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To Irene and Frank





CHAPTER 1

SATURDAY, AUGUST 13, 6:00 P.M.

The tall man stopped running as soon as he had crossed the hot asphalt of Front Street, and skidded into the cool maw of the Greyhound Bus tunnel. With an effort, he forced his lean body to proceed at no more than a fast walk. Since no cry had been raised behind him, nobody paid him special attention. And, although his blue deep-set eyes darted from side to side, the rest of his gaunt hawk-nosed face remained set in impassive, almost bored, lines. He did not look like a fugitive.

The high concrete cave led through the city block behind the Pickwick Hotel. Passengers, porters, and drivers milled around the bus which would leave San Diego at six o’clock this afternoon but they each were intent on their own flustered affairs. They scarcely noticed the accused murderer who skirted that moment of their lives and kept going.

His name was Max Thursday. He rented an office — its glass door labeled Private Investigator — on the fourth floor of the Moulton Building, and a small duplex at the corner of Union and Ivy. He owned a car and a satisfactory bank account. But the maddening circumstances of this second Saturday in August had made it impossible for him to turn to any of these for rest or aid. He neither carried nor owned a gun.

Thursday hesitated as he reached the end of the Greyhound tunnel. The anger began to ebb from his mind, the fierce, blind temper that had led to his surprising assault on the law itself one minute before. He glanced both ways along First Avenue, trying to decide. He had constructed the trap for himself and he had escaped it momentarily. Foolishly or not, he was committed to a course of action all his own. What? Because any physical gesture was a balm, he fastened the button of his tweed coat, then unbuttoned it again, irresolute, wishing he could make himself think faster. Now that he was running away, he must run to somewhere.

He turned right simply because he noticed that Broadway — the honking neon-lit spine of San Diego — was filling with the beginnings of the Saturday evening trade. That struck a familiar note. The nebulous J. X. O’Connell had escaped earlier this week by vanishing into a throng on Broadway. He had escaped from Thursday who was now the pursued.

Two minutes gone. As he threaded among the slow-moving fun-seekers on the wide sidewalk, he became acutely conscious of passing time. He nearly could feel the watch spring expand and the minute hand advance over his left wrist. For the first time he noticed the innumerable clocks ticking away in the early-lighted store windows, and all their differing conceptions of time which was suddenly so important. He shook his head impatiently at the phobia and shoved ahead. Two minutes gone and it would take less than five minutes to get the man-wanted call on the police radio.

He longed to break into his sprint again. The absurd urge nagged Thursday, though he knew that no matter how fast he traveled he still was only wandering aimlessly.

Dodging around an arm-in-arm line of four marines, he teetered along the curb by the taxi stand at Second and Broadway. He hesitated again, then the readily opening door of the nearest car made him recall his instructions to Joaquin Vespasian the night before, “… wide the bus but no taxis. You won’t be noticed on a bus and, besides, the bunch that’s gunning for you owns a couple hack drivers.”

For the next block, Thursday lengthened his stride. With no new implications, his own old advice seemed good enough to follow. Ahead, across Broadway, was the Plaza, the little green park that served as a terminal for the city bus system. He had at least decided on a method if not a destination.

As if that minor decision had freed his whole mind, he became aware of the passers-by. At first, he slowed his walk because he thought his fast pace was causing all the stranger faces with their eyes to turn toward him. Then he realized that he was becoming sensitive to the presence of others, as he had become conscious of his inexorable wrist watch. Behind him and to either side, he imagined the chatting, laughing voices called his name. Three minutes gone.

The Third Avenue traffic signal clanged and recolored, and he suddenly had to turn right again and cross Broadway instead. The sudden change nearly panicked him, the small matter of having to cross Broadway before crossing Third when he had expected otherwise. He felt exposed in the middle of the vast street with the cars halted, waiting for him alone to pass — it seemed — and the faces veiled behind windshields watching and commenting on his progress. He didn’t dare hurry and he didn’t dare not hurry.

He reached the curb finally, his clenched palms sweating, and prepared to wait for the signal to change again so he could get across Third to the Plaza. The corner was an arena, all eyes upon him. He had never fled from the law before. With nervous irritation, he glared around at the others trapped by the same red light and at the elderly newsboy who took it as an opportunity to proffer tomorrow morning’s paper. Thursday muttered no, looked around again, and everybody’s eyes slid away from his knowingly.

