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A good many things go around in the dark besides Santa Claus.


—Herbert Hoover
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Samuel Dashiell Hammett guided Goodie Osborne out of Loew’s ornate Warfield through the jostling midweek crowds.


‘Oh, Sam!’ she exclaimed. ‘I just love Billy Dove!’ She had watched the whole of Yellow Lily enthusiastically, her baby-blue eyes even wider than usual.


Hammett grinned. He wore a maroon worsted Shaker coat over a wool shirt, an ideal outfit for the chilly San Francisco May evening. ‘You hungry?’


‘I’m always hungry.’


She tucked her arm in his. They made quite a pair: Hammett a lean six feet two, Goodie a petite blonde who came just to his shoulder. They crossed the foot of Powell Street, past gripmen and passengers heaving one of the rattly little cable cars around on the turntable for its next trip up Nob Hill.


Hammett’s thoughts were a long way from food. He was thinking about a one-time carnival showman named Felix Weber and his run-down rooming house. Weber was the trouble, all right. Weber and his damned Primrose Hotel.


Goodie was looking wistfully across Powell at the all-night Pig’n Whistle when Hammett said, ‘You ever been to Coffee Dan’s?’


‘Oh, Sam!’ She danced almost sideways for a few quick steps, skipping to keep up with his forgetfully long strides. Her eyes were alight with excitement. ‘Could we?’


‘Coffee Dan’s it is.’


‘Do gamblers really hang around there, and does the man on the piano really sing dirty—’


‘Just hymns,’ Hammett assured her seriously.


They went uphill on Powell under the marquee of the sprawling at-night Owl Drug Store. Across the street, Bernstein’s jammed itself out over the sidewalk like the prow of a fifteenth-century Spanish treasure galleon.


‘Can I ride the chute?’


‘Ladies don’t. Too much stocking shows.’


Pure flapper, Goodie Osborne, from her cheap green felt cloche hat to the hem of her green jersey sports skirt a daring half-inch above her knees.


‘Then you ride the chute,’ she persisted.


‘I’m too old. Pieces tend to fall off when you get—’


‘Thirty-three isn’t old.’


‘Thirty-four on Sunday.’


Her face fell. ‘Three days from now? Sam, you didn’t tell me! I don’t have a present . . .’


‘Just get me a rocking chair.’


Hammett turned in at a narrow basement stairwell on the corner of O’Farrell.


‘Sedately, sweetheart,’ he warned the glint in her eyes.


She made a moue with her small soft carmined mouth. ‘In Coffee Dan’s, who’d care?’


But she didn’t try to jump on the shiny chute that flanked the stairs to curve down out of sight below street level. Despite her short skirt and bobbed hair and rolled silk stockings, she was still really just a twenty-year-old small-town girl from Crockett who earned twenty-three dollars a week as receptionist for a credit doctor on Market Street.


The din, mingled with smoke and the odors of good food and bad booze, rose around them like cloudy water as they descended the narrow wooden stairs. A rinky-tink piano was bashing out ‘Ja-Da’ in time with a heavy baritone almost lost in the thunder of mallets on wooden tabletops.


That’s a funny little bit of melody—
It’s so soothing and appealing to me,
It goes Ja-Da, Ja-Da,
Ja-Da, Ja-Da, Jing, Jing, Jing.


At the foot of the stairs, Goodie unconsciously posed for the room’s male eyes as she looked about. How fast they learned to use it, Hammett thought with open delight – even the Goodies of this world.


He leaned down to shout over the babble of voices and rattle of crockery. ‘They don’t seat you at Coffee Dan’s, angel.’


‘What?’


The sleeve-gartered, derby-hatted man at the piano, who was champing a dead cigar despite his singing, finished in a shower of tinkling notes. The mallets thundered out applause.


Hammett leaned close. ‘They don’t seat you, you’re lucky if someone doesn’t knock you down trying to beat you to a – there’s one!’


He grabbed Goodie’s hand and dragged her across the sawdust-strewn floor. They plopped down facing each other across a plank table, a relic of the wooden wharves of prequake days. It was deeply carved with intertwined initials, names, dates, and nicknames.


Goodie tried to pick out gamblers and bootleggers from the crowd. There’d sure never been anything like this back in Crockett, a little sugar town under the new Carquinez Strait bridge up by Vallejo.


Or, she thought, looking across the table, anyone like Hammett. She had met him three weeks before, when she’d been moving into the apartment next to his on Post Street after leaving the rooming house on Geary and Gough where she’d lived while attending the St Francis Technical School for Girls.


The writer had removed his snap-brim gray Wilton; his fine, prematurely gray hair contrasted sharply with his trim black mustache and expressive black brows. His eyes were penetrating and direct and clear. He weighed only one hundred and forty-five pounds, but there was a stubborn whipcord strength to this man.


Goodie leaned across the table to shout, ‘Is it always like this?’


‘Sometimes it’s busy,’ he yelled back.


