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THE CASE OF THE WAYWARD WIFE

“If Hollywood gives an Oscar for pornography, this portfolio wins it. Sixty-six highly artistic color poses of starlet Valerie Kiss … co-starring a young Apollo blissfully unaware of the hidden camera.”

“Entertaining … except that Valerie Kiss is suddenly my client, and one person is already dead over this lurid little portfolio.”

“A nice way to start a caper …”





Here is the famous Peter Chambers in a racy triple case: an irresistible client, an unmatchable fingerprint, and an impossible killing.







ONE

I WAS seated in my briefs in the kitchen having breakfast. It was Saturday, June 17, nine-thirty of a hot day in spring. Friday night’s newspaper was propped against the sugar bowl and I was sipping coffee and reading about murder, rape, divorce, delinquency, and political missile rattling, when the phone rang. I relinquished the literature, went to the living room, picked up the phone, said, “Hello?”

“Mr. Chambers?” It was a woman.

“Yes,” I said.

“Peter Chambers?”

“Yes,” I said.

“May I see you, Mr. Chambers? On business?”

“Yes, of course. When would you like?”

“Right away, if you please.”

“Who is this?”

“Mrs. Kiss.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Mrs. Valerie Kiss.”

“Do I know you, Mrs. Kiss?”

“No.”

Kiss. It is a name. It is not somebody making a joke at nine-thirty in the morning during breakfast. Once before, several years ago, I had had a client by the name of Kiss—Justine Kiss. I had then checked the Kisses in the Manhattan telephone book. There had been eighteen Kisses listed. Kiss is a name.

“Are you a relative of Justine Kiss?” I said.

“No. Why?” She sounded annoyed.

“Just that Kiss is an unusual name. I thought perhaps Justine had recommended—”

“Mr. Felix Davenport recommended you to me.”

Felix Davenport was an old friend, a well known actor on the Broadway stage, but for the past three years Felix had been living on the West Coast wasting his talent but earning a huge income as the straight man to a comic in a television series.

“Oh,” I said, “you’re from Hollywood?”

“I’m from New York.”

“But Felix—”

“Look, please, Mr. Chambers, it’s very important that I see you as quickly as possible. May I come over?”

“Sure. Do you know the address?”

“Yes.”

“How soon will you be here?”

“Fifteen minutes all right?”

“Fine,” I said.

“Thank you,” she said and hung up.

I was showered and shaved. I cleaned up the kitchen by putting the dishes into the sink. That took two minutes. I dressed quickly but carefully as is fitting when the client is a lady and the lady is a stranger. That took ten minutes. With three minutes to spare, I was about to light a cigarette, when the bell rang. My lady was either prompt by habit or the matter was as urgent as she had intimated.

The matter was as urgent as she had intimated.





TWO

SHE WAS tall and willowy with beautiful ankles. She was long legged and tiny waisted and high hipped and provocatively chested in an expensive green summer dress without sleeves. She had a small nose and enormous eyes, the nose tilted and the eyes brown. She had poise, she had posture, she had presence, she had luminous auburn hair expensively coiffured. She carried a black patent-leather handbag and the graceful ankles, nylon sheathed, rose up out of spike-heeled black patent-leather pumps. Her skin was fair, white, smooth, and carefully tended, and her hands were long-fingered and delicate. She was distressed; naturally she was distressed—she had insisted upon visiting a private detective early on a Saturday morning—but she did not stress her distress; she was contained, reasonably calm, somehow remote. She had quality. It was written all over her. She had class, Class A. She smiled and said, “Mr. Chambers?” and she extended her hand and I took it and shook it. It was cool and dry with a firm but not flirtatious clasp. She shook my hand and then let go. She said, “I know I am an intrusion so early on a Saturday morning but you must forgive me.”

“That’s the kind of business I’m in,” I said.

“Thank you for being so sweet,” she said. Her voice was deep, slow, trained, cultured, somehow familiar. All of her was somehow familiar but I could not place it.

She sat down in a soft-pillowed easy chair, sank in. She crossed her legs and the slender ankles plumped up to the kind of rounded calves that caused one to become rampantly curious about the thighs, so I looked away.

“Do I know you?” I said.

“Do you?” she said.

“I feel as though I do but I can’t put my finger on it.”

She looked upon her wrist watch which, like all the rest of her, was obviously expensive, and she said, “We have an appointment at eleven o’clock.”

“We?” I asked.

“At 527 Madison Avenue. At eleven o’clock. It’ll take us about ten minutes to get there from here, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Before that, I have about ten minutes of explanatory matter for you. But before that, if you so desire, you may talk about whatever you want, ask any questions you wish.”

