a deep canyon. There were two hilltop houses about half a mile away, both dark, with a glisten of moonlight on their stucco walls. It was cold up there in the hills, but the air was clean and the stars were like pieces of polished chromium. The light haze over Bay City seemed to be fan off, as if in another county, but it was only a fast ten-minute drive.

De Spain had his coat off. His shirt-sleeves were rolled up and his wrists and his big hairless arms looked enormous in the faint hard light. His coat lay on the ground between him and Big Chin. His gun holster lay on the coat, with the gun in the holster, and the butt towards Big Chin. The coat was a little to one side so that between De Spain and Big Chin there was a small space of scuffed moonlit gravel. The gun was to Big Chins right and to De Spains left

After a long silence thick with breathing De Spain said: Try again. He spoke casually, as if he were talking to a man playing a pinball game.

Big Chins face was a mass of blood. I couldnt see it as red, but I had put the flash on it a time or two and I knew it was there. His hands were free and what the kick in the groin had done to him was long ago, on the far side of oceans of pain. He made a croaking noise and turned his left hip suddenly against De Spain and went down on his right knee and lunged for the gun.

De Spain kicked him in the face.

Big Chin rolled back on the gravel and clawed at his face with both hands and a wailing sound came through his fingers. De Spain stepped over and kicked him on the ankle. Big Chin howled. De Spain stepped back to his original position beyond the coat and the holstered gun. Big Chin rolled a little and came up on his knees and shook his head. Big dank drops fell from his face to the gravelly ground. He got up to his feet slowly and stayed hunched over a little.

De Spain said: Come on up. Youre a tough guy. You got Vance Conried behind you and hes got the syndicate behind him. You maybe got Chief Anders behind you. Im a lousy flatfoot with a ticket to nowhere in my pants. Come up. Lets put on a show.

Big Chin shot out in a diving lunge for the gun. His hand touched the butt but only slewed it around. De Spain came down hard on the hand with his heel and screwed his heel. Big Chin yelled. De Spain jumped back and said wearily: You aint overmatched, are you, sweetheart?

I said thickly: For Gods sake, why dont you let him talk?

He dont want to talk, De Spain said. He aint the talking kind. Hes a tough guy.

Well, lets shoot the poor devil then.

Not a chance. Im not that kind of cop. Hey, Moss, this guy thinks Im just one of those sadistic cops that has to smack a head with a piece of lead pipe every so often to keep from getting nervous indigestion. You aint going to let him think that, are you? This is a square fight. You got me shaded twenty pounds and look where the gun is.

Big Chin mumbled: Suppose I got it. Your pal would blast me.

Not a chance. Come on, big boy. Just once more. You got a lot of stuff left.

Big Chin got up on his feet again. He got up so slowly that he seemed like a man climbing up a wall. He swayed and wiped blood off his face with his hand. My head ached. I felt sick at my stomach.

Big Chin swung his right foot very suddenly. It looked like something for a fraction of a second, then De Spain picked the foot out of the air and stepped back, pulled on it. He held the leg taut and the big bruiser swayed on his other foot trying to hold his balance.

De Spain said conversationally: That was okay when I did it because you had plenty of gun in your mitt and I didnt have any gun and you didnt figure on me taking a chance like that. Now you see how wrong the play is in this spot.

He twisted the foot quickly, with both hands. Big Chins body seemed to leap into the air and dive sideways, and his shoulder and face smashed into the ground, but De Spain held on to the foot. He kept on turning it. Big Chin began to thresh around on the ground and make harsh animal sounds, half stifled in the gravel. De Spain gave the foot a sudden hard wrench. Big Chin screamed like a dozen sheets tearing.

De Spain lunged forward and stepped on the ankle of Big Chins other foot. He put his weight against the foot he held in his hands and spread Big Chins legs. Big Chin tried to gasp and yell at the same time and made a sound something like a very large and very old dog barking.

De Spain said: Guys get paid money for what Im doing. Not nickels — real dough. I oughta look into it.

Big Chin yelled: Lemme up! Ill talk! Ill talk!

De Spain spread the legs some more. He did something to the foot and Big Chin suddenly went limp. It was like a sea lion fainting. It staggered De Spain and he reeled to one side as the leg smacked the ground. Then he reached a handkerchief out of his pocket and slowly mopped his face and hands.

Soft, he said. Too much beer. The guy looked healthy. Maybe its always having his fanny under a wheel.

And his hand under a gun, I said.

Thats an idea, De Spain said. We dont want to lose him his self-respect.

He stepped oven and kicked Big Chin in the ribs. After the third kick there was a grunt and a glistening where the blankness of Big Chins eyelids had been.

Get up, De Spain said. I aint goin to hurt you no more.

Big Chin got up. It took him a whole minute to get up. His mouth — what was left of it — was strained wide open. It made me think of another mans mouth and I stopped having pity for him. He pawed the air with his hands, looking for something to lean against.

De Spain said: My pal here says youre soft without a gun in your hand. I wouldnt want a strong guy like you to be soft. Help yourself to my gat. He kicked the holster lightly so that it slid off the coat and close to Big Chins foot. Big Chin bowed his shoulders to look down at it. He couldnt bend his neck any more.

Ill talk, he grunted.

Nobody asked you to talk. I asked you to get that gun in your hand. Dont make me cave you in again to make you do it. See — the gun in your hand.

Big Chin staggered down to his knees and his hand folded slowly over the butt of the gun. De Spain watched without moving a muscle.

Attaboy. Now you got a gun. Now youre tough again. Now you can bump off some more women. Pull it outa the clip.

Very slowly, with what seemed to be enormous effort, Big Chin drew the gun out of the holster and knelt there with it dangling down between his legs.

What, aint you going to bump anybody off? De Spain taunted him.

Big Chin dropped the gun out of his hand and sobbed.

Hey, you! De Spain banked. Put that gun back where you got it, I want that gun clean, like I always keep it myself.

Big Chins hand fumbled for the gun and got hold of it and slowly pushed it home in the leather sheath. The effort took all his remaining strength. He fell flat on his face oven the holster.

De Spain lifted him by an arm and rolled him over on his back and picked the holster up off the ground. He rubbed the butt of the gun with his hand and strapped the holster around his chest. Then he picked up his coat and put it on.

Now well let him spill his guts, he said. I dont believe in makin a guy talk when he dont want to talk. Got a cigarette?

I reached a pack out of my pocket with my left hand and shook a cigarette loose and held the pack out. I clicked the big flash on and held it on the projecting cigarette and on his big fingers as they came forward to take it.

I dont need that, he said. He fumbled for a match and struck it and drew smoke slowly into his lungs. I doused the flash again. De Spain looked down the hill towards the sea and the curve of the shore and the lighted piers. Kind of nice up here, he added.

Cold, I said. Even in summer. I could use a drink.

Me too, De Spain said. Only I cant work on the stuff.


Needle-Pusher

[image: img64.jpg]

DE SPAIN STOPPED the car in front of the Physicians and Surgeons Building and looked up at a lighted window on the sixth floor. The building was designed in a series of radiating wings so that all the offices had an outside exposure.

Good grief, De Spain said. Hes up there right now. That guy dont never sleep at all, I guess. Take a look at that heap down the line.

I got up and walked down in front of the dark drugstore that flanked the lobby entrance of the building on one side. There was a long black sedan parked diagonally and correctly in one of the ruled spaces, as though it had been high noon instead of almost three in the morning. The sedan had a doctors emblem beside the front license plate, the staff of Hippocrates and the serpents twisted around it. I put my flash into the car and read part of the name on the license holder and snapped the light off again. I went back to De Spain.

Check, I said. How did you know that was his window and what would he be doing here at this time of night?

Loading up his little needles, he said. Ive watched the guy some is how I know.

Watched him why?

He looked at me and said nothing. Then he looked back over his shoulder into the back part of the car. How you doin, pal?

A thick sound that might be trying to be a voice came from under a rug on the floor of the car. He likes riding, De Spain said. All these hard guys like riding around in cars. Okay. Ill tuck the heap in the alley and well go up.

He slid around the corner of the building without lights and the car sound died in the moonlit darkness. Across the street a row of enormous eucalyptus trees fringed a set of public tennis courts. The smell of kelp came up along the boulevard from the ocean.

De Spain came back around the corner of the building and we went up to the locked lobby door and knocked on the heavy plate glass. Far back there was light from an open elevator beyond a big bronze mailbox. An old man came out of the elevator and along the corridor to the door and stood looking out at us with keys in his hand. De Spain held up his police shield. The old man squinted at it and unlocked the door and locked it after us without saying a word. He went back along the hall to the elevator and rearranged the homemade cushion on the stool and moved his false teeth around with his tongue and said: What you want?

He had a long gray face that grumbled even when it didnt say anything. His trousers were frayed at the cuffs and one of his heelworn black shoes contained an obvious bunion. His blue uniform coat fitted him the way a stall fits a horse.

De Spain said: Doc Austrian is upstairs, aint he?

I wouldnt be surprised.

I aint trying to surprise you, De Spain said. Id have worn my pink tights.

Yeah, hes up there, the old man said sourly.

What time you last see Greb, the laboratory man on Four?

Didnt see him.

What time you come on, Pop?

Seven.

Okay. Take us up to Six.

The old man whooshed the doors shut and rode us up slowly and gingerly and whooshed the doors open again and sat like a piece of gray driftwood carved to look like a man.

De Spain reached up and lifted down the passkey that hung over the old mans head.

Hey, you cant do that, the old man said.

Who says I cant?

The old man shook his head angrily, said nothing.

How old are you, Pop? De Spain said.

Goin on sixty.

Goin on sixty hell. Youre a good juicy seventy. How come you got an elevator licence?

The old man didnt say anything. He clicked his false teeth. Thats better, De Spain said. Just keep the old trap buttoned that way and everything will be wicky-wacky. Take her down, Pop.

We got out of the elevator and it dropped quietly in the enclosed shaft and De Spain stood looking down the hallway, jiggling the loose passkey on the ring. Now listen, he said. His suite is at the end, four rooms. Theres a reception room made out of an office cut in half to make two reception rooms for adjoining suites. Out of that theres a narrow hall inside the wall of this hall, a couple small rooms and the docs room. Got that?

Yeah, I said. What did you plan to do — burgle it?

I kept an eye on the guy for a while, after his wife died.

Too bad you didnt keep an eye on the redheaded office nurse, I said. The one that got bumped off tonight.

He looked at me slowly, out of his deep black eyes, out of his dead-pan face.

Maybe I did, he said. As much as I had a chance.

Hell, you didnt even know her name, I said, and stared at him. I had to tell you.

He thought that over. Well, seeing her in a white office uniform and seeing her naked and dead on a bed is kind of different, I guess.

Sure, I said, and kept on looking at him.

Okay. Now — you knock at the docs office, which is the third door from the end, and when he opens up Ill sneak in at the reception room and come along inside and get an earful of whatever he says.

It sounds all right, I said. But I dont feel lucky.

We went down the corridor. The doors were solid wood and well fitted and no light showed behind any of them. I put my ear against the one De Spain indicated and heard faint movement inside. I nodded to De Spain down at the end of the hall. He fitted the passkey slowly into the lock and I rapped hard on the door and saw him go in out of the tail of my eye. The door shut behind him almost at once. I rapped on my door again.

It opened almost suddenly then, and a tall man was standing about a foot away from me with the ceiling light glinting on his pale sand-colored hair. He was in his shirtsleeves and he held a flat leather case in his hand. He was rail-thin, with dun eyebrows and unhappy eyes. He had beautiful hands, long and slim, with square but not blunt fingertips. The nails were highly polished and cut very close.

I said: Dr. Austrian?

He nodded. His Adams apple moved vaguely in his lean throat.

This is a funny hour for me to come calling, I said, but youre a hard man to catch up with. Im a private detective from Los Angeles. I have a client named Harry Matson.

He was either not startled or so used to hiding his feelings that it didnt make any difference. His Adams apple moved around again and his hand moved the leather case he was holding, and he looked at it in a puzzled sort of way and then stepped back.

I have no time to talk to you now, he said. Come back tomorrow.

Thats what Greb told me, I said.

He got a jolt out of that. He didnt scream on fall down in a fit but I could see it jarred him. Come in, he said thickly.

I went in and he shut the door. There was a desk that seemed to be made of black glass. The chains were chromium tubing with rough wool upholstery. The door to the next room was half open and the room was dark. I could see the stretched white sheet on an examination table and the stirrup-like things at the foot of it. I didnt hear any sound from that direction.

On top of the black glass desk a clean towel was laid out and on the towel a dozen on so hypodermic syringes lay with needles separate. There was an electric sterilizing cabinet on the wall and inside there must have been another dozen needles and syringes. The juice was turned on. I went over and looked at the thing while the tall, nail-thin man walked around behind his desk and sat down.

Thats a lot of needles working, I said, and pulled one of the chairs near the desk.

Whats your business with mc? His voice was still thick.

Maybe I could do you some good about your wifes death, I said.

Thats very kind of you, he said calmly. What kind of good?

I might be able to tell you who murdered her, I said.

His teeth glinted in a queer, unnatural half-smile. Then he shrugged and when he spoke his voice was no more dramatic than if we had been discussing the weather. That would be kind of you. I had thought she committed suicide. The coroner and the police seemed to agree with me. But of course a private detective—

Greb didnt think so, I said, without any particular attempt at the truth. The lab man who switched a sample of your wifes blood for a sample from a real monoxide case.

He stared at me levelly, out of deep, sad, remote eyes under the dun-colored eyebrows. You havent seen Greb, he said, almost with an inner amusement. I happen to know he went East this noon. His father died in Ohio. He got up and went to the electric sterilizer and looked at his strap watch and then switched the juice off. He came back to the desk then and opened a flat box of cigarettes and put one in his mouth and pushed the box across the desk. I reached and took one. I half glanced at the dark examination room, but I saw nothing that I hadnt seen the last time I looked at it.

Thats funny, I said. His wife didnt know that. Big Chin didnt know it. He was sitting there with her all tied up on the bed tonight, waiting for Greb to come back home, so he could bump him off.

Dr. Austrian looked at me vaguely now. He pawed around on his desk for a match and then opened a side drawer and took out a small white-handled automatic, and held it on the flat of his hand. Then he tossed a packet of matches at me with his other hand.

You wont need the gun, I said. This is a business talk which Im going to show you it will pay to keep a business talk.

He took the cigarette out of his mouth and dropped it on the desk. I dont smoke, he said. That was just what one might call the necessary gesture. Im glad to hear I wont need the gun. But Id rather be holding it and not need it than be needing it and not hold it. Now, who is Big Chin, and what else important have you to say before I call the police?

Let me tell you, I said. Thats what Im here for. Your wife played a lot of roulette at Vance Conrieds club and lost the money you made with your little needles almost as fast as you made it. Theres some talk she was going around with Conried in an intimate way also. You maybe didnt care about that, being out all night and too busy to bother being much of a husband to her. But you probably did care about the money, because you were risking a lot to get it. Ill come to that later.

On the night your wife died she got hysterical over at Conrieds and you were sent for and went over and needled her in the arm to quiet hen. Conried took her home. You phoned your office nurse, Helen Matson — Matsons ex-wife — to go into your house and see if she was all right. Then later on Matson found her dead under the car in the garage and got hold of you, and you got hold of the chief of police, and there was a hush put on it that would have made a Southern senator sound like a deaf mute asking for a second plate of mush. But Matson, the first guy on the scene, had something. He didnt have any luck trying to peddle it to you, because you in your quiet way have a lot of guts. And perhaps your friend, Chief Anders, told you it wasnt evidence. So Matson tried to put the bite on Conried, figuring that if the case got opened up before the tough grand jury thats sitting now it would all bounce back on Conrieds gambling joint, and he would be closed up tighter than a frozen piston, and the people behind him might get sore at him and take his polo ponies away from him.

So Conried didnt like that idea and he told a mug named Moss Lorenz, the mayors chauffeur now but formerly a strongarm for Conried — hes the fellow I called Big Chin — to take care of Matson. And Matson lost his licence and was run out of Bay City. But he had his own brand of guts too, and he holed up in an apartment house in L.A. And kept on trying. The apartment house manager got wise to him somehow — I dont know how but the L.A. Police will find out — and put him on the spot, and tonight Big Chin went up to town and bumped Matson off.

I stopped talking and looked at the thin, tall man. Nothing had changed in his face. His eyes flicked a couple of times and he turned the gun over on his hand. The office was very silent. I listened for breathing from the next room but I didnt hear anything.

Matson is dead? Dr. Austrian said very slowly. I hope you dont think I had anything to do with that. His face glistened a little.

Well, I dont know, I said. Greb was the weak link in your setup and somebody got him to leave town today — fast — before Matson was killed, if it was at noon. And probably somebody gave him money, because I saw where he lived and it didnt look like the home of a fellow who was taking in any dough.

Dr. Austrian said very swiftly. Conried, damn him! He called me up early this morning and told me to get Greb out of town. I gave him the money to go, but— he stopped talking and looked mad at himself and then looked down at the gun again.

But you didnt know what was up. I believe you, Doc. I really do. Put that gun down, wont you, just for a little while?

Go on, he said tensely. Go on with your story.

Okay, I said. Theres plenty more. First off the L.A. Police have found Matsons body but they wont be down here before tomorrow; first, because its too late, and second, because when they put the story together they wont want to bust the case. The Club Conried is within the L.A. City limits and the grand jury I was telling you about would just love that. Theyll get Moss Lorenz and Moss will cop a plea and take a few years up in Quentin. Thats the way those things are handled when the law wants to handle them. Next point is how I know what Big Chin did. He told us. A pal and I went around to see Greb and Big Chin was squatting there in the dark with Mrs. Greb all taped up on the bed and we took him. We took him up in the hills and gave him the boot and he talked. I felt kind of sorry for the poor guy. Two murders and he didnt even get paid.

Two murders? Dr. Austrian said queerly.

Ill get to that after a while. Now you see where you stand. In a little while you are going to tell me who murdered your wife. And the funny thing is I am not going to believe you.

My God! he whispered. My God! He pointed the gun at me and immediately dropped it again, before I had time to start dodging.

Im a miracle man, I said. Im the great American detective — unpaid. I never talked to Matson, although he was trying to hire me. Now Im going to tell you what he had on you, and how your wife was murdered, and why you didnt do it. All from a pinch of dust, just like the Vienna police.

He was not amused. He sighed between still lips and his face was old and gray and drawn under the pale sand-colored hair that painted his bony skull.

Matson had a green velvet slipper on you, I said. It was made for your wife by Verschoyle of Hollywood — custom-made, with her last number on it. It was brand-new and had never been worn. They made her two pairs exactly the same. She had it on one of her feet when Matson found her. And you know where he found her — on the floor of a garage to get to which she had to go along a concrete path from a side door of the house. So she couldnt have walked in that slipper. So she was carried. So she was murdered. Whoever put the slippers on her got one that had been worn and one that had not. And Matson spotted it and swiped the slipper. And when you sent him into the house to phone the chief you sneaked up and got the other worn slipper and put it on her bare foot. You knew Matson must have swiped that slipper. I dont know whether you told anybody or not. Okay?

He moved his head half an inch downward. He shivered slightly, but the hand holding the bone-handled automatic didnt shiver.

This is how she was murdered. Greb was dangerous to somebody, which proves she did not die of monoxide poisoning. She was dead when she was put under the car. She died of morphine. Thats guessing. I admit, but its a swell guess, because that would be the only way to kill her which would force you to cover up for the killer. And it was easy, to somebody who had the morphine and got a chance to use it. All they had to do was give her a second fatal dose in the same spot where you had shot her earlier in the evening. Then you came home and found her dead. And you had to cover up because you knew how she had died and you couldnt have that come out. Youre in the morphine business.

He smiled now. The smile hung at the corners of his mouth like cobwebs in the corners of an old ceiling. He didnt even know it was there. You interest me, he said. I am going to kill you, I think, but you interest me.

I pointed to the electric sterilizer. There are a couple dozen medicos like you around Hollywood — needle-pushers. They run around at night with leather cases full of loaded hypodermics. They keep dopes and drunks from going screwy — for a while. Once in a while one of them becomes an addict and then theres trouble. Maybe most of the people you fix up would land in the hoosegow or the psycho ward, if you didnt take cane of them. Its a cinch they would lose their jobs, if they have jobs. And some of them have pretty big jobs. But its dangerous because any sorehead can stick the Feds onto you and once they start checking your patients theyll find one that will talk. You try to protect yourself. Part of the way by not getting all of your dope through legitimate channels. Id say Conried got some of it for you, and that was why you had to let him take your wife and your money.

Dr. Austrian said almost politely: You dont hold very much back, do you?

Why should I? This is just a man-to-man talk. I cant prove any of it. That slipper Matson stole is good for a buildup, but it wouldnt be worth a nickel in court. And any defense attorney would make a monkey out of a little squirt like this Greb, even if they ever brought him back to testify. But it might cost you a lot of money to keep your medical licence.

So it would be better for me to give you part of it now. Is that it? he asked softly.

No. Keep your money to buy life insurance. I have one more point to make. Will you admit, just man to man, that you killed your wife?

Yes, he said. He said it simply and directly, as though I had asked him if he had a cigarette.

I thought you would, I said. But you dont have to. You see the party that did kill your wife, because your wife was wasting money somebody else could have fun spending, also knew what Matson knew and was trying to shake Conried down herself. So she got bumped off — last night, on Brayton Avenue, and you dont have to cover up for her any more. I saw your photo on her mantel — With all my love — Leland — and I hid it. But you dont have to cover up for her any more. Helen Matson is dead.

I went sideways out of the chair as the gun went off. I had kidded myself by this time that he wouldnt try to shoot mc, but there must have been part of me that wasnt sold on the idea. The chair tipped over and I was on my hands and knees on the floor, and then another much louder gun went off from the dark room with the examination table in it.

De Spain stepped through the door with the smoking police gun in his big right hand. Boy, was that a shot, he said, and stood there grinning.

I came up on my feet and looked across the desk. Dr. Austrian sat there perfectly still, holding his night hand with his left, shaking it gently. There was no gun in his hand. I looked along the floor and saw it at the corner of the desk.

Geez, I didnt even hit him, De Spain said. All I hit was the gun.

Thats perfectly lovely, I said. Suppose all he had hit was my head?

De Spain looked at me levelly and the grin left his face. You put him through it, I will say that for you, he growled. But what was the idea of holding out on me on that green-slipper angle?

I got tired of being your stooge, I said. I wanted a little play out of my own hand.

How much of it was true?

Matson had the slipper. It must have meant something. Now that Ive made it up I think its all true.

Dr. Austrian got up slowly out of his chair and De Spain swung the gun on him. The thin, haggard man shook his head slowly and walked over to the wall and leaned against it.

I killed her, he said in a dead voice to nobody at all. Not Helen. I killed hen. Call the police.

De Spains face twisted and he stooped down and picked up the gun with the bone handle and dropped it into his pocket. He put his police gun back under his arm and sat down at the desk and pulled the phone towards him.

Watch me get Chief of Homicide out of this, he drawled.


A Guy With Guts
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THE LITTLE CHIEF of police came in springily, with his hat on the back of his head and his hands in the pockets of a thin dank overcoat. There was something in the right-hand overcoat pocket that he was holding on to, something large and heavy. There were two plainclothes men behind him and one of them was Weems, the chunky fat-faced man who had followed me over to Altair Street. Shorty, the uniformed cop we had ditched on Arguello Boulevard, brought up the rear.

Chief Anders stopped a little way inside the door and smiled at me unpleasantly. So youve had a lot of fun in our town, I hear. Put the cuffs on him, Weems.

The fat-faced man stepped around him and pulled handcuffs out of his left hip pocket. Nice to meet you again — with your pants down, he told me in an oily voice.

De Spain leaned against the wall beyond the door of the examination room. He rolled a match across his lips and stared silently. Dr. Austrian was in his desk chain again, holding his head in his hands, staring at the polished black top of the desk and the towel of hypodermic needles and the small black perpetual calendar and the pen set and the hero doodads that were on the desk. His face was stone pale and he sat without moving, without even seeming to breathe.

De Spain said: Dont be in too much of a hurry, Chief. This lad has friends in L.A. Who are working on the Matson kill night now. And that kid reporter has a brother-in-law who is a cop. You didnt know that.

The chief made a vague motion with his chin. Wait a minute, Weems. He turned to De Spain. You mean they know in town that Helen Matson has been murdered?

Dr. Austrians face jerked up, haggard and drawn. Then he dropped it into his hands and covered his whole face with his long fingers.

De Spain said: I meant Harry Matson, Chief. He was bumped off in L.A. Tonight — last night — now — by Moss Lorenz.

The chief seemed to pull his thin lips back into his mouth, almost out of sight. He spoke with them like that. How do you know that?

The shamus and me picked off Moss. He was hiding out in the house of a man named Greb, the lab man who did a job on the Austrian death. He was hiding there because it looked like somebody was going to open up the Austrian case wide enough for the mayor to think it was a new boulevard and come out with a bunch of flowers and make a speech. That is, if Greb and the Matsons didnt get took care of. It seems the Matsons were workin together, in spite of being divorced, shaking Conried down, and Conried put the pencil on them.

The chief turned his head and snarled at his stooges. Get out in the hall and wait.

The plainclothes man I didnt know opened the door and went out, and after a slight hesitation Weems followed him. Shorty had his hand on the door when De Spain said: I want Shorty to stay. Shortys a decent cop — not like them two vice squad grafters you been sleepin with lately.

Shorty let go of the door and went and leaned against the wall and smiled behind his hand. The chiefs face colored. Who detailed you to the Brayton Avenue death? he barked.

I detailed myself, Chief. I was in the dicks room a minute or so after the call come in and I went over with Reed. He picked Shorty up too. Shorty and me was both off duty.

De Spain grinned, a hard, lazy grin that was neither amused nor triumphant. It was just a grin.

The chief jerked a gun out of his overcoat pocket. It was a foot long, a regular hogleg, but he seemed to know how to hold it. He said tightly: Wheres Lorenz?

Hes hid. We got him all ready for you. I had to bruise him a little, but he talked. That right, shamus?

I said: He says something that might be yes or no, but he makes the sounds in the right places.

Thats the way I like to hear a guy talk, De Spain said. You oughtnt to be wasting your strength on that homicide stuff, Chief. And them toy dicks you run around with dont know nothing about police work except to go through apartment houses and shake down all the women that live alone. Now, you give me back my job and eight men and Ill show you some homicide work.

The chief looked down at his big gun and then he looked at Dr. Austrians bowed head. So he killed his wife, he said softly. I knew there was a chance of it, but I didnt believe it.

Dont believe it now, I said. Helen Matson killed her. Dr. Austrian knows that. He covered up for her, and you covered up for him, and hes still willing to cover up for her. Love is like that with some people. And this is some town, Chief, where a gal can commit a murder, get her friends and the police to cover it, and then start out to blackmail the very people that kept her out of trouble.

The chief bit his lip. His eyes were nasty, but he was thinking — thinking hand. No wonder she got rubbed out, he said quietly. Lorenz—

I said: Take a minute to think. Lorenz didnt kill Helen Matson. He said he did, but De Spain beat him up to the point where he would have confessed shooting McKinley.

De Spain straightened from the wall. He had both hands lazily in the pockets of his suit coat. He kept them there. He stood straight on wide-planted feet, a wick of black hair showing under the side of his hat.

Huh? he said almost gently. What was that?

I said: Lorenz didnt kill Helen Matson for several reasons. It was too fussy a job for his type of mind. Hed have knocked her off and let her lay. Second, he didnt know Greb was leaving town, tipped off by Dr. Austrian who was tipped off, in turn, by Vance Conried, who is now up north providing himself with all the necessary alibis. And if Lorenz didnt know that much, he didnt know anything about Helen Matson. Especially as Helen Matson had never really got to Conried at all. She had just tried to. She told me that and she was drunk enough to be telling the truth. So Conried wouldnt have taken the silly risk of having her knocked off in her own apartment by the sort of man anybody would remember seeing if they saw him anywhere near that apartment. Knocking off Matson up in L.A. Was something else again. That was way off the home grounds.

The chief said tightly: The Club Conried is in L.A.

Legally, I admitted. But by position and clientele its just outside Bay City. Its part of Bay City — and it helps to run Bay City.

Shorty said: That aint no way to talk to the chief.

Let him alone, the chief said. Its so long since I heard a guy think I didnt know they did it any more.

I said: Ask De Spain who killed Helen Matson.

De Spain laughed harshly. He said: Sure. I killed her.

Dr. Austrian lifted his face off his hands and turned his head slowly and looked at De Spain. His face was as dead, as expressionless as the big dead-pan coppers. Then he reached over and opened the night-hand drawer of his desk. Shorty flipped his gun out and said: Hold it, Doe.

Dr. Austrian shrugged and quietly took a wide-mouthed bottle with a glass stopper out of the drawer. He loosened the stopper and held the bottle close to his nose. Just smelling salts, he said dully.

Shorty relaxed and dropped the gun to his side. The chief stared at me and chewed his lip. De Spain stared at nothing, at nobody. He grinned loosely, kept on grinning.

I said: He thinks Im kidding. You think Im kidding. Im not kidding. He knew Helen — well enough to give her a gilt cigarette case with his photo on it. I saw it. It was a small hand-tinted photo and not very good and I had only seen him once. She told me it was an old sweet that wore out. Afterwards it came back to me who that photo was. But he concealed the fact that he knew her and he didnt act very much like a copper tonight, in a lot of ways. He didnt get me out of a jam and run around with me in order to be nice. He did it to find out what I knew before I was put under the lamps down at headquarters. He didnt beat Lorenz half to death just in order to make Lorenz tell the truth. He did it to make Lorenz tell anything De Spain wanted him to tell, including confessing to the murder of the Matson girl whom Lorenz probably didnt even know.

Who called up headquarters and tipped the boys about the murder? De Spain. Who walked in there immediately afterwards and horned in on the investigation? De Spain. Who scratched the girls body up in a fit of jealous rage because she had ditched him for a better prospect? De Spain. Who still has blood and cuticle under the nails of his night hand which a good police chemist can do a lot with? De Spain. Take a look. I took several.

The chief turned his head very slowly, as if it were on a pivot. He whistled and the door opened and the other men came back into the room. De Spain didnt move. The grin stayed on his face, carved there, a meaningless hollow grin that meant and looked as if it would never go away again.

He said quietly: And you the guy I thought was my pal. Well, you have some wild ideas, shamus. I will say that for you.

The chief said sharply: It doesnt make sense. If De Spain did kill her, then he was the one who tried to put you in a frame and the one that got you out of it. How come?

I said: Listen. You can find out if De Spain knew the girl and how well. You can find out how much of his time tonight is not accounted for and make him account for it. You can find out if there is blood and cuticle under his nails and, within limits, whether it is or could be the girls blood and the girls skin. And whether it was there before De Spain hit Moss Lorenz, before he hit anybody. And he didnt scratch Lorenz. Thats all you need and all you can use — except a confession. And I dont think youll get that.

As to the frame, I would say De Spain followed the girl over to the Club Conried, or knew she had gone there and went oven himself. He saw her come out with me and he saw me put her in my car. That made him mad. He sapped me and the girl was too scared not to help him get me to her apartment and up into it. I dont remember any of that. It would be nice if I did, but I dont. They got me up there somehow, and they had a fight, and De Spain knocked her out and then he deliberately murdered her. He had some clumsy idea of making it look like a rape murder and making me the fall guy. Then he beat it, turned in an alarm, horned in on the investigation, and I got out of the apartment before I was caught there.

He realized by this time that he had done a foolish thing. He knew I was a private dick from L.A., that I had talked to Dolly Kincaid, and from the girl he probably knew that I had gone to see Conried. And he may easily have known I was interested in the Austrian case. Okay. He turned a foolish play into a smart one by stringing along with me on the investigation I was trying to make, helping me on it, getting my story, and then finding himself another and much better fall guy for the murder of the Matson girl.

De Spain said tonelessly: Im goin to start climbing on this guy in a minute, Chief. Okay?

The chief said: Just a minute. What made you suspect De Spain at all?

The blood and skin under his nails, and the brutal way he handled Lorenz, and the fact that the girl told me he had been her sweet and he pretended not to know who she was. What the hell more would I want?

De Spain said: This.

He shot from his pocket with the white-handled gun he had taken from Dr. Austrian. Shooting from the pocket takes a lot of practice of a kind cops dont get. The slug went a foot over my head and I sat down on the floor and Dr. Austrian stood up very quickly and swung his right hand into De Spains face, the hand that held the wide-mouthed brown bottle. A colorless liquid splashed into his eyes and smoked down his face. Any other man would have screamed. De Spain pawed the air with his left hand and the gun in his pocket banged three times more and Dr. Austrian fell sideways across the end of the desk and then collapsed to the floor, out of range. The gun went on banging.

The other men in the room had all dropped to their knees. The chief jerked his hogleg up and shot De Spain twice in the body. Once would have been enough with that gun. De Spains body twisted in the air and hit the floor like a safe. The chief went over and knelt beside him and looked at him silently. He stood up and came back around the desk, then went back and stooped over Dr. Austrian.

This ones alive, he snapped. Get on the phone, Weems. The chunky, fat-faced man went around the far side of the desk and scooped the telephone towards him and started to dial. There was a sharp smell of acid and scorched flesh in the air, a nasty smell. We were standing up again now, and the little police chief was looking at me bleakly.

He oughtnt to have shot at you, he said. You couldnt have proved a thing. We wouldnt have let you.

I didnt say anything. Weems put the phone down and looked at Dr. Austrian again.

I think hes croaked, he said, from behind the desk.

The chief kept on looking at me. You take some awful chances, Mr. Dalmas. I dont know what your game is, but I hope you like your chips.

Im satisfied, I said. Id like to have had a chance to talk to my client before he was bumped off, but I guess Ive done all I could for him. The hell of it is I liked De Spain. He had all the guts they ever made.

The chief said: If you want to know about guts, try being a small-town chief of police some day.

I said: Yeah. Tell somebody to tie a handkerchief around De Spains night hand, Chief. You kind of need the evidence yourself now.

A siren wailed distantly on Arguello Boulevard. The sound came faintly through the closed windows, like a coyote howling in the hills.
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I WAS BREAKING a new pair of shoes in on my desk that morning when Violets MGee called me up. It was a dull, hot, damp August day and you couldnt keep your neck dry with a bath towel.

Hows the boy? Violets began, as usual. No business in a week, huh? Theres a guy named Howard Melton over in the Avenant Building lost track of his wife. Hes district manager for the Doreme Cosmetic Company. He dont want to give it to Missing Persons for some reason. The boss knows him a little. Better get over there, and take your shoes off before you go in. Its a pretty snooty outfit.

Violets MGee is a homicide dick in the sheriffs office, and if it wasnt for all the charity jobs he gives mc, I might be able to make a living. This looked a little different, so I put my feet on the floor and swabbed the back of my neck again and went oven there.

The Avenant Building is on Olive near Sixth and has a black-and-white rubber pavement out in front. The elevator girls wear gray silk Russian blouses and the kind of flop-over berets artists used to wear to keep the paint out of their hair. The Doreme Cosmetic Company was on the seventh floor and had a good piece of it. There was a big glass-walled reception room with flowers and Persian rugs and bits of nutty sculpture in glazed wane. A neat little blonde sat in a built-in switchboard at a big desk with flowers on it and a tilted sign reading: MISS VAN DE GRAAF. She wore Harold Lloyd cheaters and her hair was dragged back to where her forehead looked high enough to have snow on it.

She said Mr. Howard Melton was in conference, but she would take my card in to him when she had an opportunity, and what was my business, please? I said I didnt have a card, but the name was John Dalmas, from Mr. West.

Who is Mr. West? she inquired coldly. Does Mr. Melton know him?

Thats past me, sister. Not knowing Mr. Melton I would not know his friends.

What is the nature of your business?

Personal.

I see. She initialed three papers on her desk quickly, to keep from throwing her pen set at mc. I went and sat in a blue leather chair with chromium arms. It felt, looked and smelled very much like a barbers chair.

In about half an hour a door opened beyond a bronze railing and two men came out backwards laughing. A third man held the door and echoed their laughter. They shook hands and the two men went away and the third man wiped the grin off his face in nothing flat and looked at Miss Van De Graaf. Any calls? he asked in a bossy voice.

She fluttered papers and said: No, sir. A Mr. — Dalmas to see you — from a Mr — West. His business is personal.

Dont know him, the man barked. Ive got more insurance than I can pay for. He gave me a swift, hard look and went into his room and slammed the door. Miss Van De Graaf smiled at me with delicate regret. I lit a cigarette and crossed my legs the other way. In another five minutes the door beyond the railing opened again and he came out with his hat on and sneered that he was going out for half an hour.

He came through a gate in the railing and started for the entrance and then did a nice cutback and came striding over to mc. He stood looking down at me — a big man, two inches over six feet and built to proportion. He had a well-massaged face that didnt hide the lines of dissipation. His eyes were black, hard, and tricky.

You want to see mc?

I stood up, got out my billfold and gave him a card. He stared at the card and palmed it. His eyes became thoughtful.

Whos Mr. West?

Search me.

He gave me a hard, direct, interested look. You have the right idea, he said. Lets go into my office.

The receptionist was so mad she was trying to initial three papers at once when we went past her through the railing.

The office beyond was long, dim and quiet, but not cool. There was a large photo on the wall of a tough-looking old bird who had held lots of noses to lots of grindstones in his time. The big man went behind about eight hundred dollars worth of desk and tilted himself back in a padded high-backed directors chair. He pushed a cigar humidor at mc. I lit a cigar and he watched me light it with cool, steady eyes.

This is very confidential, he said.

Uh-huh.

He read my card again and put it away in a gold-plated wallet. Who sent you?

A friend in the sheriffs office.

Id have to know a little more about you than that.

I gave him a couple of names and numbers. He reached for his phone, asked for a line and dialed them himself. He got both the parties I had mentioned and talked. In four minutes he had hung up and tilted his chair again. We both wiped the backs of our necks.

So far, so good, he said. Now show me youre the man you say you arc.

I got my billfold out and showed him a small photostat of my license. He seemed pleased. How much do you charge?

Twenty-five bucks a day and expenses.

Thats too much. What is the nature of the expenses?

Gas and oil, maybe a bribe or two, meals and whisky. Mostly whisky.

Dont you eat when youre not working?

Yeah — but not so well.

He grinned. His grin like his eyes had a stony cast to it. I think maybe well get along, he said.

He opened a drawer and brought out a Scotch bottle. We had a drink. He put the bottle on the floor, wiped his lips, lit a monogrammed cigarette and inhaled comfortably. Better make it fifteen a day, he said. In times like these. And go easy on the liquor.

I was just kidding you, I said. A man you cant kid is a man you cant trust.

He grinned again. Its a deal. First off though, your promise that in no circumstances you have anything to do with any cop friends you may happen to have.

As long as you havent murdered anybody, it suits me.

He laughed. Not yet. But Im a pretty tough guy still. I want you to trace my wife and find out where she is and what shes doing, and without her knowing it.

She disappeared eleven days ago — August twelfth — from a cabin we have at Little Fawn Lake. Thats a small lake owned by myself and two other men. Its three miles from Puma Point. Of course you know where that is.

In the San Bernardino Mountains, about forty miles from San Bernardino.

Yes. He flicked ash from his cigarette on the desk top and leaned over to blow it off. Little Fawn Lake is only about three-eighths of a mile long. It has a small dam we built for real estate development — just at the wrong time. There are four cabins up there. Mine, two belonging to my friends, neither of them occupied this summer, and a fourth on the near side of the lake as you come in. That one is occupied by a man named William Haines and his wife. Hes a disabled veteran with a pension. He lives there rent free and looks after the place. My wife has been spending the summer up there and was to leave on the twelfth to come in to town for some social activity over the weekend. She never came.

I nodded. He opened a locked drawer and took out an envelope. He took a photo and a telegram from the envelope, and passed the telegram across the desk. It had been sent from El Paso, Texas, on August 15th at 9:18 AM. It was addressed to Howard Melton, 715 Avenant Building, Los Angeles. It read: Am crossing to get Mexican divorce. Will marry Lance. Good luck and goodbye. Julia.

I put the yellow form down on the desk. Julia is my wifes name, Melton said.

Whos Lance?

Lancelot Goodwin. He used to be my confidential secretary up to a year ago. Then he came into some money and quit. I have known for a long time that Julia and he were a bit soft on each other, if I may put it that way.

Its all right with me, I said.

He pushed the photo across the desk. It was a snapshot on glazed paper showing a slim, small blonde and a tall, lean, dark, handsome guy, about thirty-five, a shade too handsome. The blonde could have been anything from eighteen to forty. She was that type. She had a figure and didnt act stingy with it. She wore a swimsuit which didnt strain the imagination and the man wore trunks. They sat against a striped beach umbrella on the sand. I put the snapshot down on top of the telegram.

Thats all the exhibits, Melton said, but not all the facts. Another drink? He poured it and we drank it. He put the bottle down on the floor again and his telephone rang. He talked a moment, then juggled the hood and told the operator to hold his calls for a while.

So far there would be nothing much to it, he said. But I met Lance Goodwin on the street last Friday. He said he hadnt seen Julia in months. I believed him, because Lance is a fellow without many inhibitions, and he doesnt scare. Hed be apt to tell me the truth about a thing like that. And I think hell keep his mouth shut.

Were there other fellows you thought of?

No. If there are any, I dont know them. My hunch is, Julia has been arrested and is in jail somewhere and has managed, by bribery or otherwise, to hide her identity.

In jail for what?

He hesitated a moment and then said very quietly: Julia is a kleptomaniac. Not bad, and not all the time. Mostly when she is drinking too much. She has spells of that, too. Most of her tricks have been here in Los Angeles in the big stores where we have accounts. Shes been caught a few times and been able to bluff out and have the stuff put on the bill. No scandal so far that I couldnt take care of. But in a strange town— He stopped and frowned hard. I have my job with the Doreme people to worry about, he said.

She ever been printed?

How?

Had her fingerprints taken and filed?

Not that I know of. He looked worried at that.

This Goodwin know about the sideline she worked?

I couldnt say. I hope not. Hes never mentioned it, of course.

Id like his address.

Hes in the book. Has a bungalow over in the Chevy Chase district, near Glendale. Very secluded place. Ive a hunch Lance is quite a chaser.

It looked like a very nice setup, but I didnt say so out loud. I could see a little honest money coming my way for a change. Youve been up to this Little Fawn Lake since your wife disappeared, of course.

He looked surprised. Well, no. Ive had no reason to. Until I met Lance in front of the Athletic Club I supposed he and Julia were together somewhere — perhaps even married already. Mexican divorces are quick.

How about money? She have much with her?

I dont know. She has quite a lot of money of her own, inherited from her father. I guess she can get plenty of money.

I see. How was she dressed — or would you know?

He shook his head. I hadnt seen her in two weeks. She wore rather dark clothes as a rule. Haines might be able to tell you. I suppose hell have to know she disappeared. I think he can be trusted to keep his mouth shut. Melton smiled wryly. She had a small octagonal platinum wrist watch with a chain of large links. A birthday present. It had her name inside. She had a diamond and emerald ring and a platinum wedding ring engraved inside: Howard and Julia Melton. July 27th, 1926.

But you dont suspect foul play, do you?

No. His large cheekbones reddened a little. I told you what I suspected.

If shes in somebodys jailhouse, what do I do? Just report back and wait?

Of course. If shes not, keep her in sight until I can get there, wherever it is. I think I can handle the situation.

Uh-huh. You look big enough. You said she left Little Fawn Lake on August twelfth. But you havent been up there. You mean she did — or she was just supposed to — or you guess it from the date of the telegram?

Right. Theres one more thing I forgot. She did leave on the twelfth. She never drove at night, so she drove down the mountain in the afternoon and stopped at the Olympia Hotel until train time. I know that because they called me up a week later and said her car was in their garage and did I want to call for it. I said Id be over and get it when I had time.

Okay, Mr. Melton. I think Ill run around and check over this Lancelot Goodwin a little first, He might happen not to have told you the truth.

He handed me the Other Cities phone book and I looked it up. Lancelot Goodwin lived at 3416 Chester Lane. I didnt know where that was, but I had a map in the car.

I said: Im going out there and snoop around. Id better have a little money on account. Say a hundred bucks.

Fifty should do to start, he said. He took out his gold-plated wallet and gave me two twenties and a ten. Ill get you to sign a receipt — just as a matter of form.

He had a receipt book in his desk and wrote out what he wanted and I signed it. I put the two exhibits in my pocket and stood up. We shook hands.

I left him with the feeling that he was a guy who would not make many small mistakes, especially about money. As I went out the receptionist gave me the nasty eye. I worried about it almost as far as the elevator.


The Silent House
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MY CAR WAS in a lot across the street, so I took it north to Fifth and west to Flower and from there down to Glendale Boulevard and so on into Glendale. That made it about lunch time, so I stopped and ate a sandwich.

Chevy Chase is a deep canyon in the foothills that separate Glendale from Pasadena. It is heavily wooded, and the streets branching off the main drag are apt to be pretty shut-in and dark. Chester Lane was one of them, and was dark enough to be in the middle of a redwood forest. Goodwins house was at the deep end, a small English bungalow with a peaked roof and leaded windowpanes that wouldnt have let much light in, even if there had been any to let in. The house was set back in a fold of the hills, with a big oak tree practically on the front porch. It was a nice little place to have fun.

The garage at the side was shut up. I walked along a twisted path made of steppingstones and pushed the bell. I could hear it ring somewhere in the rear with that sound bells seem to have in an empty house. I rang it twice more. Nobody came to the door. A mockingbird flew down on the small, neat front lawn and poked a worm out of the sod and went away with it. Somebody started a car out of sight down the curve of the street. There was a brand-new house across the street with a For Sale sign stuck into the manure and grass seed in front of it. No other house was in sight.

I tried the bell one more time and did a snappy tattoo with the knocker, which was a ring held in the mouth of a lion. Then I left the front door and put an eye to the crack between the garage doors. There was a car in there, shining dimly in the faint light. I prowled around to the back yard and saw two more oak trees and a rubbish burner and three chairs around a green garden table under one of the trees. It looked so shady and cool and pleasant back there, I would have liked to stay. I went to the back door, which was half glass but had a spring lock. I tried turning the knob, which was silly. It opened and I took a deep breath and walked in.

This Lancelot Goodwin ought to be willing to listen to a little reason, if he caught me. If he didnt, I wanted to glance around his effects. There was something about him maybe just his first name — that worried me.

The back door opened on a porch with high, narrow screens. From that another unlocked door, also with a spring lock, opened into a kitchen with gaudy tiles and an enclosed gas stove. There were a lot of empty bottles on the sink. There were two swing doors. I pushed the one towards the front of the house. It gave on an alcove dining room with a buffet on which there were more liquor bottles but not empty.

The living room was to my right under an arch. It was dark even in the middle of the day. It was nicely furnished, with built-in bookshelves and books that hadnt been bought in sets. There was a highboy radio in the corner, with a half-empty glass of amber fluid on top of it. And there was ice in the amber fluid. The radio made a faint humming sound and light glowed behind the dial. It was on, but the volume was down to nothing.

That was funny. I turned around and looked at the back corner of the room and saw something funnier.

A man was sitting in a deep brocade chair with slippered feet on a footstool that matched the chair. He wore an open-neck polo shirt and ice-cream pants and a white belt. His left hand rested easily on the wide arm of the chair and his right hand drooped languidly outside the other arm to the carpet, which was a solid dull rose. He was a lean, dark, handsome guy, rangily built. One of those lads who move fast and are much stronger than they look. His mouth was slightly open showing the edges of his teeth. His head was a little sideways, as though he had dozed off as he sat there, having himself a few drinks and listening to the radio.

There was a gun on the floor beside his right hand and there was a scorched red hole in the middle of his forehead.

Blood dripped very quietly from the end of his chin and fell on his white polo shirt.

For all of a minute — which in a spot like that can be as long as a chiropractors thumb — I didnt move a muscle. If I drew a full breath, it was a secret. I just hung there, empty as a busted flush, and watched Mr. Lancelot Goodwins blood form small pear-shaped globules on the end of his chin and then very slowly and casually drop and add themselves to the large patch of crimson that changed the whiteness of his polo shirt. It seemed to me that even in that time the blood dripped slower. I lifted a foot at last, dragged it out of the cement it was stuck in, took a step, and then hauled the other foot after it like a ball and chain. I moved across the dark and silent room.

His eyes glittered as I got close. I bent over to stare into them, to try and meet their look. It couldnt be done. It never can, with dead eyes. They are always pointed a little to one side or up or down. I touched his face. It was warm and slightly moist. That would be from his drink. He hadnt been dead more than twenty minutes.

I swung around hard, as if somebody were trying to sneak up behind me with a blackjack, but nobody was. The silence held. The room was full of it, brimming over with it. A bird chirped outdoors in a tree, but that only made the silence thicker. You could have cut slices of it and buttered them.

I started looking at other things in the room. There was a silver-framed photo lying on the floor, back up, in front of the plaster mantel. I went over and lifted it with a handkerchief and turned it. The glass was cracked neatly from corner to corner. The photo showed a slim, light-haired lady with a dangerous smile. I took out the snapshot Howard Melton had given me and held it beside the photo. I was sure it was the same face, but the expression was different, and it was a very common type of face.

I took the photograph carefully into a nicely furnished bedroom and opened a drawer in a long-legged chest. I removed the photo from the frame, polished the frame off nicely with my handkerchief and tucked it under some shirts. Not very clever, but as clever as I felt.

Nothing seemed very pressing now. If the shot had been heard, and recognized as a shot, radio cops would have been there long ago. I took my photo into the bathroom and trimmed it close with my pocketknife and flushed the scraps down the toilet. I added the photo to what I had in my breast pocket, and went back to the living room.

There was an empty glass on the low table beside the dead mans left hand. It would have his prints. On the other hand somebody else might have taken a sip out of it and left other prints. A woman, of course. She would have been sitting on the arm of the chair, with a soft, sweet smile on her face, and the gun down behind her back. It had to be a woman. A man couldnt have shot him in just that perfectly relaxed position. I gave a guess what woman it was — but I didnt like her leaving her photo on the floor. That was bad publicity.

I couldnt risk the glass. I wiped it off and did something I didnt enjoy. I made his hand hold it again, then put it back on the table. I did the same thing with the gun. When I let his hand fall — the trailing hand this time — it swung and swung, like a pendulum on a grandfathers clock. I went to the glass on the radio and wiped it off. That would make them think she was pretty wise, a different kind of woman altogether — if there are different kinds. I collected four cigarette stubs with lipstick about the shade called Carmen, a blond shade. I took them to the bathroom and gave them to the city. I wiped off a few shiny fixtures with a towel, did the same for the front doorknob, and called it a day. I couldnt wipe over the whole damn house.

I stood and looked at Lancelot Goodwin a moment longer. The blood had stopped flowing. The last drop on his chin wasnt going to fall. It was going to hang there and get dark and shiny and as permanent as a wart.

I went back through the kitchen and porch, wiping a couple more doorknobs as I went, strolled around the side of the house and took a quick gander up and down the street. Nobody being in sight, I tied the job up with ribbon by ringing the front doorbell again and smearing the button and knob well while I did it. I went to my car, got in and drove away. This had all taken less than half an hour. I felt as if I had fought all the way through the Civil War.

Two-thirds of the way back to town I stopped at the foot of Alesandro Street and tucked myself into a drugstore phone booth. I dialed Howard Meltons office number.

A chirpy voice said: Doreme Cosmetic Company. Good afternoowun.

Mr. Melton.

Ill connect you with his secretary, sang the voice of the little blonde who had been off in the corner, out of harms way.

Miss Van De Graaf speaking. It was a nice drawl that could get charming or snooty with the change of a quartertone. Who is calling Mr. Melton, please?

John Dalmas.

Ah — does Mr. Melton know you, Mr. — ah — Dalmas?

Dont start that again, I said. Ask him, girlie. I can get all the ritzing I need at the stamp window.

Her intaken breath almost hurt my eardrum.

There was a wait, a click, and Meltons burly businesslike voice said: Yes? Melton talking. Yes?

I have to see you quick.

Whats that? he barked.

I said what you heard. There have been what the boys call developments. You know who youre talking to, dont you?

Oh — yes. Yes. Well, let me see. Let me look at my desk calendar.

To hell with your desk calendar, I said. This is serious. I have enough sense not to break in on your day, if it wasnt.

Athletic Club — ten minutes, he said crisply. Have me paged in the reading room.

Ill be a little longer than that. I hung up before he could argue.

I was twenty minutes as a matter of fact.

The hop in the lobby of the Athletic Club scooted neatly into one of the old open-cage elevators they have there and was back in no time at all with a nod. He took me up to the fourth floor and showed me the reading room.

Around to the left, sir.

The reading room was not built principally for reading. There were papers and magazines on a long mahogany table and leather bindings behind glass on the walls and a portrait of the clubs founder in oil, with a hooded light over it. But mostly the place was little nooks and corners with enormous sloping high-backed leather chairs, and old boys snoozing in them peacefully, their faces violet with old age and high blood pressure.

I sneaked quietly around to the left. Melton sat there, in a private nook between shelves, with his back to the room, and the chair, high as it was, not high enough to hide his big dark head. He had another chair drawn up beside him. I slipped into it and gave him the eye.

Keep your voice down, he said. This place is for after-luncheon naps. Now, what is it? When I employed you, it was to save me bother, not to add bother to what I already have.

Yeah, I said, and put my face close to his. He smelled of highballs, but nicely. She shot him.

His stiff eyebrows went up a little. His eyes got the stony look. His teeth clamped. He breathed softly and twisted one large hand on his knee and looked down at it.

Go on, he said, in a voice the size of a marble.

I craned back over the top of the chair. The nearest old geezer was snoozling lightly and blowing the fuzz in his nostrils back and forth with each breath.

I went out there to Goodwins place. No answer. Tried the back door. Open. Walked in. Radio turned on, but muted. Two glasses with drinks. Smashed photo on floor below mantel. Goodwin in chair shot dead at close range. Contact wound. Gun on floor by his right hand. Twenty-five automatic — a womans gun. He sat there as if he had never known it. I wiped glasses, gun, doorknobs, put his prints where they should be, left.

Melton opened and shut his mouth. His teeth made a grating noise. He made fists of both hands. Then he looked steadily at me with hard black eyes.

Photo, he said thickly.

I reached it out of my pocket and showed it to him, but I held on to it.

Julia, he said. His breath made a queer, sharp keening sound and his hand went limp. I slipped the photo back into my pocket. What then? he whispered.

All. I may have been seen, but not going in or coming out. Trees in back. The place is well shaded. She have a gun like that?

His head drooped and he held it in his hands. He held still for a while, then pushed it up and spread his fingers on his face and spoke through them at the wall we were facing.

Yes. But I never knew her to carry it. I suppose he ditched her, the dirty rat. He said it quietly without heat.

Youre quite a guy, he said. Its a suicide now, eh?

Cant tell. Without a suspect theyre apt to handle it that way. Theyll test his hand with paraffin to see if he fired the gun. Thats routine now. But it sometimes doesnt work, and without a suspect they may let it ride anyway. I dont get the photo angle.

I dont either, he whispered, still talking between his fingers. She must have got panicked up very suddenly.

Uh-huh. You realize Ive put my head in a bag, dont you? Its my licence if Im caught. Of course theres a bare chance it was suicide. But he doesnt seem the type. Youve got to play ball, Melton.

He laughed grimly. Then he turned his head enough to look at me, but still kept his hands on his face. The gleam of his eyes shot through his fingers.

Why did you fix it up? he asked quietly.

Damned if I know. I guess I took a dislike to him — from that photo. He didnt look worth what theyd do to her — and to you.

Five hundred, as a bonus, he said.

I leaned back and gave him a stony stare. Im not trying to pressure you. Im a fairly tough guy — but not in spots like this. Did you give me everything you had?

He said nothing for a long minute. He stood up and looked along the room, put his hands in his pockets, jingled something, and sat down again.

Thats the wrong approach — both ways, he said. I wasnt thinking of blackmail — or offering to pay it. It isnt enough money. These are hard times. You take an extra risk, I offer you an extra compensation. Suppose Julia had nothing to do with it. That might explain the photo being left. There were plenty of other women in Goodwins life. But if the story comes out and Im connected with it at all, the home offices will bounce me. Im in a sensitive business, and it hasnt been doing too well. They might be glad of the excuse.

Thats different, I said. I asked you, did you give me everything you had.

He looked at the floor. No. I suppressed something. It didnt seem important then. And it hurts the position badly now. A few days ago, just after I met Goodwin downtown, the bank called me and said a Mr. Lancelot Goodwin was there to cash a check for one thousand dollars made out to cash by Julia Melton. I told them Mrs. Melton was out of town, but that I knew Mr. Goodwin very well and I saw no objection to cashing the check, if it was in order and he was properly identified. I couldnt say anything else — in the circumstances. I suppose they cashed it. I dont know.

I thought Goodwin had dough.

Melton shrugged stiffly.

A blackmailer of women, huh? And a sappy one at that, to be taking checks. I think Ill play with you on it, Melton. I hate like hell to see these newspaper ghouls go to town on a yam like that. But if they get to you, Im out — if I can get out.

He smiled for the first time. Ill give you the five hundred right now, he said.

Nothing doing. Im hired to find her. If I find her I get five hundred flat — all other bets off.

Youll find me a good man to trust, he said.

I want a note to this Haines up at your place at Little Fawn Lake. I want into your cabin. My only way to go at it is as if Id never been to Chevy Chase.

He nodded and stood up. He went over to a desk and came back with a note on the club stationery.



Mr. William Haines,

Little Fawn Lake.

Dear Bill — Please allow bearer, Mr. John Dalmas, to view my cabin and assist him in all ways to look over the property.

Sincerely,

HOWARD MELTON



I folded the note and put it away with my other gatherings from the day. Melton put a hand on my shoulder. Ill never forget this, he said. Are you going up there now?

I think so.

What do you expect to find?

Nothing. But Id be a sap not to start where the trail starts.

Of course. Haines is a good fellow, but a little surly. He has a pretty blond wife that rides him a lot. Good luck.

We shook hands. His hand felt clammy as a pickled fish.


The Man With The Peg Leg
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I MADE SAN Bernardino in less than two hours and for once in its life it was almost as cool as Los Angeles, and not nearly as sticky. I took on a cup of coffee and bought a pint of rye and gassed up and started up the grade. It was overcast all the way to Bubbling Springs. Then it suddenly got dry and bright and cool air blew down the gorges, and I finally came to the big dam and looked along the level blue reaches of Puma Lake. Canoes paddled on it, and rowboats with outboard motors and speedboats churned up the water and made a lot of fuss over nothing. Jounced around in their wake, people who had paid two dollars for a fishing license wasted their time trying to catch a dimes worth of fish.

The road turned two ways from the dam. My way was the south shore. It skimmed along high among piled-up masses of granite. Hundred-foot yellow pines probed at the clear blue sky. In the open spaces grew bright green manzanita and what was left of the wild irises and white and purple lupine and bugle flowers and desert paintbrush. The road dropped to the lake level and I began to pass flocks of camps and flocks of girls in shorts on bicycles, on motor scooters, walking all over the highway, or just sitting under trees showing off their legs. I saw enough beef on the hoof to stock a cattle ranch.

Howard Melton had said to turn away from the lake at the old Redlands road, a mile short of Puma Point. It was a frayed asphalt ribbon that climbed into the surrounding mountains. Cabins were perched here and there on the slopes. The asphalt gave out and after a while a small, narrow dirt road sneaked off to my right. A sign at its entrance said: Private Road to Little Fawn Lake. No Trespassing. I took it and crawled around big bare stones and past a little waterfall and through yellow pines and black oaks and silence. A squirrel sat on a branch and tore a fresh pine cone to pieces and sent the pieces fluttering down like confetti. He scolded at me and beat one paw angrily on the cone.

The narrow road swerved sharply around a big tree trunk and then there was a five-barred gate across it with another sign. This one said: Private — No Admittance.

I got out and opened the gate and drove through and closed it again. I wound through trees for another couple of hundred yards. Suddenly below me was a small oval lake that lay deep in trees and rocks and wild grass, like a drop of dew caught in a furled leaf. At the near end there was a yellow concrete dam with a rope handrail across the top and an old mill wheel at the side. Near that stood a small cabin of native wood covered with rough bark. It had two sheet-metal chimneys and smoke lisped from one of them. Somewhere an axe thudded.

Across the lake, a long way by the road and the short way over the dam, there was a large cabin close to the water and two others not so large, spaced at wide intervals. At the far end, opposite the dam, was what looked like a small pier and band pavilion. A warped wooden sign on it read: Camp Kilkare. I couldnt see any sense in that, so I walked down a path to the bark-covered cabin and pounded on the door.

The sound of the axe stopped. A mans voice yelled from somewhere behind. I sat down on a big stone and rolled an unlit cigarette around in my fingers. The owner of the cabin came around its side with an axe in his hands. He was a thick-bodied man, not very tall, with a dark, rough, unshaven chin, steady brown eyes and grizzled hair that curled. He wore blue denim pants and a blue shirt open on a muscular brown neck. When he walked he seemed to give his right foot a little kick outwards with each step. It swung out from his body in a shallow arc. He walked slowly and came up to me, a cigarette dangling from his thick lips. He had a city voice.

Yeah?

Mr. Haines?

Thats me.

I have a note for you. I took it out and gave it to him. He threw the axe to one side and looked squintingly at the note, then turned and went into the cabin. He came out wearing glasses, reading the note as he came.

Oh, yeah, he said, From the boss. He studied the note again. Mr. John Dalmas, huh? Im Bill Haines. Glad to know you. We shook hands. He had a hand like a steel trap.

You want to look around and see Meltons cabin, huh? Whats the matter? He aint selling, for Gods sake?

I lit my cigarette and flipped the match into the lake. He has more than he needs here, I said.

Land sure. But it says the cabin—

He wanted me to look it over. Its a pretty nice cabin, he says.

He pointed. That one over there, the big one. Milled redwood walls, celarex lined and then knotty pine inside. Composition shingle roof, stone foundations and porches, bathroom, shower and toilet. Hes got a spring-filled reservoir back in the hill behind. Ill say its a nice cabin.

I looked at the cabin, but I looked at Bill Haines more. His eyes had a glitter and there were pouches under his eyes, for all his weathered look.

You wanta go over now? Ill get the keys.

Im kind of tired after that long drive up. I sure could use a drink, Haines.

He looked interested, but shook his head. Im sorry, Mr. Dalmas, I just finished up a quart. He licked his broad lips and smiled at me.

Whats the mill wheel for?

Movie stuff. They make a picture up here once in a while. Thats another set down at the end. They made Love Among the Pines with that. The rest of the sets are tore down. I heard the picture flopped.

Is that so? Would you join me in a drink? I brought out my pint of rye.

Never been heard to say no. Waitll I get some glasses.

Mrs. Haines away?

He stared at me with sudden coldness. Yeah, he said very slowly. Why?

On account of the liquor.

He relaxed, but kept an eye on me for a moment longer. Then he turned and walked his stiff-legged walk back into the cabin. He came out with a couple of the little glasses they pack fancy cheese in. I opened my bottle and poured a couple of stiff ones and we sat holding them, Haines with his right leg almost straight out in front of him, the foot twisted a little outwards.

I copped that in France, he said, and drank. Old Peg-leg Haines. Well, it got me a pension and it aint hurt me with the ladies. Heres to crime. He finished his drink.

We set our glasses down and watched a bluejay go up a big pine, hopping from branch to branch without pausing to balance, like a man running upstairs.

Cold and nice here, but lonely, Haines said. Too damn lonely. He watched me with the corners of his eyes. He had something on his mind.

Some people like that. I reached for the glasses and did my duty with them.

Gets me. I been drinkin too much account of it gets me. It gets me at night.

I didnt say anything. He put his second drink down in a swift, hard gulp. I passed the bottle to him silently. He sipped his third drink, cocked his head on one side, and licked at his lip.

Kind of funny what you said there — about Mrs. Haines bein away.

I just thought maybe we ought to take our bottle out of sight of the cabin.

Uh-huh. You a friend of Meltons?

I know him. Not intimately.

Haines looked across at the big cabin.

That damn floozie! he snarled suddenly, his face twisted.

I stared at him. Lost me Beryl, the damn tart, he said bitterly. Had to have even one-legged guys like me. Had to get me drunk and make me forget I had as cute a little wife as ever a guy had.

I waited, nerves taut.

The hell with him, too! Leavin that tramp up here all alone. I dont have to live in his goddam cabin. I can live anywheres I like. I got a pension. War pension.

Its a nice place to live, I said. Have a drink.

He did that, turned angry eyes on me. Its a lousy place to live, he snarled. When a guys wife moves out on him and he dont know where shes at — maybe with some other guy. He clenched an iron left fist.

After a moment he unclenched it slowly and poured his glass half full. The bottle was looking pretty peaked by this time. He put his big drink down in a lump.

I dont know you from a mules hind leg, he growled, but what the hell! Im sick of bein alone. I been a sucker — but I aint just human. She has looks — like Beryl. Same size, same hair, same walk as Beryl. Hell, they coulda been sisters. Only just enough different — if you get what I mean. He leered at me, a little drunk now.

I looked sympathetic.

Im over there to burn trash, he scowled, waving an arm. She comes out on the back porch in pajamas like they was made of cellophane. With two drinks in her hands. Smiling at me, with them bedroom eyes. Have a drink, Bill. Yeah. I had a drink. I had nineteen drinks. I guess you know what happened.

Its happened to a lot of good men.

Leaves her alone up here, the —— —— —— ! While he plays around in L.A. And Beryl walks out on me — two weeks come Friday.

I stiffened. I stiffened so hard that I could feel my muscles strain all over my body. Two weeks come Friday would be a week ago last Friday. That would be August twelfth — the day Mrs. Julia Melton was supposed to have left for El Paso, the day she had stopped over at the Olympia Hotel down at the foot of the mountains.

Haines put his empty glass down and reached into his buttoned shirt pocket. He passed me a dog-eared piece of paper. I unfolded it carefully. It was written in pencil.

Id rather be dead than live with you any longer, you lousy cheater — Beryl. That was what it said.

Wasnt the first time, Haines said, with a rough chuckle. Just the first time I got caught. He laughed. Then he scowled again. I gave him back his note and he buttoned it up in the pocket. What the hell am I tellin you for? he growled at me.

A bluejay scolded at a big speckled woodpecker and the woodpecker said Cr-racker! just like a parrot.

Youre lonely, I said. You need to get it off your chest. Have another drink. Ive had my share. You were away that afternoon — when she left you?

He nodded moodily and sat holding the bottle between his legs. We had a spat and I drove on over to the north shore to a guy I know. I felt meaner than flea dirt. I had to get good and soused. I done that. I got home maybe two AM — plenty stinko. But I drive slow account of this trick pin. Shes gone. Just the note left.

That was a week ago last Friday, huh? And you havent heard from her since?

I was being a little too exact. He gave me a hard questioning glance, but it went away. He lifted the bottle and drank moodily and held it against the sun. Boy, this is damn near a dead soldier, he said. She scrammed too. He jerked a thumb towards the other side of the lake.

Maybe they had a fight.

Maybe they went together.

He laughed raucously. Mister, you dont know my little Beryl. Shes a hell cat when she starts.

Sounds as if they both are. Did Mrs. Haines have a car? I mean, you drove yours that day, didnt you?

We got two Fords. Mine has to have the foot throttle and brake pedal over on the left, under the good leg. She took her own.

I stood up and walked to the water and threw my cigarette stub into it. The water was dark blue and looked deep. The level was high from the spring flood and in a couple of places the water licked across the top of the dam.

I went back to Haines. He was draining the last of my whisky down his throat. Gotta get some more hooch, he said quickly. Owe you a pint. You aint drunk nothing.

Plenty more where it came from, I said. When you feel like it Ill go over and look at that cabin.

Sure. Well walk around the lake. You dont mind me soundin off that way at you — about Beryl?

A guy sometimes has to talk his troubles to somebody, I said. We could go across the dam. You wouldnt have to walk so far.

Hell, no. I walk good, even if it dont look good. I aint been around the lake in a month. He stood up and went into the cabin and came out with some keys. Lets go.

We started towards the little wooden pier and pavilion at the far end of the lake. There was a path close to the water, winding in and out among big rough granite boulders. The dirt road was farther back and higher up. Haines walked slowly, kicking his right foot. He was moody, just drunk enough to be living in his own world. He hardly spoke. We reached the little pier and I walked out on it. Haines followed me, his foot thumping heavily on the planks. We reached the end, beyond the little open band pavilion, and leaned against a weathered dark green railing.

Any fish in here? I asked.

Sure. Rainbow trout, black bass. I aint no fish-eater myself. I guess theres too many of them.

I leaned out and looked down into the deep still water. There was swirl down there and a greenish form moved under the pier. Haines leaned beside me. His eyes stared down into the depths of the water. The pier was solidly built and had an underwater flooring — wider than the pier itself — as if the lake had once been at a much lower level, and this underwater flooring had been a boat landing. A flat-bottomed boat dangled in the water on a frayed rope.

Haines took hold of my arm. I almost yelled. His fingers bit into my muscles like iron claws. I looked at him. He was bent over, staring like a loon, his face suddenly white and glistening. I looked down into the water.

Languidly, at the edge of the underwater flooring, something that looked vaguely like a human arm and hand in a dark sleeve waved out from under the submerged boarding, hesitated, waved back out of sight.

Haines straightened his body slowly and his eyes were suddenly sober and frightful. He turned from me without a word and walked back along the pier. He went to a pile of rocks and bent down and heaved. His panting breath came to me. He got a rock loose and his thick back straightened. He lifted the rock breast high. It must have weighed a hundred pounds. He walked steadily back out on the pier with it, game leg and all, reached the end railing and lifted the rock high above his head. He stood there a moment holding it, his neck muscles bulging above his blue shirt. His mouth made some vague distressful sound. Then his whole body gave a hard lurch and the big stone smashed down into the water.

It made a huge splash that went over both of us. It fell straight and true through the water and crashed on the edge of the submerged planking. The ripples widened swiftly and the water boiled. There was a dim sound of boards breaking underwater. Waves rippled off into the distance and the water down there under our eyes began to clear. An old rotten plank suddenly popped up above the surface and sank back with a flat slap and floated off.

The depths cleared still more. In them something moved. It rose slowly, a long, dark, twisted something that rolled as it came up. It broke surface. I saw wool, sodden black now — a sweater, a pair of slacks. I saw shoes, and something that bulged shapeless and swollen over the edges of the shoes. I saw a wave of blond hair straighten out in the water and lie still for an instant.

The thing rolled then and an arm flapped in the water and the hand at the end of the arm was no decent human hand. The face came rolling up. A swollen, pulpy, gray-white mass of bloated flesh, without features, without eyes, without mouth. A thing that had once been a face. Haines looked down at it. Green stones showed below the neck that belonged to the face. Haines right hand took hold of the railing and his knuckles went as white as snow under the hard brown skin.

Beryl! His voice seemed to come to me from a long way off, over a hill, through a thick growth of trees.


The Lady in the Lake
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A LARGE WHITE card in the window, printed in heavy block capitals, said: KEEP TINCHFLELD CONSTABLE. Behind the window was a narrow counter with piles of dusty folders on it. The door was glass and lettered in black paint: Chief of Police. Fire Chief. Town Constable. Chamber of Commerce. Enter.

I entered and was in what was nothing but a small one-room pineboard shack with a potbellied stove in the corner, a littered rolltop desk, two hard chairs, and the counter. On the wall hung a large blueprint map of the district, a calendar, a thermometer. Beside the desk telephone numbers had been written laboriously on the wood in large deeply bitten figures.

A man sat tilted back at the desk in an antique swivel chair, with a flat-brimmed Stetson on the back of his head and a huge spittoon beside his right foot. His large hairless hands were clasped comfortably on his stomach. He wore a pair of brown pants held by suspenders, a faded and much washed tan shirt buttoned tight to his fat neck, no tie. What I could see of his hair was mousy-brown except the temples, which were snow-white. On his left breast there was a star. He sat more on his left hip than his right, because he wore a leather hip holster with a big black gun in it down inside his hip pocket.

I leaned on the counter and looked at him. He had large ears and friendly gray eyes and he looked as if a child could pick his pocket.

Are you Mr. Tinchfleld?

Yep. What law we got to have, Im it — come election anyways. Theres a couple good boys running against me and they might up and whip me. He sighed.

Does your jurisdiction extend to Little Fawn Lake?

What was that, son?

Little Fawn Lake, back in the mountains. You cover that?

Yep. Guess I do. Im deppity sheriff. Wasnt no more room on the door. He eyed the door, without displeasure. Im all them things there. Meltons place, eh? Something botherin there, son?

Theres a dead woman in the lake.

Well, I swan. He unclasped his hands and scratched his ear and stood up heavily. Standing up he was a big, powerful man. His fat was just cheerfulness. Dead, you said? Who is it?

Bill Haines wife, Beryl. Looks like suicide. Shes been in the water a long time, Sheriff. Not nice to look at. She left him ten days ago, he said. I guess thats when she did it.

Tinchfleld bent over the spittoon and discharged a tangled mass of brown fiber into it. It fell with a soft plop. He worked his lips and wiped them with the back of his hand.

Who are you, son?

My name is John Dalmas. I came up from Los Angeles with a note to Haines from Mr. Melton — to look at the property. Haines and I were walking around the lake and we went out on the little pier the movie people built there once. We saw something down in the water underneath. Haines threw a large rock in and the body came up. Its not nice to look at, Sheriff.

Haines up there?

Yeah. I came down because hes pretty badly shaken.

Aint surprised at that, son. Tinchfleld opened a drawer in his desk and took out a full pint of whisky. He slipped it inside his shirt and buttoned the shirt again. Well get Doc Menzies, he said. And Paul Loomis. He moved calmly around the end of the counter. The situation seemed to bother him slightly less than a fly.

We went out. Before going out he adjusted a clock card hanging inside the glass to read — Back at 6 p.m. He locked the door and got into a car that had a siren on it, two red spotlights, two amber foglights, a red-and-white fire plate, and various legends on the side which I didnt bother to read.

You wait here, son. Ill be back in a frog squawk.

He swirled the car around in the street and went off down the road towards the lake and pulled up at a frame building opposite the stage depot. He went into this and came out with a tall, thin man. The car came slowly swirling back and I fell in behind it. We went through the village, dodging girls in shorts and men in trunks, shorts and pants, most of them naked and brown from the waist up. Tinchfield stood on his horn, but didnt use his siren. That would have started a mob of cars after him. We went up a dusty hill and stopped at a cabin. Tinchfleld honked his horn and yelled. A man in blue overalls opened the door.

Get in, Paul.

The man in overalls nodded and ducked back into the cabin and came out with a dirty lion hunters hat on his head. We went back to the highway and along to the branch road and so over to the gate on the private road. The man in overalls got out and opened it and closed it after our cars had gone through.

When we came to the lake, smoke was no longer rising from the small cabin. We got out.

Doc Menzies was an angular yellow-faced man with bug eyes and nicotine-stained fingers. The man in blue overalls and the lion hunters hat was about thirty, dark, swarthy, lithe, and looked underfed.

We went to the edge of the lake and looked towards the pier. Bill Haines was sitting on the floor of the pier, stark naked, with his head in his hands. There was something beside him on the pier.

We can ride a ways more, Tinchfleld said. We got back into the cars and went on, stopped again, and all trooped down to the pier.

The thing that had been a woman lay on its face on the pier with a rope under the arms. Haines clothes lay to one side. His artificial leg, gleaming with leather and metal, lay beside them. Without a word spoken Tinchfleld slipped the bottle of whisky out of his shirt and uncorked it and handed it to Haines.

Drink hearty, Bill, he said casually. There was a sickening, horrible smell on the air. Haines didnt seem to notice it, nor Tinchfleld and Menzies. Loomis got a blanket from the car and threw it over the body, then he and I backed away from it.

Haines drank from the bottle and looked up with dead eyes. He held the bottle down between his bare knee and his stump and began to talk. He spoke in a dead voice, without looking at anybody or anything. He spoke slowly and told everything he had told me. He said that after I went he had got the rope and stripped and gone into the water and got the thing out. When he had finished he stared at the wooden plank and became as motionless as a statue.

Tinchfleld put a cut of tobacco in his mouth and chewed on it for a moment. Then he shut his teeth tight and leaned down and turned the body over carefully, as if he was afraid it would come apart in his hands. The late sun shone on the loose necklace of green stones I had noticed in the water. They were roughly carved and lustreless, like soapstone. A gilt chain joined them. Tinchfleld straightened his broad back and blew his nose hard on a tan handkerchief.

What you say, Doc?

Menzies spoke in a tight, high, irritable voice. What the hell do you want me to say?

Cause and time of death, Tinchfleld said mildly.

Dont be a damn fool, Jim, the doctor said nastily.

Cant tell nothing, eh?

By looking at that? Good God!

Tinchfleld sighed and turned to me. Where was it when you first seen it?

I told him. He listened with his mouth motionless and his eyes blank. Then he began to chew again. Funny place to be. No current here. If there was any, twould be towards the dam.

Bill Haines got to his foot, hopped over to his clothes and strapped his leg on. He dressed slowly, awkwardly; dragging his shirt over his wet skin. He spoke again without looking at anybody.

She done it herself. Had to. Swum under the boards there and breathed water in. Maybe got stuck. Had to. No other way.

One other way, Bill, Tinchfleld said mildly, looking at the sky.

Haines rummaged in his shirt and got out his dog-eared note. He gave it to Tinchfleld. By mutual consent everybody moved some distance away from the body. Then Tinchfleld went back to get his bottle of whisky and put it away under his shirt. He joined us and read the note over and over.

It dont have a date. You say this was a couple of weeks ago?

Two weeks come Friday.

She left you once before, didnt she?

Yeah, Haines didnt look at him. Two years ago. I got drunk and stayed with a chippy. He laughed wildly.

The sheriff calmly read the note once more. Note left that time? he inquired.

I get it, Haines snarled. I get it. You dont have to draw me pictures.

Note looks middlin old, Tinchfleld said gently.

I had it in my shirt ten days, Haines yelled. He laughed wildly again.

Whats amusing you, Bill?

You ever try to drag a person six feet under water?

Never did, Bill.

I swim pretty good — for a guy with one leg. I dont swim that good.

Tinchfleld sighed. Now that dont mean anything, Bill. Could have been a rope used. She could have been weighted down with a stone, maybe two stones, head and foot. Then after shes under them boards the rope could be cut loose. Could be done, son.

Sure. I done it, Haines said and roared laughing. Me — I done it to Beryl. Take me in, you —— s —— s!

I aim to, Tinchfleld said mildly. For investigation. No charges yet, Bill. You could have done it. Dont tell me different. I aint saying you did, though. Im just sayin you could.

Haines sobered as quickly as he had gone to pieces.

Any insurance? Tinchfield asked, looking at the sky.

Haines started. Five thousand. That does it. That hangs me. Okay. Lets go.

Tinchfleld turned slowly to Loomis. Go back there in the cabin, Paul, and get a couple of blankets. Then we better all get some whisky inside our nose.

Loomis turned and walked back along the path that skirted the lake towards the Haines cabin. The rest of us just stood. Haines looked down at his hard brown hands and clenched them. Without a word he swept his right fist up and hit himself a terrible blow in the face.

You —— —— ! he said in a harsh whisper.

His nose began to bleed. He stood lax. The blood ran down his lip, down the side of his mouth to the point of his chin. It began to drip off his chin.

That reminded me of something I had almost forgotten.


The Golden Anklet
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I TELEPHONED HOWARD Melton at his Beverly Hills home an hour after dark. I called from the telephone companys little log cabin office half a block from the main street of Puma Point, almost out of hearing of the .22s at the shooting gallery, the rattle of the ski balls, the tooting of fancy auto horns, and the whine of hillbilly music from the dining room of the Indian Head Hotel.

When the operator got him she told me to take the call in the managers office. I went in and shut the door and sat down at a small desk and answered the phone.

Find anything up there? Meltons voice asked. It had a thickish edge to it, a three-highball edge.

Nothing I expected. But something has happened up here you wont like. Want it straight — or wrapped in Christmas paper?

I could hear him cough. I didnt hear any other sounds from the room in which he was talking. Ill take it straight, he said steadily.

Bill Haines claims your wife made passes at him — and they scored. They got drunk together the very morning of the day she went away. Haines had a row with his wife about it afterwards, and then he went over to the north shore of Puma Lake to get drunk some more. He was gone until two A.M. Im just telling you what he says, you understand.

I waited. Meltons voice said finally: I heard you. Go on, Dalmas. It was a toneless voice, as flat as a piece of slate.

When he got home both the women had gone. His wife Beryl had left a note saying shed rather be dead than live with a lousy cheater any more. He hasnt seen her since — until today.

Melton coughed again. The sound made a sharp noise in my ear. There were buzzes and crackles on the wire. An operator broke in and I asked her to go brush her hair. After the interruption Melton said: Haines told all this to you, a complete stranger?

I brought some liquor with me. He likes to drink and he was aching to talk to somebody. The liquor broke down the barriers. Theres more. I said he didnt see his wife again until today. Today she came up out of your little lake. Ill let you guess what she looked like.

Good God! Melton cried.

She was stuck down under the underwater boarding below the pier the movie people built. The constable here, Jim Tinchfield, didnt like it too well. Hes taken Haines in. I think theyve gone down to see the D.A. In San Bernardino and have an autopsy and so on.

Tinchfleld thinks Haines killed her?

He thinks it could have happened that way. Hes not saying everything he thinks. Haines put on a swell broken-hearted act, but this Tinchfleld is no fool. He may know a lot of things around Haines that I dont know.

Did they search Haines cabin?

Not while I was around. Maybe later.

I see. He sounded tired now, spent.

Its a nice dish for a county prosecutor close to election time, I said. But its not a nice dish for us. If I have to appear at an inquest, Ill have to state my business, on oath. That means telling what I was doing up there, to some extent, at least. And that means pulling you in.

It seems, Meltons voice said flatly, that Im pulled in already. If my wife— He broke off and swore. He didnt speak again for a long time. Wire noises came to me and a sharper crackling, thunder somewhere in the mountains along the lines.

I said at last: Beryl Haines had a Ford of her own. Not Bills. His was fixed up for his left leg to do the heavy work. The car is gone. And that note didnt sound like a suicide note to me.

What do you plan to do now?

It looks as though Im always being sidetracked on this job. I may come down tonight. Can I call you at your home?

Any time, he said. Ill be home all evening and all night. Call me any time. I didnt think Haines was that sort of a guy at all.

But you knew your wife had drinking spells and you left her up here alone.

My God, he said, as if he hadnt heard me. A man with a wooden—

Oh lets skip that part of it, I growled. Its dirty enough without. Goodbye.

I hung up and went back to the outer office and paid the girl for the call. Then I walked back to the main street and got into my car parked in front of the drugstore. The street was full of gaudy neon signs and noise and glitter. On the dry mountain air every sound seemed to carry a mile. I could hear people talking a block away. I got out of my car again and bought another pint at the drugstore and drove away from there.

When I got to the place back along the highway where the road turned off to Little Fawn Lake, I pulled over to the side and thought. Then I started up the road into the mountains towards Meltons place.

The gate across the private road was shut and padlocked now. I tucked my car off to the side in some bushes and climbed over the gate and pussyfooted along the side of the road until the starlit glimmer of the lake suddenly bloomed at my feet. Haines cabin was dark. The cabins on the other side of the lake were vague shadows against the slope. The old mill wheel beside the dam looked funny as hell up there all alone. I listened — didnt hear a sound. There are no night birds in the mountains.

I padded along to Haines cabin and tried the door — locked. I went around to the back and found another locked door. I prowled around the cabin walking like a cat on a wet floor. I pushed on the one screenless window. That was locked also. I stopped and listened some more. The window was not very tight. Wood dries out in that air and shrinks. I tried my knife between the two sashes, which opened inward, like small cottage windows. No dice. I leaned against the wall and looked at the hard shimmer of the lake and took a drink from my pint. That made me tough. I put the bottle away and picked up a big stone and smacked the window frame in without breaking the glass. I heaved up on the sill and climbed into the cabin.

A flash hit me in the face.

A calm voice said: Id rest right there, son. You must be all tired out.

The flash pinned me against the wall for a moment and then a light switch clicked and a lamp went on. The flash died. Tinchfield sat there peacefully in a leather Morris chair beside a table over the edge of which a brown-fringed shawl dangled foolishly. Tinchfield wore the same clothes as he had worn that afternoon, and the addition of a brown wool windbreaker over his shirt. His jaws moved quietly.

That movie outfit strung two miles of wire up here, he said reflectively. Kind of nice for the folks. Well, whats on your mind, son — besides breakin and enterin?

I picked out a chair and sat down and looked around the cabin. The room was a small square room with a double bed and a rag rug and a few modest pieces of furniture. An open door at the back showed the corner of a cookstove.

I had an idea, I said. From where I sit now it looks lousy.

Tinchfield nodded and his eyes studied me without rancor. I heard your car, he said. I knew you was on the private road and comin this way. You walk right nice, though. I didnt hear you walk worth a darn. Ive been mighty curious about you, son.

Why?

Aint you kind of heavy under the left arm, son?

I grinned at him. Maybe I better talk, I said.

Well, you dont have to bother a lot about pushin in that winder. Im a tolerant man. I figure you got a proper right to carry that six-gun, eh?

I reached into my pocket and laid my open billfold on his thick knee. He lifted it and held it carefully to the lamp-light, looking at the photostat license behind the celluloid window. He handed the billfold back to me.

I kind of figured you was interested in Bill Haines, he said. A private detective, eh? Well, you got a good hard build on you and your face dont tell a lot of stories. Im kind of worried about Bill myself. You aim to search the cabin?

I did have the idea.

Its all right by me, but there aint really no necessity. I already pawed around considerable. Who hired you?

Howard Melton.

He chewed a moment in silence. Might I ask to do what?

To find his wife. She skipped out on him a couple of weeks back.

Tinchfleld took his flat-crowned Stetson off and rumpled his mousy hair. He stood up and unlocked and opened the door. He sat down again and looked at me in silence.

Hes very anxious to avoid publicity, I said. On account of a certain failing his wife has which might lose him his job. Tinchfleld eyed me unblinkingly. The yellow lamp-light made bronze out of one side of his face. I dont mean liquor or Bill Haines, I added.

None of that dont hardly explain your wantin to search Bills cabin, he said mildly.

Im just a great guy to poke around.

He didnt budge for a long minute, during which he was probably deciding whether or not I was kidding him, and if I was, whether he cared.

He said at length: Would this interest you at all, son? He took a folded piece of newspaper from the slanting pocket of his windbreaker and opened it up on the table under the lamp. I went over and looked. On the newspaper lay a thin gold chain with a tiny lock. The chain had been snipped through neatly by a pair of cutting pliers. The lock was not unlocked. The chain was short, not more than four or five inches long and the lock was tiny and hardly any larger around than the chain itself. There was a little white powder on both chain and newspaper.

Where would you guess I found that? Tinchfleld asked.

I moistened a finger and touched the white powder and tasted it. In a sack of flour. That is, in the kitchen here. Its an anklet. Some women wear them and never take them off. Whoever took this one off didnt have the key.

Tinchfleld looked at me benignly. He leaned back and patted one knee with a large hand and smiled remotely at the pineboard ceiling. I rolled a cigarette around in my fingers and sat down again.

Tinchfleld refolded the piece of newspaper and put it back in his pocket. Well, I guess thats all — unless you care to make a search in my presence.

No, I said.

It looks like me and you are goin to do our thinkin separate.

Mrs. Haines had a car, Bill said. A Ford.