A heavyset, sweating waiter appeared, wearing old-fashioned spats and a food-stained black cutaway over his dingy apron. He balanced a tray of thick white ceramic mugs on one hand with practiced ease. The piano was working on ‘Where’d You Get Those Eyes?’ Two steaming mugs thudded down to slop java across the planks. The waiter beamed fondly at Hammett from an ugly, battered face.


‘So?’


‘Ham and eggs?’ When Goodie nodded, Hammett added, ‘Looking at us.’


‘Punk and plaster?’


‘You bet.’


The waiter picked up his tray and was gone.


‘What’s punk and plaster?’


‘Bread and butter. Con talk. He pulled a little time at Q once because of me.’


A wild-haired youth wearing a loud check suit and a pair of the new square-toed sport oxfords came down the chute to whoosh out across the floor. His arms flailed wildly as his feet went out from under him and he lit on the seat of his pants in the sawdust. The mallets thundered their appreciation.


‘See what would have happened if you’d come down the chute?’


He shook a Camel partway from his pack, and extended it.


After a quick glance around to see that other women were smoking, Goodie took it. Hammett lit them both up and waved out the match.


‘Sam, why don’t the police. . .’


‘Coffee Dan’s pays plenty for protection.’


She watched his hard, angular, mobile countenance as he drifted smoke into the general haze. He could sometimes seem as insubstantial as smoke himself.


‘Penny?’ she asked almost timidly.


He merely shook his head. The tough-faced waiter arrived with their ham and eggs. Hammett ate halfway through his before losing interest and fishing out another of his cigarettes.


‘Writing problem I don’t know how to solve,’ he said unexpectedly. He checked his watch. ‘When Frankie Shaw’s tight enough, he gives out lyrics that’d turn ’em toes-up in Crockett.’


Goodie raised shapely arms above her head in an uninhibited stretch. She wanted it all. Fun. Excitement. Experience. She said: ‘What’s a Crockett?’


‘Where little girls come from.’


She leaned toward him and consciously wet her lips. ‘I know I’m a virgin, but I’m a big girl now, Sam. I know what I—’


‘You’re a brat.’ He jerked his head at a far corner of the room. ‘You were asking about gamblers. Here comes Fingers LeGrand.’


‘Why do they call him Fingers?’


‘Everything but the national anthem on a deck of cards.’


LeGrand was a cadaverous man who moved as if on rubber joints; his dolorous face, with dark-rimmed eyes, was thrust forward on a thin stalk of neck. He wore a very natty double-breasted diamond weave and a hand-tailored silk tie with a wicked purple stripe.


‘Miss Goodie Owens. Mr Harrison LeGrand.’


‘Charmed, ma’am.’ He turned back to Hammett. ‘Haven’t seen you around lately, Dash.’


‘I’m on the hog.’


He nodded. ‘When you get healthy, I’m banking a little game at twenty Prescott Court – upstairs above the wop speak.’


He bowed slightly and drifted away.


Hammett measured the piano player critically. Shaw looked drunk enough to start his special lyrics. Hammett put down their sixty cents with a dime tip, and stood up. On the wall behind his head was a sign reading:


1000 BEANS
BREAD, BUTTER
AND COFFEE
15¢


Goodie began, ‘Why—’


‘I promised your mother I’d look after you.’


‘You’ve never met my mother!’


‘That’s why,’ said Hammett.


They caught a rattling little dinky up Powell to Sutter, transferred to a Number 1 Owl, and left that to walk downhill on Hyde.


‘Q is San Quentin, isn’t it?’ said Goodie abruptly. Hammett, busy with his keys as they crossed deserted Post Street, didn’t answer. She demanded, ‘Sam, what did you do before you were a writer?’


‘Lived in sin with a three-legged dwarf lady who liked to—’


‘Sam!’


Like so many postquake buildings, 891 Post had a lobby suggesting a Greek temple rather than an apartment house, with a huge square pane of mirror beside the elevator to reflect the faces and figures of anyone mounting the steps from the foyer. Hammett depressed the elevator lever.


‘I was a Pink,’ he said abruptly. He pulled open the door, slid back the inner iron grillwork. ‘A sleuth. A detective for the Pinkerton Agency. That waiter was a steward aboard the Sonoma when a hundred twenty-five thousand in gold specie disappeared from her strong room en route from Sydney back in twenty-one. I turned up most of the gold in a drainpipe aboard ship, but he got caught changing two missing sovereigns into paper money and did a little trick at Quentin.’


The elevator groaned its way toward the third floor. Goodie said thoughtfully, ‘I can never be sure I’m getting a straight answer out of you.’


‘You wouldn’t know a straight answer if it bit you on the nose.’


‘Bite me on the nose, Sam.’


Her face was cold against his lips, shiny with the night mist. He could feel the heat of her small firm body through her coat.


‘I guess you’re healthy.’


She giggled. ‘A cold nose only counts with dogs.’


‘A dog you ain’t, lady.’


Goodie reached around the doorframe to flip on the light.


‘Come in for a while, Sam? Please?’


The door opened directly into the living room, with the oversized closet that hid the wall bed just to the left.


