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  Chapter One




  The 1969 Plymouth turned into Seventh Avenue from Fulton, away from Golden Gate Park. It was a quiet residential neighborhood in San Francisco’s Richmond

  District—white turning black, with a sprinkling of Chinese. The Plymouth went slowly; its brights picked out a couple of FOR SALE signs on

  narrow two- and three-story buildings. It was just midnight.




  In midblock, the lone man behind the wheel saw a 1972 Mercury Montego hardtop parked directly across from the closed Safeway supermarket. He whistled thinly through his teeth. “Yeah,

  man,” he said softly, “squatting right on the address.”




  He parked around the corner. From his clipboard he selected a sheet of paper with several pink report carbons stapled to the back of it, folded it into thirds, and slid it into his inside jacket

  pocket. From beneath the dash he unhinged a magnetic flashlight; from the glove box he took a hot wire, a ring of filed-down keys, and two oddly bent steel hooks.




  The heavy rubber soles of his garage attendant’s shoes made no sound on the sidewalk. By the street lights he was very black, with a wide flared nose and a thin mustache and an exaggerated

  breadth of shoulder which made him look much heavier than his 158 pounds.




  The Montego was locked.




  As he shone his flashlight through the window on the driver’s side, a head appeared behind the white lace curtain in the central bay window at 736. If the black man saw it, he gave no

  indication. The face disappeared abruptly; moments later the recessed front door opened to spill a bulky shadow out across the steps.




  “Hey, you! Get to hell away from that car!”




  When the other man did not comply, he came cautiously down the steps on stockinged feet. He had a round pale face and wavy brown receding hair.




  The black finally looked at him. “Are you the owner of this car, sir?”




  “Yeah, what the hell busi—”




  “Are you Harold J. Willets?” he persisted. He had to refer to his sheet of paper for the name, even though it was not a new assignment. He thought in terms of autos and licenses and

  addresses, not names.




  “Yeah,” said Willets again, edging closer to see the paper.




  The black man nodded briskly, like a doctor whose diagnosis has just been confirmed by the x-rays. “Yes, sir. My name is Barton Heslip, I have a repossession order for your

  Mercury.”




  “A repossession order? For my car?”




  “A legal order from the bank, yes, sir. Could I have the keys, please?”




  “No, you can’t have the keys, please,” mimicked Willets. He had gained confidence in talking. “And you can’t have the car. You go tell the bank you couldn’t

  find it. Wouldn’t have found it if the garage lock hadn’t been busted.”




  Heslip was not surprised; he had broken off a toothpick in the lock earlier that evening, hoping that Willets would leave the car in the street when the garage key would not work. He had been

  trying to catch the car outside the garage for a week.




  “What is it, Harry?” A woman had appeared at the head of the steps. She wore a faded pink terry-cloth robe and woolly slippers.




  To Heslip, Willets said, “You can go to hell,” to his wife, “This ni—this guy says he’s from the bank, wants to take my car.”




  “What?” Outrage shrilled in her voice. She pattered down the steps, hair in curlers and face cold-creamed. “He can’t do that. Harry, you tell him he can’t do

  that.” Heslip sighed: wives were a drag. She went on, seeing the repossession order in his hand, “You said the bank. Who’s this Daniel Kearny Associates?”




  “We’re an investigation agency employed by the bank, ma’am.”




  “We never got no notice or anything—”




  “You’re three payments delinquent tomorrow,” he said patiently. “No bank would let an account get that far down without notification. Besides, you knew you

  hadn’t made the payments.”




  “Well, you can’t have the car,” said Willets. “Mae took the payments into the bank just today.”




  “Then you’ll have the cashier’s stamp in your payment book.”




  Mae cast an angry glance at her husband. “I . . . mailed them in.”




  “Then I’ll look at the check stub.”




  “I—I sent cash,” she said desperately. “Just the cash money.”




  “Uh-huh.” Heslip’s voice became suddenly, savagely scornful. “You just stuck a rubber band around three one-hundred-dollar bills and threw them into the mailbox.”