Yep. A blue coupe. Its down the road a piece, hid in some rocks.

That doesnt sound much like a planned murder.

I dont figure anything was planned, son. Just come over him sudden. Maybe choked her, and he has awful powerful hands. There he is — stuck with a body to dispose of. He done it the best way he could think of and for a pegleg he done pretty damn well.

The car sounds more like a suicide, I said. A planned suicide. People have been known to commit suicide in such a way as to make a murder case stick against somebody they were mad at. She wouldnt take the car far away, because he had to walk back.

Tinchfleld said: Bill wouldnt neither. That car would be mighty awkward for him to drive, him being used to use his left foot.

He showed me that note from Beryl before we found the body, I said. And I was the one that walked out on the pier first.

You and me could get along, son. Well, well see. Bills a good feller at heart — except these veterans give themselves too many privileges in my opinion. Some of em did three weeks in a camp and act like they was wounded nine times. Bill must have been mighty sentimental about this piece of chain I found.

He got up and went to the open door. He spat his chaw out into the dark. Im a man sixty-two years of age, he said over his shoulder. Ive known folks to do all manner of funny things. I would say offhand that jumpin into a cold lake with all your clothes on, and swimmin hard to get down under that board, and then just dyin there was a funny thing to do. On the other hand, since Im tellin you all my secrets and you aint tellin me nothing, Ive had to speak to Bill a number of times for slapping his wife around when he was drunk. That aint goin to sound good to a jury. And if this here little chain come off Beryl Haines leg, its just about enough to set him in that nice new gas chamber they got up north. And you and me might as well mosey on home, son.

I stood up.

And dont go smokin that cigarette on the highway, he added. Its contrary to the law up here.

I put the unlit cigarette back in my pocket and stepped out into the night. Tinchfleld switched the lamp off and locked up the cabin and put the key in his pocket. Where at are you stain, son?

Im going down to the Olympia in San Bernardino.

Its a nice place, but they dont have the climate we have up here. Too hot.

I like it hot, I said.

We walked back to the road and Tinchfleld turned to the right. My cars up a piece towards the end of the lake. Ill say good night to you, son.

Good night, Sheriff. I dont think he murdered her.

He was already walking off. He didnt turn. Well, well see, he said quietly.

I went back to the gate and climbed it and found my car and started back down the narrow road past the waterfall. At the highway I turned west towards the dam and the grade to the valley.

On the way I decided that if the citizens around Puma Lake didnt keep Tinchfleld constable, they would be making a very bad mistake.


Melton Ups The Ante
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IT WAS PAST ten-thirty when I got to the bottom of the grade and parked in one of the diagonal slots in front of the Hotel Olympia in San Bernardino. I pulled an overnight bag out of the back of my car and had taken about four steps with it when a bellhop in braided pants and a white shirt and black bow tie had it out of my hand.

The clerk on duty was an egg-headed man with no interest in me. I signed the register.

The hop and I rode a four-by-four elevator to the second floor and walked a couple of blocks around the corners. As we walked it got hotter and hotter. The hop unlocked a door into a boys-size room with one window on an airshaft.

The hop, who was tall, thin, yellow, and as cool as a slice of chicken in aspic, moved his gum around in his face, put my bag on a chair, opened the window and stood looking at me. He had eyes the color of a drink of water.

Bring us up some ginger ale and glasses and ice, I said.

Us?

That is, if you happen to be a drinking man.

After eleven I reckon I might take a chance.

Its now ten thirty-nine, I said. If I give you a dime, will you say I sholy do thank you?

He grinned and snapped his gum.

He went out, leaving the door open. I took off my coat and unstrapped my holster. It was wearing grooves in my hide. I removed my tie, shirt, undershirt and walked around the room in the draft from the open door. The draft smelled of hot iron. I went into the bathroom sideways — it was that kind of bathroom — doused myself with cold water and was breathing more freely, when the tall, languid hop returned with a tray. He shut the door and I brought out my bottle. He mixed a couple of drinks and we drank. The perspiration started from the back of my neck down my spine, but I felt better all the same. I sat on the bed holding my glass and looking at the hop.

How long can you stay?

Doing what?

Remembering.

I aint a damn bit of use at it.

I have money to spend, I said, in my own peculiar way. I took my wallet from my coat and spread bills along the bed.

I beg yore pardon, the hop said. Youre a copper?

Private.

Im interested. This likker makes my mind work.

I gave him a dollar bill. Try that on your mind. Can I call you Tex?

You done guessed it, he drawled, tucking the bill neatly into the watch pocket of his pants.

Where were you on Friday the twelfth of August, in the late afternoon?

He sipped his drink and thought, shaking the ice very gently and drinking past his gum. Here. Four-to-twelve shift, he answered finally.

A lady named Mrs. George Atkins, a small, slim, pretty blonde, checked in and stayed until time for the night train east. She put her car in the hotel garage and I believe it is still there. I want the lad that checked her in. That wins another dollar. I separated it from my stake and laid it by itself on the bed.

I sholy do thank you, the hop said, grinning. He finished his drink and left the room, closing the door quietly. I finished my drink and made another. Time passed. Finally the wall telephone rang. I wedged myself into a small space between the bathroom door and the bed and answered it.

That was Sonny. Off at eight tonight. He can be reached, I reckon.

How soon?

You want him over?

Yeah.

Half an hour, if hes home. Another boy checked her out. A fellow we call Les. Hes here.

Okay. Shoot him up.

I finished my second drink and thought well enough of it to mix a third before the ice melted. I was stirring it when the knock came, and I opened to a small, wiry, carrot-headed, green-eyed rat with a tight little girlish mouth.

Drink?

Sure, he said. He poured himself a large one and added a whisper of mixer. He put the mixture down in one swallow, tucked a cigarette between his lips and snapped a match alight while it was still coming up from his pocket. He blew smoke, fanned it with his hand, and stared at me coldly. I noticed, stitched over his pocket instead of a number, the word Captain.

Thanks, I said. That will be all.

Huh? His mouth twisted unpleasantly.

Beat it.

I thought you wanted to see me, he snarled.

Youre the night bell captain?

Check.

I wanted to buy you a drink. I wanted to give you a buck. Here. Thanks for coming up.

He took the dollar and hung there, smoke trailing from his nose, his eyes beady and mean. He turned then with a swift, tight shrug and slipped out of the room soundlessly.

Ten minutes passed, then another knock, very light. When I opened the lanky lad stood there grinning. I walked away from him and he slipped inside and came over beside the bed. He was still grinning.

You didnt take to Les, huh?

No. Is he satisfied?

I reckon so. You know what captains are. Have to have their cut. Maybe you better call me Les, Mr. Dalmas.

So you checked her out.

Not if Mrs. George Atkins was her name, I didnt.

I took the photo of Julia from my pocket and showed it to him. He looked at it carefully, for a long time. She looked like that, he said. She gave me four bits, and in this little town that gets you remembered. Mrs. Howard Melton was the name. Theres been talk about her car. I guess we just dont have much to talk about here.

Uh-huh. Where did she go from here.

She took a hack to the depot. You use nice likker, Mr. Dalmas.

Excuse me. Help yourself. When he had I said: Remember anything about her? She have any visitors?

No, sir. But I do recall something. A tall, good-lookin jasper. She didnt seem pleased to see him.

Ah. I took another photo out of my pocket and showed it to him. He studied that carefully also.

This dont look quite so much like her. But Im sure its the gentleman I spoke of.

He picked up both photos again and held them side by side. He looked a little puzzled. Yes, sir. Thats him all right, he said.

Youre an accommodating guy, I said. Youd remember almost anything, wouldnt you?

I dont get you, sir.

Take another drink. I owe you four bucks. Thats five in all. Its not worth it. You hops are always trying to pull some gag.

He took a very small one and balanced it in his hand, his yellow face puckered. I do the best I can, he said stiffly. He drank his drink, put the glass down silently and moved to the door. You can keep your goddam money, he said. He took the dollar out of his watch pocket and threw it on the floor. To hell with you, you — — he said softly.

He went out.

I picked up the two photos and held them side by side and scowled at them. After a long moment an icy finger touched my spine. It had touched it once before, very briefly, but I had shaken off the feeling. It came back now to stay.

I went to the tiny desk and got an envelope and put a five dollar bill in it and sealed it and wrote Les on it. I put my clothes on and my bottle on my hip and picked up my overnight bag and left the room.

Down in the lobby the redhead jumped at me. Les stayed back by a pillar, his arms folded, silent. I went to the desk and asked for my bill.

Anything wrong, sir? The clerk looked troubled.

I paid the bill and walked out to my car and then turned and went back to the desk. I gave the clerk the envelope with the five in it. Give this to the Texas boy, Les. Hes mad at me, but hell get over it.

I made Glendale before 2 a. m. and looked around for a place where I could phone. I found an all-night garage.

I got out dimes and nickels, and dialed the operator and got Meltons number in Beverly Hills. His voice, when it finally came over the wire, didnt sound very sleepy.

Sorry to call at this hour, I said, but you told me to. I traced Mrs. Melton to San Bernardino and to the depot there.

We knew that already, he said crossly.

Well, it pays to be sure. Haines cabin has been searched. Nothing much found. If you thought he knew where Mrs. Melton—

I dont know what I thought, he broke in sharply. After what you told me I thought the place ought to be searched. Is that all you have to report?

No. I hesitated a little. Ive had a bad dream. I dreamed there was a womans bag in a chair in that Chester Lane house this morning. It was pretty dark in there from the trees and I forgot to remove it.

What color bag? His voice was as stiff as a clam shell.

Dark blue — maybe black. The light was bad.

Youd better go back and get it, he snapped.

Why?

Thats what Im paying you five hundred dollars for — among other things.

Theres a limit to what I have to do for five hundred bucks — even if I had them.

He swore. Listen, fella. I owe you a lot, but this is up to you and you cant let me down.

Well, there might be a flock of cops on the front step. And then again the place might be quiet as a pet flea. Either way I dont like it. Ive had enough of that house.

There was a deep silence from Meltons end. I took a long breath and gave him some more: Whats more, I think you know where you wife is, Melton. Goodwin ran into her in the hotel in San Bernardino. He had a check of hers a few days ago. You met Goodwin on the street. You helped him get the check cashed, indirectly. I think you know. I think you just hired me to backtrack over her trail and see that it was properly covered.

There was more heavy silence from him. When he spoke again it was in a small, chastened voice. You win, Dalmas. Yeah — it was blackmail all right, on that check business. But I dont know where she is. Thats straight. And that bag has to be got. How would seven hundred and fifty sound to you?

Better. When do I get it?

Tonight, if youll take a check. I cant make better than eighty dollars in cash before tomorrow.

I hesitated again. I knew by the feel of my face that I was grinning. Okay, I said at last. Its a deal. Ill get the bag unless theres a flock of johns there.

Where are you now? He almost whistled with relief.

Azusa. Itll take me about an hour to get there, I lied.

Step on it, he said. Youll find me a good guy to play ball with. Youre in this pretty deep yourself, fella.

Im used to jams, I said, and hung up.


A Pair of Fall Guys
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I DROVE BACK to Chevy Chase Boulevard and along it to the foot of Chester Lane where I dimmed my lights and turned in. I drove quickly up around the curve to the new house across from Goodwins place. There was no sign of life around it, no cars in front, no sign of a stakeout that I could spot. That was a chance I had to take, like another and worse one I was taking.

I drove into the driveway of the house and got out and lifted up the unlocked swing-up garage door. I put my car inside, lowered the door and snaked back across the street as if Indians were after me. I used all the cover of Goodwins trees to the back yard and put myself behind the biggest of them there. I sat down on the ground and allowed myself a sip from my pint of rye.

Time passed, with a deadly slowness. I expected company, but I didnt know how soon. It came sooner than I expected.

In about fifteen minutes a car came up Chester Lane and I caught a faint glisten of it between the trees, along the side of the house. It was running without lights. I liked that. A shadow moved without sound at the corner of the house. It was a small shadow, a foot shorter than Meltons would have been. He couldnt have driven from Beverly Hills in that time anyway.

Then the shadow was at the back door, the back door opened, and the shadow vanished through it into deeper darkness. The door closed silently. I got up on my feet and sneaked across the soft, moist grass. I stepped silently into Mr. Goodwins porch and from there into his kitchen. I stood still, listening hard. There was no sound, no light beyond me. I took the gun out from under my arm and squeezed the butt down at my side. I breathed shallowly, from the top of my lungs. Then a funny thing happened. A crack of light appeared suddenly under the swing door to the dining room. The shadow had turned the lights up. Careless shadow! I walked across the kitchen and pushed the swing door open and left it that way. The light poured into the alcove dining room from beyond the living-room arch. I went that way, carelessly — much too carelessly. I stepped past the arch.

A voice at my elbow said: Drop it — and keep on walking. I looked at her. She was small, pretty after a fashion, and her gun pointed at my side very steadily.

Youre not clever, she said. Are you?

I opened my hand and let the gun fall. I walked four steps beyond it and turned.

No, I said.

The woman said nothing more. She moved away, circling a little, leaving the gun on the floor. She circled until she faced me. I looked past her at the corner chair with the footstool. White buck shoes still rested on the footstool. Mr. Lance Goodwin still sat negligently in the chair, with his left hand on the wide brocaded arm and his right trailing to the small gun on the floor. The last blood drop had frozen on his chin. It looked black and hard and permanent. His face had a waxy look now.

I looked at the woman again. She wore well-pressed blue slacks and a double-breasted jacket and a small tilted hat. Her hair was long and curled in at the ends and it was a dark red color with glints of blue in the shadows — dyed. Red spots of hastily applied rouge burned on her cheeks too high up. She pointed her gun and smiled at me. It wasnt the nicest smile I had ever seen.

I said: Good evening, Mrs. Melton. What a lot of guns you must own.

Sit down in the chair behind you and clasp your hands behind your neck and keep them there. Thats important. Dont get careless about it. She showed me her teeth to her gums.

I did as she suggested. The smile dropped from her face — a hard little face, even though pretty in a conventional sort of way. Just wait, she said. Thats important, too. Maybe you could guess how important that is.

This room smells of death, I said. I suppose thats important, too.

Just wait, smart boy.

They dont hang women any more in this state, I said. But two cost more than one. A lot more. About fifteen years more. Think it over.

She said nothing. She stood firmly, pointing the gun. This was a heavier gun, but it didnt seem to bother her. Her ears were busy with the distance. She hardly heard me. The time passed, as it does, in spite of everything. My arms began to ache.

At last he came. Another car drifted quietly up the street outside and stopped and its door closed quietly. Silence for a moment, then the house door at the back opened. His steps were heavy. He came through the open swing door and into the lighted room. He stood silent, looking around it, a hard frown on his big face. He looked at the dead man in the chair, at the woman with her gun, last of all at me. He stooped and picked up my gun and dropped it into his side pocket. He came to me quietly, almost without recognition in his eyes, stepped behind me and felt my pockets. He took out the two photos and the telegram. He stepped away from me, near the woman. I put my arms down and rubbed them. They both stared at me quietly.

At last he said softly: A gag, eh? First off I checked your call and found out it came from Glendale — not from Azusa. I dont know just why I did that, but I did. Then I made another call. The second call told me there wasnt any bag left in this room. Well?

What do you want me to say?

Why the trick-work? Whats it all about? His voice was heavy, cold, but more thoughtful than menacing. The woman stood beside him, motionless, holding her gun.

I took a chance, I said. You took one too — coming here. I hardly thought it would work. The idea, such as it was, that you would call her quickly about the bag. She would know there wasnt one. You would both know then that I was trying to pull something. Youd be very anxious to know what it was. Youd be pretty sure I wasnt working with any law, because I knew where you were and you could have been jumped there without any trouble at all. I wanted to bring the lady out of hiding — thats all. I took a long chance. If it didnt work, I had to think up a better way.

The woman made a contemptuous sound and said: Id like to know why you hired this snooper in the first place, Howe.

He ignored her. He looked at me steadily out of stony black eyes. I turned my head and gave him a quick, hard wink. His mouth got rigid at once. The woman didnt see it. She was too far to the side.

You need a fall guy, Melton, I said. Bad.

He turned his body a little so that his back was partly to the woman. His eyes ate my face. He lifted his eyebrows a little and half nodded. He still thought I was for sale.

He did it nicely. He put a smile on his face and turned towards her and said, How about getting out of here and talking it over in a safer place? and while she was listening and her mind was on the question his big hand struck down sharply at her wrist. She yelped and the gun dropped. She reeled back and clenched both her fists and spat at him.

Aw, go sit down and get wise to yourself, he said dryly.

He stooped and picked up her gun and dropped it into his other pocket. He smiled then, a large confident smile. He had forgotten something completely. I almost laughed — in spite of the spot I was in. The woman sat down in a chair behind him and leaned her head in her hands broodingly.

You can tell me about it now, Melton said cheerfully. Why I need a fall guy, as you say.

I lied to you over the phone a little. About Haines cabin. Theres a wise old country cop up there who went through it with a sifter. He found a gold anklet in the flour bag, cut through with pliers.

The woman let out a queer yelp. Melton didnt even bother to look at her. She was staring at me with all her eyes now.

He might figure it out, I said, and he might not. He doesnt know Mrs. Melton stayed over at the Hotel Olympia, for one thing, and that she met Goodwin there. If he knew that, hed be wise in a second. That is, if he had photos to show the bellhops, the way I had. The hop who checked Mrs. Melton out and remembered her on account of her leaving her car there without any instructions remembered Goodwin, remembered him speaking to her. He said she was startled. He wasnt so sure about Mrs. Melton from the photos. He knew Mrs. Melton.

Melton opened his mouth a little in a queer grimace and grated the edges of his teeth together. The woman stood up noiselessly behind him and drifted back, inch by inch, into the dark back part of the room. I didnt look at her. Melton didnt seem to hear her move.

I said: Goodwin trailed her into town. She must have come by bus or in a rent car, because she left the other in San Bernardino. He trailed her to her hideout without her knowing it, which was pretty smart, since she must have been on her guard, and then he jumped her. She stalled him for a while — I dont know with what story — and he must have had her watched every minute, because she didnt slip away from him. Then she couldnt stall him any longer and she gave him that check. That was just a retainer. He came back for more and she fixed him up permanently — over there in the chair. You didnt know that, or you would never have let me come out here this morning.

Melton smiled grimly. Right, I didnt know that, he said. Is that what I need a fall guy for?

I shook my head. You dont seem to want to understand me, I said. I told you Goodwin knew Mrs. Melton personally. Thats not news, is it? What would Goodwin have on Mrs. Melton to blackmail her for? Nothing. He wasnt blackmailing Mrs. Melton. Mrs. Melton is dead. She has been dead for eleven days. She came up out of Little Fawn Lake today — in Beryl Haines clothes. Thats what you need a fall guy for — and you have one, two of them, made to order.

The woman in the shadows of the room stooped and picked something up and rushed. She panted as she rushed. Melton turned hard and his hands jerked at his pockets, but he hesitated just too long, looking at the gun she had snatched up from the floor beside Goodwins dead hand, the gun that was the thing he had forgotten about.

You —— —— ! she said.

He still wasnt very scared. He made placating movements with his empty hands. Okay, honey, well play it your way, he said softly. He had a long arm. He could reach her now. He had done it already when she held a gun. He tried it once more. He leaned towards her quickly and swept his hand. I put my feet under me and dived for his legs. It was a long dive — too long.

Id make a swell fall guy, wouldnt I? she said raspingly, and stepped back. The gun banged three times.

He jumped at her with the slugs in him, and fell hard against her and carried her to the floor. She ought to have thought of that too. They crashed together, his big body pinning her down. She wailed and an arm waved up towards me holding the gun. I smacked it out of her hand. I grabbed at his pockets and got my gun out and jumped away from them. I sat down. The back of my neck felt like a piece of ice. I sat down and held the gun on my knee and waited.

His big hand reached out and took hold of the claw-shaped leg of a davenport and whitened on the wood. His body arched and rolled and the woman wailed again. His body rolled back and sagged and the hand let go of the davenport leg. The fingers uncurled quietly and lay limp on the nap of the carpet. There was a choking rattle — and silence.

She fought her way out from under him and got to her feet panting, glaring like an animal. She turned without a sound and ran. I didnt move. I just let her go.

I went over and bent down above the big, sprawled man and held a finger hard against the side of his neck. I stood there silently, leaning down, feeling for a pulse, and listening. I straightened up slowly and listened some more. No sirens, no car, no noise. Just the dead stillness of the room. I put my gun back under my arm and put the light out and opened the front door and walked down the path to the pavement. Nothing moved on the street. A big car stood at the curb, beside the fireplug, up at the dead-end beyond Goodwins place. I crossed the street to the new house and got my car out of its garage and shut the garage up again and started for Puma Lake again.


Keep Tinchfield Constable
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THE CABIN STOOD in a hollow, in front of a growth of jackpines. A big barnlike garage with cordwood piled on one side was open to the morning sun and Tinchfields car glistened inside it. There was a cleated walk down to the front door and smoke lisped from the chimney.

Tinchfleld opened the door himself. He wore an old gray roll-collar sweater and his khaki pants. He was fresh-shaved and as smooth as a baby.

Well, step in, son, he said peacefully. I see you go to work bright and early. So you didnt go down the hill last night, eh?

I went past him into the cabin and sat in an old Boston rocker with a crocheted antimacassar over its back. I rocked in it and it gave out a homey squeak.

Coffees just about ready to pour, Tinchfleld said genially. Emmall lay a plate for you. You got a kind of tuckered-out look, son.

I went back down the hill, I said. I just came back up. That wasnt Beryl Haines in the lake yesterday.

Tinchfleld said: Well, I swan.

You dont seem a hell of a lot surprised, I growled.

I dont surprise right easy, son. Particularly before breakfast.

It was Julia Melton, I said. She was murdered — by Howard Melton and Beryl Haines. She was dressed in Beryls clothes and put down under those boards, six feet under water, so that she would stay long enough not to look like Julia Melton. Both the women were blondes, of the same size and general appearance. Bill said they were enough alike to be sisters. Not twin sisters, probably.

They were some alike, Tinchfleld said, staring at me gravely. He raised his voice. Emma!

A stout woman in a print dress opened the inner door of the cabin. An enormous white apron was tied around what had once been her waist. A smell of coffee and frying bacon rushed out.

Emma, this is Detective Dalmas from Los Angeles. Lay another plate and Ill pull the table out from the wall a ways. Hes a mite tired and hungry.

The stout woman ducked her head and smiled and put silver on the table.

We sat down and ate bacon and eggs and hot cakes and drank coffee by the quart. Tinchfleld ate like four men and his wife ate like a bird and kept hopping up and down like a bird to get more food.

We finished at last and Mrs. Tinchfleld gathered up the dishes and shut herself in the kitchen. Tinchfleld cut a large slice of plug and tucked it carefully into his face and I sat down in the Boston rocker again.

Well, son, he said, I guess Im ready for the word. I was a mite anxious about that piece of gold chain bein hid where it was, what with the lake so handy. But Im a slow thinker. What makes you think Melton murdered his wife?

Because Beryl Haines is still alive, with her hair dyed red.

I told him my story, all of it, fact by fact, concealing nothing. He said nothing until I had finished.

Well, son, he said then, you done a mighty smart piece of detectin work there — what with a little luck in a couple of places, like we all have to have. But you didnt have no business to be doin it at all, did you?

No. But Melton took me for a ride and played me for a sucker. Im a stubborn sort of guy.

What for do you reckon Melton hired you?

He had to. It was a necessary part of his plan to have the body correctly identified in the end, perhaps not for some time, perhaps not until after it had been buried and the case closed. But he had to have it identified in the end in order to get his wifes money. That or wait for years to have the courts declare her legally dead. When it was correctly identified, he would have to show that he had made an effort to find her. If his wife was a kleptomaniac, as he said, he had a good excuse for hiring a private dick instead of going to the police. But he had to do something. Also there was the menace of Goodwin. He might have planned to kill Goodwin and frame me for it. He certainly didnt know Beryl had beat him to it, or he wouldnt have let me go to Goodwins house.

After that — and I was foolish enough to come up here before I had reported Goodwins death to the Glendale police — he probably thought I could be handled with money. The murder itself was fairly simple, and there was an angle to it that Beryl didnt know or think about. She was probably in love with him. An underprivileged woman like that, with a drunken husband, would be apt to go for a guy like Melton.

Melton couldnt have known the body would be found yesterday, because that was pure accident, but he would have kept me on the job and kept hinting around until it was found. He knew Haines would be suspected of murdering his wife and the note she left was worded to sound a bit unlike a real suicide note. Melton knew his wife and Haines were getting tight together up here and playing games.

He and Beryl just waited for the right time, when Haines had gone off to the north shore on a big drunk. Beryl must have telephoned him from somewhere. Youll be able to check that. He could make it up here in three hours hard driving. Julia was probably still drinking. Melton knocked her out, dressed her in Beryls clothes and put her down in the lake. He was a big man and could do it alone, without much trouble. Beryl would be acting as lookout down the only road into the property. That gave him a chance to plant the anklet in the Haines cabin. Then he rushed back to town and Beryl put on Julias clothes and took Julias car and luggage and went to the hotel in San Bernardino.

There she was unlucky enough to be seen and spoken to by Goodwin, who must have known something was wrong, by her clothes or her bags or perhaps hearing her spoken to as Mrs. Melton. So he followed her into town and you know the rest. The fact that Melton had her lay this trail shows two things, as I see it. One, that he intended to wait some time before having the body properly identified. It would be almost certain to be accepted as the body of Beryl Haines on Bills say-so, especially as that put Bill in a very bad spot.

The other thing is that when the body was identified as Julia Melton, then the false trail laid by Beryl would make it look as though she and Bill had committed the murder to collect her insurance. I think Melton made a bad mistake by planting that anklet where he did. He should have dropped it into the lake, tied to a bolt or something, and later on, accidentally on purpose, fished it out. Putting it in Haines cabin and then asking me if Haines cabin had been searched was a little too sloppy. But planned murders are always like that.

Tinchfleld switched his chaw to the other side of his face and went to the door to spit. He stood in the open door with his big hands clasped behind him.

He couldnt have pinned nothing on Beryl, he said over his shoulder. Not without her talkin a great deal, son. Did you think of that?

Sure. Once the police were looking for her and the case broke wide open in the papers — I mean the real case — he would have had to bump Beryl off and make it look like a suicide. I think it might have worked.

You hadnt ought to have let that there murderin woman get away, son. Theres other things you hadnt ought to have done, but that one was bad.

Whose case is this? I growled. Yours — or the Glendale polices? Beryl will be caught all right. Shes killed two men and shell flop on the next trick she tries to pull. They always do. And theres collateral evidence to be dug up. Thats police work — not mine. I thought you were running for re-election, against a couple of younger men. I didnt come back up here just for the mountain air.

He turned and looked at me slyly. I kind of figured you thought old man Tinchfleld might be soft enough to keep you out of jail, son. Then he laughed and slapped his leg. Keep Tinchfleld Constable, he boomed at the big outdoors. Youre darn right they will. Theyd be dump fools not to — after this. Lets mosey on over to the office and call the cutor down in Berdoo. He sighed. Just too dump smart that Melton was, he said. I like simple folks.

Me too, I said. Thats why Im here.

They caught Beryl Haines on the California-Oregon line, doubling back south to Yreka in a rent car. The highway patrol stopped her for a routine border fruit inspection, but she didnt know that. She pulled another gun. She still had Julia Meltons luggage and Julia Meltons clothes and Julia Meltons checkbook, with nine blank checks in it traced from one of Julia Meltons genuine signatures. The check cashed by Goodwin proved to be another forgery.

Tinchfield and the county prosecutor went to bat for me with the Glendale police, but I got hell from them just the same. From Violets MGee I got the large and succulent razzberry, and from the late Howard Melton I got what was left of the fifty dollars he had advanced me. They kept Tinchfleld constable, by a landslide.


PEARLS ARE A NUISANCE

First published in Dime Detective Magazine, April 1939
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It is quite true that I wasnt doing anything that morning except looking at a blank sheet of paper in my typewriter and thinking about writing a letter. It is also quite true that I dont have a great deal to do any morning. But that is no reason why I should have to go out hunting for old Mrs. Penruddocks pearl necklace. I dont happen to be a policeman.

It was Ellen Macintosh who called me up, which made a difference, of course. How are you, darling? she asked. Busy?

Yes and no, I said. Mostly no. I am very well. What is it now?

I dont think you love me, Walter. And anyway you ought to get some work to do. You have too much money. Somebody has stolen Mrs. Penruddocks pearls and I want you to find them.

Possibly you think you have the police department on the line, I said coldly. This is the residence of Walter Gage. Mr. Gage talking.

Well, you can tell Mr. Gage from Miss Ellen Macintosh, she said, that if he is not out here in half an hour, he will receive a small parcel by registered mail containing one diamond engagement ring.

And a lot of good it did me, I said. That old crow will live for another fifty years.

But she had already hung up so I put my hat on and went down and drove off in the Packard. It was a nice late April morning, if you care for that sort of thing. Mrs. Penruddock lived on a wide quiet street in Carondelet Park. The house had probably looked exactly the same for the last fifty years, but that didnt make me any better pleased that Ellen Macintosh might live in it another fifty years, unless old Mrs. Penruddock died and didnt need a nurse any more. Mr. Penruddock had died a few years before, leaving no will, a thoroughly tangled-up estate, and a list of pensioners as long as a star boarders arm.

I rang the front doorbell and the door was opened, not very soon, by a little old woman with a maids apron and a strangled knot of gray hair on the top of her head. She looked at me as if she had never seen me before and didnt want to see me now.

Miss Ellen Macintosh, please, I said. Mr. Walter Gage calling.

She sniffed, turned without a word and we went back into the musty recesses of the house and came to a glassed-in porch full of wicker furniture and the smell of Egyptian tombs. She went away, with another sniff.

In a moment the door opened again and Ellen Macintosh came in. Maybe you dont like tall girls with honey-colored hair and skin like the first strawberry peach the grocer sneaks out of the box for himself. If you dont, Im sorry for you.

Darling, so you did come, she cried. That was nice of you, Walter. Now sit down and Ill tell you all about it.

We sat down.

Mrs. Penruddocks pearl necklace has been stolen, Walter.

You told me that over the telephone. My temperature is still normal.

If you will excuse a professional guess, she said, it is probably subnormal — permanently. The pearls are a string of forty-nine matched pink ones which Mr. Penruddock gave to Mrs. Penruddock for her golden wedding present. She hardly ever wore them lately, except perhaps on Christmas or when she had a couple of very old friends in to dinner and was well enough to sit up. And every Thanksgiving she gives a dinner to all the pensioners and friends and old employees Mr. Penruddock left on her hands, and she wore them then.

You are getting your verb tenses a little mixed, I said, but the general idea is clear. Go on.

Well, Walter, Ellen said, with what some people call an arch look, the pearls have been stolen. Yes, I know that is the third time I told you that, but theres a strange mystery about it. They were kept in a leather case in an old safe which was open half the time and which I should judge a strong man could open with his fingers even when it was locked. I had to go there for a paper this morning and I looked in at the pearls just to say hello—

I hope your idea in hanging on to Mrs. Penruddock has not been that she might leave you that necklace, I said stiffly. Pearls are all very well for old people and fat blondes, but for tall willowy—

Oh shut up, darling, Ellen broke in. I should certainly not have been waiting for these pearls — because they were false.

I swallowed hard and stared at her. Well, I said, with a leer, I have heard that old Penruddock pulled some cross-eyed rabbits out of the hat occasionally, but giving his own wife a string of phony pearls on her golden wedding gets my money.

Oh, dont be such a fool, Walter! They were real enough then. The fact is Mrs. Penruddock sold them and had imitations made. One of her old friends, Mr. Lansing Gallemore of the Gallemore Jewelry Company, handled it all for her very quietly, because of course she didnt want anyone to know. And that is why the police have not been called in. You will find them for her, wont you, Walter?

How? And what did she sell them for?

Because Mr. Penruddock died suddenly without making any provision for all these people he had been supporting. Then the depression came, and there was hardly any money at all. Only just enough to carry on the household and pay the servants, all of whom have been with Mrs. Penruddock so long that she would rather starve than let any of them go.

Thats different, I said. I take my hat off to her. But how the dickens am I going to find them, and what does it matter anyway — if they were false?

Well, the pearls — imitations, I mean — cost two hundred dollars and were specially made in Bohemia and it took several months and the way things are over there now she might never be able to get another set of really good imitations. And she is terrified somebody will find out they were false, or that the thief will blackmail her, when he finds out they were false. You see, darling, I know who stole them.

I said, Huh? a word I very seldom use as I do not think it part of the vocabulary of a gentleman.

The chauffeur we had here a few months, Walter — a horrid big brute named Henry Eichelberger. He left suddenly the day before yesterday, for no reason at all. Nobody ever leaves Mrs. Penruddock. Her last chauffeur was a very old man and he died. But Henry Eichelberger left without a word and Im sure he had stolen the pearls. He tried to kiss me once, Walter.

Oh, he did, I said in a different voice. Tried to kiss you, eh? Where is this big slab of meat, darling? Have you any idea at all? It seems hardly likely he would be hanging around on the street corner for me to punch his nose for him.

Ellen lowered her long silky eyelashes at me — and when she does that I go limp as a scrubwomans back hair.

He didnt run away. He must have known the pearls were false and that he was safe enough to blackmail Mrs. Penruddock. I called up the agency he came from and he has been back there and registered again for employment. But they said it was against their rules to give his address.

Why couldnt somebody else have taken the pearls? A burglar, for instance?

There is no one else. The servants are beyond suspicion and the house is locked up as tight as an icebox every night and there were no signs of anybody having broken in. Besides Henry Eichelberger knew where the pearls were kept, because he saw me putting them away after the last time she wore them — which was when she had two very dear friends in to dinner on the occasion of the anniversary of Mr. Penruddocks death.

That must have been a pretty wild party, I said. All right, Ill go down to the agency and make them give me his address. Where is it?

It is called the Ada Twomey Domestic Employment Agency, and it is in the two-hundred block on East Second, a very unpleasant neighborhood.

Not half as unpleasant as my neighborhood will be to Henry Eichelberger, I said. So he tried to kiss you, eh?

The pearls, Walter, Ellen said gently, are the important thing. I do hope he hasnt already found out they are false and thrown them in the ocean.

If he has, Ill make him dive for them.

He is six feet three and very big and strong, Walter, Ellen said coyly. But not handsome like you, of course.

Just my size, I said. It will be a pleasure. Good-bye, darling.

She took hold of my sleeve. There is just one thing, Walter. I dont mind a little fighting because it is manly. But you mustnt cause a disturbance that would bring the police in, you know. And although you are very big and strong and played right tackle at college, you are a little weak about one thing. Will you promise me not to drink any whiskey?

This Eichelberger, I said, is all the drink I want.
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The Ada Twomey Domestic Employment Agency on East Second Street proved to be all that the name and location implied. The odor of the anteroom, in which I was compelled to wait for a short time, was not at all pleasant. The agency was presided over by a hard-faced middle-aged woman who said that Henry Eichelberger was registered with them for employment as a chauffeur, and that she could arrange to have him call upon me, or could bring him there to the office for an interview. But when I placed a ten-dollar bill on her desk and indicated that it was merely an earnest of good faith, without prejudice to any commission which might become due to her agency, she relented and gave me his address, which was out west on Santa Monica Boulevard, near the part of the city which used to be called Sherman.

I drove out there without delay, for fear that Henry Eichelberger might telephone in and be informed that I was coming. The address proved to be a seedy hotel, conveniently close to the interurban car tracks and having its entrance adjoining a Chinese laundry. The hotel was upstairs, the steps being covered — in places — with strips of decayed rubber matting to which were screwed irregular fragments of unpolished brass. The smell of the Chinese laundry ceased about halfway up the stairs and was replaced by a smell of kerosene, cigar butts, slept-in air and greasy paper bags. There was a register at the head of the stairs on a wooden shelf. The last entry was in pencil, three weeks previous as to date, and had been written by someone with a very unsteady hand. I deduced from this that the management was not over-particular.

There was a bell beside the book and a sign reading: MANAGER. I rang the bell and waited. Presently a door opened down the hall and feet shuffled towards me without haste. A man appeared wearing frayed leather slippers and trousers of a nameless color, which had the two top buttons unlatched to permit more freedom to the suburbs of his extensive stomach. He also wore red suspenders, his shirt was darkened under the arms, and elsewhere, and his face badly needed a thorough laundering and trimming.

He said, Full-up, bud, and sneered.

I said: I am not looking for a room. I am looking for one Eichelberger, who, I am informed lives here, but who, I observe, has not registered in your book. And this, as of course you know, is contrary to the law.

A wise guy, the fat man sneered again. Down the hall, bud. Two-eighteen. He waved a thumb the color and almost the size of a burnt baked potato.

Have the kindness to show me the way, I said.

Geez, the lootenant-governor, he said, and began to shake his stomach. His small eyes disappeared in folds of yellow fat. O.K., bud. Follow on.

We went into the gloomy depths of the back hall and came to a wooden door at the end with a closed wooden transom above it. The fat man smote the door with a fat hand. Nothing happened.

Out, he said.

Have the kindness to unlock the door, I said. I wish to go in and wait for Eichelberger.

In a pigs valise, the fat man said nastily, Who the hell you think you are, bum?

This angered me. He was a fair-sized man, about six feet tall, but too full of the memories of beer. I looked up and down the dark hall. The place seemed utterly deserted.

I hit the fat man in the stomach.

He sat down on the floor and belched and his right kneecap came into sharp contact with his jaw. He coughed and tears welled up in his eyes.

Cripes, bud, he whined. You got twenty years on me. That aint fair.

Open the door, I said. I have no time to argue with you.

A buck, he said, wiping his eyes on his shirt. Two bucks and no tip-off.

I took two dollars out of my pocket and helped the man to his feet. He folded the two dollars and produced an ordinary passkey which I could have purchased for five cents.

Brother, you sock, he said. Where you learn it? Most big guys are muscle-bound. He unlocked the door.

If you hear any noises later on, I said, ignore them. If there is any damage, it will be paid for generously.

He nodded and I went into the room. He locked the door behind me and his steps receded. There was silence.

The room was small, mean and tawdry. It contained a brown chest of drawers with a small mirror hanging over it, a straight wooden chair, a wooden rocking chair, a single bed of chipped enamel, with a much mended cotton counterpane. The curtains at the single window had fly marks on them and the green shade was without a slat at the bottom. There was a wash bowl in the corner with two paper-thin towels hanging beside it. There was, of course, no bathroom, and there was no closet. A piece of dark figured material hanging from a shelf made a substitute for the latter. Behind this I found a gray business suit of the largest size made, which would be my size, if I wore ready-made clothes, which I do not. There was a pair of black brogues on the floor, size number twelve at least. There was also a cheap fiber suitcase, which of course I searched, as it was not locked.

I also searched the bureau and was surprised to find that everything in it was neat and clean and decent. But there was not much in it. Particularly there were no pearls in it. I searched in all other likely and unlikely places in the room but I found nothing of interest.

I sat on the side of the bed and lit a cigarette and waited. It was now apparent to me that Henry Eichelberger was either a very great fool or entirely innocent. The room and the open trail he had left behind him did not suggest a man dealing in operations like stealing pearl necklaces.

I had smoked four cigarettes, more than I usually smoke in an entire day, when approaching steps sounded. They were light quick steps but not at all clandestine. A key was thrust into the door and turned and the door swung carelessly open. A man stepped through it and looked at me.

I am six feet three inches in height and weigh over two hundred pounds. This man was tall, but he seemed lighter. He wore a blue serge suit of the kind which is called neat for lack of anything better to say about it. He had thick wiry blond hair, a neck like a Prussian corporal in a cartoon, very wide shoulders and large hard hands, and he had a face that had taken much battering in its time. His small greenish eyes glinted at me with what I then took to be evil humor. I saw at once that he was not a man to trifle with, but I was not afraid of him. I was his equal in size and strength, and, I had small doubt, his superior in intelligence.

I stood up off the bed calmly and said: I am looking for one Eichelberger.

How you get in here, bud? It was a cheerful voice, rather heavy, but not unpleasant to the ear.

The explanation of that can wait, I said stiffly. I am looking for one Eichelberger. Are you he?

Haw, the man said. A gut-buster. A comedian. Waitll I loosen my belt. He took a couple of steps farther into the room and I took the same number towards him.

My name is Walter Gage, I said. Are you Eichelberger?

Gimme a nickel, he said, and Ill tell you.

I ignored that. I am the fiancÈ of Miss Ellen Macintosh, I told him coldly. I am informed that you tried to kiss her.

He took another step towards me and I another towards him. Whaddaya mean — tried? he sneered.

I led sharply with my right and it landed flush on his chin. It seemed to me a good solid punch, but it scarcely moved him. I then put two hard left jabs into his neck and landed a second hard right at the side of his rather wide nose. He snorted and hit me in the solar plexus.

I bent over and took hold of the room with both hands and spun it. When I had it nicely spinning I gave it a full swing and hit myself on the back of the head with the floor. This made me lose my balance temporarily and while I was thinking about how to regain it a wet towel began to slap at my face and I opened my eyes. The face of Henry Eichelberger was close to mine and bore a certain appearance of solicitude.

Bud, his voice said, your stomach is as weak as a Chinamans tea.

Brandy! I croaked. What happened?

You tripped on a little tear in the carpet, bud. You really got to have liquor?

Brandy, I croaked again, and closed my eyes.

I hope it dont get me started, his voice said.

A door opened and closed. I lay motionless and tried to avoid being sick at my stomach. The time passed slowly, in a long gray veil. Then the door of the room opened and closed once more and a moment later something hard was being pressed against my lips. I opened my mouth and liquor poured down my throat. I coughed, but the fiery liquid coursed through my veins and strengthened me at once. I sat up.

Thank you, Henry, I said. May I call you Henry?

No tax on it, bud.

I got to my feet and stood before him. He stared at me curiously. You look O.K., he said. Whynt you told me you was sick?

Damn you, Eichelberger! I said and hit with all my strength on the side of his jaw. He shook his head and his eyes seemed annoyed. I delivered three more punches to his face and jaw while he was still shaking his head.

So you wanta play for keeps! he yelled and took hold of the bed and threw it at me.

I dodged the corner of the bed, but in doing so I moved a little too quickly and lost my balance and pushed my head about four inches into the baseboard under the window.

A wet towel began to slap at my face. I opened my eyes.

Listen, kid. You got two strikes and no balls on you. Maybe you oughta try a lighter bat.

Brandy, I croaked.

Youll take rye. He pressed a glass against my lips and I drank thirstily. Then I climbed to my feet again.

The bed, to my astonishment, had not moved. I sat down on it and Henry Eichelberger sat down beside me and patted my shoulder.

You and me could get along, he said. I never kissed your girl, although I aint saying I wouldnt like to. Is that all is worrying at you?

He poured himself half a waterglassful of the whiskey out of the pint bottle which he had gone out to buy. He swallowed the liquor thoughtfully.

No, there is another matter, I said.

Shoot. But no more haymakers. Promise?

I promised him rather reluctantly. Why did you leave the employ of Mrs. Penruddock? I asked him.

He looked at me from under his shaggy blond eyebrows. Then he looked at the bottle he was holding in his hand. Would you call me a looker? he asked.

Well, Henry—

Dont pansy up on me, he snarled.

No, Henry, I should not call you very handsome. But unquestionably you are virile.

He poured another half-waterglassful of whiskey and handed it to me. Your turn, he said. I drank it down without fully realizing what I was doing. When I had stopped coughing Henry took the glass out of my hand and refilled it. He took his own drink moodily. The bottle was now nearly empty.

Suppose you fell for a dame with all the looks this side of heaven. With a map like mine. A guy like me, a guy from the stockyards that played himself a lot of very tough left end at a cow college and left his looks and education on the scoreboard. A guy that has fought everything but whales and freight hogs — engines to you — and licked em all, but naturally had to take a sock now and then. Then I get a job where I see this lovely all the time and every day and know its no dice. What would you do, pal? Me, I just quit the job.

Henry, Id like to shake your hand, I said.

He shook hands with me listlessly. So I ask for my time, he said. What else would I do? He held the bottle up and looked at it against the light. Bo, you made an error when you had me get this. When I start drinking its a world cruise. You got plenty dough?

Certainly, I said. If whiskey is what you want, Henry, whiskey is what you shall have. I have a very nice apartment on Franklin Avenue in Hollywood and while I cast no aspersions on your own humble and of course quite temporary abode, I now suggest we repair to my apartment, which is a good deal larger and gives one more room to extend ones elbow. I waved my hand airily.

Say, youre drunk, Henry said, with admiration in his small green eyes.

I am not yet drunk, Henry, although I do in fact feel the effect of that whiskey and very pleasantly. You must not mind my way of talking which is a personal matter, like your own clipped and concise method of speech. But before we depart there is one other rather insignificant detail I wish to discuss with you. I am empowered to arrange for the return of Mrs. Penruddocks pearls. I understand there is some possibility that you may have stolen them.

Son, you take some awful chances, Henry said softly.

This is a business matter, Henry, and plain talk is the best way to settle it. The pearls are only false pearls, so we should very easily be able to come to an agreement. I mean you no ill will, Henry, and I am obliged to you for procuring the whiskey, but business is business. Will you take fifty dollars and return the pearls and no questions asked?

Henry laughed shortly and mirthlessly, but he seemed to have no animosity in his voice when he said: So you think I stole some marbles and am sitting around here waiting for a flock of dicks to swarm me?

No police have been told, Henry, and you may not have known the pearls were false. Pass the liquor, Henry.

He poured me most of what was left in the bottle, and I drank it down with the greatest good humor. I threw the glass at the mirror, but unfortunately missed. The glass, which was of heavy and cheap construction, fell on the floor and did not break. Henry Eichelberger laughed heartily.

What are you laughing at, Henry?

Nothing, he said. I was just thinking what a sucker some guy is finding out he is — about them marbles.

You mean you did not steal the pearls, Henry?

He laughed again, a little gloomily. Yeah, he said, meaning no. I oughta sock you, but what the hell? Any guy can get a bum idea. No, I didnt steal no pearls, bud. If they was ringers, I wouldnt be bothered, and if they was what they looked like the one time I saw them on the old ladys neck, I wouldnt decidedly be holed up in no cheap flat in L.A. Waiting for a couple carloads of johns to put the sneeze on me.

I reached for his hand again and shook it.

That is all I required to know, I said happily. Now I am at peace. We shall now go to my apartment and consider ways and means to recover these pearls. You and I together should make a team that can conquer any opposition, Henry.

You aint kidding me, huh?

I stood up and put my hat on — upside down. No, Henry. I am making you an offer of employment which I understand you need, and all the whiskey you can drink. Let us go. Can you drive a car in your condition?

Hell, I aint drunk, Henry said, looking surprised.

We left the room and walked down the dark hallway. The fat manager very suddenly appeared from some nebulous shade and stood in front of us rubbing his stomach and looking at me with small greedy expectant eyes. Everything okey? he inquired, chewing on a time-darkened toothpick.

Give him a buck, Henry said.

What for, Henry?

Oh, I dunno. Just give him a buck.

I withdrew a dollar bill from my pocket and gave it to the fat man.

Thanks, pal, Henry said. He chucked the fat man under the Adams apple, and removed the dollar bill deftly from between his fingers. That pays for the hooch, he added. I hate to have to bum dough.

We went down the stairs arm in arm, leaving the manager trying to cough the toothpick up from his esophagus.
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At five oclock that afternoon I awoke from slumber and found that I was lying on my bed in my apartment in the Chateau Moraine, on Franklin Avenue near Ivar Street, in Hollywood. I turned my head, which ached, and saw that Henry Eichelberger was lying beside me in his undershirt and trousers. I then perceived that I also was as lightly attired. On the table near by there stood an almost full bottle of Old Plantation rye whiskey, the full quart size, and on the floor lay an entirely empty bottle of the same excellent brand. There were garments lying here and there on the floor, and a cigarette had burned a hole in the brocaded arm of one of my easy chairs.

I felt myself over carefully. My stomach was stiff and sore and my jaw seemed a little swollen on one side. Otherwise I was none the worse for wear. A sharp pain darted through my temples as I stood up off the bed, but I ignored it and walked steadily to the bottle on the table and raised it to my lips. After a steady draught of the fiery liquid I suddenly felt much better. A hearty and cheerful mood came over me and I was ready for any adventure. I went back to the bed and shook Henry firmly by the shoulder.

Wake up, Henry, I said. The sunset hour is nigh. The robins are calling and the squirrels are scolding and the morning glories furl themselves in sleep.

Like all men of action Henry Eichelberger came awake with his fist doubled. What was that crack? he snarled. Oh, yeah. Hi, Walter. How you feel?

I feel splendid. Are you rested?

Sure. He swung his shoeless feet to the floor and rumpled his thick blond hair with his fingers. We was going swell until you passed out, he said. So I had me a nap. I never drink solo. You O.K.?

Yes, Henry, I feel very well indeed. And we have work to do.

Swell. He went to the whiskey bottle and quaffed from it freely. He rubbed his stomach with the flat of his hand. His green eyes shone peacefully. Im a sick man, he said, and I got to take my medicine. He put the bottle down on the table and surveyed the apartment. Geez, he said, we thrown it into us so fast I aint hardly looked at the dump. You got a nice little place here, Walter. Geez, a white typewriter and a white telephone. Whats the matter, kid — you just been confirmed?

Just a foolish fancy, Henry, I said, waving an airy hand. Henry went over and looked at the typewriter and the telephone side by side on my writing desk, and the silver-mounted desk set, each piece chased with my initials.

Well fixed, huh? Henry said, turning his green gaze on me.

Tolerably so, Henry, I said modestly;

Well, what next pal? You got any ideas or do we just drink some?

Yes, Henry, I do have an idea. With a man like you to help me I think it can be put into practice. I feel that we must, as they say, tap the grapevine. When a string of pearls is stolen, all the underworld knows it at once. Pearls are hard to sell, Henry, inasmuch as they cannot be cut and can be identified by experts, I have read. The underworld will be seething with activity. It should not be too difficult for us to find someone who would send a message to the proper quarter that we are willing to pay a reasonable sum for their return.

You talk nice — for a drunk guy, Henry said, reaching for the bottle. But aint you forgot these marbles are phonies?

For sentimental reasons I am quite willing to pay for their return, just the same.

Henry drank some whiskey, appeared to enjoy the flavor of it and drank some more. He waved the bottle at me politely.

Thats O.K. — as far as it goes, he said. But this underworld thats doing all this here seething you spoke of aint going to seethe a hell of a lot over a string of glass beads. Or am I screwy?

I was thinking, Henry, that the underworld probably has a sense of humor and the laugh that would go around would be quite emphatic.

Theres an idea in that, Henry said. Heres some mug finds out lady Penruddock has a string of oyster fruit worth oodles of kale, and he does hisseif a neat little box job and trots down to the fence. And the fence gives him the belly laugh. I would say something like that could get around the poolrooms and start a little idle chatter. So far, so nutty. But this box man is going to dump them beads in a hurry, because he has a three-to-ten on him even if they are only worth a nickel plus sales tax. Breaking and entering is the rap, Walter.

However, Henry, I said, there is another element in the situation. If this thief is very stupid, it will not, of course, have much weight. But if he is even moderately intelligent, it will. Mrs. Penruddock is a very proud woman and lives in a very exclusive section of the city. If it should become known that she wore imitation pearls, and above all, if it should be even hinted in the public press that these were the very pearls her own husband had given her for her golden wedding present — well, I am sure you see the point, Henry.

Box guys aint too bright, he said and rubbed his stony chin. Then he lifted his right thumb and bit it thoughtfully. He looked at the windows, at the corner of the room, at the floor. He looked at me from the corners of his eyes.

Blackmail, huh? he said. Maybe. But crooks dont mix their rackets much. Still, the guy might pass the word along. Theres a chance, Walter. I wouldnt care to hock my gold fillings to buy me a piece of it, but theres a chance. How much you figure to put out?

A hundred dollars should be ample, but I am willing to go as high as two hundred, which is the actual cost of the imitations.

Henry shook his head and patronized the bottle. Nope. The guy wouldnt uncover hisself for that kind of money. Wouldnt be worth the chance he takes. Hed dump the marbles and keep his nose clean.

We can at least try, Henry.

Yeah, but where? And were getting low on liquor. Maybe I better put my shoes on and run out, huh?

At that very moment, as if in answer to my unspoken prayer, a soft dull thump sounded on the door of my apartment. I opened it and picked up the final edition of the evening paper. I closed the door again and carried the paper back across the room, opening it up as I went. I touched it with my right forefinger and smiled confidently at Henry Eichelberger.

Here. I will wager you a full quart of Old Plantation that the answer will be on the crime page of this paper.

There aint any crime page, Henry chortled. This is Los Angeles. Ill fade you.

I opened the paper to page three with some trepidation, for, although I had already seen the item I was looking for in an early edition of the paper while waiting in Ada Twomeys Domestic Employment Agency, I was not certain it would appear intact in the later editions. But my faith was rewarded. It had not been removed, but appeared midway of column three exactly as before. The paragraph, which was quite short, was headed: LOU GANDESI QUESTIONED IN GEM THEFTS. Listen to this, Henry, I said, and began to read.

Acting on an anonymous tip police late last night picked up Louis C. (Lou) Gandesi, proprietor of a well-known Spring Street tavern, and quizzed him intensively concerning the recent wave of dinner party hold-ups in an exclusive western section of this city, hold-ups during which, it is alleged, more than two hundred thousand dollars worth of valuable jewels have been torn at guns point from women guests in fashionable homes. Gandesi was released at a late hour and refused to make any statement to reporters. I never kibitz the cops, he said modestly. Captain William Norgaard, of the General Robbery Detail, announced himself as satisfied that Gandesi had no connection with the robberies, and that the tip was merely an act of personal spite.

I folded the paper and threw it on the bed.

You win, ho, Henry said, and handed me the bottle. I took a long drink and returned it to him. Now what? Brace this Gandesi and take him through the hoops?

He may be a dangerous man, Henry. Do you think we are equal to it?

Henry snorted contemptuously. Yah, a Spring Street punk. Some fat slob with a phony ruby on his mitt. Lead me to him. Well turn the slob inside out and drain his liver. But were just about fresh out of liquor. All we got is maybe a pint. He examined the bottle against the light.

We have had enough for the moment, Henry.

We aint drunk, are we? I only had seven drinks since I got here, maybe nine.

Certainly we are not drunk, Henry, but you take very large drinks, and we have a difficult evening before us. I think we should now get shaved and dressed, and I further think that we should wear dinner clothes. I have an extra suit which will fit you admirably, as we are almost exactly the same size. It is certainly a remarkable omen that two such large men should be associated in the same enterprise. Evening clothes impress these low characters, Henry.

Swell, Henry said. Theyll think were mugs workin for some big shot. This Gandesi will be scared enough to swallow his necktie.

We decided to do as I had suggested and I laid out clothes for Henry, and while he was bathing and shaving I telephoned to Ellen Macintosh.

Oh, Walter, I am so glad you called up, she cried. Have you found anything?

Not yet, darling, I said. But we have an idea. Henry and I are just about to put it into execution.

Henry, Walter? Henry who?

Why, Henry Eichelberger, of course, darling. Have you forgotten him so soon? Henry and I are warm friends and we—

She interrupted me coldly. Are you drinking, Walter? she demanded in a very distant voice.

Certainly not, darling. Henry is a teetotaler.

She sniffed sharply. I could hear the sound distinctly over the telephone. But didnt Henry take the pearls? she asked, after quite a long pause.

Henry, angel? Of course not. Henry left because he was in love with you.

Oh, Walter. That ape? Im sure youre drinking terribly. I dont ever want to speak to you again. Goodbye. And she hung the phone up very sharply so that a painful sensation made itself felt in my ear.

I sat down in a chair with a bottle of Old Plantation in my hand wondering what I had said that could be construed as offensive or indiscreet. As I was unable to think of anything, I consoled myself with the bottle until Henry came out of the bathroom looking extremely personable in one of my pleated shirts and a wing collar and black bow tie.

It was dark when we left the apartment and I, at least, was full of hope and confidence, although a little depressed by the way Ellen Macintosh had spoken to me over the telephone.
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Mr. Gandesis establishment was not difficult to find, inasmuch as the first taxicab driver Henry yelled at on Spring Street directed us to it. It was called the Blue Lagoon and its interior was bathed in an unpleasant blue light. Henry and I entered it steadily, since we had consumed a partly solid meal at Mandys Caribbean Grotto before starting out to find Mr. Gandesi. Henry looked almost handsome in my second-best dinner suit, with a fringed white scarf hanging over his shoulder, a lightweight black felt hat on the back of his head (which was only a little larger than mine), and a bottle of whiskey in each of the side pockets of the summer overcoat he was wearing.

The bar of the Blue Lagoon was crowded, but Henry and I went on back to the small dim dining room behind it. A man in a dirty dinner suit came up to us and Henry asked him for Gandesi, and he pointed out a fat man who sat alone at a small table in the far corner of the room. We went that way.

The man sat with a small glass of red wine in front of him and slowly twisted a large green stone on his finger. He did not look up. There were no other chairs at the table, so Henry leaned on it with both elbows.

You Gandesi? he said.

The man did not look up even then. He moved his thick black eyebrows together and said in an absent voice: Si. Yes.

We got to talk to you in private, Henry told him. Where we wont be disturbed.

Gandesi looked up now and there was extreme boredom in his flat black almond-shaped eyes. So? he asked and shrugged. Eet ees about what?

About some pearls, Henry said. Forty-nine on the string, matched and pink.

You sell — or you buy? Gandesi inquired and his chin began to shake up and down as if with amusement.

Buy, Henry said.

The man at the table crooked his finger quietly and a very large waiter appeared at his side. Ees dronk, he said lifelessly. Put dees men out.

The waiter took hold of Henrys shoulder. Henry reached up carelessly and took hold of the waiters hand and twisted it. The waiters face in that bluish light turned some color I could not describe, but which was not at all healthy. He let out a low moan. Henry dropped the hand and said to me: Put a C-note on the table.

I took my wallet out and extracted from it one of the two hundred-dollar bills I had taken the precaution to obtain from the cashier at the Chateau Moraine. Gandesi stared at the bill and made a gesture to the large waiter, who went away rubbing his hand and holding it tight against his chest.

What for? Gandesi asked.

Five minutes of your time alone.

Ees very fonny. O.K., I bite. Gandesi took the bill and folded it neatly and put it in his vest pocket. Then he put both hands on the table and pushed himself heavily to his feet. He started to waddle away without looking at us.

Henry and I followed him among the crowded tables to the far side of the dining room and through a door in the wainscoting and then down a narrow dim hallway. At the end of this Gandesi opened a door into a lighted room and stood holding it for us, with a grave smile on his olive face. I went in first.

As Henry passed in front of Gandesi into the room the latter, with surprising agility, took a small shiny black leather club from his clothes and hit Henry on the head with it very hard. Henry sprawled forward on his hands and knees. Gandesi shut the door of the room very quickly for a man of his build and leaned against it with the small club in his left hand. Now, very suddenly, in his right hand appeared a short but heavy black revolver.

Ees very fonny, he said politely, and chuckled to himself.

Exactly what happened then I did not see clearly. Henry was at one instant on his hands and knees with his back to Gandesi. In the next, or possibly even in the same instant, something swirled like a big fish in water and Gandesi grunted. I then saw that Henrys hard blond head was buried in Gandesis stomach and that Henrys large hands held both of Gandesis hairy wrists. Then Henry straightened his body to its full height and Gandesi was high up in the air balanced on top of Henrys head, his mouth strained wide open and his face a dark purple color. Then Henry shook himself, as it seemed, quite lightly, and Gandesi landed on his back on the floor with a terrible thud and lay gasping. Then a key turned in the door and Henry stood with his back to it, holding both the club and the revolver in his left hand, and solicitously feeling the pockets which contained our supply of whiskey. All this happened with such rapidity that I leaned against the side wall and felt a little sick at my stomach.

A gut-buster, Henry drawled. A comedian. Waitll I loosen my belt.

Gandesi rolled over and got to his feet very slowly and painfully and stood swaying and passing his hand up and down his face. His clothes were covered with dust.

This heres a sap, Henry said, showing me the small black club. He hit me with it, didnt he?

Why, Henry, dont you know? I inquired.

I just wanted to be sure, Henry said. You dont do that to the Eichelbergers.

O.K., what you boys want? Gandesi asked abruptly, with no trace whatever of his Italian accent.

I told you what we wanted, dough-face.

I dont think I know you boys, Gandesi said and lowered his body with care into a wooden chair beside a shabby office desk. He mopped his face and neck and felt himself in various places.

You got the wrong idea, Gandesi. A lady living in Carondelet Park lost a forty-nine bead pearl necklace a couple of days back. A box job, but a pushover. Our outfits carrying a little insurance on those marbles. And Ill take that C note.

He walked over to Gandesi and Gandesi quickly reached the folded bill from his pocket and handed it to him. Henry gave me the bill and I put it back in my wallet.

I dont think I hear about it, Gandesi said carefully.

You hit me with a sap, Henry said. Listen kind of hard.

Gandesi shook his head and then winced. I dont back no petermen, he said, nor no heist guys. You got me wrong.

Listen hard, Henry said in a low voice. You might hear something. He swung the small black club lightly in front of his body with two fingers of his right hand. The slightly too small hat was still on the back of his head, although a little crumpled.

Henry, I said, you seem to be doing all the work this evening. Do you think that is quite fair?

O.K., work him over, Henry said. These fat guys bruise something lovely.

By this time Gandesi had become a more natural color and was gazing at us steadily. Insurance guys, huh? he inquired dubiously.

You said it, dough-face.

You try Melachrino? Gandesi asked.

Haw, Henry began raucously, a gut-buster. A— but I interrupted him sharply.

One moment, Henry, I said. Then turning to Gandesi, Is this Melachrino a person? I asked him.

Gandesis eyes rounded in surprise. Sure — a guy. You dont know him, huh? A look of dark suspicion was born in his shoeblack eyes, but vanished almost as soon as it appeared.

Phone him, Henry said, pointing to the instrument which stood on the shabby office desk.

Phone is bad, Gandesi objected thoughtfully.

So is sap poison, Henry said.

Gandesi sighed and turned his thick body in the chair and drew the telephone towards him. He dialed a number with an inky nail and listened. After an interval he said: Joe?…Lou. Couple insurance guys tryin to deal on a Carondelet Park job…Yeah…No, marbles…You aint heard a whisper, huh?…O.K., Joe.

Gandesi replaced the phone and swung around in the chair again. He studied us with sleepy eyes. No soap. What insurance outfit you boys work for?

Give him a card, Henry said to me.

I took my wallet out once more and withdrew one of my cards from it. It was an engraved calling card and contained nothing but my name. So I used my pocket pencil to write, Chateau Moraine Apartments, Franklin near Ivar, below the name. I showed the card to Henry and then gave it to Gandesi.

Gandesi read the card and quietly bit his finger. His face brightened suddenly. You boys better see Jack Lawler, he said.

Henry stared at him closely. Gandesis eyes were now bright and unblinking and guileless.

Whos he? Henry asked.

Runs the Penguin Club. Out on the Strip — Eighty-six Forty-four Sunset or some number like that. He can find out, if any guy can.

Thanks, Henry said quietly. He glanced at me. You believe him?

Well, Henry, I said, I dont really think he would be above telling us an untruth.

Haw! Gandesi began suddenly. A gut-buster! A—

Can it! Henry snarled. Thats my line. Straight goods, is it, Gandesi? About this Jack Lawler?

Gandesi nodded vigorously. Straight goods, absolute. Jack Lawler got a finger in everything high class thats touched. But he aint easy to see.

Dont worry none about that. Thanks, Gandesi.

Henry tossed the black club into the corner of the room and broke open the breech of the revolver he had been holding all this time in his left hand. He ejected the shells and then bent down and slid the gun along the floor until it disappeared under the desk. He tossed the cartridges idly in his hand for a moment and then let them spill on the floor.

So long, Gandesi, he said coldly. And keep that schnozzle of yours clean, if you dont want to be looking for it under the bed.

He opened the door then and we both went out quickly and left the Blue Lagoon without interference from any of the employees.
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My car was parked a short distance away down the block. We entered it and Henry leaned his arms on the wheel and stared moodily through the windshield.

Well, what you think, Walter? he inquired at length.

If you ask my opinion, Henry, I think Mr. Gandesi told us a cock-and-bull story merely to get rid of us. Furthermore I do not believe he thought we were insurance agents.

Me too, and an extra helping, Henry said. I dont figure theres any such guy as this Melachrino or this Jack Lawler and this Gandesi called up some dead number and had himself a phony chin with it. I oughta go back there and pull his arms and legs off. The hell with the fat slob.

We had the best idea we could think of, Henry, and we executed it to the best of our ability. I now suggest that we return to my apartment and try to think of something else.

And get drunk, Henry said, starting the car and guiding it away from the curb.

We could perhaps have a small allowance of liquor, Henry.

Yah! Henry snorted. A stall. I oughta go back there and wreck the joint.

He stopped at the intersection, although no traffic signal was in operation at the time; and raised a bottle of whiskey to his lips. He was in the act of drinking when a car came up behind us and collided with our car, but not very severely. Henry choked and lowered his bottle, spilling some of the liquor on his garments.

This towns getting too crowded, he snarled. A guy cant take hisself a drink without some smart monkey bumps his elbow.

Whoever it was in the car behind us blew a horn with some insistence, inasmuch as our car had not yet moved forward. Henry wrenched the door open and got out and went back. I heard voices of considerable loudness, the louder being Henrys voice. He came back after a moment and got into the car and drove on.

I oughta have pulled his mush off, he said, but I went soft, He drove rapidly the rest of the way to Hollywood and the Chateau Moraine and we went up to my apartment and sat down with large glasses in our hands.

We got better than a quart and a half of hooch, Henry said, looking at the two bottles which he had placed on the table beside others which had long since been emptied. That oughta be good for an idea.

If it isnt enough, Henry, there is an abundant further supply where it came from, I drained my glass cheerfully.

You seem a right guy, Henry said. What makes you always talk so funny?

I cannot seem to change my speech, Henry. My father and mother were both severe purists in the New England tradition, and the vernacular has never come naturally to my lips, even while I was in college.

Henry made an attempt to digest this remark, but I could see that it lay somewhat heavily on his stomach.

We talked for a time concerning Gandesi and the doubtful quality of his advice, and thus passed perhaps half an hour. Then rather suddenly the white telephone on my desk began to ring. I hurried over to it, hoping that it was Ellen Macintosh and that she had recovered from her ill humor. But it proved to be a male voice and a strange one to me. It spoke crisply, with an unpleasant metallic quality of tone.

You Walter Gage?

This is Mister Gage speaking.

Well, Mister Gage, I understand youre in the market for some jewelry.

I held the phone very tightly and turned my body and made grimaces to Henry over the top of the instrument. But he was moodily pouring himself another large portion of Old Plantation.

That is so, I said into the telephone, trying to keep my voice steady, although my excitement was almost too much for me. If by jewelry you mean pearls.

Forty-nine in a rope, brother, And five grand is the price.

Why that is entirely absurd, I gasped. Five thousand dollars for those—

The voice broke in on me rudely. You heard me, brother. Five grand. Just hold up the hand and count the fingers. No more, no less. Think it over. Ill call you later.

The phone clicked dryly and I replaced the instrument shakily in its cradle. I was trembling. I walked back to my chair and sat down and wiped my face with my handkerchief.

Henry, I said in a low tense voice, it worked. But how strangely.

Henry put his empty glass down on the floor. It was the first time that I had ever seen him put an empty glass down and leave it empty. He stared at me closely with his tight unblinking green eyes.

Yeah? he said gently. What worked, kid? He licked his lips slowly with the tip of his tongue.

What we accomplished down at Gandesis place, Henry. A man just called me on the telephone and asked me if I was in the market for pearls.

Geez. Henry pursed his lips and whistled gently. That damn dago had something after all.

But the price is five thousand dollars, Henry. That seems beyond reasonable explanation.

Huh? Henrys eyes seemed to bulge as if they were about to depart from their orbits. Five grand for them ringers? The guys nuts. They cost two Cs, you said. Bugs completely is what the guy is. Five grand? Why, for five grand I could buy me enough phony pearls to cover an elephants caboose.

I could see that Henry seemed puzzled. He refilled our glasses silently and we stared at each other over them. Well, what the heck can you do with that, Walter? he asked after a long silence.

Henry, I said firmly, there is only one thing to do. It is true that Ellen Macintosh spoke to me in confidence, and as she did not have Mrs. Penruddocks express permission to tell me about the pearls, I suppose I should respect that confidence. But Ellen is now angry with me and does not wish to speak to me, for the reason that I am drinking whiskey in considerable quantities, although my speech and brain are still reasonably clear. This last is a very strange development and I think, in spite of everything, some close friend of the family should be consulted. Preferably of course, a man, someone of large business experience, and in addition to that a man who understands about jewels. There is such a man, Henry, and tomorrow morning I shall call upon him.

Geez, Henry said. You coulda said all that in nine words, bo. Who is this guy?

His name is Mr. Lansing Gallemore, and he is president of the Gallemore Jewelry Company on Seventh Street. He is a very old friend of Mrs. Penruddock — Ellen has often mentioned him — and is, in fact, the very man who procured for her the imitation pearls.

But this guy will tip the bulls, Henry objected.

I do not think so, Henry. I do not think he will do anything to embarrass Mrs. Penruddock in any way.

Henry shrugged. Phonies are phonies, he said. You cant make nothing else outa them. Not even no president of no jewlery store cant.

Nevertheless, there must be a reason why so large a sum is demanded, Henry. The only reason that occurs to me is blackmail and, frankly, that is a little too much for me to handle alone, because I do not know enough about the background of the Penruddock family.

Okey, Henry said, sighing. If thats your hunch, you better follow it, Walter. And I better breeze on home and flop so as to be in good shape for the rough work, if any.

You would not care to pass the night here, Henry?

Thanks, pal, but Im O.K. Back at the hotel. Ill just take this spare bottle of the tiger sweat to put me to sleep. I might happen to get a call from the agency in the A.M. And would have to brush my teeth and go after it. And I guess I better change my duds back to where I can mix with the common people.

So saying he went into the bathroom and in a short time emerged wearing his own blue serge suite. I urged him to take my car, but he said it would not be safe in his neighborhood. He did, however, consent to use the topcoat he had been wearing and, placing in it carefully the unopened quart of whiskey, he shook me warmly by the hand.

One moment, Henry, I said and took out my wallet. I extended a twenty-dollar bill to him.

Whats that in favor of? he growled.

You are temporarily out of employment, Henry, and you have done a noble piece of work this evening, puzzling as are the results. You should be rewarded and I can well afford this small token.

Well, thanks, pal, Henry said. But its just a loan. His voice was gruff with emotion. Should I give you a buzz in the A.M.?

By all means. And there is one thing more that has occurred to me. Would it not be advisable for you to change your hotel? Suppose, through no fault of mine, the police learn of this theft. Would they not at least suspect you?

Hell, theyd bounce me up and down for hours, Henry said. But whatll it get them? I aint no ripe peach.

It is for you to decide, of course, Henry.

Yeah. Good night, pal, and dont have no nightmares.

He left me then and I felt suddenly very depressed and lonely. Henrys company had been very stimulating to me, in spite of his rough way of talking. He was very much of a man. I poured myself a rather large drink of whiskey from the remaining bottle and drank it quickly but gloomily.

The effect was such that I had an overmastering desire to speak to Ellen Macintosh at all costs. I went to the telephone and called her number. After a long wait a sleepy maid answered. But Ellen, upon hearing my name, refused to come to the telephone. That depressed me still further and I finished the rest of the whiskey almost without noticing what I was doing. I then lay down on the bed and fell into fitful slumber.
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The busy ringing of the telephone awoke me and I saw that the morning sunlight was streaming into the room. It was nine oclock and all the lamps were still burning. I arose feeling a little stiff and dissipated, for I was still wearing my dinner suit. But I am a healthy man with very steady nerves and I did not feel as badly as I expected. I went to the telephone and answered it.

Henrys voice said: How you feel, pal? I got a hangover like twelve Swedes.

Not too badly, Henry.

I got a call from the agency about a job. I better go down and take a gander at it. Should I drop around later?

Yes, Henry, by all means do that. By eleven oclock I should be back from the errand about which I spoke to you last night.

Any more calls from you know?

Not yet, Henry.

Check. Abyssinia. He hung up and I took a cold shower and shaved and dressed. I donned a quiet brown business suit and had some coffee sent up from the coffee shop downstairs. I also had the waiter remove the empty bottles from my apartment and gave him a dollar for his trouble. After drinking two cups of black coffee I felt my own man once more and drove downtown to the Gallemore Jewelry Companys large and brilliant store on West Seventh Street.

It was another bright, golden morning and it seemed that somehow things should adjust themselves on so pleasant a day.

Mr. Lansing Gallemore proved to be a little difficult to see, so that I was compelled to tell his secretary that it was a matter concerning Mrs. Penruddock and of a confidential nature. Upon this message being carried in to him I was at once ushered into a long paneled office, at the far end of which Mr. Gallemore stood behind a massive desk. He extended a thin pink hand to me.

Mr. Gage? I dont believe we have met, have we?

No, Mr. Gallemore, I do not believe we have. I am the fiancÈ — or was until last night — of Miss Ellen Macintosh, who, as you probably know, is Mrs. Penruddocks nurse. I am come to you upon a very delicate matter and it is necessary that I ask for your confidence before I speak.

He was a man of perhaps seventy-five years of age, and very thin and tall and correct and well preserved. He had cold blue eyes but a warming smile. He was attired youthfully enough in a gray flannel suit with a red carnation at his lapel.

That is something I make it a rule never to promise, Mr. Gage, he said. I think it is almost always a very unfair request. But if you assure me the matter concerns Mrs. Penruddock and is really of a delicate and confidential nature, I will make an exception.

It is indeed, Mr. Gallemore, I said, and thereupon told him the entire story, concealing nothing, not even the fact that I had consumed far too much whiskey the day before.

He stared at me curiously at the end of my story. His finely shaped hand picked up an old-fashioned white quill pen and he slowly tickled his right ear with the feather of it.

Mr. Gage, he said, cant you guess why they ask five thousand dollars for that string of pearls?

If you permit me to guess, in a matter of so personal a nature, I could perhaps hazard an explanation, Mr. Gallemore.

He moved the white feather around to his left ear and nodded. Go ahead, son.

The pearls are in fact real, Mr. Gallemore. You are a very old friend of Mrs. Penruddock — perhaps even a childhood sweetheart. When she gave you her pearls, her golden wedding present, to sell because she was in sore need of money for a generous purpose, you did not sell them, Mr. Gallemore. You only pretended to sell them. You gave her twenty thousand dollars of your own money, and you returned the real pearls to her, pretending that they were an imitation made in Czechoslovakia.

Son, you think a lot smarter than you talk, Mr. Gallemore said. He arose and walked to a window, pulled aside a fine net curtain and looked down on the bustle of Seventh Street. He came back to his desk and seated himself and smiled a little wistfully.

You are almost embarrassingly correct, Mr. Gage, he said, and sighed. Mrs. Penruddock is a very proud woman, or I should simply have offered her the twenty thousand dollars as an unsecured loan. I happened to be the co-administrator of Mr. Penruddocks estate and I knew that in the condition of the financial market at that time it would be out of the question to raise enough cash, without damaging the corpus of the estate beyond reason, to care for all those relatives and pensioners. So Mrs. Penruddock sold her pearls — as she thought — but she insisted that no one should know about it. And I did what you have guessed. It was unimportant. I could afford the gesture. I have never married, Gage, and I am rated a wealthy man. As a matter of fact, at that time, the pearls would not have fetched more than half of what I gave her, or of what they should bring today.

I lowered my eyes for fear this kindly old gentleman might be troubled by my direct gaze.

So I think we had better raise that five thousand, son, Mr. Gallemore at once added in a brisk voice. The price is pretty low, although stolen pearls are a great deal more difficult to deal in than cut stones. If I should care to trust you that far on your face, do you think you could handle the assignment?

Mr. Gallemore, I said firmly but quietly, I am a total stranger to you and I am only flesh and blood. But I promise you by the memories of my dead and revered parents that there will be no cowardice.

Well, there is a good deal of the flesh and blood, son, Mr. Gallemore said kindly. And I am not afraid of your stealing the money, because possibly I know a little more about Miss Ellen Macintosh and her boy friend than you might suspect. Furthermore, the pearls are insured, in my name, of course, and the insurance company should really handle this affair. But you and your funny friend seem to have got along very nicely so far, and I believe in playing out a hand. This Henry must be quite a man.

I have grown very attached to him, in spite of his uncouth ways, I said.

Mr. Gallemore played with his white quill pen a little longer and then he brought out a large checkbook and wrote a check, which he carefully blotted and passed across the desk.

If you get the pearls, Ill see that the insurance people refund this to me, he said. If they like my business, there will be no difficulty about that. The bank is down at the corner and I will be waiting for their call. They wont cash the check without telephoning me, probably. Be careful, son, and dont get hurt.

He shook hands with me once more and I hesitated. Mr. Gallemore, you are placing a greater trust in me than any man ever has, I said. With the exception, of course, of my own father.

I am acting like a damn fool, he said with a peculiar smile. It is so long since I heard anyone talk the way Jane Austen writes that it is making a sucker out of me.

Thank you, sir. I know my language is a bit stilted. Dare I ask you to do me a small favor, sir?

What is it, Gage?

To telephone Miss Ellen Macintosh, from whom I am now a little estranged, and tell her that I am not drinking today, and that you have entrusted me with a very delicate mission.

He laughed aloud. Ill be glad to, Walter. And as I know she can be trusted, Ill give her an idea of whats going on.

I left him then and went down to the bank with the check, and the teller, after looking at me suspiciously, then absenting himself from his cage for a long time, finally counted out the money in hundred-dollar bills with the reluctance one might have expected, if it had been his own money.

I placed the flat packet of bills in my pocket and said: Now give me a roll of quarters, please.

A roll of quarters, sir? His eyebrows lifted.

Exactly. I use them for tips. And naturally I should prefer to carry them home in the wrappings.

Oh, I see. Ten dollars, please.

I took the fat hard roll of coins and dropped it into my pocket and drove back to Hollywood.

Henry was waiting for me in the lobby of the Chateau Moraine, twirling his hat between his rough hard hands. His face looked a little more deeply lined than it had the day before and I noticed that his breath smelled of whiskey. We went up to my apartment and he turned to me eagerly.

Any luck, pal?

Henry, I said, before we proceed further into this day I wish it clearly understood that I am not drinking. I see that already you have been at the bottle.

Just a pick-up, Walter, he said a little contritely. That job I went out for was gone before I got there. Whats the good word?

I sat down and lit a cigarette and stared at him evenly. Well, Henry, I dont really know whether I should tell you or not. But it seems a little petty not to do so after all you did last night to Gandesi. I hesitated a moment longer while Henry stared at me and pinched the muscles of his left arm. The pearls are real, Henry. And I have instructions to proceed with the business and I have five thousand dollars in cash in my pocket at this moment.

I told him briefly what had happened.

He was more amazed than words could tell. Cripes! he exclaimed, his mouth hanging wide open. You mean you got the five grand from this Gallemore — just like that?

Precisely that, Henry.

Kid, he said earnestly, You got something with that daisy pan and that fluff talk that a lot of guys would give important dough to cop. Five grand — out of a business guy — just like that. Why, Ill be a monkeys uncle. Ill be a snakes daddy. Ill be a mickey finn at a womans-club lunch.

At that exact moment, as if my entrance to the building had been observed, the telephone rang again and I sprang to answer it.

It was one of the voices I was awaiting, but not the one I wanted to hear with the greater longing. Hows it looking to you this morning, Gage?

It is looking better, I said. If I can have any assurance of honorable treatment, I am prepared to go through with it.

You mean you got the dough?

In my pocket at this exact moment.

The voice seemed to exhale a slow breath. Youll get your marbles O.K. — if we get the price, Gage. Were in this business for a long time and we dont welsh. If we did, it would soon get around and nobody would play with us any more.

Yes, I can readily understand that, I said. Proceed with your instructions, I added coldly.

Listen close, Gage. Tonight at eight sharp you be in Pacific Palisades. Know where that is?

Certainly. It is a small residential section west of the polo fields on Sunset Boulevard.

Right. Sunset goes slap through it. Theres one drugstore there — open till nine. Be there waiting a call at eight sharp tonight. Alone. And I mean alone, Gage. No cops and no strongarm guys. Its rough country down there and we got a way to get you to where we want you and know if youre alone. Get all this?

I am not entirely an idiot, I retorted.

No dummy packages, Gage. The dough will be checked. No guns. Youll be searched and theres enough of us to cover you from all angles. We know your car. No funny business, no smart work, no slip-up and nobody hurt. Thats the way we do business. Hows the dough fixed?

One-hundred-dollar bills, I said. And only a few of them are new.

Attaboy. Eight oclock then. Be smart, Gage.

The phone clicked in my ear and I hung up. It rang again almost instantly. This time it was the one voice.

Oh, Walter, Ellen cried, I was so mean to you! Please forgive me, Walter. Mr. Gallemore has told me everything and Im so frightened.

There is nothing of which to be frightened, I told her warmly. Does Mrs. Penruddock know, darling?

No, darling. Mr. Gallemore told me not to tell her. I am phoning from a store down on Sixth Street. Oh, Walter, I really am frightened. Will Henry go with you?

I am afraid not, darling. The arrangements are all made and they will not permit it. I must go alone.

Oh, Walter! Im terrified. I cant bear the suspense.

There is nothing to fear, I assured her. It is a simple business transaction. And I am not exactly a midget.

But, Walter — oh, I will try to be brave, Walter. Will you promise me just one teensy-weensy little thing?

Not a drop, darling, I said firmly. Not a single solitary drop.

Oh, Walter!

There was a little more of that sort of thing, very pleasant to me in the circumstances, although possibly not of great interest to others. We finally parted with my promise to telephone as soon as the meeting between the crooks and myself had been consummated.

I turned from the telephone to find Henry drinking deeply from a bottle he had taken from his hip pocket.

Henry! I cried sharply.

He looked at me over the bottle with a shaggy determined look. Listen, pal, he said in a low hard voice. I got enough of your end of the talk to figure the set-up. Some place out in the tall weeds and you go alone and they feed you the old sap poison and take your dough and leave you lying — with the marbles still in their kitty. Nothing doing, pal. I said — nothing doing! He almost shouted the last words.

Henry, it is my duty and I must do it, I said quietly.

Haw! Henry snorted. I say no. Youre a nut, but youre a sweet guy on the side. I say no. Henry Eichelberger of the Wisconsin Eichelbergers — in fact, I might just as leave say of the Milwaukee Eichelbergers — says no. And he says it with both hands working. He drank again from his bottle.

You certainly will not help matters by becoming intoxicated, I told him rather bitterly.

He lowered the bottle and looked at me with amazement written all over his rugged features. Drunk, Walter? he boomed. Did I hear you say drunk? An Eichelberger drunk? Listen, son. We aint got a lot of time now. It would take maybe three months. Some day when you got three months and maybe five thousand gallons of whiskey and a funnel, I would be glad to take my own time and show you what an Eichelberger looks like when drunk. You wouldnt believe it. Son, there wouldnt be nothing left of this town but a few sprung girders and a lot of busted bricks, in the middle of which — Geez, Ill get talking English myself if I hang around you much longer — in the middle of which, peaceful, with no human life nearer than maybe fifty miles, Henry Eichelberger will be on his back smiling at the sun. Drunk, Walter. Not stinking drunk, not even country-club drunk. But you could use the word drunk and I wouldnt take no offense.

He sat down and drank again. I stared moodily at the floor. There was nothing for me to say.

But that, Henry said, is some other time. Right now I am just taking my medicine. I aint myself without a slight touch of delirium tremens, as the guy says. I was brought up on it. And Im going with you, Walter. Where is this place at?

Its down near the beach, Henry, and you are not going with me. If you must get drunk — get drunk, but you are not going with me.

You got a big car, Walter. Ill hide in back on the floor under a rug. Its a cinch.

No, Henry.

Walter, you are a sweet guy, Henry said, and I am going with you into this frame. Have a smell from the barrel, Walter. You look to me kind of frail.

We argued for an hour and my head ached and I began to feel very nervous and tired. It was then that I made what might have been a fatal mistake. I succumbed to Henrys blandishments and took a small portion of whiskey, purely for medicinal purposes. This made me feel so much more relaxed that I took another and larger portion. I had had no food except coffee that morning and only a very light dinner the evening before. At the end of another hour Henry had been out for two more bottles of whiskey and I was as bright as a bird. All difficulties had now disappeared and I had agreed heartily that Henry should lie in the back of my car hidden by a rug and accompany me to the rendezvous.

We had passed the time very pleasantly until two oclock, at which hour I began to feel sleepy and lay down on the bed, and fell into a deep slumber.
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When I awoke again it was almost dark. I rose from the bed with panic in my heart, and also a sharp shoot of pain through my temples. It was only six-thirty, however. I was alone in the apartment and lengthening shadows were stealing across the floor. The display of empty whiskey bottles on the table was very disgusting. Henry Eichelberger was nowhere to be seen. With an instinctive pang, of which I was almost immediately ashamed, I hurried to my jacket hanging on the back of a chair and plunged my hand into the inner breast pocket. The packet of bills was there intact. After a brief hesitation, and with a feeling of secret guilt, I drew them out and slowly counted them over. Not a bill was missing. I replaced the money and tried to smile at myself for this lack of trust, and then switched on a light and went into the bathroom to take alternate hot and cold showers until my brain was once more comparatively clear.

I had done this and was dressing in fresh linen when a key turned in the lock and Henry Eichelberger entered with two wrapped bottles under his arm. He looked at me with what I thought was genuine affection.

A guy that can sleep it off like you is a real champ, Walter, he said admiringly. I snuck your keys so as not to wake you. I had to get some eats and some more hooch. I done a little solo drinking, which as I told you is against my principles, but this is a big day. However, we take it easy from now on as to the hooch. We cant afford no jitters till its all over.

He had unwrapped a bottle while he was speaking and poured me a small drink. I drank it gratefully and immediately felt a warm glow in my veins.

I bet you looked in your poke for that deck of mazuma, Henry said, grinning at me.

I felt myself reddening, but I said nothing. Okay, pal, you done right. What the heck do you know about Henry Eichelberger anyways? I done something else. He reached behind him and drew a short automatic from his hip pocket. If these boys wanta play rough, he said, I got me five bucks worth of iron that dont mind playin rough a little itself. And the Eichelbergers aint missed a whole lot of the guys they shot at.

I dont like that, Henry, I said severely. That is contrary to the agreement.

Nuts to the agreement, Henry said. The boys get their dough and no cops. Im out to see that they hand over them marbles and dont pull any fast footwork.

I saw there was no use arguing with him, so I completed my dressing and prepared to leave the apartment. We each took one more drink and then Henry put a full bottle in his pocket and we left.

On the way down the hall to the elevator he explained in a low voice: I got a hack out front to tail you, just in case these boys got the same idea. You might circle a few quiet blocks so as I can find out. More like they dont pick you up till down close to the beach.

All this must be costing you a great deal of money, Henry, I told him, and while we were waiting for the elevator to come up I took another twenty-dollar bill from my wallet and offered it to him. He took the money reluctantly, but finally folded it and placed it in his pocket.

I did as Henry had suggested, driving up and down a number of the hilly streets north of Hollywood Boulevard, and presently I heard the unmistakable hoot of a taxicab horn behind me. I pulled over to the side of the road. Henry got out of the cab and paid off the driver and got into my car beside me.