“Do I know you?” I said again.

“My name is Valerie, Valerie Kiss, Mrs. Jonathan Kiss. Does any of that mean anything to you?”

“Not a thing. But I’d swear I—”

“My professional name was Valerie Dayton. Any bells?”

Bells, not gongs, little bells, began to tinkle. Valerie Dayton. Sure. Of course. Seven, eight years ago, it had been a stage name, a motion picture name, a television name. I had seen her in a couple of lead roles on Broadway, I had seen her in a couple of secondary roles in movies, and I had seen her in countless supporting roles in countless television epics: westerns, easterns, southerns, violence-shows, and emasculated social-significance dramas. “Sure,” I said. “Valerie Dayton. Sure.”

“I married,” she said, “and I married well. Second marriage, as a matter of fact. First marriage still had to do with the career, but I got wise, it was not for me. I didn’t have—” She shrugged and scraped out her cigarette. “—the guts, the drive, the perseverence. I had the talent and the training but I just couldn’t take the grind. I got married and quit show business.”

“When?”

“Three years ago. I married a rich-type fella, a banker-fella, and I retired, sour grapes sort of, from show biz.”

“Which explains the recommendation from Felix Davenport.”

“A long time ago Felix told me, ‘If you’re ever in real trouble, see Peter Chambers. He’s in the phone book.’ “

“Are you in trouble, Mrs. Kiss?”

“I believe so.”

“You believe so?”

“I’m not sure.”

“What kind of trouble do you believe you’re in?”

“Blackmail trouble.”

That’s trouble, even if you only believe you’re in that kind of trouble. I sighed and extinguished my cigarette. It was not going to be easy for the lady. Blackmail trouble requires confession and confession is difficult when you must look upon the eyes of your confessor and is doubly difficult when the eyes of the confessor are straining not to look upon the curves of your calves. I glanced at my watch. There was time. I stood up and said, “Would you like a cup of coffee, Mrs. Kiss?”

“Oh yes, very much, thank you.”

“Be with you in a minute,” I said and went to the kitchen.





THREE

THERE IS a conundrum for the gods always asked by every host—why is it that stale coffee is invariably praised by an unexpected guest? I heated up the old coffee, poured it into my best china, and brought it to the living room, a cup for her, a cup for me. I sipped once, enthusiastically if emetically, and put the cup away on the mantel. She sipped and continued to sip and drained the cup and said, when she handed it back to me, “Delicious, absolutely delicious. Perhaps some day in different circumstances I shall inquire into your secret of making coffee.”

“Blackmail,” I said.

“Pardon?” she said.

“Eleven o’clock at 527 Madison.”

“Yes,” she said and suddenly coffee was no longer of the essence. For a moment her lower teeth caressed her upper lip and then she stood up and amenities vanished and small talk was dead. She paced, clasping and unclasping her hands. “I’m not sure,” she said. “Actually, I’m not sure.”

“Mrs. Kiss,” I said, “are you being blackmailed?”

“No.”

“Then what—”

“I believe I’m about to be blackmailed.”

“Oh.”

“But even as to that, I’m not certain.”

“Oh.”

“But I don’t believe there can be any other explanation.”

“For what?”

She sat down again. “This morning, Mr. Chambers, at a quarter after nine, I received a phone call, a most peculiar phone call.”

“At your apartment?”

“Yes.”

“Where do you live?”

“Brentwood Apartments. Seventy-fifth and Central Park West. Twenty-fourth floor, penthouse apartment. The call was from a woman. She said she had some interesting pictures to show me. She asked me to be at her office, 527 Madison Avenue, at eleven o’clock. I asked her what sort of pictures. She said it was something she didn’t care to talk about over the phone. I told her I’d be at her office at eleven.”

“I see,” I said. “Pictures. What sort of pictures, Mrs. Kiss?”

“I don’t know.”

“But you must have some idea.”

“I have no idea.”

“But you are assuming that this is some kind of blackmail deal. You’ve stated that you believe that you’re about to be blackmailed. That’s correct, isn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s why I’m here.”

“Then you must have some idea about those pictures.”

“None. No idea.”

It didn’t make sense. It never does when the client is lying. Clients have many reasons for withholding the truth. Embarrassment is the chief reason when the subject is blackmail. The very basis of blackmail is material which one wishes to keep undisclosed. Confession is never easy. I switched the tack. I said, “Did you discuss this with your husband?”

“My husband wasn’t at home.”

“At nine-fifteen on a Saturday morning?”