  He turned to Willets. “Are there any personal possessions you’d like to remove from the car?”




  Willets moved his stockinged feet around on the damp sidewalk as if belatedly realizing they were cold. It was a crisp spring night with just a touch of ocean wind and the vaguest hint of mist.

  “I lost the keys,” he said complacently.




  Heslip shrugged. He took one of the steel hooks from his pocket, inserted it into the joint between the front and rear side windows, and gave a quick flick of a powerful wrist. The door was

  open.




  “Hey, you black bastard!” yelped Willets, startled.




  Heslip spun swiftly, skipping sideways to be free of the Montego’s door. His eyes were black coals. Willets backed off hastily from the look on his face, his hands up placatingly.




  “Don’t you dare lay a hand on my husband!” Mae shrilled. “What kind of man are you, preying on decent folks—”




  “I pay my bills,” said Heslip. He was breathing harshly.




  The white man’s mouth was working. “Oh, to hell with you,” he said suddenly. “Take the goddamn thing!” He jerked a bunch of keys from his pocket and threw them with

  all his might at the Mercury. They starred the driver’s window with multiple fine fracture lines.




  Heslip picked them up from the gutter. “What about your possessions?” His voice was even once more.




  “That’s your lookout—and they all better be there when I get that car back, or I’ll sue your dead-beat company . . .”




  His voice trailed off as he stamped up the brick-edged stairs. His wife followed, her back rigid with contempt and indignation. At the head of the stairs, with the front door open, Willets

  turned back. “Just what you’d expect from a nigger!” he yelled. Then he was inside behind Mae, slamming the door.




  Heslip got into the Mercury, sat with his hands rigid on the wheel like a man in catalepsy. Finally the tension began leaving his features; he shrugged; he even grinned. “No class,

  baby,” he said aloud.




  It took only four minutes to park around the corner behind his company Plymouth and fasten his tow bar to the Mercury’s front bumper. He left on the parking lights. Before starting off

  with his tow, he wrote the date and a few scrawled notes to himself on the face of the uppermost pink report carbon. These would form the raw data, later, for his typed report on the Willets

  assignment.




  At Arguello, he unclipped his radio mike from the dash. “SF-3 calling SF-6. Do you read me, Larry?”




  No response. At USF he took the linked cars over to Golden Gate, one-way inbound to the office, and tried again. This time he was successful. “How you doing, man?” he asked.




  “Not a thing.” The disgust in Larry Ballard’s voice came through the mike clearly. “Haven’t seen a car. You’re having a good night.”




  Which meant Ballard had been by the office, had seen the two repos Heslip already had brought in.




  “Got that Willets Merc on the tow bar right now.”




  “That toothpick in the lock actually work?”




  “Like a charm, man. Willets don’t like culluhed folks, but he gave me the keys. Where you at now?”




  “Way out beyond Twin Peaks, up in those little streets off Ocean.”




  “I’ll be 10-8 at the office, cat,” said Heslip. “Got sixteen cases to type reports on. And I got something funny on one of the files. Probably just a coincidence, but I

  wanta ask what you think.”




  “10-4,” said Ballard.




  Heslip unlocked the chain-link storage lot under the concrete abutments of the skyway adjacent to the DKA office, unhooked the Mercury, and ran it in, then swiftly made out a condition report on

  a printed snap-out multiple form. This covered mileage, mechanical condition, lights, glass, body, rubber, power extras such as steering, seats, windows, brakes. He also checked the glove box,

  trunk, under the seats, on the back ledge, and behind the visors for personal property. Each item was meticulously noted, down to a box of Kleenex.




  His thoroughness was professional and habitual, and owed nothing at all to Willets’ threats. Threats were cheap in Heslip’s business. He had started as a field agent with Daniel

  Kearny Associates three years before, when he had realized he wasn’t going to be middleweight champ of the world after all; it was the only profession he knew which could give him the same

  one-on-one excitement he’d found in the ring.