“Hi, Thursday!” The prowl car crawled across Broadway, losing speed just so one of the two uniformed men could yell at him. The policeman was Hoover, and Thursday had fresh memories of him from two encounters during this last unlucky week. But the prowl car wasn’t going to stop, and Hoover merely grinned, so Thursday twisted his face into some sort of an expression in return. His name wasn’t yet broadcast.

Thursday turned, with Hoover still looking at him, and sauntered into the drugstore. He hoped that would leave an impression that he wasn’t vitally interested in the yellowish buses circulating around the Plaza like bees. By the magazine rack just inside the entrance, he spun and came out into the fading sunshine again and joined the pack that was walking into the green light.

He paused by the iron chain that fenced off the grassy park and couldn’t locate a carrier that was going far enough to suit him. He wanted to go at least as far as one of the beaches or … Thursday began to run again — physically — toward the far end of the block. The sign on the bus idling there was the answer. It spelled out the one place remaining where he might be safe for a while.

But the bus doors were already closed and the driver shifted gears, ready to trundle off. Thursday yelled, “Hey!” and charged across Fourth Avenue against the light. The driver scowled but opened up and Thursday swung aboard. Four minutes gone.

Hat low over his coarse black hair, he slumped into a rear seat, anonymous. He caught his breath, and the engine vibrations, growling forward, made him feel temporarily free and better, as if in the little time he had left to him he might come up with something.

Since last Monday noon, two men had died by violence. He found it difficult to blame himself for that, no matter what the law said. But here he sat, hiding in awful aloneness, in flight from the law, and he knew he had himself chosen the tortuous route that led to this condition. Wearily, as he had before in the last six days, Thursday began to reconstruct. From the beginning. From last Monday noon when he had met Irene at the house in Loma Portal.





CHAPTER 2

MONDAY, AUGUST 8, 12:00 NOON

Max Thursday parked his Oldsmobile in front of the address on Azalea Drive, took the notebook from an inside pocket of his tweed coat and pretended to look up the number again, while he studied the house itself. He had a few minutes to spare before twelve noon. He had eaten an early Merchant’s Monday Special in order to be in Loma Portal on the appointed hour.

He smiled, slightly but sincerely. The house pleased him; the neighborhood pleased him. In his profession, Thursday allowed himself the institutional ad in the telephone directory, and word of mouth was supposed to accomplish the rest. Words from mouths in this neighborhood would pay off. Loma Portal, its well-to-do residences rising suddenly on the rim of the mud flats northwest of San Diego, was the gateway to Point Loma and some still higher income brackets.

The house on Azalea Drive sat far back on a lawn between two rows of cypress. Its two-story, brown stucco front was bisected by a square tower in which the front door opened directly on the grass. Somehow, while Thursday was musing pleasurably, it had been opened without his seeing it at once, and a young woman stood there waiting.

He gave a quick nod and got out of his car, tucking the notebook away. Since the flagstones rambled, he cut straight across the lawn to her, his business smile in place. He didn’t suppose she’d mind about the grass since it had evidently missed this week’s mowing. Halfway to her, Thursday caught his toe in a small rectangular hole and stumbled. He silently thanked her for not laughing. She merely looked him over gravely.

In a clipped New England voice she stated a fact, “You’re Mr. Thursday,” and then added, “Come in, please do.”

He took off his hat and said, “I generally manage a more impressive approach, Miss Whitney, but your gopher hole — ” She was already across the tower foyer and one step down into the broad living room. He followed, trying to step on the scattered shag rugs rather than scratch her waxed floor. Two love seats confronted one another before the empty fireplace and she took the one which faced the bay-window view of the lawn. Thursday sat opposite her, looking as gentle and attentive as possible.

The woman was not as young as he had first thought, nearer his own age, thirty-five. She wore her slight air of arrogance like a perfume. She was poised and obviously well-bred, which pleased Thursday. She would have friends who might become worthwhile clients. Her small graceful body was dressed in a summerweight suit of powder-blue jersey and her dark blonde hair was drawn back tight to show off the lines of her face which was more patrician than pretty. Her one sign of any nervousness was the tensely drawn cords of her throat.