Goodie dropped her coat on a sagging easy chair and headed for the kitchen. ‘Some dago red?’


‘Good.’


Hammett waited in front of the couch, which was backed up against a davenport table with a Boston fern on it. Goodie came out of the kitchen carrying two water glasses half-filled with cheap Italian wine. The dim light aureoled her blond hair. She handed the writer a glass and sat down on the couch.


‘What do private detectives really do?’


‘Get enough on somebody down at City Hall to keep their clients out of jail.’


‘You’re a cynical man, Sam.’


‘Not in this town, lady. In this town I’m a realist.’


Goodie made a vague gesture. ‘I don’t know anything about politics.’


‘When I was a kid, my old man – who was a tobacco farmer then – switched from Democrat to Republican to get the cash to run for Congress. Instead, they just about ran him out of St Mary’s County, Maryland, on a rail. Just for changing party affiliation. But here . . .’


He put one foot on the cushion beside her and leaned forward so an elbow rested on the raised knee. He gestured with his free hand, his voice taking on a surprising intensity.


‘Every illegal activity in the book is going on right now in San Francisco – gambling, bookmaking, prostitution, protection. And without mob control. Why?’ He leaned closer to laugh unpleasantly. ‘Because your local government got here first. While our Mayor of All the People stumbles around with his eyes shut, City Hall, the cops, and the district attorney’s office own this town. And are owned in turn. Anything – anything – is for sale here. And anybody.’


Goodie’s small sure voice spoke to the bitterness in his words. ‘You wouldn’t be, Sam.’


He set down his empty glass. The light had died from his eyes and the slight, almost consumptive flush had faded from his cheeks.


‘Don’t make book on it. Thanks for the wine, brat.’


‘Sam . . .’ Her voice was soft. She laid an inviting hand on the couch beside her. Under his steady gaze, she started to blush, but went on, ‘Sam, you don’t have to . . . I mean, you can . . .’


He tilted up her face with a lean sinewy hand, brushed her lips with his, and straightened up again.


‘I could have a wife and a couple of kids stashed somewhere.’


‘I’d . . . take my chances, Sam.’


‘Long odds, sister.’


He stopped outside her door for a moment before using his key on the one directly adjacent. He slapped an open palm lightly against the varnished wood. He wondered just how big a fool he was.


‘Too big a one to change now,’ he muttered aloud.
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As Hammett’s typewriter clacked hesitantly in a vain attempt to do something about Felix Weber and the Primrose Hotel, a muscular Morris-Cowley bullnose was going by the dark empty oval of Kezar Stadium. Egan Tokzek leaned closer to the split windshield through which ocean air poked cold fingers. Sand hissed against the bonnet, almost overwhelming the bulbous headlamps as the stolen car ran west toward the ocean along the southern edge of Golden Gate Park.


‘Jesus Jesus,’ the big man chanted, as if making incantations over the terrible bundle on the back seat of the big saloon car. There was sickness in the white rim around his lips and in the frightened flash of his eyes.


Better not until he’d dumped it. But he had to. Better not. Well, Jesus, he had to.


He wrestled the big car over to the shoulder. He’d stolen it only half an hour before and still wasn’t used to the right-hand drive.


He fumbled in a pocket as the swirling fog paled the wide-spaced gas lamps. He used his coat sleeve to wipe sweat from his forehead, then thumbed open his snuffbox and snorted a generous pinch of the white C-and-M crystal. His face contorted as the potent mixture of cocaine and morphine bit into the tortured flesh of his inner nose.


Tokzek glanced over his shoulder at the bundle on the rear seat. The rough wool of the horse blanket was soaked through. With an angry curse, he stamped on the clutch and rammed the rigid central lever into low. The jerk slammed him back against the seat.


To his right, Ninth Avenue curved into the park. Tokzek imagined a gleam of nickel and polished steel deep in the shadows under the eucalyptus trees.


No. Nothing.


He burst into triumphant laughter. The fog was thinner, a retreating wall. To his right the black empty reaches of the park, to his left scattered dwellings with empty sand between, the dunes tufted with coarse sea grass and spurges and beds of low succulents.


His eyes whipped wide open. Lights had entered the small round rearview mirror.


The police! Who else would be crouched, waiting to pounce, along this lonely stretch of midnight road?


He tried to urge more speed from his car. Once he had lost his pursuer . . . now!


His breath whistled through stained, gappy teeth as Egan Tokzek wrenched over the wheel to send the heavy machine skidding into Thirty-seventh Avenue.


Holy Mother of Christ, there it was, the big foreign car with the steering wheel on the wrong side, just as the phone call had warned.


Chief of Inspectors Daniel J. ‘Preacher’ Laverty eased his black Reo Wolverine from under the shadows and out into Lincoln Way. It was his own car, not a police vehicle; the call had reached him at home with the family.


Far ahead, through a gap in the roiling fog, was a wink of red taillight. The wind hissed sand against his windshield. All the way to the ocean? Or would the car thief sense pursuit and try to lose him in the avenues running south from . . .