  After relocking the lot, Heslip let himself into the DKA basement and locked himself in. Along the left wall were the field agents’ cubicles, each with a desk, two chairs, typewriter,

  phone, and a set of trays holding various forms necessary for the paper work. Along the right was a long bank of meshed cages; into one of them went the personal property he had removed from the

  Willets car. He patted the fender of the new Jaguar he’d picked up earlier. He’d put it in the garage instead of the lot because a car like that just seemed to attract the vandals.




  When he dialed 553-1235 on the phone, a hard masculine voice came on with “Traffic Detail, Delaney.”




  “I’ve got a repo for you.”




  “Yeah, just a sec.” Sound of paper-shuffling. “Okay. Shoot.”




  “Seventy-two Mercury Montego hardtop, blue in color, license 1-8-0, Baker-Eddie-Baker, motor number 1-9-7-2-M-3-6-9-7-0-8. Repo’d at Seventh Avenue and Cabrillo, registered

  owner—”




  “Yeah, what time?”




  “Oh.” Heslip checked his watch. “Say . . . thirty-five, forty minutes ago. Make it twelve-twenty. Registered owner is Harold J-as-in-Joseph Willets, 7-3-6 Seventh Avenue. Legal

  is California Citizens Bank, San Francisco.”




  “Yeah, who’s this?”




  “Kearny Associates—Heslip. Busy downtown?”




  “Sitting on our cans drinking coffee. At the moment.”




  “Think I’ll be a cop so I can quit work.”




  “Wait until the bars close and they start running into each other. Them people probably give you the keys and buy you a beer besides.”




  “Sure they do.”




  The policeman laughed and repeated his name, adding his shield number, and hung up. Heslip wrote both on the face of the Willets case sheet so he could include them in his closing report.

  Sixteen of those mothers to write, take him damned near the rest of the night. That one case, probably just a coincidence, still . . . Maybe Larry would come up with an idea on it. He’d

  trained Ballard, two years ago; hell of a good man, had all the instincts. Except he got involved.




  Reports, damn ’em. He turned to the typewriter, stopped. He’d left the case sheets folded in thirds up above his car visor; he always put them up there when they were ready for

  reports.




  Still carrying the Willets case sheet in his hand, he let himself out into the cold night air, now wet and heavy with mist. As he started across Golden Gate toward the Plymouth, a dark shape

  came out of the recessed entryway from which interior stairs led up to the main-floor clerical offices.




  Heslip whirled around, was bringing up his guard when he was struck sharply above the right temple with a small truncheon. It made a nasty meaty sound against his skull. He went down on his

  hands and knees, one foot pawing the curb clumsily in a reflex to get upright inside the count. The truncheon swung again with panicky haste, struck an inch above the place it had hit the first

  time.




  Heslip went down hard, on his face this time, without trying to break the fall in any way. He twitched once and was still.




  





  Chapter Two




  At 8:27 A.M. Larry Ballard parked his company Ford in front of the elementary school playground, yawned, and pulled a dozen

  folded case sheets from above his visor. Report-typing time. Erg.




  Carrying them and the attaché case containing his Current, Hold, and Contingent folders, he locked the car and started across Golden Gate Avenue. A screaming phalanx of

  little black kids burst from the school into the blacktopped playground. His eye caught a fluttering beneath the windshield wiper of Heslip’s Plymouth; grinning, he went back to feed his own

  meter. Then the grin faded. Odd that it would be parked in the same place it had been the night before, when he had come in at 1:25 and hadn’t been able to find Bart.




  On impulse he checked the basement before going upstairs to Clerical. The Jaguar that Bart had picked up last night was gone. Had it been gone at 1:25? He just hadn’t noticed. Marty

  Rossman came out of his cubicle, tall and wavy-haired; he had never lived down once yelling “May Day! May Day!” over the car radio when four angry Samoan lads had started tipping over

  his car in the housing project out off Geneva Avenue.




  “Bart Heslip down here, Marty?”




  Rossman shook his head. “Haven’t seen him. Kearny is taking off heads this morning.”




  “Hell, and I’ve got reports to write.”