She said, in the clipped way he already liked, “As I told you, my name is Irene Whitney.” Catching his glance at the indentation on her ring finger, she felt the need to explain something. “It’s Miss Whitney now. I’m no longer married. I’m an interior decorator.” She smiled just a little. “But neither of those points matter. I called you this morning because of — well, a gambling debt.”

Thursday said, “In case you don’t know, gambling debts aren’t legally binding. If it’s owed to you, I may be able to bluff the debtor into paying off. If it’s owed by you, I can probably make sure you won’t be bothered any more.”

Irene Whitney shook her fine head impatiently. “No, I pay all my debts, Mr. Thursday. You see, I — ” She took a deep breath for courage, her eyes, a paler blue than his own, still summing him up. He leaned back in the love seat so he wouldn’t seem to hover over her personal secrets. He respected her for getting down to business this swiftly.

She said, without any coy pride in minor wickedness, “I’ve been doing some gambling over the past six months, mostly roulette. At first, I won a little but lately I’ve lost steadily. Quite a good deal. A thousand dollars. I gave him ten IOUs, a hundred dollars each. He — ”

“Where’d you lose this money?”

“At a place called The Natchez. It’s that place built out over the water at Mission Bay Park that looks like a showboat.”

“I’ve been through it. Nightclub on the main deck. From there you take the elevator down for gambling or up for other accommodations. You went down.”

Her pale-blue eyes glinted faint amusement. “I assure you I didn’t know there was a choice until now.”

“George Papago thinks he’s quite a judge of character.”

“Papago — he’s the man who holds my IOUs.” The cords of her throat tightened again. “Then you know him.”

“Around and about. He wouldn’t be such a bad guy if he could forget about angles. And he’d be better off.” Thursday pulled a copy of the morning Sentinel from his coat pocket. He sprawled open the front page and ran his finger down through headlines. The finger passed across pictures of the Perry Showalter funeral and stopped on some black type farther down the page. Gambling “Ship” Operator Indicted By Grand Jury.

She barely glanced at it. “I knew The Natchez had been closed.”

“Yes. It was closed when the state and our hard-working district attorney, Mr. Benedict, broke the syndicate. Papago thought he was smart enough to open it again. Now Mr. Benedict has broken him.”

Irene Whitney eyed him oddly. Thursday smiled coldly, angry with himself. He realized some rancor had come into his voice when speaking of Benedict, and it wouldn’t do to let this woman know he was on the wrong side of the district attorney.

He folded the paper noisily and said, “Well, I suppose the point is that Papago holds your notes, and you want me to find him. He’s out on bail. Have you tried his home? The paper gives his address as 709 Brighton Court, Mission Beach.”

She shook her head again. “I haven’t tried to find him. If it were that easy, I wouldn’t have called you. You see, I’m being blackmailed.”

“No, I hadn’t seen that.”

“Two days ago some woman telephoned me — it wasn’t anyone I knew — and told me that I would have to pay for my IOUs. Of course I was willing to pay what I owed and I still am. But I can’t afford to pay five thousand dollars to get my notes back. That’s why I want your assistance.”

“Go on.”

She looked questioning.

“You’ve only told me half of it,” Thursday said. “The woman must have said, ‘or else.’ She’d have to. Nobody would pay five thousand bucks to redeem a thousand-buck note unless there was a threat attached. What’s the threat?”

She said blandly, “But I can’t tell you that.”

He shrugged. “That makes it a standoff. It’s my job to respect your confidence and yours to supply it. Otherwise, I can’t help you, Miss Whitney.”

“Oh, come now.” The arrogance peeped through her smiling disbelief. “There’ll be a nice fee in it for you, Mr. Thursday.”

He said abruptly, “Why did you call on me particularly?”

“Well — I’ve read about you in the papers — and — ”

“Uh-huh. That was two years ago. Despite the exaggerations, I’m no stick-up man, and it seems to me that’s what you’re out to hire. I don’t even own a gun, much less wear one. If you’re interested in knowing, I work within the law and often with the law. The difference in my job is that I perform private services which the cops don’t have the time or the right to perform. That’s all a private detective amounts to, Miss Whitney.”