All clear, he said. No tail. Ill just keep kind of slumped down and you better stop somewhere for some groceries on account of if we have to get rough with these mugs, a full head of steam will help.

So I drove westward and dropped down to Sunset Boulevard and presently stopped at a crowded drive-in restaurant where we sat at the counter and ate a light meal of omelette and black coffee. We then proceeded on our way. When we reached Beverly Hills, Henry again made me wind in and out through a number of residential streets where he observed very carefully through the rear window of the car.

Fully satisfied at last we drove back to Sunset, and without incident onwards through Bel-Air and the fringes of Westwood, almost as far as the Riviera Polo field. At this point, down in the hollow, there is a canyon called Mandeville Canyon, a very quiet place. Henry had me drive up this for a short distance. We then stopped and had a little whiskey from his bottle and he climbed into the back of the car and curled his big body up on the floor, with the rug over him and his automatic pistol and his bottle down on the floor conveniently to his hand. That done I once more resumed my journey.

Pacific Palisades is a district whose inhabitants seem to retire rather early. When I reached what might be called the business center nothing was open but the drugstore beside the bank. I parked the car, with Henry remaining silent under the rug in the back, except for a slight gurgling noise I noticed as I stood on the dark pavement. Then I went into the drugstore and saw by its clock that it was now fifteen minutes to eight. I bought a package of cigarettes and lit one and took up my position near the open telephone booth.

The druggist, a heavy-set red-faced man of uncertain age, had a small radio up very loud and was listening to some foolish serial. I asked him to turn it down, as I was expecting an important telephone call. This he did, but not with any good grace, and immediately retired to the back part of his store whence I saw him looking out at me malignantly through a small glass window.

At precisely one minute to eight by the drugstore clock the phone rang sharply in the booth. I hastened into it and pulled the door tight shut. I lifted the receiver, trembling a little in spite of myself.

It was the same cool metallic voice. Gage?

This is Mr. Gage.

You done just what I told you?

Yes, I said. I have the money in my pocket and I am entirely alone. I did not like the feeling of lying so brazenly, even to a thief, but I steeled myself to it.

Listen, then. Go back about three hundred feet the way you come. Beside the firehouse theres a service station, closed up, painted green and red and white. Beside that, going south, is a dirt road. Follow it three quarters of a mile and you come to a white fence of four-by-four built almost across the road. You can just squeeze your car by at the left side. Dim your lights and get through there and keep going down the little hill into a hollow with sage all around. Park there, cut your lights, and wait. Get it?

Perfectly, I said coldly, and it shall be done exactly that way.

And listen, pal. There aint a house in half a mile, and there aint any folks around at all. You got ten minutes to get there. Youre watched right this minute. You get there fast and you get there alone — or you got a trip for biscuits. And dont light no matches or pills nor use no flashlights. On your way.

The phone went dead and I left the booth. I was scarcely outside the drugstore before the druggist rushed at his radio and turned it up to a booming blare. I got into my car and turned it and drove back along Sunset Boulevard, as directed. Henry was as still as the grave on the floor behind me.

I was now very nervous and Henry had all the liquor which we had brought with us. I reached the firehouse in no time at all and through its front window I could see four firemen playing cards. I turned to the right down the dirt road past the red-and-green-and-white service station and almost at once the night was so still, in spite of the quiet sound of my car, that I could hear the crickets and tree-frogs chirping and trilling in all directions, and from some nearby watery spot came the hoarse croak of a solitary bullfrog.

The road dipped and rose again and far off there was a yellow window. Then ahead of me, ghostly in the blackness of the moonless night, appeared the dim white barrier across the road. I noted the gap at the side and then dimmed my headlamps and steered carefully through it and so on down a rough short hill into an oval-shaped hollow space surrounded by low brush and plentifully littered with empty bottles and cans and pieces of paper. It was entirely deserted, however, at this dark hour. I stopped my car and shut off the ignition, and the lights, and sat there motionless, hands on the wheel.

Behind me I heard no murmur of sound from Henry. I waited possibly five minutes, although it seemed much longer, but nothing happened. It was very still, very lonely, and I did not feel happy.

Finally there was a faint sound of movement behind me and I looked back to see the pale blur of Henrys face peering at me from under the rug.

His voice whispered huskily. Anything stirring, Walter?

I shook my head at him vigorously and he once more pulled the rug over his face. I heard a faint sound of gurgling.

Fully fifteen minutes passed before I dared to move again. By this time the tensity of waiting had made me stiff. I therefore boldly unlatched the door of the car and stepped out upon the rough ground. Nothing happened. I walked slowly back and forth with my hands in my pockets. More and more time dragged by. More than half an hour had now elapsed and I became impatient. I went to the rear window of the car and spoke softly into the interior.

Henry, I fear we have been victimized in a very cheap way. I fear very much that this is nothing but a low practical joke on the part of Mr. Gandesi in retaliation for the way you handled him last night. There is no one here and only one possible way of arriving. It looks to me like a very unlikely place for the sort of meeting we have been expecting.

The son of a bitch! Henry whispered back, and the gurgling sound was repeated in the darkness of the car. Then there was movement and he appeared free of the rug. The door opened against my body. Henrys head emerged. He looked in all directions his eyes could command. Sit down on the running board, he whispered. Im getting out, If they got a bead on us from them bushes, theyll only see one head.

I did what Henry suggested and turned my collar up high and pulled my hat down over my eyes. As noiselessly as a shadow Henry stepped out of the car and shut the door without sound and stood before me ranging the limited horizon with his eyes. I could see the dim reflection of light on the gun in his hand. We remained thus for ten more minutes.

Henry then got angry and threw discretion to the winds. Suckered! he snarled. You know what happened, Walter?

No, Henry. I do not.

It was just a tryout, thats what it was. Somewhere along the line these dirty-so-and-sos checked on you to see did you play ball, and then again they checked on you at that drugstore back there. I bet you a pair of solid platinum bicycle wheels that was a long-distance call you caught back there.

Yes, Henry, now that you mention it, I am sure it was, I said sadly.

There you are, kid. The bums aint even left town. They are sitting back there beside their plush-lined spittoons giving you the big razzoo. And tomorrow this guy calls you again on the phone and says O.K. So far, but they had to be careful and they will try again tonight maybe out in San Fernando Valley and the price will be upped to ten grand, on account of their extra trouble. I oughta go back there and twist that Gandesi so he would be lookin up his left pants leg.

Well, Henry, I said, after all, I did not do exactly what they told me to, because you insisted on coming with me. And perhaps they are more clever than you think. So I think the best thing now is to go back to town and hope there will be a chance tomorrow to try again. And you must promise me faithfully not to interfere.

Nuts! Henry said angrily. Without me along they would take you the way the cat took the canary. You are a sweet guy, Walter, but you dont know as many answers as Baby Leroy. These guys are thieves and they have a string of marbles that might probably bring them twenty grand with careful handling. They are out for a quick touch, but they will squeeze all they can just the same. I oughta go back to that fat wop Gandesi right now. I could do things to that slob that aint been invented yet.

Now, Henry, dont get violent, I said.

Haw, Henry snarled. Them guys give me an ache in the back of my lap. He raised his bottle to his lips with his left hand and drank thirstily. His voice came down a few tones and sounded more peaceful. Better dip the bill, Walter. The partys a flop.

Perhaps you are right, Henry, I sighed. I will admit that my stomach has been trembling like an autumn leaf for all of half an hour.

So I stood up boldly beside him and poured a liberal portion of the fiery liquid down my throat. At once my courage revived. I handed the bottle back to Henry and he placed it carefully down on the running board. He stood beside me dancing the short automatic pistol up and down on the broad palm of his hand.

I dont need no tools to handle that bunch. The hell with it. And with a sweep of his arm he hurled the pistol off among the bushes, where it fell to the ground with a muffled thud. He walked away from the car and stood with his arms akimbo, looking up at the sky.

I moved over beside him and watched his averted face, insofar as I was able to see it in that dim light. A strange melancholy came over me. In the brief time I had known Henry I had grown very fond of him.

Well, Henry, I said at last, what is the next move?

Beat it on home, I guess, he said slowly and mournfully. And get good and drunk. He doubled his hands into fists and shook them slowly. Then he turned to face me. Yeah, he said. Nothing else to do. Beat it on home, kid, is all that is left to us.

Not quite yet, Henry, I said softly.

I took my right hand out of my pocket. I have large hands. In my right hand nestled the roll of wrapped quarters which I had obtained at the bank that morning. My hand made a large fist around them.

Good night, Henry, I said quietly, and swung my fist with all the weight of my arm and body. You had two strikes on me, Henry, I said. The big one is still left.

But Henry was not listening to me. My fist with the wrapped weight of metal inside it had caught him fairly and squarely on the point of his jaw. His legs became boneless and he pitched straight forward, brushing my sleeve as he fell. I stepped quickly out of his way.

Henry Eichelberger lay motionless on the ground, as limp as a rubber glove.

I looked down at him a little sadly, waiting for him to stir, but he did not move a muscle. He lay inert, completely unconscious. I dropped the roll of quarters back into my pocket, bent over him, searched him thoroughly, moving him around like a sack of meal, but it was a long time before I found the pearls. They were twined around his ankle inside his left sock.

Well, Henry, I said, speaking to him for the last time, although he could not hear me, you are a gentleman, even if you are a thief. You could have taken the money a dozen times this afternoon and given me nothing. You could have taken it a little while ago when you had the gun in your hand, but even that repelled you. You threw the gun away and we were man to man, far from help, far from interference. And even then you hesitated, Henry. In fact, Henry, I think for a successful thief you hesitated just a little too long. But as a man of sporting feelings I can only think the more highly of you. Goodbye, Henry, and good luck.

I took my wallet out and withdrew a one-hundred-dollar bill and placed it carefully in the pocket where I had seen Henry put his money. Then I went back to the car and took a drink out of the whiskey bottle and corked it firmly and laid it beside him, convenient to his right hand.

I felt sure that when he awakened he would need it.
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It was past ten oclock when I returned home to my apartment, but I at once went to the telephone and called Ellen Macintosh. Darling! I cried. I have the pearls.

I caught the sound of her indrawn breath over the wire. Oh darling, she said tensely and excitedly, and you are not hurt? They did not hurt you, darling? They just took the money and let you go?

There were no they, darling, I said proudly. I still have Mr. Gallemores money intact. There was only Henry.

Henry! she cried in a very strange voice. But I thought — Come over here at once, Walter Gage, and tell me—

I have whiskey on my breath, Ellen.

Darling! Im sure you needed it. Come at once.

So once more I went down to the street and hurried to Carondelet Park and in no time at all was at the Penruddock residence. Ellen came out on the porch to meet me and we talked there quietly in the dark, holding hands, for the household had gone to bed. As simple as I could I told her my story.

But darling, she said at last, how did you know it was Henry? I thought Henry was your friend. And this other voice on the telephone—

Henry was my friend, I said a little sadly, and that is what destroyed him. As to the voice on the telephone, that was a small matter and easily arranged. Henry was away from me a number of times to arrange it. There was just one small point that gave me thought. After I gave Gandesi my private card with the name of my apartment house scribbled upon it, it was necessary for Henry to communicate to his confederate that we had seen Gandesi and given him my name and address. For of course when I had this foolish, or perhaps not so very foolish idea of visiting some well-known underworld character in order to send a message that we would buy back the pearls, this was Henrys opportunity to make me think the telephone message came as a result of our talking to Gandesi, and telling him our difficulty. But since the first call came to me at my apartment before Henry had had a chance to inform his confederate of our meeting with Gandesi, it was obvious that a trick had been employed.

Then I recalled that a car had bumped into us from behind and Henry had gone back to abuse the driver. And of course the bumping was deliberate, and Henry had made the opportunity for it on purpose, and his confederate was in the car. So Henry, while pretending to shout at him, was able to convey the necessary information.

But, Walter, Ellen said, having listened to this explanation a little impatiently, that is a very small matter. What I really want to know is how you decided that Henry had the pearls at all.

But you told me he had them, I said. You were quite sure of it. Henry is a very durable character. It would be just like him to hide the pearls somewhere, having no fear of what the police might do to him, and get another position and then after perhaps quite a long time, retrieve the pearls and quietly leave this part of the country.

Ellen shook her head impatiently in the darkness of the porch. Walter, she said sharply, you are hiding something. You could not have been sure and you would not have hit Henry in that brutal way, unless you had been sure. I know you well enough to know that.

Well, darling, I said modestly, there was indeed another small indication, one of those foolish trifles which the cleverest men overlook. As you know, I do not use the regular apartment house telephone, not wishing to be annoyed by solicitors and such people. The phone which I use is a private line and its number is unlisted. But the calls I received from Henrys confederate came over that phone, and Henry had been in my apartment a great deal, and I had been careful not to give Mr. Gandesi that number, because of course I did not expect anything from Mr. Gandesi, as I was perfectly sure from the beginning that Henry had the pearls, if only I could get him to bring them out of hiding.

Oh, darling, Ellen cried, and threw her arms around me. How brave you are, and I really think that you are actually clever in your own peculiar way. Do you believe that Henry was in love with me?

But that was a subject in which I had no interest whatever. I left the pearls in Ellens keeping and late as the hour now was I drove at once to the residence of Mr. Lansing Gallemore and told him my story and gave him back his money.

A few months later I was happy to receive a letter postmarked in Honolulu and written on a very inferior brand of paper.



Well, pal, that Sunday punch of yours was the money and I did not think you had it in you, altho of course I was not set for it. But it was a pip and made me think of you for a week every time I brushed my teeth. It was too bad I had to scram because you are a sweet guy altho a little on the goofy side and Id like to be getting plastered with you right now instead of wiping oil valves where I am at which is not where this letter is mailed by several thousand miles. There is just two things I would like you to know and they are both kosher. I did fall hard for that tall blonde and this was the main reason I took my time from the old lady. Glomming the pearls was just one of those screwy ideas a guy can get when he is dizzy with a dame. It was a crime the way they left them marbles lying around in that bread box and I worked for a Frenchy once in Djibouty and got to know pearls enough to tell them from snowballs. But when it came to the clinch down there in that brush with us two alone and no holds barred I just was too soft to go through with the deal. Tell that blonde you got a loop on I was asking for her.

YRS. As ever,

HENRY EICHELBERGER (Alias)

P. S. What do you know, that punk that did the phone work on you tried to take me for a fifty cut on that C note you tucked in my vest. I had to twist the sucker plenty.

Yrs. H. E. (Alias)


TROUBLE IS MY BUSINESS

First published in Dime Detective Magazine, August 1939
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Anna Halsey was about two hundred and forty pounds of middle-aged putty-faced woman in a black tailor-made suit. Her eyes were shiny black shoe buttons, her cheeks were as soft as suet and about the same color. She was sitting behind a black glass desk that looked like Napoleons tomb and she was smoking a cigarette in a black holder that was not quite as long as a rolled umbrella. She said: I need a man.

I watched her shake ash from the cigarette to the shiny top of the desk where flakes of it curled and crawled in the draft from an open window.

I need a man good-looking enough to pick up a dame who has a sense of class, but hes got to be tough enough to swap punches with a power shovel. I need a guy who can act like a bar lizard and backchat like Fred Allen, only better, and get hit on the head with a beer truck and think some cutie in the leg-line topped him with a breadstick.

Its a cinch, I said. You need the New York Yankees, Robert Donat, and the Yacht Club Boys.

You might do, Anna said, cleaned up a little. Twenty bucks a day and exs. I havent brokered a job in years, but this one is out of my line. Im in the smooth-angles of the detecting business and I make money without getting my can knocked off. Lets see how Gladys likes you.

She reversed the cigarette holder and tipped a key on a large black-and-chromium annunciator box. Come in and empty Annas ash tray, honey.

We waited.

The door opened and a tall blonde dressed better than the Duchess of Windsor strolled in.

She swayed elegantly across the room, emptied Annas ash tray, patted her fat cheek, gave me a smooth rippling glance and went out again.

I think she blushed, Anna said when the door closed. I guess you still have it.

She blushed — and I have a dinner date with Darryl Zanuck, I said. Quit horsing around. Whats the story?

Its to smear a girl. A redheaded number with bedroom eyes. Shes shill for a gambler and shes got her hooks into a rich mans pup.

What do I do to her?

Anna sighed. Its kind of a mean job, Philip, I guess. If shes got a record of any sort, you dig it up and toss it in her face. If she hasnt, which is more likely as she comes from good people, its kind of up to you. You get an idea once in a while, dont you?

I cant remember the last one I had. What gambler and what rich man?

Marty Estel.

I started to get up from my chair, then remembered that business had been bad for a month and that I needed the money.

I sat down again.

You might get into trouble, of course, Anna said. I never heard of Marty bumping anybody off in the public square at high noon, but he dont play with cigar coupons.

Trouble is my business, I said. Twenty-five a day and guarantee of two-fifty, if I pull the job.

I gotta make a little something for myself, Anna whined.

O.K. Theres plenty of coolie labor around town. Nice to have seen you looking so well. So long, Anna.

I stood up this time. My life wasnt worth much, but it was worth that much. Marty Estel was supposed to be pretty tough people, with the right helpers and the right protection behind him. His place was out in West Hollywood, on the Strip. He wouldnt pull anything crude, but if he pulled at all, something would pop.

Sit down, its a deal, Anna sneered. Im a poor old broken-down woman trying to run a high-class detective agency on nothing but fat and bad health, so take my last nickel and laugh at me.

Whos the girl? I had sat down again.

Her name is Harriet Huntress — a swell name for the part too. She lives in the El Milano, nineteen-hundred block on North Sycamore, very high-class. Father went broke back in thirty-one and jumped out of his office window. Mother dead. Kid sister in boarding school back in Connecticut. That might make an angle.

Who dug up all this?

The client got a bunch of photostats of notes the pup had given to Marty. Fifty grand worth. The pup — hes an adopted son to the old man — denied the notes, as kids will. So the client had the photostats experted by a guy named Arbogast, who pretends to be good at that sort of thing. He said O.K. And dug around a bit, but hes too fat to do legwork, like me, and hes off the case now.

But I could talk to him?

I dont know why not. Anna nodded several of her chins.

This client — does he have a name?

Son, you have a treat coming. You can meet him in person — right now.

She tipped the key of her call box again. Have Mr. Jeeter come in, honey.

That Gladys, I said, does she have a steady?

You lay off Gladys! Anna almost screamed at me. Shes worth eighteen grand a year in divorce business to me. Any guy that lays a finger on her, Philip Marlowe, is practically cremated.

Shes got to fall some day, I said. Why couldnt I catch her?

The opening door stopped that.

I hadnt seen him in the paneled reception room, so he must have been waiting in a private office. He hadnt enjoyed it. He came in quickly, shut the door quickly, and yanked a thin octagonal platinum watch from his vest and glared at it. He was a tall white-blond type in pin-striped flannel of youthful cut. There was a small pink rosebud in his lapel. He had a keen frozen face, a little pouchy under the eyes, a little thick in the lips. He carried an ebony cane with a silver knob, wore spats and looked a smart sixty, but I gave him close to ten years more. I didnt like him.

Twenty-six minutes, Miss Halsey, he said icily. My time happens to be valuable. By regarding it as valuable I have managed to make a great deal of money.

Well, were trying to save you some of the money, Anna drawled. She didnt like him either. Sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. Jeeter, but you wanted to see the operative I selected and I had to send for him.

He doesnt look the type to me, Mr. Jeeter said, giving me a nasty glance. I think more of a gentleman—

Youre not the Jeeter of Tobacco Road, are you? I asked him.

He came slowly towards me and half lifted the stick. His icy eyes tore at me like claws. So you insult me, he said. Me — a man in my position.

Now wait a minute, Anna began.

Wait a minute nothing, I said. This party said I was not a gentleman. Maybe thats O.K. For a man in his position, whatever it is — but a man in my position doesnt take a dirty crack from anybody. He cant afford to. Unless, of course, it wasnt intended.

Mr. Jeeter stiffened and glared at me. He took his watch out again and looked at it. Twenty-eight minutes, he said. I apologize, young man. I had no desire to be rude.

Thats swell, I said. I knew you werent the Jeeter in Tobacco Road all along.

That almost started him again, but he let it go. He wasnt sure how I meant it.

A question or two while we are together, I said. Are you willing to give this Huntress girl a little money — for expenses?

Not one cent, he barked. Why should I?

Its got to be a sort of custom. Suppose she married him. What would he have?

At the moment a thousand dollars a month from a trust fund established by his mother, my late wife. He dipped his head. When he is twenty-eight years old, far too much money.

You cant blame the girl for trying, I said. Not these days. How about Marty Estel? Any settlement there?

He crumpled his gray gloves with a purple-veined hand. The debt is uncollectible. It is a gambling debt.

Anna sighed wearily and flicked ash around on her desk.

Sure, I said. But gamblers cant afford to let people welsh on them. After all, if your son had won, Marty would have paid him.

Im not interested in that, the tall thin man said coldly.

Yeah, but think of Marty sitting there with fifty grand in notes. Not worth a nickel. How will he sleep nights?

Mr. Jeeter looked thoughtful. You mean there is danger of violence? he suggested, almost suavely.

Thats hard to say. He runs an exclusive place, gets a good movie crowd. He has his own reputation to think of. But hes in a racket and he knows people. Things can happen — a long way off from where Marty is. And Marty is no bathmat. He gets up and walks.

Mr. Jeeter looked at his watch again and it annoyed him. He slammed it back into his vest. All that is your affair, he snapped. The district attorney is a personal friend of mine. If this matter seems to be beyond your powers—

Yeah, I told him. But you came slumming down our street just the same. Even if the D.A. Is in your vest pocket — along with that watch.

He put his hat on, drew on one glove, tapped the edge of his shoe with his stick, walked to the door and opened it.

I ask results and I pay for them, he said coldly. I pay promptly. I even pay generously sometimes, although I am not considered a generous man. I think we all understand one another.

He almost winked then and went on out. The door closed softly against the cushion of air in the door-closer. I looked at Anna and grinned.

Sweet, isnt he? she said. Id like eight of him for my cocktail set.

I gouged twenty dollars out of her — for expenses.
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The Arbogast I wanted was John D. Arbogast and he had an office on Sunset near Ivar. I called him up from a phone booth. The voice that answered was fat. It wheezed softly, like the voice of a man who had just won a pie-eating contest.

Mr. John D. Arbogast?

Yeah.

This is Philip Marlowe, a private detective working on a case you did some experting on. Party named Jeeter.

Yeah?

Can I come up and talk to you about it — after I eat lunch?

Yeah. He hung up. I decided he was not a talkative man.

I had lunch and drove out there. It was east of Ivar, an old two-story building faced with brick which had been painted recently. The street floor was stores and a restaurant. The building entrance was the foot of a wide straight stairway to the second floor. On the directory at the bottom I read: John D. Arbogast, Suite 212. I went up the stairs and found myself in a wide straight hall that ran parallel with the street. A man in a smock was standing in an open doorway down to my right. He wore a round mirror strapped to his forehead and pushed back, and his face had a puzzled expression. He went back to his office and shut the door.

I went the other way, about half the distance along the hall. A door on the side away from Sunset was lettered: JOHN D. ARBOGAST, EXAMINER OF QUESTIONED DOCUMENTS. PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR. ENTER. The door opened without resistance onto a small windowless anteroom with a couple of easy chairs, some magazines, two chromium smoking stands. There were two floor lamps and a ceiling fixture, all lighted. A door on the other side of the cheap but thick new rug was lettered: JOHN D. ARBOGAST, EXAMINER OF QUESTIONED DOCUMENTS. PRIVATE.

A buzzer had rung when I opened the outer door and gone on ringing until it closed. Nothing happened. Nobody was in the waiting room. The inner door didnt open. I went over and listened at the panel — no sound of conversation inside. I knocked. That didnt buy me anything either. I tried the knob. It turned, so I opened the door and went in.

This room had two north windows, both curtained at the sides and both shut tight. There was dust on the sills. There was a desk, two filing cases, a carpet which was just a carpet, and walls which were just walls. To the left another door with a glass panel was lettered: JOHN D. ARBOGAST. LABORATORY. PRIVATE.

I had an idea I might be able to remember the name.

The room in which I stood was small. It seemed almost too small even for the pudgy hand that rested on the edge of the desk, motionless, holding a fat pencil like a carpenters pencil. The hand had a wrist, hairless as a plate. A buttoned shirt cuff, not too clean, came down out of a coat sleeve. The rest of the sleeve dropped over the far edge of the desk out of sight. The desk was less than six feet long, so he couldnt have been a very tall man. The hand and the ends of the sleeves were all I saw of him from where I stood. I went quietly back through the anteroom and fixed its door so that it couldnt be opened from the outside and put out the three lights and went back to the private office. I went around an end of the desk.

He was fat all right, enormously fat, fatter by far than Anna Halsey. His face, what I could see of it, looked about the size of a basket ball. It had a pleasant pinkness, even now. He was kneeling on the floor. He had his large head against the sharp inner corner of the kneehole of the desk, and his left hand was flat on the floor with a piece of yellow paper under it. The fingers were outspread as much as such fat fingers could be, and the yellow paper showed between. He looked as if he were pushing hard on the floor, but he wasnt really. What was holding him up was his own fat. His body was folded down against his enormous thighs, and the thickness and fatness of them held him that way, kneeling, poised solid. It would have taken a couple of good blocking backs to knock him over. That wasnt a very nice idea at the moment, but I had it just the same. I took time out and wiped the back of my neck, although it was not a warm day.

His hair was gray and clipped short and his neck had as many folds as a concertina. His feet were small, as the feet of fat men often are, and they were in black shiny shoes which were sideways on the carpet and close together and neat and nasty. He wore a dark suit that needed cleaning. I leaned down and buried my fingers in the bottomless fat of his neck. He had an artery in there somewhere, probably, but I couldnt find it and he didnt need it any more anyway. Between his bloated knees on the carpet a dark stain had spread and spread — 

I knelt in another place and lifted the pudgy fingers that were holding down the piece of yellow paper. They were cool, but not cold, and soft and a little sticky. The paper was from a scratch pad. It would have been very nice if it had had a message on it, but it hadnt. There were vague meaningless marks, not words, not even letters. He had tried to write something after he was shot — perhaps even thought he was writing something — but all he managed was some hen scratches.

He had slumped down then, still holding the paper, pinned it to the floor with his fat hand, held on to the fat pencil with his other hand, wedged his torso against his huge thighs, and so died. John D. Arbogast. Examiner of Questioned Documents. Private. Very damned private. He had said yeah to me three times over the phone.

And here he was.

I wiped doorknobs with my handkerchief, put off the lights in the anteroom, left the outer door so that it was locked from the outside, left the hallway, left the building and left the neighborhood. So far as I could tell nobody saw me go. So far as I could tell.
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The El Milano was, as Anna had told me, in the 1900 block on North Sycamore. It was most of the block. I parked fairly near the ornamental forecourt and went along to the pale blue neon sign over the entrance to the basement garage. I walked down a railed ramp into a bright space of glistening cars and cold air. A trim light-colored Negro in a spotless coverall suit with blue cuffs came out of a glass office. His black hair was as smooth as a bandleaders.

Busy? I asked him.

Yes and no, sir.

Ive got a car outside that needs a dusting. About five bucks worth of dusting.

It didnt work. He wasnt the type. His chestnut eyes became thoughtful and remote. That is a good deal of dusting, sir. May I ask if anything else would be included?

A little. Is Miss Harriet Huntress car in?

He looked. I saw him look along the glistening row at a canary-yellow convertible which was about as inconspicuous as a privy on the front lawn.

Yes, sir. It is in.

Id like her apartment number and a way to get up there without going through the lobby. Im a private detective. I showed him a buzzer. He looked at the buzzer. It failed to amuse him.

He smiled the faintest smile I ever saw. Five dollars is nice money, sir, to a working man. It falls a little short of being nice enough to make me risk my position. About from here to Chicago short, sir. I suggest that you save your five dollars, sir, and try the customary mode of entry.

Youre quite a guy, I said. What are you going to be when you grow up — a five-foot shelf?

I am already grown up, sir. I am thirty-four years old, married happily, and have two children. Good afternoon, sir.

He turned on his heel. Well, goodbye, I said. And pardon my whiskey breath. I just got in from Butte.

I went back up along the ramp and wandered along the street to where I should have gone in the first place. I might have known that five bucks and a buzzer wouldnt buy me anything in a place like the El Milano.

The Negro was probably telephoning the office right now.

The building was a huge white stucco affair, Moorish in style, with great fretted lanterns in the forecourt and huge date palms. The entrance was at the inside corner of an L, up marble steps, through an arch framed in California or dishpan mosaic.

A doorman opened the door for me and I went in. The lobby was not quite as big as the Yankee Stadium. It was floored with a pale blue carpet with sponge rubber underneath. It was so soft it made me want to lie down and roll. I waded over to the desk and put an elbow on it and was stared at by a pale thin clerk with one of those mustaches that get stuck under your fingernail. He toyed with it and looked past my shoulder at an Ali Baba oil jar big enough to keep a tiger in.

Miss Huntress in?

Who shall I announce?

Mr. Marty Estel.

That didnt take any better than my play in the garage. He leaned on something with his left foot. A blue-and-gilt door opened at the end of the desk and a large sandy-haired man with cigar ash on his vest came out and leaned absently on the end of the desk and stared at the Ali Baba oil jar, as if trying to make up his mind whether it was a spittoon.

The clerk raised his voice. You are Mr. Marty Estel?

From him.

Isnt that a little different? And what is your name, sir, if one may ask?

One may ask, I said. One may not be told. Such are my orders. Sorry to be stubborn and all that rot.

He didnt like my manner. He didnt like anything about me. Im afraid I cant announce you, he said coldly. Mr. Hawkins, might I have your advice on a matter?

The sandy-haired man took his eyes off the oil jar and slid along the desk until he was within blackjack range of me.

Yes, Mr. Gregory? he yawned.

Nuts to both of you, I said. And that includes your lady friends.

Hawkins grinned. Come into my office, bo. Well kind of see if we can get you straightened out.

I followed him into the doghole he had come out of. It was large enough for a pint-sized desk, two chairs, a knee-high cuspidor, and an open box of cigars. He placed his rear end against the desk and grinned at me sociably.

Didnt play it very smooth, did you, bo? Im the house man here. Spill it.

Some days I feel like playing smooth, I said, and some days I feel like playing it like a waffle iron. I got my wallet out and showed him the buzzer and the small photostat of my license behind a celluloid window.

One of the boys, huh? He nodded. You ought to of asked for me in the first place.

Sure. Only I never heard of you. I want to see this Huntress frail. She doesnt know me, but I have business with her, and its not noisy business.

He made a yard and half sideways and cocked his cigar in the other corner of his mouth. He looked at my right eyebrow. Whats the gag? Why try to apple-polish the dinge downstairs? You gettin any expense money?

Could be.

Im nice people, he said. But I gotta protect the guests.

Youre almost out of cigars, I said, looking at the ninety or so in the box. I lifted a couple, smelled them, tucked a folded ten-dollar bill below them and put them back.

Thats cute, he said. You and me could get along. What you want done?

Tell her Im from Marty Estel. Shell see me.

Its the job if I get a kickback.

You wont. Ive got important people behind me.

I started to reach for my ten, but he pushed my hand away. Ill take a chance, he said. He reached for his phone and asked for Suite 814 and began to hum. His humming sounded like a cow being sick. He leaned forward suddenly and his face became a honeyed smile. His voice dripped.

Miss Huntress? This is Hawkins, the house man. Hawkins. Yeah…Hawkins. Sure, you meet a lot of people, Miss Huntress. Say, theres a gentleman in my office wanting to see you with a message from Mr. Estel. We cant let him up without your say so, because he dont want to give us no name…Yeah, Hawkins, the house detective, Miss Huntress. Yeah, he says you dont know him personal, but he looks O.K. To me…O.K. Thanks a lot, Miss Huntress. Serve him right up.

He put the phone down and patted it gently.

All you needed was some background music, I said.

You can ride up, he said dreamily. He reached absently into his cigar box and removed the folded bill. A darb, he said softly. Every time I think of that dame I have to go out and walk around the block. Lets go.

We went out to the lobby again and Hawkins took me to the elevator and high-signed me in.

As the elevator doors closed I saw him on his way to the entrance, probably for his walk around the block.

The elevator had a carpeted floor and mirrors and indirect lighting. It rose as softly as the mercury in a thermometer. The doors whispered open, I wandered over the moss they used for a hall carpet and came to a door marked 814. I pushed a little button beside it, chimes rang inside and the door opened.

She wore a street dress of pale green wool and a small cockeyed hat that hung on her ear like a butterfly. Her eyes were wide-set and there was thinking room between them. Their color was lapis-lazuli blue and the color of her hair was dusky red, like a fire under control but still dangerous. She was too tall to be cute. She wore plenty of make-up in the right places and the cigarette she was poking at me had a built-on mouthpiece about three inches long. She didnt look hard, but she looked as if she had heard all the answers and remembered the ones she thought she might be able to use sometime.

She looked me over coolly. Well, whats the message, brown-eyes?

Id have to come in, I said. I never could talk on my feet.

She laughed disinterestedly and I slid past the end of her cigarette into a long rather narrow room with plenty of nice furniture, plenty of windows, plenty of drapes, plenty of everything. A fire blazed behind a screen, a big log on top of a gas teaser. There was a silk Oriental rug in front of a nice rose davenport in front of the nice fire, and beside that there was Scotch and swish on a tabouret, ice in a bucket, everything to make a man feel at home.

Youd better have a drink, she said. You probably cant talk without a glass in your hand.

I sat down and reached for the Scotch. The girl sat in a deep chair and crossed her knees. I thought of Hawkins walking around the block. I could see a little something in his point of view.

So youre from Marty Estel, she said, refusing a drink.

Never met him.

I had an idea to that effect. Whats the racket, bum? Marty will love to hear how you used his name.

Im shaking in my shoes. What made you let me up?

Curiosity. Ive been expecting lads like you any day. I never dodge trouble. Some kind of a dick, arent you?

I lit a cigarette and nodded. Private. I have a little deal to propose.

Propose it. She yawned.

How much will you take to lay off young Jeeter?

She yawned again. You interest me — so little I could hardly tell you.

Dont scare me to death. Honest, how much are you asking? Or is that an insult?

She smiled. She had a nice smile. She had lovely teeth. Im a bad girl now, she said. I dont have to ask. They bring it to me, tied up with ribbon.

The old mans a little tough. They say he draws a lot of water.

Water doesnt cost much.

I nodded and drank some more of my drink. It was good Scotch. In fact it was perfect. His idea is you get nothing. You get smeared. You get put in the middle. I cant see it that way.

But youre working for him.

Sounds funny, doesnt it? Theres probably a smart way to play this, but I just cant think of it at the moment. How much would you take — or would you?

How about fifty grand?

Fifty grand for you and another fifty for Marty?

She laughed. Now, you ought to know Marty wouldnt like me to mix in his business. I was just thinking of my end.

She crossed her legs the other way. I put another lump of ice in my drink.

I was thinking of five hundred, I said.

Five hundred what? She looked puzzled.

Dollars — not Rolls-Royces.

She laughed heartily. You amuse me. I ought to tell you to go to hell, but I like brown eyes. Warm brown eyes with flecks of gold in them.

Youre throwing it away. I dont have a nickel.

She smiled and fitted a fresh cigarette between her lips. I went over to light it for her. Her eyes came up and looked into mine. Hers had sparks in them.

Maybe I have a nickel already, she said softly.

Maybe thats why he hired the fat boy — so you couldnt make him dance. I sat down again.

Who hired what fat boy?

Old Jeeter hired a fat boy named Arbogast. He was on the case before me. Didnt you know? He got bumped off this afternoon.

I said it quite casually for the shock effect, but she didnt move. The provocative smile didnt leave the corners of her lips. Her eyes didnt change. She made a dim sound with her breath.

Does it have to have something to do with me? she asked quietly.

I dont know. I dont know who murdered him. It was done in his office, around noon or a little later. It may not have anything to do with the Jeeter case. But it happened pretty pat — just after I had been put on the job and before I got a chance to talk to him.

She nodded. I see. And you think Marty does things like that. And of course you told the police?

Of course I did not.

Youre giving away a little weight there, brother.

Yeah. But lets get together on a price and it had better be low. Because whatever the cops do to me theyll do plenty to Marty Estel and you when they get the story — if they get it.

A little spot of blackmail, the girl said coolly. I think I might call it that. Dont go too far with me, brown-eyes. By the way, do I know your name?

Philip Marlowe.

Then listen, Philip. I was in the Social Register once. My family were nice people. Old man Jeeter ruined my father — all proper and legitimate, the way that kind of heel ruins people — but he ruined him, and my father committed suicide, and my mother died and Ive got a kid sister back East in school and perhaps Im not too damn particular how I get the money to take care of her. And maybe Im going to take care of old Jeeter one of these days, too — even if I have to marry his son to do it.

Stepson, adopted son, I said. No relation at all.

Itll hurt him just as hard, brother. And the boy will have plenty of the long green in a couple of years. I could do worse — even if he does drink too much.

You wouldnt say that in front of him, lady.

No? Take a look behind you, gumshoe. You ought to have the wax taken out of your ears.

I stood up and turned fast. He stood about four feet from me. He had come out of some door and sneaked across the carpet and I had been too busy being clever with nothing on the ball to hear him. He was big, blond, dressed in a rough sporty suit, with a scarf and open-necked shirt. He was red-faced and his eyes glittered and they were not focusing any too well. He was a bit drunk for that early in the day.

Beat it while you can still walk, he sneered at me. I heard it. Harry can say anything she likes about me. I like it. Dangle, before I knock your teeth down your throat!

The girl laughed behind me. I didnt like that. I took a step towards the big blond boy. His eyes blinked. Big as he was, he was a pushover.

Ruin him, baby, the girl said coldly behind my back. I love to see these hard numbers bend at the knees.

I looked back at her with a leer. That was a mistake. He was wild, probably, but he could still hit a wall that didnt jump. He hit me while I was looking back over my shoulder. It hurts to be hit that way. He hit me plenty hard, on the back end of the jawbone.

I went over sideways, tried to spread my legs, and slid on the silk rug. I did a nose dive somewhere or other and my head was not as hard as the piece of furniture it smashed into.

For a brief blurred moment I saw his red face sneering down at me in triumph. I think I was a little sorry for him — even then.

Darkness folded down and I went out.
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When I came to, the light from the windows across the room was hitting me square in the eyes. The back of my head ached. I felt it and it was sticky. I moved around slowly, like a cat in a strange house, got up on my knees and reached for the bottle of Scotch on the tabouret at the end of the davenport. By some miracle I hadnt knocked it over. Falling I had hit my head on the clawlike leg of a chair. That had hurt me a lot more than young Jeeters haymaker. I could feel the sore place on my jaw all right, but it wasnt important enough to write in my diary.

I got up on my feet, took a swig of the Scotch and looked around. There wasnt anything to see. The room was empty. It was full of silence and the memory of a nice perfume. One of those perfumes you dont notice until they are almost gone, like the last leaf on a tree. I felt my head again, touched the sticky place with my handkerchief, decided it wasnt worth yelling about, and took another drink.

I sat down with the bottle on my knees, listening to traffic noise somewhere, far off. It was a nice room. Miss Harriet Huntress was a nice girl. She knew a few wrong numbers, but who didnt? I should criticize a little thing like that. I took another drink. The level in the bottle was a lot lower now. It was smooth and you hardly noticed it going down. It didnt take half your tonsils with it, like some of the stuff I had to drink. I took some more. My head felt all right now. I felt fine. I felt like singing the Prologue to Pagliacci. Yes, she was a nice girl. If she was paying her own rent, she was doing right well. I was for her. She was swell. I used some more of her Scotch.

The bottle was still half full. I shook it gently, stuffed it in my overcoat pocket, put my hat somewhere on my head and left. I made the elevator without hitting the walls on either side of the corridor, floated downstairs, strolled out into the lobby.

Hawkins, the house dick, was leaning on the end of the desk again, staring at the Ali Baba oil jar. The same clerk was nuzzling at the same itsy-bitsy mustache. I smiled at him. He smiled back. Hawkins smiled at me. I smiled back. Everybody was swell.

I made the front door the first time and gave the doorman two bits and floated down the steps and along the walk to the street and my car. The swift California twilight was falling. It was a lovely night. Venus in the west was as bright as a street lamp, as bright as life, as bright as Miss Huntress eyes, as bright as a bottle of Scotch. That reminded me. I got the square bottle out and tapped it with discretion, corked it, and tucked it away again. There was still enough to get home on.

I crashed five red lights on the way back but my luck was in and nobody pinched me. I parked more or less in front of my apartment house and more or less near the curb. I rode to my floor in the elevator, had a little trouble opening the doors and helped myself out with my bottle. I got the key into my door and unlocked it and stepped inside and found the light switch. I took a little more of my medicine before exhausting myself any further. Then I started for the kitchen to get some ice and ginger ale for a real drink.

I thought there was a funny smell in the apartment — nothing I could put a name to offhand — a sort of medicinal smell. I hadnt put it there and it hadnt been there when I went out. But I felt too well to argue about it. I started for the kitchen, got about halfway there.

They came out at me, almost side by side, from the dressing room beside the wall bed — two of them — with guns. The tall one was grinning. He had his hat low on his forehead and he had a wedge-shaped face that ended in a point, like the bottom half of the ace of diamonds. He had dark moist eyes and a nose so bloodless that it might have been made of white wax. His gun was a Colt Woodsman with a long barrel and the front sight filed off. That meant he thought he was good.

The other was a little terrier-like punk with bristly reddish hair and no hat and watery blank eyes and bat ears and small feet in dirty white sneakers. He had an automatic that looked too heavy for him to hold up, but he seemed to like holding it. He breathed open-mouthed and noisily and the smell I had noticed came from him in waves — menthol.

Reach, you bastard, he said.

I put my hands up. There was nothing else to do.

The little one circled around to the side and came at me from the side. Tell us we cant get away with it, he sneered.

You cant get away with it, I said.

The tall one kept on grinning loosely and his nose kept on looking as if it was made of white wax. The little one spat on my carpet. Yah! He came close to me, leering, and made a pass at my chin with the big gun.

I dodged. Ordinarily that would have been just something which, in the circumstances, I had to take and like. But I was feeling better than ordinary. I was a world-beater. I took them in sets, guns and all. I took the little man around the throat and jerked him hard against my stomach, put a hand over his little gun hand and knocked the gun to the floor. It was easy. Nothing was bad about it but his breath. Blobs of saliva came out on his lips. He spit curses.

The tall man stood and leered and didnt shoot. He didnt move. His eyes looked a little anxious, I thought, but I was too busy to make sure. I went down behind the little punk, still holding him, and got hold of his gun. That was wrong. I ought to have pulled my own.

I threw him away from me and he reeled against a chair and fell down and began to kick the chair savagely. The tall man laughed.

It aint got any firing pin in it, he said.

Listen, I told him earnestly, Im half full of good Scotch and ready to go places and get things done. Dont waste much of my time. What do you boys want?

It still aint got any firing pin in it, Waxnose said. Try and see. I dont never let Frisky carry a loaded rod. Hes too impulsive. You got a nice arm action there, pal. I will say that for you.

Frisky sat up on the floor and spat on the carpet again and laughed. I pointed the muzzle of the big automatic at the floor and squeezed the trigger. It clicked dryly, but from the balance it felt as if it had cartridges in it.

We dont mean no harm, Waxnose said. Not this trip. Maybe next trip? Who knows? Maybe youre a guy that will take a hint. Lay off the Jeeter kid is the word. See?

No.

You wont do it?

No, I dont see. Whos the Jeeter kid?

Waxnose was not amused. He waved his long .22 gently. You oughta get your memory fixed, pal, about the same time you get your door fixed. A pushover that was. Frisky just blew it in with his breath.

I can understand that, I said.

Gimme my gat, Frisky yelped. He was up off the floor again, but this time he rushed his partner instead of me.

Lay off, dummy, the tall one said. We just got a message for a guy. We dont blast him. Not today.

Says you! Frisky snarled and tried to grab the .22 out of Waxnoses hand. Waxnose threw him to one side without trouble but the interlude allowed me to switch the big automatic to my left hand and jerk out my Luger. I showed it to Waxnose. He nodded, but did not seem impressed.

He aint got no parents, he said sadly. I just let him run around with me. Dont pay him no attention unless he bites you. Well be on our way now. You get the idea. Lay off the Jeeter kid.

Youre looking at a Luger, I said. Who is the Jeeter kid? And maybe well have some cops before you leave.

He smiled wearily. Mister, I pack this small-bore because I can shoot. If you think you can take me, go to it.

O.K., I said. Do you know anybody named Arbogast?

I meet such a lot of people, he said, with another weary smile. Maybe yes, maybe no. So long, pal. Be pure.

He strolled over to the door, moving a little sideways, so that he had me covered all the time, and I had him covered, and it was just a case of who shot first and straightest, or whether it was worthwhile to shoot at all, or whether I could hit anything with so much nice warm Scotch in me. I let him go. He didnt look like a killer to me, but I could have been wrong.

The little man rushed me again while I wasnt thinking about him. He clawed his big automatic out of my left hand, skipped over to the door, spat on the carpet again, and slipped out. Waxnose backed after him — long sharp face, white nose, pointed chin, weary expression. I wouldnt forget him.

He closed the door softly and I stood there, foolish, holding my gun. I heard the elevator come up and go down again and stop. I still stood there. Marty Estel wouldnt be very likely to hire a couple of comics like that to throw a scare into anybody. I thought about that, but thinking got me nowhere. I remembered the half-bottle of Scotch I had left and went into executive session with it.

An hour and a half later I felt fine, but I still didnt have any ideas. I just felt sleepy.

The jarring of the telephone bell woke me. I had dozed off in the chair, which was a bad mistake, because I woke up with two flannel blankets in my mouth, a splitting headache, a bruise on the back of my head and another on my jaw, neither of them larger than a Yakima apple, but sore for all that. I felt terrible. I felt like an amputated leg.

I crawled over to the telephone and humped myself in a chair beside it and answered it. The voice dripped icicles.

Mr. Marlowe? This is Mr. Jeeter. I believe we met this morning. Im afraid I was a little stiff with you.

Im a little stiff myself. Your son poked me in the jaw. I mean your stepson, or your adopted son — or whatever he is.

He is both my stepson and my adopted son. Indeed? He sounded interested. And where did you meet him?

In Miss Huntress apartment.

Oh I see. There had been a sudden thaw. The icicles had melted. Very interesting. What did Miss Huntress have to say?

She liked it. She liked him poking me in the jaw.

I see. And why did he do that?

She had him hid out. He overheard some of our talk. He didnt like it.

I see. I have been thinking that perhaps some consideration — not large, of course — should be granted to her for her co-operation. That is, if we can secure it.

Fifty grand is the price.

Im afraid I dont—

Dont kid me, I snarled. Fifty thousand dollars. Fifty grand. I offered her five hundred — just for a gag.

You seem to treat this whole business in a spirit of considerable levity, he snarled back. I am not accustomed to that sort of thing and I dont like it.

I yawned. I didnt give a damn if school kept in or not. Listen, Mr. Jeeter, Im a great guy to horse around, but I have my mind on the job just the same. And there are some very unusual angles to this case. For instance a couple of gunmen just stuck me up in my apartment here and told me to lay off the Jeeter case. I dont see why it should get so tough.

Good heavens! He sounded shocked. I think you had better come to my house at once and we will discuss matters. Ill send my car for you. Can you come right away?

Yeah. But I can drive myself. I—

No. Im sending my car and chauffeur. His name is George; you may rely upon him absolutely. He should be there in about twenty minutes.

O.K., I said. That just gives me time to drink my dinner. Have him park around the corner of Kenmore, facing towards Franklin. I hung up.

When Id had a hot-and-cold shower and put on some clean clothes I felt more respectable. I had a couple of drinks, small ones for a change, and put a light overcoat on and went down to the street.

The car was there already. I could see it half a block down the side street. It looked like a new market opening. It had a couple of headlamps like the one on the front end of a streamliner, two amber foglights hooked to the front fender, and a couple of sidelights as big as ordinary headlights. I came up beside it and stopped and a man stepped out of the shadows, tossing a cigarette over his shoulder with a neat flip of the wrist. He was tall, broad, dark, wore a peaked cap, a Russian tunic with a Sam Browne belt, shiny leggings and breeches that flared like an English staff majors whipcords.

Mr. Marlowe? He touched the peak of his cap with a gloved forefinger.

Yeah, I said. At ease. Dont tell me thats old man Jeeters car.

One of them. It was a cool voice that could get fresh.

He opened the rear door and I got in and sank down into the cushions and George slid under the wheel and started the big car. It moved away from the curb and around the corner with as much noise as a bill makes in a wallet. We went west. We seemed to be drifting with the current, but we passed everything. We slid through the heart of Hollywood, the west end of it, down to the Strip and along the glitter of that to the cool quiet of Beverly Hills where the bridle path divides the boulevard.

We gave Beverly Hills the swift and climbed along the foothills, saw the distant lights of the university buildings and swung north into Bel-Air. We began to slide up long narrow streets with high walls and no sidewalks and big gates. Lights on mansions glowed politely through the early night. Nothing stirred. There was no sound but the soft purr of the tires on concrete. We swung left again and I caught a sign which read Calvello Drive. Halfway up this George started to swing the car wide to make a left turn in at a pair of twelve-foot wrought-iron gates. Then something happened.

A pair of lights flared suddenly just beyond the gates and a horn screeched and a motor raced. A car charged at us fast. George straightened out with a flick of the wrist, braked the car and slipped off his right glove, all in one motion.

The car came on, the lights swaying. Damn drunk, George swore over his shoulder.

It could be. Drunks in cars go all kinds of places to drink. It could be. I slid down onto the floor of the car and yanked the Luger from under my arm and reached up to open the catch. I opened the door a little and held it that way, looking over the sill. The headlights hit me in the face and I ducked, then came up again as the beam passed.

The other car jammed to a stop. Its door slammed open and a figure jumped out of it, waving a gun and shouting. I heard the voice and knew.

Reach, you bastards! Frisky screamed at us.

George put his left hand on the wheel and I opened my door a little more. The little man in the street was bouncing up and down and yelling. Out of the small dark car from which he had jumped came no sound except the noise of its motor.

This is a heist! Frisky yelled. Out of there and line up, you sons of bitches!

I kicked my door open and started to get out, the Luger down at my side.

You asked for it! the little man yelled.

I dropped — fast. The gun in his hand belched flame. Somebody must have put a firing pin in it. Glass smashed behind my head. Out of the corner of my eye, which oughtnt to have had any corners at that particular moment, I saw George make a movement as smooth as a ripple of water. I brought the Luger up and started to squeeze the trigger, but a shot crashed beside me — George.

I held my fire. It wasnt needed now.

The dark car lurched forward and started down the hill furiously. It roared into the distance while the little man out in the middle of the pavement was still reeling grotesquely in the light reflected from the walls.

There was something dark on his face that spread. His gun bounded along the concrete. His little legs buckled and he plunged sideways and rolled and then, very suddenly, became still.

George said, Yah! and sniffed at the muzzle of his revolver.

Nice shooting. I got out of the car, stood there looking at the little man — a crumpled nothing. The dirty white of his sneakers gleamed a little in the side glare of the cars lights.

George got out beside me. Why me, brother?

I didnt fire. I was watching that pretty hip draw of yours. It was sweeter than honey.

Thanks, pal. They were after Mister Gerald, of course. I usually ferry him home from the club about this time, full of liquor and bridge losses.

We went over to the little man and looked down at him. He wasnt anything to see. He was just a little man who was dead, with a big slug in his face and blood on him.

Turn some of those damn lights off, I growled. And lets get away from here fast.

The house is just across the street. George sounded as casual as if he had just shot a nickel in a slot machine instead of a man.

The Jeeters are out of this, if you like your job. You ought to know that. Well go back to my place and start all over.

I get it, he snapped, and jumped back into the big car. He cut the foglights and the sidelights and I got in beside him in the front seat.

We straightened out and started up the hill, over the brow. I looked back at the broken window. It was the small one at the extreme back of the car and it wasnt shatterproof. A large piece was gone from it. They could fit that, if they got around to it, and make some evidence. I didnt think it would matter, but it might.

At the crest of the hill a large limousine passed us going down. Its dome light was on and in the interior, as in a lighted showcase, an elderly couple sat stiffly, taking the royal salute. The man was in evening clothes, with a white scarf and a crush hat. The woman was in furs and diamonds.

George passed them casually, gunned the car and we made a fast right turn into a dark street. Theres a couple of good dinners all shot to hell, he drawled, and I bet they dont even report it.

Yeah. Lets get back home and have a drink, I said. I never really got to like killing people.
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We sat with some of Miss Harriet Huntress Scotch in our glasses and looked at each other across the rims. George looked nice with his cap off. His head was clustered over with wavy dark-brown hair and his teeth were very white and clean. He sipped his drink and nibbled a cigarette at the same time. His snappy black eyes had a cool glitter in them.

Yale? I asked.

Dartmouth, if its any of your business.

Everythings my business. Whats a college education worth these days?

Three squares and a uniform, he drawled.

What kind of guy is young Jeeter?

Big blond bruiser, plays a fair game of golf, thinks hes hell with the women, drinks heavy but hasnt sicked up on the rugs so far.

What kind of guy is old Jeeter?

Hed probably give you a dime — if he didnt have a nickel with him.

Tsk, tsk, youre talking about your boss.

George grinned. Hes so tight his head squeaks when he takes his hat off. I always took chances. Maybe thats why Im just somebodys driver. This is good Scotch.

I made another drink, which finished the bottle. I sat down again.

You think those two gunnies were stashed out for Mister Gerald?

Why not? I usually drive him home about that time. Didnt today. He had a bad hangover and didnt go out until late. Youre a dick, you know what its all about, dont you?

Who told you I was a dick?

Nobody but a dick ever asked so goddam many questions.

I shook my head. Uh-uh. Ive asked you just six questions. Your boss has a lot of confidence in you. He must have told you.

The dark man nodded, grinned faintly and sipped. The whole set-up is pretty obvious, he said. When the car started to swing for the turn into the driveway these boys went to work. I dont figure they meant to kill anybody, somehow. It was just a scare. Only that little guy was nuts.

I looked at Georges eyebrows. They were nice black eyebrows, with a gloss on them like horsehair.

It doesnt sound like Marty Estel to pick that sort of helpers.

Sure. Maybe thats why he picked that sort of helpers.

Youre smart. You and I can get along. But shooting that little punk makes it tougher. What will you do about that?

Nothing.

O.K. If they get to you and tie it to your gun, if you still have the gun, which you probably wont, I suppose it will be passed off as an attempted stick-up. Theres just one thing.

What? George finished his second drink, laid the glass aside, lit a fresh cigarette and smiled.

Its pretty hard to tell a car from in front — at night. Even with all those lights. It might have been a visitor.

He shrugged and nodded. But if its a scare, that would do just as well. Because the family would hear about it and the old man would guess whose boys they were — and why.

Hell, you really are smart, I said admiringly, and the phone rang.

It was an English-butler voice, very clipped and precise, and it said that if I was Mr. Philip Marlowe, Mr. Jeeter would like to speak to me. He came on at once, with plenty of frost.

I must say that you take your time about obeying orders, he barked. Or hasnt that chauffeur of mine—

Yeah, he got here, Mr. Jeeter, I said. But we ran into a little trouble. George will tell you.

Young man, when I want something done—

Listen, Mr. Jeeter, Ive had a hard day. Your son punched me on the jaw and I fell and cut my head open. When I staggered back to my apartment, more dead than alive, I was stuck up by a couple of hard guys with guns who told me to lay off the Jeeter case. Im doing my best but Im feeling a little frail, so dont scare me.

Young man—

Listen, I told him earnestly, if you want to call all the plays in this game, you can carry the ball yourself. Or you can save yourself a lot of money and hire an order taker. I have to do things my way. Any cops visit you tonight?

Cops? he echoed in a sour voice. You mean policemen?

By all means — I mean policemen.

And why should I see any policemen? he almost snarled.

There was a stiff in front of your gates half an hour ago. Stiff meaning dead man. Hes quite small. You could sweep him up in a dustpan, if he bothers you.

My God! Are you serious?

Yes. Whats more he took a shot at George and me. He recognized the car. He must have been all set for your son, Mr. Jeeter.

A silence with barbs on it. I thought you said a dead man, Mr. Jeeters voice said very coldly. Now you say he shot at you.

That was while he wasnt dead, I said. George will tell you. George—

You come out here at once! he yelled at me over the phone. At once, do you hear? At once!

George will tell you, I said softly and hung up.

George looked at me coldly. He stood up and put his cap on. O.K., pal, he said. Maybe some day I can put you on to a soft thing. He started for the door.

It had to be that way. Its up to him. Hell have to decide.

Nuts, George said, looking back over his shoulder. Save your breath, shamus. Anything you say to me is just so much noise in the wrong place.

He opened the door, went out, shut it, and I sat there still holding the telephone, with my mouth open and nothing in it but my tongue and a bad taste on that.

I went out to the kitchen and shook the Scotch bottle, but it was still empty. I opened some rye and swallowed a drink and it tasted sour. Something was bothering me. I had a feeling it was going to bother me a lot more before I was through.

They must have missed George by a whisker. I heard the elevator come up again almost as soon as it had stopped going down. Solid steps grew louder along the hallway. A fist hit the door. I went over and opened it.

One was in brown, one in blue, both large, hefty and bored.

The one in brown pushed his hat back on his head with a freckled hand and said: You Philip Marlowe?

Me, I said.

They rode me back into the room without seeming to. The one in blue shut the door. The one in brown palmed a shield and let me catch a glint of the gold and enamel.

Finlayson, Detective Lieutenant working out of Central Homicide, he said. This is Sebold, my partner. Were a couple of swell guys not to get funny with. We hear youre kind of sharp with a gun.

Sebold took his hat off and dusted his salt-and-pepper hair back with the flat of his hand. He drifted noiselessly out to the kitchen.

Finlayson sat down on the edge of a chair and flicked his chin with a thumbnail as square as an ice cube and yellow as a mustard plaster. He was older than Sebold, but not so good-looking. He had the frowsy expression of a veteran cop who hadnt got very far.

I sat down. I said: How do you mean, sharp with a gun?

Shooting people is how I mean.

I lit a cigarette. Sebold came out of the kitchen and went into the dressing room behind the wall bed.

We understand youre a private-license guy, Finlayson said heavily.

Thats right.

Give. He held his hand out. I gave him my wallet. He chewed it over and handed it back. Carry a gun?

I nodded. He held out his hand for it. Sebold came out of the dressing room. Finlayson sniffed at the Luger, snapped the magazine out, cleared the breech and held the gun so that a little light shone up through the magazine opening into the breech end of the barrel. He looked down the muzzle, squinting. He handed the gun to Sebold. Sebold did the same thing.

Dont think so, Sebold said. Clean, but not that clean. Couldnt have been cleaned within the hour. A little dust.

Right.

Finlayson picked the ejected shell off the carpet, pressed it into the magazine and snapped the magazine back in place. He handed me the gun. I put it back under my arm.

Been out anywhere tonight? he asked tersely.

Dont tell me the plot, I said. Im just a bit-player.

Smart guy, Sebold said dispassionately. He dusted his hair again and opened a desk drawer. Funny stuff. Good for a column. I like em that way — with my blackjack.

Finlayson sighed. Been out tonight, shamus?

Sure. In and out all the time. Why?

He ignored the question. Where you been?

Out to dinner. Business call or two.

Where at?

Im sorry, boys. Every business has its private files.

Had company, too, Sebold said, picking up Georges glass and sniffing it. Recent — within the hour.

Youre not that good, I told him sourly.

Had a ride in a big Caddy? Finlayson bored on, taking a deep breath. Over West L. A. direction?

Had a ride in a Chrysler — over Vine Street direction.

Maybe we better just take him down, Sebold said, looking at his fingernails.

Maybe you better skip the gang-buster stuff and tell me whats stuck in your nose. I get along with cops — except when they act as if the law is only for citizens.

Finlayson studied me. Nothing I had said made an impression on him. Nothing Sebold said made any impression on him. He had an idea and he was holding it like a sick baby.

You know a little rat named Frisky Lavon? he sighed. Used to be a dummy-chucker, then found out he could bug his way outa raps. Been doing that for say twelve years. Totes a gun and acts simple. But he quit acting tonight at seven thirty about. Quit cold — with a slug in his head.

Never heard of him, I said.

You bumped anybody off tonight?

Id have to look at my notebook.

Sebold leaned forward politely. Would you care for a smack in the kisser? he inquired.

Finlayson held his hand out sharply. Cut it, Ben. Cut it. Listen, Marlowe. Maybe were going at this wrong. Were not talking about murder. Could have been legitimate. This Frisky Lavon got froze off tonight on Calvello Drive in Bel-Air. Out in the middle of the street. Nobody seen or heard anything. So we kind of want to know.

All right, I growled. What makes it my business? And keep that piano tuner out of my hair. He has a nice suit and his nails are clean, but he bears down on his shield too hard.

Nuts to you, Sebold said.

We got a funny phone call, Finlayson said. Which is where you come in. We aint just throwing our weight around. And we want a forty-five. They aint sure what kind yet.

Hes smart. He threw it under the bar at Levys, Sebold sneered.

I never had a forty-five, I said. A guy who needs that much gun ought to use a pick.

Finlayson scowled at me and counted his thumbs. Then he took a deep breath and suddenly went human on me. Sure, Im just a dumb flatheel, he said. Anybody could pull my ears off and I wouldnt even notice it. Lets all quit horsing around and talk sense.

This Frisky was found dead after a no-name phone call to West L. A. police. Found dead outside a big house belonging to a man named Jeeter who owns a string of investment companies. He wouldnt use a guy like Frisky for a pen-wiper, so theres nothing in that. The servants didnt hear nothing, nor the servants at any of the four houses on the block. Frisky is lying in the street and somebody run over his foot, but what killed him was a forty-five slug smack in his face. West L. A. aint hardly started the routine when some guy calls up Central and says to tell Homicide if they want to know who got Frisky Lavon, ask a private eye named Philip Marlowe, complete with address and everything, then a quick hang-up.

O.K. The guy on the board gives me the dope and I dont know Frisky from a hole in my sock, but I ask Identification and sure enough they have him and just about the time Im looking it over the flash comes from West L. A. and the description seems to check pretty close. So we get together and its the same guy all right and the chief of detectives has us drop around here. So we drop around.

So here you are, I said. Will you have a drink?

Can we search the joint, if we do?

Sure. Its a good lead — that phone call, I mean — if you put in about six months on it.

We already got that idea, Finlayson growled. A hundred guys could have chilled this little wart, and two-three of them maybe could have thought it was a smart rib to pin it on you. Them two-three is what interests us.

I shook my head.

No ideas at all, huh?

Just for wisecracks, Sebold said.

Finlayson lumbered to his feet. Well, we gotta look around.

Maybe we had ought to have brought a search warrant, Sebold said, tickling his upper lip with the end of his tongue.

I dont have to fight this guy, do I? I asked Finlayson. I mean, is it all right if I leave him his gag lines and just keep my temper?

Finlayson looked at the ceiling and said dryly: His wife left him day before yesterday. Hes just trying to compensate, as the fellow says.

Sebold turned white and twisted his knuckles savagely. Then he laughed shortly and got to his feet.

They went at it. Ten minutes of opening and shutting drawers and looking at the backs of shelves and under seat cushions and letting the bed down and peering into the electric refrigerator and the garbage pail fed them up.

They came back and sat down again. Just a nut, Finlayson said wearily. Some guy that picked your name outa the directory maybe. Could be anything.

Now Ill get that drink.

I dont drink, Sebold snarled.

Finlayson crossed his hands on his stomach. That dont mean any liquor gets poured in the flowerpot, son.

I got three drinks and put two of them beside Finlayson. He drank half of one of them and looked at the ceiling. I got another killing, too, he said thoughtfully. A guy in your racket, Marlowe. A fat guy on Sunset. Name of Arbogast. Ever hear of him?

I thought he was a handwriting expert, I said.

Youre talking about police business, Sebold told his partner coldly.

Sure. Police business thats already in the morning paper. This Arbogast was shot three times with a twenty-two. Target gun. You know any crooks that pack that kind of heat?

I held my glass tightly and took a long slow swallow. I hadnt thought Waxnose looked dangerous enough, but you never knew.

I did, I said slowly. A killer named Al Tessilore. But hes in Folsom. He used a Colt Woodsman.

Finlayson finished the first drink, used the second in about the same time, and stood up. Sebold stood up, still mad.

Finlayson opened the door. Come on, Ben. They went out.

I heard their steps along the hall, the clang of the elevator once more. A car started just below in the street and growled off into the night.

Clowns like that dont kill, I said out loud. But it looked as if they did.

I waited fifteen minutes before I went out again. The phone rang while I was waiting, but I didnt answer it.

I drove towards the El Milano and circled around enough to make sure I wasnt followed.
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The lobby hadnt changed any. The blue carpet still tickled my ankles while I ambled over to the desk, the same pale clerk was handing a key to a couple of horse-faced females in tweeds, and when he saw me he put his weight on his left foot again and the door at the end of the desk popped open and out popped the fat and erotic Hawkins, with what looked like the same cigar stub in his face.

He hustled over and gave me a big warm smile this time, took hold of my arm. Just the guy I was hoping to see, he chuckled. Lets us go upstairs a minute.

Whats the matter?

Matter? His smile became broad as the door to a two-car garage. Nothing aint the matter. This way.

He pushed me into the elevator and said Eight in a fat cheerful voice and up we sailed and out we got and slid along the corridor. Hawkins had a hard hand and knew where to hold an arm. I was interested enough to let him get away with it. He pushed the buzzer beside Miss Huntress door and Big Ben chimed inside and the door opened and I was looking at a deadpan in a derby hat and a dinner coat. He had his right hand in the side pocket of the coat, and under the derby a pair of scarred eyebrows and under the eyebrows a pair of eyes that had as much expression as the cap on a gas tank.

The mouth moved enough to say: Yeah?

Company for the boss, Hawkins said expansively.

What company?

Let me play too, I said. Limited Liability Company. Gimme the apple.

Huh? The eyebrows went this way and that and the jaw came out. Nobody aint kiddin anybody, I hope.

Now, now, gents— Hawkins began.

A voice behind the derby-hatted man interrupted him. Whats the matter, Beef?

Hes in a stew, I said.

Listen, mugg—

Now, now, gents— as before.

Aint nothing the matter, Beef said, throwing his voice over his shoulder as if it were a coil of rope. The hotel dick got a guy up here and he says hes company.

Show the company in, Beef. I liked this voice. It was smooth quiet, and you could have cut your name in it with a thirty-pound sledge and a cold chisel.

Lift the dogs, Beef said, and stood to one side.

We went in. I went first, then Hawkins, then Beef wheeled neatly behind us like a door. We went in so close together that we must have looked like a three-decker sandwich.

Miss Huntress was not in the room. The log in the fireplace had almost stopped smoldering. There was still that smell of sandalwood on the air. With it cigarette smoke blended.

A man stood at the end of the davenport, both hands in the pockets of a blue camels hair coat with the collar high to a black snap-brim hat. A loose scarf hung outside his coat. He stood motionless, the cigarette in his mouth lisping smoke. He was tall, black-haired, suave, dangerous. He said nothing.

Hawkins ambled over to him. This is the guy I was telling you about, Mr. Estel, the fat man burbled. Come in earlier today and said he was from you. Kinda fooled me.

Give him a ten, Beef.

The derby hat took its left hand from somewhere and there was a bill in it. It pushed the bill at Hawkins. Hawkins took the bill, blushing.

This aint necessary, Mr. Estel. Thanks a lot just the same.

Scram.

Huh? Hawkins looked shocked.

You heard him, Beef said truculently. Want your fanny out the door first, huh?

Hawkins drew himself up. I gotta protect the tenants. You gentlemen know how it is. A man in a job like this.

Yeah. Scram, Estel said without moving his lips.

Hawkins turned and went out quickly, softly. The door clicked gently shut behind him. Beef looked back at it, then moved behind me.

See if hes rodded, Beef.

The derby hat saw if I was rodded. He took the Luger and went away from me. Estel looked casually at the Luger, back at me. His eyes held an expression of indifferent dislike.

Names Philip Marlowe, eh? A private dick.

So what? I said.

Somebodys goin to get somebodys face pushed into somebodys floor, Beef said coldly.

Aw, keep that crap for the boiler room, I told him. Im sick of hard guys for this evening. I said so what, and so what is what I said.

Marty Estel looked mildly amused. Hell, keep your shirt in. Ive got to look after my friends, dont I? You know who I am. O.K., I know what you talked to Miss Huntress about. And I know something about you that you dont know I know.

All right, I said. This fat slob Hawkins collected ten from me for letting me up here this afternoon — knowing perfectly well who I was — and he has just collected ten from your iron man for slipping me the nasty. Give me back my gun and tell me what makes my business your business.

Plenty. First off, Harriets not home. Were waiting for her on account of a thing that happened. I cant wait any longer. Got to go to work at the club. So what did you come after this time?

Looking for the Jeeter boy. Somebody shot at his car tonight. From now on he needs somebody to walk behind him.

You think I play games like that? Estel asked me coldly.

I walked over to a cabinet and opened it and found a bottle of Scotch. I twisted the cap off, lifted a glass from the tabouret and poured some out. I tasted it. It tasted all right.

I looked around for ice, but there wasnt any. It had all melted long since in the bucket.

I asked you a question, Estel said gravely.

I heard it. Im making my mind up. The answer is, I wouldnt have thought it — no. But it happened. I was there. I was in the car — instead of young Jeeter. His father had sent for me to come to the house to talk things over.

What things?

I didnt bother to look surprised. You hold fifty grand of the boys paper. That looks bad for you, if anything happens to him.

I dont figure it that way. Because that way I would lose my dough. The old man wont pay — granted. But I wait a couple of years and I collect from the kid. He gets his estate out of trust when hes twenty-eight. Right now he gets a grand a month and he cant even will anything, because its still in trust. Savvy?

So you wouldnt knock him off, I said, using my Scotch. But you might throw a scare into him.

Estel frowned. He discarded his cigarette into a tray and watched it smoke a moment before he picked it up again and snubbed it out. He shook his head.

If youre going to bodyguard him, it would almost pay me to stand part of your salary, wouldnt it? Almost. A man in my racket cant take care of everything. Hes of age and its his business who he runs around with. For instance, women. Any reason why a nice girl shouldnt cut herself a piece of five million bucks?

I said: I think its a swell idea. What was it you knew about me that I didnt know you knew?

He smiled, faintly. What was it you were waiting to tell Miss Huntress — the thing that happened?

He smiled faintly again.

Listen, Marlowe, there are lots of ways to play any game. I play mine on the house percentage, because thats all I need to win. What makes me get tough?

I rolled a fresh cigarette around in my fingers and tried to roll it around my glass with two fingers. Who said you were tough? I always heard the nicest things about you.

Marty Estel nodded and looked faintly amused. I have sources of information, he said quietly. When I have fifty grand invested in a guy, Im apt to find out a little about him. Jeeter hired a man named Arbogast to do a little work. Arbogast was killed in his office today — with a twenty-two. That could have nothing to do with Jeeters business. But there was a tail on you when you went there and you didnt give it to the law. Does that make you and me friends?

I licked the edge of my glass, nodded. It seems it does.

From now on just forget about bothering Harriet, see?

O.K.

So we understand each other real good, now.

Yeah.

Well, Ill be going. Give the guy back his Luger, Beef.

The derby hat came over and smacked my gun into my hand hard enough to break a bone.

Staying? Estel asked, moving towards the door.

I guess Ill wait a little while. Until Hawkins comes up to touch me for another ten.

Estel grinned. Beef walked in front of him wooden-faced to the door and opened it. Estel went out. The door closed. The room was silent. I sniffed at the dying perfume of sandalwood and stood motionless, looking around.

Somebody was nuts. I was nuts. Everybody was nuts. None of it fitted together worth a nickel. Marty Estel, as he said, had no good motive for murdering anybody, because that would be the surest way to kill chances to collect his money. Even if he had a motive for murdering anybody, Waxnose and Frisky didnt seem like the team he would select for the job. I was in bad with the police, I had spent ten dollars of my twenty expense money, and I didnt have enough leverage anywhere to lift a dime off a cigar counter.

I finished my drink, put the glass down, walked up and down the room, smoked a third cigarette, looked at my watch, shrugged and felt disgusted. The inner doors of the suite were closed. I went across to the one out of which young Jeeter must have sneaked that afternoon. Opening it I looked into a bedroom done in ivory and ashes of roses. There was a big double bed with no footboard, covered with figured brocade. Toilet articles glistened on a built-in dressing table with a panel light. The light was lit. A small lamp on a table beside the door was lit also. A door near the dressing table showed the cool green of bathroom tiles.

I went over and looked in there. Chromium, a glass stall shower, monogrammed towels on a rack, a glass shelf for perfume and bath salts at the foot of the tub, everything nice and refined. Miss Huntress did herself well. I hoped she was paying her own rent. It didnt make any difference to me — I just liked it that way.

I went back towards the living room, stopped in the doorway to take another pleasant look around, and noticed something I ought to have noticed the instant I stepped into the room. I noticed the sharp tang of cordite on the air, almost, but not quite gone. And then I noticed something else.

The bed had been moved over until its head overlapped the edge of a closet door which was not quite closed. The weight of the bed was holding it from opening. I went over there to find out why it wanted to open. I went slowly and about halfway there I noticed that I was holding a gun in my hand.

I leaned against the closet door. It didnt move. I threw more weight against it. It still didnt move. Braced against it I pushed the bed away with my foot, gave ground slowly.

A weight pushed against me hard. I had gone back a foot or so before anything else happened. Then it happened suddenly. He came out — sideways, in a sort of roll. I put some more weight back on the door and held him like that a moment, looking at him.

He was still big, still blond, still dressed in rough sporty material, with scarf and open-necked shirt. But his face wasnt red any more.

I gave ground again and he rolled down the back of the door, turning a little like a swimmer in the surf, thumped the floor and lay there, almost on his back, still looking at me. Light from the bedside lamp glittered on his head. There was a scorched and soggy stain on the rough coat — about where his heart would be. So he wouldnt get that five million after all. And nobody would get anything and Marty Estel wouldnt get his fifty grand. Because young Mister Gerald was dead.

I looked back into the closet where he had been. Its door hung wide open now. There were clothes on racks, feminine clothes, nice clothes. He had been backed in among them, probably with his hands in the air and a gun against his chest. And then he had been shot dead, and whoever did it hadnt been quite quick enough or quite strong enough to get the door shut. Or had been scared and had just yanked the bed over against the door and left it that way.

Something glittered down on the floor. I picked it up. A small automatic, .25 caliber, a womans purse gun with a beautifully engraved butt inlaid with silver and ivory. I put the gun in my pocket. That seemed a funny thing to do, too.

I didnt touch him. He was as dead as John D. Arbogast and looked a whole lot deader. I left the door open and listened, walked quickly back across the room and into the living room and shut the bedroom door, smearing the knob as I did it.

A lock was being tinkled at with a key. Hawkins was back again, to see what delayed me. He was letting himself in with his passkey.

I was pouring a drink when he came in.

He came well into the room, stopped with his feet planted and surveyed me coldly.

I seen Estel and his boy leave, he said. I didnt see you leave. So I come up. I gotta—

You gotta protect the guests, I said.

Yeah. I gotta protect the guests. You cant stay up here, pal. Not without the lady of the house home.

But Marty Estel and his hard boy can.

He came a little closer to me. He had a mean look in his eye. He had always had it, probably, but I noticed it more now.

You dont want to make nothing of that, do you? he asked me.

No. Every man to his own chisel. Have a drink.

That aint your liquor.

Miss Huntress gave me a bottle. Were pals. Marty Estel and I are pals. Everybody is pals. Dont you want to be pals?

You aint trying to kid me, are you?

Have a drink and forget it.

I found a glass and poured him one. He took it.

Its the job if anybody smells it on me, he said.

Uh-huh.

He drank slowly, rolling it around on his tongue. Good Scotch.

Wont be the first time you tasted it, will it?

He started to get hard again, then relaxed. Hell, I guess youre just a kidder. He finished the drink, put the glass down, patted his lips with a large and very crumpled handkerchief and sighed.

O.K., he said. But well have to leave now.

All set. I guess she wont be home for a while. You see them go out?

Her and the boy friend. Yeah, long time ago.

I nodded. We went towards the door and Hawkins saw me out. He saw me downstairs and off the premises. But he didnt see what was in Miss Huntress bedroom. I wondered if he would go back up. If he did, the Scotch bottle would probably stop him.

I got into my car and drove off home — to talk to Anna Halsey on the phone. There wasnt any case any more — for us. I parked close to the curb this time. I wasnt feeling gay any more. I rode up in the elevator and unlocked the door and clicked the light on.

Waxnose sat in my best chair, an unlit hand-rolled brown cigarette between his fingers, his bony knees crossed, and his long Woodsman resting solidly on his leg. He was smiling. It wasnt the nicest smile I ever saw.

Hi, pal, he drawled. You still aint had that door fixed. Kind of shut it, huh? His voice, for all the drawl, was deadly.

I shut the door, stood looking across the room at him.

So you killed my pal, he said.

He stood up slowly, came across the room slowly and leaned the .22 against my throat. His smiling thin-lipped mouth seemed as expressionless, for all its smile, as his wax-white nose. He reached quietly under my coat and took the Luger. I might as well leave it home from now on. Everybody in town seemed to be able to take it away from me.

He stepped back across the room and sat down again in the chair.

Steady does it, he said almost gently. Park the body, friend. No false moves. No moves at all. You and me are at the jumping-off place. The clocks tickin and were waiting to go.

I sat down and stared at him. A curious bird. I moistened my dry lips. You told me his gun had no firing pin, I said.

Yeah. He fooled me on that, the little so-and-so. And I told you to lay off the Jeeter kid. Thats cold now. Its Frisky Im thinking about. Crazy, aint it? Me bothering about a dimwit like that, packin him around with me, and letting him get hisself bumped off. He sighed and added simply, He was my kid brother.

I didnt kill him, I said.

He smiled a little more. He had never stopped smiling. The corners of his mouth just tucked in a little deeper.

Yeah?

He slid the safety catch off the Luger, laid it carefully on the arm of the chair at his right, and reached into his pocket. What he brought out made me as cold as an ice bucket.

It was a metal tube, dark and rough-looking, about four inches long and drilled with a lot of small holes. He held his Woodsman in his left hand and began to screw the tube casually on the end of it.

Silencer, he said. Theyre the bunk, I guess you smart guys think. This one aint the bunk — not for three shots. I oughta know. I made it myself.

I moistened my lips again. Itll work for one shot, I said. Then it jams your action. That one looks like cast-iron. It will probably blow your hand off.

He smiled his waxy smile, screwed it on, slowly, lovingly, gave it a last hard turn and sat back relaxed. Not this baby. Shes packed with steel wool and thats good for three shots, like I said. Then you got to repack it. And there aint enough back pressure to jam the action on this gun. You feel good? Id like you to feel good.

I feel swell, you sadistic son of a bitch, I said.

Im having you lie down on the bed after a while. You wont feel nothing. Im kind of fussy about my killings. Frisky didnt feel nothing, I guess. You got him neat.

You dont see good, I sneered. The chauffeur got him with a Smith & Wesson forty-four. I didnt even fire.

Uh-huh.

O.K., you dont believe me, I said. What did you kill Arbogast for? There was nothing fussy about that killing. He was just shot at his desk, three times with a twenty-two and he fell down on the floor. What did he ever do to your filthy little brother?

He jerked the gun up, but his smile held. You got guts, he said. Who is this here Arbogast?

I told him. I told him slowly and carefully, in detail. I told him a lot of things. And he began in some vague way to look worried. His eyes flickered at me, away, back again, restlessly, like a hummingbird.

I dont know any party named Arbogast, pal, he said slowly. Never heard of him. And I aint shot any fat guys today.

You killed him, I said. And you killed young Jeeter — in the girls apartment at the El Milano. Hes lying there dead right now. Youre working for Marty Estel. Hes going to be awfully damn sorry about that kill. Go ahead and make it three in a row.

His face froze. The smile went away at last. His whole face looked waxy now. He opened his mouth and breathed through it, and his breath made a restless worrying sound. I could see the faint glitter of sweat on his forehead, and I could feel the cold from the evaporation of sweat on mine.

Waxnose said very gently: I aint killed anybody at all, friend. Not anybody. I wasnt hired to kill people. Until Frisky stopped that slug I didnt have no such ideas. Thats straight.

I tried not to stare at the metal tube on the end of the Woodsman.

A flame flickered at the back of his eyes, a small, weak, smoky flame. It seemed to grow larger and clearer. He looked down at the floor between his feet. I looked around at the light switch, but it was too far away. He looked up again. Very slowly he began to unscrew the silencer. He had it loose in his hand. He dropped it back into his pocket, stood up, holding the two guns, one in each hand. Then he had another idea. He sat down again, took all the shells out of the Luger quickly and threw it on the floor after them.

He came towards me softly across the room. I guess this is your lucky day, he said. I got to go a place and see a guy.

I knew all along it was my lucky day. Ive been feeling so good.

He moved delicately around me to the door and opened it a foot and started through the narrow opening, smiling again.

I gotta see a guy, he said very gently, and his tongue moved along his lips.

Not yet, I said, and jumped.

His gun hand was at the edge of the door, almost beyond the edge. I hit the door hard and he couldnt bring it in quickly enough. He couldnt get out of the way. I pinned him in the doorway, and used all the strength I had. It was a crazy thing. He had given me a break and all I had to do was to stand still and let him go. But I had a guy to see too — and I wanted to see him first.

Waxnose leered at me. He grunted. He fought with his hand beyond the door edge. I shifted and hit his jaw with all I had. It was enough. He went limp. I hit him again. His head bounced against the wood. I heard a light thud beyond the door edge. I hit him a third time. I never bit anything any harder.

I took my weight back from the door then and he slid towards me, blank-eyed, rubber-kneed and I caught him and twisted his empty hands behind him and let him fall. I stood over him panting. I went to the door. His Woodsman lay almost on the sill. I picked it up, dropped it into my pocket — not the pocket that held Miss Huntress gun. He hadnt even found that.

There he lay on the floor. He was thin, he had no weight, but I panted just the same. In a little while his eyes flickered open and looked up at me.

Greedy guy, he whispered wearily. Why did I ever leave Saint Looey?

I snapped handcuffs on his wrists and pulled him by the shoulders into the dressing room and tied his ankles with a piece of rope. I left him laying on his back, a little sideways, his nose as white as ever, his eyes empty now, his lips moving a little as if he were talking to himself. A funny lad, not all bad, but not so pure I had to weep over him either.

I put my Luger together and left with my three guns. There was nobody outside the apartment house.
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The Jeeter mansion was on a nine- or ten-acre knoll, a big colonial pile with fat white columns and dormer windows and magnolias and a four-car garage. There was a circular parking space at the top of the driveway with two cars parked in it — one was the big dreadnaught in which Id ridden and the other a canary-yellow sports convertible I had seen before.

I rang a bell the size of a silver dollar. The door opened and a tall narrow cold-eyed bird in dark clothes looked out at me.

Mr. Jeeter home? Mr. Jeeter, Senior?

May I arsk who is calling? The accent was a little too thick, like cut Scotch.

Philip Marlowe. Im working for him. Maybe I had ought to of gone to the servants entrance.

He hitched a finger at a wing collar and looked at me without pleasure. Aw, possibly. You may step in. I shall inform Mr. Jeeter. I believe he is engaged at the moment. Kindly wait ere in the all.

The act stinks, I said. English butlers arent dropping their hs this year.

Smart guy, huh? he snarled, in a voice from not any farther across the Atlantic than Hoboken. Wait here. He slid away.

I sat down in a carved chair and felt thirsty. After a while the butler came cat-footing back along the hall and jerked his chin at me unpleasantly.

We went along a mile of hallway. At the end it broadened without any doors into a huge sunroom. On the far side of the sunroom the butler opened a wide door and I stepped past him into an oval room with a black-and-silver oval rug, a black marble table in the middle of the rug, stiff high-backed carved chairs against the walls, a huge oval mirror with a rounded surface that made me look like a pygmy with water on the brain, and in the room three people.

By the door opposite where I came in, George the chauffeur stood stiffly in his neat dark uniform, with his peaked cap in his hand. In the least uncomfortable of the chairs sat Miss Harriet Huntress holding a glass in which there was half a drink. And around the silver margin of the oval rug, Mr. Jeeter, Senior, was trying his legs out in a brisk canter, still under wraps, but mad inside. His face was red and the veins on his nose were distended. His hands were in the pockets of a velvet smoking jacket. He wore a pleated shirt with a black pearl in the bosom, a batwing black tie and one of his patent-leather oxfords was unlaced.

He whirled and yelled at the butler behind me: Get out and keep those doors shut! And Im not at home to anybody, understand? Nobody!

The butler closed the doors. Presumably, he went away. I didnt hear him go.

George gave me a cool one-sided smile and Miss Huntress gave me a bland stare over her glass. You made a nice comeback, she said demurely.

You took a chance leaving me alone in your apartment, I told her. I might have sneaked some of your perfume.

Well, what do you want? Jeeter yelled at me. A nice sort of detective you turned out to be. I put you on a confidential job and you walk right in on Miss Huntress and explain the whole thing to her.

It worked, didnt it?

He stared. They all stared. How do you know that? he barked.

I know a nice girl when I see one. Shes here telling you she had an idea she got not to like, and for you to quit worrying about it. Wheres Mister Gerald?

Old man Jeeter stopped and gave me a hard level stare. I still regard you as incompetent, he said. My son is missing.

Im not working for you. Im working for Anna Halsey. Any complaints you have to make should be addressed to her, Do I pour my own drink or do you have a flunky in a purple suit to do it? And what do you mean, your son is missing?

Should I give him the heave, sir? George asked quietly.

Jeeter waved his hand at a decanter and siphon and glasses on the black marble table and started around the rug again. Dont be silly, he snapped at George.

George flushed a little, high on his cheekbones. His mouth looked tough.

I mixed myself a drink and sat down with it and tasted it and asked again: What do you mean your son is missing, Mr. Jeeter?

Im paying you good money, he started to yell at me, still mad.

When?

He stopped dead in his canter and looked at me again. Miss Huntress laughed lightly. George scowled.

What do you suppose I mean — my son is missing? he snapped. I should have thought that would be clear enough even to you. Nobody knows where he is. Miss Huntress doesnt know. I dont know. No one at any of the places where he might be known.

But Im smarter than they are, I said. I know.

Nobody moved for a long minute. Jeeter stared at me fish-eyed. George stared at me. The girl stared at me. She looked puzzled. The other two just stared.

I looked at her. Where did you go when you went out, if youre telling?

Her dark blue eyes were water-clear. Theres no secret about it. We went out together — in a taxi. Gerald had had his driving license suspended for a month. Too many tickets. We went down towards the beach and I had a change of heart, as you guessed. I decided I was just being a chiseler after all. I didnt want Geralds money really. What I wanted was revenge. On Mr. Jeeter here for ruining my father. Done all legally of course, but done just the same. But I got myself in a spot where I couldnt have my revenge and not look like a cheap chiseler. So I told Gerald to find some other girl to play with. He was sore and we quarreled. I stopped the taxi and got out in Beverly Hills. He went on. I dont know where. Later I went back to the El Milano and got my car out of the garage and came here. To tell Mr. Jeeter to forget the whole thing and not bother to sick sleuths on to me.

You say you went with him in a taxi, I said. Why wasnt George driving him, if he couldnt drive himself?

I stared at her, but I wasnt talking to her. Jeeter answered me, frostily. George drove me home from the office, of course. At that time Gerald had already gone out. Is there anything important about that?