  Ballard slipped back outside and then in the adjacent door to climb the narrow creaking stairs to the second floor. In the 1920s this old charcoal Victorian which housed DKA (Head Office, San

  Francisco, Branch Offices in All Major California Cities) had been a specialty whorehouse; recently it had been designated a California Landmark by the State Historical Society. Such are the uses

  of fame.




  At the head of the stairs he turned hard left, toward the front office which overlooked the avenue through unwashed bay windows. Two new assignments and five memos from the skip-tracers, as well

  as three close-outs, were in his box on Jane Goldson’s desk.




  “Bart up here, Jane?”




  “No. Should he be?”




  Jane was the setup and switchboard girl, with a marked English accent which Kearny felt lent the place a touch of class. He might even have been right. She also had remarkably good legs under

  remarkably short skirts; a slight open-faced girl with brown, perfectly straight hair all the way down to the small of her back.




  “He’s not downstairs and his car is outside. And the Jaguar he picked up last night is gone.”




  “Maybe he’s taking it back to the dealer.” She suddenly frowned. “He picked that one up, did he? Bit odd, actually, that he didn’t leave a note on my desk about

  it.”




  Carrying his attaché case and the In basket contents, Ballard clattered downstairs and back into the basement. The sliding mirrored door at Kearny’s cubbyhole at the far end

  was shut, but that didn’t mean anything; it was one-way glass so Kearny could see who wanted in. Besides, Ballard was going to have to ask him if he’d seen Bart, no matter what sort of

  mood he was in.




  Ballard’s intercom rang before he could set down his attaché case. “Larry? Come in here right away.”




  Ballard walked back, pushed the button beside Kearny’s door; when the buzzer sounded, he went in. Standing behind the desk, where she could read over Kearny’s shoulder, was Giselle

  Marc. She still had on her coat: a tall, wickedly lean blonde with an exquisitely boned face and the sort of brains that traditionally go with thick horn-rims, thick ankles, and a thick

  personality. She had only the brains.




  “I hear that Kathy’s sick again,” said Ballard, just to say something.




  “She is. It worries me. She’s too young for all the troubles she has.” Kathy Onoda, the Japanese-American office manager, was just twenty-eight. Giselle was two years younger,

  the same age as Ballard.




  He sat down in the client chair, gingerly, awaiting Kearny’s eruption. All of the signs were there: Giselle, long-faced, unsmiling; the ashtray overflowing with half-smoked butts;

  Kearny’s coat over the back of his chair; Kearny himself hunched forward in a watching attitude as if the Derby were being run on top of his desk.




  Ballard cleared his throat. “Bart’s got another ticket. Can’t we do something about that new meter maid?”




  “What time did you see Bart last night?” asked Kearny. He shook out a Lucky, offered the pack, regarding the younger man through the smoke with narrowed eyes.




  “I didn’t—just talked with him on the radio about twelve-thirty. He said he’d be here, writing reports—he had sixteen of ’em to do. But he was already gone

  when I got here at one-twenty-five.”




  “Was the Jag he repo’d here? Were the burglar alarms set?”




  Ballard hesitated. Bart was his best friend; he didn’t want to give wrong answers.




  “Well?” Kearny was a hard-driving forty-four, a compact, blocky man with cop’s eyes, a massive jaw, and a slightly flattened and bent nose which helped mask the cold shrewdness

  of his face. He had been a private investigator for over a quarter of a century, managing Walter’s Auto Detectives, until he had founded DKA almost ten years before.




  “I didn’t notice about the Jag. The door was locked but the alarms were off. Why? What—”




  “Bart’s in the hospital,” said Giselle.




  “Hospital?” Ballard stood up abruptly, remained erect for several seconds, then with a slightly foolish look, sat down again.




  “He creamed that Jaguar,” said Kearny mildly.




  “That’s silly, Dan. He picked it up early in the evening, it was here when I was by at ten-thirty.” He looked over at Giselle, who was leaning against the filing cabinet with

  her arms folded. “Is he hurt bad?”




  “He totaled the goddamn Jag!” Kearny burst out. He slammed the desk so hard with an open palm that his dice box full of ballpoint pens jumped a full inch in the air.