She embarrassed him then by smiling at his speech. She said softly and knowingly, “I didn’t intend to insult you, Mr. Thursday, and I don’t ask you to act against whatever scruples you may have. But I would like you to see George Papago. I have reasons for not wanting to do it myself. Find out where my IOUs are and then redeem them for their full face value, no more. Is there anything dishonest in that?”

Thursday grinned. He liked her while he condemned his dangerous impulsiveness in liking her. But he did want her class of business. He said, “I’ll see Papago this afternoon and find out just where your IOUs are. What’s the number here — so I can call you about the money end?”

“I’ll call you. Tomorrow sometime.”

“Okay. My fee is twenty-five dollars per day plus unusual expenses, if they arise. The first day’s fee is payable in advance.”

“Oh, of course.” She rose and went over to open the drawer of an escritoire. She returned, rummaging in her big purse for a wallet. Thursday saw the dark green of a checkbook.

“A check will do.”

She pretended she didn’t hear him. She held out two tens and a five and when he didn’t take them immediately, she dropped them on the love seat beside him. Thursday ignored the money. He asked, “How are the Johnsons these days?”

She looked puzzled. He explained. “Your friends, the Johnsons. The people who let you use this house for our appointment. I checked Civic Center to see who owned this address. I also checked the registry of voters, the phone book, and the city directory. There’s no Irene Whitney listed. I’m getting a strong hunch that isn’t your name.”

The woman let another five-dollar bill drip from her hand onto the love seat. She said, “Does it matter?”

Thursday picked up the thirty dollars. “Call my office in the morning. I’m there by nine.” She snapped her purse shut, smiling confidently. He looked up at her. “You think you’ve got me tabbed, Miss Whitney. Don’t forget I can drop anything I feel burning my hands. I have my own reasons for playing along.”

“Fair enough.” The cool assurance fled from her face as she stared past him, out the front window. Thursday twisted around. A portly, white-haired man had stopped part way up to the flagstones to the front door, his red face gazing benevolently around at the ragged lawn. Then he continued his advance on the house. “I didn’t expect him,” the woman whispered. “Put him off, please. Tell him I’m not here.” She pushed gently at his shoulder.

Thursday shrugged and ambled to the door. When he opened it, the portly man frowned with surprise, then tugged down his vest and beamed rosily. “How do you do. I’m Bradstreet. How do you like it?”

“Fine.” Thursday leaned across the doorway, indolently blocking it. “Can I do something for you?”

The other man blinked earnestly. Then his smile widened with tolerance. “I’m Bradstreet — Bradstreet Realtors. I guess this place sold itself to you. See you’ve taken the sign down.” He gestured at the grass, toward the hole Thursday had stumbled over.

Slowly, Thursday eased out of the way. “Come in, I think there’s some kind of mistake going on. You say nobody lives here?”

“Not since the Johnsons put it in our hands sixty days ago. What — ”

“A Miss Whitney called me out here to make an estimate on a car. I haven’t seen the car yet, but she’s right inside. Or she was.”

The two men circulated through the house. They found the sign behind the laundry tubs on the service porch, the sign that read For Lease Furnished — Call Bradstreet Realtors. Bradstreet carried it with him for the rest of the search. They wound up in the living room where he found the house key on the love seat by Thursday’s hat. But the woman who claimed the name of Irene Whitney was gone.

“Nothing missing,” Bradstreet said and wiped his face. “Don’t get it. She looked reputable enough. I let her have the key about ten this morning so she could brood around the place, get the feel of it, make up her mind. You know women. Then, when I saw you I assumed I’d misheard her give her name. Thought she had a husband and you were it.”

“Might have been some confidence setup or maybe she was just playing rich,” Thursday said affably. “Did you see this car I was supposed to look at?”

“Didn’t notice.” Bradstreet led the way out the front door, locked it and rattled it viciously. “Fine place but we’re asking six prices for it. And just when I thought I had a sucker to unload it on …” He stabbed his sign into its hole and used his weight to force it deeper. “One thing I should’ve learned by now. Never trust a blonde, age and respectability notwithstanding. They’ll lie to you every time.”