I turned to him. Yeah. Theres going to be. Mister Gerald is at the El Milano. Hawkins the house dick told me. He went back there to wait for Miss Huntress and Hawkins let him into her apartment. Hawkins will do you those little favors — for ten bucks. He may be there still and he may not.

I kept on watching them. It was hard to watch all three of them. But they didnt move. They just looked at me.

Well — Im glad to hear it, old man Jeeter said. I was afraid he was off somewhere getting drunk.

No. Hes not off anywhere getting drunk, I said. By the way, among these places you called to see if he was there, you didnt call the El Milano?

George nodded. Yes, I did. They said he wasnt there. Looks like this house peeper tipped the phone girl off not to say anything.

He wouldnt have to do that. Shed just ring the apartment and he wouldnt answer — naturally. I watched old man Jeeter hard then, with a lot of interest. It was going to be hard for him to take that up, but he was going to have to do it.

He did. He licked his lips first. Why — naturally, if I may ask? he said coldly.

I put my glass down on the marble table and stood against the wall, with my hands hanging free. I still tried to watch them — all three of them.

Lets go back over this thing a little, I said. Were all wise to the situation. I know George is, although he shouldnt be, being just a servant. I know Miss Huntress is. And of course you are, Mr. Jeeter. So lets see what we have got. We have a lot of things that dont add up, but Im smart. Im going to add them up anyhow. First-off a handful of photostats of notes from Marty Estel. Gerald denies having given these and Mr. Jeeter wont pay them, but he has a handwriting man named Arbogast check the signatures, to see if they look genuine. They do. They are. This Arbogast may have done other things. I dont know. I couldnt ask him. When I went to see him, he was dead — shot three times — as Ive since heard — with a twenty-two. No, I didnt tell the police, Mr. Jeeter.

The tall silver-haired man looked horribly shocked. His lean body shook like a bullrush. Dead? he whispered. Murdered?

I looked at George. George didnt move a muscle. I looked at the girl. She sat quietly, waiting, tight-lipped.

I said: Theres only one reason to suppose his killing had anything to do with Mr. Jeeters affairs. He was shot with a twenty-two — and there is a man in this case who wears a twenty-two.

I still had their attention. And their silence.

Why he was shot I havent the faintest idea. He was not a dangerous man to Miss Huntress or Marty Estel. He was too fat to get around much. My guess is he was a little too smart. He got a simple case of signature identification and he went on from there to find out more than he should. And after he had found out more than he should — he guessed more than he ought — and maybe he even tried a little blackmail. And somebody rubbed him out this afternoon with a twenty-two. O.K., I can stand it. I never knew him.

So I went over to see Miss Huntress and after a lot of finagling around with this itchy-handed house dick I got to see her and we had a chat, and then Mister Gerald stepped neatly out of hiding and bopped me a nice one on the chin and over I went and hit my head on a chair leg. And when I came out of that the joint was empty. So I went on home.

And home I found the man with the twenty-two and with him a dimwit called Frisky Lavon, with a bad breath and a very large gun, neither of which matters now as he was shot dead in front of your house tonight, Mr. Jeeter — shot trying to stick up your car. The cops know about that one — they came to see me about it — because the other guy, the one that packs the twenty-two, is the little dimwits brother and he thought I shot Dimwit and tried to put the bee on me. But it didnt work. Thats two killings.

We now come to the third and most important. I went back to the El Milano because it no longer seemed a good idea for Mister Gerald to be running around casually. He seemed to have a few enemies. It even seemed that he was supposed to be in the car this evening when Frisky Lavon shot at it — but of course that was just a plant.

Old Jeeter drew his white eyebrows together in an expression of puzzlement. George didnt look puzzled. He didnt look anything. He was as wooden-faced as a cigar-store Indian. The girl looked a little white now, a little tense. I plowed on.

Back at the El Milano I found that Hawkins had let Marty Estel and his bodyguard into Miss Huntress apartment to wait for her. Marty had something to tell her — that Arbogast had been killed. That made it a good idea for her to lay off young Jeeter for a while — until the cops quieted down anyhow. A thoughtful guy, Marty. A much more thoughtful guy than you would suppose. For instance, he knew about Arbogast and he knew Mr. Jeeter went to Anna Halseys office this morning and he knew somehow — Anna might have told him herself, I wouldnt put it past her — that I was working on the case now. So he had me tailed to Arbogasts place and away, and he found out later from his cop friends that Arbogast had been murdered, and he knew I hadnt given it out. So he had me there and that made us pals. He went away after telling me this and once more I was left alone in Miss Huntress apartment. But this time for no reason at all I poked around. And I found young Mister Gerald, in the bedroom, in a closet.

I stepped quickly over to the girl and reached into my pocket and took out the small fancy .25 automatic and laid it down on her knee.

Ever see this before?

Her voice had a curious tight sound, but her dark blue eyes looked at me levelly.

Yes. Its mine.

You kept it where?

In the drawer of a small table beside the bed.

Sure about that?

She thought. Neither of the two men stirred.

George began to twitch the corner of his mouth. She shook her head suddenly, sideways.

No. I have an idea now I took it out to show somebody — because I dont know much about guns — and left it lying on the mantel in the living room. In fact, Im almost sure I did. It was Gerald I showed it to.

So he might have reached for it there, if anybody tried to make a wrong play at him?

She nodded, troubled. What do you mean — hes in the closet? she asked in a small quick voice.

You know. Everybody in this room knows what I mean. They know that I showed you that gun for a purpose. I stepped away from her and faced George and his boss. Hes dead, of course. Shot through the heart — probably with this gun. It was left there with him. Thats why it would be left.

The old man took a step and stopped and braced himself against the table. I wasnt sure whether he had turned white or whether he had been white already. He stared stonily at the girl. He said very slowly, between his teeth: You damned murderess!

Couldnt it have been suicide? I sneered.

He turned his head enough to look at me. I could see that the idea interested him. He half nodded.

No, I said. It couldnt have been suicide.

He didnt like that so well. His face congested with blood and the veins on his nose thickened. The girl touched the gun lying on her knee, then put her hand loosely around the butt. I saw her thumb slide very gently towards the safety catch. She didnt know much about guns, but she knew that much.

It couldnt be suicide, I said again, very slowly. As an isolated event — maybe. But not with all the other stuff thats been happening. Arbogast, the stick-up down on Calvello Drive outside this house, the thugs planted in my apartment, the job with the twenty-two.

I reached into my pocket again and pulled out Waxnoses Woodsman. I held it carelessly on the flat of my left hand. And curiously enough, I dont think it was this twenty-two — although this happens to be the gunmans twenty-two. Yeah, I have the gunman, too. Hes tied up in my apartment. He came back to knock me off, but I talked him out of it. Im a swell talker.

Except that you overdo it, the girl said coolly, and lifted the gun a little.

Its obvious who killed him, Miss Huntress, I said. Its simply a matter of motive and opportunity. Marty Estel didnt, and didnt have it done. That would spoil his chances to get his fifty grand. Frisky Lavons pal didnt, regardless of who he was working for, and I dont think he was working for Marty Estel. He couldnt have got into the El Milano to do the job, and certainly not into Miss Huntress apartment. Whoever did it had something to gain by it and an opportunity to get to the place where it was done. Well, who had something to gain? Gerald had five million coming to him in two years out of a trust fund. He couldnt will it until he got it. So if he died, his natural heir got it. Whos his natural heir? Youd be surprised. Did you know that in the state of California and some others, but not in all, a man can by his own act become a natural heir? Just by adopting somebody who has money and no heirs!

George moved then. His movement was once more as smooth as a ripple of water. The Smith & Wesson gleamed dully in his hand, but he didnt fire it. The small automatic in the girls hand cracked. Blood spurted from Georges brown hard hand. The Smith & Wesson dropped to the floor. He cursed. She didnt know much about guns — not very much.

Of course! she said grimly. George could get into the apartment without any trouble, if Gerald was there. He would go in through the garage, a chauffeur in uniform, ride up in the elevator and knock at the door. And when Gerald opened it, George would back him in with that Smith & Wesson. But how did he know Gerald was there?

I said: He must have followed your taxi. We dont know where he has been all evening since he left me. He had a car with him. The cops will find out. How much was in it for you, George?

George held his right wrist with his left hand, held it tightly, and his face was twisted, savage. He said nothing.

George would back him in with the Smith & Wesson, the girl said wearily. Then he would see my gun on the mantelpiece. That would be better. He would use that. He would back Gerald into the bedroom, away from the corridor, into the closet, and there, quietly, calmly, he would kill him and drop the gun on the floor.

George killed Arbogast, too. He killed him with a twenty-two because he knew that Frisky Lavons brother had a twenty-two, and he knew that because he had hired Frisky and his brother to put over a big scare on Gerald — so that when he was murdered it would look as if Marty Estel had had it done. That was why I was brought out here tonight in the Jeeter car — so that the two thugs who had been warned and planted could pull their act and maybe knock me off, if I got too tough. Only George likes to kill people. He made a neat shot at Frisky. He hit him in the face. It was so good a shot I think he meant it to be a miss. How about it, George?

Silence.

I looked at old Jeeter at last. I had been expecting him to pull a gun himself, but he hadnt. He just stood there, openmouthed, appalled, leaning against the black marble table, shaking.

My God! he whispered. My God!

You dont have one — except money.

A door squeaked behind me. I whirled, but I neednt have bothered. A hard voice, about as English as Amos and Andy, said: Put em up, bud.

The butler, the very English butler, stood there in the doorway, a gun in his hand, tight-lipped. The girl turned her wrist and shot him just kind of casually, in the shoulder or something. He squealed like a stuck pig.

Go away, youre intruding, she said coldly.

He ran. We heard his steps running.

Hes going to fall, she said.

I was wearing my Luger in my right hand now, a little late in the season, as usual. I came around with it. Old man Jeeter was holding on to the table, his face gray as a paving block. His knees were giving. George stood cynically, holding a handkerchief around his bleeding wrist, watching him.

Let him fall, I said. Down is where he belongs.

He fell. His head twisted. His mouth went slack. He hit the carpet on his side and rolled a little and his knees came up. His mouth drooled a little. His skin turned violet.

Go call the law, angel, I said. Ill watch them now.

All right, she said standing up. But you certainly need a lot of help in your private-detecting business, Mr. Marlowe.
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I had been in there for a solid hour, alone. There was the scarred desk in the middle, another against the wall, a brass spittoon on a mat, a police loudspeaker box on the wall, three squashed flies, a smell of cold cigars and old clothes. There were two hard armchairs with felt pads and two hard straight chairs without pads. The electric-light fixture had been dusted about Coolidges first term.

The door opened with a jerk and Finlayson and Sebold came in. Sebold looked as spruce and nasty as ever, but Finlayson looked older, more worn, mousier. He held a sheaf of papers in his hand. He sat down across the desk from me and gave me a hard bleak stare.

Guys like you get in a lot of trouble, Finlayson said sourly. Sebold sat down against the wall and tilted his hat over his eyes and yawned and looked at his new stainless-steel wrist watch.

Trouble is my business, I said. How else would I make a nickel?

We oughta throw you in the can for all this cover-up stuff. How much you making on this one?

I was working for Anna Halsey who was working for old man Jeeter. I guess I made a bad debt.

Sebold smiled his blackjack smile at me. Finlayson lit a cigar and licked at a tear on the side of it and pasted it down, but it leaked smoke just the same when he drew on it. He pushed papers across the desk at me.

Sign three copies.

I signed three copies.

He took them back, yawned and rumpled his old gray head. The old mans had a stroke, he said. No dice there. Probably wont know what time it is when he comes out. This George Hasterman, this chauffeur guy, he just laughs at us. Too bad he got pinked. Id like to wrastle him a bit.

Hes tough, I said.

Yeah. O.K., you can beat it for now.

I got up and nodded to them and went to the door. Well, good night, boys.

Neither of them spoke to me.

I went out, along the corridor and down in the night elevator to the City Hall lobby. I went out the Spring Street side and down the long flight of empty steps and the wind blew cold. I lit a cigarette at the bottom. My car was still out at the Jeeter place. I lifted a foot to start walking to a taxi half a block down across the street. A voice spoke sharply from a parked car.

Come here a minute.

It was a mans voice, tight, hard. It was Marty Estels voice. It came from a big sedan with two men in the front seat. I went over there. The rear window was down and Marty Estel leaned a gloved hand on it.

Get in. He pushed the door open. I got in. I was too tired to argue. Take it away, Skin.

The car drove west through dark, almost quiet streets, almost clean streets. The night air was not pure but it was cool. We went up over a hill and began to pick up speed.

What they get? Estel asked coolly.

They didnt tell me. They didnt break the chauffeur yet.

You cant convict a couple million bucks of murder in this mans town. The driver called Skin laughed without turning his head. Maybe I dont even touch my fifty grand now…she likes you.

Uh-huh. So what?

Lay off her.

What will it get me?

Its what itll get you if you dont.

Yeah, sure, I said. Go to hell, will you please. Im tired. I shut my eyes and leaned in the corner of the car and just like that went to sleep. I can do that sometimes, after a strain.

A hand shaking my shoulder woke me. The car had stopped. I looked out at the front of my apartment house.

Home, Marty Estel said. And remember. Lay off her.

Why the ride home? Just to tell me that?

She asked me to look out for you. Thats why youre loose. She likes you. I like her. See? You dont want any more trouble.

Trouble— I started to say, and stopped. I was tired of that gag for that night. Thanks for the ride, and apart from that, nuts to you. I turned away and went into the apartment house and up.

The door lock was still loose but nobody waited for me this time. They had taken Waxnose away long since. I left the door open and threw the windows up and I was still sniffing at policemens cigar butts when the phone rang. It was her voice, cool, a little hard, not touched by anything, almost amused. Well, shed been through enough to make her that way, probably.

Hello, brown-eyes. Make it home all right?

Your pal Marty brought me home. He told me to lay off you. Thanks with all my heart, if I have any, but dont call me up any more.

A little scared, Mr. Marlowe?

No. Wait for me to call you, I said. Good night, angel.

Good night, brown-eyes.

The phone clicked. I put it away and shut the door and pulled the bed down. I undressed and lay on it for a while in the cold air.

Then I got up and had a drink and a shower and went to sleep.

They broke George at last, but not enough. He said there had been a fight over the girl and young Jeeter had grabbed the gun off the mantel and George had fought with him and it had gone off. All of which, of course, looked possible — in the papers. They never pinned the Arbogast killing on him or on anybody. They never found the gun that did it, but it was not Waxnoses gun. Waxnose disappeared — I never heard where. They didnt touch old man Jeeter, because he never came out of his stroke, except to lie on his back and have nurses and tell people how he hadnt lost a nickel in the depression.

Marty Estel called me up four times to tell me to lay off Harriet Huntress. I felt kind of sorry for the poor guy. He had it bad. I went out with her twice and sat with her twice more at home, drinking her Scotch. It was nice, but I didnt have the money, the clothes, the time or the manners. Then she stopped being at the El Milano and I heard she had gone to New York.

I was glad when she left — even though she didnt bother to tell me goodbye.


ILL BE WAITING

First published in Saturday Evening Post, October 1939
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AT ONE OCLOCK in the morning, Carl, the night porter, turned down the last of three table lamps in the main lobby of the Windermere Hotel. The blue carpet darkened a shade or two and the walls drew back into remoteness. The chairs filled with shadowy loungers. In the corners were memories like cobwebs.

Tony Reseck yawned. He put his head on one side and listened to the frail, twittery music from the radio room beyond a dim arch at the far side of the lobby. He frowned. That should be his radio room after one A.M. Nobody should be in it. That red-haired girl was spoiling his nights.

The frown passed and a miniature of a smile quirked at the corners of his lips. He sat relaxed, a short, pale, paunchy, middle-aged man with long, delicate fingers clasped on the elks tooth on his watch chain; the long delicate fingers of a sleight-of-hand artist, fingers with shiny, molded nails and tapering first joints, fingers a little spatulate at the ends. Handsome fingers. Tony Reseck rubbed them gently together and there was peace in his quiet sea-gray eyes.

The frown came back on his face. The music annoyed him. He got up with a curious litheness, all in one piece, without moving his clasped hands from the watch chain. At one moment he was leaning back relaxed, and the next he was standing balanced on his feet, perfectly still, so that the movement of rising seemed to be a thing perfectly perceived, an error of vision.

He walked with small, polished shoes delicately across the blue carpet and under the arch. The music was louder. It contained the hot, acid blare, the frenetic, jittering runs of a jam session. It was too loud. The red-haired girl sat there and stared silently at the fretted part of the big radio cabinet as though she could see the band with its fixed professional grin and the sweat running down its back. She was curled up with her feet under her on a davenport which seemed to contain most of the cushions in the room. She was tucked among them carefully, like a corsage in the florists tissue paper.

She didnt turn her head. She leaned there, one hand in a small fist on her peach-colored knee. She was wearing lounging pajamas of heavy ribbed silk embroidered with black lotus buds.

You like Goodman, Miss Cressy? Tony Reseck asked.

The girl moved her eyes slowly. The light in there was dim, but the violet of her eyes almost hurt. They were large, deep eyes without a trace of thought in them. Her face was classical and without expression.

She said nothing.

Tony smiled and moved his fingers at his sides, one by one, feeling them move. You like Goodman, Miss Cressy? he repeated gently.

Not to cry over, the girl said tonelessly.

Tony rocked back on his heels and looked at her eyes. Large, deep, empty eyes. Or were they? He reached down and muted the radio.

Dont get me wrong, the girl said. Goodman makes money, and a lad that makes legitimate money these days is a lad you have to respect. But this jitterbug music gives me the backdrop of a beer flat. I like something with roses in it.

Maybe you like Mozart, Tony said.

Go on, kid me, the girl said.

I wasnt kidding you, Miss Cressy. I think Mozart was the greatest man that ever lived — and Toscanini is his prophet.

I thought you were the house dick. She put her head back on a pillow and stared at him through her lashes. Make me some of that Mozart, she added.

Its too late, Tony sighed. You cant get it now.

She gave him another long lucid glance. Got the eye on me, havent you, flatfoot? She laughed a little, almost under her breath. What did I do wrong?

Tony smiled his toy smile. Nothing, Miss Cressy. Nothing at all. But you need some fresh air. Youve been five days in this hotel and you havent been outdoors. And you have a tower room.

She laughed again. Make me a story about it. Im bored.

There was a girl here once had your suite. She stayed in the hotel a whole week, like you. Without going out at all, I mean. She didnt speak to anybody hardly. What do you think she did then?

The girl eyed him gravely. She jumped her bill.

He put his long delicate hand out and turned it slowly, fluttering the fingers, with an effect almost like a lazy wave breaking. Unh-uh. She sent down for her bill and paid it. Then she told the hop to be back in half an hour for her suitcases. Then she went out on her balcony.

The girl leaned forward a little, her eyes still grave, one hand capping her peach-colored knee. What did you say your name was?

Tony Reseck.

Sounds like a flunky.

Yeah, Tony said. Polish.

Go on, Tony.

All the tower suites have private balconies, Miss Cressy. The walls of them are too low for fourteen stories above the street. It was a dark night, that night, high clouds. He dropped his hand with a final gesture, a farewell gesture. Nobody saw her jump. But when she hit, it was like a big gun going off.

Youre making it up, Tony. Her voice was a clean dry whisper of sound.

He smiled his toy smile. His quiet sea-gray eyes seemed almost to be smoothing the long waves of her hair. Eve Cressy, he said musingly. A name waiting for lights to be in.

Waiting for a tall dark guy thats no good, Tony. You wouldnt care why. I was married to him once. I might be married to him again. You can make a lot of mistakes in just one lifetime. The hand on her knee opened slowly until the fingers were strained back as far as they would go. Then they closed quickly and tightly, and even in that dim light the knuckles shone like the little polished bones. I played him a low trick once. I put him in a bad place — without meaning to. You wouldnt care about that either. Its just that I owe him something.

He leaned over softly and turned the knob on the radio. A waltz formed itself dimly on the warm air. A tinsel waltz, but a waltz. He turned the volume up. The music gushed from the loudspeaker in a swirl of shadowed melody. Since Vienna died, all waltzes are shadowed.

The girl put her hand on one side and hummed three or four bars and stopped with a sudden tightening of her mouth.

Eve Cressy, she said. It was in lights once. At a bum night club. A dive. They raided it and the lights went out.

He smiled at her almost mockingly. It was no dive while you were there, Miss Cressy…Thats the waltz the orchestra always played when the old porter walked up and down in front of the hotel entrance, all swelled up with his medals on his chest. The Last Laugh. Emil Jannings. You wouldnt remember that one, Miss Cressy.

Spring, Beautiful Spring, she said. No, I never saw it.

He walked three steps away from her and turned. I have to go upstairs and palm doorknobs. I hope I didnt bother you. You ought to go to bed now. Its pretty late.

The tinsel waltz stopped and a voice began to talk. The girl spoke through the voice. You really thought something like that — about the balcony?

He nodded. I might have, he said softly. I dont any more.

No chance, Tony. Her smile was a dim lost leaf. Come and talk to me some more. Redheads dont jump, Tony. They hang on — and wither.

He looked at her gravely for a moment and then moved away over the carpet. The porter was standing in the archway that led to the main lobby. Tony hadnt looked that way yet, but he knew somebody was there. He always knew if anybody was close to him. He could hear the grass grow, like the donkey in The Blue Bird.

The porter jerked his chin at him urgently. His broad face above the uniform collar looked sweaty and excited. Tony stepped up close to him and they went together through the arch and out to the middle of the dim lobby.

Trouble? Tony asked wearily.

Theres a guy outside to see you, Tony. He wont come in. Im doing a wipe — off on the plate glass of the doors and he comes up beside me, a tall guy. Get Tony, he says, out of the side of his mouth.

Tony said: Uh-huh, and looked at the porters pale blue eyes. Who was it?

Al, he said to say he was.

Tonys face became as expressionless as dough. Okey. He started to move off.

The porter caught his sleeve. Listen, Tony. You got any enemies?

Tony laughed politely, his face still like dough.

Listen, Tony. The porter held his sleeve tightly. Theres a big black car down the block, the other way from the hacks. Theres a guy standing beside it with his foot on the running board. This guy that spoke to me, he wears a dark-colored, wrap-around overcoat with a high collar turned up against his ears. His hats way low, You cant hardly see his face. He says, Get Tony, out of the side of his mouth. You aint got any enemies, have you, Tony?

Only the finance company, Tony said. Beat it.

He walked slowly and a little stiffly across the blue carpet, up the three shallow steps to the entrance lobby with the three elevators on one side and the desk on the other. Only one elevator was working. Beside the open doors, his arms folded, the night operator stood silent in a neat blue uniform with silver facings. A lean, dark Mexican named Gomez. A new boy, breaking in on the night shift.

The other side was the desk, rose marble, with the night clerk leaning on it delicately. A small neat man with a wispy reddish mustache and cheeks so rosy they looked roughed. He stared at Tony and poked a nail at his mustache.

Tony pointed a stiff index finger at him, folded the other three fingers tight to his palm, and flicked his thumb up and down on the stiff finger. The clerk touched the other side of his mustache and looked bored.

Tony went on past the closed and darkened newsstand and the side entrance to the drugstore, out to the brassbound plate-glass doors. He stopped just inside them and took a deep, hard breath. He squared his shoulders, pushed the doors open and stepped out into the cold damp night air.

The street was dark, silent. The rumble of traffic on Wilshire, two blocks away, had no body, no meaning. To the left were two taxis. Their drivers leaned against a fender, side by side, smoking. Tony walked the other way. The big dark car was a third of a block from the hotel entrance. Its lights were dimmed and it was only when he was almost up to it that he heard the gentle sound of its engine turning over.

A tall figure detached itself from the body of the car and strolled toward him, both hands in the pockets of the dark overcoat with the high collar. From the mans mouth a cigarette tip glowed faintly, a rusty pearl.

They stopped two feet from each other.

The tall man said, Hi, Tony. Long time no see.

Hello, Al. Hows it going?

Cant complain. The tall man started to take his right hand out of his overcoat pocket, then stopped and laughed quietly. I forgot. Guess you dont want to shake hands.

That dont mean anything, Tony said. Shaking hands. Monkeys can shake hands. Whats on your mind, Al?

Still the funny little fat guy, eh, Tony?

I guess. Tony winked his eyes tight. His throat felt tight.

You like your job back there?

Its a job.

Al laughed his quiet laugh again. You take it slow, Tony. Ill take it fast. So its a job and you want to hold it. Okey. Theres a girl named Eve Cressy flopping in your quiet hotel. Get her out. Fast and right now.

Whats the trouble?

The tall man looked up and down the street. A man behind in the car coughed lightly. Shes hooked with a wrong number. Nothing against her personal, but shell lead trouble to you. Get her out, Tony. You got maybe an hour.

Sure, Tony said aimlessly, without meaning.

Al took his hand out of his pocket and stretched it against Tonys chest. He gave him a light lazy push. I wouldnt be telling you just for the hell of it, little fat brother. Get her out of there.

Okey, Tony said, without any tone in his voice.

The tall man took back his hand and reached for the car door. He opened it and started to slip in like a lean black shadow.

Then he stopped and said something to the men in the car and got out again. He came back to where Tony stood silent, his pale eyes catching a little dim light from the street.

Listen, Tony. You always kept your nose clean. Youre a good brother, Tony.

Tony didnt speak.

Al leaned toward him, a long urgent shadow, the high collar almost touching his ears. Its trouble business, Tony. The boys wont like it, but Im telling you just the same. This Cressy was married to a lad named Johnny Rails. Rails is out of Quentin two, three days, or a week. He did a three-spot for manslaughter. The girl put him there. He ran down an old man one night when he was drunk, and she was with him. He wouldnt stop. She told him to go in and tell it, or else. He didnt go in. So the Johns come for him.

Tony said, Thats too bad.

Its kosher, kid. Its my business to know. This Rails flapped his mouth in stir about how the girl would be waiting for him when he got out, all set to forgive and forget, and he was going straight to her.

Tony said, Whats he to you? His voice had a dry, stiff crackle, like thick paper.

Al laughed. The trouble boys want to see him. He ran a table at a spot on the Strip and figured out a scheme. He and another guy took the house for fifty grand. The other lad coughed up, but we still need Johnnys twenty-five. The trouble boys dont get paid to forget.

Tony looked up and down the dark street. One of the taxi drivers flicked a cigarette stub in a long arc over the top of one of the cabs. Tony watched it fall and spark on the pavement. He listened to the quiet sound of the big cars motor.

I dont want any part of it, he said. Ill get her out.

Al backed away from him, nodding. Wise kid. Hows mom these days?

Okey, Tony said.

Tell her I was asking for her.

Asking for her isnt anything, Tony said.

Al turned quickly and got into the car. The car curved lazily in the middle of the block and drifted back toward the corner. Its lights went up and sprayed on a wall. It turned a corner and was gone. The lingering smell of its exhaust drifted past Tonys nose. He turned and walked back to the hotel and into it. He went along to the radio room.

The radio still muttered, but the girl was gone from the davenport in front of it. The pressed cushions were hollowed out by her body. Tony reached down and touched them. He thought they were still warm. He turned the radio off and stood there, turning a thumb slowly in front of his body, his hand flat against his stomach. Then he went back through the lobby toward the elevator bank and stood beside a majolica jar of white sand. The clerk fussed behind a pebbled-glass screen at one end of the desk. The air was dead.

The elevator bank was dark. Tony looked at the indicator of the middle car and saw that it was at 14.

Gone to bed, he said under his breath.

The door of the porters room beside the elevators opened and the little Mexican night operator came out in street clothes. He looked at Tony with a quiet sidewise look out of eyes the color of dried-out chestnuts.

Good night, boss.

Yeah, Tony said absently.

He took a thin dappled cigar out of his vest pocket and smelled it. He examined it slowly, turning it around in his neat fingers. There was a small tear along the side. He frowned at that and put the cigar away.

There was a distant sound and the hand on the indicator began to steal around the bronze dial. Light glittered up in the shaft and the straight line of the car floor dissolved the darkness below. The car stopped and the doors opened, and Carl came out of it.

His eyes caught Tonys with a kind of jump and he walked over to him, his head on one side, a thin shine along his pink upper lip.

Listen, Tony.

Tony took his arm in a hard swift hand and turned him. He pushed him quickly, yet somehow casually, down the steps to the dim main lobby and steered him into a corner. He let go of the arm. His throat tightened again, for no reason he could think of.

Well? he said darkly. Listen to what?

The porter reached into a pocket and hauled out a dollar bill. He gimme this, he said loosely. His glittering eyes looked past Tonys shoulder at nothing. They winked rapidly. Ice and ginger ale.

Dont stall, Tony growled.

Guy in Fourteen-B, the porter said.

Lemme smell your breath.

The porter leaned toward him obediently.

Liquor, Tony said harshly.

He gimme a drink.

Tony looked down at the dollar bill. Nobodys in Fourteen. Not on my list, he said.

Yeah. There is. The porter licked his lips and his eyes opened and shut several times. Tall dark guy.

All right, Tony said crossly. All right. Theres a tall dark guy in Fourteen-B and he gave you a buck and a drink. Then what?

Gat under his arm, Carl said, and blinked.

Tony smiled, but his eyes had taken on the lifeless glitter of thick ice. You take Miss Cressy up to her room?

Carl shook his head. Gomez. I saw her go up.

Get away from me, Tony said between his teeth. And dont accept any more drinks from the guests.

He didnt move until Carl had gone back into his cubbyhole by the elevators and shut the door. Then he moved silently up the three steps and stood in front of the desk, looking at the veined rose marble, the onyx pen set, the fresh registration card in its leather frame. He lifted a hand and smacked it down hard on the marble. The clerk popped out from behind the glass screen like a chipmunk coming out of its hole.

Tony took a flimsy out of his breast pocket and spread it on the desk. No Fourteen-B on this, he said in a bitter voice.

The clerk wisped politely at his mustache. So sorry. You must have been out to supper when he checked in.

Who?

Registered as James Watterson, San Diego. The clerk yawned.

Ask for anybody?

The clerk stopped in the middle of the yawn and looked at the top of Tonys head. Why yes. He asked for a swing band. Why?

Smart, fast and funny, Tony said. If you like em that way. He wrote on his flimsy and stuffed it back into his pocket. Im going upstairs and palm doorknobs. Theres four tower rooms you aint rented yet. Get up on your toes, son. Youre slipping.

I made out, the clerk drawled, and completed his yawn. Hurry back, pop. I dont know how Ill get through the time.

You could shave that pink fuzz off your lip, Tony said, and went across to the elevators.

He opened up a dark one and lit the dome light and shot the car up to fourteen. He darkened it again, stepped out and closed the doors. This lobby was smaller than any other, except the one immediately below it. It had a single blue-paneled door in each of the walls other than the elevator wall. On each door was a gold number and letter with a gold wreath around it. Tony walked over to 14A and put his ear to the panel. He heard nothing. Eve Cressy might be in bed asleep, or in the bathroom, or out on the balcony. Or she might be sitting there in the room, a few feet from the door, looking at the wall. Well, he wouldnt expect to be able to hear her sit and look at the wall. He went over to 14B and put his ear to that panel. This was different. There was a sound in there. A man coughed. It sounded somehow like a solitary cough. There were no voices. Tony pressed the small nacre button beside the door.

Steps came without hurry. A thickened voice spoke through the panel. Tony made no answer, no sound. The thickened voice repeated the question. Lightly, maliciously, Tony pressed the bell again.

Mr. James Watterson, of San Diego, should now open the door and give forth noise. He didnt. A silence fell beyond that door that was like the silence of a glacier. Once more Tony put his ear to the wood. Silence utterly.

He got out a master key on a chain and pushed it delicately into the lock of the door. He turned it, pushed the door inward three inches and withdrew the key. Then he waited.

All right, the voice said harshly. Come in and get it.

Tony pushed the door wide and stood there, framed against the light from the lobby. The man was tall, black-haired, angular and white-faced. He held a gun. He held it as though he knew about guns.

Step right in, he drawled.

Tony went in through the door and pushed it shut with his shoulder. He kept his hands a little out from his sides, the clever fingers curled and slack. He smiled his quiet little smile.

Mr. Watterson?

And after that what?

Im the house detective here.

It slays me.

The tall, white-faced, somehow handsome and somehow not handsome man backed slowly into the room. It was a large room with a low balcony around two sides of it. French doors opened out on the little private open-air balcony that each of the tower rooms had. There was a grate set for a log fire behind a paneled screen in front of a cheerful davenport. A tall misted glass stood on a hotel tray beside a deep, cozy chair. The man backed toward this and stood in front of it. The large, glistening gun drooped and pointed at the floor.

It slays me, he said. Im in the dump an hour and the house copper gives me the bus. Okey, sweetheart, look in the closet and bathroom. But she just left.

You didnt see her yet, Tony said.

The mans bleached face filled with unexpected lines. His thickened voice edged toward a snarl. Yeah? Who didnt I see yet?

A girl named Eve Cressy.

The man swallowed. He put his gun down on the table beside the tray. He let himself down into the chair backwards, stiffly, like a man with a touch of lumbago. Then he leaned forward and put his hands on his kneecaps and smiled brightly between his teeth. So she got here, huh? I didnt ask about her yet. Im a careful guy. I didnt ask yet.

Shes been here five days, Tony said. Waiting for you. She hasnt left the hotel a minute.

The mans mouth worked a little. His smile had a knowing tilt to it. I got delayed a little up north, he said smoothly. You know how it is. Visiting old friends. You seem to know a lot about my business, copper.

Thats right, Mr. Rails.

The man lunged to his feet and his hand snapped at the gun. He stood leaning over, holding it on the table, staring. Dames talk too much, he said with a muffled sound in his voice as though he held something soft between his teeth and talked through it.

Not dames, Mr. Rails.

Huh? The gun slithered on the hard wood of the table. Talk it up, copper. My mind reader just quit.

Not dames, guys. Guys with guns.

The glacier silence fell between them again. The man straightened his body out slowly. His face was washed clean of expression, but his eyes were haunted. Tony leaned in front of him, a shortish plump man with a quiet, pale, friendly face and eyes as simple as forest water.

They never run out of gas — those boys, Johnny Rails said, and licked at his lip. Early and late, they work. The old firm never sleeps.

You know who they are? Tony said softly.

I could maybe give nine guesses. And twelve of them would be right.

The trouble boys, Tony said, and smiled a brittle smile.

Where is she? Johnny Rails asked harshly.

Right next door to you.

The man walked to the wall and left his gun lying on the table. He stood in front of the wall, studying it. He reached up and gripped the grillwork of the balcony railing. When he dropped his hand and turned, his face had lost some of its lines. His eyes had a quieter glint. He moved back to Tony and stood over him.

Ive got a stake, he said. Eve sent me some dough and I built it up with a touch I made up north. Case dough, what I mean. The trouble boys talk about twenty-five grand. He smiled crookedly. Five Cs I can count. Id have a lot of fun making them believe that, I would.

What did you do with it? Tony asked indifferently.

I never had it, copper. Leave that lay. Im the only guy in the world that believes it. It was a little deal that I got suckered on.

Ill believe it, Tony said.

They dont kill often. But they can be awful tough.

Mugs, Tony said with a sudden bitter contempt. Guys with guns. Just mugs.

Johnny Rails reached for his glass and drained it empty. The ice cubes tinkled softly as he put it down. He picked his gun up, danced it on his palm, then tucked it, nose down, into an inner breast pocket. He stared at the carpet.

How come youre telling me this, copper?

I thought maybe youd give her a break.

And if I wouldnt?

I kind of think you will, Tony said.

Johnny Rails nodded quietly. Can I get out of here?

You could take the service elevator to the garage. You could rent a car. I can give you a card to the garage man.

Youre a funny little guy, Johnny Rails said.

Tony took out a worn ostrich-skin billfold and scribbled on a printed card. Johnny Rails read it, and stood holding it, tapping it against a thumbnail.

I could take her with me, he said, his eyes narrow. You could take a ride in a basket too, Tony said. Shes been here five days, I told you. Shes been spotted. A guy I know called me up and told me to get her out of here. Told me what it was all about. So Im getting you out instead.

Theyll love that, Johnny Rails said. Theyll send you violets.

Ill weep about it on my day off.

Johnny Rails turned his hand over and stared at the palm. I could see her, anyway. Before I blow. Next door to here, you said?

Tony turned on his heel and started for the door. He said over his shoulder, Dont waste a lot of time, handsome. I might change my mind.

The man said, almost gently: You might be spotting me right now, for all I know.

Tony didnt turn his head. Thats a chance you have to take.

He went on to the door and passed out of the room. He shut it carefully, silently, looked once at the door of 14A and got into his dark elevator. He rode it down to the linen-room floor and got out to remove the basket that held the service elevator open at that floor. The door slid quietly shut. He held it so that it made no noise. Down the corridor, light came from the open door of the housekeepers office. Tony got back into his elevator and went on down to the lobby.

The little clerk was out of sight behind his pebbled-glass screen, auditing accounts. Tony went through the main lobby and turned into the radio room. The radio was on again, soft. She was there, curled on the davenport again. The speaker hummed to her, a vague sound so low that what it said was as wordless as the murmur of trees. She turned her head slowly and smiled at him.

Finished palming doorknobs? I couldnt sleep worth a nickel. So I came down again. Okey?

He smiled and nodded. He sat down in a green chair and patted the plump brocade arms of it. Sure, Miss Cressy.

Waiting is the hardest kind of work, isnt it? I wish youd talk to that radio. It sounds like a pretzel being bent.

Tony fiddled with it, got nothing he liked, set it back where it had been.

Beer-parlor drunks are all the customers now.

She smiled at him again.

I dont bother you being here, Miss Cressy?

I like it. Youre a sweet little guy, Tony.

He looked stiffly at the floor and a ripple touched his spine. He waited for it to go away. It went slowly. Then he sat back, relaxed again, his neat fingers clasped on his elks tooth. He listened. Not to the radio — to far-off, uncertain things, menacing things. And perhaps to just the safe whir of wheels going away into a strange night.

Nobodys all bad, he said out loud.

The girl looked at him lazily. Ive met two or three I was wrong on, then.

He nodded. Yeah, he admitted judiciously. I guess theres some that are.

The girl yawned and her deep violet eyes half closed. She nestled back into the cushions. Sit there for a while, Tony. Maybe I could nap.

Sure. Not a thing for me to do. Dont know why they pay me.

She slept quickly and with complete stillness, like a child. Tony hardly breathed for ten minutes. He just watched her, his mouth a little open. There was a quiet fascination in his limpid eyes, as if he was looking at an altar.

Then he stood up with infinite care and padded away under the arch to the entrance lobby and the desk. He stood at the desk listening for a little while. He heard a pen rustling out of sight. He went around the corner to the row of house phones in little glass cubbyholes. He lifted one and asked the night operator for the garage.

It rang three or four times and then a boyish voice answered: Windermere Hotel. Garage speaking.

This is Tony Reseck. That guy Watterson I gave a card to. He leave?

Sure, Tony. Half an hour almost. Is it your charge?

Yeah, Tony said. My party. Thanks. Be seein you.

He hung up and scratched his neck. He went back to the desk and slapped a hand on it. The clerk wafted himself around the screen with his greeters smile in place. It dropped when he saw Tony.

Cant a guy catch up on his work? he grumbled.

Whats the professional rate on Fourteen-B?

The clerk stared morosely. Theres no professional rate in the tower.

Make one. The fellow left already. Was there only an hour.

Well, well, the clerk said airily. So the personality didnt click tonight. We get a skip-out.

Will five bucks satisfy you?

Friend of yours?

No. Just a drunk with delusions of grandeur and no dough.

Guess well have to let it ride, Tony. How did he get out?

I took him down the service elevator. You was asleep. Will five bucks satisfy you?

Why?

The worn ostrich-skin wallet came out and a weedy five slipped across the marble. All I could shake him for, Tony said loosely.

The clerk took the five and looked puzzled. Youre the boss, he said, and shrugged. The phone shrilled on the desk and he reached for it. He listened and then pushed it toward Tony. For you.

Tony took the phone and cuddled it close to his chest. He put his mouth close to the transmitter. The voice was strange to him. It had a metallic sound. Its syllables were meticulously anonymous.

Tony? Tony Reseck?

Talking.

A message from Al. Shoot?

Tony looked at the clerk. Be a pal, he said over the mouthpiece. The clerk flicked a narrow smile at him and went away. Shoot, Tony said into the phone.

We had a little business with a guy in your place. Picked him up scramming. Al had a hunch youd run him out. Tailed him and took him to the curb. Not so good. Backfire.

Tony held the phone very tight and his temples chilled with the evaporation of moisture. Go on, he said. I guess theres more.

A little. The guy stopped the big one. Cold. Al — Al said to tell you goodbye.

Tony leaned hard against the desk. His mouth made a sound that was not speech.

Get it? The metallic voice sounded impatient, a little bored. This guy had him a rod. He used it. Al wont be phoning anybody any more.

Tony lurched at the phone, and the base of it shook on the rose marble. His mouth was a hard dry knot.

The voice said: Thats as far as we go, hub. Gnight. The phone clicked dryly, like a pebble hitting a wall.

Tony put the phone down in its cradle very carefully, so as not to make any sound. He looked at the clenched palm of his left hand. He took a handkerchief out and rubbed the palm softly and straightened the fingers out with his other hand. Then he wiped his forehead. The clerk came around the screen again and looked at him with glinting eyes.

Im off Friday. How about lending me that phone number?

Tony nodded at the clerk and smiled a minute frail smile. He put his handkerchief away and patted the pocket he had put it in. He turned and walked away from the desk, across the entrance lobby, down the three shallow steps, along the shadowy reaches of the main lobby, and so in through the arch to the radio room once more. He walked softly, like man moving in a room where somebody is very sick. He reached the chair he had sat in before and lowered himself into it inch by inch. The girl slept on, motionless, in that curled-up looseness achieved by some women and all cats. Her breath made no slightest sound against the vague murmur of the radio.

Tony Reseck leaned back in the chair and clasped his hands on his elks tooth and quietly closed his eyes.
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The little man was from the Calabar coast or from Papua or Tongatabu, some such remote place like that. An empire-builder frayed at the temples, thin and yellow, and slightly drunk at the club bar. And he was wearing a faded school tie he had probably kept year after year in a tin box so the centipedes wouldnt eat it.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish didnt know him, at least not then, but he knew the tie because it was his own school tie. So he spoke to the man timidly, and the man talked to him, being a little drunk and not knowing anybody. They had drinks and talked of the old school, in that peculiar, remote way the English have, without even exchanging names, but quite friendly underneath.

It was a big thrill for Mr. Sutton-Cornish, because nobody ever talked to him at the club except the servants. He was too defeated, too ingrowing, and you dont have to talk to people in London clubs. Thats what theyre for.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish got home to tea a little thick-tongued, for the first time in fifteen years. He sat there blankly in the upstairs drawing room, holding his cup of tepid tea and going over the mans face in his mind, making it younger and chubbier, a face that would go over an Eton collar or under a school cricket cap.

Suddenly he got it, and chuckled. That was something he hadnt done in a good few years either.

Llewellyn, mdear, he said. Llewellyn Minor. Had an elder brother. Killed in the War, in the horse artillery.

Mrs. Sutton-Cornish stared at him bleakly across the heavily embroidered tea cozy. Her chestnut-colored eyes were dull with disdain — dried-out chestnuts, not fresh ones. The rest of her large face looked gray. The late October afternoon was gray, and the heavy, full-bottomed, monogrammed curtains across the windows. Even the ancestors on the walls were gray — all except the bad one, the general.

The chuckle died in Mr. Sutton-Cornishs throat. The long gray stare took care of that. Then he shivered a little, and as he wasnt very steady, his hand jerked. He emptied his tea on the rug, almost delicately, cup and all.

Oh, rot, he said thickly. Sorry, mdear. Missed me trousers, though. Awfully sorry, mdear.

For a full minute Mrs. Sutton-Cornish made only the sound of a large woman breathing. Then suddenly things began to tinkle on her — to tinkle and rustle and squeak. She was full of quaint noises, like a haunted house, but Mr. Sutton-Cornish shuddered, because he knew she was trembling with rage.

Ah-h-h, she breathed out very, very slowly, after a long time, in her firing-squad manner. Ah-h-h. Intoxicated, James?

Something stirred suddenly at her feet. Teddy, the Pomeranian, stopped snoring and lifted his head and smelled blood. He let out a short snapping bark, merely a ranging shot, and waddled to his feet. His protuberant brown eyes stared malignantly at Mr. Sutton-Cornish.

Id better ring the bell, mdear, Mr. Sutton-Cornish said humbly, and stood up. Hadnt I?

She didnt answer him. She spoke to Teddy instead, softly. A sort of doughy softness, with something sadistic in it.

Teddy, she said softly, look at that man. Look at that man, Teddy.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish said thickly: Now dont let him snap at me, mdear. D-dont let him snap at me, please, mdear.

No answer. Teddy braced himself and leered. Mr. Sutton-Cornish tore his eyes away and looked up at the bad ancestor, the general. The general wore a scarlet coat with a diagonal blue sash across it, rather like a bar sinister. He had the winy complexion generals used to have in his day. He had a lot of very fruity-looking decorations and a bold stare, the stare of an unrepentant sinner. The general was no violet. He had broken up more homes than he had fought duels and he had fought more duels than he had won battles, and he had won plenty of battles.

Looking up at the bold-veined face, Mr. Sutton-Cornish braced himself, leaned down and took a small triangular sandwich from the tea table.

Here, Teddy, he gulped. Catch, boy, catch!

He threw the sandwich. It fell in front of Teddys little, brown paws. Teddy snuffled it languidly and yawned. He had his meals served to him on china, not thrown at him. He sidled innocently over to the edge of the rug and suddenly pounced on it, snarling.

At table, James? Mrs. Sutton-Cornish said slowly and dreadfully.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish stood on his teacup. It broke into thin light slivers of fine china. He shuddered again.

But now was the time. He started quickly toward the bell. Teddy let him get almost there, still pretending to worry the fringe of the rug. Then he spit out a piece of fringe, and charged low and soundlessly, his small feet like feathers in the nap of the rug. Mr. Sutton-Cornish was just reaching for the bell.

Small bright teeth tore rapidly and expertly at a pearl-gray spat.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish yelped, pivoted swiftly — and kicked. His neat shoe flashed in the gray light. A silky brown object sailed through the air and landed gobbling.

Then there was a quite indescribable stillness in the room, like the silence in the innermost room of a cold-storage warehouse, at midnight.

Teddy whimpered once, artfully, crept along the floor with his body close to it, crept under Mrs. Sutton-Cornishs chair. Her purplish-brown skirts moved and Teddys face emerged slowly, framed in silk, the face of a nasty old woman with a shawl over her head.

Caught me off balance, Mr. Sutton-Cornish mumbled, leaning against the mantelpiece. Didnt mean…never intended—

Mrs. Sutton-Cornish rose. She rose with the air of gathering a retinue about her. Her voice was the cold bleat of a foghorn on an icy river.

Chinverly, she said. I shall leave at once for Chinverly. At once. This hour…Drunk! Filthily drunk in the middle of the afternoon. Kicking little inoffensive animals. Vile! Utterly vile! Open the door!

Mr. Sutton-Cornish staggered across the room and opened the door. She went out. Teddy trotted beside her, on the side away from Mr. Sutton-Cornish, and for once he didnt try to trip her in the doorway.

Outside she turned, slowly, as a liner turns.

James, she said, have you anything to say to me?

He giggled — from pure nervous strain.

She looked at him horribly, turned again, said over her shoulder: This is the end, James. The end of our marriage.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish said appallingly: Goodness, mdear — are we married?

She started to turn again, but didnt. A sound like somebody being strangled in a dungeon came from her. Then she went on.

The door of the room hung open like a paralyzed mouth. Mr. Sutton-Cornish stood just inside it, listening. He didnt move until he heard steps on the floor above — heavy steps — hers. He sighed and looked down at his torn spat. Then he crept downstairs, into his long, narrow study beside the entrance hall, and got at the whiskey.

He hardly noticed the sounds of departure, luggage being descended, voices, the-throbbing of the big car out in front, voices, the last bark from Teddys iron-old throat. The house grew utterly silent. The furniture waited with its tongue in its cheek. Outside the lamps were lit in a light fog. Taxis hooted along the wet street. The fire died low in the grate.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish stood in front of it, swaying a little, looking at his long gray face in the wall mirror.

Take a little stroll, he whispered wryly. You and me. Never was anyone else, was there?

He sneaked out into the hall without Collins, the butler, hearing. Him. He got his scarf and overcoat and hat on, grasped his stick and gloves, let himself out silently into the dusk.

He stood a little while at the bottom of the steps and looked up at the house. No. 14 Grinling Crescent. His fathers house, his grandfathers house, his great-grandfathers house. All he had left. The rest was hers. Even the clothes he wore, the money in his bank account. But the house was still his — at least in name.

Four white steps, as spotless as the souls of virgins, leading up to an apple-green, deep paneled door, painted as things used to be painted long ago, in the age of leisure. It had a brass knocker and a thumb latch above the handle and one of those bells you twisted, instead of pushing or pulling them, and it rang just on the other side of the door, rather ridiculously, if you were not used to it.

He turned and looked across the street at the little railed-in park always kept locked, where on sunny days the small, prim children of Grinling Crescent walked along the smooth paths, around the little ornamental lake, beside rhododendron bushes, holding the hands of their nursemaids.

He looked at all this a little wanly, then he squared his thin shoulders and marched off into the dusk, thinking of Nairobi and Papua and Tongatabu, thinking of the man in the faded school tie who would go back there presently, wherever it was he came from, and lie awake in the jungle, thinking of London.
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Keb, sir?

Mr. Sutton-Cornish halted, stood on the edge of the curb and stared. The voice came from above, one of those wind-husked, beery voices you dont hear very often any more. It came from the drivers seat of a hansom cab.

The hansom cab had come out of the darkness, sliding oilily along the street on high rubber-tired wheels, the horses hoofs making a slow, even clop-clop that Mr. Sutton-Cornish hadnt noticed until the driver called down to him.

It looked real enough. The horse had time-worn black blinkers and the characteristic well-fed and yet somehow dilapidated look that cab horses used to have. The half doors of the hansom were folded back and Mr. Sutton-Cornish could see the quilted gray upholstery inside. The long reins were riddled with cracks and following them upward he saw the beefy driver, the wide-brimmed coachmans topper he wore, the huge buttons on the upper part of his greatcoat, and the well-worn blanket that swathed the lower part of him round and round. He held his long whip lightly and delicately, as a hansom driver should hold his whip.

The trouble was that there werent any more hansom cabs.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish gulped, slipped a glove off and reached out to touch the wheel. It was cold, very solid, wet with the muddy slime of the city streets.

Doubt if Ive ever seen one of these since the War, he said out loud, very steadily.

Wot war, guvnor?

Mr. Sutton-Cornish started. He touched the wheel again. Then he smiled, slowly and carefully drew his glove on again.

Im getting in, he said.

Steady there, Prince, the driver wheezed.

The horse switched his long tail contemptuously. Telling him to be steady. Mr. Sutton-Cornish climbed in over the wheel, rather clumsily, because one had lost the knack of that art these many years. He closed the half doors around in front of him, leaned back against the seat in the pleasant harness-room smell.

The trap opened over his head and the drivers large nose and alcoholic eyes made an improbable picture in the opening, like a deep-sea fish staring you down through the glass wall of an aquarium.

Where to, guvnor?

Well…Soho. It was the most foreign place he could think of — for a hansom cab to go to.

The cabmans eyes stared down at him.

Wont like it there, guvnor. Too many dagoes.

I dont have to like it, Mr. Sutton-Cornish said bitterly.

The cabman stared down at him a little longer. Yus, he said. Soho. Wardour Street like. Right you are, guvnor.

The trap slammed shut, the whip flicked delicately beside the horses right ear, and motion came to the hansom cab.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish sat perfectly still, his scarf tight around his thin neck and his stick between his knees and his gloved hands clasped on the crook of the stick. He stared mutely out into the mist, like an admiral on the bridge. The horse clop-clopped out of Grinling Crescent, through Belgrave Square, over to Whitehall, up to Trafalgar Square, across that to St. Martins Lane.

It went neither fast nor slow, and yet it went as fast as anything else went. It moved without sound, except for the clop-clop, across a world that stank of gasoline fumes and charred oil, that shrilled with whistles and hooted with horns.

And nobody seemed to notice it and nothing seemed to get in its way. That was rather amazing, Mr. Sutton-Cornish thought. But after all a hansom cab had nothing to do with that world. It was a ghost, an underlayer of time, the first writing on a palimpsest, brought out by ultra-violet light in a darkened room.

Yknow, he said, speaking to the horses rump, because there wasnt anything else there to speak to, things might happen to a man, if a man would just let them happen.

The long whip flicked by Princes ear as lightly as a trout fly flicking at a small dark pool under a rock.

They already have, he added glumly.

The cab slowed along a curb, and the trap snapped open again.

Well, ere we are, guvnor. Ow about one of them little French dinners for eighteen pence? You know, guvnor. Six courses of nothink at all. You ave one on me and then I ave one on you and were still ungry. Ow about it?

A very chill hand clutched at Mr. Sutton-Cornishs heart. Six-course dinners for eighteen pence? A hansom cab driver who said: Wot war, guvnor? Twenty years ago, perhaps — 

Let me out here! he said shrilly.

He threw the doors open, thrust money up at the face in the trap, hopped over the wheel to the pavement.

He didnt quite run, but he walked pretty fast and close to a dark wall and a little slinkingly. But nothing followed him, not even the clop-clop of the horses hoofs. He swung around a corner into a narrow crowded street.

The light came from the open door of a shop. Curios and Antiques it said on the facade, in letters once gold, heavily Gothic in style. There was a flare on the pavement to attract attention and by this light he read the sign. The voice came from inside, from a little, plump man standing on a box who chanted over the heads of a listless crowd of silent, bored, foreign-looking men. The chanting voice held a note of exhaustion and futility.

Now what am I bid, gents? Now what am I bid on this magnificent example of Oriental art? One pound starts the ball rolling, gents. One pound note coin of the realm. Now oo says a pound, gents? Oo says a pound?

Nobody said anything. The little plump man on the box shook his head, wiped his face with a dirty handkerchief and drew a long breath. Then he saw Mr. Sutton-Cornish standing on the fringe of the little crowd.

Ow about you, sir? he pounced. You look as if youd a country ouse. Now that doors made for a country ouse. Ow about you, sir? Just give me a start like.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish blinked at him. Eh? Whats that? he snapped.

The listless men smiled faintly and spoke among themselves without moving their thick lips.

No offense, sir, the auctioneer chirped. If you did ave a country ouse, that there door might be just what you could use.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish turned his head slowly, following the auctioneers pointing hand, and looked for the first time at the bronze door.
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It stood all by itself over against the left-hand wall of the nearly stripped shop. It stood about two feet out from the side wall, on its own base. It was a double door, apparently of cast bronze, although from its size that seemed impossible. It was heavily scrolled over with a welter of Arabic script in relief, an endless story that here found no listener, a procession of curves and dots that might have expressed anything from an anthology of the Koran to the by-laws of a well-organized harem.

The two leaves of the door were only part of the thing. It had a wide, heavy base below and a superstructure topped by a Moorish arch. From the meeting edge of the two leaves a huge key stuck out of a huge keyhole, the sort of key a medieval jailer used to wear in enormous clanking bunches on a leather belt around his waist. A key from The Yeomen of the Guard — a comic-opera key.

Oh…that, Mr. Sutton-Cornish said in the stillness. Well, really, you know. Im afraid not that, you know

The auctioneer sighed. No hope had ever been smaller, probably, but at least it was worth a sigh. Then he picked up something which might have been carved ivory, but wasnt, stared at it pessimistically, and burst out again:

Now ere, gents, I old in my and one of the finest examples—

Mr. Sutton-Cornish smiled faintly and skimmed along the cluster of men until he came close to the bronze door.

He stood in front of it leaning on his stick, which was a section of polished rhinoceros hide over a steel core, dull mahogany in color, and a stick even a heavy man could have leaned on. After a while he reached forward idly and twisted the great key. It turned stubbornly, but it turned. A ring beside it was the doorknob. He twisted that, too, and tugged one half of the door open.

He straightened, and with a pleasantly idle gesture thrust his stick forward through the opening. And then, for the second time that evening, something incredible happened to him.

He wheeled sharply. Nobody was paying any attention. The auction was dead on its feet. The silent men were drifting out into the night. In a pause, hammering sounded at the back of the shop. The plump little auctioneer looked more and more as if he were eating a bad egg.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish looked down at his, gloved right hand. There was no stick in it. There was nothing in it. He stepped to one side and looked behind the door. There was no stick there, on the dusty floor.

He had felt nothing. Nothing had jerked at him. The stick had merely passed part way through the door and then — it had merely ceased to exist.

He leaned down and picked up a piece of torn paper, wadded it swiftly into a-ball, glanced behind him again and tossed the ball through the open part of the door.

Then he let out a slow sigh in which some neolithic rapture struggled with his civilized amazement. The ball of paper didnt fall to the floor behind the door. It fell, in midair, clean out of the visible world.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish reached his empty right hand forward and very slowly and carefully pushed the door shut. Then he just stood there, and licked his lips.

After a while: Harem door, he said very softly. Exit door of a harem. Now, thats an idea.

A very charming idea, too. The silken lady, her night of pleasure with the sultan over, would be conducted politely to that door and would casually step through it. Then nothing. No sobbing in the night, no broken hearts, no blackamoor with cruel eyes and a large scimitar, no knotted silk cord, no blood, no dull splash in the midnight Bosphorus. Merely nothing. A cool, clean, perfectly timed, and perfectly irrevocable absence of existence. Someone would close the door and lock it and take the key out, and for the time being that would be that.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish didnt notice the emptying of the shop. Faintly he heard its street door close, but without giving it any meaning. The hammering at the back stopped for a moment, voices spoke. Then steps came near. They were weary steps in the silence, the steps of a man who had had enough of that day, and of many such days. A voice spoke at Mr. Sutton-Cornishs elbow, an end-of-the-day voice.

A very fine piece of work, sir. A bit out of my line — to be frank with you.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish didnt look at him, not yet. Quite a bit out of anybodys line, he said gravely.

I see it interests you, sir, after all.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish turned his head slowly. Down on the floor, off his box, the auctioneer was a mere wisp of a man. A shabby, unpressed red-eyed little man who had found life no picnic.

Yes, but what would one do with it? Mr. Sutton-Cornish asked throatily.

Well — its a door like any other, sir. Bit eavy. Bit queerlike. But still a door like any other.

I wonder, Mr. Sutton-Cornish said, still throatily.

The auctioneer gave him a swift appraising glance, shrugged and gave it up. He sat down on an empty box, lit a cigarette and relaxed sloppily into private life.

What are you asking for it? Mr. Sutton-Cornish inquired, quite suddenly. What are you asking for it, Mr.—

Skimp, sir. Josiah Skimp. Well, a twenty-pound note, sir? Bronze alone ought to be worth that for art work. The little mans eyes were glittering again.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish nodded absently. I dont know much about that, he said.

Ell of a lot of it, sir. Mr. Skimp hopped off his box, patted over and heaved the leaf of the door open, grunting. Beats me ow it ever got ere. For seven footers. No door for shrimps like me. Look, sir.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish had a rather ghastly presentiment, of course. But he didnt do anything about it. He couldnt. His tongue stuck in his throat and his legs were like ice. The comical contrast between the massiveness of the door and his own wisp of a body seemed to amuse Mr. Skimp. His little, round face threw back the shadow of a grin. Then he lifted his foot and hopped.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish watched him — as long as there was anything to watch. In fact he watched much longer. The hammering at the back of the shop seemed to get quite thunderous in the silence.

Once more, after a long time, Mr. Sutton-Cornish bent forward and closed the door. This time he twisted the key and dragged it out and put it in his overcoat pocket.

Got to do something, he mumbled. Got to do — Cant let this sort of thing— His voice trailed off and then he jerked violently, as though a sharp pain had shot through him. Then he laughed out loud, off key. Not a natural laugh. Not a very nice laugh.

That was beastly, he said under his breath. But amazingly funny.

He was still standing there rooted when a pale young man with a hammer appeared at his elbow.

Mr. Skimp step out, sir — or did you notice? Were supposed to be closed up, sir.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish didnt look up at the pale young man with the hammer. Moving a clammy tongue he said:

Yes…Mr. Skimp…stepped out.

The young man started to turn away. Mr. Sutton-Cornish made a gesture. Ive bought this door — from Mr. Skimp, he said. Twenty pounds. Will you take the money — and my card?

The pale young man beamed, delighted at personal contact with a sale. Mr. Sutton-Cornish drew out a note case, extracted four five-pound notes from it, also a formal calling card. He wrote on the card with a small, gold pencil. His hand seemed surprisingly steady.

No. 14 Grinling Crescent, he said. Have it sent tomorrow without fail. Its…its very heavy. I shall pay the drayage, of course. Mr. Skimp will— His voice trailed off again. Mr. Skimp wouldnt.

Oh, thats all right, sir. Mr. Skimp is my uncle.

Ah, thats too — I mean, well, take this ten-shilling note for yourself, wont you?

Mr. Sutton-Cornish left the shop rather rapidly, his right hand clutching the big key down in his pocket.

An ordinary taxi took him home to dinner. He dined alone — after three whiskeys. But he wasnt as much alone as he looked. He never would be any more.
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It came the next day, swathed in sacking and bound about with cords, looking like nothing on earth and conducting itself with rather less agility than a concert grand.

Four large men in leather aprons perspired it up the four front steps and into the hall, with a good deal of sharp language back and forth. They had a light hoist to help them get it off their dray, but the steps almost beat them. Once inside the hall they got it on two dollies and after that it was just an average heavy, grunting job. They set it up at the back of Mr. Sutton-Cornishs study, across a sort of alcove he had an idea about.

He tipped them liberally, they went away, and Collins, the butler, left the front door open for a while to air the place through.

Carpenters came. The sacking was stripped off, and a framework was built around the door, so that it became part of a partition wall across the alcove. A small door was set in the partition. When the work was done and the mess cleared up Mr. Sutton-Cornish asked for an oil-can, and locked himself into his study. Then and only then he got out the big bronze key and fitted it again into the huge lock and opened the bronze door wide, both sides of it.

He oiled the hinges from the rear, just in case. Then he shut it again and oiled the lock, removed the key and went for a good long walk, in Kensington Gardens, and back. Collins and the first parlormaid had a look at it while he was out. Cook hadnt been upstairs yet.

Beats me what the old fools after, the butler said stonily. I give him another week, Bruggs. If shes not back by then, I give him my notice. How about you, Bruggs?

Let him have his fun, Bruggs said, tossing her head. That old sow hes married to—

Bruggs!

Tit-tat to you, Mr. Collins, Bruggs said and flounced out of the room.

Mr. Collins remained long enough to sample the whiskey in the big square decanter on Mr. Sutton-Cornishs smoking table.

In a shallow, tall cabinet in the alcove behind the bronze door, Mr. Sutton-Cornish arranged a few odds and ends of old china and bric-a-brac and carved ivory and some idols in shiny black wood, very old and unnecessary. It wasnt much of an excuse for so massive a door. He added three statuettes in pink marble. The alcove still had an air of not being quite on to itself. Naturally the bronze door was never open unless the room door was locked.

In the morning Bruggs, or Mary the housemaid, dusted in the alcove, having entered, of course, by the partition door. That amused Mr. Sutton-Cornish slightly, but the amusement began to wear thin. It was about three weeks after his wife and Teddy left that something happened to brighten him up.

A large, tawny man with a waxed mustache and steady gray eyes called on him and presented a card that indicated he was Detective-sergeant Thomas Lloyd of Scotland Yard. He said that one Josiah Skimp, an auctioneer, living in Kennington, was missing from his home to the great concern of his family, and that his nephew, one George William Hawkins, also of Kennington, had happened to mention that Mr. Sutton-Cornish was present in a shop in Soho on the very night when Mr. Skimp vanished. In fact, Mr. Sutton-Cornish might even have been the last person known to have spoken to Mr. Skimp.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish laid out the whiskey and cigars, placed his fingertips together and nodded gravely.

I recall him perfectly, sergeant. In fact I bought that funny door over there from him. Quaint, isnt it?

The detective glanced at the bronze door, a brief and empty glance.

Out of my line, sir, Im afraid. I do recall now something was said about the door. They had quite a job moving it. Very smooth whiskey, sir. Very smooth indeed.

Help yourself, sergeant. So Mr. Skimp has run off and lost himself. Sorry I cant help you. I really didnt know him, you know

The detective nodded his large tawny head. I didnt think you did, sir. The Yard only got the case a couple of days ago. Routine call, you know. Did he seem excited, for instance?

He seemed tired, Mr. Sutton-Cornish mused. Very fed up — with the whole business of auctioneering, perhaps. I only spoke to him a moment. About that door, you know A nice little man — but tired.

The detective didnt bother to look at the door again. He finished his whiskey and allowed himself a little more.

No family trouble, he said. Not much money, but who has these days? No scandal. Not a melancholy type, they say. Odd.

Some very queer types in Soho, Mr. Sutton-Cornish said mildly.

The detective thought it over. Harmless, though. A rough district once, but not in our time. Might I ask you what you was doing over there, sir?

Wandering, Mr. Sutton-Cornish said. Just wandering. A little more of this?

Well, now, really, sir, three whiskeys in a morning…well, just this once and many thanks to you, sir.

Detective-sergeant Lloyd left — rather regretfully.

After he had been gone ten minutes or so, Mr. Sutton-Cornish got up and locked the study door. He walked softly down the long, narrow room and got the big bronze key out of his inside breast pocket, where he always carried it now.

The door opened noiselessly and easily now. It was well-balanced for its weight. He opened it wide, both sides of it.

Mr. Skimp, he said very gently into the emptiness, you are wanted by the police, Mr. Skimp.

The fun of that lasted him well on to lunch time.
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In the afternoon Mrs. Sutton-Cornish came back. She appeared quite suddenly before him in the study, sniffed harshly at the smell of tobacco and Scotch, refused a chair, and stood very solid and lowering just inside the closed door. Teddy stood beside her for a moment, then hurled himself at the edge of the rug.

Stop that, you little beast. Stop that at once, darling, Mrs. Sutton-Cornish said. She picked Teddy up and stroked him. He lay in her arms and licked her nose and sneered at Mr. Sutton-Cornish.

I find, Mrs. Sutton-Cornish said, in a voice that had the brittleness of dry suet, after numerous very boring interviews with my solicitor, that I can do nothing without your help. Naturally I dislike asking for that.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish made ineffectual motions towards a chair and when they were ignored he leaned resignedly against the mantelpiece. He said he supposed that was so.

Perhaps it has escaped your attention that I am still comparatively a young woman. And these are modern days, James.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish smiled wanly and glanced at the bronze door. She hadnt noticed it yet. Then he put his head on one side and wrinkled his nose and said mildly, without much interest:

Youre thinking of a divorce?

Im thinking of very little else, she said brutally.

And you wish me to compromise myself in the usual manner, at Brighton, with a lady who will be described in court as an actress?

She glared at him. Teddy helped her glare. Their combined glare failed even to perturb Mr. Sutton-Cornish. He had other resources now.

Not with that dog, he said carelessly, when she didnt answer.

She made some kind of furious noise, a snort with a touch of snarl in it. She sat down then, very slowly and heavily, a little puzzled. She let Teddy jump to the floor.

Just what are you talking about, James? she asked witheringly.

He strolled over to the bronze door, leaned his back against it and explored its rich protuberances with a fingertip. Even then she didnt see the door.

You want a divorce, my dear Louella, he said slowly, so that you may marry another man. Theres absolutely no point in it — with that dog. I shouldnt be asked to humiliate myself. Too useless. No man would marry that dog.

James — are you attempting to blackmail me? Her voice was rather dreadful. She almost bugled. Teddy sneaked across to the window curtains and pretended to lie down.

And even if he would, Mr. Sutton-Cornish said with a peculiar quiet in his tone, I oughtnt to make it possible. I ought to have enough human compassion—

James! How dare you! You make me physically sick with your insincerity!

For the first time in his life James Sutton-Cornish laughed in his wifes face.

Those are two or three of the silliest speeches I ever had to listen to, he said. Youre an elderly; ponderous and damn dull woman. Go out and buy yourself a gigolo, if you want someone to fawn on you. But dont ask me to make a beast of myself so that he can marry you and throw me out of my fathers house. Now run along and take your miserable brown beetle with you.

She got up quickly, very quickly for her, and stood a moment almost swaying. Her eyes were as blank as a blind mans eyes. In the silence Teddy tore fretfully at a curtain, with bitter, preoccupied growls that neither of them noticed.

She said very slowly and almost gently: Well see how long you stay in your fathers house, James Sutton-Cornish — pauper.

She moved very quickly the short distance to the door, went through and slammed it behind her.

The slamming of the door, an unusual event in that household, seemed to awaken a lot of echoes that had not been called upon to perform for a long time. So that Mr. Sutton-Cornish was not instantly aware of the small peculiar sound at his own side of the door, a mixture of sniffing and whimpering, with just a dash of growl.

Teddy. Teddy hadnt made the door. The sudden, bitter exit had for once caught him napping. Teddy was shut in — with Mr. Sutton-Cornish.

For a little while Mr. Sutton-Cornish watched him rather absently, still shaken by the interview, not fully realizing what had happened. The small, wet, black snout explored the crack at the bottom of the closed door. At moments, while the whimpering and sniffing went on, Teddy turned a reddish brown out-jutting eye, like a fat wet marble, toward the man he hated.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish snapped out of it rather suddenly. He straightened and beamed. Well, well, old man, he purred. Here we are, and for once without the ladies.

Cunning dawned in his beaming eye. Teddy read it and slipped off under a chair. He was silent now, very silent. And Mr. Sutton-Cornish was silent as he moved swiftly along the wall and turned the key in the study door. Then he sped back toward the alcove, dug the key of the bronze door out of his pocket, unlocked and opened that — wide.

He sauntered back toward Teddy, beyond Teddy, as far as the window. He grinned at Teddy.

Here we are, old man. Jolly, eh? Have a shot of whiskey, old man?

Teddy made a small sound under the chair, and Mr. Sutton-Cornish sidled toward him delicately, bent down suddenly and lunged. Teddy made another chair, farther up the room. He breathed hard and his eyes stuck out rounder and wetter than ever, but he was silent, except for his breathing. And Mr. Sutton-Cornish, stalking him patiently from chair to chair, was as silent as the last leaf of autumn falling in slow eddies in a windless copse.

At about that time the doorknob turned sharply. Mr. Sutton-Cornish paused to smile and click his tongue. A sharp knock followed. He ignored it. The knocking went on sharper and sharper and an angry voice accompanied it.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish went on stalking Teddy. Teddy did the best he could, but the room was narrow and Mr. Sutton-Cornish was patient and rather agile when he wanted to be. In the interests of agility he was quite willing to be undignified.

The knocking and calling out beyond the door went on, but inside the room things could only end one way. Teddy reached the sill of the bronze door, sniffed at it rapidly, almost lifted a contemptuous hind leg, but didnt because Mr. Sutton-Cornish was too close to him. He sent a low snarl back over his shoulder and hopped that disastrous sill.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish raced back to the room door, turned the key swiftly and silently, crept over to a chair and sprawled in it laughing. He was still laughing when Mrs. Sutton-Cornish thought to try the knob again, found the door yielded this time, and stormed into the room. Through the mist of his grisly, solitary laughter he saw her cold stare, then he heard her rustling about the room, heard her calling Teddy.

Then, Whats that thing? he heard her snap suddenly. What utter foolishness Teddy! Come; mothers little lamb! Come, Teddy!

Even in his laughter Mr. Sutton-Cornish felt the wing of a regret brush his cheek. Poor little Teddy. He stopped laughing and sat up, stiff and alert. The room was too quiet.

Louella! he called sharply.

No sound answered him.

He closed his eyes, gulped, opened them again, crept along the room staring. He stood in front of his little alcove for long time, peering, peering through that bronze portal at the innocent little collection of trivia beyond.

He locked the door with quivering hands, stuffed the key down in his pocket, poured himself a stiff peg of whiskey.

A ghostly voice that sounded something like his own, and yet unlike it, said out loud, very close to his ear:

I didnt really intend anything like that…never…never…oh, never…or… — after a long pause— did I?

Braced by the Scotch he sneaked out into the hall and our of the front door without Collins seeing him. No car waited outside. As luck would have it she had evidently come from Chinverly by train and taken a taxi. Of course the could trace the taxi — later on, when they tried. A lot of good that would do them.

Collins was next. He thought about Collins for some time glancing at the bronze door, tempted a good deal, but final shaking his head negatively.

Not that way, he muttered. Have to draw the line somewhere. Cant have a procession—

He drank some more whiskey and rang the bell. Collins made it rather easy for him.

You rang, sir?

What did it sound like? Mr. Sutton-Cornish asked, little thick-tongued. Canaries?

Collins chin snapped back a full two inches.

The dowager wont be here to dinner, Collins. I think I dine out. Thats all.

Collins stared at him. A grayness spread over Collins face with a little flush at the cheekbones.

You allude to Mrs. Sutton-Cornish, sir?

Mr. Sutton-Cornish hiccuped. Who dyou suppose? Gone back to Chinverly to stew in her own juice some more. Ought to be plenty of it.

With deadly politeness Collins said: I had meant to ask you, sir, whether Mrs. Sutton-Cornish would return here — permanently. Otherwise—

Carry on. Another hiccup.

Otherwise I should not care to remain myself, sir.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish stood up and went close to Collins and breathed in his face. Haig & Haig. A good breath, of the type.

Get out! he rasped. Get out now! Upstairs with you and pack your things. Your check will be ready for you. A full month. Thirty-two pounds in all, I believe?

Collins stepped back and moved towards the door. That will suit me perfectly, sir. Thirty-two pounds is the correct amount. He reached the door, spoke again before he opened it, A reference from you, sir, will not be desired.

He went out, closing the door softly.

Ha! Mr. Sutton-Cornish said.

Then he grinned slyly, stopped pretending to be angry or drunk, and sat down to write the check.

He dined out that night, and the next night, and the next. Cook left on the third day, taking the kitchenmaid with her. That left Bruggs and Mary, the housemaid. On the fifth day Bruggs wept when she gave her notice.

Id rather go at once, sir, if youll let me, she sobbed. Theres something creepylike about the house since cook and Mr. Collins and Teddy and Mrs. Sutton-Cornish left.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish patted her arm. Cook and Mr. Collins and Teddy and Mrs. Sutton-Cornish, he repeated. If only she could hear that order of precedence.

Bruggs stared at him, red-eyed. He patted her arm again. Quite all right, Bruggs. Ill give you your month. And tell Mary to go, too. Think Ill close the house up and live in the south of France for a while. Now dont cry, Bruggs.

No, sir. She bawled her way out of the room.

He didnt get to the south of France, of course. Too much fun being right where he was — alone at last in the home of his fathers. Not quite what they would have approved of, perhaps, except possibly the general. But the best he could do.

Almost overnight the house began to have the murmurs of an empty place. He kept the windows closed and the shades down. That seemed to be a gesture of respect he could hardly afford to omit.

6

Scotland Yard moves with the deadly dependability of a glacier, and at times almost as slowly. So it was a full month and nine days before Detective-sergeant Lloyd came back to No. 14 Grinling Crescent.

By that time the front steps had long since lost their white serenity. The apple-green door had acquired a sinister shade of gray. The brass saucer around the bell, the knocker, the big latch, all these were tarnished and stained, like the brass work of an old freighter limping around the Horn. Those who rang the bell departed slowly, with backward glances, and Mr. Sutton-Cornish would be peeping out at them from the side of a drawn window shade.

He concocted himself weird meals in the echoing kitchen, creeping in after dark with ragged-looking parcels of food. Later he would slink out again with his hat pulled low and his overcoat collar up, give a quick glance up and down the street, then scramble off around the corner. The police constable on duty saw him occasionally at these maneuvers and rubbed his chin a good deal over the situation.

No longer a study even in withered elegance, Mr. Sutton-Cornish became a customer in obscure eating houses where draymen blew on their soup on naked tables in compartments like horse stalls; in foreign cafes where men with blue-black hair and pointed shoes dined interminably over minute bottles of wine; in crowded, anonymous tea shops where the food looked and tasted as tired as the people who ate it.

He was no longer a perfectly sane man. In his dry, solitary, poisoned laughter there was the sound of crumbling walls. Even the pinched loafers under the arches of the Thames Embankment, who listened to him because he had sixpences, even these were glad when he passed on, stepping carefully in unshined shoes and lightly swinging the stick he no longer carried.

Then, late one night, returning softly out of the dull-gray darkness, he found the man from Scotland Yard lurking near the dirty front steps with an air of thinking himself hidden behind the lamp-post.

Id like a few words with you, sir, he said, stepping forth briskly and holding his hands as though he might have to use them suddenly.

Charmed, Im sure, Mr. Sutton-Cornish chuckled. Trot right in.

He opened the door with his latchkey, switched the light on, and stepped with accustomed ease over a pile of dusty letters on the floor.

Got rid of the servants, he explained to the detective. Always did want to be alone some day.

The carpet was covered with burned matches, pipe ash, torn paper, and the corners of the hall had cobwebs in them. Mr. Sutton-Cornish opened his study door, switched the light on in there and stood aside. The detective passed him warily, staring hard at the condition of the house.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish pushed him into a dusty chair, thrust a cigar at him, reached for the whiskey decanter.

Business or pleasure this time? he inquired archly.

Detective-sergeant Lloyd held his hard hat on one knee and looked the cigar over dubiously. Smoke it later, thank you, sir…Business, I take it. Im instructed to make inquiries as to the whereabouts of Mrs. Sutton-Cornish.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish sipped whiskey amiably and pointed at the decanter. He took his whiskey straight now. Havent the least idea, he said. Why? Down at Chinverly, I suppose. Country place. She owns it.

It so appens she aint, Detective-sergeant Lloyd said, slipping on an h, which he seldom did any more. Been a separation, Im told, he added grimly.

Thats our business, old man.

Up to a point, yes, sir. Granted. Not after her solicitor cant find her and she aint anywhere anybody can find her. Not then, it aint just your business.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish thought it over. You might have something there — as the Americans say, he conceded.

The detective passed a large pale hand across his forehead and leaned forward.

Lets ave it, sir, he said quietly. Best in the long run. Best for all. Nothing to gain by foolishness. The laws the law.

Have some whiskey, Mr. Sutton-Cornish said.

Not tonight I wont, Detective-sergeant Lloyd said grimly.

She left me, Mr. Sutton-Cornish shrugged. And because of that the servants left me. You know what servants are nowadays. Beyond that I havent an idea.

Oh yus I think you ave, the detective said, losing a little more of his West End manner. No charges have been preferred, but I think you know all right, all right.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish smiled airily. The detective scowled at him and went on:

Weve taken the liberty of watching you, and for a gentleman of your position — youve been living a damn queer life, if I may say so.

You may say so, and then you may get to hell out of my house, Mr. Sutton-Cornish said suddenly.

Not so farst. Not yet I wont.

Perhaps you would like to search the house.

Peraps I should. Peraps I shall. No hurry there. Takes time. Sometimes takes shovels. Detective-sergeant Lloyd permitted himself to leer rather nastily. Seems to me like people does a bit of disappearin when you appen to be around. Take that Skimp. Now take Mrs. Sutton-Cornish.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish stared at him with lingering malice. And in your experience, sergeant, where do people go when they disappear?

Sometimes they dont disappear. Sometimes somebody disappears them. The detective licked his strong lips, with a slightly cat-like expression.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish slowly raised his arm and pointed to the bronze door. You wanted it, sergeant, he said suavely. You shall have it. There is where you should look for Mr. Skimp, for Teddy the Pomeranian, and for my wife. There — behind that ancient door of bronze.

The detective didnt shift his gaze. For a long moment he didnt change expression. Then, quite amiably, he grinned. There was something else behind his eyes, but it was behind them.

Lets you and me take a nice little walk, he said breezily. The fresh air would do you a lot of good, sir. Lets—

There, Mr. Sutton-Cornish announced, still pointing with his arm rigid, behind that door.

Ah-ah. Detective-sergeant Lloyd waggled a large finger roguishly. Been alone too much, you ave, sir. Thinkin about things. Do it myself once in a while. Gets a fellow balmy in the crumpet like. Take a nice little walk with me, sir. We could stop somewhere for a nice— The big, tawny man planted a forefinger on the end of his nose and pushed his head back and wiggled his little finger in the air at the same time. But his steady gray eyes remained in another mood.

Well look at my bronze door first.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish skipped out of his chair. The detective had him by the arm in a flash. None of that, he said in a frosty voice. Hold still, you.

Key in here, Mr. Sutton-Cornish said, pointing at his breast pocket, but not trying to get his hand into it.

The detective got it out for him, stared at it heavily.

All behind the door — on meathooks, Mr. Sutton-Cornish said. All three. Little meathook for Teddy. Very large meathook for my wife. Very large meathook.

Holding him with his left hand, Detective-sergeant Lloyd thought it over. His pale brows were drawn tight. His large weathered face was grim — but skeptical.

No harm to look, he said finally.

He marched Mr. Sutton-Cornish across the floor, pushed the bronze key into the huge antique lock, twisted the ring, and opened the door. He opened both sides of it. He stood looking into that very innocent alcove with its cabinet of knickknacks and absolutely nothing else. He became genial again.

Meathooks, did you say, sir? Very cute, if I may say so.

He laughed, released Mr. Sutton-Cornishs arm and teetered on his heels.

What the hells it for? he asked.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish doubled over very swiftly and launched his thin body with furious speed at the big detective.

Take a little walk yourself — and find out! he screamed.

Detective-sergeant Lloyd was a big and solid man and probably used to being butted. Mr. Sutton-Cornish could hardly have moved him six inches, even with a running start. But the bronze door had a high sill. The detective moved with the deceptive quickness of his trade, swayed his body just enough, and jarred his foot against the bronze sill.

If it hadnt been for that he would have plucked Mr. Sutton-Cornish neatly out of the air and held him squirming like a kitten, between his large thumb and forefinger. But the sill jarred him off balance. He stumbled a little, and swayed his body completely out of Mr. Sutton-Cornishs way.

Mr. Sutton-Cornish butted empty space — the empty space framed by that majestic door of bronze. He sprawled forward clutching — falling — clutching — across the sill -

Detective-sergeant Lloyd straightened up slowly, twisted his thick neck and stared. He moved back a little from the sill so that he could be perfectly certain the side of the door hid nothing from him. It didnt. He saw a cabinet of odd pieces of china, odds and ends of carved ivory and shiny black wood, and on top of the cabinet three little statuettes of pink marble.

He saw nothing else. There was nothing else in there to see.

Gorblimey! he said at last, violently. At least he thought he said it. Somebody said it. He wasnt quite sure. He was never absolutely sure about anything — after that night.
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The whiskey looked all right. It smelled all right, too. Shaking so that he could hardly hold the decanter Detective-sergeant Lloyd poured a little into a glass and took a sip in his dry mouth and waited.

After a little while he drank another spoonful. He waited again. Then he drank a stiff drink — a very stiff drink.

He sat down in the chair beside the whiskey and took his large folded cotton handkerchief out of his pocket and unfolded it slowly and mopped his face and neck and behind his ears.

In a little while he wasnt shaking quite so much. Warmth began to flow through him. He stood up, drank some more whiskey, then slowly and bitterly moved back down the room.

He swung the bronze door shut, locked it, put the key down in his own pocket. He opened the partition door at the side, braced himself and stepped through into the alcove. He looked at the back of the bronze door. He touched it. It wasnt very light in there, but he could see that the place was empty, except for the silly-looking cabinet. He came out again shaking his head.

Cant be, he said out loud. Not a chance. Not arf a chance.

Then, with the sudden unreasonableness of the reasonable man, he flew into a rage.

If I get ooked for this, he said between his teeth, I get ooked.

He went down to the dark cellar, rummaged around until he found a hand axe and carried it back upstairs.

He hacked the woodwork to ribbons. When he was done the bronze door stood alone on its base, jagged wood all around it, but not holding it any longer. Detective-sergeant Lloyd put the hand axe down, wiped his hands and face on his big handkerchief, and went in behind the door. He put his shoulder to it and set his strong, yellow teeth.

Only a brutally determined man of immense strength could have done it. The door fell forward with a heavy rumbling crash that seemed to shake the whole house. The echoes of that crash died away slowly, along infinite corridors of unbelief.

Then the house was silent again. The big man went out into the hall and had another look out of the front door.

He put his coat on, adjusted his hard hat, folded his damp handkerchief carefully and put it in his hip pocket, lit the cigar Mr. Sutton-Cornish had given him, took a drink of whiskey and swaggered to the door.

At the door he turned and deliberately sneered at the bronze door, lying fallen but still huge in the welter of splintered wood.

To ell with you, ooever you are, Detective-sergeant Lloyd said. I aint no bloody primrose.

He shut the house door behind him. A little high fog outside, a few dim stars, a quiet street with lighted windows. Two or three cars of expensive appearance, very likely chauffeurs lounging in them, but no one in sight.

He crossed the street at an angle and walked along beside the tall iron railing of the park. Faintly through the rhododendron bushes he could see the dull glimmer of the little ornamental lake. He looked up and down the street and took the big bronze key out of his pocket.

Make it a good un, he told himself softly.

His arm swept up and over. There was a minute splash in the ornamental lake, then silence. Detective-sergeant Lloyd walked on calmly, puffing at his cigar.

Back at the C.I.D. He gave his report steadily, and for the first and last time in his life, there was something besides truth in it. Couldnt raise anybody at the house. All dark. Waited three hours. Must all be away.

The inspector nodded and yawned.

The Sutton-Cornish heirs eventually pried the estate out of Chancery and opened up No. 14 Grinling Crescent and found the bronze door lying in a welter of dust and splintered wood and matted cobwebs. They stared at it goggle-eyed, and when they found out what it was, sent for dealers, thinking there might be a little money in it. But the dealers sighed and said no, no money in that sort of thing now Better ship it off to a foundry and have it melted down for the metal. Get so much a pound. The dealers departed noiselessly with wry smiles.

Sometimes when things are a little dull in the Missing Persons section of the C.I.D. They take the Sutton-Cornish file out and dust it off and look through it sourly and put it away again.

Sometimes when Inspector — formerly Detective-sergeant — Thomas Lloyd is walking along an unusually dark and quiet street he will whirl suddenly, for no reason at all, and jump to one side with a swift anguished agility.

But there isnt really anybody there, trying to butt him.


NO CRIME IN THE MOUNTAINS

First published in Detective Story, September 1941
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The letter came just before noon, special delivery, a dimestore envelope with the return address F. S. Lacey, Puma Point, California. Inside was a check for a hundred dollars, made out to cash and signed Frederick S. Lacey, and a sheet of plain white bond paper typed with a number of strikeovers. It said:



Mr. John Evans.

Dear Sir:

I have your name from Len Esterwald. My business is urgent and extremely confidential. I enclose a retainer. Please come to Puma Point Thursday afternoon or evening, if at all possible, register at the Indian Head Hotel, and call me at 2306.

Yours,

FRED LACEY



There hadnt been any business in a week, but this made it a nice day. The bank on which the check was drawn was about six blocks away. I went over and cashed it, ate lunch, and got the car out and started off.