Another gap. Taillight . . . ah! South it was.


‘Two can play at that game, laddie,’ muttered the plain-clothesman through his teeth. He was a grizzled Irishman with a sad, judging face under a thatch of once-carroty hair now ash-gray. His accent was Mission District, more like Canarsie or Baum’s Rush a continent away than a stage Mick’s brogue. Only his eyes suggested the copper.


Laverty dragged his steering wheel over and switched off the headlights just as the turn was completed. The mist had tattered enough so he could use the lights of the car ahead as a guide. While trying to coax more speed from the Reo, he removed a long-barreled Police Positive from his mackinaw pocket and laid it on the seat against his thigh.


Fear rode with Egan Tokzek like some obscene Siamese twin. The lights had disappeared from his mirror, but he still had the bundle to dispose of.


Why’d the little bitch have to die, anyway? None of the others had, down through the years. He snuffled painfully. They’d survived, been shipped back east, and that had been the end of them, every one.


Until tonight.


Far enough south to dump her? Had to be at least two miles from the park. The houses that had crowded the first two blocks were gone. He eased off the accelerator. Lug it out into the dunes and dump it. Days, maybe weeks before nosy brats would find whatever the animals had left.


There’d be no more after tonight. Coasting, he pulled toward the shoulder of the road. No more. One dead was one too many. He glanced in the mirror as he reached for the brake.


Egan Tokzek screamed. Filling his mirror was a huge black auto, thundering down upon him.


He slammed the car back into gear, tried to shove his foot through the floorboards, and wrenched over the wheel in the vain hope of cutting the other off. Fenders crumpled. He swung away. The pursuer’s radiator was at his rear door, creeping up. Sudden lights flooded the mirror to claw at his drug-sensitized eyes. His hands jumped and shook on the wheel as if electricity were pouring through them.


Dan Laverty’s hands were rocks. The cars were shoulder to shoulder. He wanted to do it the easy way if he could. One big hand left the wheel to make violent motions as he pulled up on the left of Tokzek’s car.


‘POLICE!’ he bellowed over the roar of powerful engines and the scream of wind. ‘PULL OVER!’


But Egan Tokzek was already scrabbling for the scarred walnut butt of his huge old Colt .44 rim-fire.


His first shot passed in front of Laverty’s windshield. The policeman’s teeth gleamed in a wolfish grin. This was what he lived for, this was when he felt really alive.


The gun roared again. This time Laverty’s window shattered. He felt the warm trickle of blood down his cheek from a hurled splinter of glass. More shots. Still no hits. And still Laverty’s gun remained on the seat beside his thigh.


Then his lips pursed and his eyes narrowed. A hundred yards ahead the road ended at Yorba Street, without going through to Sloat. The grizzled policeman leaned all the way across his seat to rest the fleshy heel of his gun hand on the door frame where Tokzek’s bullets had taken out the glass. He pumped two rounds into the side of the bullnose.


Tokzek heard the first shot. A terrible fist struck his shoulder with the second. He fought the wheel. Jesus. Left arm dead. And the road was gone. Jesus Jesus!


The Morris-Cowley rammed headlong into the sand, reared like a stallion, slewed, sheered off two stubby pines while losing a fender and a door. The car canted, almost rolled, butted sideways into a sandhill, and rocked to a halt.


Tokzek was hurled across the seat by the impact. He lay still, panting, hearing without comprehension the moaning wind and a liquid trickling noise. His gun was still in his hand; directly ahead gaped escape where the door was gone.


He slithered forward, jackknifed down over the running board. A push with cautious boots, a twist, and he was out.


On his usable elbow and his knees, he crawled a dozen yards to a lip of dune and sought shelter behind a tussock of coarse fringing sea grass. He bit through his lip to keep from crying out; the wet cold had begun worrying at his bullet-torn shoulder. His lips writhed back from his bloodied teeth. His hand took a fresh grip on the smeary pistol butt. He waited.


[image: image]


Dan Laverty was out of his Reo and shielded behind an open door with the .38 in his hand. Nothing moved in the stark glare his headlights laid on the other car. There was no sound except the high whine of escaping steam. The visible, right-hand door was closed. Laverty moved out past his own car.


Now he could smell gasoline from a ruptured tank. One shot fired . . .


The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want.


The Psalm chanted through his mind, unsought but oddly comforting. He doubted if the man could have survived the crash. Why had he risked his life over a mere car theft?


He placed each step deliberately, so no water-filled succulents would crunch underfoot. Through the window he could see that the far door was gone. Three or four more paces, and he could see something blanket-wrapped in back. Even as this registered, his eyes were finding the awkward turtle-trail scrabbled away from the car. Digging knees and elbows, which meant. . .


He was spinning and dropping into his firing crouch, but Tokzek had already come up from behind the dune a dozen feet away with the big .44 revolver speaking at Laverty’s chest. Its voice was merely a series of clicks. The hammer was falling on empty chambers.