“Keeps a man on his toes,” Thursday said and walked out to his car. He felt sure she hadn’t been lying completely. Besides, he argued himself down, I owe her something for her money.





CHAPTER 3

MONDAY, AUGUST 8, 2:00 P.M.

Mission Beach was the flat spit of land which divided the sparkling ocean surf from the placid bay. On both sides of the amusement park, the sandy lots were dotted with beach homes of white stucco and red tile roofs; 709 Brighton Court was one of these at the south end.

The front door was open and through the screen Thursday could see the empty living room as he punched the bell. Some child’s toys lay around the carpet and three punctured beer cans sat on the coffee table.

Out of sight he could hear George Papago and a woman quarreling at the top of their lungs, but he couldn’t distinguish words. At his hip a thin voice said, “You know where you can go.”

Thursday looked down. A soiled, homely boy of about five had crept around the corner of the house and up onto the concrete stoop. He was skinny, big-eyed, and sallow despite the blazing sun. “Hi,” Thursday said. “I’m looking for Mr. Papago. Does he live here?”

The boy brushed by into the house and let the screen slam between them. He stood inside, his mouth hanging open, staring at the tall man. When Thursday punched the bell again, he piped helpfully, “It don’t work.”

Papago yelled from somewhere in the rear, “Georgie! Who you talking to?”

The boy flinched. “Just a man, Daddy! He looks like a cop!”

“Huh?” Papago padded into the living room, the olive skin of his face and neck flushed with irritation. He was a slick young Greek with clever eyes and a black line of mustache. He wore green slacks, open-toed sandals, and a blue sport shirt buttoned at the throat in spite of the heat. He calmed down a little when he saw his visitor, asked him in and offered him a beer.

Thursday said no, thanks. Papago got one for himself in the kitchen, chased the gaping Georgie out of the living room and sank moodily onto the davenport. “What you doing these days, Thursday?”

“This and that. Reading about you in the paper mostly.”

“You wouldn’t be working for the D.A. now, would you?” When Thursday laughed, Papago said, “Glad to see somebody who isn’t. All I meet any more are Benedict’s boys, trying to sew me up tight.”

“How bad have they got you, George?”

“Could be worse. I’ll get off with a fine, says my lawyer.” He gulped off most of the beer. “That cold fish Benedict acts like I slew the mayor or some such stunt. What did I do so wrong? Sure, my setup was against the law, but what isn’t these days? People got to do something, entertain themselves somehow, don’t they?”

“Sure.” Thursday listened for the woman he knew was in the house but he couldn’t hear her.

Papago snarled on about his troubles. “That’s what’s losing my mind for me! Waiting for the trial to get over, so I’ll be free to open up in some other line. You might know how a thing like this louses up your credit.”

In the distance, an ice-cream wagon tinkled. Immediately, Georgie scampered in from the bedroom, shouting, “Give me a nickel! Give me a nickel!”

“Shut up!” Papago yelled. “Can’t you see I’m talking?”

The boy said stubbornly, “Mommy said for you to give me a nickel.”

Papago swore and finally dug out some coins and gave one to Georgie who banged out through the front screen. “That kid can hear the Good Humor wagon a mile off. He can’t hear me across the room.” He dropped the loose change back in his pocket and fiddled with a torn pamphlet that he had pulled out with the money.

Thursday figured it was a horoscope from the zodiacal symbols he could see on the cover. “You looking for lucky days?”

“Me?” Papago scornfully tossed the pamphlet on the coffee table in front of him. “What’s the scoop on you, Thursday? You didn’t stock up on crying towels just because the D.A. has me across the barrel.”

“Always glad to see Benedict pick on somebody else for a change.” Thursday grinned. “But you’re right, George. I got business.”

“Righto. Name it.”

“I have a client, a Miss Irene Whitney. She’s an interior decorator, just gotten a big commission back in New York. Happened all of a sudden when — but that doesn’t matter to you. The point is that she’s had to leave town in a hurry and she hired me to wind up her affairs.”

Papago was intent with curiosity. “I don’t get it.”

“Well, the list of business she gave me had your name on it. She owes you some notes on dough she dropped at The Natchez. Five hundred bucks.”

“You got that wrong. It was a thousand. A hundred ten times.”