It was hot in the valley, hotter still in San Bernardino, and it was still hot at five thousand feet, fifteen miles up the high-gear road to Puma Lake. I had done forty of the fifty miles of curving, twisting highway before it started to cool off, but it didnt get really cool until I reached the dam and started along the south shore of the lake past the piled-up granite boulders and the sprawled camps in the flats beyond. It was early evening when I reached Puma Point and I was as empty as a gutted fish.

The Indian Head Hotel was a brown building on a corner, opposite a dance halt. I registered, carried my suitcase upstairs and dropped it in a bleak, hard-looking room with an oval rug on the floor, a double bed in the corner, and nothing on the bare pine wall but a hardware-store calendar all curled up from the dry mountain summer. I washed my face and hands and went downstairs to eat.

The dining-drinking parlor that adjoined the lobby was full to overflowing with males in sports clothes and liquor breaths and females in slacks and shorts with blood-red fingernails and dirty knuckles. A fellow with eyebrows like John L. Lewis was prowling around with a cigar screwed into his face. A lean, pale-eyed cashier in shirt-sleeves was fighting to get the race results from Hollywood Park on a small radio that was as full of static as the mashed potato was full of water. In the deep, black corner of the room a hillbilly symphony of five defeatists in white coats and purple shirts was trying to make itself heard above the brawl at the bar.

I gobbled what they called the regular dinner, drank a brandy to sit on it, and went out on to the main stem. It was still broad daylight, but the neon lights were turned on and the evening was full of the noise of auto horns, shrill voices, the rattle of bowls, the snap of .22s at the shooting gallery, jukebox music, and behind all this the hoarse, hard mutter of speedboats on the lake. At a corner opposite the post office a blue-and-white arrow said Telephone. I went down a dusty side road that suddenly became quiet and cool and piney. A tame doe deer with a leather collar on its neck wandered across the road in front of me. The phone office was a log cabin, and there was a booth in the corner with a coin-in-the-slot telephone. I shut myself inside and dropped my nickel and dialed 2306. A womans voice answered.

I said: Is Mr. Fred Lacey there?

Who is calling, please?

Evans is the name.

Mr. Lacey is not here right now, Mr. Evans. Is he expecting you?

That gave her two questions to my one. I didnt like it. I said: Are you Mrs. Lacey?

Yes. I am Mrs. Lacey. I thought her voice was taut and overstrung, but some voices are like that all the time.

Its a business matter, I said. When will he be back?

I dont know exactly. Some time this evening, I suppose. What did you—

Where is your cabin, Mrs. Lacey?

Its…its on Ball Sage Point, about two miles west of the village. Are you calling from the village? Did you—

Ill call back in an hour, Mrs. Lacey, I said, and hung up. I stepped out of the booth. In the other corner of the room a dark girl in slacks was writing in some kind of account book at a little desk. She looked up and smiled and said: How do you like the mountains?

I said: Fine.

Its very quiet up here, she said. Very restful.

Yeah. Do you know anybody named Fred Lacey?

Lacey? Oh, yes, they just had a phone put in. They bought the Baldwin cabin. It was vacant for two years, and they just bought it. Its out at the end of Ball Sage Point, a big cabin on high ground, looking out over the lake. It has a marvelous view. Do you know Mr. Lacey?

No, I said, and went out of there.

The tame doe was in the gap of the fence at the end of the walk. I tried to push her out of the way. She wouldnt move, so I stepped over the fence and walked back to the Indian Head and got into my car.

There was a gas station at the east end of the village. I pulled up for some gas and asked the leathery man who poured it where Ball Sage Point was.

Well, he said. Thats easy. That aint hard at all. You wont have no trouble finding Ball Sage Point. You go down here about a mile and a half past the Catholic church and Kincaids Camp, and at the bakery you turn right and then you keep on the road to Willerton Boys Camp, and its the first road to the left after you pass on by. Its a dirt road, kind of rough. They dont sweep the snow off in winter, but it aint winter now. You know somebody out there?

No. I gave him money. He went for the change and came back.

Its quiet out there, he said. Restful. What was the name?

Murphy, I said.

Glad to know you, Mr. Murphy, he said, and reached for my hand. Drop in any time. Glad to have the pleasure of serving you. Now, for Ball Sage Point you just keep straight on down this road—

Yeah, I said, and left his mouth flapping.

I figured I knew how to find Ball Sage Point now, so I turned around and drove the other way. It was just possible Fred Lacey would not want me to go to his cabin.

Half a block beyond the hotel the paved road turned down towards a boat landing, then east again along the shore of the lake. The water was low. Cattle were grazing in the sour-looking grass that had been under water in the spring. A few patient visitors were fishing for bass or bluegill from boats with outboard motors. About a mile or so beyond the meadows a dirt road wound out towards a long point covered with junipers. Close inshore there was a lighted dance pavilion. The music was going already, although it still looked like late afternoon at that altitude. The band sounded as if it was in my pocket. I could hear a girl with a throaty voice singing The Woodpeckers Song. I drove on past and the music faded and the road got rough and stony. A cabin on the shore slid past me, and there was nothing beyond it but pines and junipers and the shine of the water. I stopped the car out near the tip of the point and walked over to a huge tree fallen with its roots twelve feet in the air. I sat down against it on the bone-dry ground and lit a pipe. It was peaceful and quiet and far from everything. On the far side of the lake a couple of speedboats played tag, but on my side there was nothing but silent water, very slowly getting dark in the mountain dusk. I wondered who the hell Fred Lacey was and what he wanted and why he didnt stay home or leave a message if his business was so urgent. I didnt wonder about it very long. The evening was too peaceful. I smoked and looked at the lake and the sky, and at a robin waiting on the bare spike at the top of a tall pine for it to get dark enough so he could sing his good-night song.

At the end of half an hour I got up and dug a hole in the soft ground with my heel and knocked my pipe out and stamped down the dirt over the ashes. For no reason at all, I walked a few steps towards the lake, and that brought me to the end of the tree. So I saw the foot.

It was in a white duck shoe, about size nine. I walked around the roots of the tree.

There was another foot in another white duck shoe. There were pinstriped white pants with legs in them, and there was a torso in a pale-green sport shirt of the kind that hangs outside and has pockets like a sweater. It had a buttonless V-neck and chest hair showed through the V. The man was middle-aged, half bald, had a good coat of tan and a line mustache shaved up from the lip. His lips were thick, and his mouth, a little open as they usually are, showed big strong teeth. He had the kind of face that goes with plenty of food and not too much worry. His eyes were looking at the sky. I couldnt seem to meet them.

The left side of the green sport shirt was sodden with blood in a patch as big as a dinner plate. In the middle of the patch there might have been a scorched hole. I couldnt be sure. The light was getting a little tricky.

I bent down and felt matches and cigarettes in the pockets of the shirt, a couple of rough lumps like keys and silver in his pants pockets at the sides. I rolled him a little to get at his hip. He was still limp and only a little cooled off. A wallet of rough leather made a tight fit in his right hip pocket. I dragged it out, bracing my knee against his back.

There was twelve dollars in the wallet and some cards, but what interested me was the name on his photostat drivers license. I lit a match to make sure I read it right in the fading daylight.

The name on the license was Frederick Shield Lacey.
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I put the wallet back and stood up and made a full circle, staring hard. Nobody was in sight, on land or on the water. In that light, nobody could have seen what I was doing unless he was close.

I walked a few steps and looked down to see if I was making tracks. No. The ground was half pine needles of many years past, and the other half pulverized rotten wood.

The gun was about four feet away, almost under the fallen tree. I didnt touch it. I bent down and looked at it. It was a .22 automatic, a Colt with a bone grip. It was half buried in a small pile of the powdery, brown, rotted wood. There were large black ants on the pile, and one of them was crawling along the barrel of the gun.

I straightened up and took another quick look around. A boat idled offshore out of sight around the point. I could hear an uneven stutter from the throttled-down motor, but I couldnt see it. I started back toward the car. I was almost up to it. A small figure rose silently behind a heavy manzanita bush. The light winked on glasses and on something else, lower down in a hand.

A voice said hissingly: Placing the hands up, please.

It was a nice spot for a very fast draw. I didnt think mine would be fast enough. I placed the hands up.

The small figure came around the manzanita bush. The shining thing below the glasses was a gun. The gun was large enough. It came towards me.

A gold tooth winked out of a small mouth below a black mustache.

Turning around, please, the nice little voice said soothingly. You seeing man lie on ground?

Look, I said, Im a stranger here. I—

Turning around very soon, the man said coldly. I turned around.

Then end of the gun made a nest against my spine. A light, deft hand prodded me here and there, rested on the gun under my arm. The voice cooed. The hand went to my hip. The pressure of my wallet went away. A very neat pick-pocket. I could hardly feel him touch me.

I look at wallet now. You very still, the voice said. The gun went away.

A good man had a chance now. He would fall quickly to the ground, do a back flip from a kneeling position, and come up with his gun blazing his hand. It would happen very fast. The good man would take the little man with glasses the way a dowager takes her teeth out, in an even smooth motion. I somehow didnt think I was that good.

The wallet went back on my hip, the gun barrel back into my back.

So, the voice said softly. You coming here you making mistake.

Brother, you said it, I told him.

Not matter, the voice said. Go away now, go home. Five hundred dollars. Nothing being said five hundred dollars arriving one week from today.

Fine, I said. You having my address?

Very funny, the voice cooed. Ha, ha.

Something hit the back of my right knee, and the leg folded suddenly the way it will when hit at that point. My head began to ache from where it was going to get a crack from the gun, but he fooled me. It was the old rabbit punch, and it was a honey of its type. Done with the heel of a very hard little hand. My head came off and went halfway across the lake and did a boomerang turn and came back and slammed on top of my spine with a sickening jar. Somehow on the way it got a mouthful of pine needles.

There was an interval of midnight in a small room with the windows shut and no air. My chest labored against the ground. They put a ton of coal on my back. One of the hard lumps pressed into the middle of my back. I made some noises but they must have been unimportant. Nobody bothered about them. I heard the sound of a boat motor get louder, and a soft thud of feet walking on the pine needles, making a dry, slithering sound. Then a couple of heavy grunts and steps going away. Then steps coming back and a hurry voice, with a sort of accent.

What did you get there, Charlie?

Oh nothing, Charlie said cooingly. Smoking pipe, not doing anything. Summer visitor, ha, ha.

Did he see the stiff?

Not seeing, Charlie said. I wondered why.

Okay, lets go.

Ah, too bad, Charlie said. Too bad. The weight got off my back and the lumps of hard coal went away from my spine. Too bad, Charlie said again. But must do.

He didnt fool this time. He hit me with the gun. Come around and Ill let you feel the lump under my scalp. Ive got several of them.

Time passed and I was up on my knees, whining. I put a foot on the ground and hoisted myself on it and wiped my face off with the back of my hand and put the other foot on the ground and climbed out of the hole it felt like I was in.

The shine of water, dark now from the sun but silvered by the moon, was directly in front of me. To the right was the big fallen tree. That brought it back. I moved cautiously towards it, rubbing my head with careful fingertips. It was swollen and soft, but not bleeding. I stopped and looked back for my hat, and then remembered I had left it in the car.

I went around the tree. The moon was bright as it can only be in the mountains or on the desert. You could almost see that there was no body on the ground now and no gun lying against the tree with ants crawling on it. The ground had a sort of smoothed-out, raked look.

I stood there and listened, and all I heard was the blood pounding in my head, and all I felt was my head aching. Then my hand jumped for the gun and the gun was there. And the hand jumped again for my wallet and the wallet was there. I hauled it out and looked at my money. That seemed to be there, too.

I turned around and plowed back to the car. I wanted to go back to the hotel and get a couple of drinks and lie down. I wanted to meet Charlie after a while, but not right away. First I wanted to lie down for a while. I was a growing boy and I needed rest.

I got into the car and started it and tooled it around on the soft ground and back on to the dirt road and back along that to the highway. I didnt meet any cars. The music was still going well in the dancing pavilion off to the side, and the throaty-voiced singer was giving out Ill Never Smile Again.

When I reached the highway I put the lights on and drove back to the village. The local law hung out in a one-room pineboard shack halfway up the block from the boat landing, across the street from the firehouse. There was a naked light burning inside, behind a glass-paneled door.

I stopped the car on the other side of the street and sat there for a minute looking into the shack. There was a man inside, sitting bareheaded in a swivel chair at an old rolltop desk. I opened the car door and moved to get out, then stopped and shut the door again and started the motor and drove on.

I had a hundred dollars to earn, after all.
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I drove two miles past the village and came to the bakery and turned on a newly oiled road towards the lake. I passed a couple of camps and then saw the brownish tents of the boys camp with lights strung between them and a clatter coming from a big tent where they were washing dishes. A little beyond that the road curved around an inlet and a dirt road branched off. It was deeply rutted and full of stones half embedded in the dirt, and the trees barely gave it room to pass. I went by a couple of lighted cabins, old ones built of pine with the bark left on. Then the road climbed and the place got emptier, and after a while a big cabin hung over the edge of the bluff looking down on the lake at its feet. The cabin had two chimneys and a rustic fence, and a double garage outside the fence. There was a long porch on the lake side, and steps going down to the water. Light came from the windows. My headlights tilted up enough to catch the name Baldwin painted on a wooden board nailed to a tree. This was the cabin, all right.

The garage was open and a sedan was parked in it. I stopped a little beyond and went far enough into the garage to feel the exhaust pipe of the car. It was cold. I went through a rustic gate up a path outlined in stones to the porch. The door opened as I got there. A tall woman stood there, framed against the light. A little silky dog rushed out past her, tumbled down the steps and hit me in the stomach with two front paws, then dropped to the ground and ran in circles making noises of approval.

Down, Shiny! the woman called. Down! Isnt she a funny little dog? Funny itty doggie. Shes half coyote.

The dog ran back into the house. I said: Are you Mrs. Lacey? Im Evans. I called you up about an hour ago.

Yes, Im Mrs. Lacey, she said. My husband hasnt come in yet. I — well, come in, wont you? Her voice had a remote sound, like a voice in the mist.

She closed the door behind me after I went in and stood there looking at me, then shrugged a little and sat down in a wicker chair. I sat down in another just like it. The dog appeared from nowhere, jumped in my lap, wiped a neat tongue across the end of my nose and jumped down again. It was a small grayish dog with a sharp nose and a long, feathery tail.

It was a long room with a lot of windows and not very fresh curtains at them. There was a big fireplace, Indian rugs, two davenports with faded cretonne slips over them, more wicker furniture, not too comfortable. There were some antlers on the wall, one pair with six points.

Fred isnt home yet, Mrs. Lacey said again. I dont know whats keeping him.

I nodded. She had a pale face, rather taut, dark hair that was a little wild. She was wearing a double-breasted scarlet coat with brass buttons, gray flannel slacks, pigskin clog sandals, and no stockings. There was a necklace of cloudy amber around her throat and a bandeau of old-rose material in her hair. She was in her middle thirties, so it was too late for her to learn how to dress herself.

You wanted to see my husband on business?

Yes. He wrote me to come up and stay at the Indian Head and phone him.

Oh — at the Indian Head, she said, as if that meant something. She crossed her legs, didnt like them that way, and uncrossed them again. She leaned forward and cupped a long chin in her hand. What kind of business are you in, Mr. Evans?

Im a private detective.

Its…its about the money? she asked quickly.

I nodded. That seemed safe. It was usually about money. It was about a hundred dollars that I had in my pocket, anyhow.

Of course, she said. Naturally. Would you care for a drink?

Very much.

She went over to a little wooden bar and came back with two glasses. We drank. We looked at each other over the rims of our glasses.

The Indian Head, she said. We stayed there two nights when we came up. While the cabin was being cleaned up. It had been empty for two years before we bought it. They get so dirty.

I guess so, I said.

You say my husband wrote to you? She was looking down into her glass now. I suppose he told you the story.

I offered her a cigarette. She started to reach, then shook her head and put her hand on her kneecap and twisted it. She gave me the careful up-from-under look.

He was a little vague, I said. In spots.

She looked at me steadily and I looked at her steadily. I breathed gently into my glass until it misted.

Well, I dont think we need be mysterious about it, she said. Although as a matter of fact I know more about it than Fred thinks I do. He doesnt know, for example, that I saw that letter.

The letter he sent me?

No. The letter he got from Los Angeles with the report on the ten-dollar bill.

How did you get to see it? I asked.

She laughed without much amusement. Freds too secretive. Its a mistake to be too secretive with a woman. I sneaked a look at it while he was in the bathroom. I got it out of his pocket.

I nodded and drank some more of my drink. I said: Uh-huh. That didnt commit me very far, which was a good idea as long as I didnt know what we were talking about. But how did you know it was in his pocket? I asked.

Hed just got it at the post office. I was with him. She laughed, with a little more amusement this time. I saw that there was a bill in it and that it came from Los Angeles. I knew he had sent one of the bills to a friend there who is an expert on such things. So of course I knew this letter was a report. It was.

Seems like Fred doesnt cover up very well, I said. What did the letter say?

She flushed slightly. I dont know that I should tell you. I dont really know that you are a detective or that your name is Evans.

Well, thats something that can be settled without violence, I said. I got up and showed her enough to prove it. When I sat down again the little dog came over and sniffed at the cuffs on my trousers. I bent down to pat her head and got a handful of spit.

It said that the bill was beautiful work. The paper, in particular, was just about perfect. But under a comparison microscope there were very small differences of registration. What does that mean?

It means that the bill he sent hadnt been made from a government plate. Anything else wrong?

Yes. Under black light — whatever that is — there appeared to be slight differences in the composition of the inks. But the letter added that to the naked eye the counterfeit was practically perfect. It would fool any bank teller.

I nodded. This was something I hadnt expected. Who wrote the letter, Mrs. Lacey?

He signed himself Bill. It was on a plain sheet of paper. I dont know who wrote it. Oh, there was something else. Bill said that Fred ought to turn it in to the Federal people right away, because the money was good enough to make a lot of trouble if much of it got into circulation. But, of course, Fred wouldnt want to do that if he could help it. That would be why he sent for you.

Well, no, of course not, I said. This was a shot in the dark, but it wasnt likely to hit anything. Not with the amount of dark I had to shoot into.

She nodded, as if I had said something.

What is Fred doing now, mostly? I asked.

Bridge and poker, like hes done for years. He plays bridge almost every afternoon at the athletic club and poker at night a good deal. You can see that he couldnt afford to be connected with counterfeit money, even in the most innocent way. There would always be someone who wouldnt believe it was innocent. He plays the races, too, but thats just fun. Thats how he got the five hundred dollars he put in my shoe for a present for me. At the Indian Head.

I wanted to go out in the yard and do a little yelling and breast beating, just to let off steam. But all I could do was sit there and look wise and guzzle my drink. I guzzled it empty and made a lonely noise with the ice cubes and she went and got me another one. I took a slug of that and breathed deeply and said: If the bill was so good, how did he know it was bad, if you get what I mean?

Her eyes widened a little. Oh — I see. He didnt, of course. Not that one. But there were fifty of them, all ten-dollar bills, all new. And the money hadnt been that way when he put it in the shoe.

I wondered if tearing my hair would do me any good. I didnt think — my head was too sore. Charlie. Good old Charlie! Okay, Charlie, after a while Ill be around with my gang.

Look, I said. Look, Mrs. Lacey. He didnt tell me about the shoe. Does he always keep his money in a shoe, or was this something special on account of he won it at the races and horses wear shoes?

I told you it was a surprise present for me. When I put the shoe on I would find it, of course.

Oh. I gnawed about half an inch off my upper lip. But you didnt find it?

How could I when I sent the maid to take the shoes to the shoemaker in the village to have lifts put on them? I didnt look inside. I didnt know Fred had put anything in the shoe.

A little light was coming. It was very far off and coming very slowly. It was a very little light, about half a fireflys worth.

I said: And Fred didnt know that. And this maid took the shoes to the shoemaker. What then?

Well, Gertrude — thats the maids name — said she hadnt noticed the money, either. So when Fred found out about it and had asked her, he went over to the shoemakers place, and he hadnt worked on the shoes and the roll of money was still stuffed down into the toe of the shoe. So Fred laughed and took the money out and put it in his pocket and gave the shoemaker five dollars because he was lucky.

I finished my second drink and leaned back. I get it now. Then Fred took the roll out and looked it over and he saw it wasnt the same money. It was all new ten-dollar bills, and before it had probably been various sizes of bills and not new or not all new.

She looked surprised that I had to reason it out. I wondered how long a letter she thought Fred had written me. I said: Then Fred would have to assume that there was some reason for changing the money. He thought of one and sent a bill to a friend of his to be tested. And the report came back that it was very good counterfeit, but still counterfeit. Who did he ask about it at the hotel?

Nobody except Gertrude, I guess. He didnt want to start anything. I guess he just sent for you.

I snubbed my cigarette out and looked out of the open front windows at the moonlit lake. A speedboat with a hard white headlight slid muttering along in the water, far off over the water, and disappeared behind a wooded point.

I looked back at Mrs. Lacey. She was still sitting with her chin propped in a thin hand. Her eyes seemed far away.

I wish Fred would come home, she said.

Where is he?

I dont know. He went out with a man named Frank Luders, who is staying at the Woodland Club, down at the far end of the lake. Fred said he owned an interest in it. But I called Mr. Luders up a while ago and he said Fred had just ridden uptown with him and got off at the post office. Ive been expecting Fred to phone and ask me to pick him up somewhere. He left hours ago.

They probably have some card games down at the Woodland Club. Maybe he went there.

She nodded. He usually calls me, though.

I stared at the floor for a while and tried not to feel like a heel. Then I stood up. I guess Ill go on back to the hotel. Ill be there if you want to phone me. I think Ive met Mr. Lacey somewhere. Isnt he a thickset man about forty-five, going a little bald, with a small mustache?

She went to the door with me. Yes, she said. Thats Fred, all right.

She had shut the dog in the house and was standing outside herself as I turned the car and drove away. God, she looked lonely.

4

I was lying on my back on the bed, wobbling a cigarette around and trying to make up my mind just why I had to play cute with this affair, when the knock came at the door. I called out. A girl in a working uniform came in with some towels. She had dark, reddish hair and a pert, nicely made-up face and long legs. She excused herself and hung some towels on the rack and started back to the door and gave me a sidelong look with a good deal of fluttering eyelash in it.

I said, Hello, Gertrude, just for the hell of it.

She stopped, and the dark-red head came around and the mouth was ready to smile.

Howd you know my name?

I didnt. But one of the maids is Gertrude. I wanted to talk to her.

She leaned against the door frame, towels over her arm. Her eyes were lazy. Yeah?

Live up here, or just up here for the summer? I asked.

Her lip curled. I should say I dont live up here. With these mountain screwballs? I should say not.

You doing all right?

She nodded. And I dont need any company, mister. She sounded as if she could be talked out of that.

I looked at her for a minute and said: Tell about that money somebody hid in a shoe.

Who are you? she asked coolly.

The name is Evans. Im a Los Angeles detective. I grinned at her, very wise.

Her face stiffened a little. The hand holding the towels clutched and her nails made a scratching sound on the cloth. She moved back from the door and sat down in a straight chair against the wall. Trouble dwelt in her eyes.

A dick, she breathed. What goes on?

Dont you know?

All I heard was Mrs. Lacey left some money in a shoe she wanted a lift put on the heel, and I took it over to the shoemaker and he didnt steal the money. And I didnt, either. She got the money back, didnt she?

Dont like cops, do you? Seems to me I know your face, I said.

The face hardened. Look, copper, I got a job and I work at it. I dont need any help from any copper. I dont owe anybody a nickel.

Sure, I said. When you took those shoes from the room did you go right over to the shoemaker with them?

She nodded shortly.

Didnt stop on the way at all?

Why would I?

I wasnt around then. I wouldnt know.

Well, I didnt. Except to tell Weber I was going out for a guest.

Whos Mr. Weber?

Hes the assistant manager. Hes down in the dining room a lot.

Tall, pale guy that writes down all the race results?

She nodded. That would be him.

I see, I said. I struck a match and lit my cigarette. I stared at her through smoke. Thanks very much, I said.

She stood up and opened the door. I dont think I remember you, she said, looking back at me.

There must be a few of us you didnt meet, I said.

She flushed and stood there glaring at me.

They always change the towels this late in your hotel? asked her, just to be saying something.

Smart guy, aint you?

Well, I try to give that impression, I said with a modest smirk.

You dont put it over, she said, with a sudden trace of thick accent.

Anybody handle those shoes except you — after you took them?

No. I told you I just stopped to tell Mr. Weber— She stopped dead and thought a minute. I went to get him a cup of coffee, she said. I left them on his desk by the cash register. How the hell would I know anybody handled them? And what difference does it make if they got their dough back all right?

Well, I see youre anxious to make me feel good about it. Tell me about this guy, Weber. He been here long?

Too long, she said nastily. A girl dont want to walk too close to him if you get what I mean. What am I talking about?

About Mr. Weber.

Well, to hell with Mr. Weber — if you get what I mean.

You been having any trouble getting it across?

She flushed again And strictly off the record, she said, to hell with you.

If I get what you mean, I said.

She opened the door and gave me a quick, half-angry smile and went out.

Her steps made a tapping sound going along the hall. I didnt hear her stop at any other doors. I looked at my watch. It was after half past nine.

Somebody came along the hall with heavy feet, went into the room next to me and banged the door. The man started hawking and throwing shoes around. A weight flopped on the bed springs and started bounding around. Five minutes of this and he got up again. Two big, unshod feet thudded on the floor, a bottle tinkled against a glass. The man had himself a drink, lay down on the bed again, and began to snore almost at once.

Except for that and the confused racket from downstairs in the dining room and the bar there was the nearest thing you get to silence in a mountain resort. Speedboats stuttered out on the lake, dance music murmured here and there, cars went by blowing horns, the .22s snapped in the shooting gallery, and kids yelled at each other across the main drag.

It was so quiet that I didnt hear my door open. It was half open before I noticed it. A man came in quietly, half closed the door, moved a couple of steps farther into the room and stood looking at me. He was tall, thin, pale, quiet, and his eyes had a flat look of menace.

Okay, sport, he said. Lets see it.

I rolled around and sat up. I yawned. See what?

The buzzer.

What buzzer?

Shake it up, half-smart. Lets see the buzzer that gives you the right to ask questions of the help.

Oh, that, I said, smiling weakly. I dont have any buzzer, Mr. Weber.

Well, that is very lovely, Mr. Weber said. He came across the room, his long arms swinging. When he was about three feet from me he leaned forward a little and made a very sudden movement. An open palm slapped the side of my face hard. It rocked my head and made the back of it shoot pain in all directions.

Just for that, I said, you dont go to the movies tonight.

He twisted his face into a sneer and cocked his right fist. He telegraphed his punch well ahead. I would almost have had time to run out and buy a catchers mask. I came up under the fist and stuck a gun in his stomach. He grunted unpleasantly. I said: Putting the hands up, please.

He grunted again and his eyes went out of focus, but he didnt move his hands. I went around him and backed towards the far side of the room. He turned slowly, eying me. I said: Just a moment until I close the door. Then we all go into the case of the money in the shoe, otherwise known as the Clue of the Substituted Lettuce.

Go to hell, he said.

A right snappy comeback, I said. And full of originality. I reached back for the knob of the door, keeping my eyes on him. A board creaked behind me. I swung around, adding a little power to the large, heavy, hard and businesslike hunk of concrete which landed on the side of my jaw. I spun off into the distance, trailing flashes of lightning, and did a nose dive out into space. A couple of thousand years passed. Then I stopped a planet with my back, opened my eyes fuzzily and looked at a pair of feet.

They were sprawled out at a loose angle, and legs came towards me from them. The legs were splayed out on the floor of the room. A hand hung down limp, and a gun lay just out of its reach. I moved one of the feet and was surprised to find it belonged to me. The lax hand twitched and reached automatically for the gun, missed it, reached again and grabbed the smooth grip. I lifted it. Somebody had tied a fifty-pound weight to it, but I lifted it anyway. There was nothing in the room but silence. I looked across and was staring straight at the closed door. I shifted a little and ached all over. My head ached. My jaw ached. I lifted the gun some more and then put it down again. The hell with it. I should be lifting guns around for what. The room was empty. All visitors departed. The droplight from the ceiling burned with an empty glare. I rolled a little and ached some more and got a leg bent and a knee under me. I came up grunting hard, grabbed the gun again and climbed the rest of the way. There was a taste of ashes in my mouth.

Ah, too bad, I said out loud. Too bad. Must do. Okay, Charlie. Ill be seeing you.

I swayed a little, still groggy as a three-day drunk, swiveled slowly and prowled the room with my eyes.

A man was kneeling in prayer against the side of the bed. He wore a gray suit and his hair was a dusty blond color. His legs were spread out, and his body was bent forward on the bed and his arms were flung out. His head rested sideways on his left arm.

He looked quite comfortable. The rough deer-horn grip of the hunting knife under his left shoulder-blade didnt seem to bother him at all.

I went over to bend down and look at his face. It was the face of Mr. Weber. Poor Mr. Weber! From under the handle of the hunting knife, down the back of his jacket, a dark streak extended.

It was not mercurochrome.

I found my hat somewhere and put it on carefully, and put the gun under my arm and waded over to the door. I reversed the key, switched the light off, went out, and locked the door after me and dropped the key into my pocket.

I went along the silent hallway and down the stairs to the office. An old wasted-looking night clerk was reading the paper behind the desk. He didnt even look at me. I glanced through the archway into the dining room. The same noisy crowd was brawling at the bar. The same hillbilly symphony was fighting for life in the corner. The guy with the cigar and the John L. Lewis eyebrows was minding the cash register. Business seemed good. A couple of summer visitors were dancing in the middle of the floor, holding glasses over each others shoulders.
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I went out of the lobby door and turned left along the street to where my car was parked, but I didnt go very far before I stopped and turned back into the lobby of the hotel. I leaned on the counter and asked the clerk: May I speak to the maid called Gertrude?

He blinked at me thoughtfully over his glasses.

Shes off at nine-thirty. Shes gone home.

Where does she live?

He stared at me without blinking this time.

I think maybe youve got the wrong idea, he said.

If I have, its not the idea you have.

He rubbed the end of his chin and washed my face with his stare. Something wrong?

Im a detective from L.A. I work very quietly when people let me work quietly.

Youd better see Mr. Holmes, he said. The manager.

Look, pardner, this is a very small place. I wouldnt have to do more than wander down the row and ask in the bars and eating places for Gertrude. I could think up a reason. I could find out. You would save me a little time and maybe save somebody from getting hurt. Very badly hurt.

He shrugged. Let me see your credentials, Mr.—

Evans. I showed him my credentials. He stared at them a long time after he had read them, then handed the wallet back and stared at the ends of his fingertips.

I believe shes stopping at the Whitewater Cabins, he said.

Whats her last name?

Smith, he said, and smiled a faint, old, and very weary smile, the smile of a man who has seen too much of one world. Or possibly Schmidt.

I thanked him and went back out on the pavement. I walked half a block, then turned into a noisy little bar for a drink. A three-piece orchestra was swinging it on a tiny stage at the back. In front of the stage there was a small dance floor, and a few fuzzy-eyed couples were shagging around flat-footed with their mouths open and their faces full of nothing.

I drank a jigger of rye and asked the barman where the Whitewater Cabins were. He said at the east end of the town, half a block back, on a road that started at the gas station.

I went back for my car and drove through the village and found the road. A pale blue neon sign with an arrow on it pointed the way. The Whitewater Cabins were a cluster of shacks on the side of the hill with an office down front. I stopped in front of the office. People were sitting out on their tiny front porches with portable radios. The night seemed peaceful and homey. There was a bell in the office.

I rang it and a girl in slacks came in and told me Miss Smith and Miss Hoffman had a cabin kind of off by itself because the girls slept late and wanted quiet. Of course, it was always kind of busy in the season, but the cabin where they were — it was called Tuck-Me-Inn — was quiet and it was at the back, way off to the left, and I wouldnt have any trouble finding it. Was I a friend of theirs?

I said I was Miss Smiths grandfather, thanked her and went out and up the slope between the clustered cabins to the edge of the pines at the back. There was a long woodpile at the back, and at each end of the cleared space there was a small cabin. In front of the one to the left there was a coupe standing with its lights dim. A tall blond girl was putting a suitcase into the boot. Her hair was tied in a blue handkerchief, and she wore a blue sweater and blue pants. Or dark enough to be blue, anyhow. The cabin behind her was lighted, and the little sign hanging from the roof said Tuck-Me-Inn.

The blond girl went back into the cabin, leaving the boot of the car open. Dim light oozed out through the open door. I went very softly up on the steps and walked inside.

Gertrude was snapping down the top of a suitcase on a bed. The blond girl was out of sight, but I could hear her out in the kitchen of the little white cabin.

I couldnt have made very much noise. Gertrude snapped down the lid of the suitcase, hefted it and started to carry it out. It was only then that she saw me. Her face went very white, and she stopped dead, holding the suitcase at her side. Her mouth opened, and she spoke quickly back over her shoulder: Anna — achtung!

The noise stopped in the kitchen. Gertrude and I stared at each other.

Leaving? I asked.

She moistened her lips. Going to stop me, copper?

I dont guess. What you leaving for?

I dont like it up here. The altitude is bad for my nerves.

Made up your mind rather suddenly, didnt you?

Any law against it?

I dont guess. Youre not afraid of Weber, are you?

She didnt answer me. She looked past my shoulder. It was an old gag, and I didnt pay any attention to it. Behind me, the cabin door closed. I turned, then. The blond girl was behind me. She had a gun in her hand. She looked at me thoughtfully, without any expression much. She was a big girl, and looked very strong.

What is it? she asked, speaking a little heavily, in a voice almost like a mans voice.

A Los Angeles dick, replied Gertrude.

So, Anna said. What does he want?

I dont know, Gertrude said. I dont think hes a real dick. He dont seem to throw his weight enough.

So, Anna said. She moved to the side and away from the door. She kept the gun pointed at me. She held it as if guns didnt make her nervous — not the least bit nervous. What do you want? she asked throatily.

Practically everything, I said. Why are you taking a powder?

That has been explained, the blond girl said calmly. It is the altitude. It is making Gertrude sick.

You both work at the Indian Head?

The blond girl said: Of no consequence.

What the hell, Gertrude said. Yeah, we both worked at the hotel until tonight. Now were leaving. Any objection?

We waste time, the blond girl said. See if he has a gun. Gertrude put her suitcase down and felt me over. She found the gun and I let her take it, big-hearted. She stood there looking at it with a pale, worried expression. The blond girl said: Put the gun down outside and put the suitcase in the car. Start the engine of the car and wait for me.

Gertrude picked her suitcase up again and started around me to the door.

That wont get you anywhere, I said. Theyll telephone ahead and block you on the road. There are only two roads out of here, both easy to block.

The blond girl raised her fine, tawny eyebrows a little. Why should anyone wish to stop us?

Yeah, why are you holding that gun?

I did not know who you were, the blond girl said. I do not know even now. Go on, Gertrude.

Gertrude opened the door, then looked back at me and moved her lips one over the other. Take a tip, shamus, and beat it out of this place while youre able, she said quietly.

Which of you saw the hunting knife?

They glanced at each other quickly, then back at me. Gertrude had a fixed stare, but it didnt look like a guilty kind of stare. I pass, she said. Youre over my head.

Okay, I said. I know you didnt put it where it was. One more question: How long were you getting that cup of coffee for Mr. Weber the morning you took the shoes out?

You are wasting time, Gertrude, the blond girl said impatiently, or as impatiently as she would ever say anything. She didnt seem an impatient type.

Gertrude didnt pay any attention to her. Her eyes held a tight speculation. Long enough to get him a cup of coffee.

They have that right in the dining room.

It was stale in the dining room. I went out to the kitchen for it. I got him some toast, also.

Five minutes?

She nodded. About that.

Who else was in the dining room besides Weber? She stared at me very steadily. At that time I dont think anybody. Im not sure. Maybe someone was having a late breakfast.

Thanks very much, I said. Put the gun down carefully on the porch and dont drop it. You can empty it if you like. I dont plan to shoot anyone.

She smiled a very small smile and opened the door with the hand holding the gun and went out. I heard her go down the steps and then heard the boot of the car slammed shut. I heard the starter, then the motor caught and purred quietly.

The blond girl moved around to the door and took the key from the inside and put it on the outside. I would not care to shoot anybody, she said. But I could do it if I had to. Please do not make me.

She shut the door and the key turned in the lock. Her steps went down off the porch. The car door slammed and the motor took hold. The tires made a soft whisper going down between the cabins. Then the noise of the portable radios swallowed that sound.

I stood there looking around the cabin, then walked through it. There was nothing in it that didnt belong there. There was some garbage in a can, coffee cups not washed, a saucepan full of grounds. There were no papers, and nobody had left the story of his life written on a paper match.

The back door was locked, too. This was on the side away from the camp, against the dark wilderness of the trees. I shook the door and bent down to look at the lock. A straight bolt lock. I opened a window. A screen was nailed over it against the wall outside. I went back to the door and gave it the shoulder. It held without any trouble at all. It also started my head blazing again. I felt in my pockets and was disgusted. I didnt even have a five-cent skeleton key.

I got the can opener out of the kitchen drawer and worked a corner of the screen loose and bent it back. Then I got up on the sink and reached down to the outside knob of the door and groped around. The key was in the lock. I turned it and drew my hand in again and went out of the door. Then I went back and put the lights out. My gun was lying on the front porch behind a post of the little railing. I tucked it under my arm and walked downhill to the place where I had left my car.
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There was a wooden counter leading back from beside the door and a potbellied stove in the corner, and a large blueprint map of the district and some curled-up calendars on the wall. On the counter were piles of dusty-looking folders, a rusty pen, a bottle of ink, and somebodys sweat-darkened Stetson.

Behind the counter there was an old golden-oak roll-top desk, and at the desk sat a man, with a tall corroded brass spittoon leaning against his leg. He was a heavy, calm man, and he sat tilted back in his chair with large, hairless hands clasped on his stomach. He wore scuffed brown army shoes, white socks, brown wash pants held up by faded suspenders, a khaki shirt buttoned to the neck. His hair was mousy-brown except at the temples, where it was the color of dirty snow. On his left breast there was a star. He sat a little more on his left hip than on his right, because there was a brown leather hip holster inside his right hip pocket, and about a foot of .45 gun in the holster.

He had large ears, and friendly eyes, and he looked about as dangerous as a squirrel, but much less nervous. I leaned on the counter and looked at him, and he nodded at me and loosed a half-pint of brown juice into the spittoon. I lit a cigarette and looked around for some place to throw the match.

Try the floor, he said. What can I do for you, son?

I dropped the match on the floor and pointed with my chin at the map on the wall. I was looking for a map of the district. Sometimes chambers of commerce have them to give away. But I guess you wouldnt be the chamber of commerce.

We aint got no maps, the man said. We had a mess of them a couple of years back, but we run out. I was hearing that Sid Young had some down at the camera store by the post office. Hes the justice of the peace here, besides running the camera store, and he gives them out to show them whereat they can smoke and where not. We got a bad fire hazard up here. Got a good map of the district up there on the wall. Be glad to direct you any place youd care to go. We aim to make the summer visitors to home.

He took a slow breath and dropped another load of juice.

What was the name? he asked.

Evans. Are you the law around here?

Yep. Im Puma Point constable and San Berdoo deppity sheriff. What law we gotta have, me and Sid Young is it, Barron is the name. I come from L.A. Eighteen years in the fire department. I come up here quite a while back. Nice and quiet up here. You up on business?

I didnt think he could do it again so soon, but he did. That spittoon took an awful beating.

Business? I asked.

The big man took one hand off his stomach and hooked a finger inside his collar and tried to loosen it. Business, he said calmly. Meaning, you got a permit for that gun, I guess?

Hell, does it stick out that much?

Depends what a mans lookin for, he said, and put his feet on the floor. Maybe youn me better get straightened out.

He got to his feet and came over to the counter and I put my wallet on it, opened out so that he could see the photostat of the licence behind the celluloid window. I drew out the L.A. sheriffs gun permit and laid it beside the license.

He looked them over. I better kind of check the number, he said.

I pulled the gun out and laid it on the counter beside his hand. He picked it up and compared the numbers. I see you got three of them. Dont wear them all to ones, I hope. Nice gun, son. Cant shoot like mine, though. He pulled his cannon off his hip and laid it on the counter. A Frontier Colt that would weigh as much as a suitcase. He balanced it, tossed it into the air and caught it spinning, then put it back on his hip. He pushed my .38 back across the counter.

Up here on business, Mr. Evans?

Im not sure. I got a call, but I havent made a contact yet. A confidential matter.

He nodded. His eyes were thoughtful. They were deeper, colder, darker than they had been.

Im stopping at the Indian Head, I said.

I dont aim to pry into your affairs, son, he said. We dont have no crime here. Once in a while a fight or a drunk driver in summertime. Or maybe a couple hard-boiled kids on a motorcycle will break into a cabin just to sleep and steal food. No real crime, though. Mighty little inducement to crime in the mountains. Mountain folks are mighty peaceable.

Yeah, I said. And again, no.

He leaned forward a little and looked into my eyes.

Right now, I said, Youve got a murder.

Nothing much changed in his face. He looked me over feature by feature. He reached for his hat and put it on the back of his head.

What was that, son? he asked calmly.

On the point east of the village out past the dancing pavilion. A man shot, lying behind a big fallen tree. Shot through the heart. I was down there smoking for half an hour before I noticed him.

Is that so? he drawled. Out Speaker Point, eh? Past Speakers Tavern. That the place?

Thats right, I said.

You taken a longish while to get around to telling me, didnt you? The eyes were not friendly.

I got a shock, I said. It took me a while to get myself straightened out.

He nodded. You and me will now drive out that way. In your car.

That wont do any good, I said. The body has been moved. After I found the body I was going back to my car and a Japanese gunman popped up from behind a bush and knocked me down. A couple of men carried the body away and they went off in a boat. Theres no sign of it there at all now.

The sheriff went over and spat in his gobboon. Then he made a small spit on the stove and waited as if for it to sizzle, but it was summer and the stove was out. He turned around and cleared his throat and said: Youd kind of better go on home and lie down a little while, maybe. He clenched a fist at his side. We aim for the summer visitors to enjoy theirselves up here. He clenched both his hands, then pushed them hard down into the shallow pockets in the front of his pants.

Okay, I said.

We dont have no Japanese gunmen up here, the sheriff said thickly. We are plumb out of Japanese gunmen.

I can see you dont like that one, I said. How about this one? A man named Weber was knifed in the back at the Indian Head a while back. In my room. Somebody I didnt see knocked me out with a brick, and while I was out this Weber was knifed. He and I had been talking together. Weber worked at the hotel. As cashier.

You said this happened in your room?

Yeah.

Seems like, Barron said thoughtfully, you could turn out to be a bad influence in this town.

You dont like that one, either?

He shook his head. Nope. Dont like this one, neither. Unless, of course, you got a body to go with it.

I dont have it with me, I said, but I can run over and get it for you.

He reached and took hold of my arm with some of the hardest fingers I ever felt. Id hate for you to be in your right mind, son, he said. But Ill kind of go over with you. Its a nice night.

Sure, I said, not moving. The man I came up here to work for is called Fred Lacey. He just bought a cabin out on Ball Sage Point. The Baldwin cabin. The man I found dead on Speaker Point was named Frederick Lacey, according to the drivers licence in his pocket. Theres a lot more to it, but you wouldnt want to be bothered with the details, would you?

You and me, the sheriff said, will now run over to the hotel. You got a car?

I said I had.

Thats fine, the sheriff said. We wont use it, but give me the keys.
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The man with the heavy, furled eyebrows and the screwed-in cigar leaned against the closed door of the room and didnt say anything or look as if he wanted to say anything. Sheriff Barron sat straddling a straight chair and watching the doctor, whose name was Menzies, examine the body. I stood in the corner where I belonged. The doctor was an angular, bug-eyed man with a yellow face relieved by bright red patches on his cheeks. His fingers were brown with nicotine stains, and he didnt look very clean.

He puffed cigarette smoke into the dead mans hair and rolled him around on the bed and felt him here and there. He looked as if he was trying to act as if he knew what he was doing. The knife had been pulled out of Webers back. It lay on the bed beside him. It was a short, wide-bladed knife of the kind that is worn in a leather scabbard attached to the belt. It had a heavy guard which would seal the wound as the blow was struck and keep blood from getting back on the handle. There was plenty of blood on the blade.

Sears Sawbuck Hunters Special No. 2438, the sheriff said, looking at it. Theres a thousand of them around the lake. They aint bad and they aint good. What do you say, Doc?

The doctor straightened up and took a handkerchief out. He coughed hackingly into the handkerchief, looked at it, shook his head sadly and lit another cigarette.

About what? he asked.

Cause and time of death.

Dead very recently, the doctor said. Not more than two hours. Theres no beginning of rigor yet.

Would you say the knife killed him?

Dont be a damn fool, Jim Barron.

Theres been cases, the sheriff said, where a man would be poisoned or something and they would stick a knife into him to make it look different.

That would be very clever, the doctor said nastily. You had many like that up here?

Only murder I had up here, the sheriff said peacefully, was old Dad Meacham over to the other side. Had a shack in Sheedy Canyon. Folks didnt see him around for a while, but it was kinda cold weather and they figured he was in there with his oil stove resting up. Then when he didnt show up they knocked and found the cabin was locked up, so they figured he had gone down for the winter. Then come a heavy snow and the roof caved in. We was over there a-trying to prop her up so he wouldnt lose all his stuff, and, by gum, there was Dad in bed with an axe in the back of his head. Had a little gold hed panned in summer — I guess that was what he was killed for. We never did find out who done it.

You want to send him down in my ambulance? the doctor asked, pointing at the bed with his cigarette.

The sheriff shook his head. Nope. This is a poor county, Doc. I figure he could ride cheaper than that.

The doctor put his hat on and went to the door. The man with the eyebrows moved out of the way. The doctor opened the door. Let me know if you want me to pay for the funeral, he said, and went out.

That aint no way to talk, the sheriff said.

The man with the eyebrows said: Lets get this over with and get him out of here so I can go back to work. I got a movie outfit coming up Monday and Ill be busy. I got to find me a new cashier, too, and that aint so easy.

Where you find Weber? the sheriff asked. Did he have any enemies?

Id say he had at least one, the man with the eyebrows said, I got him through Frank Luders over at the Woodland Club. All I know about him is he knew his job and he was able to make a ten-thousand-dollar bond without no trouble. Thats all I needed to know.

Frank Luders, the sheriff said. That would be the man thats bought in over there. I dont think I met him. What does he do?

Ha, ha, the man with the eyebrows said.

The sheriff looked at him peacefully. Well, that aint the only place where they run a nice poker game, Mr. Holmes.

Mr. Holmes looked blank. Well, I got to go back to work, he said. You need any help to move him?

Nope. Aint going to move him right now. Move him before daylight. But not right now. That will be all for now, Mr. Holmes.

The man with the eyebrows looked at him thoughtfully for a moment, then reached for the doorknob.

I said: You have a couple of German girls working here, Mr. Holmes. Who hired them?

The man with the eyebrows dragged his cigar out of his mouth, looked at it, put it back and screwed it firmly in place. He said: Would that be your business?

Their names are Anna Hoffman and Gertrude Smith, or maybe Schmidt, I said. They had a cabin together over at the Whitewater Cabins. They packed up and went down the hill tonight. Gertrude is the girl that took Mrs. Laceys shoes to the shoemaker.

The man with the eyebrows looked at me very steadily.

I said: When Gertrude was taking the shoes, she left them on Webers desk for a short time. There was five hundred dollars in one of the shoes. Mr. Lacey had put it in there for a joke, so his wife would find it.

First I heard of it, the man with the eyebrows said. The sheriff didnt say anything at all.

The money wasnt stolen, I said. The Laceys found it still in the shoe over at the shoemakers place.

The man with the eyebrows said: Im certainly glad that got straightened out all right. He pulled the door open and went out and shut it behind him. The sheriff didnt say anything to stop him.

He went over into the corner of the room and spat in the wastebasket. Then he got a large khaki-colored handkerchief out and wrapped the bloodstained knife in it and slipped it down inside his belt, at the side. He went over and stood looking down at the dead man on the bed. He straightened his hat and started towards the door. He opened the door and looked back at me. This is a little tricky, he said. But it probably aint as tricky as you would like for it to be. Lets go over to Laceys place.

I went out and he locked the door and put the key in his pocket. We went downstairs and out through the lobby and crossed the street to where a small, dusty, tan-colored sedan was parked against the fireplug. A leathery young man was at the wheel. He looked underfed and a little dirty, like most of the natives. The sheriff and I got in the back of the car. The sheriff said: You know the Baldwin place out to the end of Ball Sage, Andy?

Yup.

Well go out there, the sheriff said. Stop a little to this side. He looked up at the sky. Full moon all night, tonight, he said. And its sure a dandy.
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The cabin on the point looked the same as when I had seen it last, The same windows were lighted, the same car stood in the open double garage, and the same wild, screaming bark burst on the night.

What in hecks that? the sheriff asked as the car slowed. Sounds like a coyote.

Its half a coyote, I said.

The leathery lad in front said over his shoulder, You want to stop in front, Jim?

Drive her down a piece. Under them old pines.

The car stopped softly in black shadow at the roadside. The sheriff and I got out. You stay here, Andy, and dont let nobody see you, the sheriff said. I got my reasons.

We went back along the road and through the rustic gate. The barking started again. The front door opened. The sheriff went up on the steps and took his hat off.

Mrs. Lacey? Im Jim Barron, constable at Puma Point. This here is Mr. Evans, from Los Angeles. I guess you know him. Could we come in a minute?

The woman looked at him with a face so completely shadowed that no expression showed on it. She turned her head a little and looked at me. She said, Yes, come in, in a lifeless voice.

We went in. The woman shut the door behind us. A big gray-haired man sitting in an easy chair let go of the dog he was holding on the floor and straightened up. The dog tore across the room, did a flying tackle on the sheriffs stomach, turned in the air and was already running in circles when she hit the floor.

Well, thats a right nice little dog, the sheriff said, tucking his shirt in.

The gray-haired man was smiling pleasantly. He said: Good evening. His white, strong teeth gleamed with friendliness.

Mrs. Lacey was still wearing the scarlet double-breasted coat and the gray slacks. Her face looked older and more drawn. She looked at the floor and said: This is Mr. Frank Luders from the Woodland Club. Mr. Bannon and — she stopped and raised her eyes to look at a point over my left shoulder— I didnt catch the other gentlemans name, she said.

Evans, the sheriff said, and didnt look at me at all. And mine is Barron, not Bannon. He nodded at Luders. I nodded at Luders. Luders smiled at both of us. He was big, meaty, powerful-looking, well kept and cheerful. He didnt have a care in the world. Big, breezy Frank Luders, everybodys pal.

He said: Ive known Fred Lacey for a long time. I just dropped by to say hello. Hes not home, so I am waiting a little while until a friend comes by in a car to pick me up.

Pleased to know you, Mr. Luders, the sheriff said. I heard you had bought in at the club. Didnt have the pleasure of meeting you yet.

The woman sat down very slowly on the edge of a chair. I sat down. The little dog, Shiny, jumped in my lap, washed my right ear for me, squirmed down again and went under my chair. She lay there breathing out loud and thumping the floor with her feathery tail.

The room was still for a moment. Outside the windows on the lake side there was a very faint throbbing sound. The sheriff heard it. He cocked his head slightly, but nothing changed in his face.

He said: Mr. Evans here come to me and told me a queer story. I guess it aint no harm to mention it here, seeing Mr. Luders is a friend of the family.

He looked at Mrs. Lacey and waited. She lifted her eyes slowly, but not enough to meet his. She swallowed a couple of times and nodded her head. One of her hands began to slide slowly up and down the arm of her chair, back and forth, back and forth. Luders smiled.

Ida liked to have Mr. Lacey here, the sheriff said. You think hell be in pretty soon?

The woman nodded again. I suppose so, she said in a drained voice. Hes been gone since mid-afternoon. I dont know where he is. I hardly think he would go down the hill without telling me, but he has had time to do that. Something might have come up.

Seems like something did, the sheriff said. Seems like Mr. Lacey wrote a letter to Mr. Evans, asking him to come up here quickly. Mr. Evans is a detective from L.A.

The woman moved restlessly. A detective? she breathed. Luders said brightly: Now why in the world would Fred do that?

On account of some money that was hid in a shoe, the sheriff said.

Luders raised his eyebrows and looked at Mrs. Lacey. Mrs. Lacey moved her lips together and then said very shortly: But we got that back, Mr. Bannon. Fred was having a joke. He won a little money at the races and hid it in one of my shoes. He meant it for a surprise. I sent the shoe out to be repaired with the money still in it, but the money was still in it when we went over to the shoemakers place.

Barron is the name, not Bannon, the sheriff said. So you got your money back all intact, Mrs. Lacey?

Why — of course. Of course, we thought at first, it being a hotel and one of the maids having taken the shoe — well, I dont know just what we thought, but it was a silly place to hide money — but we got it back, every cent of it.

And it was the same money? I said, beginning to get the idea and not liking it.

She didnt quite look at me. Why, of course. Why not?

That aint the way I heard it from Mr. Evans, the sheriff said peacefully, and folded his hands across his stomach. There was a slight difference, seems like, in the way you told it to Evans.

Luders leaned forward suddenly in his chair, but his smile stayed put. I didnt even get tight. The woman made a vague gesture and her hand kept moving on the chair arm. I…told it…told what to Mr. Evans?

The sheriff turned his head very slowly and gave me a straight, hard stare. He turned his head back. One hand patted the other on his stomach.

I understand Mr. Evans was over here earlier in the evening and you told him about it, Mrs. Lacey. About the money being changed?

Changed? Her voice had a curiously hollow sound. Mr. Evans told you he was here earlier in the evening? I…I never saw Mr. Evans before in my life.

I didnt even bother to look at her. Luders was my man. I looked at Luders. It got me what the nickel gets you from the slot machine. He chuckled and put a fresh match to his cigar.

The sheriff closed his eyes. His face had a sort of sad expression. The dog came out from under my chair and stood in the middle of the room looking at Luders. Then she went over in the corner and slid under the fringe of a daybed cover. A snuffling sound came from her a moment, then silence.

Hum, hum, dummy, the sheriff said, talking to himself. I aint really equipped to handle this sort of a deal. I dont have the experience. We dont have no fast work like that up here. No crime at all in the mountains. Hardly. He made a wry face.

He opened his eyes. How much money was that in the shoe, Mrs. Lacey?

Five hundred dollars. Her voice was hushed.

Where at is this money, Mrs. Lacey?

I suppose Fred has it.

I thought he was goin to give it to you, Mrs. Lacey.

He was, she said sharply. He is. But I dont need it at the moment. Not up here. Hell probably give me a check later on.

Would he have it in his pocket or would it be in the cabin here, Mrs. Lacey?

She shook her head. In his pocket, probably. I dont know. Do you want to search the cabin?

The sheriff shrugged his fat shoulders. Why, no, I guess not, Mrs. Lacey. It wouldnt do me no good if I found it especially if it wasnt changed.

Luders said: Just how do you mean changed, Mr. Barron?

Changed for counterfeit money, the sheriff said.

Luders laughed quietly. Thats really amusing, dont you think? Counterfeit money at Puma Point? Theres no opportunity for that sort of thing up here, is there?

The sheriff nodded at him sadly. Dont sound reasonable, does it?

Luders said: And your only source of information on the point is Mr. Evans here — who claims to be a detective? A private detective, no doubt?

I thought of that, the sheriff said.

Luders leaned forward a little more. Have you any knowledge other than Mr. Evans statement that Fred Lacey sent for him?

Hed have to know something to come up here, wouldnt he? the sheriff said in a worried voice. And he knew about that money in Mrs. Laceys slipper.

I was just asking a question, Luders said softly.

The sheriff swung around on me. I was already wearing my frozen smile. Since the incident in the hotel I hadnt looked for Laceys letter. I knew I wouldnt have to look, now.

You got a letter from Lacey? he asked me in a hard voice.

I lifted my hand towards my inside breast pocket. Barron threw his right hand down and up. When it came up it held the Frontier Colt. Ill take that gun of yours first, he said between his teeth. He stood up.

I pulled my coat open and held it open. He leaned down over me and jerked the automatic from the holster. He looked at it sourly a moment and dropped it into his left hip pocket. He sat down again. Now look, he said easily.

Luders watched me with bland interest. Mrs. Lacey put her hands together and squeezed them hard and stared at the floor between her shoes.

I took the stuff out of my breast pocket. A couple of letters, some plain cards for casual notes, a packet of pipe cleaners, a spare handkerchief. Neither of the letters was the one. I put the stuff back and got a cigarette out and put it between my lips. I struck the match and held the flame to the tobacco. Nonchalant.

You win, I said, smiling. Both of you.

There was a slow flush on Barrons face and his eyes glittered. His lips twitched as he turned away from me.

Why not, Luders asked gently, see also if he really is a detective?

Barron barely glanced at him. The small things dont bother me, he said. Right now Im investigatin a murder.

He didnt seem to be looking at either Luders or Mrs. Lacey. He seemed to be looking at a corner of the ceiling. Mrs. Lacey shook, and her hands tightened so that the knuckles gleamed hard and shiny and white in the lamplight. Her mouth opened very slowly, and her eyes turned up in her head. A dry sob half died in her throat.

Luders took the cigar out of his mouth and laid it carefully in the brass dip on the smoking stand beside him. He stopped smiling. His mouth was grim. He said nothing.

It was beautifully timed. Barron gave them all they needed for the reaction and not a second for a comeback. He said, in the same almost indifferent voice: A man named Weber, cashier in the Indian Head Hotel. He was knifed in Evans room. Evans was there, but he was knocked out before it happened, so he is one of them boys we hear so much about and dont often meet — the boys that get there first.

Not me, I said. They bring their murders and drop them right at my feet.

The womans head jerked. Then she looked up, and for the first time she looked straight at me. There was a queer light in her eyes, shining far back, remote and miserable.

Barron stood up slowly. I dont get it, he said. I dont get it at all. But I guess I aint making any mistake in takin this feller in. He turned to me. Dont run too fast, not at first, bud. I always give a man forty yards.

I didnt say anything. Nobody said anything.

Barron said slowly: Ill have to ask you to wait here till I come back, Mr. Luders. If your friend comes for you, you could let him go on. Id be glad to drive you back to the club later.

Luders nodded. Barron looked at a clock on the mantel. It was a quarter to twelve. Kinda late for a old fuddy-duddy like me. You think Mr. Lacey will be home pretty soon, maam?

I…I hope so, she said, and made a gesture that meant nothing unless it meant hopelessness.

Barron moved over to open the door. He jerked his chin at me. I went out on the porch. The little dog came halfway out from under the couch and made a whining sound. Barron looked down at her.

That sure is a nice little dog, he said. I heard she was half coyote. What did you say the other half was?

We dont know, Mrs. Lacey murmured.

Kind of like this case Im working on, Barron said, and came out on to the porch after me.
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We walked down the road without speaking and came to the car. Andy was leaning back in the corner, a dead half cigarette between his lips.

We got into the car. Drive down a piece, about two hundred yards, Barron said. Make plenty of noise.

Andy started the car, raced the motor, clashed the gears, and the car slid down through the moonlight and around a curve of the road and up a moonlit hill sparred with the shadows of tree trunks.

Turn her at the top and coast back, but not close, Barron said. Stay out of sight of that cabin. Turn your lights off before you turn.

Yup, Andy said.

He turned the car just short of the top, going around a tree to do it. He cut the lights off and started back down the little hill, then killed the motor. Just beyond the bottom of the slope there was a heavy clump of manzanita, almost as tall as ironwood. The car stopped there. Andy pulled the brake back very slowly to smooth out the noise of the ratchet.

Barron leaned forward over the back seat. Were goin across the road and get near the water, he said. I dont want no noise and nobody walkin in no moonlight.

Andy said: Yup.

We got out. We walked carefully on the dirt of the road, then on the pine needles. We filtered through the trees, behind fallen logs, until the water was down below where we stood. Barron sat down on the ground and then lay down. Andy and I did the same. Barron put his face close to Andy.

Hear anything?

Andy said: Eight cylinders, kinda rough.

I listened. I could tell myself I heard it, but I couldnt be sure. Barron nodded in the dark. Watch the lights in the cabin, he whispered.

We watched. Five minutes passed, or enough time to seem like five minutes. The lights in the cabin didnt change. Then there was a remote, half-imagined sound of a door closing. There were shoes on wooden steps.

Smart. They left the light on, Barron said in Andys ear. We waited another short minute. The idling motor burst into a roar of throbbing sound, a stuttering, confused racket, with a sort of hop, skip and jump in it. The sound sank to a heavy purring roar and then quickly began to fade. A dark shape slid out on the moonlit water, curved with a beautiful line of froth and swept past the point out of sight.

Barron got a plug of tobacco out and bit. He chewed comfortably and spat four feet beyond his feet. Then he got up on his feet and dusted off the pine needles. Andy and I got up.

Man aint got good sense chewin tobacco these days, he said. Things aint fixed for him. I near went to sleep back there in the cabin. He lifted the Colt he was still holding in his left hand, changed hands and packed the gun away on his hip.

Well? he said, looking at Andy.

Ted Rooneys boat, Andy said. Shes got two sticky valves and a big crack in the muffler. You hear it best when you throttle her up, like they did just before they started.

It was a lot of words for Andy, but the sheriff liked them.

Couldnt be wrong, Andy? Lots of boats get sticky valves. Andy said: What the hell you ask me for? in a nasty voice.

Okay, Andy, dont get sore.

Andy grunted. We crossed the road and got into the car again. Andy started it up, backed and turn and said: Lights?

Barron nodded. Andy put the lights on. Where to now?

Ted Rooneys place, Barron said peacefully. And make it fast. We got ten miles to there.

Cant make it in lessn twenty minutes, Andy said sourly. Got to go through the Point.

The car hit the paved lake road and started back past the dark boys camp and the other camps, and turned left on the highway. Barron didnt speak until we were beyond the village and the road out to Speaker Point. The dance band was still going strong in the pavilion.

I fool you any? he asked me then.

Enough.

Did I do something wrong?

The job was perfect, I said, but I dont suppose you fooled Luders.

That lady was mighty uncomfortable, Barron said. That Luders is a good man. Hard, quiet, full of eyesight. But I fooled him some. He made mistakes.

I can think of a couple, I said. One was being there at all. Another was telling us a friend was coming to pick him up, to explain why he had no car. It didnt need explaining. There was a car in the garage, but you didnt know whose car it was. Another was keeping that boat idling.

That wasnt no mistake, Andy said from the front seat. Not if you ever tried to start her up cold.

Barron said: You dont leave your car in the garage when you come callin up here. Aint no moisture to hurt it. The boat could have been anybodys boat. A couple of young folks could have been in it getting acquainted. I aint got anything on him, anyways, so far as he knows. He just worked too hard tryin to head me off.

He spat out of the car. I heard it smack the rear fender like a wet rag. The car swept through the moonlit night, around curves, up and down hills, through fairly thick pines and along open flats where cattle lay.

I said: He knew I didnt have the letter Lacey wrote me. Because he took it away from me himself, up in my room at the hotel. It was Luders that knocked me out and knifed Weber. Luders knows that Lacey is dead, even if he didnt kill him. Thats what hes got on Mrs. Lacey. She thinks her husband is alive and that Luders has him.

You make this Luders out a pretty bad guy, Barron said calmly. Why would Luders knife Weber?

Because Weber started all the trouble. This is an organization. Its object is to unload some very good counterfeit ten-dollar bills, a great many of them. You dont advance the cause by unloading them in five-hundred-dollar lots, all brand-new, in circumstances that would make anybody suspicious, would make a much less careful man than Fred Lacey suspicious.

Youre doing some nice guessin, son, the sheriff said, grabbing the door handle as we took a fast turn, but the neighbors aint watchin you. I got to be more careful. Im in my own back yard. Puma Lake dont strike me as a very good place to go into the counterfeit money business.

Okay, I said.

On the other hand, if Luders is the man I want, he might be kind of hard to catch. Theres three roads out of the valley, and theres half a dozen planes down to the east end of the Woodland Club golf course. Always is in summer.

You dont seem to be doing very much worrying about it, I said.

A mountain sheriff dont have to worry a lot, Barron said calmly. Nobody expects him to have any brains. Especially guys like Mr. Luders dont.
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The boat lay in the water at the end of a short painter, moving as boats move even in the stillest water. A canvas tarpaulin covered most of it and was tied down here and there, but not everywhere it should have been tied. Behind the short rickety pier a road twisted back through juniper trees to the highway. There was a camp off to one side, with a miniature white lighthouse for its trademark. A sound of dance music came from one of the cabins, but most of the camp had gone to bed.

We came down there walking, leaving the car on the shoulder of the highway. Barron had a big flash in his hand and kept throwing it this way and that, snapping it on and off. When we came to the edge of the water and the end of the road to the pier, he put his flashlight on the road and studied it carefully. There were fresh-looking tire tracks.

What do you think? he asked me.

Looks like tire tracks, I said.

What do you think, Andy? Barron said. This man is cute, but he dont give me no ideas.

Andy bent over and studied the tracks. New tires and big ones, he said, and walked towards the pier. He stooped down again and pointed. The sheriff threw the light where he pointed. Yup, turned around here, Andy said. So what? The place is full of new cars right now. Come October and theyd mean something. Folks that live up here buy one tire at a time, and cheap ones, at that. These here are heavy-duty all-weather treads.

Might see about the boat, the sheriff said.

What about it?

Might see if it was used recent, Barron said.

Hell, Andy said, we know it was used recent, dont we?

Always supposin you guessed right, Barron said mildly.

Andy looked at him in silence for a moment. Then he spat on the ground and started back to where we had left the car. When he had gone a dozen feet he said over his shoulder: I wasnt guessin. He turned his head again and went on, plowing through the trees.

Kind of touchy, Barron said. But a good man. He went down on the boat landing and bent over it, passing his hand along the forward part of the side, below the tarpaulin. He came back slowly and nodded. Andys right. Always is, durn him. What kind of tires would you say those marks were, Mr. Evans? They tell you anything?

Cadillac V-12, I said. A club coupe with red leather seats and two suitcases in the back. The clock on the dash is twelve and one-half minutes slow.

He stood there, thinking about it. Then he nodded his big head. He sighed. Well, I hope it makes money for you, he said, and turned away.

We went back to the car. Andy was in the front seat behind the wheel again. He had a cigarette going. He looked straight ahead of him through the dusty windshield.

Wheres Rooney live now? Barron asked.

Where he always lived, Andy said.

Why, thats just a piece up the Bascomb road.

I aint said different, Andy growled.

Lets go there, the sheriff said, getting in. I got in beside him.

Andy turned the car and went back half a mile and then started to turn. The sheriff snapped to him: Hold it a minute.

He got out and used his flash on the road surface. He got back into the car. I think we got something. Them tracks down by the pier dont mean a lot. But the same tracks up here might turn out to mean more. If they go on in to Bascomb, theyre goin to mean plenty. Them old gold camps over there is made to order for monkey business.

The car went into the side road and climbed slowly into a gap. Big boulders crowded the road, and the hillside was studded with them. They glistened pure white in the moonlight. The car growled on for half a mile and then Andy stopped again.

Okay, Hawkshaw, this is the cabin, he said. Barron got out again and walked around with his flash. There was no light in the cabin. He came back to the car.

They come by here, he said. Bringing Ted home. When they left they turned towards Bascomb. You figure Ted Rooney would be mixed up in something crooked, Andy?

Not unless they paid him for it, Andy said.

I got out of the car and Barron and I went up towards the cabin. It was small, rough, covered with native pine. It had a wooden porch, a tin chimney guyed with wires, and a sagging privy behind the cabin at the edge of the trees. It was dark. We walked up on the porch and Barron hammered on the door. Nothing happened. He tried the knob. The door was locked. We went down off the porch and around the back, looking at the windows. They were all shut. Barron tried the back door, which was level with the ground. That was locked, too. He pounded. The echoes of the sound wandered off through the trees and echoed high up on the rise among the boulders.

Hes gone with them, Barron said. I guess they wouldnt dast leave him now. Probly stopped here just to let him get his stuff — some of it. Yep.

I said: I dont think so. All they wanted of Rooney was his boat. That boat picked up Fred Laceys body out at the end of Speaker Point early this evening. The body was probably weighted and dropped out in the lake. They waited for dark to do that. Rooney was in on it, and he got paid. Tonight they wanted the boat again. But they got to thinking they didnt need Rooney along. And if theyre over in Bascomb Valley in some quiet little place, making or storing counterfeit money, they wouldnt at all want Rooney to go over there with them.

Youre guessing again, son, the sheriff said kindly. Anyways, I dont have no search warrant. But I can look over Rooneys dollhouse a minute. Wait for me.

He walked away towards the privy. I took six feet and hit the door of the cabin. It shivered and split diagonally across the upper panel. Behind me, the sheriff called out, Hey, weakly, as if he didnt mean it.

I took another six feet and hit the door again. I went in with it and landed on my hands and knees on a piece of linoleum that smelled like a fish skillet. I got up to my feet and reached up and turned the key switch of a hanging bulb. Barron was right behind me, making clucking noises of disapproval.

There was a kitchen with a wood stove, some dirty wooden shelves with dishes on them. The stove gave out a faint warmth. Unwashed pots sat on top of it and smelled. I went across the kitchen and into the front room. I turned on another hanging bulb. There was a narrow bed to one side, made up roughly, with a slimy quilt on it. There was a wooden table, some wooden chairs, an old cabinet radio, hooks on the wall, an ashtray with four burned pipes in it, a pile of pulp magazines in the corner on the floor.

The ceiling was low to keep the heat in. In the corner there was a trap to get up to the attic. The trap was open and a stepladder stood under the opening. An old water-stained canvas suitcase lay open on a wooden box, and there were odds and ends of clothing in it.

Barron went over and looked at the suitcase. Looks like Rooney was getting ready to move out or go for a trip. Then these boys come along and picked him up. He aint finished his packing, but he got his suit in. A man like Rooney dont have but one suit and dont wear that less he goes down the hill.

Hes not here, I said. He ate dinner here, though. The stove is still warm.

The sheriff cast a speculative eye at the stepladder. He went over and climbed up it and pushed the trap up with his head. He raised his torch and shone it around overhead. He let the trap close and came down the stepladder again.

Likely he kept the suitcase up there, he said. I see theres a old steamer trunk up there, too. You ready to leave?

I didnt see a car around, I said. He must have had a car.

Yep. Had a old Plymouth. Douse the light.

He walked back into the kitchen and looked around that and then we put both the lights out and went out of the house. I shut what was left of the back door. Barron was examining tire tracks in the soft decomposed granite, trailing them back over to a space under a big oak tree where a couple of large darkened areas showed where a car had stood many times and dripped oil.

He came back swinging his flash, then looked towards the privy and said: You could go on back to Andy. I still gotta look over that dollhouse.

I didnt say anything. I watched him go along the path to the privy and unlatch the door, and open it. I saw his flash go inside and the light leaked out of a dozen cracks and from the ramshackle roof. I walked back along the side of the cabin and got into the car. The sheriff was gone a long time. He came back slowly, stopped beside the car and bit off another chew from his plug. He rolled it around in his mouth and then got to work on it.

Rooney, he said, is in the privy. Shot twice in the head. He got into the car. Shot with a big gun, and shot very dead. Judgin from the circumstances I would say somebody was in a hell of a hurry.
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The road climbed steeply for a while following the meanderings of a dried mountain stream the bed of which was full of boulders. Then it leveled off about a thousand or fifteen hundred feet above the level of the lake. We crossed a cattle stop of spaced narrow rails that clanked under the car wheels. The road began to go down. A wide undulating flat appeared with a few browsing cattle in it. A lightless farmhouse showed up against the moonlit sky. We reached a wider road that ran at right angles. Andy stopped the car and Barron got out with his big flashlight again and ran the spot slowly over the road surface.

Turned left, he said, straightening. Thanks be there aint been another car past since them tracks were made. He got back into the car.

Left dont go to no old mines, Andy said. Left goes to Wordens place and then back down to the lake at the dam.

Barron sat silent a moment and then got out of the car and used his flash again. He made a surprised sound over to the right of the T intersection. He came back again, snapping the light off.

Goes right, too, he said. But goes left first. They doubled back, but they been somewhere off west of here before they done it. We go like they went.

Andy said: You sure they went left first and not last? Left would be a way out to the highway.

Yep. Right marks overlays left marks, Barron said.

We turned left. The knolls that dotted the valley were covered with ironwood trees, some of them half dead. Ironwood grows to about eighteen or twenty feet high and then dies. When it dies the limbs strip themselves and get a gray-white color and shine in the moonlight.

We went about a mile and then a narrow road shot off towards the north, a mere track. Andy stopped. Barron got out again and used his flash. He jerked his thumb and Andy swung the car. The sheriff got in.

Them boys aint too careful, he said. Nope. Id say they aint careful at all. But they never figured Andy could tell where that boat come from, just by listenin to it.

The road went into a fold of the mountains and the growth got so close to it that the car barely passed without scratching. Then it doubled back at a sharp angle and rose again and went around a spur of hill and a small cabin showed up, pressed back against a slope with trees on all sides of it.

And suddenly, from the house or very close to it, came a long, shrieking yell which ended in a snapping bark. The bark was choked off suddenly.

Barron started to say: Kill them— but Andy had already cut the lights and pulled off the road. Too late, I guess, he said dryly. Mustve seen us, if anybodys watchin.

Barron got out of the car. That sounded mighty like a coyote, Andy.

Awful close to the house for a coyote, dont you think, Andy?

Nope, Andy said. Lights out, a coyote would come right up to the cabin lookin for buried garbage.

And then again it could be that little dog, Barron said.

Or a hen laying a square egg, I said. What are we waiting for? And how about giving me back my gun? And are we trying to catch up with anybody, or do we just like to get things all figured out as we go along?

The sheriff took my gun off his left hip and handed it to me. I aint in no hurry, he said. Because Luders aint in no hurry. He coulda been long gone, if he was. They was in a hurry to get Rooney, because Rooney knew something about them. But Rooney dont know nothing about them now because hes dead and his house locked up and his car driven away. If you hadnt bust in his back door, he could be there in his privy a couple of weeks before anybody would get curious. Them tire tracks looks kind of obvious, but thats only because we know where they started. They dont have any reason to think we could find that out. So where would we start? No, I aint in any hurry.

Andy stooped over and came up with a deer rifle. He opened the left-hand door and got out of the car.

The little dogs in there, Barron said peacefully. That means Mrs. Lacey is in there, too. And there would be somebody to watch her. Yep, I guess we better go up and look, Andy.

I hope youre scared, Andy said. I am.

We started through the trees. It was about two hundred yards to the cabin. The night was very still. Even at that distance I heard a window open. We walked about fifty feet apart. Andy stayed back long enough to lock the car. Then he started to make a wide circle, far out to the right.

Nothing moved in the cabin as we got close to it, no light showed. The coyote or Shiny, the dog, whichever it was, didnt bark again.

We got very close to the house, not more than twenty yards. Barron and I were about the same distance apart. It was a small rough cabin, built like Rooneys place, but larger. There was an open garage at the back, but it was empty. The cabin had a small porch of fieldstone.

Then there was the sound of a short, sharp struggle in the cabin and the beginning of a bark, suddenly choked off. Barron fell down flat on the ground. I did the same. Nothing happened.

Barron stood up slowly and began to move forward a step at a time and a pause between each step. I stayed out. Barron reached the cleared space in front of the house and started to go up the steps to the porch. He stood there, bulky, clearly outlined in the moonlight, the Colt hanging at his side. It looked like a swell way to commit suicide.

Nothing happened. Barron reached the top of the steps, moved over tight against the wall. There was a window to his left, the door to his right. He changed his gun in his hand and reached out to bang on the door with the butt, then swiftly reversed it again, and flattened to the wall.

The dog screamed inside the house. A hand holding a gun came out at the bottom of the opened window and turned.

It was a tough shot at the range. I had to make it. I shot. The bark of the automatic was drowned in the duller boom of a rifle. The hand drooped and the gun dropped to the porch. The hand came out a little farther and the fingers twitched, then began to scratch at the sill. Then they went back in through the window and the dog howled. Barron was at the door, jerking at it. And Andy and I were running hard for the cabin, from different angles.

Barron got the door open and light framed him suddenly as someone inside lit a lamp and turned it up.

I made the porch as Barron went in, Andy close behind me. We went into the living room of the cabin.

Mrs. Fred Lacey stood in the middle of the floor beside a table with a lamp on it, holding the little dog in her arms. A thickset, blondish man lay on his side under the window, breathing heavily, his hand groping around aimlessly for the gun that had fallen outside the window.

Mrs. Lacey opened her arms and let the dog down. It leaped and hit the sheriff in the stomach with its small, sharp nose and pushed inside his coat at his shirt. Then it dropped to the floor again and ran around in circles, silently, weaving its hind end with delight.

Mrs. Lacey stood frozen, her face as empty as death. The man on the floor groaned a little in the middle of his heavy breathing. His eyes opened and shut rapidly. His lips moved and bubbled pink froth.

That sure is a nice little dog, Mrs. Lacey, Barron said, tucking his shirt in. But it dont seem a right handy time to have him around — not for some people.

He looked at the blond man on the floor. The blond mans eyes opened and became fixed on nothing.

I lied to you, Mrs. Lacey said quickly. I had to. My husbands life depended on it. Luders has him. He has him somewhere over here. I dont know where, but it isnt far off, he said. He went to bring him back to me, but he left this man to guard me. I couldnt do anything about it, sheriff. Im — Im sorry.

I knew you lied, Mrs. Lacey, Barron said quietly. He looked down at his Colt and put it back on his hip. I knew why. But your husband is dead, Mrs. Lacey. He was dead long ago. Mr. Evans here saw him. Its hard to take, maam, but you better know it now.

She didnt move or seem to breathe. Then she went very slowly to chair and sat down and leaned her face in her hands. She sat there without motion, without sound. The little dog whined and crept under her chair.

The man on the floor started to raise the upper part of his body. He raised it very slowly, stiffly. His eyes were blank. Barron moved over to him and bent down.

You hit bad, son?

The man pressed his left hand against his chest. Blood oozed between his fingers. He lifted his right hand slowly, until the arm was rigid and pointing to the corner of the ceiling. His lips quivered, stiffened, spoke.

Heil Hitler! he said thickly.

He fell back and lay motionless. His throat rattled a little and then that, too, was still, and everything in the room was still, even the dog.

This man must be one of them Nazis, the sheriff said. You hear what he said?

Yeah, I said.

I turned and walked out of the house, down the steps and down through the trees again to the car. I sat on the running board and lit a cigarette, and sat there smoking and thinking hard.

After a little while they all came down through the trees. Barron was carrying the dog. Andy was carrying his rifle in his left hand. His leathery young face looked shocked.

Mrs. Lacey got into the car and Barron handed the dog in to her. He looked at me and said: Its against the law to smoke out here, son, more than fifty feet from a cabin.

I dropped the cigarette and ground it hard into the powdery gray soil. I got into the car, in front beside Andy.

The car started again and we went back to what they probably called the main road over there. Nobody said anything for a long time, then Mrs. Lacey said in a low voice: Luders mentioned a name that sounded like Sloat. He said it to the man you shot. They called him Kurt. They spoke German. I understand a little German, but they talked too fast. Sloat didnt sound like German. Does it mean anything to you?

Its the name of an old gold mine not far from here, Barron said. Sloats Mine. You know where it is, dont you, Andy?

Yup. I guess I killed that feller, didnt I?

I guess you did, Andy.

I never killed nobody before, Andy said.

Maybe I got him, I said. I fired at him.

Nope, Andy said. You wasnt high enough to get him in the chest. I was.

Barron said: How many brought you to that cabin, Mrs. Lacey? I hate to be asking you questions at a time like this, maam, but I just got to.

The dead voice said: Two. Luders and the man you killed. He ran the boat.

Did they stop anywhere — on this side of the lake, maam?

Yes. They stopped at a small cabin near the lake. Luders was driving. The other man, Kurt, got out, and we drove on. After a while Luders stopped and Kurt came up with us in an old car. He drove the car into a gully behind some willows and then came on with us.

Thats all we need, Barron said. If we get Luders, the jobs all done. Except I cant figure what its all about.

I didnt say anything. We drove on to where the T intersection was and the road went back to the lake. We kept on across this for about four miles.

Better stop here, Andy. Well go the rest of the way on foot. You stay here.

Nope. I aint going to, Andy said.

You stay here, Barron said in a voice suddenly harsh. You got a lady to look after and you done your killin for tonight. All I ask is you keep that little dog quiet.

The car stopped. Barron and I got out. The little dog whined and then was still. We went off the road and started across country through a grove of young pines and manzanita and ironwood. We walked silently, without speaking. The noise our shoes made couldnt have been heard thirty feet away except by an Indian.
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We reached the far edge of the thicket in a few minutes. Beyond that the ground was level and open. There was a spidery something against the sky, a few low piles of waste dirt, a set of sluice boxes built one on top of the other like a miniature cooling tower, an endless belt going towards it from a cut. Barron put his mouth against my ear.

Aint been worked for a couple of years, he said. Aint worth it. Days hard work for two men might get you a pennyweight of gold. This country was worked to death sixty years ago. That low hut over yonders a old refrigerator car. Shes thick and damn near bullet-proof. I dont see no car, but maybe its behind. Or hidden. Most like hidden. You ready to go?

I nodded. We started across the open space. The moon was almost as bright as daylight. I felt swell, like a clay pipe in a shooting gallery. Barron seemed quite at ease. He held the big Colt down at his side, with his thumb over the hammer.

Suddenly light showed in the side of the refrigerator car and we went down on the ground. The light came from a partly opened door, a yellow panel and a yellow spearhead on the ground. There was a movement in the moonlight and the noise of water striking the ground. We waited a little, then got up again and went on.

There wasnt much use playing Indian. They would come out of the door or they wouldnt. If they did, they would see us, walking, crawling or lying. The ground was that bare and the moon was that bright. Our shoes scuffed a little, but this was hard dirt, much walked on and tight packed. We reached a pile of sand and stopped beside it. I listened to myself breathing. I wasnt panting, and Barron wasnt panting either. But I took a lot of interest in my breathing. It was something I had taken for granted for a long time, but right now I was interested in it. I hoped it would go on for a long time, but I wasnt sure.

I wasnt scared. I was a full-sized man and I had a gun in my hand. But the blond man back in the other cabin had been a full-sized man with a gun in his hand, too. And he had a wall to hide behind. I wasnt scared though. I was just thoughtful about little things. I thought Barron was breathing too loud, but I thought I would make more noise telling him he was breathing too loud than he was making breathing. Thats the way I was, very thoughtful about the little things.

Then the door opened again. This time there was no light behind it. A small man, very small, came out of the doorway carrying what looked like a heavy suitcase. He carried it along the side of the car, grunting hard. Barron held my arm in a vise. His breath hissed faintly.

The small man with the heavy suitcase, or whatever it was, reached the end of the car and went around the corner. Then I thought that although the pile of sand didnt look very high it was probably high enough so that we didnt show above it. And if the small man wasnt expecting visitors, he might not see us. We waited for him to come back. We waited too long.

A clear voice behind us said: I am holding a machine gun, Mr. Barron. Put your hands up, please. If you move to do anything else, I fire.

I put my hands up fast. Barron hesitated a little longer. Then he put his hands up. We turned slowly. Frank Luders stood about four feet away from us, with a tommy gun held waist-high. Its muzzle looked as big as the Second Street tunnel in L.A.

Luders said quietly: I prefer that you face the other way. When Charlie comes back from the car, he will light the lamps inside. Then we shall all go in.

We faced the long, low car again. Luders whistled sharply. The small man came back around the corner of the car, stopped a moment, then went towards the door. Luders called out: Light the lamps, Charlie. We have visitors.

The small man went quietly into the car and a match scratched and there was light inside.

Now, gentlemen, you may walk, Luders said. Observing, of course, that death walks close behind you and conducting yourselves accordingly.

We walked.
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Take their guns and see if they have any more of them, Charlie.

We stood backed against a wall near a long wooden table. There were wooden benches on either side of the table. On it was a tray with a bottle of whisky and a couple of glasses, a hurricane lamp and an old-fashioned farmhouse oil lamp of thick glass, both lit, a saucer full of matches and another full of ashes and stubs. In the end of the cabin, away from the table, there was a small stove and two cots, one tumbled, one made up as neat as a pin.

The little Japanese came towards us with the light shining on his glasses.

Oh having guns, he purred. Oh too bad.

He took the guns and pushed them backwards across the table to Luders. His small hands felt us over deftly. Barron winced and his face reddened, but he said nothing. Charlie said: No more guns. Pleased to see, gentlemen. Very nice night, I think so. You having picnic in moonlight?

Barron made an angry sound in his throat. Luders said: Sit down, please, gentlemen, and tell me what I can do for you.

We sat down. Luders sat down opposite. The two guns were on the table in front of him and the tommy gun rested on it, his left hand holding it steady, his eyes quiet and hard. His was no longer a pleasant face, but it was still an intelligent face. Intelligent as they ever are.

Barron said: Guess Ill chew. I think better that way. He got his plug out and bit into it and put it away. He chewed silently and then spat on the floor.

Guess I might mess up your floor some, he said. Hope you dont mind.

The Jap was sitting on the end of the neat bed, his shoes not touching the floor. Not liking much, he said hissingly, very bad smell.

Barron didnt look at him. He said quietly: You aim to shoot us and make your getaway, Mr. Luders?

Luders shrugged and took his hand off the machine gun and leaned back against the wall.

Barron said: You left a pretty broad trail here except for one thing. How we would know where to pick it up. You didnt figure that out because you wouldnt have acted the way you did. But you was all staked out for us when we got here. I dont follow that.

Luders said: That is because we Germans are fatalists. When things go very easily, as they did tonight — except for that fool, Weber — we become suspicious. I said to myself, I have left no trail, no way they could follow me across the lake quickly enough. They had no boat, and no boat followed me. It would be impossible for them to find me. Quite impossible. So I said, They will find me just because to me it appears impossible. Therefore, I shall be waiting for them.

While Charlie toted the suitcases full of money out to the car, I said.

What money? Luders asked, and didnt seem to look at either of us. He seemed to be looking inward, searching.

I said: Those very fine new ten-dollar bills you have been bringing in from Mexico by plane.

Luders looked at me then, but indifferently. My dear friend, you could not possibly be serious? he suggested.

Phooey. Easiest thing in the world. The border patrol has no planes now. They had a few coast-guard planes a while back, but nothing came over, so they were taken off. A plane flying high over the border from Mexico lands on the field down by the Woodland Club golf course. Its Mr. Luders plane and Mr. Luders owns an interest in the club and lives there. Why should anybody get curious about that? But Mr. Luders doesnt want half a million dollars worth of queer money in his cabin at the club, so he finds himself an old mine over here and keeps the money in this refrigerator car. Its almost as strong as a safe and it doesnt look like a safe.

You interest me, Luders said calmly. Continue.

I said: The money is very good stuff. Weve had a report on it. That means organization — to get the inks and the right paper and the plates. It means an organization much more complete than any gang of crooks could manage. A government organization. The organization of the Nazi government.

The little Jap jumped up off the bed and hissed, but Luders didnt change expression. Im still interested, he said laconically.

I aint, Barron said. Sounds to me like youre tryin to talk yourself into a vestful of lead.

I went on: A few years ago the Russians tried the same stunt. Planting a lot of queer money over here to raise funds for espionage work and, incidentally, they hoped, to damage our currency. The Nazis are too smart to gamble on that angle. All they want is good American dollars to work with in Central and South America. Nice mixed-up money thats been used. You cant go into a bank and deposit a hundred thousand dollars in brand-new ten-dollar bills. Whats bothering the sheriff is why you picked this particular place, a mountain resort full of rather poor people.