“He went out, at about nine o’clock, on some sort of business.”

“I see. So you got this phone call. Then what did you do?”

“I looked you up in the phone book and I called you here.”

“For what purpose?”

“I wanted somebody on my side. Somebody with experience. Somebody who could protect me.”

Softly I said, “You felt … you needed protection?”

“Wouldn’t you?”

“Not unless I was aware that pictures existed that might be incriminating.”

The brown eyes were stubborn. “I am not aware of any such pictures.”

“Now look, Mrs. Kiss.” I sat down near her. “A private detective is in a profession which is something akin to a doctor, a lawyer, a psychiatrist, sometimes even a priest. There is a need, perforce, for intimate disclosures, confidential communications. That is, if you trust the person to whom you come—”

“Felix said you were the best. He mentioned you frequently, as the best, honest, honorable—”

I did not take a bow. I shrugged. “Then you’re going to have to trust me, Mrs. Kiss. My purpose is not to pry. I have no personal interest. But if I’m to work with you on this, if you want—as you have put it—my protection, then you must acquaint me with the facts. I must have something concrete to know what in hell I’m working on. You can even tell me to mind my own damned business, you can even point-blank refuse to tell me, but wriggling around, being evasive, fabricating, lying—that’s out. Please, do you understand me?”

“Yes,” she said.

“All right, then, please, this question. Have you ever posed for photographs that you wish you had not posed for?”

“No. Never.”

“How old are you?”

“Thirty-two.”

She didn’t look it but what woman does? Thirty-two is a happy age. A woman of thirty-two is wise, experienced, fulfilled, sophisticated, at the bloom of her beauty but with sufficient guile and knowledge to keep that beauty never looking more than twenty-five.

“How long have you been an actress?” I said.

“Off and on, since I was graduated from college, since I was twenty-two. Modeling and acting. At the beginning I did a good deal of modeling and a little acting. Later, it was a good deal of acting and a little modeling.”

“Now going all the way back, right to the beginning, did you ever pose for the kind of pictures—”

“No.”

“The kind of pictures that somebody could unearth and, now that you’re married, use against you for the purpose of blackmail?”

“No! Absolutely no!”

I leaned back in my chair and surrendered to confound-ment. What in hell was she trying to pull and why? Sure there would be a fee, probably a handsome fee, but I was beginning to feel that I was in the middle of something, that I was about to be used but not for the purpose expressed. I don’t like to be used for purposes unexpressed no matter how handsome or ugly the fee. I lit a cigarette, dragged in smoke, and took one more shot out of her. I was determined. Fee or no fee, handsome or ugly, unless I received a satisfactory reply, I’d throw her the hell out.

I smiled and I said politely, “Mrs. Kiss, let’s forget the past and keep it in the present. You say you’ve been married for three years?”

“Yes.” And now the big brown eyes were alive and interested.

“In those three years, Mrs. Kiss, were you ever in circumstances wherein a picture or pictures could have been snapped—all unknowing to you—which might prove, er, embarrassing?”

The brown eyes had long lashes and now the long lashes fluttered and the brown eyes avoided my eyes. A faint glint of perspiration shone on her forehead but of course it was a hot morning. She clasped her hands in her lap, seemingly gently, but the blood was out of the fingertips.

I pushed it, without push. Quietly. “What say, Mrs. Kiss?”

“If you please … I … I’d prefer not to answer that.”

Better. Much better. Now it was in the groove and I was in the act and I knew why I was being used and I was willing to accept a fee. It was the age-old deal: hanky panky. A married lady had indulged herself in hanky panky. Hanky panky requires a partner. The partner had arranged for pictures and now he was maneuvering to make the hanky panky pay off. Sure she needed protection. Smart gal. If he was selling and she was buying, it was smart to bring an expert to consummate the deal, to pull in all the loose ends, to make it one deal, finished and final. Caveat emptor! Let the buyer beware! Smart gal, and smart to prefer not to answer. Why bleat the whole deal to the private richard before you know how bad the evidence is? A couple of night club photos drinking at The Stork could be explained away, without pay, and without incrimination. Let us wait and see before we bleat. Hanky had called to make the panky pay off, but a woman had called!

“You said,” I said, “it was a woman who called. Correct?”

“Yes. A private detective.”

Private detective. Smart, all around. It wasn’t a couple of drinking photos, hanky and panky slobbering drunk, grinning into a camera at The Stork. It was a real deal with all the trimmings.

“Who was the woman who called?”

“Marla Trent.”

“Stinks,” I said. “You’re all wet on the blackmail.”