“You’re probably right. I have it written down somewhere. Anyway, she wants me to pay up for her.”

“You still got your wires crossed, Thursday,” said Papago. “Those IOUs were picked up last week by her lawyer. Course, I don’t mind getting paid twice if she don’t mind.” He laughed until he noticed Thursday’s probing eyes. “What’s the matter? If anybody’s thrown you a curve, it wasn’t me.”

Thursday grimaced. “Wasted my time coming out here, that’s all. The Whitney woman must have forgotten about it in the rush. Her lawyer, huh? You mean Fisher — young fellow, dark hair.”

Papago laughed at him again. “You even got the wrong lawyer. This was a tall character — like you — by name of J. X. O’Connell. Know him? Gray hair and cookie duster. The Harris-tweeds and walking-stick type.”

“Oh, O’Connell, sure. George, do you happen to have his address handy?”

Papago said, “Wouldn’t be surprised,” then his eyes narrowed calculatingly. “Don’t you have it?”

“Back at the office someplace. I figured you could save me a trip back downtown.”

“Righto,” said the gambler thoughtfully. “I get it.”

A long-legged, husky woman strode in from the bedroom, smiling self-consciously. Her brown eyes were set wide apart, like an animal’s, in a heavy-boned face. For all her large scale, she was sensually handsome. The brown hair that hung down the back of her gold blouse had just been carefully brushed, and Thursday realized why she hadn’t shown up before. She had been dressing up for company in black hostess pajamas and gold sandals. He rose politely.

Papago stayed where he was and said indifferently, “Nell. Max Thursday.”

She shook Thursday’s hand and asked how he’d been in a healthy voice. Then she looked at Papago finishing his beer. “Say, why can’t all of us have a beer together?”

Papago set the empty can down with a crash. “What do you think, I got no manners? He don’t want a beer!”

“How was I to know, tell me that!”

“If somebody don’t want something, I don’t force it or me down their throat. Like some people I could name.”

“What do you want me to do all my life — stay in the bedroom?” Nell snapped and the glow in her dull eyes dared him to answer. She wheeled on Thursday, winningly. “Wouldn’t you really like a beer, Mr. Thursday?”

Thursday smiled and said, “I don’t want to start a war. Or let you drink alone, either. You decide.”

Nell was loftily triumphant as she returned from the kitchen to distribute three foaming cans of beer. Then she spotted the horoscope pamphlet Papago was toying with again.

“Hey!” she cried, “so that’s where it was! You’ve gone and torn it!”

Papago pulled the horoscope out of her reach and tore it again, deliberately. “And that’s what’ll happen to any more I find around here, too.”

Nell’s stormy reply was lost in the slam of the screen door as Georgie trotted back into the house, his tongue working over a chocolate ice-cream cone. Papago growled, “And don’t drip that thing on the rug.”

“Come here, honey.” Nell soothed the youngster against her leg and petted his hair.

Thursday tossed off the rest of his beer. “About that O’Connell’s address, George,” he prompted.

“Righto,” said the Greek. His eyes rested thoughtfully on Georgie’s ice-cream cone. He laid the ripped horoscope in front of him on the coffee table. Then he got out his wallet and extracted a business card from it. He put the card down by the horoscope, glanced up to see if Thursday was ready and read off the address — “3319 30th Street.”

“I thought it was some building downtown.”

Nell started to speak and then changed her mind. Thinking clumsily, she watched Papago, and Thursday watched them both. The gambler replaced the card in his wallet. Then he balled the horoscope and flung it into a corner.

Nell didn’t explode as Thursday expected. She remained contemplative. Thursday got up and added his empty to those on the coffee table. “Thanks a million, George. Good luck with the D.A.”

“Righto,” Papago said absently, not rising. “See you around.”

Nell followed him to the door, Georgie clinging to a fold of pajama leg. “So glad to make your acquaintance. Drop around any time, now you know the way.”

Thursday thanked her, bid the chocolate-mouthed youngster goodbye and went out to his car. At the next intersection of the main thoroughfare, Mission Boulevard, he pulled off the road and parked behind a garage.