With a groan of terror, Tokzek fled into darkness. He made two paces before Dan Laverty shot him in the spine. He went down in a sudden heap, writhing and screaming, as Laverty turned back toward the car and the hastily glimpsed bundle. He shone his flashlight in through the unbroken rear window. Flung up against the glass as if in entreaty was a delicately boned hand. He recoiled savagely.


‘Blessed Virgin, protect us,’ he breathed.


The sprawled girl had been pitched from her blanket shroud by the crash. Even in the flashlight’s wavering rays her nude body was the delicate amber of old ivory. The ebony hair was in wild disarray, the Oriental features contorted with pain and fear. On the flesh were the mottled bruises of a systematic beating.


The policeman went around the car to the other rear window. He could feel the black Irish rage rising, threatening to engulf him again like that other time. When his light again flooded the interior, bile choked his throat.


Blood was streaked across the girl’s lower belly and on the insides of her thighs. The flesh there was roughened and empurpled.


She could not have been over twelve years old.


Dan Laverty turned from the car with his face terrible and his eyes feverish. He trudged back to Tokzek with a sleepwalker’s step.


‘Want me to ease your pain, laddie?’ he asked in his soft Irish tenor.


Grunting with effort, he drove the toe of his boot up into Tokzek’s testicles. Tokzek screamed, bucked with the impact like a man gripped by a naked high-tension line. Again. Again. As if to successive jolts of electric current. Finally, shattered ends of bone severed his spinal column and ended it.


Laverty’s eyes gradually unglazed. When he realized what he had done, he crossed himself and vomited a few yards from the corpse.
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With sudden impatience, Dashiell Hammett thrust aside the December, 1927, issue of Black Mask. He needed more complication, another scene showing the Op stirring things up in Poisonville, for the four published novelettes to work as a novel. And with the book version, titled Red Harvest, already scheduled for publication, he had to do any insert scenes damned quick.


He began pacing the narrow cramped living room. How about a . . . no, that wouldn’t work. But . . .


Yeah. Maybe a fight scene. Good. Set in a fairgrounds casino or something, out on the edge of town. Now, how to make the Op the catalyst in it . . .


Hammett paused in his pacing to look at his strap watch. Still time to get out to Steiner Street and catch the Friday night fight card at Winterland. Just opened, he hadn’t even seen the inside of the place yet. So why not? He’d be bound to get an idea or two he could work into Red Harvest during his stint at the typewriter that night.


As Hammett emerged into Post Street he almost cannoned into Goodie Osborne, just coming home from work. He caught her by the shoulders.


‘Can you live without food for a few more hours?’


‘Of course, but what—’


‘C’mon.’ He guided her across Post Street without noticing the very big man who was supporting the corner building while relighting his cigar stub. ‘I’m on my way out to Winterland for the fights. Want to come along?’


Goodie’s eyes were sparkling. ‘Try to stop me.’


The big man straightened, tossed aside the newly lit stub, and crossed Post toward their apartment building. His name was Victor Atkinson, and he was a man not easily forgotten: six feet three, two hundred and fifteen pounds, huge restless hands, and a bony icebreaker jaw.


With his work cords and heavy wool lumberjack, he looked like a logger down from Seattle – which is what he wanted to look like.


Atkinson went down the narrow dim hallway beside the elevator to tattoo the manager’s door with heavy knuckles. The bleary-eyed woman who opened it and squinted up at him wore her hair in a wispy bun and had about half a bun on herself; he could smell the bathtub gin from three feet away.


‘Ain’t got no rooms.’ Her face brightened. She added with a simper, ‘Big boy.’


‘Yeah.’ He crowded her back into the littered, close-smelling apartment without seeming to. ‘I want a line on one of your tenants.’


‘That’s privi . . .’ She hiccuped. ‘Privileged infor—’


‘Hammett. Third floor front, far end. Was up there. Nobody home.’


‘I told you—’


‘Habits. Who he sees. What’s he do for a living. Things like that.’


‘I don’t—’


‘Ain’t got all night, lady.’ His heavily boned face was brutal in its lack of expression. The boredom in his voice somehow had a menace beyond mere bluster. ‘I gotta catch the fight card out to Winterland.’


Hammett and Goodie paused in front of the row Victorians across Steiner from the huge amphitheater.


‘Quite a place,’ he commented.


‘And so many people.’ The blond girl was clinging to his arm with excitement.


Winterland was a massive white stucco structure, four stories high, with spotlights to illuminate the American flags on the poles jutting up past the coping of the red-tiled roof. They let themselves be carried across the street to the open doors under the unadorned sidewalk-width marquee.


‘Who do you like in the main event, Mr Hammett?’


The fresh-faced urchin in knickers, drab moleskin coat, and golfing cap was peddling newspapers and boxing magazines. Hammett bought a Knockout.


‘The Canadian in the fifth or sixth.’


‘I dunno,’ said the boy dubiously. ‘I seen Campbell in a couple a’ workouts and he looked awful strong to me.’


‘So’s a bull, but it can’t match a mastiff,’ said Hammett. ‘The Frenchie’ll cut him to pieces.’