  “One of the new V-12 hardtop coupes and he totaled it. Joy-riding like some damned teen-ager—”




  “Bart wouldn’t do that!” exclaimed Ballard hotly. “He—”




  “Almost twelve thousand owing on it—hell, we picked it up because the subject’s insurance had been canceled. Our insurance is probably primary over the bank’s VSI. And

  you know what that means?” He leaned forward to angrily smear out his cigarette, his left hand automatically reaching for the pack again. “That means DKA probably is going to have to

  eat that son of a bitch. Our coverage is good only during recovery, in transit, and in storage. Pissing around up on Twin Peaks at three in the morning isn’t gonna be nobody’s

  idea of being in transit.”




  Ballard shook his head doggedly. He looked over at Giselle, said again, “Is Bart all right, or—”




  “No. He’s in a coma, they think he’s got a skull fracture. He—”




  Ballard stood up. “Which hospital?”




  “You aren’t going to do any good over there right now, Larry.” Kearny looked up from lighting his cigarette. “Visiting hours don’t start until eleven, you’ve

  got reports to type. I see you didn’t get any in last night.”




  Ballard took a deep breath as if barely controlling himself, but said almost plaintively, “Dan, he had to have taken that car out for something besides a joy ride.” Then,

  seeing the look on Kearny’s face, he added hastily, “Yeah, yeah, I’ll type the damned reports.”




  When Giselle left Kearny’s office ten minutes later, Ballard followed her outside. Another batch of kids was capering and shouting in the fenced playground across the street, their cries

  as full of spring as geese V-ing north.




  “How do you like that guy?” he demanded bitterly. “More worried about the damned Jag than he is about Bart.”




  “Twelve thousand bucks, Larry. And Bart was driving the car.”




  “I’m not so sure of that, either,” said Ballard darkly.




  She shrugged. Even in the current shoe style she was only an inch or two shorter than his five-eleven-and-a-half. She had a short straight nose and a small mouth and blue eyes as clear as

  mountain water.




  “There isn’t any alternative, Larry. He was there, the car was there, and nobody else was.”




  “And both of ’em totaled? I’d like to hear what the Accident Investigation Bureau cops have to say.” He started to turn away, but Giselle’s voice stopped him. Her

  eyes were flashing, suddenly.




  “Bart’s not out at County General, you know, Larry,” she snapped.




  “Huh?”




  “Of course Dan’s worried about getting stuck for that Jag. But Bart’s at Trinity Hospital in intensive care, a single-bed room with a private nurse as necessary. If you think

  all that’s covered by the DKA health plan, you’d better hope you never get sick enough to test your theory.”




  “You mean that Kearny—”




  “This morning, as soon as he got word. DKA’s going to be picking up a lot of medical on this no matter what finally comes out about the Jaguar.”




  “Now you’ve made me feel like a bastard,” said Ballard sheepishly.




  “I sincerely hope so.”




  





  Chapter Three




  Dr. Arnold Whitaker was mod. Bright red vest under a mustard sport jacket; psychedelic tie with a knot the size of a golf ball; the flowing sandy mustache of a World War II RAF

  pilot.




  “No use going in to see him.” He had a quick pattering voice, like mice in the attic. “Just a lump of black meat lying there in the bed at the moment. Poor pulse, respiration

  so bad we did a tracheotomy. Deep coma. Depressed fracture is my initial diagnosis; the skull x-rays ought to be up soon to confirm that. We’ve also done an EEG—’




  “EEG?”




  “Brain-wave study.” He shot a cuff to check a watch gleaming with enough chrome to plate a bumper. “If there’s nothing else . . .”




  “I’d like to speak with Miss Jones.” When the medico didn’t react to her name, Ballard added, “Corinne Jones? His fiancée? She’s supposed to be in

  there waiting beside his bed.”




  “Do you resent my letting her into the room and not you? I assume she’s been sleeping with the man. I assume you haven’t.”




  They were on the fourth floor of Trinity Hospital, a former old people’s rest home which was in the process of being converted into a seventy-bed hospital.