He didn’t have to wait long. Within five minutes a Chrysler Town and Country convertible coupe shot by him, headed south toward downtown. George Papago’s scheming face was behind the wheel. He had added a sport coat to his ensemble and a green panama hat with a wide flowered band. The flashy Chrysler was out of sight around the corner of the garage before Thursday could get the license number.

Thinking over the thousand-and-one stunts which Papago might be up to, Thursday drove back to San Diego and stopped at an Owl drugstore. Again, he checked through the phone book and the city directory.

There was no such person as J. X. O’Connell. He was the second nonexistent person who had turned up today.





CHAPTER 4

MONDAY, AUGUST 8, 3:30 P.M.

Thursday checked the 30th Street address as a matter of routine. This fringe of the North Park suburb was loosely a business district: homes elbowed other homes which had been converted into shoe-repair shops and dressmaking establishments.

Number 3319 existed. It was an ice-cream cone, upside down.

The stucco cone, three stories high, was one of those depression-built refreshment stands which housed one enterprise after another, down through the years. Apparently, coats of whitewash kept the flimsy, pointed structure from falling apart. High on its tip, another ice-cream cone, this of fraying plaster and right-side up and a mere yard long, still balanced like a dancer.

Thursday chuckled as, parked by the curb, he traced the workings of Papago’s mind. He read the metal sign swinging over the shabby lawn. JOAQUIN VESPASIAN, Personal Relations Counsellor. In smaller letters this was explained: Phrenologist, Spiritual Consultant, Your Personality As Revealed By Your Palm, Helpful Secrets Of The Egyptians, Handwriting Analyzed. Then, challengingly: Why Not Meet The Real You?

“Tightrope walker,” Thursday murmured. A history of local legislation was layered in the sign. The Future Foretold had been painted over long ago when the city banned fortune-telling. More recently, Psychologist had been obliterated when requirements were tightened.

Inside the cone somebody shrieked.

Thursday shut off his engine and sprinted up to the door in the circular base of the building. He stopped outside the wedged-open door and stayed there, since the fight going on inside was none of his business.

The two big men in dungarees were of Italian or Portuguese descent. Even knotted in anger, their swarthy faces looked like the same family. One was older and slower than the other.

They swore in growls as they knocked a little plaid-suited man around the dinky room. The little man whimpered and didn’t do much fighting. He kept his face covered and tried to run away but the other two always caught him, knocking him against the wall with roundhouse swings. The victim wasn’t being hurt so badly, that Thursday could see, despite his noises. Thursday went back out to his car to lean against it and light a cigarette.

A few more crashing sounds and the two swarthy men stomped out, glowered at Thursday as they passed and drove away in a battered pickup truck. Thursday went into the ice-cream cone and looked around.

The front half of the building was a cheaply furnished consultation room with a large round table, some chairs which Thursday set up again, cupboards, and two display cases. One case featured magic tricks — “Fool Your Friends"; the other glass box showed off twisted roots and various statuettes, charms which “The Ancients Superstitiously Believed Would Bring Luck — Are You Lucky Enough?” Some dingy prayer rugs were kicked around on the floor, and the walls were hung occasionally with imitation-silk shawls of Chinese design.

The rear half of the building seemed to be divided into two smaller rooms, a bedroom and a hotplate kitchen. The little man came out of the bedroom nervously, brushing off his plaid trousers. He had put a salve on one side of the low forehead where the swelling had started.

To Thursday’s grin, he responded sullenly with, “Two of them, you notice. One of them couldn’t have done it.” Then he opened a cupboard, said, “Well, a little of the old tonic,” and upended a bottle briefly. He didn’t offer Thursday a drink.

Joaquin Vespasian was small, five-six, but proportionate. Only his shifty eyes were full-size, which gave him a wise smirking look. With his round face and plastered-down hair nearly the same shade of tan, he reminded Thursday of the bronze owl trademarks in the drugstore he had just left. He represented a cheaper, gaudier edition of the George Papago class. Too many rings glittered on his stubby grasping hands.

“Since you’re looking so curious,” said Vespasian, “that last performance was put on by the Lalli family. Rosa comes here for personality adjustments and invaluable self-knowledge. Her father and brother have got dirty suspicious minds. Now what can I do for you?”

“About that self-knowledge.” Thursday tried a shot in the dark. “You’re getting into deep trouble.”