The ticket windows, flanked by ornamental green shutters, were set under little roofed cottagelike façades at either end of the foyer. Hammett got two in the third row ringside, which cleaned him out except for cigarette money.


‘Who was that boy, Sam?’


‘Just a kid hangs around on fight nights. He’s got an uncle makes book out of the candy store at Fillmore and McAllister.’


‘Sam, a candy store?’


‘Next best place to a smokeshop,’ he said piously.


They surrendered their tickets and passed through a thick-walled archway beside the narrow balcony stairway. Open side doors, guarded by uniformed ticket-takers, let in the noise of the Post Street evening traffic that inched through the sporting crowd. Over the heads of seated fight fans they could see the square canvas ring that had been set up on the main arena floor.


‘Sure beats Dreamland,’ said Hammett.


But not, he thought, as a place for him to stage Poisonville’s fights. Until a couple of years before, this had been the site of the Dreamland roller-skating rink where Hammett had seen a lot of Friday-night fights and Tuesday-night wrestling matches. The old echoing wooden building, with its narrow second-floor balconies extending out toward the ring, fitted Poisonville’s grubby atmosphere better than this fancy new place. Unless he picked up something usable from the bouts themselves, he’d wasted his evening.


They took their seats on the vast main floor of the arena, which could be flooded to make ice but was now covered with row upon row of wooden folding chairs linked in pairs for easy setting up and removal.


Goodie craned up at the ceiling. It was very high, arched and vaulted, pierced by glassed-over skylights and with a square frame of spotlights centered above the ring. Around three sides were balconies, their steep rows of permanent seating finally lost in the blue haze of tobacco smoke.


‘Evening, ma’am.’


The man who owned the breathy voice beside her was very fat and wore a heavy tan coat with an astrakhan collar. His shoe-button eyes had an unusual intensity which frightened Goodie. She turned quickly to Hammett.


‘Sam . . .’


But the fat man was leaning past her, not toward her.


‘Dash, I hear you tell the kid outside you take Boulanger in the fifth?’


‘Not picking a round, two-to-three he does it by the sixth.’


‘Thirty says you’re wrong.’


Hammett nodded. The fat man began talking with great animation to a dapper slick-haired individual with a slightly lopsided face and a carnation in his lapel.


Goodie whispered, ‘Sam, who is he?’


‘Another of those gamblers you’re so anxious to meet.’ The spotlights went on above the ring. ‘Freddy the Glut. I saw him lose a grand to Benny the Gent in Bones Remmer’s Menlo Club on Eddy Street one night, and walk away laughing. Fellow with him is Carnation Willie. Local lads, not in a class with Eddy Sahati or the Rothsteins.’


The announcer interrupted with the information that Al Flores was going to engage in ‘four rounds of boxing’ with Dancing Frankie Whitehead in the curtain-raiser.


‘Keep your eye on the Portagee,’ said Hammett.


But Dancing Frankie opened fast: Halfway into the round he put the Portuguese boy on the canvas for a six count with a roundhouse right that wasn’t fooling. Goodie was on her feet, shouting. She sat down shame-faced when Hammett tugged at her coat sleeve.


‘I’m sorry, Sam, I just got so excited—’


‘Heck, yell all you want, kid. I just think you ought to know you’re backing the wrong boy. Whitehead won’t last.’


‘I’ll bet you supper he wins,’ said Goodie recklessly.


In the second round, Flores put the badly winded Dancing Frankie down with a flurry of punches that kept him down.


‘That takes care of supper,’ said Hammett.


‘Quit smirking!’ exclaimed Goodie furiously.


The second prelim was a slam-bang affair between KO Eddie Roberts and a colored lad named Battling Barnes, who took the decision. In the third preliminary bout, Roundhouse Revani TKO’d his Filipino opponent after flooring him in the second, closing his eye in the third, and using his gut as a workout bag in the fourth. Freddy the Glut spoke around Goodie again.


‘I’ve got twenty at four-to-seven that says the semi-final is a draw.’


Goodie was sure he was offering Hammett a bet of some kind, and was excited. ‘Go ahead, Sam,’ she urged. ‘Take him up on it.’


‘You’re faded,’ said Hammett to the gambler.


He spent the six-round roommate act that followed explaining to Goodie the difference between a jab, an uppercut, and a cross; why working on an opponent’s gut to take away his legs and wind was better than head-hunting; and how a fighter could win by opening an opponent’s eyebrow with his glove-laces if the ref was lax.


‘Of course nothing like that’s going on here,’ he said. ‘This is just a dancing lesson.’


The referee called it a draw. Hammett returned to the obese gambler.


‘Freddy, want to double your dough on the Pride of Glen Park?’


Freddy raised an eloquent shoulder under the rich coat. He had it draped around his shoulders like a cape.


Hammett grinned at Goodie. ‘See what you got me into?’


‘I don’t understand. I don’t understand any of this.’