But that does not bother you with your superior brain, does it? Luders sneered.

It dont bother me a whole lot either, Barron said. What bothers me is folks getting killed in my territory. I aint used to it.

I said: You picked the place primarily because its a swell place to bring the money into. Its probably one of hundreds all over the country, places where there is very little law enforcement to dodge but places where in the summertime a lot of strange people come and go all the time. And places where planes set down and nobody checks them in or out. But that isnt the only reason. Its also a swell place to unload some of the money, quite a lot of it, if youre lucky. But you werent lucky. Your man Weber pulled a dumb trick and made you unlucky. Should I tell you just why its a good place to spread queer money if you have enough people working for you?

Please do, Luders said, and patted the side of the machine gun.

Because for three months in the year this district has a floating population of anywhere from twenty to fifty thousand people, depending on the holidays and weekends. That means a lot of money brought in and a lot of business done. And theres no bank here. The result of that is that the hotels and bars and merchants have to cash checks all the time. The result of that is that the deposits they send out during the season are almost all checks and the money stays in circulation. Until the end of the season, of course.

I think that is very interesting, Luders said. But if this operation were under my control, I would not think of passing very much money up here. I would pass a little here and there, but not much. I would test the money out, to see how well it was accepted. And for a reason that you have thought of. Because most of it would change hands rapidly and, if it was discovered to be queer money, as you say, it would be very difficult to trace the source of it.

Yeah, I said. That would be smarter. Youre nice and frank about it.

To you, Luders said, it naturally does not matter how frank I am.

Barron leaned forward suddenly. Look here, Luders, killin us aint going to help you any. If you come right down to it, we dont have a thing on you. Likely you killed this man Weber, but the way things are up here, its going to be mighty hard to prove it. If you been spreading bad money, theyll get you for it, sure, but that aint a hangin matter. Now Ive got a couple pair handcuffs in my belt, so happens, and my proposition is you walk out of here with them on, you and your Japanese pal.

Charlie the Jap said: Ha, ha. Very funny man. Some boob I guess yes.

Luders smiled faintly. You put all the stuff in the car, Charlie?

One more suitcase coming right up, Charlie said.

Better take it on out, and start the engine, Charlie.

Listen, it wont work, Luders, Barron said urgently. I got a man back in the woods with a deer rifle. Its bright moonlight. You got a fair weapon there, but you got no more chance against a deer rifle than Evans and me got against you. Youll never get out of here unless we go with you. He seen us come in here and how we come. Hell give us twenty minutes. Then hell send for some boys to dynamite you out. Them were my orders.

Luders said quietly: This work is very difficult. Even we Germans find it difficult. I am tired. I made a bad mistake. I used a man who was a fool, who did a foolish thing, and then he killed a man because he had done it and the man knew he had done it. But it was my mistake also. I shall not be forgiven. My life is no longer of great importance. Take the suitcase to the car, Charlie.

Charlie moved swiftly towards him. Not liking, no, he said sharply. That damn heavy suitcase. Man with rifle shooting. To hell.

Luders smiled slowly. Thats all a lot of nonsense, Charlie. If they had men with them, they would have been here long ago. That is why I let these men talk. To see if they were alone. They are alone. Go, Charlie.

Charlie said hissingly: I going, but I still not liking.

He went over to the corner and hefted the suitcase that stood there. He could hardly carry it. He moved slowly to the door and put the suitcase down and sighed. He opened the door a crack and looked out. Not see anybody, he said. Maybe all lies, too.

Luders said musingly: I should have killed the dog and the woman too. I was weak. The man Kurt, what of him?

Never heard of him, I said. Where was he?

Luders stared at me. Get up on your feet, both of you.

I got up. An icicle was crawling around on my back. Barron got up. His face was gray. The whitening hair at the side of his head glistened with sweat. There was sweat all over his face, but his jaws went on chewing.

He said softly: How much you get for this job, son?

I said thickly: A hundred bucks but I spent some of it.

Barron said in the same soft tone: I been married forty years. They pay me eighty dollars a month, house and firewood. It aint enough. By gum, I ought to get a hundred. He grinned wryly and spat and looked at Luders. To hell with you, you Nazi bastard, he said.

Luders lifted the machine gun slowly and his lips drew back over his teeth. His breath made a hissing noise. Then very slowly he laid the gun down and reached inside his coat. He took out a Luger and moved the safety catch with his thumb. He shifted the gun to his left hand and stood looking at us quietly. Very slowly his face drained of all expression and became a dead gray mask. He lifted the gun, and at the same time he lifted his right arm stiffly above shoulder height. The arm was as rigid as a rod.

Heil Hitler! he said sharply.

He turned the gun quickly, put the muzzle in his mouth and fired.
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The Jap screamed and streaked out of the door. Barron and I lunged hard across the table. We got our guns. Blood fell on the back of my hand and then Luders crumpled slowly against the wall.

Barron was already out of the door. When I got out behind him, I saw that the little Jap was running hard down the hill towards a clump of brush.

Barron steadied himself, brought the Colt up, then lowered it again.

He aint far enough, he said. I always give a man forty yards.

He raised the big Colt again and turned his body a little and, as the gun reached firing position, it moved very slowly and Barrons head went down a little until his arm and shoulder and right eye were all in a line.

He stayed like that, perfectly rigid for a long moment, then the gun roared and jumped back in his hand and a lean thread of smoke showed faint in the moonlight and disappeared.

The Jap kept on running. Barron lowered his Colt and watched him plunge into a clump of brush.

Hell, he said. I missed him. He looked at me quickly and looked away again. But he wont get nowhere. Aint got nothing to get with. Them little legs of his aint hardly long enough to jump him over a pine cone.

He had a gun, I said. Under his left arm.

Barron shook his head. Nope. I noticed the holster was empty. I figure Luders got it away from him. I figure Luders meant to shoot him before he left.

Car lights showed in the distance, coming dustily along the road.

What made Luders go soft?

I figure his pride was hurt, Barron said thoughtfully. A big organizer like him gettin hisself all balled to hell by a couple of little fellows like us.

We went around the end of the refrigerator car. A big new coupe was parked there. Barron marched over to it and opened the door. The car on the road was near now. It turned off and its headlights raked the big coupe. Barron stared into the car for a moment, then slammed the door viciously and spat on the ground.

Caddy V-12, he said. Red leather cushions and suitcases in the back. He reached in again and snapped on the dashlight What time is it?

Twelve minutes to two, I said.

This clock aint no twelve and a half minutes slow, Barron said angrily. You slipped on that. He turned and faced me, pushing his hat back on his head. Hell, you seen it parked in front of the Indian Head, he said.

Right.

I thought you was just a smart guy.

Right, I said.

Son, next time I got to get almost shot, could you plan to be around?

The car that was coming stopped a few yards away and a dog whined. Andy called out: Anybody hurt?

Barron and I walked over to the car. The door opened and the little silky dog jumped out and rushed at Barron. She took off about four feet away and sailed through the air and planted her front paws hard against Barrons stomach, then dropped back to the ground and ran in circles.

Barron said: Luders shot hisself inside there. Theres a little Jap down in the bushes we got to round up. And theres three, four suitcases full of counterfeit money we got to take care of.

He looked off into the distance, a solid, heavy man like a rock. A night like this, he said, and its got to be full of death.


PROFESSOR BINGOS SNUFF

First published in Park East, August 1951
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AT TEN OCLOCK in the morning already the dance music. Loud. Boom, boom. Boom, boom, boom. The tone control way down in the bass. It almost made the floor vibrate. Behind the purring of the electric razor which Joe Pettigrew was running up and down his face it vibrated in the floors and walls. He seemed to feel it with his toes. It seemed to run up his legs. The neighbors must love it.

Already at ten oclock in the morning the ice cubes in the glass, the flushed cheek, the slightly glazed eye, the silly smile, the loud laughter about nothing at all.

He pulled the plug loose and the purring of the razor stopped. As he ran his fingertips along the angle of his jaw his eyes met the eyes in the mirror with a somber stare. Washed up, he said between his teeth. At fifty-two youre senile. Im surprised youre there at all. Im surprised I can see you.

He blew the fluff out of the shaving head of the razor, put the protective cap back on it, wound the cord around it carefully and put it away in the drawer. He got out the after-shaving lotion, rubbed it into his face, dusted it with powder and carefully wiped the powder off with a hand towel.

He scowled at the rather gaunt face in the glass and turned and looked out of the bathroom window. Not much smog this morning. Quite sunny and clear. You could see the city hall. Who the hell wants to see the city hall? The heck with the city hall. He went out of the bathroom, putting his coat on as he started down the stairs. Boom, boom. Boom, boom, boom. Like back in a cheap dive where you could smell smoke and sweat, and perfume of a sort. The living-room door was half open. He moved in through it and stood looking at the two of them, cheek-to-cheek, drifting slowly around the room. They danced close together, dreamy-eyed, in a world of their own. Not drunk. Just lit enough to like the music loud. He stood there and watched them. As they turned and saw him they hardly looked at him. Gladys lips curled a little in a faint sneer, very faint. Porter Green had a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, and his eyes half closed against the smoke. A tall, dark fellow, with a sprinkling of gray in his hair. Well dressed. A bit shifty-eyed. Might be a used car salesman. Might be anything that didnt take too much work or too much honesty. The music stopped and somebody started to spiel a commercial. The dancing couple broke apart. Porter Green stepped over and turned the volume control down. Gladys stood in the middle of the floor looking at Joe Pettigrew.

Any little thing we can do for you, sweetheart? she asked him in a clear contemptuous voice.

He shook his head without answering.

Then you can do something for me. Drop dead. She opened her mouth wide and went off into a peal of laughter.

Cut it, Porter Green said. Stop picking on him, Glad. So he doesnt like dance music. So what? There are things you dont like, arent there?

Sure there are, Gladys said. Him.

Porter Green moved over and picked up a whiskey bottle, began to load the two highball glasses on the coffee table.

How about a drink, Joe? he asked, without looking up.

Joe Pettigrew again shook his head slightly and said nothing. He can do tricks, Gladys said. Hes almost human. But he cant talk.

Aw, shut up, Porter Green said, wearily. He stood up with the two full glasses in his hand. Listen, Joe, Im buying the liquor. Youre not worrying about that, are you? No? Well, thats fine. He handed a glass to Gladys. They both drank, looking across the glasses at Joe Pettigrew standing silent in the doorway.

You know I married that, Gladys said thoughtfully. I really did. I wonder what kind of sleep medicine Id been taking.

Joe Pettigrew stepped back into the hallway and half closed the door. Gladys stared at it. In a changed tone, she said, Just the same, he scares me. He just stands there and dont say anything. Never complains. Never gets mad. What do you suppose goes on inside his head?

The commercial spieler ended his stint and put on a new record. Porter Green stepped across and turned the volume up again, then turned it down. I think I could guess, he said. After all, its a pretty old story. He turned the volume up again and held his arms out.

Joe Pettigrew stepped out on the front porch, put the heavy old-fashioned front door on the latch, and closed it behind him to muffle the boom of the radio. Looking along the front of the house he saw that the front windows were closed. It wasnt so loud out here. These old frame houses were pretty solidly built. He was just starting to think whether the grass needed cutting when a funny-looking man turned up the concrete walk toward him. Once in a while you see a man in an opera cloak. But not on Lexington Avenue in that block. Not in the middle of the morning. And not wearing a top hat. Joe Pettigrew stared at the top hat. It was definitely not new, definitely on the rusty side. A bit rough in the nap like a cats fur when the cat isnt feeling too well. And the opera cloak wasnt anything Adrian would have wanted to autograph. The man had a sharp nose and deep-set black eyes. He was pale but he didnt look sick. He stopped at the foot of the steps and looked up at Joe Pettigrew.

Good morning, he said, touching the edge of the topper.

Morning, Joe Pettigrew said. What are you selling today?

Im not selling magazines, the man in the opera cloak said.

Not at this address, friend.

Nor am I about to enquire if you have a photograph of yourself that would tint up in beautiful watercolors as transparent as moonlight on the Matterhorn. The man put a hand under his opera cloak.

Dont tell me youve got a vacuum cleaner under that cloak, Joe Pettigrew said.

Nor, went on the man in the opera cloak, do I have an all-stainless-steel kitchen in my hip pocket. Not that I couldnt have, if I chose.

But you are selling something, Joe Pettigrew said dryly.

I am bestowing something, the man in the opera cloak said. On the right persons. A carefully selected…

A suit club, Joe Pettigrew said disgustedly. I didnt know they had them any more.

The tall skinny man brought his hand out from under the cloak with a card in it.

A carefully selected few, he repeated. I dont know. Im lazy this morning. Perhaps I shall only select one.

The jackpot, Joe Pettigrew said. Me.

The man held the card out. Joe Pettigrew took it and read Professor Augustus Bingo. Then in smaller letters in the corner White Eagle Depilatory Powder. There was a telephone number and an address on North Wilcox. Joe Pettigrew flicked the card with a fingernail and shook his head. Never use it, friend.

Professor Augustus Bingo smiled very faintly. Or rather his lips pulled back a fraction of an inch and his eyes crinkled at the corners. Call it a smile. It wasnt big enough to argue about. He put his hand under his cloak again, came out with a small round box about the size of a typewriter ribbon box. He held it up and sure enough it said on it White Eagle Depilatory Powder.

I presume you know what depilatory powder is, Mister…

Pettigrew, Joe Pettigrew said amiably. Joe Pettigrew.

Ah, my instinct was right, Professor Bingo remarked. You are in trouble. He tapped on the round box with his long pointed finger. This, Mr. Pettigrew, is not depilatory powder.

Wait a minute, Joe Pettigrew said. First its depilatory powder, then it isnt. And Im in trouble. Why? Because my name is Pettigrew?

All in good time, Mr. Pettigrew. Let me establish the background. This is a run-down neighborhood. No longer desirable. But your house is not run-down. It is old but well . kept. Therefore, you own it.

Say I own a piece of it, Joe Pettigrew said.

The Professor held up his left hand, palm outwards. Quiet, please. I continue with my analysis. The taxes are high and you own the house. If you were able, you would have moved away. Why have you not? Because you cant sell this property. But it is a large house. Therefore you have roomers.

One roomer, Joe Pettigrew said. Just one. He sighed.

You are about forty-eight years of age, the Professor suggested.

Give or take four years, Joe Pettigrew said.

You are shaved and neatly dressed. Yet you have an unhappy expression. Therefore I postulate a young wife. Spoiled, exacting. I also postulate… He broke off abruptly and began to pull the lid off the box of something that was no depilatory powder. I have ceased to postulate, he said calmly. This, he held out the uncovered box, and Joe Pettigrew could see that it was half full of a white powder, is not Copenhagen snuff

Im a patient man, Joe Pettigrew said. But just lay off telling me what it isnt and tell me what it is.

It is snuff, the Professor said coldly. Professor Bingos snuff. My snuff.

Never use snuff either, Joe Pettigrew said. But Ill tell you. Down the end of the street theres a Tudor court called the Lexington Towers. Full of bit players and extras and so on. When theyre not working, which is most of the time, and when theyre not hitting the sixty-five-percent neutral spirits, which is hardly any of the time, a sniff of what you have there might be right down the middle for them. If you can collect for it, that is. And thats a point you want to watch.

Professor Bingos snuff, the Professor said with icy dignity, is not cocaine. He folded his cloak around him with a gesture and touched the brim of his hat. He was still holding the small box in his left hand as he turned away.

Cocaine, my friend? he said. Bah! Compared with Bingos snuff cocaine is baby powder.

Joe Pettigrew watched him move down the concrete walk and turn along the pavement. Old streets have old trees along them. Lexington Avenue was lined with camphor trees. They had their new coats of leaves and the leaves were still tinged with pink here and there. The Professor moved off under the trees. From the house the boom boom sounded still. They would be on their third or fourth drink by now. They would be humming the music, cheek-to-cheek. After awhile they would start flopping around on the furniture. Mauling each other. Well, what difference did it make? He wondered what Gladys would be like when she was fifty-two years old. The way she was going now she wouldnt look like she sang in the choir.

He stopped thinking about this and watched Professor Bingo, who had now stopped under one of the camphor trees and turned to look back. He put his hand up to the brim of his rusty topper and lifted the hat clear off his head and bowed. Joe Pettigrew waved at him politely. The Professor put the hat back on and very slowly, so that Joe Pettigrew could see exactly what he was doing, he took a pinch of powder from the still open small round box and pushed it against his nostrils. Joe Pettigrew could almost hear him sniff it up with that long indrawn breath snuff takers use in order to get the stuff high up on the membranes.

He didnt actually hear this, of course, he just imagined it. But he saw it clearly enough. The hat, the opera cloak, the long thin legs, the white indoor face, the deep dark eyes, the arm raised, the round box in the left hand. He couldnt have been more than fifty feet away at most. Right in front of the fourth camphor tree from the foot of the walk.

But that couldnt have been right because if he had been standing in front of the tree Joe Pettigrew wouldnt have been able to see the entire trunk of the tree, the grass, the edge of the curbing, the street. Some of this would have been hidden behind the lean, fantastic body of Professor Bingo. Only it wasnt. Because Professor Augustus Bingo wasnt there any more. Nobody was there. Nobody at all.

Joe Pettigrew put his head on one side, staring down the street. He stood very still. He hardly heard the radio inside the house. A car turned the corner and went by along the block. Dust rose behind it. The leaves of the trees didnt quite rustle but they made a faint, barely audible sound. Then something else rustled.

Slow steps were coming towards Joe Pettigrew. No sound of heels. Just shoe leather slithering along the concrete of the walk. The muscles in the back of his neck began to ache. He could feel his teeth biting hard together. The steps came on slowly. They came very close. Then there was a moment of complete silence. Then the rustling steps moved away from Joe Pettigrew again. And then the voice of Professor Bingo said out of nowhere:

A free sample with my compliments, Mr. Pettigrew. But, of course, I shall be available for further supplies on a more professional basis.

The steps rustled again going away. In a little while Joe Pettigrew didnt hear them at all. Exactly why he looked down at the top of the steps he was not quite clear; but he did. And there, where no hand had put it, beside the toe of his right shoe, was a small round box like a typewriter ribbon box. On the cover of it was written in ink, in a clear Spencerian hand, Professor Bingos Snuff.

Very slowly, like a man very old or in a dream, Joe Pettigrew leaned down and picked up the box, covered it with his hand and put it in his pocket.

Boom, boom. Boom, boom, boom, went the radio. Gladys and Porter Green were not paying any attention to it. They were locked in each others arms in a corner of the davenport, lips on lips. With a long sigh, Gladys opened her eyes and looked across the room. Then she stiffened and jerked away. Very slowly the door of the room was opening.

Whats the matter, baby?

The door. Whats he up to now?

Porter Green turned his head. The door was wide open now. But nobody stood in it. Okay the doors open, he said a little thickly. So what?

Its Joe.

Its Joe and still so what? Porter Green said irritably.

Hes hiding out there. Hes up to something.

Phooey, Porter Green said. He stood up and walked across the room. He put his head out into the hall. Nobody here, he said over his shoulder. Must have been the draft.

There isnt any draft, Gladys said. Porter Green shut the door, felt that it was firmly closed, shook it. It was closed all right. He started back across the room. When he was halfway to the davenport the door clicked behind him and slowly swung open again. Shrilly, against the heavy beat of the radio, Gladys yelled.

Porter Green lunged across and snapped off the radio, then turned angrily.

Dont go loopy on me, he said between his teeth. I dont like loopy dames.

Gladys just sat there with her mouth open staring at the open door. Porter Green went across to it and stepped out into the hall. There was nobody there. There was no sound. For a long moment the house was perfectly still.

Then, upstairs from the back of the house somebody began to whistle.

When Porter Green again shut the door he fixed it so that it was not on the latch. He would have been wiser to turn the knob of the bolt as well. He might just possibly have saved a lot of trouble. But he was not a very sensitive man and he had other things on his mind.

It might not have made any difference anyway.

There were things to think about carefully. The noise — but that could be blanketed by turning up the radio. Wouldnt have to turn it up much either. Maybe not at all. Darn near shook the floor the way it was. Joe Pettigrew sneered at his reflection in the bathroom mirror.

You and me spend such a lot of time together, he said to his reflection. Were such little pals. From now on you ought to have a name. Ill call you Joseph.

Dont go whimsical on me, Joseph said. I dont go for the light touch. Im the moody type.

I need your advice, Joe said. Not that it ever was worth anything. Im serious enough. Take the question of the snuff the Professor gave me. It works. Gladys and her boy friend didnt see me. Twice I stood right in the open door and they looked straight at me. They didnt see a thing. Thats why she yelled. Seeing me wouldnt have scared her worth a nickel.

It would have made her laugh, Joseph said.

But I can see you, Joseph. And you can see me. So suppose the effect of the snuff wears off after awhile? Its got to, because otherwise how would the Professor make any money? So I need to know how long.

Youll know all right, Joseph said, if anyone is looking your way when it wears off.

That, Joe Pettigrew said, could be very inconvenient, if you know what Im thinking.

Joseph nodded. He knew that all right. Maybe it doesnt wear off, he suggested. Maybe the Professor has another powder that cancels this one out. Maybe thats the hook. He gives you what takes you out but when you want back in again you have to see him with folding money.

Joe Pettigrew thought about it, but he said no, he didnt think that could be right, because the Professors card gave an address on Wilcox which would be in an office building. It would have elevators, and if the Professor was waiting around for customers that nobody could see, but that presumably they could feel if they touched them — well, having his place of business in an office building wouldnt be practical unless the effect did wear off.

All right, Joseph said a little sourly. I wont be stubborn.

The next point, Joe Pettigrew said, is where this being invisible leaves off. What I mean is, Gladys and Porter Green cant see me. Therefore they cant see the clothes Im wearing because an empty suit of clothes standing in the doorway would scare them a lot worse than nothing standing there. But theres got to be some kind of system to it. Is it anything I touch?

That could be it, Joseph said. Why not? Anything you touch fades out just the same as you do.

But I touched the door, Joe said. And I dont think that faded out. And I dont touch — I mean actually touch — all of my clothes. My feet touch my socks and my socks touch my shoes. I touch my shirt and I dont touch my jacket. And what about the things in pockets?

Maybe its your aura, Joseph said. Or your magnetic field or just your personality — what there is of it — anything that falls in that field goes with you. Cigarettes, money, anything thats properly yours, but not things like doors and walls and floors.

I dont think thats very logical, Joe Pettigrew said severely.

Would a logical guy be where you are? Joseph inquired coldly. Would that screwy Professor want to do business with a logical guy? Whats logical about any part of this deal? He picks a complete stranger, a guy he never saw or heard of before, and gives him a batch of that stuff for free, and the guy he gives it to is maybe the one guy in the whole block that has a good quick use for it. Is any of that logical? In a pigs eye its logical.

So that, Joe Pettigrew said slowly, brings me to what Ill be taking downstairs with me. They wont see that either. Chances are they wont even hear it.

Of course you could try out with a highball glass, Joseph said. You could pick one up just as somebody started to reach for it. Youd know quick enough whether it disappeared when you touched it.

I could do that, Joe Pettigrew said. He paused and looked very thoughtful. I wonder if you come back gradually, he added, or all of a sudden. Bang.

I vote for bang, Joseph said. The old gentleman doesnt call himself Bingo for nothing. I say its fast both ways — out and in. The thing you have to find out is when.

Ill do that, Joe Pettigrew said. Ill be very careful about it. Its important. He nodded at his reflection and Joseph nodded back. As he moved to turn away he added:

Im just a little sorry for Porter Green. All the time and money hes spent on her. And if I know a club chair from a catchers mitt, all hes got out of it is a tease.

Thats something you cant be sure about, Joseph said. He looks to me like a type that gets what he pays for or else.

That ended that. Joe Pettigrew went into the bedroom and got an old suitcase off a closet shelf. Inside was a scuffed briefcase with a broken strap. He unlocked it with a small key. There was a hard bundle in the briefcase, wrapped in a flannel duster. Inside the duster was an old woolen sock. And inside the sock, well oiled and clean, was a loaded .32 caliber automatic. Joe Pettigrew put this in his right hip pocket, where it felt heavier than sin. He replaced the briefcase in the closet and went downstairs, walking softly and stepping on the treads towards the side. Then he thought that was silly because if they creaked nobody could hear such a small sound with the radio going.

He reached the bottom of the stairs and moved across to the door of the living-room. He tried the knob gently. The door was locked. It was a spring lock which had been put on when most of the lower floor had been converted into a bachelor apartment for renting purposes. Joe got his keyholder out and pushed a key slowly into the lock. He turned it. He could feel the bolt coming back. The deadlatch wasnt on. Why should it be? You only do that at night, when youre the nervous type. He held the doorknob with his left hand and gently eased the door open enough for the lock to clear. This was the tricky bit — one of the tricky bits. When the bolt was clear he let the knob return to its original position and withdrew the key. Holding the knob tightly he pushed the door open until he could look around it. There was no sound from inside except the booming radio. Nobody yelled. Therefore nobody was looking at the door. So far, so good.

Joe Pettigrew put his head around the door and looked in. The room was warm and smelled of cigarette smoke and humanity and ever so lightly of liquor. But there was nobody in it. Joe pushed the door wide open and stepped inside, a frown of disappointment on his face. Then the frown of disappointment changed to a grimace of disgust.

At the back of the living-room sliding doors had once given on to the dining room. The dining room was now a bedroom, but the sliding doors had been left much as they had always been. Now they were closed tight together. Joe Pettigrew stood quite motionless staring at the sliding doors. His hand went up aimlessly and smoothed his thinning hair back. His face was completely expressionless for a long moment, then a faint smile that might have meant anything lifted the corners of his mouth. He turned back and closed the door. He moved across to the davenport and looked down at half-melted ice in the bottoms of two tall striped glasses, and the ice cubes swimming in water in a glass bowl beside the uncorked whiskey bottle, at the smeared cigarette stubs in a tray, one of them still wisping a tiny thread of smoke into the still air.

Joe sat down quietly on the corner of the davenport and looked at his watch. It seemed like a long, long time since he had made the acquaintance of Professor Bingo. A long, long time and a world away. Now if he could only remember at exactly what time he had taken the pinch of snuff. It would be about ten-twenty, he thought. It would be better to be sure, better to wait, better to experiment. Much better. But when had he ever done the better thing?

Not ever that he could recall. And certainly not since he had met Gladys.

He took the automatic out of his hip pocket and laid it down on the cocktail table in front of him. He sat looking at it absently, listening to the growl of the radio. Then he reached down and almost daintily he released the safety catch. That done he leaned back again and waited. And as he waited, with no particular emotion his mind remembered. It was the sort of thing many minds have to remember. Behind the closed double doors he half heard a series of noises which never quite registered on his mind, partly because of the radio and partly because of the intensity of his remembering.

When the sliding doors began to open Joe Pettigrew reached his hand out and took the gun off the cocktail table. He rested it on his knee. That was the only movement he made. He didnt even look at the doors.

When the doors were open enough for a mans body to pass through Porter Greens body appeared in the opening. His hands held on to the doors high up, the fingers glistening with strain. He swayed a little holding on to the doors like a man very drunk. But he was not drunk. His eyes were wide open in a fixed stare and his mouth had the beginnings of a silly grin on it. Sweat glistened on his face and on his puffy white belly. He was naked except for a pair of slacks. His feet were bare, his head was dank with sweat and tousled. On his face was something else that Joe Pettigrew didnt see because Joe Pettigrew kept on staring at the carpet between his feet, holding the gun on his knee, sideways, pointing at nothing.

Porter Green took a deep hard breath and let it out in a long sigh. He let go of the doors and took a couple of ragged steps forward into the room. His eyes came around to the whiskey bottle on the table in front of the davenport, in front of Joe Pettigrew They focused on the bottle and his body turned a little and he leaned towards it even before he was near enough to reach it. The bottle rattled on the glass top of the cocktail table. Even then Joe Pettigrew didnt look up. He smelled the man so near him, so unaware of him and his gaunt face twisted suddenly with pain.

The bottle went up, the hand with the fine black hairs on the back of it disappeared from Joe Pettigrews field of vision. The gurgling of the liquid was audible even against the radio.

Bitch! Porter Green said harshly between his teeth. God damn rotten lousy filthy bitch. There was a puking horror and disgust in his voice.

Joe Pettigrew moved his head slightly and tensed. There was just room for him to stand up between the davenport and the cocktail table without squirming around. He stood up. The gun came up in his hand. As it came up his eyes came with it slowly, slowly. He saw the naked soft flesh above the waistband of Porter Greens slacks. He saw the sweat glistening on the bulge above his navel. His eyes moved to the right and crawled up the ribs. His hand steadied. The heart is higher up than most people think it is. Joe Pettigrew knew that. The muzzle of the automatic knew it also. The muzzle pointed straight at that heart and with a steady squeeze that was almost indifferent Joe Pettigrew pulled the trigger.

It was louder than the radio and a different kind of sound. There was a feeling of concussion about it, a hint of power. If you havent fired a gun for a long time that always takes you by surprise — the sudden pulsing life in the instrument of death, the swift way it moves in your hand like a lizard on a rock.

Shot men fall in all sorts of ways. Porter Green fell sideways, one knee giving way before the other. He fell with a boneless leisure, as if his knees were hinged in all directions. In the second it took him to fall Joe Pettigrew remembered a vaudeville act he had seen long ago when he was in show business himself. An act with a tall thin boneless man and a girl. In the middle of their foolishness the tall man would start to fall sideways very slowly, his body curving like a hoop so that at no moment could you say he hit the floor of the stage. He seemed to melt into it without effort or shock. He did this six times. The first time it was just funny, the second time it was exciting to watch him do it and wonder how he did it. The fourth time women in the audience began to scream: Dont let him do it! Dont let him do it! He did it. And by the end of the act he had all the impressionable people in rags, dreading what he was going to do, because it was inhuman and unnatural, and no man built along the usual lines could possibly have done it.

Joe Pettigrew stopped remembering this and came back to where he was and there was Porter Green lying on the floor with his head against the carpet and no blood at all, and for the first time Joe Pettigrew looked at his face and saw that it was ripped and torn with deep scratches from a womans long sharp frantic fingernails. That did it. Joe Pettigrew opened his mouth and screamed like a gored horse.

In his own ears the scream sounded far off, like something in another house. A thin tearing sound that had nothing to do with him. Perhaps he hadnt screamed at all. It might have been tires taking a corner too fast. Or a lost soul on its headlong rush down to hell. He had no physical sensation at all. He seemed to float around the end of the table and around the cadaver of Porter Green. But his floating or whatever it was had a purpose. He was at the door now. He turned the deadlatch. He was at the windows. They were closed but one was not locked; he locked it. He was at the radio. He twisted that off. No more boom boom. A silence like interstellar space swathed him in a long white shroud. He moved back across the room to the sliding doors.

He moved through them into Porter Greens bedroom, which had been the dining room of the house long ago, when Los Angeles was young and hot and dry and dusty and belonged still to the desert and the rustling lines of eucalyptus trees and the fat palm trees that lined its streets.

All that remained of the dining room was a built-in china closet between the two north windows. There were books behind its fretted doors. Not many books. Porter Green wasnt what you would call a reading man. The bed was against the east wall, beyond which was the breakfast room and kitchen. It was very untidy, the bed was, and there was something on it, but Joe Pettigrew wasnt in the mood to look at what was on it. Beyond the bed was what had been a swing door but that had been changed for a solid door, that fitted tightly in its frame and had a turn bolt on it. The bolt was shot. Joe Pettigrew thought he could see dust in the cracks of the door. He knew it was seldom opened. But the bolt was shot, that was the important thing.

He passed on into a short hall that passed across the main hall under the stairs. This had been necessary to give access to the bathroom, once a sewing room, on the other side of the house. There was a closet under the stairs. Joe Pettigrew opened the door and switched on the light. A couple of suitcases in the corners, suits on hangers, an overcoat and a raincoat. A pair of dingy white buck shoes tossed in the corner. He switched the light off again and closed the door. He went on into the bathroom. It was pretty large for a bathroom and the tub was old-fashioned. Joe Pettigrew passed the mirror over the washbasin without looking into it. He didnt feel like talking to Joseph just now. Detail, that was the main thing, careful attention to detail. The bathroom windows were open and the gauze curtains fluttered. He shut them tight and turned the catches in the side of the frame. There was no door out of the bathroom except the one by which he had entered. There had been one towards the front of the house, but it had been filled in and papered over with waterproof paper, like the rest of the hall.

The room in front was practically a junk room. It had some old furniture and stuff and a roll-top desk in that hideous light oak people used to like. Joe Pettigrew never used it, never went in there at all. So that was that.

He turned back and stopped in front of the bathroom mirror. He didnt want to at all. But Joseph might have thought of something he ought to know, so he looked at Joseph. Joseph looked back at him with an unpleasant fixed stare.

Radio, Joseph said curtly. You turned it off. Wrong. Turn it down, yes. Off, no.

Oh, Joe Pettigrew said to Joseph. Yes, I guess youre right. Then theres the gun. But I hadnt forgotten that. He patted his pocket.

And the bedroom windows, Joseph said, almost contemptuous. And youre going to have to look at Gladys.

The bedroom windows, check, Joe Pettigrew said and paused. I dont want to look at her. Shes dead. Shes got to be dead. All you had to do was see him.

Teased the wrong guy this time, didnt she? Joseph said coldly. Or were you expecting something like that?

I dont know, Joe said. No, I dont think I went that far. But I messed it up good. I didnt have to shoot him at all.

Joseph looked at him with a peculiar expression. And waste the Professors time and material? You dont think he came by here just for the exercise, do you?

Goodbye, Joseph, Joe Pettigrew said.

What for are you saying goodbye? Joseph snapped.

I have a feeling that way Joe Pettigrew replied. He went out of the bathroom.

He went around the bed and closed and locked the windows. He did finally look at Gladys, although he didnt want to. He neednt have. His hunch had been right. If ever a bed looked like a battlefield this was it. If ever a face looked livid and twisted and dead, it was the face of Gladys. There were a few shreds of clothing on her, thats all. Just a few shreds. She looked battered. She looked awful.

Joe Pettigrews diaphragm convulsed and his mouth tasted bile. He went out of there quickly and leaned against the doors on the other side, but was careful not to touch them with his hands.

Radio on but not loud, he said in the silence, when he had his stomach back in place. Gun in his hand. Im not going to like doing that. His eyes went towards the outer door. Id better use the upstairs phone. Plenty of time to come back.

He let out a slow sigh and went about it. But when it came time to fix the gun in Porter Greens hand he found he couldnt look at Porter Greens face. He had a feeling, a certainty that Porter Greens eyes were open and looking at him, but he couldnt meet them, even dead. He felt that Porter Green would forgive him and hadnt really minded being shot. It was quick and probably much less unpleasant than what he had coming in the legal way.

It wasnt that which made him ashamed. And he wasnt ashamed because Porter Green had taken Gladys from him, for that would be silly. Porter Green hadnt done anything that hadnt been done already, years ago. He guessed maybe it was the awful bloody-looking scratches that made him ashamed. Up to then Porter Green had at least looked like a man. The scratches somehow or other made a damn fool out of him. Even dead. A man who looked and acted like Porter Green, who had been around as much as he must have been, known women too often and too well, and all the rest of it — a man like that ought to be above getting into a cat fight with a slut like Gladys, an empty paper bag of a woman who had nothing to give any man, not even herself.

Joe Pettigrew didnt think very highly of himself as a dominating male. But at least he had never had his face clawed.

He arranged the gun very nearly in Porter Greens hand, without once looking at his face. A shade too neatly, perhaps. With the same neatness and with no undue haste he arranged what other matters required to be arranged.

The black and white radio car turned the corner and coasted down the block. There was no fuss or urgency about it. It stopped quietly in front of the house and for a moment both the uniformed officers looked up at the deep porch and the closed door and windows without saying anything, hearing the steady stream of talk from the squawk box and sorting it out in their minds without consciously paying any attention to it.

Then the one nearest the curb said: I dont hear anybody screaming and I dont see any neighbors out front. Looks like somebody shot a blank.

The policeman behind the wheel nodded and said absently: Better ring the bell anyway. He made a note of the time on his report sheet, reported the car out of service to the dispatcher. The one next to the curb got out and went up the concrete walk and onto the porch. He rang the bell. He could hear it ring somewhere in the house. He could also hear a radio or record player going quietly but distinctly to his left in the room with the closed windows. He rang again. No answer. He walked along the porch and tapped on the window glass above the screen. Then harder. The music went on but that was all. He went down off the porch and around the side of the house to the back door. The screen was hooked, the door inside shut. There was another bell here. He rang that. It buzzed close to him, quite loud, but no one answered it. He banged hard on the screen and then gave it a yank. The hook held. He went around the house the other way. The windows on the north side were too high to look into from the ground. He reached the front lawn and walked diagonally back across the lawn to the radio car. It was a well-kept lawn and had been watered the night before. At one point he looked back to see if his heels had marked it. They hadnt. He was glad they hadnt. He was just a young policeman and not tough at all.

No answer, but theres music going, he told his partner, leaning into the car.

The driver listened to the squawk box a moment and then got out of the car. You take that side, he answered, pointing south with his thumb. Ill try the other house. Maybe the neighbors heard something.

Couldnt have been much or theyd be breathing down our necks by now, the first policeman said.

Better ask just the same.

An elderly man was cultivating with a one-prong cultivator around some rose bushes behind the house south of the Pettigrew house. The young cop asked him what he knew to cause a police call about next door. Nothing. See the people go out? No, he hadnt noticed anyone leave. Pettigrews had no car. Roomer had a car, but garage looked locked. You could see the padlock. What kind of people? Ordinary. Never bothered anybody. Radio seemed a bit loud lately? Like now? The old man shook his head. Wasnt loud now. Had been earlier. What time they turn it down? He didnt know. Heck, why would he? An hour, half an hour. Nothing been happening around here, officer. I been out pottering all morning. Somebody called in, the officer said. Must be a mistake, the old man said. Anybody else in his house? His house? The old man shook his head. Nope, not now The wife had gone to the beauty parlor. She went for that purple stuff they were putting on white hair nowadays. He chuckled. The young cop hadnt thought he had a chuckle in him, the way he kept pecking at those roses, kind of short and cross.

On the other side of the Pettigrew house where the driver of the radio car went nobody answered the front door. The policeman went around back and saw a child of indeterminate age and sex trying to kick the slats out of a play pen. The child needed its nose wiped and looked as if it preferred it that way. The officer banged at the back door and got a lank-haired slattern of a woman. When she opened the door some damn-fool soap opera poured out of the kitchen and he could see that she was listening to it with the passionate attention of an engineer squad clearing a minefield. She hadnt heard a darn thing, she screamed at him, timing her answer neatly between two lines of dopey dialogue. She didnt have no time to bother with what went on anywheres else. Radio next door? Yes, she guessed they had one. Might have heard it once in a while. Could she turn that thing down a little, the cop asked her, scowling at the table radio on the kitchen sink. She said she could, but didnt aim to. A thin dark girl with hair as lank as her mothers appeared suddenly from nowhere and stood about six inches from the officers stomach and stared up his shirt front at him. He moved back and she stayed right with him. He decided he was going to get mad in a minute. Didnt hear anything at all, huh? He yelled at the woman. She held up her hand for silence, listened to a brief interchange of sparkling slop from the radio and then shook her head. She started to close the door before he was half through it. The little girl speeded him on his way with a short sharp and efficient raspberry.

His face felt a little hot when he met the other policeman beside the radio car. They both looked across the street and then looked at each other and shrugged. The driver started around the back of the car to get back in, then changed his mind and went back up the walk to the front porch of Pettigrews house. He listened to the radio and noted that there was lamplight around the blinds. He stopped and angled himself from window to window until he found a small chink he could see through with one eye.

After straining this way and that he finally saw what looked like a mans body lying on its back on the floor beside the leg of a low table. He straightened and made a sharp gesture to the other cop. The other came running.

We go in, the driver said. You dont see so good this shift. Theres a guy in there and he aint dancing. Radio on, lights on, all doors and windows locked, nobody answers the door and a guy is lying on the carpet. Dont that add to anything in your book?

It was at that moment that Joe Pettigrew took his second pinch of Professor Bingos snuff.

They got into the kitchen by forcing a window up with a screwdriver, without breaking the glass. The old man next door saw them and went right on pecking at his roses. It was a clean neat kitchen, because Joe Pettigrew kept it that way. Being in the kitchen they found they could as easily have stayed outside. There was no possible way into the lighted front room without breaking down a door. Which finally brought them back to the front porch. The driver of the radio car cracked a window with the heavy screwdriver, unlatched it, pulled it up far enough to lean in and knock the screen hook loose with the end of the screwdriver. They got both sashes of the window up and so got into the room without touching anything with their hands except the window catch.

The room was warm and oppressive. With a brief glance at Porter Green the driver went towards the bedroom, unbuttoning the flap of his holster as he went.

Better put your hands in your pockets, he told the young policeman over his shoulder. Could be this isnt your day. He said it without sarcasm or anything in his voice but the meaning of the words, but the young officer flushed just the same and bit his lip. He stood looking down at Porter Green. He had no need to touch him or even bend down. He had seen far more dead men than his partner. He stood perfectly still because he knew there was nothing for him to do and that anything he did, even walking around on the carpet, might happen to spoil something the lab boys could use.

Standing there quietly, and even with the radio still going in the corner, he seemed to hear a sound like a faint clink and then the rustle of a step outside on the porch. He turned swiftly and went to the window. He pushed the glass curtain aside and looked out.

No. Nothing. He looked faintly puzzled because he had very keen hearing. Then he looked disgusted.

Watch yourself, kid, he told himself. No Japs near this foxhole.

You could stand in a recessed doorway and take a wallet out of your pocket and a card from the wallet and read it and nobody could see the wallet or the card or the hand holding it. People passed up and down the street idly or busily, the usual early afternoon mob, and nobody even glanced towards you. If they did, all they would see would be an empty doorway. In other circumstances it might have been amusing. It wasnt amusing now, for obvious reasons. Joe Pettigrews feet were tired. He hadnt done so much walking in ten years. He pretty well had to walk. He couldnt very well have got Porter Greens car out. The sight of a perfectly empty car driving along in traffic would be apt to unhinge the traffic police. Somebody would start yelling. You never knew what would happen.

He might have risked crowding on to a bus or street car in a group of people. It looked feasible. They probably wouldnt look around to see who was jostling them but there was always the chance that some big strong character might make a grab at nothing and get hold of an arm and be just stubborn enough to hang on even if he couldnt see what it was he was hanging on to. No; much better walk. Joseph would certainly approve of that.

Wouldnt you, Joseph? he asked, looking into the dusty glass of the doorway behind him.

Joseph didnt say. He was there all right, but he wasnt sharp and well defined. He was foggy. He didnt have the clean-cut personality you expected from Joseph.

All right Joseph. Some other time. Joe Pettigrew looked down at the card he was still holding. He would be about eight blocks to the building where, in Room 311, Professor Augustus Bingo maintained an office. There was a telephone number too. Joe Pettigrew wondered if it would be wiser to make an appointment. Yes, it would be wiser. There was probably an elevator and once in that he would be too much at the mercy of chance. A lot of these old buildings — and he knew Professor Bingo would be almost certain to have his office in a building that went with his rusty old hat — didnt have any fire stairs. They had outside fire escapes and a freight elevator you couldnt get to from the lobby. Much better make an appointment.

There was also the question of payment. Joe Pettigrew had thirty-seven dollars in his wallet, but he didnt suppose that thirty-seven dollars would cause Professor Bingos heart to bulge with excitement. Professor Bingo undoubtedly selected his prospects with care and would be apt to demand a large slice of their available funds. This was not easy to manage. You could hardly cash a check if nobody could see the check. Even if the teller could see the check, which Joe Pettigrew supposed would be possible if he put it down on the counter and took his hand away — after all there would be a check — the teller would hardly hold the money out to empty space. The bank was out. Of course, he might wait around for someone else to cash a check and then grab the money. But a bank was a bad place for that kind of operation. The person grabbed from would probably make a great deal of fuss and noise and Joe Pettigrew knew that the first thing a bank did in a case like that was block the doors and ring an alarm bell. It would be better to let the person with the money leave the bank first. But this had disadvantages. If it was a man, he would put the money where it would be difficult for an inexperienced pickpocket to lift it, even if he had a certain technical advantage over the most experienced pickpocket. It would have to be a woman. But women very seldom cashed large checks and Joe Pettigrew had scruples about snatching a womans bag. Even if she could spare the money, the loss of her bag would make her so helpless.

Im not the right type, Joe Pettigrew said more or less out loud, still standing in the doorway, to really get the value out of a situation like this.

That was the truth and the whole trouble. In spite of having put a neat slug into Porter Green, Joe Pettigrew was fundamentally a decent man. He had been a little carried away at first, but he could see now that being invisible had its drawbacks. Well, perhaps he didnt need any more snuff. There was a way to find out. But if he did need it, he would need it awfully fast.

There was nothing sensible except to telephone Professor Bingo and make an appointment.

He left the doorway and edged along the outside of the pavement to the next intersection. There was a dim-looking bar across the way. It might well have a secluded telephone booth. Of course even a secluded telephone booth could be a rat trap now Suppose somebody came along and saw it was apparently empty and came in — no, better not think of that.

He went into the bar. It was secluded enough. There were two men on the stools and a couple in a booth. It was that time of day when almost no one drinks except a few loafers and alcoholics and an occasional pair of clandestine lovers. The pair in the booth looked like that. They were very close together and had eyes for themselves and no one else. The woman had an awful hat and a dirty white baby lamb jacket and she looked puffy and spoiled. The man looked a bit like Porter Green. He had that same sharp competent unscrupulous air. Joe Pettigrew stopped beside the booth and looked down at them with distaste. There was a pony of whiskey in front of the man with a chaser beside it. The woman had some godawful mess in layers of different colors. Joe Pettigrew looked down at the whiskey.

It probably wasnt wise, but he felt like it. He reached quickly for the small glass and poured the whiskey down his throat. It had an awful taste. He choked violently. The man in the booth straightened up and swung his head around. He stared straight at Joe Pettigrew.

What the hell… he said sharply.

Joe Pettigrew was frozen. He stood there holding the glass and the man looked him straight in the eye. The mans eyes went down, down to the empty glass Joe Pettigrew was holding. The man put his hands on the edge of the table and started to move sideways. He didnt say another word, but Joe Pettigrew didnt have to be told. He turned and ran towards the back of the bar. The bartender and the two men on the stools both turned to look. The man from the booth was standing up now.

Just in time Joe Pettigrew found it. It said Men on the door. He went in quickly and swung around. There was no lock on the door. His hand gripped frantically for the box in his pocket and he was only just getting it out when the door started to open. He stepped behind it and wrenched the lid off the box and grabbed a big pinch. He got it to his nose a mere second before the man in the booth was in the mens room with him.

Joe Pettigrews hand shook so violently that he dropped half the snuff on the floor. He also dropped the cover of the box. With a diabolical precision the cover rolled straight along the concrete floor and came to rest practically touching the tip of the right shoe of the man from the booth.

The man stood inside the door and looked around. He really looked around. And he looked straight at Joe Pettigrew. But his expression was quite different this time. He looked away. He stepped across to the two stalls. He pushed first one door open, then another. Both stalls were empty. The man stood there looking into them. A peculiar sound came from his throat. With an absent gesture he got out a pack of cigarettes and stuck a cigarette in his mouth. A neat small silver lighter came out next and snapped a neat small flame to the cigarette.

The man blew a long plume of smoke. He turned slowly and moved towards the door like a man in a dream. He went out. Then with appalling suddenness he came back in again, hurling the door in front of him. Joe Pettigrew got out of the way just in time. The man gave the room another raking glance. Here was a badly puzzled man, Joe Pettigrew thought. A very annoyed man, a man into whose morning a large drop of gall had been dropped. The man went out again.

Joe Pettigrew moved once more. There was a frosted window in the wall, small, but adequate. He unlatched it and tried to push it up. It stuck. He tried harder. The wrench of the effort hurt his back. The window came free at last and slid up jerkily as far as it would go.

As he dropped his hands and wiped them on his pants a voice behind him said: That wasnt open.

Another voice said: What wasnt open, mister?

The window, chump.

Joe looked around carefully. He sidled away from the window The barkeep and the man from the booth were both looking at the window.

Must of been, the barkeep said tersely. And skip the chump.

I say it wasnt. The man from the booth was more than emphatic, and less than polite.

You callin me a liar? the barkeep enquired.

How would you know whether it was open? The man from the booth started to get aggressive again.

Why you come back in here, if you was so sure?

Because I couldnt believe my eyes, the man from the booth almost yelled.

The barkeep grinned. But you expect me to believe em. That the picture?

Oh, go to hell, the man from the booth said. He turned and banged out of the mens room. In so doing he stepped square on the top of Professor Bingos snuff box. It crunched flat under his shoe. Nobody looked at it, except Joe Pettigrew He looked at it all right.

The barkeep went across to the window and shut it and turned the catch.

That takes care of that jerk, he said, and went on out. Joe Pettigrew moved carefully to the crushed box top and stooped for it. He straightened it out as best he could and put it back on the bottom half. It didnt look very safe any more. He wrapped it in a paper towel just to be a little safer.

Another man came into the mens room, but he was on business. Joe Pettigrew caught the door as it swung shut and slipped out. The barkeep was behind the bar again. The man from the booth and the woman with the dirty white lambs-wool were starting out.

Come again soon, the barkeep said, in a voice that meant exactly the opposite. The man from the booth almost stopped but the woman said something to him and they went on out.

Whats the beef? the man on the stool asked, the one who had not gone to the mens room.

I could pick a better-looking skirt than that over on North Broadway at one in the A.M., the barkeep said contemptuously. The guy not only aint got no manners and no brains, he aint got no taste.

But you know what he has got, the man on the stool said laconically as Joe Pettigrew went quietly out of the door.

The bus station on Cahuenga was the place. People coming and going all the time, people intent on one thing, people who would never look to see who jostled them, people with no time to think and most of them nothing to think with if they had the time. There was plenty of noise. Dialing in an empty phone booth would attract no attention. He reached up and loosened the bulb so the light would not go on when he closed the door. He was a little worried now. The snuff couldnt be trusted for much more than an hour. He figured back from the time he had left the young policeman in the living-room at the house to when the man in the booth had looked up and seen him.

Just about an hour. This took thought. Much thought. He peered at the telephone number. Gladstone 7-4963. He dropped his nickel and dialed it. At first it didnt ring, then a wavy high-pitched whine reached his ears, then a click and then he heard his nickel drop down into the return slot. Then an operators voice said: What number are you calling, please?

Joe Pettigrew told her. She said: One moment, please. There was a pause. Joe Pettigrew kept looking out through the glass panel of the booth. He wondered how long it would be before somebody tried the door of the booth and how much longer before someone noticed what would seem to him or her a very curious position for the telephone receiver — at the ear of a someone who wasnt there. He supposed it was that way. The whole damn telephone system could hardly disappear just because he was using one instrument.

The operators voice came back, Im sorry, sir, but there is no such telephone number listed.

There must be, Joe Pettigrew said violently and repeated the number. The operator also repeated her remark, and added: One moment, please, I will give you Information. The booth was hot and Joe Pettigrew was beginning to sweat. Information came and heard and went away and came back.

Im sorry, sir. There is no telephone listed under that name.

Joe Pettigrew stepped out of the booth just in time to avoid a woman with a string bag and an appearance of great hurry. He just slid away from her in time. He got out of there fast.

It could be an unlisted number. He should have thought of that long ago. The way Professor Bingo operated, he would certainly have an unlisted phone. Joe Pettigrew stopped dead and somebody kicked his heel. He skipped out of the way just in time.

No, he was being silly. He had dialed the number. And even if it was an unlisted number, the operator, knowing he had the number and that it was a correct number, would simply have told him to dial it again. She would think he had made a mistake in dialing. So Bingo had no telephone at all.

All right, Joe Pettigrew said. All right, Bingo. Maybe Ill just drop over and tell you about it. Maybe I wont need any money at all. A man your age ought to have more sense than to put a phony telephone number on a business card. How can you expect to sell the product if the customer cant get to talk to you?

He said all this in his mind. Then he told himself he was probably doing Professor Bingo an injustice. The Professor looked like a pretty smooth operator. He would have a reason for what he did. Joe Pettigrew got the card out and looked at it again. 311 Blankey Building, on North Wilcox. Joe Pettigrew had never heard of the Blankey Building, but that didnt mean anything. Any big city is full of ratholes like that. It couldnt be more than half a mile. That would be about all there would be to the business part of Wilcox.

He walked south. The building had an even number, which would put it on the east side. He ought to have asked the telephone operator to check the address when she couldnt find the name. Maybe she would and maybe she would tell him to go fishing.

He found the block easily enough and he found the number not quite so easily, but by a process of elimination. It wasnt called the Blankey Building, though. He read the card again and made sure. No, he hadnt made a mistake. That was the right address, but it wasnt an office building. Nor was it a private home, nor a store.

Quite a sense of humor, Professor Augustus Bingo had. His business address turned out to be the Hollywood Police Station.

Besides the lab men and photographers and the fellow who did the block sketch to scale, showing the position of the furniture and windows and things, there was a lieutenant of detectives and a sergeant. Being from the Hollywood division they both looked a bit more sporty than you expect plainclothes cops to look. One had his sport shirt collar outside the collar of his shepherds plaid jacket. He wore sky-blue slacks and shoes with gilt buckles on them. His argyle socks gleamed in the darkness of the clothes closet that opened under the stairs between the bedroom and the bathroom. He had the square of carpet rolled back. Underneath was a trap door with a sunken ring in it. The man in the blue slacks — he happened to be the sergeant although he looked older than the lieutenant — pulled at the ring and got the trap door up against the back wall of the closet. The space down below was half lit from the ventilating screens in the foundation walls. There was a rough wooden ladder leaning against the concrete wall of the basement. The sergeant, whose name was Rehder, got the ladder into position and backed down far enough to see what was under the floor.

Big place, he said speaking up. Must have been stairs down here once before they floored the space in hardwood to make the closet. They put the trap in to get at the gas and water pipes and the outfall. Think its worth looking in the trunks?

The lieutenant was a big handsome man built like a blocking back. He had sad dark eyes. His name was Waldman. He nodded vaguely.

Theres the bottom of the floor furnace, Rehder said. He reached out and rapped on it. The sheet iron rang. Thats all the furnace there is. And that would be installed from the top. Anybody check the air vents?

Yes, Waldman said. Theyre big enough all right, but three of them are nailed shut and painted over. The one in back of the house is loose but the gas meter is just inside it. Nobody could get past that.

Rehder came back up the ladder and lowered the trap to the closet floor. Also theres this carpet, he said. Pretty hard to get that to fall in place without a wrinkle.

He dusted his hands off on the piece of carpet and they went out of the closet and shut the door. They went into the living-room and watched the lab men fussing around.

Prints arent going to mean anything, the lieutenant said moving a finger along the edge of his chin against the dark close-shaven bristles. Unless we happen to get a clear overlay. Or something on a door or window Even that wouldnt be too conclusive. After all Pettigrew lives here. Its his house.

Id sure like to know who reported that shot, Rehder said.

Pettigrew. Who else? Waldman kept on rubbing his chin. His eyes were sad and sleepy. I cant go for suicide. Ive seen too many and I never once saw one where a guy shot himself through the heart from a distance of not less than three feet and more likely four or five.

Rehder nodded. He was looking down at the floor furnace. It had a big grating partly in the floor, partly in the wall.

But assume it could be suicide, Waldman went on. The place is locked up tight — all except the window the prowl boys got in at, and one of them stayed right beside it until we got here. The doors not only locked but bolted with a deadlatch that is not connected with the lock. Every window is locked and the only other door, the one that connects with the breakfast room at the back of the house, has a deadlatch on this side which cant be opened from the breakfast room and a spring lock on the other side which cant be opened from in here. So the physical evidence proves Pettigrew couldnt have had access to these rooms when the shot was fired.

So far, Rehder said.

So far, sure. But somebody heard that shot and somebody reported it. None of the neighbors heard it.

They say, Rehder put in.

But why lie about it after we found the bodies? Before that maybe, just not to be involved. You could say whoever heard it doesnt want to be a witness at an inquest or a trial. Some people dont, sure. But theyre likely to be bothered a lot more, if they didnt hear anything — or think they didnt — than if they did. The investigators are going to keep trying to make them remember something they think theyve forgotten. You know how often that works out.

Rehder said: Lets get back to Pettigrew His eyes were on his partner now, very watchful and faintly triumphant, as if at some secret thought.

We have to suspect him, Waldman said. We always have to suspect the husband. He must have known his wife was playing around with this Porter Green. Pettigrews not out of town or anything. The mailman saw him this morning. He either left before or after the shot. If he left before, hes clear. If he left after he still might not have heard it. But Im saying he did because he had a better chance than anyone else. And if he did, what would he do?

Rehder frowned. They never do the obvious thing, do they? No. Youd say hed try to get in and hed find out he couldnt without breaking in. Then hed call the law. But this guy is living right in the house where his wife is playing footie with the roomer. Either hes an awful cold fish and doesnt give a damn…

Thats happened, Waldman put in.

…or hed be humiliated and pretty savage inside. When he hears that shot, he knows damn well hed like to have fired it. And he knows were likely to think the same. So he goes out and calls us from a pay station and then disappears. When he comes home hell be the most surprised guy in the world.

Waldman nodded. But until we get a chance to size him up, it doesnt mean a thing. It was pure chance nobody saw him leave, pure chance nobody reported the shot. He couldnt rely on any of that, therefore he couldnt rely on pretending not to know. If its suicide I say he didnt hear the shot and didnt call in. He left either before or after and he doesnt know a thing about anybody being dead.

So again its not suicide, Rehder said. So he had to get out of here and leave the place locked up. Fine. How did he do it?

Yes. How?

Floor furnace. It heats the hall too. Didnt you notice? Rehder asked triumphantly.

Waldmans eyes went to the floor furnace and back to Rehder. What size man is he? he asked.

One of the boys looked at his clothes upstairs. Five-ten, one-sixty, wears an eight and a half shoe, a thirty-eight shirt, a thirty-nine suit. Just small enough. That piece behind the upright grating just hangs on a rod. Well print it and then try it out.

Not trying to make a chump out of me, are you Max?

You know better than that, Lieutenant. If its homicide, the guy had to get out of the room. Theres no such thing as a locked room murder. Never has been.

Waldman sighed and looked towards the stain on the carpet by the corner of the cocktail table.

I suppose not, he said. But it does seem a pity we cant have just one.

At sixteen minutes to three Joe Pettigrew walked down a path in a quiet part of Hollywood Cemetery. Not that it wasnt all quiet. But here it was remote and forgotten. The grass was green and cool. There was a small stone bench. He sat down on it and looked across at a marble monument with angels on it. It looked expensive. He could see that the lettering had once been in gold. He read the name. It went back a long time, to a lost glamor, to the days when a star of the flickering screen lived like an Eastern caliph and died like a prince of the blood. It was a simple place for a man who had once been so famous. Not much like that hoked up demi-paradise over on the far side of the river.

A long time ago, in a lost and dingy world. Bathtub gin, gang wars, ten percent margin accounts, parties where everyone got paralyzed as a matter of course. Cigar smoke in the theater. Everybody smoked cigars in those days. A heavy pall of it always hung over the mezzanine boxes. The draft sucked it across on to the stage. He could smell it as he teetered fifteen feet in the air on a bike with wheels like watermelons. Joe Meredith — Clown Cyclist. Good too. Never quite a headliner — you couldnt be with that kind of act — but a hell of a long way from the acrobats. A solo. One of the best falls in the business. Looks easy, doesnt it? Try it some time and find out how easy — fifteen feet and land on the back of your neck on a hard stage and roll gently to your feet with the hat still on your head and nine inches of lighted cigar stuck in the corner of a huge painted mouth.

He wondered what would happen if he tried it now Probably break four ribs and get a punctured lung.

A man came along the path. One of these young hard-looking kids that go coatless in any kind of weather. About twenty or twenty-one, too much black hair not clean enough, narrow flat black eyes, dark olive skin, shirt open on a hard hairless chest.

He stopped in front of the bench and measured Joe Pettigrew with a quick sweep of the eyes. Got a match?

Joe Pettigrew stood up. It was time to go home now. He took a paper match folder out of his pocker and held it out.

Thanks. The kid picked a loose cigarette out of his shirt pocket and lit the cigarette slowly, moving his eyes this way and that. As he handed the matches back with his left hand he looked over his shoulder, a quick glance. Joe Pettigrew reached for the matches. The kid dropped his right hand swiftly inside the shirt and jerked out a short gun.

Now the wallet, chum, and take it s — —

Joe Pettigrew kicked him in the groin. The kid doubled over and began to sweat. Not a sound came from him. His hand still held the gun, but not pointed. Tough kid all right. Joe Pettigrew took a step and kicked the gun out of his hand. He had it before the kid moved.

The kid was breathing in harsh gasps now. He looked pretty sick. Joe Pettigrew felt a little sad. He had the floor. He could say anything he liked. He had nothing to say. The world was full of tough kids. It was their world, the world of Porter Green.

Time to go home now. He walked away along the sunlit path and didnt look back. When he came to a neat green trash barrel he dropped the gun into it. He looked back then but the kid was nowhere in sight. Probably walking fast to get away and groaning as he walked. Perhaps even running. Where do you run to when you have killed a man? Nowhere. You go home. Running away is a very complicated business. It takes thought and preparation. It takes time, money and clothes.

His legs ached. He was tired. But he could buy coffee now and take the bus. He ought to have waited and thought it out. That was Professor Augustus Bingos fault. He made it much too easy, like a short cut that wasnt on the map. You took it, and then you found that the short cut didnt go anywhere, just ended in a yard with a vicious dog. So, if you were very quick and very lucky, you kicked the vicious dog in the right place and went back the way you came.

His hand went into his pocket and his fingers touched the packet of Professor Bingos product — a little crumpled and partly spilled, but still usable, if he could think of any use for it, which was now unlikely.

Too bad Professor Bingo didnt have a real address on his card. Joe Pettigrew would have liked to call on him and twist his neck. A fellow like that could do a lot of harm in the world. More harm than a hundred Porter Greens.

But a character as resourceful as Professor Bingo would know all that in advance. Even if he had an office, you wouldnt find him there unless he wanted you to.

Joe Pettigrew walked.

Lieutenant Waldman saw him and knew him three houses away, long before he turned up the walk. He looked exactly like what Waldman had expected, gaunt face, neat gray suit, precise and exact way of moving. Right weight and build.

Okay, he said, standing up from a chair by the window. Nothing rough, Max. Feel him out slowly.

They had sent the police car off around the corner. The street was quiet again. Nothing looked sensational. Joe Pettigrew turned into the walk and came towards the porch. He stopped halfway, stepped over on the lawn and got out a pocket knife. He bent down and cut a dandelion off just below the surface. He folded the knife carefully after wiping it off on the grass and put it back in his pocket. He threw the dandelion off towards the corner of the house out of sight of the men watching.

I dont buy it, Rehder said in a harsh whisper. It just aint possible that guy cooled anybody today.

He sees the window, Waldman said, pulling back into shadow without moving too quickly. The lights were off in the room now and the radio had long since been stilled. Joe Pettigrew was looking up at the broken window right in front of him from where he stood on the lawn. He moved a little more quickly up on the porch and stopped. His hand went out and pulled at the screen enough to show that it was loose. He let go of the screen and straightened up. His face had an odd expression. Then he turned quickly towards the door.

The door opened as he reached it. Waldman stood inside looking out gravely.

I think you would be Mr. Pettigrew, he said politely.

Yes, Im Pettigrew, the gaunt expressionless face told him. Who are you?

A police officer, Mr. Pettigrew The name is Waldman, Lieutenant Waldman. Come in, please.

Police? Somebody break in here? The window…

No, its not a burglary, Mr. Pettigrew Well explain it all to you. He stood back from the door and Joe Pettigrew stepped in past him. He took off his hat and hung it up, just as he always did.

Waldman stepped close to him and ran his hands rapidly over his body.

Sorry, Mr. Pettigrew. Part of my job. This is Sergeant Rehder. Were from the Hollywood Division. Lets go into the living-room.

Thats not our living-room, Joe Pettigrew said. This part of the house is rented.

We know that, Mr. Pettigrew. Just sit down and take it easy.

Joe Pettigrew sat down and leaned back. His eyes searched the room. They saw the chalk marks and the dusting powder. He leaned forward again.

Whats that? he asked sharply.

Waldman and Rehder looked at him with level unsmiling expressions. What time did you go out today? Waldman asked, and leaned back casually and lit a cigarette. Rehder sat hunched forward on the front half of a chair, his right hand loose on his knee. His gun was in a short leather holster inside his right hip pocket. Hed never liked an under-arm clip. This guy Pettigrew didnt look like it would take a gun to knock him over, but you never knew.

What time? I dont remember. Somewhere around noon.

To go where?

Just walking. I went over to Hollywood Cemetery for a while. My first wife is buried there.

Oh, your first wife, Waldman said easily. Any idea where your present wife is?

Probably out with the roomer. Fellow named Porter Green, Joe Pettigrew said calmly.

Like that, eh? Waldman said.

Just like that. Pettigrews eyes went to the floor again, over where the chalk marks were and the dark stain in the carpet. Suppose you men tell me…

In a moment, Waldman cut in, rather more sharply. Did you have any reason to call the police? From here or while you were out?

Joe Pettigrew shook his head. As long as the neighbors didnt complain, why should I?

I dont get it, Rehder said. Whats he talking about?

Pretty noisy, were they? Waldman asked. He got it all right.

Pettigrew nodded again. But they had all the windows shut.

And locked? Waldman asked casually.

When a cop starts being subtle, Joe Pettigrew answered just as casually, its for laughs. How would I know if the windows were locked?

Ill stop being subtle, if it bothers you, Mr. Pettigrew Waldman had a sweet sad smile on his face now. The windows were locked. Thats why the radio officers had to break the glass to get in. Now as to why they had to get in, Mr. Pettigrew

Joe Pettigrew just looked at him steadily. Dont answer them, he thought, and theyll start telling you. One thing they wont do — they wont stop talking. They love to hear themselves talk. He didnt speak. Waldman went on:

Somebody called in and said hed heard a shot in this house. We thought it might have been you. We dont know that it was. The neighbors deny having heard anything.

Now is when you can make the mistake, Joe Pettigrew said in his mind. I wish I had Joseph to talk to. I feel clear in my mind. I feel okay, but these boys arent dumb. Especially the one with the soft voice and the Jewish eyes. Nothing that dumb ever carried a badge. Nice guy, but he wont fool. I come home and the cops have the house and somebodys called in about a gun and the front windows broken and the rooms been gone over until it looks all tired out. And theres a stain there that could be blood. And those chalk marks could be the outline of a body. And Gladys isnt around and Porter Green isnt around. Well, how would I act if I didnt know anything about it? Perhaps I dont care. I guess thats it. I just dont care what these birds think. Because any time I change my mind about being here I dont have to be here. Wait a minute though. It doesnt settle anything. Its murder and suicide. It has to be, because it couldnt be anything else. Im not going to think that away. If its murder and suicide, then I dont mind being here. Im fine.

A suicide pact, he said out loud, as if thoughtfully. Porter Green didnt seem the type. Nor my wife — Gladys. Too shallow and too selfish.

Nobody said anything about anybody being dead, Rehder said harshly.

Thats a real cop, Joe Pettigrew thought. Like in the movies. Him I dont mind. Doesnt like anybody to have an idea or make an obvious deduction. Thats a fat-headed remark he made, if ever I heard one. Out loud he said:

How obvious does it have to get?

Waldman smiled faintly. Only one shot was heard, Mr. Pettigrew. If the informant heard correctly. And frankly, since we dont know the informant, we havent been able to question him. But it was not a suicide pact. I can assure you of that. And since I have stopped being subtle — although I dont think you have — let me say at once that the radio officers found Porter Green dead where you see those marks. His chest was where you see that bloodstain. He bled very little. He was shot through the heart — quite accurately — at a distance that makes suicide very unlikely. Previous to that he had strangled your wife, after a rather violent struggle.

He didnt know women as well as he thought he did, Joe Pettigrew said.

This guy is shaking with excitement, Rehder put in nastily. Just like an iron deer on somebodys front lawn.

Waldman waved his hand and kept the smile on his face. This isnt a performance, Max, he said without looking at his partner. Although I know you give a very good one. Mr. Pettigrew is a very intelligent level-headed man. We dont know too much about his home life, but we know enough to suspect that it was not happy. He pretends to no false grief. Right, Mr. Pettigrew?

Exact.

I thought so. Also, not being an idiot, Max, Mr. Pettigrew knows perfectly well from the appearance of this room, from our being here, and from our manner, that something serious has happened. He may even have expected something of the sort to happen.

Joe Pettigrew shook his head. One of her boy friends beat her up once, he said calmly. She disappointed him. She disappointed all of them. He even wanted to beat me up.

Why didnt he? Waldman asked, as if the situation was the most natural thing in the world — a wife like Gladys, a husband like Joe Pettigrew, and a roomer like Porter Green or a reasonable facsimile of Porter Green.

Joe Pettigrew smiled even more faintly than Waldman had smiled. This was something they were not going to know. His physical skills, which he seldom used, and then only at climacteric moments. Something in reserve, like what was left of Professor Bingos sample of snuff.

Probably didnt think it worth while, he answered.

Quite a man, aint you, Pettigrew? Rehder sneered. A little taste of male disgust was rising in him, like bile.

As I said, Waldman went on peacefully, from the appearance of things when we got here we could assume a rather violent scene. The mans face was badly scratched and the woman was badly bruised up — in addition to the usual signs of strangulation — never too pleasant to a sensitive man. Are you a sensitive man, Mr. Pettigrew? Youll have to identify her body, even if you are.

Thats the first snide remark youve made, Lieutenant.

Waldman flushed. He bit his lip. He was himself a very sensitive man. Pettigrew was right. Im sorry, he said and as if he meant it sincerely. You now understand what we found here. Since youre the husband — and since so far as we know now its uncertain when you left the house — you would normally be a suspect for one of these deaths, and possibly both.

Both? Joe Pettigrew asked. He showed real surprise this time, and he instantly knew it was a mistake. He tried to retrieve it. Oh, I see what you mean. The scratches on Porter Green — and the blows on my wifes body like you said — dont prove he strangled her. I might have shot him and then strangled her — while she was unconscious or helpless from the beating.

This guys got no emotions at all, Rehder said with a kind of wonder.

Waldman said gently: He has emotions, Max. But he has lived with them a long time. They are pretty deep. Right, Mr. Pettigrew?

Joe Pettigrew said he was right. He didnt think he had quite retrieved the mistake, but he might have.

The wound on Porter Green was definitely not a typical suicide wound, Waldman went on. It wouldnt be, even if you picture a man coolly and quietly deciding to kill himself for what seem to him good reasons — if a suicide ever is cool and quiet. Some of them do seem to be. But a man who had just passed through a violent scene — for such a man in such a mental state to hold a gun as far from his body as he could reach and deliberately and accurately aim it at his heart and pull the trigger — nobody could really believe that, Mr. Pettigrew. Nobody.

So I did it, Pettigrew said and looked straight at Waldmans eyes.

Waldman stared at him and then turned to put his cigarette out in an amber glass tray. He ground it back and forth until the stub was shapeless. He spoke without looking at Pettigrew, a man thinking out loud, perfectly relaxed in his thinking.

There are two objections to that. That is, there were. First, the windows were locked — all the windows. The door of this room was locked and although you would have a key, being the landlord — oh, by the way, I suppose you are the landlord?

I own the house, Pettigrew said.

Your key would not open this door because of a deadlatch which is separate from the lock. The door into your kitchen cant be opened from the other side until a bolt on this side is turned. Theres a trap door to the cellar, but it leads nowhere outside the house. Weve determined that. So we thought at first that no one but himself could have killed Porter Green, because no one could have left the room after killing him and left it locked up as it was locked up. We found an answer to that.

Joe Pettigrew felt a slight tingling on the skin of his temples. His mouth seemed to feel dry and his tongue seemed large and stiff in it. He almost lost control. He almost said, there isnt any way. There just isnt. If there was, the whole thing would be a laugh. Professor Bingo would be a laugh. Why the hell would I stand inside the window and wait for the cop to break the glass and climb in and then right behind his back, not ten feet from him, step out onto that porch and soft shoe away and away and away? Why would I bother with all that and the rest of it and the dodging people on the streets and the not having any coffee or any way to get anywhere and not being able to speak to anybody, why would I do all that if there was a way out of the room that a couple of flatfeet would find?

He didnt say it. But his saying it in his mind did something to his face. Rehder leaned forward a little further and his tongue showed its tip between his lips. Waldman sighed. Funny neither he nor Max had thought of the killer having killed both of them.

The furnace, he said in a cool detached voice.

Pettigrew stared and slowly his head went around and he was looking at the grating of the floor furnace, the two gratings, one horizontal and one upright where it cut into the wall between this room and the hall. The furnace, he said and looked back at Waldman. Why the furnace?

It was intended to send heat into the hall as well as this room, probably with the idea the heat would rise to the upper part of the house. Between the two parts of the furnace — that is, between the two rooms, there is a sheet iron screen hanging on a rod. It is intended to divert the heat where you want it. It will blank either of the upright gratings and put most of the heat into one outlet, or if it hangs straight up and down as we found it, the heat goes in both directions.

A man could get through that? Pettigrew asked wonderingly.

Not every man. You could. The screen moves easily. Weve tried it. One of our technical men went through. The available space is about twelve by twenty inches. Ample for you, Mr. Pettigrew

So I killed them and got out that way Joe Pettigrew said. Im brilliant. Really brilliant. And put the gratings back afterwards.

Nothing to that. They are not screwed down, just held in position by their weight. We tried it, Mr. Pettigrew. We know He rumpled his dark wavy hair. Unfortunately thats not a complete solution.

No? A pulse was beating in Joe Pettigrews temple. A hard little angry hammer of a pulse. He was tired. The long accumulated tiredness of many small tirednesses. Yes, he was very tired now. He put his hand in his pocket and felt the crumpled box of snuff wrapped in the paper towel.

Both the detectives tensed. Rehders hand went to his hip. He leaned his weight forward on his feet.

Just snuff, Joe Pettigrew said.

Waldman stood up. Ill take that, he said sharply, and stood over Joe Pettigrew.

Just snuff. Quite harmless. Joe Pettigrew opened the package and dropped the piece of paper towel on the floor. He lifted off the crumpled lid of the box. He touched his finger to the spoonful of white powder that was all that was left. Two good pinches, no more. Two reprieves.

He turned his hand and emptied the powder on to the floor.

I never saw snuff that colour, Waldman said. He took the emptied box. The writing on the smashed cover was blurred with dirt. It could be read, but not quickly.

Its snuff all right, Joe Pettigrew said. Its not poison. At least not the kind youre thinking of. I dont want it any more. Whats the rest of your analysis, Lieutenant?

Waldman moved back and away from him, but he didnt sit down again.

The other objection to the idea of murder is that there was no point in it — if it was Green that strangled your wife. Until you mentioned it, I hadnt thought of anything else. That makes you a reasonably sharp man, Mr. Pettigrew. If the finger marks on her throat — which are very clear and will be clearer still — come from your hands, theres no more to say.

They didnt, Joe Pettigrew said. He held his hands out, palms up. You ought to be able to tell. Porter Greens hands are twice as big as mine.

If that is so, Mr. Pettigrew, and Waldmans voice began to rise in tone and volume as he spoke, and your wife was already dead and you shot Porter Green, not only was it silly of you to run away and make an anonymous telephone call, because even if this could have been a deliberate murder on your part, no jury would convict you of as much as manslaughter — you had a perfect defense — self-defense… Waldman was now speaking very loudly and clearly, although not shouting, and Rehder was watching him with a reluctant admiration. If you had simply picked up the telephone and called the police and said you shot him because you heard a scream and had come downstairs with a gun and this man was half naked and had blood all over his face from the scratches and he had rushed at you and you… Waldmans voice faded— shot at him, by pure instinct. Anybody would believe that, he ended quietly.

I didnt see the scratches until after I shot him, Joe Pettigrew said.

A dead silence fell into the room. Waldman stood with his mouth open, the final words hanging on his lips. Rehder laughed. He reached his hand back again and took the gun from his hip holster.

I was ashamed, Joe Pettigrew said. Ashamed to look at his face. Ashamed for him. You wouldnt understand. You hadnt lived with her.

Waldman stood silent, his chin down, his eyes brooding. He moved forward. Im afraid thats all, Mr. Pettigrew, he said quietly. Its been interesting, and a little painful. Now well go where we have to go.

Joe Pettigrew laughed sharply. Just for a moment Waldman masked Rehder with his body. Joe Pettigrew went sideways out of the chair and seemed to twist in mid-air like a dropped cat. He was in the doorway.

Rehder yelled at him to stop. Then, too quickly, he fired. The shot knocked Joe Pettigrew clear across the hall. He hit the far wall, flopped his arms and half turned. He sat down with his back against the wall and his mouth and eyes open.

Some boy, Rehder said, walking stiff legged out past Waldman. Betcha he did them both in, Lieutenant.

He bent down, then straightened and turned putting his gun away. No ambulance, he said tersely. Not that I meant it that way. You made it tough for me. Waldman stood in the doorway. He lit another cigarette. His hand shook a little. He looked at it waving the match out.

Ever occur to you that he might be perfectly innocent after all?

Not a chance, Lieutenant. Not a shadow. Ive seen too many.

Too many of something, Waldman said distantly. His dark eyes were cold and angry. You saw me frisk him. You knew he was not armed. How far could he have run? So you killed him because you like to show off. For no other reason.

He went past Rehder into the hall and bent down over Joe Pettigrew He put a hand inside his jacket and felt his heart. He straightened and turned.

Rehder was sweating. His eyes were narrow and his whole face looked unnatural. He still had the gun in his hand.

I didnt see you frisk him, he said thickly.

So you think Im a damn fool, Waldman said coldly. Even if youre not lying — and you are lying.

You rank me, Rehder said with a harsh rustle in his voice. But you cant call me a liar, bud. He lifted the gun a little. Waldmans lip curled with contempt. He didnt say anything. After a moment, slowly, Rehder swung the gate of his gun out and blew through the barrel, and then put the gun away. I made a mistake, he said, in a strained voice. You tell it any way you like. And you better get you another partner. Yeah — I shot too quick. And the guy could have been innocent like you say. Crazy, anyway. Most theyd have done would be to commit him. Say a year, nine months. And he comes out to a happy life without Gladys. I spoiled all that.

Waldman said almost gently, Crazy in a sense, no doubt. But he meant to kill both of them. The whole set-up points to that. We both know it. And he didnt get out through the floor furnace.

Huh. Rehders eyes jumped and his mouth fell open.

I was watching him when I told him about it. That, Max, was the only thing we told him that really surprised him.

He had to. Wasnt any other way.

Waldman nodded, then shrugged. Say we havent found any other way — and we dont have to now. Ill call in.

He went past Rehder into the living-room and sat down at the telephone.

The front door bell rang. Rehder looked down at Joe Pettigrew and then at the door. He stepped softly along the hall. He stepped to the door and opened it about six inches, holding it that way. He looked out at a tall angular wasted-looking man who wore a top hat and an opera cloak, although Rehder didnt know exactly what an opera cloak was. The man was pale and had deep-set black eyes. He took the hat off and bowed a little.

Mr. Pettigrew?

Hes busy. Who wants him?

I left him a small sample of a new kind of snuff this morning. I wondered if he liked it.

He dont want no snuff, Rehder said. Funny-looking bird. Where did they dig them up? Better test that powder for coke, maybe.

Well, if he does, he knows where to reach me, Professor Bingo said politely. Good afternoon to you. He touched the brim of the hat, and turned away. He walked slowly, with great dignity. When he had taken three steps Rehder said in his harsh cop voice, which he didnt use as much as he had once: Come here a minute, Doc. We might want to talk to you about that snuff. It dont look like no snuff to me.

Professor Bingo stopped and turned. His arms were under his opera cloak now. And just who are you? he asked Rehder with detached insolence.

Police officer. Theres been a homicide in this house. It could be that snuff…

Professor Bingo smiled. My business is with Mr. Pettigrew, officer.

You come back here! Rehder barked, jerking the door wide. Professor Bingo looked into the hall. He pursed his lips. Otherwise he didnt move.

Why, that looks like Mr. Pettigrew on the floor, he said. Is he ill?

Worse. Hes dead. And like I said — you come back here.

Professor Bingo took a hand out from under his cloak. There was no weapon in it. Rehder had made a motion towards his hip. He relaxed and let his hand drop.

Dead, eh? Professor Bingo smiled almost gaily. Well you mustnt let that disturb you, officer. I presume someone shot him as he tried to escape?

Come here, you! Rehder started down the steps.

Professor Bingo waved a long white left hand. Poor Mr. Pettigrew, he has really been dead for all of ten years. He just didnt know it, officer.

Rehder was at the bottom of the steps now. His hand was itching to go for his gun again. Something in Professor Bingos eyes made him feel cold all over.

I imagine you had quite a problem in there, Professor Bingo said politely. Quite a problem. But its very simple really.

His right hand came delicately out from under his cloak. His thumb and forefinger were pressed together. They went up towards his face.

Professor Bingo took a pinch of snuff.
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THIS IS THE first Marlowe short story in twenty years and was written especially for England. I have persistently refused to write short stories, because I think books are my natural element, but was persuaded to do this because people for whom I have a high regard seemed to want me to do it, and I have always wanted to write a story about the technique of the Syndicates murders.

Raymond Chandler, 1959.
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HE WAS A slightly fat man with a dishonest smile that pulled the corners of his mouth out half an inch leaving the thick lips tight and his eyes bleak. For a fattish man he had a slow walk. Most fat men are brisk and light on their feet. He wore a grey herringbone suit and a hand-painted tie with part of a diving girl visible on it. His shirt was clean, which comforted me, and his brown loafers, as wrong as the tie for his suit, shone from a recent polishing.

He sidled past me as I held the door between the waiting room and my thinking parlor. Once inside, he took a quick look around. Id have placed him as a mobster, second grade, if I had been asked. For once I was right. If he carried a gun, it was inside his pants. His coat was too tight to hide the bulge of an under-arm holster.

He sat down carefully and I sat opposite and we looked at each other. His face had a sort of foxy eagerness. He was sweating a little. The expression on my face was meant to be interested but not clubby. I reached for a pipe and the leather humidor in which I kept my Pearces tobacco. I pushed cigarettes at him.

I dont smoke. He had a rusty voice. I didnt like it any more than I liked his clothes, or his face. While I filled the pipe he reached inside his coat, prowled in a pocket, came out with a bill, glanced at it and dropped it across the desk in front of me. It was a nice bill and clean and new. One thousand dollars.

Ever save a guys life?

Once in a while, maybe.

Save mine.

What goes?

I heard you leveled with the customers, Marlowe.

Thats why I stay poor.

I still got two friends. You make it three and youll be out of the red. You got five grand coming if you pry me loose.

From what?

Youre talkative as hell this morning. Dont you pipe who I am?

Nope.

Never been east, huh?

Sure — but I wasnt in your set.

What set would that be?

I was getting tired of it. Stop being so goddam cagey or pick up your grand and be missing.

Im Ikky Rosenstein. Ill be missing but good unless you can figure some out. Guess.

Ive already guessed. You tell me and tell me quick. I dont have all day to watch you feeding me with an eye-dropper.

I ran out on the Outfit. The high boys dont go for that. To them it means you got info you figure you can peddle, or you got independent ideas, or you lost your moxie. Me, I lost my moxie. I had it up to here. He touched his Adams apple with the forefinger of a stretched hand. I done bad things. I scared and hurt guys. I never killed nobody. Thats nothing to the Outfit. Im out of line. So they pick up the pencil and they draw a line. I got the word. The operators are on the way. I made a bad mistake. I tried to hole up in Vegas. I figured theyd never expect me to lie up in their own joint. They out-figured me. What I dids been done before, but I didnt know it. When I took the plane to L.A. There must have been somebody on it. They know where I live.

Move.

No good now Im covered. I knew he was right.

Why havent they taken care of you already?

They dont do it that way. Always specialists. Dont you know how it works?

More or less. A guy with a nice hardware store in Buffalo. A guy with a small dairy in K.C. Always a good front. They report back to New York or somewhere. When they mount the plane west or wherever theyre going, they have guns in their briefcases. Theyre quiet and well-dressed and they dont sit together. They could be a couple of lawyers or income tax sharpies — anything at all thats well-mannered and inconspicuous. All sorts of people carry briefcases. Including women.

Correct as hell. And when they land theyll be steered to me, but not from the airfield. They got ways. If I go to the cops, somebody will know about me. They could have a couple Mafia boys right on the City Council for all I know Its been done. The cops will give me twenty-four hours to leave town. No use. Mexico? Worse than here. Canada? Better but still no good. Connections there too.

Australia?

Cant get a passport. I been here twenty-five years — illegal. They cant deport me unless they can prove a crime on me. The Outfit would see they didnt. Suppose I got tossed into the freezer. Im out on a writ in twenty-four hours. And my nice friends got a car waiting to take me home — only not home.

I had my pipe lit and going well. I frowned down at the grand note. I could use it very nicely. My checking account could kiss the pavement without stooping.

Lets stop horsing, I said. Suppose — just suppose — I could figure an out for you. Whats your next move?

I know a place — if I could get there without bein tailed. Id leave my car here and take a rent car. Id turn it in just short of the county line and buy a secondhand job. Halfway to where Im going I trade it on a new lasts model, a leftover. This is just the right time of year. Good discount, new models out soon. Not to save money — less show off. Where Id go is a good-sized place but still pretty clean.

Uh-huh, I said. Wichita, last I heard. But it may have changed.

He scowled at me. Get smart, Marlowe, but not too damn smart.

Ill get as smart as I want to. Dont try to make rules for me. If I take this on, there arent any rules. I take it for this grand and the rest if I bring it off. Dont cross me. I might leak information. If I get knocked off, put just one red rose on my grave. I dont like cut flowers. I like to see them growing. But I could take one, because youre such a sweet character. Whens the plane in?

Sometime today. Its nine hours from New York. Probably come in about 5.30 PM.

Might come by San Diego and switch or by San Francisco and switch. A lot of planes from Dago and Frisco. I need a helper.

Goddam you, Marlowe—

Hold it. I know a girl. Daughter of a chief of police who got broken for honesty. She wouldnt leak under torture.

You got no right to risk her, Ikky said angrily.

I was so astonished my jaw hung halfway to my waist. I closed it slowly and swallowed.

Good God, the mans got a heart.

Women aint built for the rough stuff, he said grudgingly.

I picked up the thousand-dollar note and snapped it. Sorry. No receipt, I said. I cant have my name in your pocket. And there wont be any rough stuff if Im lucky. Theyd have me outclassed. Theres only one way to work it. Now give me your address and all the dope you can think of, names, descriptions of any operators you have ever seen in the flesh.

He did. He was a pretty good observer. Trouble was the Outfit would know what he had seen. The operators would be strangers to him.

He got up silently and put his hand out. I had to shake it, but what he had said about women made it easier. His hand was moist. Mine would have been in his spot. He nodded and went out silently.
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IT WAS A quiet street in Bay City, if there are any quiet streets in this beatnik generation when you cant get through a meal without some male or female stomach singer belching out a kind of love that is as old-fashioned as a bustle or some Hammond organ jazzing it up in the customers soup.

The little one-story house was as neat as a fresh pinafore. The front lawn was cut lovingly and very green. The smooth composition driveway was free of grease spots from standing cars, and the hedge that bordered it looked as though the barber came every day.