“Not me.” Vespasian folded a stick of gum, fit it into his mouth and chewed knowingly. “They didn’t find Rosa here, did they?” He winked and jerked a thumb toward his back door. “Bus line just one-half block away.”

“I don’t care about your girl troubles. How about this other? Who’s this J. X. O’Connell going around buying up other people’s gambling debts?”

“Brother, you’re shaking the wrong tree.”

Thursday had figured he was, but he remained lounging solemnly against the edge of the round table while Vespasian swaggered around the office, straightening it up some. Thursday watched him chew his gum and turn over ways to make a fast buck out of this.

“On the other hand, maybe you got something,” Vespasian said suddenly, and Thursday nearly laughed. “First, I’d have to know your angle.”

Thursday held out one of his cards for the little man to read.

“Glad to meet you, Maxie. Who’s your principal?”

“I’m my principal. Don’t keep the card.”

“Why not? You want to find a guy. I might call you with something.”

“You won’t call me with anything. And I don’t want my card found on your body.”

Vespasian said suspiciously, “What kind of a threat is that?”

“Not any kind. Put me down as quaint. I try not to leave my cards with finaglers because they come to such bad ends.”

“Now, let’s not be hasty. Who’s your client?”

“Let’s not be funny.”

“Look, Maxie” — Vespasian put a confidential hand on Thursday’s elbow — “we’re both smart enough to know the private cop business is based on contact work. Now this setup I got might not look like much to a big fellow like you but things drift through here, little things you might use.” When he got to selling, Vespasian talked in a breathless, yapping voice like a terrier. “Of course, I don’t pretend that this crystal-ball pitch is anything but the old fakeroo.”

“No kidding?”

“Sure thing. Lay a soothing hand on the worried lady’s forehead and she’s sold — for money. I get along. You know that, your racket’s pretty much the same, isn’t it? Now, I’m one of the finest little contacts you could make, Maxie. You can ask them down at the police department, go ahead. They’ll tell you I’m inside and often. How about it?”

“How about what?”

“A small down payment makes a working agreement between us.”

Thursday pulled out his wallet and glanced into it casually. Vespasian chewed his gum faster. Thursday said, “I may have an angle myself.”

“What’s that?”

“That you stand a better chance of running across J. X. O’Connell if I tip you afterwards.” He put his wallet away and buttoned his hip pocket.

“You know it, Maxie. I see we think the same way. J. X. O’Connell? He’s your boy.”

Thursday was obliged to shake his damp little hand.

“By the by,” Vespasian asked as if it had barely occurred to him, “what brought you around to me?”

“A good friend of yours. George Papago.”

Vespasian screwed up his face, confused.

Thursday said, “Our mutual friend George wanted to hand me a phony address for one reason or another. Right at that time he was playing with one of your horoscopes. When his kid walked in licking an ice-cream cone, this place came to mind. So he read me your address off the horoscope instead of the one I wanted.”

“Well, well. You’re quite an operator yourself, Maxie.”

“Thanks. The joker is that the address George held back is also a phony.”

Vespasian smiled innocently. “Just who’s this George? I don’t believe I know him.”

“That’s kind of weird. You’re selling your goods to his girl friend Nell. I think George is another one with a dirty suspicious mind.”

“Oh, Nell Kopke! And George Papago. I didn’t get his name the first time.”

“Sure not. Where’s your phone?” Vespasian showed him into the rumpled bedroom. Thursday looked up the Papago number and rang the house in Mission Beach. Nell answered with an angry hello.

Thursday said gruffly, “This is Charley. George around?” Somewhere around town, Papago would know a Charley.

Nell said, “No, he’s not here, Charley. The slob took off an hour ago to get drunk. I don’t know when he’ll be back. And I don’t much care.”

“Okay, thanks.” Thursday hung up and frowned at the pinup calendar over the bed. Papago hadn’t returned yet. He might have stayed out to look for J. X. O’Connell. Obviously, he had sensed something profitable in Irene Whitney’s IOUs.

By Thursday’s elbow, Vespasian wasn’t missing a thing. “Maxie, you’re baffled. I think I got the answer. You — ”

“I’m often baffled.” Thursday said. “It comes of being born under a question mark.”
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