  Ballard, still hoping to get into the room, asked, “What are his chances of recovery, Doctor?”




  Whitaker looked at his watch again, said “Damn!” explosively under his breath, said, “From which injuries? The fractured skull, the cracked ribs, or the bruised

  knees?”




  “Bruised knees?”




  “From the dashboard. Common when the auto has gone over a cliff or embankment. Sometimes their feet are knocked right out of their shoes, leaving the shoes still tied.”




  “The fractured skull,” Ballard said, then added as the thought struck him for the first time, “There isn’t anything inconsistent with an auto crash, is there?”




  “Um.” Whitaker considered it, eyes agleam with interest. Finally he shook his head regretfully. “No. The fracture is on the side of the skull away from the driver’s

  doorpost, but he probably received the injury when he was thrown from the car. He was damned lucky it didn’t roll on him.” Then he added cheerfully, almost to himself. “Of course,

  nothing in the injuries rules out the proverbial blunt instrument. But the concept is rather fanciful.”




  “He’s a detective, Doctor. Detectives find out things.”




  “So do doctors—damned if I’ve ever figured out why.” He looked at the monstrous skin-diver’s watch again. “My wife gave me this, fantasies me as a scuba

  diver, I suppose. I imagine eventually we’ll only be able to make it in a bathtub full of warm salt water. If you want an opinion to support a thesis, here: the nature of the injuries do not

  preclude felonious assault with something like a sockful of sand or a leather-covered lead blackjack.”




  “Thanks, Doctor,” said Ballard. He added stubbornly, “I’d still like to see him, talk with Corinne.”




  Whitaker threw his arms wide in sudden resignation. “Oh, shit,” he said precisely. The gray head of a nurse behind the desk snapped up to reveal a pair of shock-widened eyes.

  “Go on in. Your presence isn’t going to make a damned bit of difference to the patient. You can keep your hands off the girl, can’t you? She’s very vulnerable at the

  moment.”




  Ballard almost got sore, grinned instead. “I’d better keep my hands off her. Bart’s a former professional fighter.”




  “Former is probably right, Mr. Ballard. He might well end up with a plate in his head from this, residual weaknesses or even partial paralysis on the left side is a possibility—if he

  doesn’t wake up a carrot.” He then added, as an afterthought, “If he wakes up at all.”




  The nurse was staring at them again, reprovingly: a large fleshy woman with eyes right out of Buchenwald and a heavy bosom as comforting as a bag of cement. “Doctor, you have no right to

  say—”




  “Shit,” said Whitaker again, very distinctly. Her face went pale. He turned back to Ballard, said, “Seventy-two hours is as long as I would give him in coma without serious

  permanent brain damage either causing it or resulting from it. I’d have a hell of a hard time keeping my hands off Miss Corinne Jones in a darkened room—even if her boy friend

  was Joe Frazier.”




  He nodded and strode abruptly away toward the elevator. Ballard crossed the hall and pushed open the door of Heslip’s room gingerly, half expecting to catch the nurse’s beefy

  shoulder in the small of his back. He paused for a few moments, blinking, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the semi-darkness which contrasted so sharply with the bone-whiteness of the corridor.

  Only a single small night light was on; with the curtains drawn and the door reclosed behind him, it was really quite dark.




  “Larry?” A dark figure rose from the chair on the far side of the bed. “Larry? Oh, thank God!”




  He held Corinne for a moment as she clung to him with convulsive strength. The beautifully female body was warm in his arms. He released her quickly and stepped back, disturbed a little at his

  physical reaction to her. His eyes had accustomed themselves to the dimness enough for him to make out her features. She had a heart-shaped face so strikingly pretty that she approached true

  beauty.




  “Rough, kid?”




  “It’s been so damned . . . lonely. Did you talk to the doctor?”




  Ballard nodded. There was another chair, which he pulled up next to hers. But instead of sitting down, he moved to the head of the bed to stare down at Bart’s still, grayish features under

  their absurd crown of bandage. Through his mind, like a sleep-learning tape under the pillow, reeled Bart’s words from the night before: I got something funny on one of the files. Probably

  just a coincidence, but I wanna ask what you think . . .