‘We had a twenty-buck bet, two-to-three odds. Twenty to me if I won, thirty to him if I lost. Now that’s doubled. If I lose I owe him forty – and I don’t have forty. Plus, I already owe him thirty-five from the last fight.’


‘I’m sorry, Sam.’ Her voice was contrite. ‘I thought—’


He chuckled. ‘Don’t worry, kiddo. I don’t have the thirty-five, either.’


By the end of the first round, it was apparent that Campbell was outclassed. By the end of the second, Goodie had become aware of stamping feet and a growing chorus of boos, shouts, and catcalls.


‘Hey, Frenchie, why don’t you kiss ’im?’


‘Me an’ my old lady tangle more than that!’


Hammett, watching Boulanger left-jab Campbell across the ring with light stinging blows without real beef behind them, had a calculating expression on his face.


‘He’s keeping Campbell awake, trying to choose his round. He must have some money down himself. It’ll work for Red Harvest, right enough.’


Goodie looked at him curiously, but he ignored her. Boulanger, dark, lean, intense, a good fighter, trying desperately to keep Campbell from tripping over his own shoelaces and KOing himself on a ring-post. And Campbell, blond, slow, stupid in the ring, throwing roundhouses at whatever got between him and the light. Good.


Only in the novel, the Boulanger character wouldn’t be trying to pick his round – he’d be trying to throw the fight. And . . . sure, the Op wouldn’t let him. Why? Some criminal charge from back east that the Op had found out about, and . . .


Boulanger was boring in. The catcalls had died under the thud of leather on flesh. Sweat flew as the Canadian pummeled away.


‘He’ll put him away in the next round,’ said Hammett.


The fifth started with Boulanger going around the bewildered local fighter, jabbing him at will like a cooper nailing up a barrel. Whenever Campbell would clinch, Boulanger would go inside, working on his belly with solid blows and on his jaw with sizzling uppercuts. The ref stopped it after the round’s fourth knockdown.


The lights came up. The ref raised the Canadian’s right hand above his head in the victory signal. And just here, Hammett thought, would come the flash of silver as a black-handled knife would be thrown from one of the balconies to kill the fighter in his moment of victory.


Freddy the Glut handed Hammett a twenty and a five. ‘I think our local boy should find some other line of work.’


‘Unless he wants to end up in Napa cutting out paper dolls.’


The lean writer and the petite blonde inched their way toward the Post Street exit. Tonight’s stint at the typewriter would just about wrap up Red Harvest.


‘What was that about cutting out paper dolls in Napa, Sam?’


‘A few more beatings like that, and Campbell will be ready for a room in the state hospital for the insane at Napa. Let’s go down to Fillmore Street and take on a stack of wheats and bacon.’


‘Oh, yes! I’m famished!’


‘On you. Remember?’


Goodie pouted her way out of the amphitheater.


The very big man wearing the checked lumberjack was bent over to smear out his cigar butt against the sole of one new elk-hide workshoe as they passed him. He came erect against the frame of a deep-set double door to Post Street through which the last of the fight fans were exiting. The bare low-wattage bulb caged in the archway over his head cast harsh shadows down across his features.


Atkinson unwrapped a fresh cigar, spat the end in the gutter, and lit up. He seemed to be watching for someone. Overhead, the wet-laden ocean wind creaked the ornamental iron fire escape held in place by pulley and counterweight.


His eyes gleamed. The boy who had sold Hammett the Knockout had emerged from the entrance. Atkinson caught his arm in an ungentle grip. The boy’s face contorted. The big man asked questions. At the end of them, the boy palmed half a dollar and went his way, whistling.


Atkinson grinned as he departed himself, in the direction of the all-night lunchroom on Fillmore Street where he’d be able to pick up his surveillance again.
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It was Saturday morning. Hammett faked a leap of terror when the grinning youth behind the wheel of the Fialer Limo hire-car goosed him with the electric horn. Still chuckling, Hammett entered the long narrow red brick building at 880 Post that housed Dorris Auto Repair. He unhooked the receiver of the block’s only public pay phone, dropped his nickel, gave the operator a TUxedo exchange number.


An accented voice said, ‘Verain’s Smoke Shop. Make me blink.’


‘Henri? Dash.’


‘But of course it is. Who do you like today?’


‘Louisville Lou in the second; Easter Stockings in the fifth; Khublai Khan in the seventh.’


‘All on the nose?’


‘Where else? And don’t tell me.’


One of them had better come home, Hammett thought as he hung up, or he wouldn’t be paying the rent on the first. No word from Cap Shaw at Black Mask about the two Op stories he had sandwiched between segments of The Dain Curse for eating money. Unless he could rustle up a few bucks to sit in on one of Fingers’ games, he’d have to depend on the monthly disability check from the government, which was about enough to keep him in cigarettes . . .


‘Hey, Hammett.’


‘How’s it going, Lou?’


Lou Dorris fluttered a grease-blackened hand, palm down.


‘The kid’s got a fever driving my wife nuts, at least it keeps her from driving me nuts, listen, you oughtta know. Big bird was around early this morning asking what time you’re usually in to place your bet, where you go to breakfast, like that.’