The white door had a knocker with a tigers head, a go-to-hell window and a dingus that let someone inside talk to someone outside without even opening the little window.

Id have given a mortgage on my left leg to live in a house like that. I didnt think I ever would.

The bell chimed inside and after a while she opened the door in a pale blue sports shirt and white shorts that were short enough to be friendly. She had gray-blue eyes, dark red hair and fine bones in her face. There was usually a trace of bitterness in the gray-blue eyes. She couldnt forget that her fathers life had been destroyed by the crooked power of a gambling ship mobster, that her mother had died too. She was able to suppress the bitterness when she wrote nonsense about young love for the shiny magazines, but this wasnt her life. She didnt really have a life. She had an existence without much pain and enough oil money to make it safe. But in a tight spot she was as cool and resourceful as a good cop. Her name was Anne Riordan.

She stood to one side and I passed her pretty close. But I have rules too. She shut the door and parked herself on a davenport and went through the cigarette routine, and here was one doll who had the strength to light her own cigarette.

I stood looking around. There were a few changes, not many.

I need your help, I said.

Thats the only time I ever see you.

Ive got a client who is an ex-hood; used to be a troubleshooter for the Outfit, the Syndicate, the big mob, or whatever name you want to use for it. You know damn well it exists and is as rich as Rockefeller. You cant beat it because not enough people want to, especially the million-a-year lawyers that work for it, and the bar associations that seem more anxious to protect other lawyers than their own country.

My God, are you running for office somewhere? I never knew you to sound so pure.

She moved her legs around, not provocatively — she wasnt the type — but it made it difficult for me to think straight just the same.

Stop moving your legs around, I said. Or else put a pair of slacks on.

Damn you, Marlowe. Cant you think of anything else?

Ill try. I like to think that I know at least one pretty and charming female who doesnt have round heels. I swallowed and went on. The mans name is Ikky Rosenstein. Hes not beautiful and hes not anything that I like — except one. He got mad when I said I needed a girl helper. He said women were not made for the rough stuff. Thats why I took the job. To a real mobster, a woman means no more than a sack of flour. They use women in the usual way, but if its advisable to get rid of them, they do it without a second thought.

So far youve told me a whole lot of nothing. Perhaps you need a cup of coffee or a drink.

Youre sweet but I dont in the morning — except sometimes and this isnt one of them. Coffee later. Ikky has been penciled.

Now whats that?

You have a list. You draw a line through a name with a pencil. The guy is as good as dead. The Outfit has reasons. They dont do it just for kicks any more. They dont get any kick. Its bookkeeping to them.

What on earth can I do? I might even have said, what can you do?

I can try. What you can do is help me spot their plane and see where they go — the operators assigned to the job.

Yes, but how can you do anything?

I said I could try. If they took a night plane they are already here. If they took a morning plane they cant be here before five or so. Plenty of time to get set. You know what they look like.

Oh, sure. I meet killers every day. I have them in for whiskey sours and caviare on hot toast. She grinned. While she was grinning I took four long steps across the tan figured rug and lifted her and put a kiss on her mouth. She didnt fight me but she didnt go all trembly either. I went back and sat down.

Theyll look like anybody whos in a quiet well-run business or profession. Theyll have quiet clothes and theyll be polite — when they want to be. Theyll have briefcases with guns in them that have changed hands so often they cant possibly be traced. When and if they do the job, theyll drop the guns. Theyll probably use revolvers, but they could use automatics. They wont use silencers because silencers can jam a gun and the weight makes it hard to shoot accurately. They wont sit together on the plane, but once off of it they may pretend to know each other and simply not have noticed during the flight. They may shake hands with appropriate smiles and walk away and get in the same taxi. I think theyll go to a hotel first. But very soon they will move into something from which they can watch Ikkys movements and get used to his schedule. They wont be in any hurry unless Ikky makes a move. That would tip them off that Ikky has been tipped off. He has a couple of friends left — he says.

Will they shoot him from this room or apartment across the street — assuming there is one?

No. Theyll shoot him from three feet away. Theyll walk up behind him and say, Hello, Ikky. Hell either freeze or turn. Theyll fill him with lead, drop the guns, and hop into the car they have waiting. Then theyll follow the crash car off the scene.

Wholl drive the crash car?

Some well-fixed and blameless citizen who hasnt been rapped. Hell drive his own car. Hell clear the way, even if he has to accidentally on purpose crash somebody, even a police car. Hell be so goddam sorry hell cry all the way down his monogrammed shirt. And the killers will be long gone.

Good heavens, Anne said. How can you stand your life? If you did bring it off, theyll send operators to you.

I dont think so. They dont kill a legit. The blame will go to the operators. Remember, these top mobsters are businessmen. They want lots and lots of money. They only get really tough when they figure they have to get rid of somebody, and they dont crave that. Theres always a chance of a slip-up. Not much of a chance. No gang killing has ever been solved here or anywhere else except two or three times. Lepke Buchalter fried. Remember Anastasia? He was awful big and awful tough. Too big, too tough. Pencil.

She shuddered a little. I think I need a drink myself.

I grinned at her. Youre right in the atmosphere, darling. Ill weaken.

She brought a couple of Scotch highballs. When we were drinking them I said: If you spot them or think you spot them, follow to where they go — if you can do it safely. Not otherwise. If its a hotel — and ten to one it will be — check in and keep calling me until you get me.

She knew my office number and I was still on Yucca Avenue. She knew that too.

Youre the damnedest guy, she said. Women do anything you want them to. How come Im still a virgin at twenty-eight?

We need a few like you. Why dont you get married?

To what? Some cynical chaser who has nothing left but technique? I dont know any really nice men — except you. Im no pushover for white teeth and a gaudy smile.

I went over and pulled her to her feet. I kissed her long and hard. Im honest, I almost whispered. Thats something. But Im too shop-soiled for a girl like you. Ive thought of you, Ive wanted you, but that sweet clear look in your eyes tells me to lay off.

Take me, she said softly. I have dreams too.

I couldnt. Its not the first time its happened to me. Ive had too many women to deserve one like you. We have to save a mans life. Im going.

She stood up and watched me leave with a grave face.

The women you get and the women you dont get — they live in different worlds. I dont sneer at either world. I live in both myself.
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AT LOS ANGELES International Airport you cant get close to the planes unless youre leaving on one. You see them land, if you happen to be in the right place, but you have to wait at a barrier to get a look at the passengers. The airport buildings dont make it any easier. They are strung out from here to breakfast time, and you can get calluses walking from TWA to American.

I copied an arrival schedule off the boards and prowled around like a dog that has forgotten where he put his bone. Planes came in, planes took off, porters carried luggage, passengers sweated and scurried, children whined, the loudspeaker overrode all the other noises.

I passed Anne a number of times. She took no notice of me.

At 5.45 they must have come. Anne disappeared. I gave it half an hour, just in case she had some other reason for fading. No. She was gone for good. I went out to my car and drove some long crowded miles to Hollywood and my office. I had a drink and sat. At 6.45 the phone rang.

I think so, she said. Beverly-Western Hotel. Room 410. I couldnt get any names. You know the clerks dont leave registration cards lying around these days. I didnt like to ask any questions. But I rode up in the elevator with them and spotted their room. I walked right on past them when the bellman put a key in their door, and walked down to the mezzanine and then downstairs with a bunch of women from the tea room. I didnt bother to take a room.

What were they like?

They came up the ramp together but I didnt hear them speak. Both had briefcases, both wore quiet suits, nothing flashy. White shirts, starched, one blue tie, one black striped with gray. Black shoes. A couple of businessmen from the East Coast. They could be publishers, lawyers, doctors, account executives — no, cut the last; they werent gaudy enough. You wouldnt look at then twice.

Look at them twice. Faces.

Both medium brown hair, one a bit darker than the other. Smooth faces, rather expressionless. One had gray eyes; the one with the lighter hair had blue eyes. Their eyes were interesting. Very quick to move, very observant, watching everything near them. That might have been wrong. They should have been a bit preoccupied with what they came out for or interested in California. They seemed more occupied with faces. Its a good thing I spotted them and not you. You dont look like a cop, but you dont look like a man who is not a cop. You have marks on you.

Phooey. Im a damn good-looking heart wrecker.

Their features were strictly assembly line. Neither looked Italian. Each picked up a flight suitcase. One suitcase was gray with two red and white stripes up and down, about six or seven inches from the ends, the other a blue and white tartan. I didnt know there was such a tartan.

There is, but I forget the name of it.

I thought you knew everything.

Just almost everything. Run along home now

Do I get a dinner and maybe a kiss?

Later, and if youre not careful youll get more than you want.

A rapist, eh? Ill carry a gun. Youll take over and follow them?

If theyre the right men, theyll follow me. I already took an apartment across the street from Ikky. That block on Poynter and the two on each side of it have about six lowlife apartment houses to the block. Ill bet the incidence of chippies is very high.

Its high everywhere these days.

So long, Anne. See you.

When you need help.

She hung up. I hung up. She puzzled me. Too wise to be so nice. I guess all nice women are wise too. I called Ikky. He was out. I had a drink from the office bottle, smoked for half an hour and called again. This time I got him.

I told him the score up to then, and said I hoped Anne had picked the right men. I told him about the apartment I had taken.

Do I get expenses? I asked.

Five grand ought to cover the lot.

If I earn it and get it. I heard you had a quarter of a million, I said at a wild venture.

Could be, pal; but how do I get at it? The high boys know where it is. Itll have to cool a long time.

I said that was all right. I had cooled a long time myself. Of course I didnt expect to get the four thousand, even if I brought the job off. Men like Ikky Rosenstein would steal their mothers gold teeth. There seemed to be a little good in him somewhere — but little was the operative word.

I spent the next half hour trying to think of a plan. I couldnt think of one that looked promising. It was almost eight oclock and I needed food. I didnt think the boys would move that night. Next morning they would drive past Ikkys place and scout the neighborhood.

I was ready to leave the office when the buzzer sounded from the door of my waiting room. I opened the communicating door. A small tight-looking man was standing in the middle of the floor rocking on his heels with his hands behind his back. He smiled at me, but he wasnt good at it. He walked towards me.

You Marlowe?

Who else? What can I do for you?

He was close now. He brought his right hand around fast with a gun in it. He stuck the gun in my stomach.

You can lay off Ikky Rosenstein, he said in a voice that matched his face, or you can get your belly full of lead.
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HE WAS AN amateur. If he had stayed four feet away, he might have had something. I reached up and took the cigarette out of my mouth and held it carelessly.

What makes you think I know any Ikky Rosenstein?

He laughed a high-pitched laugh and pushed his gun into my stomach.

Wouldnt you like to know? The cheap sneer, the empty triumph of that feeling of power when you hold a fat gun in a small hand.

It would be fair to tell me.

As his mouth opened for another crack, I dropped the cigarette and swept a hand. I can be fast when I have to. There are boys that are faster, but they dont stick guns in your stomach. I got my thumb behind the trigger and my hand over his. I kneed him in the groin. He bent over with a whimper. I twisted his arm to the right and I had his gun. I hooked a heel behind his heel and he was on the floor. He lay there blinking with surprise and pain, his knees drawn up against his stomach. He rolled from side to side groaning. I reached down and grabbed his left hand and yanked him to his feet. I had six inches and forty pounds on him. They ought to have sent a bigger, better-trained messenger.

Lets go into my thinking parlor, I said. We could have a chat and you could have a drink to pick you up. Next time dont get near enough to a prospect for him to get your gun hand. Ill just see if you have any more iron on you.

He hadnt. I pushed him through the door and into a chair. His breath wasnt quite so rasping. He grabbed out a handkerchief and mopped at his face.

Next time, he said between his teeth. Next time.

Dont be an optimist. You dont look the part.

I poured him a drink of Scotch in a paper cup, set it down in front of him. I broke his .38 and dumped the cartridges into the desk drawer. I clicked the chamber back and laid the gun down.

You can have it when you leave — if you leave.

Thats a dirty way to fight, he said, still gasping.

Sure. Shooting a man is so much cleaner. Now, how did you get here?

Screw yourself.

Dont be a crumb. I have friends. Not many, but some. I can get you for armed assault, and you know what would happen then. Youd be out on a writ or on bail and thats the last anyone would hear of you. The biggies dont go for failures. Now who sent you and how did you know where to come?

Ikky was covered, he said sullenly. Hes dumb. I trailed him here without no trouble at all. Why would he go see a private eye? People want to know

More.

Go to hell.

Come to think of it, I dont have to get you for armed assault. I can smash it out of you right here and now

I got up from the chair and he put a flat hand out.

If I get knocked about, a couple of real tough monkeys will drop around. If I dont report back, same thing. You aint holding no real high cards. They just look high, he said.

You havent anything to tell. If this Ikky guy came to see me, you dont know why, nor whether I took him on. If hes a mobster, hes not my type of client.

He come to get you to try to save his hide.

Who from?

Thatd be talking.

Go right ahead. Your mouth seems to work fine. And tell the boys any time I front for a hood, that will be the day.

You have to lie a little once in a while in my business. I was lying a little. Whats Ikky done to get himself disliked? Or would that be talking?

You think youre a lot of man, he sneered, rubbing the place where I had kneed him. In my league you wouldnt make pinch runner.

I laughed in his face. Then I grabbed his right wrist and twisted it behind his back. He began to squawk. I reached into his breast pocket with my left hand and hauled out a wallet. I let him go. He reached for his gun on the desk and I bisected his upper arm with a hard cut. He fell into the customers chair and grunted.

You can have your gun, I told him. When I give it to you. Now be good or Ill have to bounce you just to amuse myself.

In the wallet I found a drivers license made out to Charles Hickon. It did me no good at all. Punks of his type always have slangy pseudonyms. They probably called him Tiny, or Slim, or Marbles, or even just you. I tossed the wallet back to him. It fell to the floor. He couldnt even catch it.

Hell, I said, there must be an economy campaign on, if they sent you to do more than pick up cigarette butts.

Screw yourself.

All right, mug. Beat it back to the laundry. Heres your gun.

He took it, made a business of shoving it into his waistband, stood up, gave me as dirty a look as he had in stock, and strolled to the door, nonchalant as a hustler with a new mink stole. He turned at the door and gave me the beady eye.

Stay clean, tinhorn. Tin bends easy.

With this blinding piece of repartee he opened the door and drifted out.

After a little while I locked my other door, cut the buzzer, made the office dark, and left. I saw no one who looked like a life-taker. I drove to my house, packed a suitcase, drove to a service station where they were almost fond of me, stored my car and picked up a Hertz Chevrolet. I drove this to Poynter Street, dumped my suitcase in the sleazy apartment I had rented early in the afternoon, and went to dinner at Victors. It was nine oclock, too late to drive to Bay City and take Anne to dinner. Shed have cooked her own long ago.

I ordered a double Gibson with fresh limes and drank it, and I was as hungry as a schoolboy.
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ON THE WAY back to Poynter Street I did a good deal of weaving in and out and circling blocks and stopping, with a gun on the seat beside me. As far as I could tell, no one was trying to tail me.

I stopped on Sunset at a service station and made two calls from the box. I caught Bernie Ohls just as he was leaving to go home.

This is Marlowe, Bernie. We havent had a fight in years. Im getting lonely.

Well, get married. Im chief investigator for the Sheriffs Office now. I rank acting-captain until I pass the exam. I dont hardly speak to private eyes.

Speak to this one. I could need help. Im on a ticklish job where I could get killed.

And you expect me to interfere with the course of nature?

Come off it, Bernie. I havent been a bad guy. Im trying to save an ex-mobster from a couple of executioners.

The more they mow each other down, the better I like it.

Yeah. If I call you, come running or send a couple of good boys. Youll have had time to teach them.

We exchanged a couple of mild insults and hung up. I dialed Ikky Rosensteins number. His rather unpleasant voice said: Okay, talk.

Marlowe. Be ready to move out about midnight. Weve spotted your boy friends and they are holed up at the Beverly-Western. They wont move to your street tonight. Remember, they dont know youve been tipped.

Sounds chancy.

Good God, it wasnt meant to be a Sunday School picnic. Youve been careless, Ikky. You were followed to my office. That cuts the time we have.

He was silent for a moment. I heard him breathing. Who by? he asked.

Some little tweezer who stuck a gun in my belly and gave me the trouble of taking it away from him. I can only figure why they sent a punk on the theory that they dont want me to know too much, in case I dont know it already.

Youre in for trouble, friend.

When not? Ill come over to your place about midnight. Be ready. Wheres your car?

Out front.

Get it on a side street and make a business of locking it up. Wheres the back door of your flop?

In back. Where would it be? On the alley.

Leave your suitcase there. We walk out together and go to your car. We drive the alley and pick up the suitcase or cases.

Suppose some guy steals them?

Yeah. Suppose you get dead. Which do you like better?

Okay, he grunted. Im waiting. But were taking big chances.

So do race drivers. Does that stop them? Theres no way to get out but fast. Douse your lights about ten and rumple the bed well. It would be good if you could leave some baggage behind. Wouldnt look so planned.

He grunted another okay and I hung up. The telephone box was well lighted outside. They usually are, at service stations. I took a good long gander around while I pawed over the collection of giveaway maps inside the station. I saw nothing to worry me. I took a map of San Diego just for the hell of it and got into my rent car.

On Poynter I parked around the corner and went up to my second-floor sleazy apartment and sat in the dark watching from my window. I saw nothing to worry about. A couple of medium-class chippies came out of Ikkys apartment house and were picked up in a late model car. A man about Ikkys height and build went into the apartment house. Various people came and went. The street was fairly quiet. Since they put in the Hollywood Freeway nobody much uses the off-the-boulevard streets unless they live in the neighborhood.

It was a nice fall night — or as nice as they get in Los Angeles spoiled climate — clearish but not even crisp. I dont know whats happened to the weather in our overcrowded city, but its not the weather I knew when I came to it.

It seemed like a long time to midnight. I couldnt spot anybody watching anything, and no couple of quiet-suited men paged any of the six apartment houses available. I was pretty sure theyd try mine first when they came, and if Anne had picked the right men, and if anybody had come at all, and if the tweezers message back to his bosses had done me any good or otherwise. In spite of the hundred ways Anne could be wrong, I had a hunch she was right. The killers had no reason to be cagey if they didnt know Ikky had been warned. No reason but one. He had come to my office and been tailed there. But the Outfit, with all its arrogance of power, might laugh at the idea he had been tipped off or come to me for help. I was so small they would hardly be able to see me.

At midnight I left the apartment, walked two blocks watching for a tail, crossed the street and went into Ikkys dive. There was no locked door, and no elevator. I climbed steps to the third floor and looked for his apartment. I knocked lightly. He opened the door with a gun in his hand. He probably looked scared.

There were two suitcases by the door and another against the far wall. I went over and lifted it. It was heavy enough. I opened it. It was unlocked.

You dont have to worry, he said. Its got everything a guy could need for three-four nights, and nothing except some clothes that I couldnt glom off in any ready to wear place.

I picked up one of the other suitcases. Lets stash this by the back door.

We can leave by the alley too.

We leave by the front door. Just in case were covered — though I dont think so — were just two guys going out together. Just one thing. Keep both hands in your coat pockets and the gun in your right. If anybody calls out your name behind you, turn fast and shoot. Nobody but a life-taker will do it. Ill do the same.

Im scared, he said in his rusty voice.

Me too, if it helps any. But we have to do it. If youre braced, theyll have guns in their hands. Dont bother asking them questions. They wouldnt answer in words. If its just my small friend, well cool him and dump him inside the door. Got it?

He nodded, licking his lips. We carried the suitcases down and put them outside the back door. I looked along the alley. Nobody, and only a short distance to the side street. We went back in and along the hall to the front. We walked out on Poynter Street with all the casualness of a wife buying her husband a birthday tie.

Nobody made a move. The street was empty. We walked around the corner to Ikkys rent car. He unlocked it. I went back with him for the suitcases. Not a stir. We put the suitcases in the car and started up and drove to the next street.

A traffic light not working, a boulevard stop or two, the entrance to the Freeway. There was plenty of traffic on it even at midnight. California is loaded with people going places and making speed to get there. If you dont drive eighty miles an hour, everybody passes you. If you do, you have to watch the rear-view mirror for highway patrol cars. Its the rat race of rat races.

Ikky did a quiet seventy. We reached the junction to Route 66 and he took it. So far nothing. I stayed with him to Pomona.

This is far enough for me, I said. Ill grab a bus back if there is one, or park myself in a motor court. Drive to a service station and well ask for the bus stop. It should be close to the Freeway. Take us towards the business section.

He did that and stopped midway of a block. He reached out his pocketbook, and held out four thousand-dollar bills to me.

I dont really feel Ive earned all that. It was too easy.

He laughed with a kind of wry amusement on his pudgy face. Dont be a sap. I have it made. You didnt know what you was walking into. Whats more, your troubles are just beginning. The Outfit has eyes and ears everywhere. Perhaps Im safe if Im damn careful. Perhaps I aint as safe as I think I am. Either way, you did what I asked. Take the dough. I got plenty.

I took it and put it away. He drove to an all-night service station and we were told where to find the bus stop. Theres a cross-country Greyhound at 2.25 A.M., the attendant said, looking at a schedule. Theyll take you, if they got room.

Ikky drove to the bus stop. We shook hands and he went gunning down the road towards the Freeway. I looked at my watch and found a liquor store still open and bought a pint of Scotch. Then I found a bar and ordered a double with water.

My troubles were just beginning, Ikky had said. He was so right.

I got off at the Hollywood bus station, grabbed a taxi and drove to my office. I asked the driver to wait a few moments. At that time of night he was glad to. The colored night man let me into the building.

You work late, Mr. Marlowe. But you always did, didnt you?

Its that sort of a business, I said. Thanks, Jasper.

Up in my office I pawed the floor for mail and found nothing but a longish narrowish box, Special Delivery, with a Glendale postmark.

It contained nothing at all but a new freshly-sharpened pencil, the mobsters mark of death.
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I DIDNT TAKE it too hard. When they mean it, they dont send it to you. I took it as a sharp warning to lay off. There might be a beating arranged. From their point of view, that would be good discipline. When we pencil a guy, any guy that tries to help him is in for a smashing. That could be the message.

I thought of going to my house on Yucca Avenue. Too lonely. I thought of going to Annes place in Bay City. Worse. If they got wise to her, real hoods would think nothing of raping her and then beating her up.

It was the Poynter Street flop for me. Easily the safest place now. I went down to the waiting taxi and had him drive me to within three blocks of the so-called apartment house. I went upstairs, undressed and slept raw. Nothing bothered me but a broken spring. That bothered my back. I lay until 3.30 pondering the situation with my massive brain. I went to sleep with a gun under the pillow, which is a bad place to keep a gun when you have one pillow as thick and soft as a typewriter pad. It bothered me, so I transferred it to my right hand. Practice had taught me to keep it there even in sleep.

I woke up with the sun shining. I felt like a piece of spoiled meat. I struggled into the bathroom and doused myself with cold water and wiped off with a towel you couldnt have seen if you held it sideways. This was a really gorgeous apartment. All it needed was a set of Chippendale furniture to graduate it into the slum class.

There was nothing to eat and if I went out, Miss-Nothing Marlowe might miss something. I had a pint of whiskey. I looked at it and smelled it, but I couldnt take it for breakfast, on an empty stomach, even if I could reach my stomach, which was floating around near the ceiling. I looked into the closets in case a previous tenant might have left a crust of bread in a hasty departure. Nope. I wouldnt have liked it anyhow, not even with whiskey on it. So I sat in the window. An hour of that and I was ready to bite a piece off a bellhop.

I dressed and went around the corner to the rent car and drove to an eatery. The waitress was sore too. She swept a cloth over the counter in front of me and let me have the last customers crumbs in my lap.

Look, sweetness, I said, dont be so generous. Save the crumbs for a rainy day. All I want is two eggs three minutes — no more — a slice of your famous concrete toast, a tall glass tomato juice with a dash of Lea and Perrins, a big happy smile, and dont give anybody else any coffee. I might need it all.

I got a cold, she said. Dont push me around. I might crack you one on the kisser.

Lets be pals. I had a rough night too.

She gave me a half-smile and went through the swing door sidewise. It showed more of her curves, which were ample, even excessive. But I got the eggs the way I liked them. The toast had been painted with melted butter past its bloom.

No Lea and Perrins, she said, putting down the tomato juice. How about a little Tabasco? Were fresh out of arsenic too.

I used two drops of Tabasco, swallowed the eggs, drank two cups of coffee and was about to leave the toast for a tip, but I went soft and left a quarter instead. That really brightened her. It was a joint where you left a dime or nothing. Mostly nothing.

Back on Poynter nothing had changed. I got to my window again and sat. At about. 8.30 the man I had seen go into the apartment house across the way — the one with the same sort of height and build as Ikky — came out with a small briefcase and turned east. Two men got out of a dark blue sedan. They were of the same height and very quietly dressed and had soft hats pulled low over their foreheads. Each jerked out a revolver.

Hey, Ikky! one of them called out.

The man turned. So long, Ikky, the other man said. Gunfire racketed between the houses. The man crumpled and lay motionless. The two men rushed for their car and were off, going west. Halfway down the block I saw a Caddy pull out and start ahead of them.

In no time at all they were completely gone.

It was a nice swift clean job. The only thing wrong with it was that they hadnt given it enough time for preparation.

They had shot the wrong man.
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I GOT OUT of there fast, almost as fast as the two killers. There was a smallish crowd grouped around the dead man. I didnt have to look at him to know he was dead — the boys were pros. Where he lay on the pavement on the other side of the street I couldnt see him; people were in the way. But I knew just how he would look and I already heard sirens in the distance. It could have been just the routine shrieking from Sunset, but it wasnt. So somebody had telephoned. It was too early for the cops to be going to lunch.

I strolled around the corner with my suitcase and jammed into the rent car and went away from there. The neighborhood was not my piece of shortcake any more. I could imagine the questions.

Just what took you over there, Marlowe? You got a flop of your own, aint you?

I was hired by an ex-mobster in trouble with the Outfit. Theyd sent killers after him.

Dont tell us he was trying to go straight.

I dont know. But I liked his money.

Didnt do much to earn it, did you?

I got him away last night. I dont know where he is now. I dont want to know

You got him away?

Thats what I said.

Yeah — only hes in the morgue with multiple bullet wounds. Try something better. Or somebodys in the morgue.

And on and on. Policemans dialogue. It comes out of an old shoe box. What they say doesnt mean anything, what they ask doesnt mean anything. They just keep boring in until you are so exhausted you flip on some detail. Then they smile happily and rub their hands, and say: Kind of careless there, werent you? Lets start all over again.

The less I had of that, the better. I parked in my usual parking slot and went up to the office. It was full of nothing but stale air. Every time I went into the dump it felt more and more tired. Why the hell hadnt I got myself a government job ten years ago? Make it fifteen years. I had brains enough to get a mail-order law degree. The countrys full of lawyers that couldnt write a complaint without the book.

So I sat in my office chair and disadmired myself. After a while I remembered the pencil. I made certain arrangements with a forty-five gun, more gun than I ever carry — too much weight. I dialed the Sheriffs Office and asked for Bernie Ohls. I got him. His voice was sour.

Marlowe. Im in trouble — real trouble.

Why tell me? he growled. You must be used to it by now.

This kind of trouble you dont get used to. Id like to come over and tell you.

You in the same office?

The same.

Have to go over that way. Ill drop in.

He hung up. I opened two windows. The gentle breeze wafted a smell of coffee and stale fat to me from Joes Eats next door. I hated it, I hated myself, I hated everything.

Ohls didnt bother with my elegant waiting room. He rapped on my own door and I let him in. He scowled his way to the customers chair.

Okay. Give.

Ever hear of a character named Ikky Rosenstein?

Why would I? Record?

An ex-mobster who got disliked by the mob. They put a pencil through his name and sent the usual two tough boys on a plane. He got tipped and hired me to help him get away.

Nice clean work.

Cut it out, Bernie. I lit a cigarette and blew smoke in his face. In retaliation he began to chew a cigarette. He never lit one, but he certainly mangled them.

Look, I went on. Suppose the man wants to go straight and suppose he doesnt. Hes entitled to his life as long as he hasnt killed anyone. He told me he hadnt.

And you believed the hood, huh? When do you start teaching Sunday School?

I neither believed him nor disbelieved him. I took him on. There was no reason not to. A girl I know and I watched the planes yesterday. She spotted the boys and tailed them to a hotel. She was sure of what they were. They looked it right down to their black shoes. They got off the plane separately and then pretended to know each other and not to have noticed on the plane. This girl—

Would she have a name?

Only for you.

Ill buy, if she hasnt cracked any laws.

Her name is Anne Riordan. She lives in Bay City. Her father was once Chief of Police there. And dont say that makes him a crook, because he wasnt.

Uh-huh. Lets have the rest. Make a little time too.

I took an apartment opposite Ikky. The killers were still at the hotel. At midnight I got Ikky out and drove with him as far as Pomona. He went on in his rent car and I came back by Greyhound. I moved into the apartment on Poynter Street, right across from his dump.

Why — if he was already gone?

I opened the middle desk drawer and took out the nice sharp pencil. I wrote my name on a piece of paper and ran the pencil through it.

Because someone sent me this. I didnt think theyd kill me, but I thought they planned to give me enough of a beating to warn me off any more pranks.

They knew you were in on it?

Ikky was tailed here by a little squirt who later came around and stuck a gun in my stomach. I knocked him around a bit, but I had to let him go. I thought Poynter Street was safer after that. I live lonely.

I get around, Bernie Ohls said. I hear reports. So they gunned the wrong guy.

Same height, same build, same general appearance. I saw them gun him. I couldnt tell if it was the two guys from the Beverly-Western. Id never seen them. It was just two guys in dark suits with hats pulled down. They jumped into a blue Pontiac sedan, about two years old, and lammed off, with a big Caddy running crash for them.

Bernie stood up and stared at me for a long moment. I dont think theyll bother with you now, he said. Theyve hit the wrong guy. The mob will be very quiet for a while. You know something? This town is getting to be almost as lousy as New York, Brooklyn and Chicago. We could end up real corrupt.

Weve made a hell of a good start.

You havent told me anything that makes me take action, Phil. Ill talk to the city homicide boys. I dont guess youre in any trouble. But you saw the shooting. Theyll want that.

I couldnt identify anybody, Bernie. I didnt know the man who was shot. How did you know it was the wrong man?

You told me, stupid.

I thought perhaps the city boys had a make on him.

They wouldnt tell me, if they had. Besides, they aint hardly had time to go out for breakfast. Hes just a stiff in the morgue to them until the ID comes up with something. But theyll want to talk to you, Phil. They just love their tape recorders.

He went out and the door whooshed shut behind him. I sat there wondering whether I had been a dope to talk to him. Or to take Ikkys troubles on. Five thousand green men said no. But they can be wrong too.

Somebody banged on my door. It was a uniform holding a telegram. I receipted for it and tore it loose.

It said: On my way to Flagstaff. Mirador Motor Court. Think Ive been spotted. Come fast.

I tore the wire into small pieces and burned them in my big ashtray.
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I CALLED ANNE Riordan.

Funny thing happened, I told her, and told her about the funny thing.

I dont like the pencil, she said. And I dont like the wrong man being killed, probably some poor bookkeeper in a cheap business or he wouldnt be living in that neighborhood. You should never have touched it, Phil.

Ikky had a life. Where hes going he might make himself decent. He can change his name. He must be loaded or he wouldnt have paid me so much.

I said I didnt like the pencil. Youd better come down here for a while. You can have your mail readdressed — if you get any mail. You dont have to work right away anyhow. And L.A. Is oozing with private eyes.

You dont get the point. Im not through with the job. The city dicks have to know where I am, and if they do, all the crime beat reporters will know too. The cops might even decide to make me a suspect. Nobody who saw the shooting is going to put out a description that means anything. The American people know better than to be witnesses to gang killings.

All right, loud brain. But my offer stands.

The buzzer sounded in the outside room. I told Anne I had to hang up. I opened the communicating door and a well-dressed — I might say elegantly dressed — middle-aged man stood six feet inside the outer door. He had a pleasantly dishonest smile on his face. He wore a white Stetson and one of those narrow ties that go through an ornamental buckle. His cream-colored flannel suit was beautifully tailored.

He lit a cigarette with a gold lighter and looked at me over the first puff of smoke.

Mr. Marlowe?

I nodded.

Im Foster Grimes from Las Vegas. I run the Rancho Esperanza on South Fifth. I hear you got a little involved with a man named Ikky Rosenstein.

Wont you come in?

He strolled past me into my office. His appearance told me nothing. A prosperous man who liked or felt it good business to look a bit western. You see them by the dozen in the Palm Springs winter season. His accent told me he was an easterner, but not New England. New York or Baltimore, likely. Long Island, the Berkshires — no, too far from the city.

I showed him the customers chair with a flick of the wrist and sat down in my antique swivel-squeaker. I waited.

Where is Ikky now, if you know?

I dont know, Mr. Grimes.

How come you messed with him?

Money.

A damned good reason, he smiled. How far did it go?

I helped him leave town. Im telling you this, although I dont know who the hell you are, because Ive already told an old friend-enemy of mine, a top man in the Sheriffs Office.

Whats a friend-enemy?

Law men dont go around kissing me, but Ive known him for years, and we are as much friends as a private star can be with a law man.

I told you who I was. We have a unique set-up in Vegas. We own the place except for one lousy newspaper editor who keeps climbing our backs and the backs of our friends. We let him live because letting him live makes us look better than knocking him off. Killings are not good business any more.

Like Ikky Rosenstein.

Thats not a killing. Its an execution. Ikky got out of line.

So your gun boys had to rub the wrong guy. They could have hung around a little to make sure.

They would have, if youd kept your nose where it belonged. They hurried. We dont appreciate that. We want cool efficiency.

Whos this great big fat we you keep talking about?

Dont go juvenile on me, Marlowe.

Okay. Lets say I know

Heres what we want. He reached into his pocket and drew out a loose bill. He put it on the desk on his side. Find Ikky and tell him to get back in line and everything is oke. With an innocent bystander gunned, we dont want any trouble or any extra publicity. Its that simple. You get this now He nodded at the bill. It was a grand. Probably the smallest bill they had. And another when you find Ikky and give him the message. If he holds out — curtains.

Suppose I say take your goddam grand and blow your nose with it?

That would be unwise. He flipped out a Colt Woodsman with a short silencer on it. A Colt Woodsman will take one without jamming. He was fast too, fast and smooth. The genial expression on his face didnt change.

I never left Vegas, he said calmly. I can prove it. Youre dead in your office chair and nobody knows anything. Just another private eye that tried the wrong pitch. Put your hands on the desk and think a little. Incidentally, Im a crack shot even with this damned silencer.

Just to sink a little lower in the social scale, Mr. Grimes, I aint putting no hands on no desk. But tell me about this.

I flipped the nicely sharpened pencil across to him. He grabbed for it after a swift change of the gun to his left hand — very swift. He held the pencil up so that he could look at it without taking his eyes off me.

I said: It came to me by Special Delivery mail. No message, no return address. Just the pencil. Think Ive never heard about the pencil, Mr. Grimes?

He frowned and tossed the pencil down. Before he could shift his long lithe gun back to his right hand I dropped mine under the desk and grabbed the butt of the .45 and put my finger hard on the trigger.

Look under the desk, Mr. Grimes. Youll see a .45 in an open-end holster. Its fixed there and its pointing at your belly. Even if you could shoot me through the heart the .45 would still go off from a convulsive movement of my hand. And your belly would be hanging by a shred and you would be knocked out of that chair. A .45 slug can throw you back six feet. Even the movies learned that at last.

Looks like a Mexican stand-off, he said quietly. He holstered his gun. He grinned. Nice smooth work, Marlowe. We could use you. But its a long time for you and no time at all to us. Find Ikky and dont be a drip. Hell listen to reason. He doesnt really want to be on the run for the rest of his life. Wed trace him eventually.

Tell me something, Mr. Grimes. Why pick on me? Apart from Ikky, what did I ever do to make you dislike me?

Not moving, he thought a moment, or pretended to. The Larsen case. You helped send one of our boys to the gas chamber. That we dont forget. We had you in mind as a fall guy for Ikky. Youll always be a fall guy, unless you play it our way. Something will hit you when you least expect it.

A man in my business is always a fall guy, Mr. Grimes. Pick up your grand and drift out quietly. I might decide to do it your way, but I have to think. As for the Larsen case, the cops did all the work. I just happened to know where he was. I dont guess you miss him terribly.

We dont like interference. He stood up. He put the grand note casually back in his pocket. While he was doing it I let go of the .45 and jerked out my Smith &Wesson five-inch .38.

He looked at it contemptuously. Ill be in Vegas, Marlowe. In fact I never left Vegas. You can catch me at the Esperanza. No, we dont give a damn about Larsen personally. Just another gun handler. They come in gross lots. We do give a damn that some punk private eye fingered him.

He nodded and went out by my office door.

I did some pondering. I knew Ikky wouldnt go back to the Outfit. He wouldnt trust them enough if he got the chance. But there was another reason now. I called Anne Riordan again.

Im going to look for Ikky. I have to. If I dont call you in three days, get hold of Bernie Ohls. Im going to Flagstaff, Arizona. Ikky says he will be there.

Youre a fool, she wailed. Its some sort of trap.

A Mr. Grimes of Vegas visited me with a silenced gun. I beat him to the punch, but I wont always be that lucky. If I find Ikky and report to Grimes, the mob will let me alone.

Youd condemn a man to death? Her voice was sharp and incredulous.

No. He wont be there when I report. Hell have to hop a plane to Montreal, buy forged papers — Montreal is almost as crooked as we are — and plane to Europe. He may be fairly safe there. But the Outfit has long arms and Ikky will have a damned dull life staying alive. He hasnt any choice. For him its either hide or get the pencil.

So clever of you, darling. What about your own pencil?

If they meant it, they wouldnt have sent it. Just a bit of scare technique.

And you dont scare, you wonderful handsome brute.

I scare. But it doesnt paralyze me. So long. Dont take any lovers until I get back.

Damn you, Marlowe!

She hung up on me. I hung up on myself.

Saying the wrong thing is one of my specialties.

I beat it out of town before the homicide boys could hear about me. It would take them quite a while to get a lead. And Bernie Ohls wouldnt give a city dick a used paper bag. The Sheriffs men and the City Police co-operate about as much as two tomcats on a fence.
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I MADE PHOENIX by evening and parked myself in a motor court on the outskirts. Phoenix was damned hot. The motor court had a dining room, so I had dinner. I collected some quarters and dimes from the cashier and shut myself in a phone booth and started to call the Mirador in Flagstaff. How silly could I get? Ikky might be registered under any name from Cohen to Cordileone, from Watson to Woichehovski. I called anyway and got nothing but as much of a smile as you can get on the phone. So I asked for a room the following night. Not a chance unless someone checked out, but they would put me down for a cancellation or something. Flagstaff is too near the Grand Canyon. Ikky must have arranged in advance. That was something to ponder too.

I bought a paperback and read it. I set my alarm watch for 6.30. The paperback scared me so badly that I put two guns under my pillow It was about a guy who bucked the hoodlum boss of Milwaukee and got beaten up every fifteen minutes. I figured that his head and face would be nothing but a piece of bone with a strip of skin hanging from it. But in the next chapter he was as gay as a meadow lark. Then I asked myself why I was reading this drivel when I could have been memorizing The Brothers Karamazov. Not knowing any good answers, I turned the light out and went to sleep. At 6.30 I shaved and showered and had breakfast and took off for Flagstaff. I got there by lunchtime, and there was Ikky in the restaurant eating mountain trout. I sat down across from him. He looked surprised to see me.

I ordered mountain trout and ate it from the outside in, which is the proper way. Boning spoils it a little.

What gives? he asked me with his mouth full. A delicate eater.

You read the papers?

Just the sporting section.

Lets go to your room and talk about it. Theres more than that.

We paid for our lunches and went along to a nice double. The motor courts are getting so good that they make a lot of hotels look cheap. We sat down and lit cigarettes.

The two hoods got up too early and went over to Poynter Street. They parked outside your apartment house. They hadnt been briefed carefully enough. They shot a guy who looked a little like you.

Thats a hot one. He grinned. But the cops will find out, and the Outfit will find out. So the tag for me stays on.

You must think Im dumb, I said. I am.

I thought you did a first-class job, Marlowe. Whats dumb about that?

What job did I do?

You got me out of there pretty slick.

Anything about it you couldnt have done yourself ?

With luck — no. But its nice to have a helper.

You mean sucker.

His face tightened. And his rusty voice growled. I dont catch. And give me back some of that five grand, will you? Im shorter than I thought.

Ill give it back to you when you find a hummingbird in a salt shaker.

Dont be like that, he almost sighed, and flicked a gun into his hand. I didnt have to flick. I was holding one in my side pocket.

I oughtnt to have boobed off, I said. Put the heater away. It doesnt pay any more than a Vegas slot machine.

Wrong. Them machines pay the jackpot every so often. Otherwise — no customers.

Every so seldom, you mean. Listen, and listen good.

He grinned. His dentist was tired waiting for him.

The set-up intrigued me, I went on, debonair as Milo Vance in a Van Dyne story and a lot brighter in the head. First off, could it be done? Second, if it could be done, where would I be? But gradually I saw the little touches that flaw the picture. Why would you come to me at all? The Outfit isnt that naïve. Why would they send a little punk like this Charles Hickon or whatever name he uses on Thursdays? Why would an old hand like you let anybody trail you to a dangerous connection?

You slay me, Marlowe. Youre so bright I could find you in the dark. Youre so dumb you couldnt see a red white and blue giraffe. I bet you were back there in your unbrain emporium playing with that five grand like a cat with a bag of catnip. I bet you were kissing the notes.

Not after you handled them. Then why the pencil that was sent to me? Big dangerous threat. It reinforced the rest. But like I told your choir boy from Vegas, they dont send them when they mean them. By the way, he had a gun too. A Woodsman .22 with a silencer. I had to make him put it away. He was nice about that. He started waving grands at me to find out where you were and tell him. A well-dressed, nice-looking front man for a pack of dirty rats. The Womens Christian Temperance Association and some bootlicking politicians gave them the money to be big, and they learned how to use it and make it grow. Now theyre pretty well unstoppable. But theyre still a pack of dirty rats. And theyre always where they cant make a mistake. Thats inhuman. Any man has a right to a few mistakes. Not the rats. They have to be perfect all the time. Or else they get stuck with you.

I dont know what the hell youre talking about. I just know its too long.

Well, allow me to put it in English. Some poor jerk from the East Side gets involved with the lower echelons of a mob. You know what an echelon is, Ikky?

I been in the Army, he sneered.

He grows up in the mob, but hes not all rotten. Hes not rotten enough. So he tries to break loose. He comes out here and gets himself a cheap job of some sort and changes his name or names and lives quietly in a cheap apartment house. But the mob by now has agents in many places. Somebody spots him and recognizes him. It might be a pusher, a front man for a bookie joint, a night girl, even a cop thats on the take. So the mob, or call them the Outfit, say through their cigar smoke: Ikky cant do this to us. Its a small operation because hes small. But it annoys us. Bad for discipline. Call a couple of boys and have them pencil him. But what boys do they call? A couple theyre tired of. Been around too long. Might make a mistake or get chilly toes. Perhaps they like killing. Thats bad too. That makes recklessness. The best boys are the ones that dont care either way. So although they dont know it, the boys they call are on their way out. But it would be kind of cute to frame a guy they already dont like, for fingering a hood named Larsen. One of these puny little jokes the Outfit takes big. Look guys, we even got time to play footies with a private eye. Jesus, we can do anything. We could even suck our thumbs. So they send a ringer.

The Torri brothers aint ringers. Theyre real hard boys. They proved it — even if they did make a mistake.

Mistake nothing. They got Ikky Rosenstein. Youre just a singing commercial in this deal. And as of now youre under arrest for murder. Youre worse off than that. The Outfit will habeas corpus you out of the clink and blow you down. Youve served your purpose and you failed to finger me into a patsy.

His finger tightened on the trigger. I shot the gun out of his hand. My gun in my coat pocket was small, but at that distance accurate. And it was one of my days to be accurate myself.

He made a faint moaning sound and sucked at his hand. I went over and kicked him hard in the chest. Being nice to killers is not part of my repertoire. He went over backwards and sidewise and stumbled four or five steps. I picked up his gun and held it on him while I tapped all the places — not just pockets or holsters — where a man could stash a second gun. He was clean — that way anyhow.

What are you trying to do to me? he said whiningly. I paid you. Youre clear. I paid you damn well.

We both have problems there. Yours is to stay alive. I took a pair of cuffs out of my pocket and wrestled his hands behind him and snapped them on. His hand was bleeding. I tied his show handkerchief around it. I went to the telephone.

Flagstaff was big enough to have a police force. The D.A. Might even have his office there. This was Arizona, a poor state, relatively. The cops might even be honest.
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I HAD TO stick around for a few days, but I didnt mind that as long as I could have trout caught eight or nine thousand feet up. I called Anne and Bernie Ohls. I called my answering service. The Arizona D.A. Was a young keen-eyed man and the Chief of Police was one of the biggest men I ever saw.

I got back to L.A. In time and took Anne to Romanoffs for dinner and champagne.

What I cant see, she said over a third glass of bubbly, is why they dragged you into it, why they set up the fake Ikky Rosenstein. Why didnt they just let the two life-takers do their job?

I couldnt really say. Unless the big boys feel so safe theyre developing a sense of humor. And unless this Larsen guy that went to the gas chamber was bigger than he seemed to be. Only three or four important mobsters have made the electric chair or the rope or the gas chamber. None that I know of in the life-imprisonment states like Michigan. If Larsen was bigger than anyone thought, they might have had my name on a waiting list.

But why wait? she asked me. Theyd go after you quickly.

They can afford to wait. Whos going to bother them — Kefauver? He did his best, but do you notice any change in the set-up — except when they make one themselves?

Costello?

Income tax rap — like Capone. Capone may have had several hundred men killed, and killed a few of them himself, personally. But it took the Internal Revenue boys to get him. The Outfit wont make that mistake often.

What I like about you, apart from your enormous personal charm, is that when you dont know an answer you make one up.

The money worries me, I said. Five grand of their dirty money. What do I do with it?

Dont be a jerk all your life. You earned the money and you risked your life for it. You can buy Series E Bonds. Theyll make the money clean. And to me that would be part of the joke.

You tell me one good reason why they pulled the switch. You have more of a reputation than you realize. And how would it be if the false Ikky pulled the switch? He sounds like one of these over-clever types that cant do anything simple.

The Outfit will get him for making his own plans — if youre right.

If the D.A. doesnt. And I couldnt care less about what happens to him. More champagne, please.


The Poetry
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Chandler was classically educated at Dulwich College, London — a public school whose alumni also include P. G. Wodehouse and C. S. Forester
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British troops of the 2nd Battalion of The Gordon Highlanders crossing no mans land near Mametz on 1 July 1916, the first day of the Battle of the Somme — Chandler saw combat in the trenches in France with the Gordon Highlanders; he was twice hospitalised with Spanish flu during the pandemic and he was undergoing flight training in the Royal Air Force when the war ended.
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Chandler in the uniform of the 50th Gordon Highlanders


The Poetry of Raymond Chandler
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Chandler had ambitions to be a writer even as a very young man. He spent some time – perhaps up to a year – in Paris, the destination of many a would-be writer and painter at the time. The sojourn in France was something of a compensation gift for the seventeen-year-old Chandler from his uncle, who had declined to finance a place at university for Chandler to study law. To allay the young mans low mood, the uncle arranged and paid for the overseas trip.

Although Chandlers official purpose in Paris was to perfect his French, he soon became entranced by the vibrant artistic and literary scene in the city. He learnt languages quickly and had a keen interest in words and how they were used; at this time it was French slang that appealed to him the most (just as American slang would years later) and it is likely that it was in Paris that he developed an ambition to be a writer and certainly from about 1907 if not before, he was writing regularly.

Chandlers poetry was some of his first literary endeavours and it resonates with the personality of the inexperienced, unworldly author, who at this point in his life put women on a pedestal (a viewpoint that would have changed dramatically by the time he wrote his noir fiction). His first success as a published writer was the appearance of his poem An Unknown Love in Chambers Journal, a literary magazine of decent reputation, in December 1908. It is addressed to a woman the author has seen and loved from afar, but never met:

(Stanzas 6 and 7):
In my eyes the tears are welling
As I stand before your dwelling,
In my pilgrimage to where you lived, my fair.
And ere I return to duty
In this world of weary beauty,
To the stillness of the night I breathe my prayer:

When the last great trump has sounded,
When lifes barque the point has rounded,
When the wheel of human progress is at rest,
My beloved, may I meet you,
With a lovers kiss to greet you,
Where you wait me in the gardens of the blest!

Chandler was to look back in later years and declare his early poetry B grade Georgian at best and certainly the theme – the love of a young man for a deceased woman he never met – is hardly novel, but Chandler was only nineteen years old and it was a first step towards the life of an author. 

Excited by his success, Chandler resigned his comfortable, but dull position in the civil service, determined to pursue a literary career, much to the annoyance of his uncle. A spell working as a cub reporter for The Daily Express was a failure; it simply was not a role that suited Chandlers abilities or temperament. It was his uncle who again came to the rescue and started a thread of introductions that would lead to a successful association between Chandler and J. A. Spender, the eminent editor of the Westminster Gazette. He asked Chandler to contribute an article to the newspaper and the literary editor, Naomi Royde-Smith, commissioned him to write poems for the Saturday afternoon edition. At the height of this association, Chandler was paid three guineas a week, but as much of the content of the paper was unattributed, it is difficult to ascertain how copious Chandlers output was for the publication. 

Subsequent poetry followed a variety of themes, from romance to fantasy and it is possible to see glimpses of later preoccupations in the verse. The irresistible attraction of a beautiful woman made its appearance in the first poem, but he also wrote poetry featuring alpha male heroes on a heroic quest (The Quest, The Perfect Knight, The Pioneer). These are tough men prescient of Philip Marlowe and in more than one way – they may be alpha males, but they have weaknesses — they can come to the brink of ruin when faced with a beautiful woman. In The Quest, for example: I left my learning for a maidens breast,/ I scorned my wisdom to become her thrall. The women in Chandlers poems are repeated in his fiction – beautiful, seductive, dangerous and will abandon their male admirer without mercy, the only feature missing from these prototype Chandler women is his tendency to cast them as the murderer in any narrative. However, in the early days, his poetry remained traditional and somewhat verbose, a reflection of the way he was encouraged to write creatively at Dulwich College, but also in answer to the specifications of Spender, who much preferred traditional poetry and deplored verse that was avant-garde or explicit. In this sense, Chandler was developing a capacity to write to commission and for a set audience, a discipline he was able to capitalise on when he finally embarked on his later career as a pulp fiction author. 

Chandler now also had new-found confidence to approach a variety of other publications with his work. He was rejected by Tit Bits, a mass market weekly publication, but looked on more favourably by The Academy and Literature, a literature journal, which commissioned him to review books. He also wrote some literary articles for the journal, with titles such as Realism, Fairyland and The Genteel Artist. This latter article bemoans the advantages a rich artist has over a jobbing artist of minimal income, claiming that rich artists may have every comfort, but that the artist in his freezing garret could claim a better class of work than his rich counterpart. This does smack of sour grapes to a degree, as Chandler was on a limited income and because of his still meagre income had had to give up his Bloomsbury flat and return home to live with his mother and he would have witnessed rich amateur poets self publish their verse to a respectful audience (the wealthy Radclyffe Hall is one example, whose own mediocre verse was already self published and in print around the time Chandler wrote the article). Chandler was still writing in what was at the time his habitually verbose style, a far cry from the terse narratives and dialogue he wrote later in life. Indeed, he parodied the new poetic modernism in a poem entitled Free Verse:

I like
To put a word like that down
And just look at it
With my head on one side,
And run around it
Until I get a bit dizzy,
And then sit down and
Babble a bit
About any old thing that comes
Into
My head.

This is scornful and acerbic and strongly reminiscent of the Chandler to come, perhaps partly because Chandler simply didnt have the innate artistic skills to play with words in such a way and was therefore dismissive of modernism for that reason. 

Chandler also managed to have one poem published in the Spectator in 1910, The Death of the King, concerning the recent passing of King Edward VII.

By 1911-12, Chandler was becoming disillusioned. He could not earn enough to be a part of the literary inner circle, nor was his poetry good enough to place him amongst the greats. An acquaintance, Richard Middleton, also an aspiring, but struggling writer, committed suicide, an act that the shocked Chandler labelled a suicide of despair. (Letter to Hamish Hamilton, 11th December 1950). Chandler regarded Middleton as more talented than himself and if he couldnt make a go of it, it wasnt very likely I could. Chandler wanted out of his present circumstances and the obvious escape route seemed to be America, the nation of his birth. He approached his uncle for a £500 loan, promising to make a fresh start and not bother his relative for help again, but still couldnt resist travelling first class across the Atlantic. He did continue to write poetry once in America, but the themes rarely changed – after he met his future wife, Cissy, in 1917, he wrote several love poems in her honour, one of which, Lines with an Incense Burner, was a Christmas present to Cissy in 1919. Most of his poems to Cissy celebrate an almost religious fervour in their love for each other, whilst one – Erotic – recounts the bliss of their post coital embrace: Kiss me again with lips too lazy. Once again, Chandler, the alpha male of the poems, is submitting himself willingly to the adoration of the goddess — like woman who has captured his heart. When not in her company, he wrote rather mawkish verse lamenting their separation:

(Untitled)
I have seen wonderful valleys…
I have seen white statues glimmer…
But all these visions were lonely,
Lacking the words you would say of them,
The glances your eyes would give to them…

Chandler continued to write poems for Cissy for special occasions such as her birthday, well into the 1930s, but by the time his pulp fiction career began, poetry was very much a sideline and a means of expressing his private sentiments.

Chandlers poetry is interesting as a marker of the authors early literary career and for offering pointers to preoccupations in his future fiction, but the real value of his poems is in their mediocrity. If Chandler had had even modest success in Britain as a poet and critic, he may never have returned to America and one of the true giants of noir fiction may never have emerged. 
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Chandlers first major editor, J. A. Spender (1862-1942) was a British journalist and author. He edited the London newspaper The Westminster Gazette from 1896 to 1922.
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The Unknown Love.

First published in Chamberss Journal, 19 December 1908
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When the evening sun is slanting,
When the crickets raise their chanting,
And the dewdrops lie a-twinkling on the grass,
As I climb the pathway slowly,
With a mien half proud, half lowly,
Oer the ground your feet have trod I gently pass.

Round the empty house I wander,
Where the ivy now is fonder
Of your memory than those long gone away;
And I feel a sweet affection
For the plant that lends protection
To the window whence you looked on me that day.

Was it love or recognition,
When you stormed my weak position
And made prisoner my heart for evermore?
For I felt I long had known you,
That Id knelt before the throne you
Graced in Pharaohs days or centuries before.

Though your face from me was hidden,
Yet the balm was not forbidden
On your coffin just to see the wreath I sent.
Though no word had passed between us,
Yet I felt that God had seen us
And had joined your heart to mine een as you went.

Let them talk of love and marriage,
Honeymoon and bridal carriage,
And the glitter of a wedding à la mode!
Could they understand the union
Of two hearts in dear communion
Who were strangers in the world of flesh and blood?

In my eyes the tears are welling
As I stand before your dwelling,
In my pilgrimage to where you lived, my fair.
And ere I return to duty
In this world of weary beauty,
To the stillness of the night I breathe my prayer:

When the last great trump has sounded,
When lifes barque the point has rounded,
When the wheel of human progress is at rest,
My belovèd, may I meet you,
With a lovers kiss to greet you,
Where you wait me in the gardens of the blest!

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Poets Knowledge.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 3 March 1909
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There is no thought born in mans brain
Which I too have not known;
There is no single joy or pain
I have not made my own.

Beside the grimmest tragedy
A witness I must stand.
Long buried griefs are near to me
As my ink-spattered hand.

O maiden weeping all alone
For your unfaithful love,
Think not your sorrow only known
To Him who reigns above!

O mother mourning for your child,
With cheeks of pallid hue,
Long after you have once more smiled
My tears pour down for you.

O tyrant with the sneering face,
O victim neath the knife,
O saint sublime and sinner base,
O too have lived your life.

O thinker groping in the gloom,
Torn by a nameless fear,
You think your anguished shriek of doom
Unuttered, yet I hear.

I stand behind the judgment seat,
I plunge across hells brink.
And all to place upon a sheet
A line of fading ink.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Souls Defiance.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 5 March 1909
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It matters not what strife has riven,
What hydra-headed tyrants reign,
Man can but take what man has given,
A drop of blood, an ounce of gain.

What though some monsters bloodstained foot
Crush me in his chaotic race?
Stamp out my being to the root? — 
I laugh into his frenzied face.

I fear no juggernaut of wrath
Propelled by mans fanatic rage.
I stand undaunted in its path,
The champion of a wiser age.

The tyrants cry: A scoffer killed!
And write me on their victims roll.
They think my voice forever stilled,
Poor fools! they have but freed my soul!

I fear not where that soul may go,
It matters not what gods there be,
They did enough their might to show
Had they done naught but fashion me!

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Wheel.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 26 March 1909
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The world expends its useless might,
The heaving nations toil and fight,
The dizzy thinker peers for light,
The day doth follow day and night,
Is there no rest from anything?

The lover gives another heart,
The merchant finds another mart,
The young men have their lives to start,
The old reluctantly depart,
Is there no rest from anything?

The gloomy sigh that life is pain,
The buoyant call each day a gain,
The doubter cries that nought is plain,
The cynic sneers that hope is vain,
Is there no rest from anything?

The worshippers their gods appease,
The tortured sinner moans for ease,
The speed of things doth not decrease,
The Wheel of Things doth never cease,
Is there no rest from anything?

What is the end of toil and thought?
What is the jewel we have sought?
What is the work that we have wrought?
Can nothingness end but in nought?
Can there be rest from anything?

Fool! rest shall come when stones can feel,
Fool! rest shall come when poisons heal,
Fool! rest comes not at thy appeal,
Fool! thou art bound upon the Wheel,
There is no rest from anything!

R. T. CHANDLER.


Art.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 16 April 1909
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When the first man laid the thicket low,
And hewed the virgin tree,
He had no thought that every blow
Prepared the way for Me.

When the hunter fought the mastodon
With flint-axe swinging free,
He had no thought that, lost or won,
The issue was to Me.

When the pioneer defied the waste
And crept from sea to sea,
Knew he that every hardship faced
Was faced to honour Me?

When the soldier lead a mighty host
To a mighty victory,
Knew he that glory and its cost
Were gained and paid for Me?

When the politician reared a state
And filled a history,
The fame he made endureth late,
But it belongs to Me.

When the merchant toiled in his
counting-house,
When the lawyer made his plea,
They did but as the sheep that browse,
And did it all for Me.

For all men did, and all men do,
And all that done shall be,
Is but a paltry grain or two
Of incense burned to Me.

Ye think ye worship gods for hope
Of all eternity,
But all are bound on a single rope,
And the rope is held by Me.

And if ye serve the blazing sun,
Or a god ye cannot see,
And if your gods are ten or one,
Ye only worship Me.

Ye may despise my name and face,
Deride my mastery;
Another task in another place
Ye do — and do for Me.

For ye that blame and ye that praise
Are vassals in my fee,
And ye may go a million ways,
But all ways lead to Me.

Tis little that I let ye know
Of truth and mystery,
But never while the aeons flow
Shall ye know aught but Me.

I am the thinker and the thought,
The workman and the task;
I am the lesson I have taught,
The question that I ask.

I am the ruler and the law,
The victim and the knife;
I am the vessel and the flaw,
The fighter and the strife.

I am the villain and his curse,
The martyr and his stake;
I am the poet and his verse,
The steamer and its wake.

I am the doubt which clouds your mind,
The mind which feels the doubt;
I am the branches and the wind,
The vanquished and the rout.

I am the lover and his kiss,
The seeker and his find,
The Is and Was, the That and This,
The kernel and the rind.

And ye must do what I ordain,
Although ye know it not,
And if tis joy, and if tis pain,
Remembered or forgot.

The future, present, and the past,
Are hairs upon my hand;
The heaven I give ye at the last
Is but to understand.

R. T. CHANDLER.


A Womans Way.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 22 April 1909

[image: img70.jpg]

Come with me, love,
Across the world,
Ere glory fades
And wings are furled,
And we will wander hand in hand,
Like a boy and girl in a playroom land.

Stay with me, love,
In the citys murk,
Where the sun but dares
Shyly to lurk,
And we will watch life hand in hand,
Like a boy and girl in a grown-up land.

Go from me, love,
If thouIt not stay;
Follow thy bent,
Tis the better way.
And I will seem to hold thy hand,
Like a child in dreams of fairyland.

I must leave thee, love?
Tis I must go?
Then as thou wilt,
For thou must know.
Let me but think I hold thy hand,
Ill roam content in any land.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Quest.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 2 June 1909
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I sought among the trampling herds of men
That choke the cities of the east and west.
The proudest mansion and the foulest den
I entered, seeking wisdom yet unguessed.
I searched them through unpausing, without rest,
Until the bricks and plaster of each wall
Became transparent at my thoughts behest,
But still I could not hear the Masters call.

I wandered on the moorland and the fen,
I climbed the mountain to its silent crest,
I watched the robin redbreast and the wren
Choose out the leaves wherewith to build a nest.
I looked upon the plain by dawn caressed,
I saw its contours gaunt beneath nights pall.
All nature told her tale at my behest,
But still I could not hear the Masters call.

I thought to keep all knowledge in a pen,
All human hardship was to me a test,
There seemed naught undiscovered to my ken,
But that I sought I found nowhere expressed.
I left my learning for a maidens breast,
I scorned my wisdom to become her thrall,
Blasphemed my task at her unspoke behest,
But still I could not hear the Masters call.
She spurned the love which all my soul possessed,
She threw it down and jested at its fall.
I laughed and turned to recommence my quest,
And in the laugh I heard the Masters call.

R. T. CHANDLER.


When I was King.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 9 June 1909
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I see it in the smoke-land
After my daily bout
With the hard, old world of reason, — 
I see my splendid rout,
The time I trod Valhalla
And chose my goddess out.

Yet twas not I who chose her,
A spirit took my part,
Lit up my vagrant fancies
With a gleam of heavens art,
Led on my lost battalions,
Cheered on my coward heart.

It was a thing of glory,
The temple that I wrought,
Though evry column in it
With living hope was bought, — 
A temple fit for Juno,
As even Juno thought.

She saw me as a Viking,
With strength no Viking had;
She saw me as a Bayard,
The sane among the mad.
She deemed it brave to fear me,
My coldness made her glad.

Scarce would she let me love her
Lest I forgo my crown,
And be no more a hero
To bend men with a frown.
(Methinks I was a hero
Who threw a hero down!)

So bit by bit I showed her
The wonders of the shrine,
The temple of my manhood
I reared to charm her eyne.
And then — ah, had I faltered
Nor blotted the design!

But no. Behind the altar
I pointed to a door,
And opened it, and waited,
Erect and calm as Thor.
Her worship fell to scorning,
And lifted nevermore.

Evn then, if I had grovelled,
Condemning my deceit,
Her white, majestic bosom
Mayhap to mine had beat.
But a Ere of strength burned in me
With more than human heat.

For I am weak as water,
The might I made her see
Was breath of some far power
That willed to make me free,
A moments king of heaven,
Too tall for one low plea.

Tis gone, my painted temple,
Elysium of fraud;
But she, in her despising
Some other vessel flawed,
May think of my Valhalla
And me, her broken god.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Hour of Chaos.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 18 June 1909
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It cometh at the height of thy attaining,
It cometh in the pit of thy profaning,
Or in the noonday of thy noble straining,
Or in the twilight of thy purpose waning,
The time when thou must lose the way of things.

Then findest thou no guide in lettered pages,
No beacon in the flame of fleshly rages,
No shelter in the bars of gilded cages,
But thou must doubt of all thy work and wages
Alone in all the blinding day of things.

Then doth thy rock of trusting cleave asunder,
Then do thy garnered sheaves appear as plunder
Torn from a weaker vessel crushed under,
A finer spirit deafened by the thunder
And endless roaring of the storm of things.

Then all the powers with their sceptres gleaming,
And all the graces erstwhile pure and beaming
Become the nightmare spectres of thy dreaming
And all the world is a disordered teeming
And angry writhing of the worm of things.

Then love and glory flowering for ever
Are barren as the desert blooming never,
And mighty life is but a useless lever
To raise and join what mighty death shall sever,
And nature is the simple fool of things.

Then men are like a frenzied herd of bison,
And all creation is a vasty prison,
And night no blacker than when day hath risen
A mocking torch to light the sear and wizen,
And God Himself is but the tool of things.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Bed of Roses.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 29 June 1909
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The world is a bed of roses,
The roots are sunk in hell,
The blossoms rear to heaven,
The thorns are long and fell.

A yokel comes with a sickle
And hews with heavy scorn,
And reaps a mingled harvest
Of petal, stalk, and thorn.

But a poet waits unnoticed
Anear the trampled bed,
And waters it and watches
Till a rose-bud lifts its head.

And then he plucks it quickly,
And quickly steals away,
For the yokel cometh lusty
For another harvest day.

The poet showeth no man
The rose-bud next his heart,
But praiseth it in story,
And the story men call art.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Reformer.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 29 July 1909
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An Eastern king sat on his throne
To judge a fettered slave,
For he had come in the night alone
To send the king to his grave.

The king leaned back with a weary air,
And tapped the ground with his foot.
The slave was bound with his own long hair,
Torn from his head by the root.

My captains slept in easy call,
Two guards stood by my door;
My hound that heareth each footfall
Lay by my bed on the floor.

And yet thou earnest in the night
Unheard as a thread of smoke,
And as thy knife was up to smite
I started and awoke.

A moment long into thy face
I looked and made no cry.
Now tell me why thou gavest grace
And let thy chance go by.

The slave threw back his bleeding head
And smiled a scornful smile.
Dread is thy name, O King, he said,
For a tyrant dark and vile.

I held to slay thee in the night
At my lifes cost were cheap,
Yet do not murder for delight
Nor slay men in their sleep.

And when thou didst awake, O King,
I looked deep in thine eye,
And saw no fear nor faltering,
So let my chance go by.

For though thou hast an evil name
Thou hadst an evil school,
And I had earned as ill a fame
To slay so brave a fool.

The king showed all his gleaming teeth
In a laugh full loud with glee,
Then quickly seized his jewelled sheath
And flung his right arm tree.

Now cast me off his bonds, he cried,
And give him back his knife.
My sword and Allah shall decide
If he shall keep his life.

The captains ranged about the throne
Murmured with grim surprise.
A white-haired chief stepped forth alone
And met his masters eyes.

It is not meet my King and Lord
Do battle with a slave.
It is not meet a noble sword
Should carve so foul a grave.

Louder the king spoke his command,
None moved to do his hest.
The aged chief plucked out his brand
And pierced the bound slaves breast.

The stain is mine, my King and Lord.
The old chief bent his head,
Then shortened his polluted sword,
Struck inwards, and fell dead.

The king stood oer the bodies twain
And gazed deep and long.
Then loud and clear he laughed again
And passed out from the throng.

At sunset when the muezzins call
The faithful unto prayr,
They sought the king in court and hall
But no man found him there.

Another king reigns in that land,
A wiser king is he;
Four guards without his chamber stand,
Within his hounds are three.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Perfect Knight.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 30 September 1909
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He hath a sword of altar fire,
He hath a shield of shimmering air,
The one to slay his base desire,
The one to guard him from despair.

He hath a burnished helm of laughter,
He hath a lance of righteous wrath,
To gild the smoke-stain on his rafter,
To dash the foul thing from his path.

He hath a gauntlet of emotion,
He hath a prancing steed of love,
He hath a banner of devotion
To lead wherever he may rove.

He hath a mind to see and wonder,
A soul to answer to his sight,
A heart of song and mighty thunder,
A voice of endless pure delight.

He hath a vast and sunny garden
To tend through unexhausted time,
With Israfil to be its warden,
With flowers meet for every clime.

His strength is higher than the mountain,
And older than the universe,
Why doth he thirst beside his fountain
And seek for nothing with a curse?

Een in his fury is he craven,
Glaring he wails he cannot see;
He hides his head and prays for Heaven,
Who hath all Heaven in his fee.

R. T. CHANDLER.


A Pilgrim in Meditation.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 8 November 1909
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My heart hath brooded in the world of shadow,
And it hath sported in the world of sunlight,
And drooped with languor in the world of dreaming,
And hotly striven in the world of waking,
And gathered rapture in the world of gladness,
And sunk with grieving in the world of sorrow.

But through the tangled spectre-land of shadow,
I saw the distant flashing of the sunlight,
And through the heavy sweetness of my dreaming
I felt the iron vigour of my waking,
And fought with sorrow in the lists of gladness,
And clung to joyance in the pool of sorrow.

And never could I find a path of shadow
That did not wander oer a hill of sunlight,
And never could I fill my sense with dreaming
But ere the hunger died there came a waking,
And never could I carve a form of gladness
But it was flawed by some dark knot of sorrow.

Wherefore there was no meaning in the shadow
Save as the dusky fellow of the sunlight;
There was no plenty in the hoard of dreaming
Save it was stolen from the wealth of waking;
There was no ripple in the stream of gladness
But answered to a hidden weed of sorrow.

Wherefore I know hell is not built of shadow
Nor heaven the abode of fadeless sunlight,
Nor all is madness in the land of dreaming,
Nor all is noble in the land of waking,
And there were torture in the halls of gladness
Unborne without the numbing touch of sorrow.

So is he lame who ever walks in shadow,
And he is blind who ever peers in sunlight,
And he is dead who lives alone for dreaming,
And soulless he who knoweth only waking,
A demons jest who knoweth only gladness,
A demons groan who knoweth only sorrow.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Pioneer.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 17 November 1909
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I sang a song of glory.
They said it will never die;
But the beauty charmed to the singing
With the end hath passed me by.
For I think my own heart told it
Were heaven in the nook
Where I sang the song of glory,
I would not turn to look.

I sang a song of a maiden,
Beautiful, wronged, divine;
It dimmed their eyes with weeping,
It cannot moisten mine.
A love lay on my spirit,
I owned and held it fast
When I sang the song of a maiden,
But now the song is past.

I sang a song of a hero,
The hot blood surged to the cheek,
And made the hearers wonder
That a man could eer be weak.
A mighty joy was in me,
Untainted, calm, and sure;
But the song is sung, and after
The joy could not endure.

So each note as I loosed it
Swiftly went out from me

To the hearts of them that listened,
To hearts as yet to be.
I know they raised the fallen,
And softened many a groan;
I know they made men fellows,
But me they left alone.

The reaper joys in the harvest
Long after the winter comes;
The soldier dreams of his battles
Beside the broken drums;
But the poet climbs to the future,
His song is a journey-staff,
His voice may sweeten oceans,
But he may not pause to quaff.

They that are done their labour
Take down a treasured tome,
And drink in strength and beauty
In the quiet of their home.
But the poet, tense and eager,
Is mounting the peak of time,
And peering across the darkness
For a higher, purer clime.

Though his gold have filled the cities
In never-thinning store,
He seeketh a rarer metal,
An undiscovered ore.
Though sky and earth and ocean
With the ancient echoes ring,
The poet only listens
For the songs that are yet to sing.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Hermit.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 28 February 1910
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As with a low-bent head and empty gaze
I pace along the temple of still gloom,
And wonder if my feet have left the ways
Of life, and passed unknowing to the tomb,
My garment whispers to the stones of death,
And from the darkness and the pillared shade
There stirs a shape of half-embodied breath
That stalks as it would make my heart afraid.
It is the friend I chose me in the past,
Shaking the dust of mankind from my robe,
And side by side we wander at this last
Into the night we care no more to probe:
He the pale image of my scorning wrought,
And I that slew the world with my own thought.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Dancer

First published in The Academy, 14 May 1910
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She with her own sad mystery of grace
Steals through our senses like a wailing air
Steals through the moonlight, she is strangely fair
And magical with beauty; none shall trace
Her lips of braided flame or her sweet face
Of frozen wind, and none arise to share
The dark and sweet disaster of her hair;
There is but one such star in all the space!

Our hearts are as a garden for her feet,
And flickering hands to bruise the blossomy spray,
Treasure of light and tears and silver bloom;
And when she passes, pain and pity meet
Where all the white flowers faded into gray,
And all the blue Bowers melted into gloom.

R. C.


The Death of the King.

First published in The Spectator, 16 July 1910
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The king is dead
On his golden bed,
His prayer is said
And his lesson read.

From pining for heaven,
And fear of the grave,
From taint and leaven
And lusts that enslave,
Now guards him well
A magic spell,
Like the fabled Seven
In their cave.

The world was his realm,
The sky his helm,
The sea his drink,
And blood his ink
To write his name
For deathless fame.

What did he write,
A word of delight,
Or a blot and blight
To add to the night
Of human woes?
What did he dare,
And whither fare
With the chained pair,
Hope and Despair?
Nobody knows.

He did many things,
As is meet for kings.
So many they were,
And felt so far,
That none can tell
If he did well.

He lived not long,
Yet was so strong
That he did more
Than men of fourscore
Who are not kings.
And some were glad
When he did die,
And some were sad
And heaved a sigh
For many things.

Such is the way
With kings, they say.
His name, you pray?
Twas Yesterday.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Clay God.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 4 January 1911
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Clay god, what broodst thou in the dust and mould
Of this dark temple and deserted fane?
What witherd fantasies of power old?
What ancient tales of mystery and pain?
What secrets that shall nevermore be told?
What phantoms that shall never walk again?

What music of a ghostly dulcimer,
Or chanting of a cowled spectre-priest
Hearst thou in this old shrine where many a tear
Fell to thee once, and left thee unappeasd?
Thou art forsaken of all human fear,
And from thee yearning hath forever ceasd.

Deep-sunken is thy once far-glaring eye,
Where the years a vengeance on thy cunning wreak.
Sad moonbeams banishd from the living sky
Lie on the curve of thy once sacred cheek,
Like wraiths of beauty that, when love is by,
Fall in the dust no more to move or speak.

Old blackend lamp-chains hang about thy head
Stirrd by the swaying of a mournful breeze
That gropeth in thy kingdom of the dead
Some memory of a fair, lost day to seize,
Until it too in ruin cold is laid
And roams no more at any storms decrees.

Brood on, with silence for the pale reward
And pardon of thy misty centuries!
Brood on, no thundrous battle may retard
Thy dusty rule and thy uncourted ease!
Brood on, thou hast no comfort for the bard
As from the terror of the night he flees!

For thee all kings on golden thrones that sit
Are as wan vapours of the twilight lone.
For thee desire is a lamp unlit,
And ages like to distant waters run.
Silent thou readst the page which thou hast writ
Needing no eyes and careless of the sun.

R. T. CHANDLER.


A Lament for Youth.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 9 February 1911

[image: img70.jpg]

From the forests of the night,
From the palace of the day,
He hath winged a distant flight;
No more looms he on our sight,
No more bows he to our sway.
He was cunning in the mart,
He was mighty with the sword,
He was skilled in every art.
Like a king he dwelt apart,
And we fathomed not his word.
Weep for him, each denizen
Of the valley and the hill,
Of the forest and the fen!
For he cometh not again
To our glory or our ill.
Wake the echo of the lyre
And the melody of song
With a full and tragic fire!
For our yearning shall not tire
Till it mourneth sweet and long,
Till the weary deserts verge
And the shaggy mountains head
And the quiet-crooning surge
Hear, and answer to the dirge
Of our Youth that now is dead.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Unseen Planets.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 21 April 1911
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Beyond the kingdom of the winking stars,
Beyond the silence of the ether deep,
Where memory, forgetting all its wars,
Lies down with death and life in dreamless sleep,
They ride majestic with attendant moons,
They swing like ships upon a perfect sea;
Through the procession of their nights and noons
Rackd by what pain, filld with what mystery?
They are not told of in our feeble rote,
Nor mirrord in our poor desires face.
Where is the bard of melody remote
To hymn the glories of their mighty race?
Beyond the fears, the faggots, and the rods,
They wait, — new heavens with sublimer gods.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Tears That Sweeten Woe.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 1 May 1911
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There is no thing in love or song
To match the tears that sweeten woe.
Not gems that deck the ornate throng
May meetly unto them belong,
But what the sage knows not, they know.

Not charmed vision of romance
That rises like a god afar,
Yea, like a god of fiery glance
Who comes with golden sword and lance
Returning from a Titan war.

Not a still nook in natures breast
Wherein the dreamer fitly dreams,
And where the soft leaves droop in rest
At evenings delicate behest
Wrappd in a mantle of moonbeams.

And not the dark, wind-haunted sea,
And not the stern and rugged hills,
The mists that follow eerily,
The moonlit groves of witchery,
The babble of the forest rills.

Nay, poet, seek not in your heart,
Nor in the lovd ones eyes: in vain
Are all the fantasies of art;
From them the mysteries depart
To wait upon the tears of pain.

Lone is the road they take and long,
Gently they come, and gently go,
Far from the mart, far from the throng,
Far from desire, far from song,
The perfect tears that sweeten woe.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Fairy King.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 3 May 1911
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Where the white owl guards the hr,
Where the woody silence falls,
Where the branches as they stir
Seem to lisp low madrigals,
There the fairy king is seen
On his throne of evergreen.

Where the brooklets coursing far
Musics choirless proclaim,
Tidings of a sylvan war,
Messages of rustic fame,
There the fairy kings commands
Travel to his loyal bands.

Where the hill-top greets the wind,
Rising from the sleep of earth,
And the hoary rock reclined
Dreams of buried tears and mirth,
There the fairy king goes up
With the queenly moon to sup.

Where the mossy cavern lies
Hidden in a nook of green,
And the jack-o-lantern flies
Through the thicket lightly seen,
There the fairy king is laid
Sleeping in a dewy shade.

Where the foamy chargers stride
Out upon the windy deep,
Where the tempests in their pride
Spoils of mortal terror reap,
There he sails uncounted miles
To the far, enchanted isles.

Where the pale laburnums block
Sight unlawful from his porch,
And upon the quivering stalk
Climbs the glow-worm with his torch,
There he comes at night to hold
Levées of his chieftains bold.

Where the spectre-lights are lit
In the solemn caves of death,
And the misty mourners flit
Bearing many a cypress wreath,
There he lies in magic vault,
Casketed in ocean salt.

R. T. CHANDLER.


Arise, ye phantoms of delight

First published in Westminster Gazette, 16 June 1911
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Arise, ye phantoms of delight, what time
The fire low burneth,
Ye freaks of melody and sorry rhyme
That memory spurneth,
Ye echoes of old songsters dim, forlorn,
And plaintive magic,
Fast-sepulchred between the night and morn,
Yet little tragic!

Ye shall not move unto the sound of dirge
Or muffled bell,
Nor be confounded with despairs dark surge
And wild sea-knell.
Pale-eyed and mantled with the dust of years,
Awake to pleasure,
And, drying up those dim, unheeded tears,
Come, trip a measure!

Now when small grasses whisper and are bold,
And winds are straying
Down in the beech-grove where the fairies hold
Their midnight maying,
Now when the wizard opes his evil books
And goblin screed,
Come forth, O sprites, from you forgotten nooks
And take your meed!

Ye shall not have the tinkle of the stars
Unto your dancing,
Ye shall not come as from immortal wars,
With armour glancing,
But if the gods have touched my heart with song
Or any Ere,
Ye shall not lack a tune to linger long
Upon the lyre.

And through the patches of entrancing light
The late flame throweth,
Wreathed like pale forget-me-nots of night,
The day not knoweth,
Ye shall dance on until the dawning red
Gilds the high towers,
And every fairy hastens to his bed
Of wild wood Rowers.

R. T. CHANDLER.


An Old House.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 15 November 1911
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Sing, whoso will, of smoothest lawn,
Trim hedges, and of posies neat,
But I will wake the ashy dawn
In some old garden by the street,
Behind some ancient rusty wall,
Where far-flung creepers catch the rain,
And where the slateless eaves are tall
Above the dusty window-pane.

And I will hear an old gate swing
To autumn winds that sob and moan,
And I will hear the thrushes sing
Upon a cracking seat of stone.
Let spiders webs hang in the trees,
Whose stretching fingers mock the sky,
And I will chant old mysteries
As in an arbour dark I lie.

The raindrop symphony shall sound
Along the barely boarded rooms,
And in damp cellars shall be found
A treasure-house of goblin glooms.
Behind a black and rusty door
Fantastic shades shall hold me still,
And, playing to a silent score,
My heart with wizard airs shall fill.

And I shall hear the city die
Far off, as over pathless seas,
And see the ghosts of memory
Play over their pale obsequies,
As through the twilit rooms I go,
Or watch the dusty sunbeams dance,
While Melancholia guides me slow
The willing captive of Romance.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The King.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 1 March 1912
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The night doth cut with shadowy knife
In half the kingdom of the sun;
The red dawn meets with her in strife; — 
Vassal of mine I hold each one.

The sailors chant beside the mast,
The tempests lash the riven foam,
But I, the King, am striding fast
Before the prow, to guide it home.

I am the lover wed to tears,
I am the cynic cold and sage,
I am the ghost of noble years,
I am the prophet lappd in rage.

I am the fane no longer trod
That moulders on the wild hill-brow;
I am the fresh and radiant god
To whom the young religions bow.

Perfection wood in many a guise
Is in my charge, a stabled beast;
The myriad moons look from my eyes;
The worlds unnamd sit at my feast.

My glance is in the splendid noon,
The golden orchid blown of heat;
My brow is as the South lagoon,
And all the stars are at my feet.

The lost waves moan: I made their song.
The lost lands dream: I wove their trance.
The earth is old, and death is strong;
Stronger am I, the true Romance.

R. T. CHANDLER.


Time Shall Not Die.

First published in Westminster Gazette, 25 April 1912
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How shall he die who walked the sky
Ere the first wild sun uprose?
How shall he pass who trod the grass
When the first bud did unclose?
Who was long ere the moon grew fair
A lord of many lands,
Shall he not reign oer hill and plain
When Earth hath folded her hands?

How shall he be a memory
In the wine of a later feast,
Or a grief outgrown that stirs at dawn
From the gate of a wider East?
How shall he rest a shrine unblest,
A changeful hearts decoy,
When the laughing page of a far-off age
Shall cast a moments joy?

Likelier when all the clarions call
Adown the lists of death,
And every knight comes riding light
Helmd in a cypress wreath,
When all the hosts are mantled ghosts
And all the kings are gone,
Still shall there one outlive the sun,
And watch the pageant on.

No phantom he of ecstasy,
Perfume on some old glove,
No whisperd song that once rang strong
From the lips of Minstrel Love;
No scratching mouse in a ruind house,
No raindrip down the wall,
But a king of fear with a sable spear,
A monarch wise and tall.

And when the old pale creeds are cold,
And all their gods are dust,
And life far on chanting is gone
To seek another lust,
Time shall be left, a lord bereft
Of lands but not of life,
To tell his wars to silent stars
That are full tird of strife.

Wraith-roses white shall bloom by night
In avenues of gloom,
And small fire-flies with spectral eyes
Shall light the dead earths tomb,
When the book is read and the lesson said,
And the song is sungen out;
And Time alone shall guard his throne,
Lord of the silent rout.

R. T. CHANDLER.


Organ Music.
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Starlight adrift on the Ionian sea,
Slow, heavy mutter of the antique mass,
Or rustle of the boughs in Arcady,
Or furlèd lilies nodding in a pass;
Rains of the black night where the lost souls plead,
Pure fugues from the long litany of love,
Or swoop of plovers to the swaying reed,
Or perfumd lyrics from an Eastern grove, — 
These are but visions, sounds and single notes
That tremble from the organs hundred throats.

Yea, I have heard the moaning violin,
Long-drawn emotion too intense for thought,
Heard, too, the clumsy trombone blundering in,
A gaping rustic in a holy spot,
Heard, too, the frail celeste whose bells are caught
Like tinkling ice-drops in a net of mist,
Heard, too, the melancholy cello, fraught
With all vain griefs that elegy hath kissd.
Time was I loved them well: now let them rest,
For second loves like second thoughts are best.

Yea, I have heard the scratch of poets pens,
And seen the Buddhas calm, eternal smile,
And watchd the arrows in the green Ardennes,
And markd the shadows down the peristyle,
And these were well. But richer dreams are pressd

Out of thy heart, god of the hollow pipe,
God of the golden vineyard on whose breast
The dark wine of elysium groweth ripe,
Lulld by the thunder of the swinging tides
On that far isle where ecstasy abides.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Non-Fiction
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834 Prospect St, La Jolla, California — Chandlers last home in the Los Angeles area. Chandler and his wife moved constantly, living in no less than twenty-four homes in Los Angeles. 
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The Genteel Artist (1911)

First published in The Academy, 19 August 1911
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PERHAPS THERE WAS once a day when the artist was a man of toil, capable of vying in industry with the farm labourer and of excelling him in most things else. One likes, for example, to think of those mediæval gilders and carvers and stainers as sitting all day from dawn till dusk by leaded panes in queer old silent houses, plying their tasks with relentless perseverance, careless of the weather and the antics of history. One likes to think of them taking frugal meals beside their work, munching an apple while putting the finishing touches to a gilded devil, holding the tankard with one hand and the brush with the other. One feels sure that when the night came they went to bed with a very pleasant weariness, slept soundly, and did not lie awake wondering how they had managed to foozle at the eighth green. No doubt their pleasures were simple; and the invention of some slight artistic device was the joy of many weeks. They lived quiet lives and died quiet deaths, leaving behind them arts which we mimic with a vain superficiality. No doubt, like all enthusiasts, they were capable of quarrelling violently over very small details. No doubt they were on occasion careless of their morals, and rather neglected to arrange the universe and to populate Valhalla according to their private moods. They had their faults, being human; but when we turn from them to their successors of these days, how very favourable to them is the comparison! How very garish seem the surroundings of the prosperous ladies and gentlemen who paint our successful pictures and write our successful books; the pleasant people who sit in padded chairs before mahogany writing-tables, wielding gold-banded fountain pens or dictating in a leisurely manner over a choice cigar or cigarette!

There appeared once, in one of those popular articles on contemporary painters which have long been a feature of a certain magazine, the portrait of a gentleman standing elegantly before the easel upon which one of his own creations reposed. A spotless silk handkerchief peeped from his pocket, his cuffs were stiff and white as if they had only just left the haberdashers, his beard was as trim as an aristocratic shrubbery, the crease in his trousers was perfect, the cut of his coat ideal, the radiance of his shoes all that dreams could desire. He had a negligent air, as of being about to do something interesting with a perfect ease and politeness. A cigarette drooped from the corner of his mouth, and his half-closed eyes seemed more intent upon the floating smoke than on anything else in this transient world. In the background were rich curtains and expensive furniture. Beneath his feet was a thick carpet upon which presumably no spot of paint had ever fallen. And the sum total of ones idea of this gentleman was that he was in no danger of producing a great painting. He might be a charming companion, he was more than well-groomed, and he was very possibly more than usually clever. But the beholder felt quite sure that he was not a great artist. He had never felt the sweet bitterness of the garret, he had never dreamed a day away on a hillside, he had never shuddered at a vision or wept over a fantastic sorrow. Or, if he had, at a simpler age, done any of these things, the experience had left no mark, and had not made him any more cunning in his work.