“I … I don’t understand.”

“I know Marla Trent. You remember the recommendation Felix Davenport gave me? That recommendation goes double in spades for Marla Trent—from me. Marla Trent wouldn’t mix in blackmail, not on your life, or her life, or mine.”

“Please, Mr. Chambers, let’s go and find out.”

“You bet,” I said. “I’m quite anxious now because I’m curious. Is there anything else you’d like to tell me?”

“There’s nothing.”

My client was still under wraps, hoping against hope, but the glint of sweat on her forehead had now accumulated to beads. She stood up, opened her bag, and patted powder on her face. It was a hot morning.





FOUR

MARLA TRENT was Marla Trent Enterprises, 527 Madison Avenue, New York City. Marla Trent was a lady eye, the very tip of the top of the heap—the famous Private Eyeful. Marla Trent had no need to put her breast a foot forward to win, hands down and buttocks up, the accolade of Most Beautiful Private Detective In The World. Marla Trent was rich and successful, as were her clients. Marla Trent would as lief traffic with blackmail as a leaf would lief traffic with a whirlwind. Marla Trent was acute, astute, a beaut, and, of all things, a Ph.D., and with her figure yet. Marla Trent, in the preen of her teens, had once been runner-up to Miss America in Atlantic City, runner-up only because the dazed judges had not yet been ready to accept Juno as representative of the All-American Girl: Marla Trent stood five-six in stockingless feet and juttingly measured a justly proud 38-23-38 which is about as much woman as any man can dream to handle.

I admit to having dreamed but there had never been the opportunity to transfer the dream to reality. Marla Trent had always been the friendly enemy, the competition. Macy does not attempt to seduce Gimbel; nor Tiffany, Cartier; nor Lockheed, Boeing; nor Squibb, Parke Davis; etcetera all the way down to private detectives. There is a seemliness and a regard where mutual respect exists: the competition does not attempt to buck or pluck (or whatever rhyming word) the competition. I had worked in intimate concert with Marla Trent on intermittent and casual occasion but we had never worked in intimate concert for any length of time, to my regret.

Now at eleven o’clock Valerie Kiss and I presented ourselves at the spacious offices of Marla Trent Enterprises and I nodded to the receptionist, Miss Rebecca Asquiff, hatchet-faced and gimlet-sharp.

“Mrs. Kiss for Miss Trent,” I said.

“How do you do, Mr. Chambers,” gritted Rebecca. Miss Trent will be with you very shortly,” she said. “Please sit down.”

We sat together on a beautiful, custom-made, modern-type bench (modern-type means built for show but not for comfort) and as I wriggled to prevent the displacement of my coccyx, I said, “I’ll talk to her alone first. Sort of pave the way.”

“Whatever you say, Mr. Chambers.”

A boy came out, tall and manly but more feminine than Rebecca Asquiff, and he smiled and said, “This way, Mrs. Kiss.”

“I’m Peter Chambers,” I said. “I’ll see Miss Trent alone first.”

“Well, she’s waiting in the library.”

That meant—why keep Mrs. Kiss sitting on a modern-type bench in the reception room when instead she could be comfortable in the library while you and Marla Trent talked in Miss Trent’s office?

We were led to the library which was a vast, cool, dim, book-lined room with an enormous mahogany library table and many mahogany armchairs. Marla Trent, quite the Private Eyeful, greeted us smilingly.

It was quite evident that Marla Trent was acquainted with Valerie Kiss. It was just as evident, however, that Valerie Kiss was totally unacquainted with Marla Trent. I was having a strange morning. Sometimes you can blame a strange morning on a hangover, but not this morning. I had retired the night before innocent of alochol; well, somewhat innocent; let us say sufficiently innocent not to be able to blame a strange morning-after on a familiar night-before.

Slightly slack-jawed Valerie Kiss said, “Are you, er, are you Marla Trent?”

Miss Trent nodded, still brightly smiling.

Mrs. Kiss swallowed. Who could blame her?

Marla Trent was unexpected when you expected a private detective. Marla Trent, in heels, was approximately five feet nine inches tall, all curves, all woman. Marla Trent was golden-haired, white-toothed, blue-eyed, red-lipped, creamy-skinned. Marla Trent was 38-23-38 and every splendid bulge of each astonishing statistic, unsuppressed by inhibiting undergarment, was as proudly displayed as a flag. She wore simple black pumps, no stockings, a simple black skirt, and a simple white scoop-necked blouse, the sum total of which simplicity was inordinately intricate in conjunction with Marla Trent. Certainly I could understand Valerie Kiss’s swallow of surprise. I was not surprised but I swallowed too before I said, “Could I talk with you alone a moment, Miss Trent?”