  “And?” prompted Corinne.




  “No change in diagnosis yet,” he said absently. It couldn’t be that . . .




  “What about . . . when he wakes up?”




  “Russian roulette. If he ever . . .” He caught himself belatedly, pulled his eyes from Heslip’s deathly still face to her. She was hunched over in her chair, crying

  silently. “Hey . . .”




  He sat down beside her, but she took off the arm he tried to put around her. Anger glinted through her tears. “I hate that bastard! Hate him!”




  Ballard was confused. “Who?”




  “Kearny. Him, and the goddamn detective business, and—”




  “He’s paying for the room,” said Ballard. The tape had begun playing again. Something funny . . . probably just a coincidence . . . Something? No. Couldn’t be.

  Nothing. Still . . .




  “Big deal!” she exclaimed bitterly. “I’ve got a good job, I can manage Bart’s hospital bills, don’t need his charity. If it weren’t for Kearny

  there wouldn’t be any hospital bills. Wouldn’t—”




  “It could have happened against a ring post,” said Ballard.




  “He quit the ring almost four years ago . . .” She was crying openly by this time, without lowering her furious grief-stricken face or trying in any way to check the tears flowing

  down her cheeks.




  “Only because he found something he liked as well.”




  “Oh, go to hell!” she exclaimed fiercely. Then she pressed her face against his shoulder and squeezed his hand so hard that his fingers reddened with trapped blood. “Oh, Larry,

  I’m so damned scared!”




  The door opened to let a reedy red-headed nurse stick in a sympathetic face. “You’ll have to wait in the hall.”




  They stood up. Corinne left her purse on the narrow rollaway table beside the bed. There for the long siege, Ballard thought. Better not tell her that seventy-two hours was the outside limit

  Whitaker was giving for Bart’s unimpaired recovery. He held her hand as they went out; Whitaker was in the doorway. The dapper little doctor nodded.




  “Couldn’t keep your hands off after all,” he beamed.




  “What was that all about?” Corinne asked as they moved down the hall.




  “He’s got the hots for you,” said Ballard. “He and his wife do it in the bathtub, and he’s having a wish projection that you—”




  “But it doesn’t wash off!” she exclaimed.




  It was the tag end of a joke among the three of them that, recalled, gave her momentary pleasure. Then her face tightened, got angry again. They had gone to the end of the hall to look down on

  drab, deserted Bush Street from a large round porthole-like unglassed window beside the rear stairwell. Corinne’s emotions had always bubbled near the surface.




  “At least in the ring the other guy’s only trying to beat you, not kill you,” she said.




  “What do you mean?” demanded Ballard, more sharply than he had intended. It was too close to his own unformulated thoughts: something funny on one of the files. She was

  staring blindly down into the street, her face in profile severe of line like the Egyptian queen, Nefertiti, something like that—he’d seen her in an encyclopedia in high school, never

  had forgotten her.




  Corinne met his eyes. “Bart wouldn’t have been driving around in that Jaguar, Larry! What for? Cars don’t mean anything to him, to any of you. You deal with them all the

  time.”




  “Don’t tell me you think that somebody deliberately set him behind the wheel and then ran the Jag off Twin Peaks.”




  “Don’t you?”




  Ballard opened his mouth to say no, then closed it. Dammit, as she said, the only thing that made sense. He straightened away from the porthole, suddenly in a hurry. “I’d better, ah,

  get back to the office, kid. Giselle said to tell you how sorry she is, and how much she hopes that—”




  “Kearny didn’t send any kind words, did he?” Before Ballard could speak, she added, “Don’t bother to make anything up so I’ll feel good. The only thing that

  mean son of a bitch could do to make me feel good is drop over dead.”




  “Oh, hell, Corinne, make sense!”




  “You’re all the same, all of you!” she flared. “Giselle included. Look at you! Can’t wait around the hospital, hell no. You have to get back to work . .

  .”
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