The story goes, it is true, of one great painter of a past century who always attired himself for his easel as if for a fashionable gathering, in the stiffest of ruffs, the richest of velvet, and the most costly lace. And it is easy to sympathise with his attitude. He looked upon his art as something to be attempted only in a perfect purity of mind and body; he clad himself for his work as the bride for her wedding or the young girl for her first Communion. And if any such sentiment was present in the breasts of our modern genteel artists and writers, one could welcome it and approve. But to them their art is a business or a whim or a side issue of some sort, a thing to do for a couple of hours in the evening before dinner. It would never be permitted to interfere with a social function or a motor-excursion. It would never cause its devotees to miss a meal or to bundle a friend out of the room with a vigorous rudeness. It would never produce exhaustion or the sweat of a terrible toil. Its creators do not weep like Dickens over their imaginary deathbeds nor tremble like Poe at the horror of their own visions. They do not sit for impotent hours over a blank sheet, nor revile all created things because they cannot attain the impossible. So far from being a religion their art is scarce even a profession; it is merely an exercise. They may gather fortunes, but they are never more than dilettanti, and the poorest hack of Grub-street or the most utterly forgotten carver of Ghent is their better.

Art is not the be-all and end-all even of this present life, and it is possible for the artist to take himself and his work far too seriously. One would not have every poet and painter possessed of devils; but surely a touch of fanaticism makes for great achievement. Art has, in these days, real and apparent enemies which it never had in ages of infinitely less widespread culture, and the artist who aspires to the meagrely-rewarded success of true distinction will get through the easier if he be lightly touched with fanaticism. Nothing in a man of character breeds this healthy fanaticism more certainly than a little hardship and want of luxury: Other things being equal, one feels that a great poem is more likely to be written on a deal table than on an article of inlaid rosewood. The genius in the garret may have an uncomfortable time in many ways, but he has one great advantage over his more luxurious rivals — he is compelled to throw himself body and soul into his work. He must live with it entirely. All moods and all hours must contribute their inspiration to it, all sensations of the mind and body must wait upon it, every thought and impression must carve some line, however faint, in its ideal structure. The night spreads her wings about it, all the colours of the sun light it up, all the noises of the city, all the voices of Nature are somehow echoed in it. It lies as close to life as any work of man may lie, and in the result, be it failure or success, it has not lacked attention. The garreteer, whether he eventually dies famous or completely unknown, has been worthy of his craft. But the genteel artist, in his expensive study or studio, smiled upon by electric lights, flattered by costly mirrors, embraced by Russia-leather chairs, can seldom make any such claim. His successes are usually mere tours de force, like juggling with billiard balls, noteworthy only because they amuse and because not everyone can imitate them. He turns out a novel or a painting as neatly and as coldly as the machine turns out the packed ounce of tobacco, and probably in the general scheme of things the three products are of similar value.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Remarkable Hero (1911)

First published in The Academy, 9 September 1911
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THE TIME IS not distant beyond the memory of living men when the hero of a typical novel had to be, if not a person of title, at any rate a man of tolerable family. If, in the days of his affluence, he did not possess a valet, or if when leaving home under a cloud he could not bestow his last sovereign on a head gardener, he was not likely to have many admirers. The snobbishness of those days was not greater than the snobbishness of these, but it was far simpler and more straightforward. It demanded quite honestly, on behalf of the middle-class reader, to mix with its social betters. No doubt it was perfectly right; if a man cannot choose his company even in novels things are in a bad way. But, however that may be, the distinction of the hero of that time was on the side of birth and breeding. He might be compelled by circumstances to associate with coal-heavers, but even when his coat was shiny at the elbows the cabmen called him My lord. When he told the landlady of his humble lodging that he had come into a marquisate and forty thousand a year, she always reminded him that she had known him at the first for a real gent. His brains might be of feeble quality — indeed they usually were — but his manners were of the best. He might not know how to counter the most childish plot, but he invariably knew what to do with his hands in a drawing-room, a problem which has puzzled more people than ever troubled about the riddles of life and death.

In these days, however, good breeding is usually left as a minor perquisite to the villain. The hero may, as far as his social position is concerned, be anybody. He may drop his aspirates, he may be a boor, he may be ignorant of the most elementary rules of polite behaviour. Common honesty is not in the least a necessity to him. If he is fiendishly ugly, his adventures are all the more piquant. He may even be deformed, and his Life will sell in tens of thousands. He may squint, he may be club-footed, he may wear ready-made clothes, he may smoke in church, he may shoot foxes, he may browbeat women and patronise old men, he may do any of those forbidden things, for doing the least of which we would cut our dearest friends, and yet he may charm voracious multitudes. We care nothing for his clothes, nor his manners nor his antecedents nor his actions; in these respects we are all-tolerant. But there is one quality which we demand in him: he must be a remarkable person. It matters very little in what his fate lies, whether in art, finance, sport, politics, exploration, swindling, or throat-cutting, but his intellect must be of the cast of great men.

The superficial reason is not very far to seek. Satirised out of his old, honest, matter-of-fact reverence for rank and wealth, the commonplace reader has to satisfy his inborn humility by looking up to an intellectual superior. Forbidden to act the flunkey to the aristocrat, he allows himself to adore the prima donna, the brilliant statesman, the swaggering freebooter, or the subtle master of intrigue. As he can no longer delight in the conversation of a duke, he accepts instead the conversation of an eminent house-breaker. And seeing that, however slight his knowledge of aristocratic circles might have been, his acquaintance with men of genius is even slighter — he is seldom able to detect the fraud which is so often played upon him. He may have a shrewd conception of how a duke would behave in a given situation, but a man of genius is above laws, and his actions are therefore incalculable. So the reader takes, with shut eyes and open mouth, whatever the journeyman novelist cares to offer him in the way of inspired heroes. He is unaware that the great detective whom he so much admires is as unlike any possible great detective as he is unlike a Patagonian anteater; these mysterious and incomprehensible actions pass not, as they should, for the well-meaning, but rather futile, efforts of an uninspired writer to simulate inspiration, but for the unfathomable deeds of a demigod. The more extraordinary they are, the more convinced is the reader of his heros genuineness. In the result, one reads of a great realistic author who studies his situations by kidnapping people, and forcing them to act for him; one finds a great thief who lives, surrounded by objets dart, in a castle in the middle of a sea-girt rock; one finds a great poet who, by way of seeking inspiration, wanders like a madman over the face of the earth for several months, then, returning home, scribbles for four days without stopping, and finally falls dead over his completed masterpiece. The convenience for a second-rate author of a public which accepts such creations may easily be estimated. If extravagance be a sign of genius, then it is infinitely easier to portray genius than mediocrity. The man in the street is quite capable of judging his kind, but to judge the weird antics of an inspired soul he has only the unreliable experience of nightmares. He can but devour and hold out his innocent hands for more. So the curious fashion grows, until the remarkable becomes more common than the commonplace; an amusing development enough, if one does not pause to reflect how swiftly this highly-seasoned fare can destroy any lingering taste for the products of a restrained and disciplined art.


The Literary Fop (1911)

First published in The Academy, 4 November 1911
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THERE IS A type of literary person, known to all periods, who bears something of the same relation to literature as the fop bears to manners. As the fop lives only to indicate certain poses and gesturings of life, so the exquisite of literature writes only to extract quaint flavours and essences which are accidental to Art, and not of its true spirit. Like the beau, he is apt to be a leader of fashion; like the beau, he is a stranger to the multitude, and a bugbear to simple, intelligent folk, and possesses an exquisite sensibility in matters which are unimportant. So great is this sensibility that he resents the carelessness of those whom he vaguely knows to be his betters; so regardless is he of the deep questions that lie behind all Art that he cannot understand any preoccupation save that with the superficial. A writer lax in his periods, though of sublime imagination, is to the literary fop like a person in a shabby coat. He may be a good fellow at heart, but it behoves him to change his tailor before seeking the society of gentlemen.

The literary fop is perhaps most common in times of mild and not unpleasant reaction — the less vital a literature the greater its refinement. When not under the necessity of fighting at the barricades, it can afford to loll in rose-gardens and toy with Watteau fans. Then is the hour of the fop. He mimics the battles of heroes with a toy sword; he repeats the declamations of fierce orators in silky tones and sentences of luxurious elaboration. He refines over and over upon the technique of the masters, because technique is his entire preoccupation; he overcomes the gods at decorative games because they play them with careless eyes and minds pondering on other things, while to him they are the sum of existence. He lays down the canons of a minute art which might possibly amuse the Olympians on an idle afternoon, but can have no real connection with the business of a laborious world. In the end, as often as not, he dies lamenting the coarseness of the worlds most cunning craftsmen. Thus he is apt to be a pessimist — self-taught, condemned to seek in vain, as the one light of life, what the wise discard as will-o-the-wisps of intellectual debauchery.

Like all pleasant and unimportant things, the creed of the literary fop moves much in fashions, from courtly love-song to chivalric romance, from pastoral heroics to symbolism, from the recondite conceits of sonneteers to high-flown analysis of exotic religions. No doubt these fashions have been largely the backwash of true schools of art; at any rate, we hear little of them in the most detailed histories of literature. Since they are not so easily and emphatically distinguished from vital movements as, for instance, extravagant fashions are from the natural evolution of clothes, and are not, on the other hand, accepted, like the costume of past ages, as matters of antiquarian interest, they have lacked their special historian. We know little of them beyond our own memories, though we seem to detect them broadcast in our reading, and may argue for ever as to where they begin and end. We hear their echoes and feel their dim and not always unwholesome presence throughout all literature, but they are seldom more than ghosts, far too vague for classification. They have cast many a false glamour over learning, and made the reputation of many a superfluous poet or critic.

But if we distinguish the literary fop with difficulty in the past, we can observe him at our leisure in the present. His work is all about us. In fiction he is powerful, in belles lettres he is all but supreme. We can see the touch of his hand in half of the output of eclectic journalism; he is responsible for many tones in latter-day criticism; poetry is all but entirely beneath his sway; he holds in his hands most of the canons of the complete essayist. Even in humour, which was not always his strong point, he has obtained firm footing. But this spreading of his reign in an age which, in spite of its faults, is not so much decadent as reactionary, is due to another cause. As he was once the product of refined idleness, he is now, paradoxically enough, a phenomenon of the sheer hard struggle for life among the appallingly numerous people who are authors without any particular justification. When men have no message which they burn to utter, and yet find themselves compelled to write day by day, they speedily develop those idiosyncrasies of outlook and manner which are the hall-mark of the literary fop. Being without any true originality, they make some unneeded refinement their substitute, offering half-tones instead of colours, forms instead of ideas, verbiage instead of words, and moods instead of theories. They sweep up the dust of big movements and display it as stuff of their own minds. They catch the unconsidered trifles of current philosophy and twist them into tremendous mysteries. They are often plagiarists, and not seldom thieves, but they work as hard for their meagre output as the most laborious of true artists for their masterpieces. The harm they do is in the futile complication of literary craftmanship, and in the bewilderment of simple folk in search of truth. It might be added that they bar the way of better writers than themselves, but that is true of the second-rate in all departments of life.

What will be the end of them it is impossible to say. They have seen the fall of more than one Empire, but it does not follow that they will see the fall of yet another; the modern world has a miraculous power of absorbing cranks. In the meantime they help to make the consideration of contemporary literature an impossibility to busy folk; they employ the publishers and they madden the casual, sensible reader. They have done their best to make authorship commonplace and art a matter of formulas. Their declamations fill the market place, and turn Grub Street into a Tower of Babel. It is curious to reflect that their predecessors were once indolent triflers in drawing-rooms.

R. T. C.


Realism and Fairyland (1912)

First published in The Academy, 6 January 1912
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FAIRYLAND IS EVERYMANS dream of perfection, and changes, dreamlike, with the mood of the dreamer. For one it is a scene of virgin, summery Nature undefiled by even the necessary works of man. For another it is a place where there exist no codes, conventions, or moral laws, and where people love or hate at sight, having their virtues and vices writ large upon them. For another it is a champaign dotted with fine castles, in which live sweet ladies clad in silk, spinning, and singing as they spin, and noble knights who do courteous battle with each other in forest glades; or a region of uncanny magic, haunting music, elves and charmed airs and waters. For still another it may be an anarchy of the beautiful touched with terror, tenanted by spirits who must be propitiated with cakes left on the window-sill and soft words spoken up the chimney at night. No two minds see fairyland alike or demand like gifts from it, and to the same fancy it alters from day to day, as the winds change which blow about a house, and with as little apparent reason. Nevertheless it gives by contraries so accurate a reflection of life that the spirit of an age is more essentially mirrored in its fairytales than in the most painstaking chronicle of a contemporary diarist.

The visions of what is called idealism are only reflections of fairyland and its experiences; they share with the scenes of that wonderful domain the merit of telling the truth about those who see them, and of telling it the more clearly because unconsciously. Yet there have arisen in the last half-century, more or less, certain long-faced, earnest, intent, and seemingly very daring people, who inform us sadly that we must look dull facts in the face if we would see truth, that we must not delude ourselves with rosy dreams or golden castles in Spain. By way of showing us how to proceed they rake over the rubbish-heaps of humanity in its close alleys and noisome slums to find fragments of broken moral crockery, to nose out the vices of unfortunate people, to set upon them the worst possible interpretation for the social system, and, by the simple process of multiplication, to construct from them what they consider typical human beings. Determining to hide nothing, and to show every side of life impartially, they forget that the things which necessarily strike them most in their impartial survey and appear most emphatic in their work are mere offal of the senses; as a man with a delicate sense of smell would find unpleasant odours the chief feature of life in a hovel of disease. Boldly declaring that they will cast aside all factitious optimism, they automatically choose the dark aspect of all things in order to be on the safe side; as a result unpleasantness becomes associated in their minds with truth, and if they wish to produce a faultlessly exact portrait of a man, all they need do is to paint his weaknesses and then, for the sake of propitiating the instinct of kindness left by some oversight in their hearts, to explain that his shortcomings are the inevitable consequences of a mistaken scheme of life. There remains only to set down the man thus portrayed in a milieu, the dulness, sordidness, and stuffiness of which is reproduced with a monotonous and facile elaboration hitherto unknown in art, and a masterpiece of realism is obtained. It is hardly surprising that when such stuff is given to tired and overworked men and women with unsteady nerves as a study for their leisure hours, it is apt to cause a certain flavour of despondency and pessimism to become characteristic of the time, with the social result that if any difficult problem of life clamours to be solved those best equipped for solving it have utterly lost all youthful hope and cheer and have no energy for the labour. They pass on with sighs, leaving the task to bureaucrats and party politicians.

It is an old sneer, no doubt, that realism is a picker-up of lifes refuse, and it may be just that any point of view which belongs to a large class of people should find representation in art. But it has never been proved to the satisfaction of the most reasonable and easily convinced visionary that the realistic is a definite point of view. For in truth it is only the mood of every mans dull and depressed hours. We are all realists at times, just as we are all sensualists at times, all liars at times, and all cowards at times. And if it be urged that for this very reason, because it is human, realism is essential to art, the obvious answer comes, that this claim entitles it at most to a niche in the temple, not as at present to a domination of the whole ritual, and that truth in art, as in other things, should not be sought by that process of exhaustion encouraged so fatally in our age by the pedants of science, and by their fallacy that it may be discovered by considering all the possibilities: a method which surrenders intuition and all the souls fine instincts to receive in exchange a handful of theories, which, compared with the infinite forms of immortal truth known to the gods, are as a handful of pebbles to a thousand miles of shingly beach.

Faulty as its philosophy is, however, the realistic creed which dominates our literature is not due so much to bad theories as to bad art. To be an idealist one must have a vision and an ideal; to be a realist, only a plodding, mechanical eye. Of all forms of art realism is the easiest to practise, because of all forms of mind the dull mind is commonest. The most unimaginative or uneducated person in the world can describe a dull scene dully, as the worst builder can produce an ugly house. To those who say that there are artists, called realists, who produce work which is neither ugly nor dull nor painful, any man who has walked down a commonplace city street at twilight, just as the lamps are lit, can reply that such artists are not realists, but the most courageous of idealists, for they exalt the sordid to a vision of magic, and create pure beauty out of plaster and vile dust.

R. T. C.


The Tropical Romance (1912)

First published in The Academy, 20 January 1912
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THE TROPICAL ROMANCE appears to be doomed; its sacred domain has been invaded, and its fiery hearth desecrated, by cold bands of Northern realists. No longer are the vivid colours, hot lights, and dancing blue seas its inalienable property, nor the dreamy Southern stars and phosphorescent wakes of South-bound whalers. No longer does it glide majestically by glorious palm-fringed islands bathed in opalescent light, pant over burning ageless deserts, insinuate itself through the tangled mysterious bazaars of the Orient, or have strange dealings with grave Arabs, smiling Kanakas, inscrutable Chinamen, wily Japanese.

Gone, too, are its heroes, the strong men who look unmoved on death and horror, picturesque, hard-living cynics of the high seas and barbaric lands, lean as tigers, weather-beaten as figureheads, clad in weird garments, and smoking eternal cheroots. Life amid these entrancing scenes and people has grown less simple. Its plain-spoken monarchs have given way to smug heroes who are neat storehouses of psychological lore, displayed at leisure by patient analysts, in whose hands the pirate appears cockney and the primal typhoon explains itself like the long-winded introducer of a private bill. The very savage is grown a person of more mental complication than the enlightened European of a century back, and his careless hut is one of the stages whereon athletic realists exercise their dreary gifts. Under this reign there is no room for the adventurer, artless and incorrigible. He is driven from his kingdom, and has no land to call his own. He lurks no man knows where, lamenting the golden past. A few of his kind only, and those the degenerate ones, have not scorned to set foot in cities, where they bow and strut in Brummagem-made clockwork detective stories, and may possibly appear heroic to errand-boys.

No doubt the development is largely a matter of geography. The touch of strangeness, the sense of exploration has vanished from those far-off, dangerous, inaccessible regions once loved by violent adventure. The remote corners of the earth draw nearer and nearer, until they are almost at our doorsteps, and we look out of our front windows on all the races of mankind. Local colour, however burning, is to be bought at a few shillings the page from any literary hack. The vivid romantic settings have been tabulated and indexed, and there is no more exhilaration in coming upon one of them than in choosing an apple from a fruit-dish. As far as fiction is concerned, they are but as Brixton villas and Mayfair drawing-rooms, commonplaces of which every one knows all that he wishes to know.

Certainly the violent romance of the tropics had its faults. It did not paint life as season-ticket-holders see it. It was apt to display the raw red edge of things, and to provide murderous-minded authors with a great many opportunities to enlarge on the surgical aspect of sudden death. It did not increase ones love for the suburban back garden, the measured plot in which the City clerk may pace on Sundays and holidays, and tell himself that his house is his castle. Its alarmingly swift justice did not cause one to admire the vacillating movements of political reform, nor did its somewhat vulgar insistence on the maxim that the heroic attitude of life covers a multitude of sins appeal to æsthetic young people who had just discovered themselves to be in the intellectual vanguard of the times. The tropical romance was inclined, in short, to lay too much emphasis on the gladiatorial virtues, and to hint too much contempt for those polite shrinkings which, when accompanied by a knowledge of ancient literature and a knack for artistic rhapsody, often pass as the most subtle philosophy. Nevertheless, to it belonged, in its day, the magic of the places where life is a mighty colourist, and it made that magic live as no other literature has ever done. And they were men, those somewhat shop-soiled heroes with tarnished morals and unflinching courage. One is forced to lament their passing, even if one could improve upon their ethics, and the lament is not so much because there is fear of a lack of brave men to succeed them as because there may at least be honest doubt whether the morbid, introspective heroes of the analytical school, or the passion-fettered pawns of the sexual realists, are as wise ideals for the novel-reading public. Perhaps the new heroes have the advantage of being easier to get rid of, if they are acknowledged to be obnoxious; for the heroes of the tropical romance were not killed without a struggle. And it might possibly be urged that their savagery and imperviousness to ideas were as firm barriers to progress as the worst decadence and the most vicious misuse of passion.

Our acceptance or denial of that view depends on the value which we attach to romance. It depends on whether we believe that heaven were better won in fighting inch by inch up the slopes of Olympus, or by the noiseless, strifeless working of a machine. It depends on whether one is a philanthropist in the sense of desiring to spare men pain and discomfort, or in the sense of longing to create for them such enthusiasm as will overcome all pain and all discomfort. It depends, in fine, on whether the best way is the line of least resistance or the rocky path of great endeavour, whether we are to be saved by the science or by the poetry of life. And that, after all, is the typical question of the age.

R. T. C.


Houses To Let (1912)

First published in The Academy, 24 February 1912
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THERE ARE SOME old houses, never too charming in the days of their prosperity, when their windows were full of light, when their passages resounded with the footsteps of commonplace people, and their walls gave back the echoes of dull conversation, that in age and neglect seem to be halfway houses of pure romance. They are to be found in most suburbs, in back streets where, for one of a dozen reasons, house property is at a low ebb, nooks and corners of villadom situated at an unbusinesslike distance from railway-stations, places of badly-lighted streets and unmended roads. One may perambulate more popular quarters for hours with a feeling of depression at the evidence everywhere of the paramount bourgeois spirit, seeing through front windows the inevitable delf bowl on a table doccasion, the outlines of laboured family portraits, the most recent improvements in gas-fittings or electric light shining hardly on those clean, smug bookcases, which seem to cry aloud that they have as little as possible to do with literature or learning. In the gardens one sees the usual round bed with the carefully-reared geraniums in the middle, the trim hedge cut weekly, the gravel path with an edge as straight as that of a piece of notepaper, the whitened steps, and the resplendent door-knocker. Passing by these shows comes some grass-grown roadway, haunted by a dilapidated mansion, once, no doubt, a desirable residence, but now roughened by neglect into some deeper thing. There will be a crazy iron gateway, perhaps, leaning away from its posts, its two parts held in precarious communion by a rusty chain. There will be a mossy path, a flight of dirty steps, leading to a blackened door, a few frowning, cobwebbed windows, a lofty, unkempt hedge, and perhaps two or three rose-bushes which still, if it is summer, put forth stunted blooms through the coils of serpent-like creepers. That and no more; vet what a door this poor ensemble opens to the imagination! The effect is like that of a fine etching, colourless but full of suggestion, with a faint flavour of the sordid — but it is the romance of sordidness.

One never thinks of such a house as quite human in the comfortable bread-and-butter sense. It is rather like an untidy outpost of fairyland; every loss from the domestic neatness is a gain, every touch of dilapidation a new evidence of enchantment. If the windows are dusty, the more fit are they to frame goblin faces peering forth at midnight. If the door is cracked and its knocker corroded, the more naturally might it resound to the ghostly rat-tat of a magician. If the roof has lost many slates, so that one can hear the raindrops echoing from room to room on wet days, the more such an accompaniment fits that higher melancholy which is the half of beauty.

It is likely enough that the house will front a rectangular garden, sodden grass plots and lost-looking trees. But looking from the front one can never quite rid oneself of the idea that it conceals a lovingly arranged pleasure-ground, which has somehow escaped the eye of the jerry-builder, a kingdom of ruin whose dimensions have somehow evaded the mathematics of ground space; an unknown region where the grass climbs waist-high and leans over the paths to form a tunnel, through which an adventurous child might creep for an hour and never see the sun; where there lingers a grey sundial half overwhelmed by encroaching jungle, a mimic Greek altar before which he might burn matches as incense to the outlandish gods of childhood; where there is entered by stooping beneath a pall of ivy a decrepit summer-house, whose interior is hot and dark at noon, and its one window a blind eye veiled by a closely-woven tapestry of creeper-stems. There may be, too, a quiet orchard where all through the months of fruit the leaves rustle dryly as the birds swing on the hanging pears and apples. There may be invisible rockeries lying in wait to tumble the invader into a warm bed of couch-grass, and high walls with stone copings, work of the days when private property was still an unshaken idol. So much is not a great deal to ask, but the finding is doubtful, and it is wiser to stay in the road and peer through the rusty gates.

Who has not, when looking at those landscapes and interiors of the Dutch School, been haunted by a longing to adventure ever so little beyond where the picture ends, to glance through some half-opened door or to round the turn of some charming path? It is much the same with our empty house. It is not only because what one sees is magical, but also because it is so little, that one is filled with a desire of what lies beyond. But the wise man goes away with the desire in his heart, content with that cameo which Nature, battling, like the idealist, with an ugly civilisation, has achieved for him. He knows, too, that even could he find such a garden as he imagines, and penetrate to its end, he would still ache to climb the wall and discover new realms of lonely enchantment. And perhaps he would burst through some protesting door to behold a railway-cutting or the vista, not poetically distant, of a line of workmens cottages. Then the domain would shrink, the ugliness of suburban life would batter upon its frontiers, and he would turn sadly away, like that man who thought he held a priceless jewel in his hand, and, opening his fingers to examine it, found a morsel of dry bread.

R. T. CHANDLER.


The Phrasemaker (1912)

First published in The Academy, 29 June 1912
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HE WHOM WE may without impertinence call the Phrasemaker is not one of the violent protagonists of literature. He has not shouted in triumph upon the mountain-top nor fled shrieking through the haunted wood. He has but little idea of the depth and vividness of life, concerns himself a great deal with trifles, and hardly has it in him to do justice to a memorable catastrophe. We cannot imagine him at war with the gods of civilisation, perched in a sixth-floor garret, cramped over a bare wooden table, tousled and feverish, spattering his fingers with ink and his soul with daemonic dreams. We cannot see him roaming the city, black-browed and anarchistic, growling behind an enormous pipe, and sneering beneath the lamp-post at the passing personified follies of life. He does not sit up until strange hours of the midnight nor arrange his meals in a fantastic schedule. He is as regular in his habits as an archdeacon; he shaves and has his boots blacked. One might set a clock by him without risk of serious error; seldom does he allow his breakfast to grow cold in waiting. He is a commonplace person, a product of ease and study, of quiet desires and facile happiness.

He sits by the fire with a pad of paper upon his knee and reviews the pageant of the coals, or by an open window in summer he draws sentiment from the evening and sets it upon paper in a perfume of fine language. He proceeds with deliberation in his work, has a neat handwriting, holds pen or pencil just so and seldom makes a false start, since, before putting a stroke on the paper, he has gone through a whole elaborate ritual of choice and arrangement. His greatest doubt is to be torn between two phrases seemingly equal in point of beauty; then will he wander from one to the other like a devoted gardener among his roses, touching a flower of language here and there, smiling and putting his head on one side in a critical attitude. In his greatest triumph he is restrained; his pen moves no faster over his darling sentence than that of an engrosser over the title of a deed. He seems rather to emblazon than to write his words, forming his letters as if they themselves were to appear for the world to read and were not destined to be thrust aside by a torrent of vulgar leaden type.

In thought the Phrasemaker is apt to be superficial, for he finds the exact arrangement of small things so fascinating that he can take little interest in the rough-hewing of large questions. And this superficiality is as much an intention as an effect; in his creed the word is as mighty as the thought, humanly speaking, and he who can form a perfect sentence has in him the power to produce a perfect book. The many examples to the contrary the Phrasemaker lays at the door of carelessness, to remove which from literary language is his aim and ambition. Towards that goal he marches with steady gaze and even tread; nothing can turn him aside from his path. Even ridicule, being a thing less exquisite than that which on his part calls it forth, is negligible to him. If he is not a fanatic, it is because his method forbids any extreme save that of beauty, which after all is not an extreme but a golden mean. He is the perfect man of letters; compared with him all others are but amateur or professional authors. He alone has no thought unconnected with literature.

To this man comes bitter as death the assertion that art is merely an adjunct of sociology. For him words and phrases live a perfect life of their own, and should not be plagued by outside interference. They dwell in a land of visions into which Poor Law Reports, Statistics of Birth and Marriage and other official documents enter only to scatter ruin. The brutal, mercenary and vulgar sides of life the Phrasemaker shrinks from by instinct, and it is probable that he sees a certain coarseness in the God who permits them. He is not intimate with either heaven or earth as they are seen by the mass of men; he has fashioned his own battle-ground and his own chosen Nirvana from one single ideal and activity.

In the end he comes to see most things through a veil of fine language. Nature becomes for him a box of many small compartments containing colours and tints and tones, from among which he selects the most beautiful and weaves them into a pattern of his own design. Whether that design has any ultimate meaning or no does not concern the Phrasemaker; he judges it by its appeal to his own conception of beauty. There is thus a touch of ineffectuality about him, for he will not take his subject-matter as it comes, and embroider both the mud-puddles and the rose-gardens of life into his art. He insists upon selecting and refining; he has a horror of decadence, which robuster minds rather incline to view as a tasty morsel in the varied feast of art. He shuts his eyes to everything but perfection; he handles language like a diamond-cutters tool, and will not employ it to slice Dutch cheese or black bread. He is blameless in his intentions, but often absurd in his scruples. He is behind the times, a phantom of another age who still wanders pensively in search of that bubble of art which our grandfathers used to call Style.

R. T. C.


Review of The Broad Highway by Jeffery Farnol. (Sampson Low and Co. 6s.)

First published in The Academy, 18 March 1911
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IT IS POSSIBLE that Mr. Jeffery Farnol has not read Lavengro, or that, having read it, he had yet no idea of making his present hero a recreation of George Borrows romantic picture of himself. Yet Lavengro was an unusual person, not to be confounded with the common ruck of men, and it would be hard to believe that one who reflects many of his characteristic traits so closely as does Peter Vibart should have no connection with him. Firstly, as if to clinch the matter, Mr. Farnol has put his hero in the same epoch, amid similar scenes, and has made him what Lavengro was above all things — a wanderer. So good a reflection of Lavengro is Peter Vibart, indeed, that he possesses the same disabilities as that romantic but inestimable person. Mr. Farnol tries to fill him with a great love-passion, but the thing is impossible; the man who loves Charmian in the second part of The Broad Plighway is not the Peter Vibart of the first half, but an ordinary moonstruck hero of sentimental romance, a creature of hothouse moods and unnatural speeches.

For the detailed account of his adventures we must refer the reader to the book itself, and he will be a person of very jaded appetite indeed who does not relish the freshness, the quietness, and the queer Borrow touch about Peters encounter with the boastful pugilist, Cragg by name and craggy by nature, and with the farmer who coveted his waistcoat, but with whom Peter refused to breakfast because his would-be host could not believe that that magnificent article of attire had cost 40s in London. Then there was the affair of the insolent dandies, the duel in which Peter for the first time caught a distant glimpse of his cousin, the rescue of a damsel in distress from two offensive abductors, and her restoration to her lover, the meeting with the madman who was dogging Peter with murderous intent, and many other roadside happenings.

With the opening of the second part comes the entry of Charmian into the haunted cottage, on a night of storm, and pursued by Maurice Vibart. With him Peter does furious battle in the darkness, and at length sends him away unconscious in his own post-chaise. With these events, too, comes the degeneration of the story in manner though not, perhaps, in plot. The old solemn Borrow touch is gone, and with it the subtly humorous conversations and the atmosphere of pure romance. In their stead we have all the feverishness and over-rapidity of the second-rate sensational writer. The love passages of Charmian and Peter are forced and wearisome, and the doings of Black George, when maddened by jealousy, are told with that gloomy extravagance which suggests disordered nerves in the writer. Mr. Farnol regains something of his former quiet incisiveness in narrating Peters escape from justice, when, the madman having at last found and killed his enemy, Peter suspects Charmian of the crime, and takes it upon himself; but the end, with its almost hysterical reconciliation of Peter and Charmian, who is, of course, the Lady Sophia Sefton of Cambourne, is but feeble stuff. It is impossible not to regret deeply the defects of the second half of Mr. Farnols book, yet the first half is really very good. It is fine work of an uncommon order, and not merely a promise of future worth. We judge Mr. Farnol to be a young writer, and we do not at all regret his occasional crudeness, since it is merely undisciplined strength. But he must learn to avoid the feverish touch; that more than anything is death to true romance.


Review of The Reason Why by Elinor Glyn. (Duckworth and Co. 6s.)

First published in The Academy, 23 December 1911
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THE FRONTISPIECE TO Mrs. Glyns latest novel is, in a way, a far better criticism of it than anything a hasty reviewer can write. It depicts a well-preserved lady of tall stature and voluptuous outlines throwing aside a fur cloak lined with amethyst silk in order to display a sort of bathing costume of sapphire blue, which appears to be her only garment. This article of attire reveals a quantity of white and rather pasty skin, an equally white and pasty face, with a ruby smear for a mouth, and two large, but not at all inscrutable, eyes. In the ears are pearl drops of such size as to be immediately set down as false, and the whole vision is surmounted by a badly-made wig of violent auburn hue.

Such is Zara, Countess Schulski, as seen by the powerful imagination of the enthusiastic illustrator. As a matter of fact, Zara is very beautiful and virtuous, and twenty-three years old, none of which truths one would gather from her portrait. She is driven, in order to provide for a delicate little brother, who is a musical prodigy, to enter upon a mercenary marriage with Tristram Lorrimer Guiscard Guiscard, twenty-fourth Baron Tancred, of Wrayth, in the county of Suffolk. She has been married already to some awful scoundrel of a foreigner, whose toy she was, and has consequently but a poor opinion of men. Owing to a misunderstanding of Tristrams (if we dare allude to a nobleman of such very ancient lineage by his Christian name) reasons for marrying her, which is the fault of her uncle, a millionaire with a house in Park-lane and a private lift, she treats Tristram coldly, and there is a scene after the wedding in which he swears she shall go down on her bended knees before he will speak words of love to her again. Gradually she falls in love with him, but she is pale as death all the while. Aristocratic society flutters in admiration about her, remarking upon her troubled looks. Tristram becomes wilder and wilder, loses all taste for his food, suspects her of infidelity, and departs for the Soudan. But the financier, meantime reformed by the softer passion, allows Zara to explain matters which she promised to conceal, and she reaches Tristrams rooms in London just in time to fall into his arms and murmur, Tu sais que je taime. Mrs. Glyn writes with an enormous amount of sensuous zest, which suggests that she really believes her work to be worth doing. It is this quality that lifts her out of the sea of bad fiction to a position of some notoriety, but to the critical reader it only condemns her, in the literary sense, the more securely.


Review of The Art of Loving and Dying: The Drama of Love and Death: A Study of Human Evolution and Transfiguration by Edward Carpenter. (George Allen and Co. 5s net.)

First published in The Academy, 22 June 1912
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WHAT WAS THE beginning of love, and what part does it play in the destinies of life? What rôle worthy of its power over the minds and bodies of men can we assign to it? How shall we explain its survival long after its task of reproduction is done, and the fact that its force and rarity are greatest when that task is least regarded? Why does it triumph over death so completely that at times it appears to devote itself deliberately to death, as if death were a necessary incident in its career?

Does the soul survive after death, and if so what is the soul which survives — the small personal self which we know and weary of, or some deeper self to which we are all but strangers? Are there in the beginnings of the race any indications of a soul existing before birth — indications which may clearly point to its continuance after death? What are the psychical phenomena of death? What form does the liberated spirit take, what is its pilgrimage and what its goal? And if its journeys and its deeds are wonderful beyond the dreams of man, what purpose is served by its confinement in the flesh?

Such are the questions which Mr. Carpenter asks and answers in his new book. Beginning with the Protozoa, called immortal because they do not die bodily but divide and redivide to produce an almost infinite succession of new creatures, he traces the beginnings of love from its first task of reviving two worn-out individuals by fusion of their forces. He points out with what strange cunning the most elementary forms of life perform these processes, and goes on to speak of human love, dwelling particularly upon its spiritual effect and its rejuvenating powers. He insists, as it is now the fashion to insist, upon an Art of Love, on the fact that there is a right and a wrong way of loving, quite apart from morality, and that the knowledge of the right way is criminally neglected in the teaching of youth.

If there is an Art of Love, there is also an Art of Dying. The full evils of a death which is artificially made revolting cannot be realised until one begins to calculate what takes place immediately after death, and how far the circumstances of its parting influence the liberated soul. Such speculations are bound to become fanciful, and are liable to be sneered at on that account, but we feel that we have no right to smile overmuch when Mr. Carpenter proceeds to divide the Self into four parts and to explain what happens to each of them. First there is the eternal and immortal soul or self, which remains much the same after death as before it — possibly as before birth. Second is the inner personal ego or human soul, that which we know of a man on his highest plane, his affections, his courage, his wit, his love of beauty and all his finer attributes. The destiny of this self is the most obscure and varied of the four; to its account, according to our author, are to be laid, both in life and afterwards, such things as forewarnings, telepathic messages and spiritual phenomena. This self wanders on the borderland of life, and the continuity and scope of its after existence may be determined largely by its powers and development on earth. Third comes the outer personal or animal self, which dies normally as completely as the fourth self, the actual body.

This theory has the advantage of explaining many things which are obscure, but it has the disadvantage, particularly as regards the second and third divisions of itself, of depending for a great deal of its force upon a ready acceptance of clairvoyance, ghosts, and spiritualistic phenomena of various kinds. Mr. Carpenter declares his mind to be open on this subject, but he gives a great deal of space to describing various spiritual appearances and records, and they certainly flavour the last half of the book strongly.

Of a like uncertainty seems the theory, cited here with approbation, that the personal soul consists of a framework of centresomes or active centres of the cells, which, owing to their minuteness, can pass through the tissues at death and, keeping their distances like soldiers on parade, give the appearance of a ghost body, when they become visible, as apparently they do on occasion. The idea is wonderfully ingenious, but is it not a little trivial?

When the author treats of reincarnation, and of the purpose of the souls incarnation, he seems to walk on surer and loftier ground. The possibility of the individual character of a man having been once clothed just as it is in a former body, and of its being destined to be thus clothed again in the future, he demolishes utterly by showing how entirely the perceptible individuality of a man — by which alone we know him — is a product of the circumstances of his life, his parents, his places of abode, his friends, his habits, his activities. The reincarnation of a deeper and less characteristic self is not to be denied so easily. Only by some such method, we are told, can the racial self such as we see in animals pass by way of the more distinct but still not quite individual self of civilised man on and on until it becomes a pure and perfect creation which can nevermore be mingled and confounded with the all-soul of the universe. The confinement of the flesh produces the perfection of personality, which is the aim of life, and which, without that imprisonment, would have remained but a vague flux and reflux of obscure forces. But the war of life, the struggle in these narrow surroundings, is bitter, and after death for a time at least comes sleep.

When one thinks of the strange contradictions of our mortal life, the hopelessly antagonistic elements, the warring of passions, the shattering of ideals, the stupor of monotony: the soul like a bird shut in a cage or with bright wings draggled in the mire; the horrible sense of sin which torments some people, the mad impulses which tyrannise over others; the alterations of ones own personality on different days, or at different depths and planes of consciousness; the supraliminal and the subliminal; the smug Upper-self, with its petty satisfactions and its precise and precious logic, and the great Under-self now rising (in the hour of death) like some vast shadowy figure or genius, out of the abyss of being — when one thinks of all this one feels that if there is to be any sanity or sequence in the conclusion, it must mean a long period of brooding and reconciliation, and even of sleep.

After a time the soul arises, a giant refreshed, and sets about its work, either once more on earth, or in more ethereal places. But what that work is and wherein it lies a charm so great that the happiest man dreaming of it may turn his face to the wall contentedly, are points which are not here elucidated. For the inadequacy of the delights of heaven, once heaven ceases to be regarded as a perfected material earth, is a thing which has paralysed all the philosophies.

We have sketched some of the lines of thought in this volume at a considerable length because they exhibit not only a very original plan and many unusual arguments, but also a sincere attempt to reconcile the theories of science with the modern mystical attitude. Fifty years ago, as Mr. Carpenter points out, science was thought to have explained away all grounds of belief; people talked about dead worlds and a mechanical universe. Now science has proceeded to the opposite extreme. So little is the universe beyond our ken an empty void that our bodies seem rather a veil betwixt our confined life and a far richer and more various existence behind. So little is life regarded now as a mere mechanism that the minutest cells are said to be sentient, creative and self-willed beings, with pains and pleasures and purposes of their own. Upon this scientific view Mr. Carpenter has raised the speculative structure of his book. Yet after all, greatly as the newer dreams transcend the old Victorian scientists gloomy prognostications, are they not a substitution of a very complicated for a comparatively simple mechanism of life? Is not the difference largely one of detail, and is not the new idea of the after-life with its transcendental rhapsodies about the great deeds of the liberated soul and the picture of a heaven like a laboratory in which the chemicals make endless experiments upon each other — is not this prospect almost as unsatisfying to the mind as that of peaceful annihilation? In the end we are driven to take all these theories, however exact and scientific, as figuratively as we take the poets dream; for to take them in sober earnest both the imagination and the sense of humour refuse point blank. Nevertheless, if Mr. Carpenter has not given us a creed (and we are perhaps too ready nowadays to look for a creed in every theorising volume), he has given us a brilliant and original book, which reveals the best of the typical qualities of our age.


Review of The Rural Labourer at Home; Change in the Village by George Bourne. (Duckworth and Co. 5s net.)

First published in The Academy, 22 June 1912
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THE TASK OF tracing the change of the village peasant into the modern labouring man, the accompanying alterations in his surroundings, the narrowing of his mind in one direction and its widening in another, together with a reckoning up of the faults of the present and the hopes for the future, Mr. George Bourne has here accomplished with thoroughness, patience, good nature, and a gentle, but determined, insistence of unpalatable facts. To say that his book is very interesting when it deals with a subject which must on the surface be unattractive to many people, when the village chosen for the type is without a touch of romance either in history or situation, and its people are set down before us with all the commonplace sordidness which a casual unimaginative mind might see in them, that alone is high praise.

The labouring man is a familiar figure in our civilisation. Most people are aware that he has a habit of smoking shag, that he sees virtues in the public-house which are not apparent to the cultivated mind, that he walks in an ungainly fashion, carries his lunch in a red handkerchief, often goes unshaven from week-end to week-end, and usually lives in a small, dingy cottage, in the rear of which washing can be seen hung out on several days of the week. A few may know beyond this that he does most of the unpleasant work of the world for very small pay, that his manners towards strangers, particularly of his own class, are often a good deal better, taking them all in all, than those of the middle classes who employ him, that he is a very expert gardener, and that the animosity which he is supposed to feel towards men of property is, as a rule, a myth. All this and very much more Mr. Bourne tells us, chatting in a genial way, and showing himself so little a partisan that he leaves us ignorant of his political views. He takes us into the labouring mans home, shows us in what constrained spaces his family have to live, and how little an exalted ideal of cleanliness is possible there. He shows us the silent heroism of a body of men who can afford to think no toil too exacting or unpleasant, who can never throughout their lives honestly put the pleasure of the moment before the possibility of earning a shilling. Mr. Bourne is not a pessimist, and yet the picture he paints is very drab. It would be hard to imagine anyone wanting to be a modern labourer, and when we have said that we have made a final criticism upon the existence of the labouring class. Life for them involves so many unbreakable rules, orders them to do so many unpleasant things, gives them so little choice as to the time and manner of doing them, and denies them so many pleasures which others deem necessities, that their good humour and energy are among the most powerful arguments to be found for the future greatness of humanity.

Many of the discomforts of the labourers present position Mr. Bourne attributes to the enclosure of the commons, but it is not to be inferred from this that he indulges in anything like denunciation of property owners. His quarrel, on the whole, is not with the land-owning class, but with the commercial ideal, its overdriven thrift, its thoughtless use of superfluous machinery to make a hundred unnecessary bad articles where one necessary good thing would have sufficed. Such an indictment belongs rather to philosophy than to practical politics, but the effect of commercial methods upon the labouring man is a ludicrous comment on the current economic. The precise result is that he, with the smallest wages in the community, buys everything at the highest price, because he can buy so little at a time, and because, when there is question of any large outlay, he is driven beyond possibility of practical wisdom to buy what is cheap and rotten.

Into the details of this book it is not necessary for a review to enter. We have shown its spirit, and its scope is sufficiently indicated by such chapter headings as: Man and Wife, Drink, Ways and Means, The Peasant System, Competition, Humiliation, The Want of Book-Learning, Emotional Starvation, The Childrens Need, etc. Of plans for the future Mr. Bourne gives us little; he is modest, and declares himself a friendly, unskilled, unstatistical observer. He aims at showing just what the labouring man is, and with what he has to contend, and he succeeds perfectly.


The Simple Art of Murder (1944)

AN ESSAY
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First published in The Atlantic Monthly, December 1944

Fiction in any form has always intended to be realistic. Old-fashioned novels which now seem stilted and artificial to the point of burlesque did not appear that way to the people who first read them. Writers like Fielding and Smollett could seem realistic in the modern sense because they dealt largely with uninhibited characters, many of whom were about two jumps ahead of the police, but Jane Austens chronicles of highly inhibited people against a background of rural gentility seem real enough psychologically. There is plenty of that kind of social and emotional hypocrisy around today. Add to it a liberal dose of intellectual pretentiousness and you get the tone of the book page in your daily paper and the earnest and fatuous atmosphere breathed by discussion groups in little clubs. These are the people who make best sellers, which are promotional jobs based on a sort of indirect snob appeal, carefully escorted by the trained seals of the critical fraternity, and lovingly tended and watered by certain much too powerful pressure groups whose business is selling books, although they would like you to think they are fostering culture. Just get a little behind in your payments and you will find out how idealistic they are.

The detective story for a variety of reasons can seldom be promoted. It is usually about murder and hence lacks the element of uplift. Murder, which is a frustration of the individual and hence a frustration of the race, may have, and in fact has, a good deal of sociological implication. But it has been going on too long for it to be news. If the mystery novel is at all realistic (which it very seldom is) it is written in a certain spirit of detachment; otherwise nobody but a psychopath would want to write it or read it. The murder novel has also a depressing way of minding its own business, solving its own problems and answering its own questions. There is nothing left to discuss, except whether it was well enough written to be good fiction, and the people who make up the half-million sales wouldnt know that anyway. The detection of quality in writing is difficult enough even for those who make a career of the job, without paying too much attention to the matter of advance sales.

The detective story (perhaps I had better call it that, since the English formula still dominates the trade) has to find its public by a slow process of distillation. That it does do this, and holds on thereafter with such tenacity, is a fact; the reasons for it are a study for more patient minds than mine. Nor is it any part of my thesis to maintain that it is a vital and significant form of art. There are no vital and significant forms of art; there is only art, and precious little of that. The growth of populations has in no way increased the amount; it has merely increased the adeptness with which substitutes can be produced and packaged.

Yet the detective story, even in its most conventional form, is difficult to write well. Good specimens of the art are much rarer than good serious novels. Second-rate items outlast most of the high-velocity fiction, and a great many that should never have been born simply refuse to die at all. They are as durable as the statues in public parks and just about as dull.

This fact is annoying to people of what is called discernment. They do not like it that penetrating and important works of fiction of a few years back stand on their special shelf in the library marked Best-sellers of Yesteryear or something, and nobody goes near them but an occasional shortsighted customer who bends down, peers briefly and hurries away; while at the same time old ladies jostle each other at the mystery shelf to grab off some item of the same vintage with such a title as The Triple Petunia Murder Case or Inspector Pinchbottle to the Rescue. They do not like it at all that really important books (and some of them are too, in a way) get the frosty mitt at the reprint counter while Death Wears Yellow Garters is put out in editions of fifty or one hundred thousand copies on the newsstands of the country, and is obviously not there just to say goodbye.

To tell the truth, I do not like it very much myself. In my less stilted moments I too write detective stories, and all this immortality makes just a little too much competition. Even Einstein couldnt get very far if three hundred treatises of the higher physics were published every year, and several thousand others in some form or other were hanging around in excellent condition, and being read too.

Hemingway says somewhere that the good writer competes only with the dead. The good detective story writer (there must after all be a few) competes not only with all the unburied dead but with all the hosts of the living as well. And on almost equal terms; for it is one of the qualities of this kind of writing that the thing that makes people read it never goes out of style. The heros tie may be a little out of the mode and the good gray inspector may arrive in a dogcart instead of a streamlined sedan with siren screaming, but what he does when he gets there is the same old futzing around with timetables and bits of charred paper and who trampled the jolly old flowering arbutus under the library window.

I have, however, a less sordid interest in the matter. It seems to me that production of detective stories on so large a scale, and by writers whose immediate reward is small and whose meed of critical praise is almost nil, would not be possible at all if the job took any talent. In that sense the raised eyebrow of the critic and the shoddy merchandising of the publisher are perfectly logical. The average detective story is probably no worse than the average novel, but you never see the average novel. It doesnt get published. The average — or only slightly above average — detective story does. Not only is it published but it is sold in small quantities to rental libraries and it is read. There are even a few optimists who buy it at the full retail price of two dollars, because it looks so fresh and new and there is a picture of a corpse on the cover.

And the strange thing is that this average, more than middling dull, pooped-out piece of utterly unreal and mechanical fiction is really not very different from what are called the masterpieces of the art. It drags on a little more slowly, the dialogue is a shade grayer, the cardboard out of which the characters are cut is a shade thinner, and the cheating is a little more obvious. But it is the same kind of book. Whereas the good novel is not at all the same kind of book as the bad novel. It is about entirely different things. But the good detective story and the bad detective story are about exactly the same things, and they are about them in very much the same way. There are reasons for this too, and reasons for the reasons; there always are.

I suppose the principal dilemma of the traditional or classic or straight deductive or logic and deduction novel of detection is that for any approach to perfection it demands a combination of qualities not found in the same mind. The coolheaded constructionist does not also come across with lively characters, sharp dialogue, a sense of pace, and an acute use of observed detail. The grim logician has as much atmosphere as a drawing board. The scientific sleuth has a nice new shiny laboratory, but Im sorry I cant remember the face. The fellow who can write you a vivid and colorful prose simply will not be bothered with the coolie labor of breaking down unbreakable alibis.

The master of rare knowledge is living psychologically in the age of the hoop skirt. If you know all you should know about ceramics and Egyptian needlework, you dont know anything at all about the police. If you know that platinum wont melt under about 3000° F. by itself, but will melt at the glance of a pair of deep blue eyes if you put it near a bar of lead, then you dont know how men make love in the twentieth century. And if you know enough about the elegant flânerie of the pre-war French Riviera to lay your story in that locale, you dont know that a couple of capsules of barbital small enough to be swallowed will not only not kill a man — they will not even put him to sleep if he fights against them.

Every detective story writer makes mistakes, of course, and none will ever know as much as he should. Conan Doyle made mistakes which completely invalidated some of his stories, but he was a pioneer, and Sherlock Holmes after all is mostly an attitude and a few dozen lines of unforgettable dialogue. It is the ladies and gentlemen of what Mr. Howard Haycraft (in his book Murder for Pleasure) calls the Golden Age of detective fiction that really get me down. This age is not remote. For Mr. Haycrafts purpose it starts after the First World War and lasts up to about 1930. For all practical purposes it is still here. Two thirds or three quarters of all the detective stories published still adhere to the formula the giants of this era created, perfected, polished, and sold to the world as problems in logic and deduction.

These are stern words, but be not alarmed. They are only words. Let us glance at one of the glories of the literature, an acknowledged masterpiece of the art of fooling the reader without cheating him. It is called The Red House Mystery, was written by A. A. Milne, and has been named by Alexander Woollcott (rather a fast man with a superlative) one of the three best mystery stories of all time. Words of that size are not spoken lightly. The book was published in 1922 but is timeless, and might as easily have been published in July, 1939, or, with a few slight changes, last week. It ran thirteen editions and seems to have been in print, in the original format, for about sixteen years. That happens to few books of any kind. It is an agreeable book, light, amusing in the Punch style, written with a deceptive smoothness that is not so easy as it looks.

It concerns Mark Abletts impersonation of his brother Robert as a hoax on his friends. Mark is the owner of the Red House, a typical laburnum-and-lodge-gate English country house. He has a secretary who encourages him and abets him in this impersonation, and who is going to murder him if he pulls it off. Nobody around the Red House has ever seen Robert, fifteen years absent in Australia and known by repute as a no-good. A letter is talked about (but never shown) announcing Roberts arrival, and Mark hints it will not be a pleasant occasion. One afternoon, then, the supposed Robert arrives, identifies himself to a couple of servants, is shown into the study. Mark goes in after him (according to testimony at the inquest). Robert is then found dead on the floor with a bullet hole in his face, and of course Mark has vanished into thin air. Arrive the police, who suspect Mark must be the murderer, remove the débris, and proceed with the investigation — and in due course, with the inquest.

Milne is aware of one very difficult hurdle and tries as well as he can to get over it. Since the secretary is going to murder Mark, once Mark has established himself as Robert, the impersonation has to continue and fool the police. Since, also, everybody around the Red House knows Mark intimately, disguise is necessary. This is achieved by shaving off Marks beard, roughening his hands (not the hands of a manicured gentleman — testimony), and the use of a gruff voice and rough manner.

But this is not enough. The cops are going to have the body and the clothes on it and whatever is in the pockets. Therefore none of this must suggest Mark. Milne therefore works like a switch engine to put over the motivation that Mark is such a thoroughly conceited performer that he dresses the part down to the socks and underwear (from all of which the secretary has removed the makers labels), like a ham blacking himself all over to play Othello. If the reader will buy this (and the sales record shows he must have), Milne figures he is solid. Yet, however light in texture the story may be, it is offered as a problem of logic and deduction.

If it is not that, it is nothing at all. There is nothing else for it to be. If the situation is false, you cannot even accept it as a light novel, for there is no story for the light novel to be about. If the problem does not contain the elements of truth and plausibility, it is no problem; if the logic is an illusion, there is nothing to deduce. If the impersonation is impossible once the reader is told the conditions it must fulfill, then the whole thing is a fraud. Not a deliberate fraud, because Milne would not have written the story if he had known what he was up against. He is up against a number of deadly things, none of which he even considers. Nor, apparently, does the casual reader, who wants to like the story — hence takes it at its face value. But the reader is not called upon to know the facts of life when the author does not. The author is the expert in the case.

Here is what this author ignores:

1. The coroner holds formal jury inquest on a body for which no legal competent identification is offered. A coroner, usually in a big city, will sometimes hold inquest on a body that cannot be identified, if the record of such an inquest has or may have a value (fire, disaster, evidence of murder). No such reason exists here, and there is no one to identify the body. Witnesses said the man said he was Robert Ablett. This is mere presumption, and has weight only if nothing conflicts with it. Identification is a condition precedent to an inquest. It is a matter of law. Even in death a man has a right to his own identity. The coroner will, wherever humanly possible, enforce that right. To neglect it would be a violation of his office.

2. Since Mark Ablett, missing and suspected of the murder, cannot defend himself, all evidence of his movements before and after the murder is vital (as also whether he has money to run away on); yet all such evidence is given by the man closest to the murder and is without corroboration. It is automatically suspect until proved true.

3. The police find by direct investigation that Robert Ablett was not well thought of in his native village. Somebody there must have known him. No such person was brought to the inquest. (The story couldnt stand it.)

4. The police know there is an element of threat in Roberts supposed visit, and that it is connected with the murder must be obvious to them. Yet they make no attempt to check Robert in Australia, or find out what character he had there, or what associates, or even if he actually came to England, and with whom. (If they had, they would have found out he had been dead three years.)

5. The police surgeon examines a body with a recently shaved beard (exposing unweathered skin) and artificially roughened hands, but it is the body of a wealthy, soft-living man, long resident in a cool climate. Robert was a rough individual and had lived fifteen years in Australia. That is the surgeons information. It is impossible he would have noticed nothing to conflict with it.

6. The clothes are nameless, empty, and have had the labels removed. Yet the man wearing them asserted an identity. The presumption that he was not what he said he was is overpowering. Nothing whatever is done about his peculiar circumstance. It is never even mentioned as being peculiar.

7. A man is missing, a well-known local man, and a body in the morgue closely resembles him. It is impossible that the police should not at once eliminate the chance that the missing man is the dead man. Nothing would be easier than to prove it. Not even to think of it is incredible. It makes idiots of the police, so that a brash amateur may startle the world with a fake solution.

The detective in the case is an insouciant amateur named Anthony Gillingham, a nice lad with a cheery eye, a nice little flat in town, and that airy manner. He is not making any money on the assignment, but is always available when the local gendarmerie loses its notebook. The English police endure him with their customary stoicism, but I shudder to think what the boys down at the Homicide Bureau in my city would do to him.

There are even less plausible examples of the art than this. In Trents Last Case (often called the perfect detective story) you have to accept the premise that a giant of international finance, whose lightest frown makes Wall Street quiver like a chihuahua, will plot his own death so as to hang his secretary, and that the secretary when pinched will maintain an aristocratic silence — the old Etonian in him, maybe. I have known relatively few international financiers, but I rather think the author of this novel has (if possible) known fewer.

There is another one, by Freeman Wills Crofts (the soundest builder of them all when he doesnt get too fancy), wherein a murderer, by the aid of make-up, split-second timing and some very sweet evasive action, impersonates the man he has just killed and thereby gets him alive and distant from the place of the crime. There is one by Dorothy Sayers in which a man is murdered alone at night in his house by a mechanically released weight which works because he always turns the radio on at just such a moment, always stands in just such a position in front of it, and always bends over just so far. A couple of inches either way and the customers would get a rain check. This is what is vulgarly known as having God sit in your lap; a murderer who needs that much help from Providence must be in the wrong business.

And there is a scheme of Agatha Christies featuring M. Hercule Poirot, that ingenious Belgian who talks in a literal translation of school-boy French. By duly messing around with his little gray cells M. Poirot decides that since nobody on a certain through sleeper could have done the murder alone, everybody did it together, breaking the process down into a series of simple operations like assembling an egg beater. This is the type that is guaranteed to knock the keenest mind for a loop. Only a halfwit could guess it.

There are much better plots by these same writers and by others of their school. There may be one somewhere that would really stand up under close scrutiny. It would be fun to read it, even if I did have to go back to page 47 and refresh my memory about exactly what time the second gardener potted the prize-winning tea-rose begonia. There is nothing new about these stories and nothing old. The ones I mentioned are all English because the authorities, such as they are, seem to feel that the English writers had an edge in this dreary routine and that the Americans, even the creator of Philo Vance, only make the Junior Varsity.

This, the classic detective story, has learned nothing and forgotten nothing. It is the story you will find almost any week in the big shiny magazines, handsomely illustrated, and paying due deference to virginal love and the right kind of luxury goods. Perhaps the tempo has become a trifle faster and the dialogue a little more glib. There are more frozen daiquiris and stingers and fewer glasses of crusty old port, more clothes by Vogue and décors by House Beautiful, more chic, but not more truth. We spend more time in Miami hotels and Cape Cod summer colonies and go not so often down by the old gray sundial in the Elizabethan garden.

But fundamentally it is the same careful grouping of suspects, the same utterly incomprehensible trick of how somebody stabbed Mrs. Pottington Postlethwaite III with the solid platinum poniard just as she flatted on the top note of the Bell Song from Lakmé in the presence of fifteen ill-assorted guests; the same ingénue in fur-trimmed pajamas screaming in the night to make the company pop in and out of doors and ball up the timetable; the same moody silence next day as they sit around sipping Singapore slings and sneering at each other, while the flatfeet crawl to and fro under the Persian rugs, with their derby hats on.

Personally I like the English style better. It is not quite so brittle and the people as a rule just wear clothes and drink drinks. There is more sense of background, as if Cheesecake Manor really existed all around and not just in the part the camera sees; there are more long walks over the downs and the characters dont all try to behave as if they had just been tested by MGM. The English may not always be the best writers in the world, but they are incomparably the best dull writers.

There is a very simple statement to be made about all these stories: they do not really come off intellectually as problems, and they do not come off artistically as fiction. They are too contrived, and too little aware of what goes on in the world. They try to be honest, but honesty is an art. The poor writer is dishonest without knowing it, and the fairly good one can be dishonest because he doesnt know what to be honest about. He thinks a complicated murder scheme which baffled the lazy reader, who wont be bothered itemizing the details, will also baffle the police, whose business is with details.

The boys with their feet on the desks know that the easiest murder case in the world to break is the one somebody tried to get very cute with; the one that really bothers them is the murder somebody thought of only two minutes before he pulled it off. But if the writers of this fiction wrote about the kind of murders that happen, they would also have to write about the authentic flavor of life as it is lived. And since they cannot do that, they pretend that what they do is what should be done. Which is begging the question — and the best of them know it.

In her introduction to the first Omnibus of Crime, Dorothy Sayers wrote: It [the detective story] does not, and by hypothesis never can, attain the loftiest level of literary achievement. And she suggested somewhere else that this is because it is a literature of escape and not a literature of expression. I do not know what the loftiest level of literary achievement is: neither did Aeschylus or Shakespeare; neither does Miss Sayers. Other things being equal, which they never are, a more powerful theme will provoke a more powerful performance. Yet some very dull books have been written about God, and some very fine ones about how to make a living and stay fairly honest. It is always a matter of who writes the stuff, and what he has in him to write it with.

As for literature of expression and literature of escape — this is critics jargon, a use of abstract words as if they had absolute meanings. Everything written with vitality expresses that vitality: there are no dull subjects, only dull minds. All men who read escape from something else into what lies behind the printed page; the quality of the dream may be argued, but its release has become a functional necessity. All men must escape at times from the deadly rhythm of their private thoughts. It is part of the process of life among thinking beings. It is one of the things that distinguish them from the three-toed sloth; he apparently — one can never be quite sure — is perfectly content hanging upside down on a branch, not even reading Walter Lippmann. I hold no particular brief for the detective story as the ideal escape. I merely say that all reading for pleasure is escape, whether it be Greek, mathematics, astronomy, Benedetto Croce, or The Diary of the Forgotten Man. To say otherwise is to be an intellectual snob, and a juvenile at the art of living.

I do not think such considerations moved Miss Dorothy Sayers to her essay in critical futility.

I think what was really gnawing at Miss Sayers mind was the slow realization that her kind of detective story was an arid formula which could not even satisfy its own implications. It was second-grade literature because it was not about the things that could make first-grade literature. If it started out to be about real people (and she could write about them — her minor characters show that), they must very soon do unreal things in order to form the artificial pattern required by the plot. When they did unreal things, they ceased to be real themselves. They became puppets and cardboard lovers and papier-mâché villains and detectives of exquisite and impossible gentility.

The only kind of writer who could be happy with these properties was the one who did not know what reality was. Dorothy Sayers own stories show that she was annoyed by this triteness; the weakest element in them is the part that makes them detective stories, the strongest the part which could be removed without touching the problem of logic and deduction. Yet she could not or would not give her characters their heads and let them make their own mystery. It took a much simpler and more direct mind than hers to do that.

In The Long Week End, which is a drastically competent account of English life and manners in the decades following the First World War, Robert Graves and Alan Hodge gave some attention to the detective story. They were just as traditionally English as the ornaments of the Golden Age, and they wrote of the time in which these writers were almost as well known as any writers in the world. Their books in one form or another sold into the millions, and in a dozen languages. These were the people who fixed the form and established the rules and founded the famous Detection Club, which is a Parnassus of English writers of mystery. Its roster includes practically every important writer of detective fiction since Conan Doyle.

But Graves and Hodge decided that during this whole period only one first-class writer had written detective stories at all. An American, Dashiell Hammett. Traditional or not, Graves and Hodge were not fuddyduddy connoisseurs of the second-rate; they could see what went on in the world and that the detective story of their time didnt; and they were aware that writers who have the vision and the ability to produce real fiction do not produce unreal fiction.

How original a writer Hammett really was it isnt easy to decide now, even if it mattered. He was one of a group — the only one who achieved critical recognition — who wrote or tried to write realistic mystery fiction. All literary movements are like this; some one individual is picked out to represent the whole movement; he is usually the culmination of the movement. Hammett was the ace performer, but there is nothing in his work that is not implicit in the early novels and short stories of Hemingway.

Yet, for all I know, Hemingway, may have learned something from Hammett as well as from writers like Dreiser, Ring Lardner, Carl Sandburg, Sherwood Anderson, and himself. A rather revolutionary debunking of both the language and the material of fiction had been going on for some time. It probably started in poetry; almost everything does. You can take it clear back to Walt Whitman, if you like. But Hammett applied it to the detective story, and this, because of its heavy crust of English gentility and American pseudogentility, was pretty hard to get moving.

I doubt that Hammett had any deliberate artistic aims whatever; he was trying to make a living by writing something he had firsthand information about. He made some of it up; all writers do; but it had a basis in fact; it was made up out of real things. The only reality the English detection writers knew was the conversational accent of Surbiton and Bognor Regis. If they wrote about dukes and Venetian vases, they knew no more about them out of their own experience than the well-heeled Hollywood character knows about the French Modernists that hang in his Bel-Air château or the semi-antique Chippendale-cum-cobblers bench that he uses for a coffee table. Hammett took murder out of the Venetian vase and dropped it into the alley; it doesnt have to stay there forever, but it looked like a good idea to get as far as possible from Emily Posts idea of how a well-bred débutante gnaws a chicken wing.

Hammett wrote at first (and almost to the end) for people with a sharp, aggressive attitude to life. They were not afraid of the seamy side of things; they lived there. Violence did not dismay them; it was right down their street. Hammett gave murder back to the kind of people that commit it for reasons, not just to provide a corpse; and with the means at hand, not hand-wrought dueling pistols, curare and tropical fish. He put these people down on paper as they were, and he made them talk and think in the language they customarily used for these purposes.

He had style, but his audience didnt know it, because it was in a language not supposed to be capable of such refinements. They thought they were getting a good meaty melodrama written in the kind of lingo they imagined they spoke themselves. It was, in a sense, but it was much more. All language begins with speech, and the speech of common men at that, but when it develops to the point of becoming a literary medium it only looks like speech. Hammetts style at its worst was as formalized as a page of Marius the Epicurean; at its best it could say almost anything. I believe this style, which does not belong to Hammett or to anybody, but is the American language (and not even exclusively that any more), can say things he did not know how to say, or feel the need of saying. In his hands it had no overtones, left no echo, evoked no image beyond a distant hill.

Hammett is said to have lacked heart; yet the story he himself thought the most of is the record of a mans devotion to a friend. He was spare, frugal, hard-boiled, but he did over and over again what only the best writers can ever do at all. He wrote scenes that seemed never to have been written before.

With all this he did not wreck the formal detective story. Nobody can; production demands a form that can be produced. Realism takes too much talent, too much knowledge, too much awareness. Hammett may have loosened it up a little here, and sharpened it a little there. Certainly all but the stupidest and most meretricious writers are more conscious of their artificiality than they used to be. And he demonstrated that the detective story can be important writing. The Maltese Falcon may or may not be a work of genius, but an art which is capable of it is not by hypothesis incapable of anything. Once a detective story can be as good as this, only the pedants will deny that it could be even better.

Hammett did something else; he made the detective story fun to write, not an exhausting concatenation of insignificant clues. Without him there might not have been a regional mystery as clever as Percival Wildes Inquest, or an ironic study as able as Raymond Postgates Verdict of Twelve, or a savage piece of intellectual double-talk like Kenneth Fearings The Dagger of the Mind, or a tragi-comic idealization of the murderer as in Donald Hendersons Mr. Bowling Buys a Newspaper, or even a gay Hollywoodian gambol like Richard Sales Lazarus No. 7.

The realistic style is easy to abuse: from haste, from lack of awareness, from inability to bridge the chasm that lies between what a writer would like to be able to say and what he actually knows how to say. It is easy to fake; brutality is not strength, flipness is not wit, edge-of-the-chair writing can be as boring as flat writing; dalliance with promiscuous blondes can be very dull stuff when described by goaty young men with no other purpose in mind than to describe dalliance with promiscuous blondes. There has been so much of this sort of thing that if a character in a detective story says Yeah, the author is automatically a Hammett imitator.

And there are still a number of people around who say that Hammett did not write detective stories at all — merely hard-boiled chronicles of mean streets with a perfunctory mystery element dropped in like the olive in a martini. These are the flustered old ladies — of both sexes (or no sex) and almost all ages — who like their murders scented with magnolia blossoms and do not care to be reminded that murder is an act of infinite cruelty, even if the perpetrators sometimes look like playboys or college professors or nice motherly women with softly graying hair.

There are also a few badly scared champions of the formal or classic mystery who think that no story is a detective story which does not pose a formal and exact problem and arrange the clues around it with neat labels on them. Such would point out, for example, that in reading The Maltese Falcon no one concerns himself with who killed Spades partner, Archer (which is the only formal problem of the story), because the reader is kept thinking about something else. Yet in The Glass Key the reader is constantly reminded that the question is who killed Taylor Henry, and exactly the same effect is obtained — an effect of movement, intrigue, cross-purposes, and the gradual elucidation of character, which is all the detective story has any right to be about anyway. The rest is spillikins in the parlor.

But all this (and Hammett too) is for me not quite enough. The realist in murder writes of a world in which gangsters can rule nations and almost rule cities, in which hotels and apartment houses and celebrated restaurants are owned by men who made their money out of brothels, in which a screen star can be the finger man for a mob, and the nice man down the hall is a boss of the numbers racket; a world where a judge with a cellar full of bootleg liquor can send a man to jail for having a pint in his pocket, where the mayor of your town may have condoned murder as an instrument of money-making, where no man can walk down a dark street in safety because law and order are things we talk about but refrain from practicing; a world where you may witness a holdup in broad daylight and see who did it, but you will fade quickly back into the crowd rather than tell anyone, because the holdup men may have friends with long guns, or the police may not like your testimony, and in any case the shyster for the defense will be allowed to abuse and vilify you in open court, before a jury of selected morons, without any but the most perfunctory interference from a political judge.

It is not a fragrant world, but it is the world you live in, and certain writers with tough minds and a cool spirit of detachment can make very interesting and even amusing patterns out of it. It is not funny that a man should be killed, but it is sometimes funny that he should be killed for so little, and that his death should be the coin of what we call civilization. All this still is not quite enough.

In everything that can be called art there is a quality of redemption. It may be pure tragedy, if it is high tragedy, and it may be pity and irony, and it may be the raucous laughter of the strong man. But down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid. The detective in this kind of story must be such a man. He is the hero; he is everything. He must be a complete man and a common man and yet an unusual man. He must be, to use a rather weathered phrase, a man of honor — by instinct, by inevitability, without thought of it, and certainly without saying it. He must be the best man in his world and a good enough man for any world. I do not care much about his private life; he is neither a eunuch nor a satyr; I think he might seduce a duchess and I am quite sure he would not spoil a virgin; if he is a man of honor in one thing, he is that in all things.

He is a relatively poor man, or he would not be a detective at all. He is a common man or he could not go among common people. He has a sense of character, or he would not know his job. He will take no mans money dishonestly and no mans insolence without a due and dispassionate revenge. He is a lonely man and his pride is that you will treat him as a proud man or be very sorry you ever saw him. He talks as the man of his age talks — that is, with rude wit, a lively sense of the grotesque, a disgust for sham, and a contempt for pettiness.

The story is this mans adventure in search of a hidden truth, and it would be no adventure if it did not happen to a man fit for adventure. He has a range of awareness that startles you, but it belongs to him by right, because it belongs to the world he lives in. If there were enough like him, the world would be a very safe place to live in, without becoming too dull to be worth living in.
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Hollywood is easy to hate, easy to sneer at, easy to lampoon. Some of the best lampooning has been done by people who have never been through a studio gate, some of the best sneering by egocentric geniuses who departed huffily — not forgetting to collect their last pay check – leaving behind them nothing but the exquisite aroma of their personalities and a botched job for the tired hacks to clean up.

Even as far away as New York, where Hollywood assumes all really intelligent people live (since they obviously do not live in Hollywood), the disease of exaggeration can be caught. The motion picture critic of one of the less dazzled intellectual weeklies, commenting recently on a certain screenplay, remarked that it showed how dull a couple of run-of-the-mill $3000-a-week writers can be. I hope this critic will not be startled to learn that 50 per cent of the screenwriters of Hollywood made less than $10,000 last year, and that he could count on his fingers the number that made a steady income anywhere near the figure he so contemptuously mentioned. I dont know whether they could be called run-of-the-mill writers or not. To me the phrase suggests something a little easier to get hold of.

I hold no brief for Hollywood. I have worked there a little over two years, which is far from enough to make me an authority, but more than enough to make me feel pretty thoroughly bored. That should not be so. An industry with such vast resources and such magic techniques should not become dull so soon. An art which is capable of making all but the very best plays look trivial and contrived, all but the very best novels verbose and imitative, should not so quickly become wearisome to those who attempt to practice it with something else in mind than the cash drawer. The making of a picture ought surely to be a rather fascinating adventure. It is not; it is an endless contention of tawdry egos, some of them powerful, almost all of them vociferous, and almost none of them capable of anything much more creative than credit-stealing and self-promotion.

Hollywood is a showmans paradise. But showmen make nothing; they exploit what someone else has made. The publisher and the play producer are showmen too; but they exploit what is already made. The showmen of Hollywood control the making – and thereby degrade it. For the basic art of motion pictures is the screenplay; it is fundamental, without it there is nothing. Everything derives from the screenplay, and most of that which derives is an applied skill which, however adept, is artistically not in the same class with the creation of a screenplay. But in Hollywood the screenplay in written by a salaried writer under the supervision of a producer — that is to say, by an employee without power or decision over the uses of his own craft, without ownership of it, and, however extravagantly paid, almost without honor for it.

I am aware that there are colorable economic reasons for the Hollywood system of getting out the script. But I am not much interested in them. Pictures cost a great deal of money — true. The studio spends the money; all the writer spends is his time (and incidentally his life, his hopes, and all the varied experiences, most of them painful, which finally made him into a writer) — this also is true. The producer is charged with the salability and soundness of the project — true. The director can survive few failures; the writer can stink for ten years and still make his thousand a week — true also. But entirely beside the point.

I am not interested in why the Hollywood system exists or persists, nor in learning out of what bitter struggles for prestige it arose, nor in how much money it succeeds in making out of bad pictures. I am interested only in the fact that as a result of it there is no such thing as an art of the screenplay, and there never will be as long as the system lasts, for it is the essence of this system that it seeks to exploit a talent without permitting it the right to be a talent. It cannot be done; you can only destroy the talent, which is exactly what happens — when there is any to destroy.

Granted that there isnt much. Some chatty publisher (probably Bennett Cerf) remarked once that there are writers in Hollywood making two thousand dollars a week who havent had an idea in ten years. He exaggerated — backwards: there are writers in Hollywood making two thousand a week who never had an idea in their lives, who have never written a photographable scene, who could not make two cents a word in the pulp market if their lives depended on it. Hollywood is full of such writers, although there are few at such high salaries. They are, to put it bluntly, a pretty dreary lot of hacks, and most of them know it, and they take their kicks and their salaries and try to be reasonably grateful to an industry which permits them to live much more opulently than they could live anywhere else.

And I have no doubt that most of them, also, would like to be much better writers than they are, would like to have force and integrity and imagination enough of these to earn a decent living at some art of literature that has the dignity of a free profession. It will not happen to them, and there is not much reason why it should. If it ever could have happened, it will not happen now. For even the best of them (with a few rare exceptions) devote their entire time to work which has no more possibility of distinction than a Pekinese has of becoming a Great Dane: to asinine musicals about technicolor legs and the yowling of night-club singers; to psychological dramas with wooden plots, stock characters, and that persistent note of fuzzy earnestness which suggests the conversation of schoolgirls in puberty; to sprightly and sophisticated comedies (we hope) in which the gags are as stale as the attitudes, in which there is always a drink in every hand, a butler in every doorway, and a telephone on the edge of every bathtub; to historical epics in which the male actors look like female impersonators, and the lovely feminine star looks just a little too starry-eyed for a babe who has spent half her life swapping husbands; and last but not least, to those pictures of deep social import in which everybody is thoughtful and grown-up and sincere and the more difficult problems of life are wordily resolved into a unanimous vote of confidence in the inviolability of the Constitution, the sanctity of the home, and the paramount importance of the streamlined kitchen.

And these, dear readers, are the million-dollar babies — the cream of the crop. Most of the boys and girls who write for the screen never get anywhere near this far. They devote their sparkling lines and their structural finesse to horse operas, cheap gun-in-the-kidney melodramas, horror items about mad scientists and cliffhangers concerned with screaming blondes and circular saws. The writers of this tripe are licked before they start. Even in a purely technical sense their work is doomed for lack of the time to do it properly. The challenge of screenwriting is to say much in little and then take half of that little out and still preserve an effect of leisure and natural movement. Such a technique requires experiment and elimination. The cheap pictures simply cannot afford it.
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Let me not imply that there are no writers of authentic ability in Hollywood. There are not many, but there are not many anywhere. The creative gift is a scarce commodity, and patience and imitation have always done most of its work. There is no reason to expect from the anonymous toilers of the screen a quality which we are very obviously not getting from the publicized litterateurs of the best-seller list, from the compilers of fourth-rate historical novels which sell half a million copies, from the Broadway candy butchers known as playwrights, or from the sulky maestri of the little magazines.

To me the interesting point about Hollywoods writers of talent is not how few or how many they are, but how little of worth their talent is allowed to achieve. Interesting — but hardly unexpected, once you accept the premise that writers are employed to write screenplays on the theory that, being writers, they have a particular gift and training for the job, and are then prevented from doing it with any independence or finality whatsoever, on the theory that, being merely writers, they know nothing about making pictures, and of course if they dont know how to make pictures, they couldnt possibly know how to write them. It takes a producer to tell them that.

I do not wish to become unduly vitriolic on the subject of producers. My own experience does not justify it, and after all, producers too are slaves of the system. Also, the term producer is of very vague definition. Some producers are powerful in their own right, and some are little more than legmen for the front office; some — few, I trust — receive less money than some of the writers who work for them. It is even said that in one large Hollywood studio there are producers who are lower than writers; not merely in earning power, but in prestige, importance, and aesthetic ability. It is, of course, a very large studio where all sorts of unexplained things could happen and hardly be noticed.

For my thesis the personal qualities of a producer are rather beside the point. Some are able and humane men and some are low-grade individuals with the morals of a goat, the artistic integrity of a slot machine, and the manners of a floorwalker with delusions of grandeur. In so far as the writing of the screenplay is concerned, however, the producer is the boss; the writer either gets along with him and his ideas (if he has any) or gets out. This means both personal and artistic subordination, and no writer of quality will long accept either without surrendering that which made him a writer of quality, without dulling the fine edge of his mind, without becoming little by little a conniver rather than a creator, a supple and facile journeyman rather than a craftsman of original thought.

It makes very little difference how a writer feels towards his producer as a man; the fact that the producer can change and destroy and disregard his work can only operate to diminish that work in its conception and to make it mechanical and indifferent in execution. The impulse to perfection cannot exist where the definition of perfection is the arbitrary decision of authority. That which is born in loneliness and from the heart cannot be defended against the judgment of a committee of sycophants. The volatile essences which make literature cannot survive the clichés of a long series of story conferences. There is little magic of word or emotion or situation which can remain alive after the incessant bone-scraping revisions imposed on the Hollywood writer by the process of rule by decree. That these magics do somehow, here and there, by another and even rarer magic, survive and reach the screen more or less intact is the infrequent miracle which keeps Hollywoods handful of fine writers from cutting their throats.

Hollywood has no right to expect such miracles, and it does not deserve the men who bring them to pass. Its conception of what makes a good picture is still as juvenile as its treatment of writing talent is insulting and degrading. Its idea of production value is spending a million dollars dressing up a story that any good writer would throw away. Its vision of the rewarding movie is a vehicle for some glamorpuss with two expressions and eighteen changes of costume, or for some male idol of the muddled millions with a permanent hangover, six worn-out acting tricks, the build of a lifeguard, and the mentality of a chicken-strangler. Pictures for such purposes as these, Hollywood lovingly and carefully makes. The good ones smack it in the rear when it isnt looking.
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For all this too there are colorable economic reasons. The motion picture is a great industry as well as a defeated art. Its technicians are now in their third generation, its investments are world-wide, its demand for material is insatiable. Five hundred pictures a year must be made or the theaters will be dark, countless people will be thrown out of work, financial organizations will totter, and bankers will start jumping out of their office windows again. Hollywood does not possess enough real talent to make one tenth of five hundred pictures, even if it could find stories to base them on. But the rest must be made somehow, and they are made — with great effort and bitter struggle, with the hardening of many arteries and the graying of many hairs, and with the slow deadening of such real ability as could have been saved by happier tasks.

And the men who turn out this essentially dreary product are well paid by the standards of other industries. This reward is not, of course, due to any big-heartedness on the part of the financial big shots who control the working capital. The men with the money and the ultimate power can do anything they like with Hollywood — as long as they dont mind losing their investment. They can destroy any studio executive overnight, contract or no contract; any star, any producer, any director — as an individual. What they cannot destroy is the Hollywood system. It may be wasteful, absurd, even dishonest, but it is all there is, and no cold-blooded board of directors can replace it. It has been tried, but the showmen always win. They always win against mere money. What in the long run — the very long run — they can never defeat is talent, even writing talent.

It is, I am afraid, a very long run indeed. There is no present indication whatever that the Hollywood writer is on the point of acquiring any real control over his work, any right to choose what that work shall be (other than refusing jobs, which he can only do within narrow limits), or even any right to decide how the values in the producer-chosen work shall be brought out. There is no present guarantee that his best lines, best ideas, best scenes will not be changed or omitted on the set by the director or dropped on the floor during the later process of cutting — for the simple but essential reason that the best things in any picture, artistically speaking, are invariably the easiest to leave out, mechanically speaking.

There is no attempt in Hollywood to exploit the writer as an artist of meaning to the picture-buying public; there is every attempt to keep the public uninformed about his vital contribution to whatever art the movie contains. On the billboards, in the newspaper advertisements, his name will be smaller than that of the most insignificant bit-player who achieves what is known as billing; it will be the first to disappear as the size of the ad is out down toward the middle of the week; it will be the last and least to be mentioned in any word-of-mouth or radio promotion.

The first picture I worked on was nominated for an Academy award (if that means anything), but I was not even invited to the press review held right in the studio. An extremely successful picture made by another studio from a story I wrote used verbatim lines out of the story in its promotional campaign, but my name was never mentioned once in any radio, magazine, billboard, or newspaper advertising that I saw or heard — and I saw and heard a great deal. This neglect is of no consequence to me personally; to any writer of books a Hollywood by-line is trivial. To those whose whole work is in Hollywood it is not trivial, because it is part of a deliberate and successful plan to reduce the professional screenwriter to the status of an assistant picture-maker, superficially deferred to (while he is in the room), essentially ignored, and even in his most brilliant achievements carefully pushed out of the way of any possible accolade which might otherwise fall to the star, the producer, the director.
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If all this is true, why then should any writer of genuine ability continue to work in Hollywood at all? The obvious reason is not enough; few screenwriters possess homes in Bel-Air, illuminated swimming pools, wives in full-length mink coats, three servants, and that air of tired genius gone a little sour. Money buys pathetically little in Hollywood beyond the pleasure of living in an unreal world, associating with a narrow group of people who think, talk, and drink nothing but pictures, most of them bad, and the doubtful pleasure of watching famous actors and actresses guzzle in some of the rudest restaurants in the world.

I do not mean that Hollywood society is any duller or more dissipated than moneyed society anywhere: God knows it couldnt be. But it is a pretty thin reward for a lifetime devoted to the essential craft of what might be a great art. I suppose the truth is that the veterans of the Hollywood scene do not realize how little they are getting, how many dull egotists they have to smile at, how many shoddy people they have to treat as friends, how little real accomplishment is possible, how much gaudy trash their life contains. The superficial friendliness of Hollywood is pleasant — until you find out that nearly every sleeve conceals a knife. The companionship during working hours with men and women who take the business of fiction seriously gives a pale heat to the writers lonely soul. It is so easy to forget that there is a world in which men buy their own groceries and, if they choose, think their own thoughts. In Hollywood you dont even write your own checks — and what you think is what you hope some producer or studio executive will like.

Beyond this I suppose there is hope; there are several hopes. The cold dynasty will not last forever, the dictatorial producer is already a little unsure, the top-heavy director has long since become a joke in his own studio; after a while even technicolor will not save him. There is hope that a decayed and makeshift system will pass, that somehow the flatulent moguls will learn that only writers can write screenplays and only proud and independent writers can write good screenplays, and that present methods of dealing with such men are destructive of the very force by which pictures must live.

And there is the intense and beautiful hope that the Hollywood writers themselves — such of them as are capable of it — will recognize that writing for the screen is no job for amateurs and half-writers whose problems are always solved by somebody else. It is the writers own weakness as craftsmen that permits the superior egos to bleed them white of initiative, imagination, and integrity. If even a quarter of the highly paid screenwriters in Hollywood could produce a completely integrated and photographable screenplay under their own power, with only the amount of interference and discussion necessary to protect the studios investment in actors and ensure a reasonable freedom from libel and censorship troubles, then the producer would assume his proper function of coordinating and conciliating the various crafts which combine to make a picture; and the director — heaven help his strutting soul -would be reduced to the ignominious task of making pictures as they are conceived and written — and not as the director would try to write them, if only he knew how to write.

Certainly there are producers and directors — although how pitifully few — who are sincere enough to want such a change, and talented enough to have no fear of its effect on their own position. Yet it is only a little over three years since the major (and only this very year the minor) studios were forced, after prolonged and bitter struggle, to agree to treat the writers according to some reasonable standard of business ethics. In this struggle the writers were not really fighting the motion picture industry at all; they were only fighting certain powerful elements in it — employees like themselves — who had hitherto glommed off all the glory and prestige and most of the money, and could only continue to do so by selling themselves to the world as the true makers of pictures.

This struggle is still going on; in a sense it will always go on, in a sense it always should go on. But so far the cards are stacked against the writer. If there is no art of the screenplay, the reason is at least partly that there exists no available body of technical theory and practice by which it can be learned. There is no available library of screenplay literature, because the screenplays belong to the studios, and they will only show them within their guarded walls. There is no body of critical opinion, because there are no critics of the screenplay; there are only critics of motion pictures as entertainment, and most of these critics know nothing whatever of the means whereby the motion picture is created and put on celluloid. There is no teaching, because there is no one to teach. If you do not know how pictures are made, you cannot speak with any authority on how they should be constructed; if you do, you are busy enough trying to do it.

There is no correlation of crafts within the studio itself; the average — and far better than average — screenwriter knows hardly anything of the technical problems of the director, and nothing at all of the superlative skill of the trained cutter. He spends his effort in writing shots that cannot be made, or which if made would be thrown away; in writing dialogue that cannot be spoken, sound effects that cannot be heard, and nuances of mood and emotion which the camera cannot reproduce. His idea of an effective scene is something that has to be shot down a stairwell or out of a gopher hole; or a conversation so static that the director, in order to impart a sense of motion to it, is compelled to photograph it from nine different angles.

In fact, no part of the vast body of technical knowledge which Hollywood contains is systematically and as a matter of course made available to the new writer in a studio. They tell him to look at pictures – which is to learn architecture by staring at a house. And then they send him back to his rabbit hutch to write little scenes which his producer, in between telephone calls to his blondes and his booze-companions, will tell him ought to have been written quite differently. The producer is probably correct; the scene ought to have been written differently. It ought to have been written right. But first it had to be written. The producer didnt do that. He wouldnt know how. Anyway hes too busy. And hes making too much money. And the atmosphere of intellectual squalor in which the salaried writer operates would offend his dignity.

I have kept the best hope of all for the last. In spite of all I have said, the writers of Hollywood are winning their battle for prestige. More and more of them are becoming showmen in their own right, producers and directors of their own screenplays. Let us be glad for their additional importance and power, and not examine the artistic result too critically. The boys make good (and some of them might even make good pictures). Let us rejoice together, for the tendency to become showmen is well in the acceptable tradition of the literary art as practiced among the cameras.

For the very nicest thing Hollywood can possibly think of to say to a writer is that he is too good to be only a writer.
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Seventy-year-old Chandler died at Scripps Memorial Hospital, San Diego, on 26 March 1959, from pneumonia that developed from a cold he had caught in New York.
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Mount Hope Cemetery, San Diego, California — Chandlers final resting place
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Chandlers grave
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Raymond and his beloved wife Cissys gravestone. Cissys ashes were brought to Mount Hope to join Chandlers remains in 2011.
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