‘What else you have on him?’ Sounded like a cop, but Hammett couldn’t think why either public or private tin would be stepping on his shadow.


‘Big as a moose and dressed in work clothes, a wool lumberjack, heavy work shoes—’


‘The shoes new?’


Dorris momentarily checked his spate of words for thought. ‘As a matter of fact, yeah.’ Behind him, a wrench clattered on the grease-stained concrete under the Minerva Landaulet up on blocks at the rear of the garage. ‘Anyway, thought I’d better tell you, an’ lissen, who d’ya like in the fourth at Aurora?’


‘Thrace, but not well enough to put any money down.’


‘I figgered having that wop kid up might make the difference—’


‘Not at Aurora on a muddy track.’


‘Yeah, sure not.’


Hammett walked rapidly in-town on Post, hands thrust into the pockets of his mackinaw; the temperature was still below sixty, and the wind nipped here in the open street. It would be another three hours before the high fog burned away. His eyes were unconsciously busy on pedestrians and autos, a habit ingrained from the Pinkerton years. Textures. Details. Knuckles and ears and the napes of necks.


Who? And why? Tricky enough to buy shoes for the role, but not tricky enough to remember that new shoes gave him away. Hammett’s detective years were far behind, his gambling debts were fairly current, and he wasn’t playing around with anybody’s wife, so why . . .


Maybe Goodie had a secret husband stashed away up in Crockett. A smile flickered across his lean features as he waved to the counter girl at Russell’s Cake and Pie Shop. Goodie. Last night he’d come damned close to not walking away from that crazy little kid. Life got complicated: Somehow the easy time to tell her about Josie and the girls had passed.


At the short-order grill just inside the front window of the Fern Café, a bulky woman with white hair and several chins was frying eggs hard enough to bend the fork. The metal hood over the grill was brown with the grease of dead breakfasts.


Hammett shot a casually searching look around as he slid onto a wooden-backed swivel stool halfway down the counter. A couple of other solitary regulars, nobody at the three tables in the rear, although a half-smoked stogie smoldered in the ashtray on one of them.


‘The usual, Moms.’


Vile black cigar . . .


Hell with it. But he realized, with a little shock of recognition, that his wariness about the big man in the plaid wool lumberjack and too-new work shoes was mildly pleasurable.


Moms slammed down the morning’s newspaper on the linoleum countertop by Hammett’s elbow, slid a cup of coffee at him, and snagged an ashtray for his chain-smoked butts.


‘Why are you too damned cheap to buy a newspaper, Hammett?’


‘That would deprive me of your warmth, your cheery smile . . .’


She cursed him while waddling back to the grill. He checked the Friday morning city news. A Broadway Street tunnel under Russian Hill had been proposed at a million-and-a-half price tag. The Millionaire Kid, with whom he’d played lowball in North Beach a few times, had been indicted as a fence by the grand jury. Parnassus Heights’ residents were charging bribery in the attempt to rezone part of Judah Street commercial. An unidentified man in a stolen car had been killed by Chief of Inspectors Daniel J. Laverty in a running gun battle south of Golden Gate Park . . .


Plaid movement danced in the polished metal front of the pie case beyond the counter. Something hard and blunt was rammed into the small of Hammett’s back. The cigar! The goddamned cigar!


‘Hands on the table, bo!’ barked the heavy remembered voice. ‘Or this thing goes off.’


[image: image]


‘Oh.’ Hammett turned casually. ‘Hi, Vic.’


Victor Atkinson took his forefinger out of the writer’s back.


‘Hell. I knew that damned cigar would tip you.’


Atkinson had come directly to the Fern Café from Dorris’ garage because he’d wanted to catch Hammett unaware, look him over. But he’d left his cigar smoldering in the ashtray while he’d hidden himself in the restroom.


‘Not soon enough,’ said Hammett.


‘Well, it’s been close to seven years, Dash.’ He led the way back to his table. The two men measured each other as they sat down. ‘I quit the Pinks just before the Arbuckle investigation.’


Hammett made a face. ‘What the newspapers did to that poor bastard.’


They’d had some times together, Hammett thought. At Pinkerton’s, Vic had always led the bust-in parties on the theory that anything thrown at that jaw of his would just bounce off.


‘I heard you got into the writing game after you quit sleuthing.’


‘Doing ad copy for old man Samuels,’ Hammett admitted.


‘Yeah. Jeweler on Market down near Fifth.’


‘How about you, Vic?’ He asked it casually, pretty sure it was a cop asking him questions. Atkinson confirmed it.


‘I bounced around a little, ended up starting my own agency in Los Angeles. The movie studios generate plenty of our kind of business—’


‘Your kind. I’m out of the game.’


‘Maybe a good thing, the way I walked up behind you—’


‘On your brand-new shoes.’


When the implications sank in, Atkinson’s laughter cannon-balled cigar ash halfway across the table. ‘If you had a goddamn phone, I wouldn’t have to gumshoe around.’
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