She was gorgeous but she was a pro. There had been no squint of askance at my presence and now there was no ruffle of discomfiture at my request. She said, “Is that all right, Mrs. Kiss?”

“Yes,” said Mrs. Kiss.

There was a door at either side of the far end of the library. The door to the left opened upon Marla Trent’s office, the door to the right upon the office of William Boyd Winkle, her associate. Within, the contiguous offices were connected by a heavy oak door which was closed when Miss Trent and I gathered in conclave. Quickly we grew chummy, out of earshot of the client, albeit we were separated by the bulk of her sturdy desk. Skirt up and smiling she swiveled in her swivel chair while I gaped.

“What are you doing here?” she inquired.

“Trying to earn a fee,” I said.

“How much?” she said.

“I don’t know yet but the lady I represent looks rich.”

“She’s rich. The husband is a highly rated vice president of the Corn Exchange National, Thirty-eighth Street Branch. Why does she think she needs to be represented?”

“She had an idea that your call this morning was a prelude to blackmail.”

The white teeth glistened in an amiable smile. “You know, I don’t blame her.”

“I talked her out of that. But quick.”

“Well, thank you. You’re sweet.”

“Sweet as sugar, lady, but you wouldn’t know.”

“I can imagine.”

I had made my stab, ponderously subtle, but the retort was cryptic, subject to either interpretation: crusty or encouraging. I was not taking any chances this early in the reestablishment of business relations, so I let it lie where she had dropped it. “Blackmail is the gambit of a second-rater,” I said. “Actually, my opinion is no compliment to you. Simply, you don’t need it, Miss Trent.”

“Why the formality, Peter? The client is in the library, remember?”

“I keep forgetting. Quite a beautiful chick, eh?” That was a second stab, even more ponderously subtle.

“A bitch.” That retort was disappointing, too typical.

“Bitch?” I said trying to sound horrified.

“A cheater. A cheater is a bitch. I don’t like cheaters.”

“The lady is a cheater?”

“The lady is a bitch. If you’re in love with a bartender, then toss up the vice president, I always say.”

“A bartender?” I said. “She doesn’t appear to be the type.”

“The vice president is handsome, but so is the bartender. I cannot speak for the husband’s bedroom proclivities, but the bartender is quite an agile performer.”

“Were you there?” I said.

“I’ve looked at pictures,” she said.

“So that’s the bit?” I said.

“Frankly,” she said, “I don’t know what in hell the bit is. At first I thought it was the normal desire for the acquisition of evidence for divorce. Now I’m beginning to believe it’s something far more complex. The vice president may even be bitchier than the bitch.”

“The vice president, I take it, is your client?”

“Sorry, confidential,” she said.

“He retained you to gather up the evidence, I take it.”

“Sorry, confidential,” she said.

“I stood up staunch for you against the blackmail.”

“I repeat, you’re sweet.”

“I am also trying, pulled away from breakfast on a Saturday morning, to earn a fee.”

“Noblesse oblige,” she said. “Professional courtesy can be broadened to professional confidence. You are sweet and I do believe you did stand up for me.”

I beheld in awe, as she clicked a peg of her intercom and said, “Willie, would you go get the Kiss file and bring it in to me, please?”

“Your wish is my command, dearly beloved.”

Hurriedly, I lit a cigarette. The blue eyes regarded me enigmatically. I smoked with all the deliberate insouciance I could muster. Natuarlly I choked, restraining a cough, but coughing enough to demolish any cigarette commercial.

“I’ve begun to believe that it’s the husband that’s the weirdo.”

“Beg pardon?” I said.

“Willie agrees with me. It began as a simple matter of obtaining evidence for divorce, except that the client was willing to pay real good. Ten thousand bucks, the expenses ours.”

“That’s good enough unless it’s complicated.”

“No complications. Straight adultery.”

“When did it start?”

“The adultery?”

“Your being retained.”

She closed her eyes, thinking, and it was restful: it was as though Klieg lights had been turned off. Then she opened her eyes and I was back to smoking, furiously.

“Right after New Years,” she said. “January Third. The guy called for an appointment, came into the office, and told us his story. The old story. He had a feeling his wife was cheating and he wanted to know. He wanted to know with all the proof. He wanted tape recordings and he wanted pictures. On the pictures he wanted a double-header.”

“You lost me,” I said.

“Tapes are tapes. Now look, Peter, don’t go ingenuous on me. You seem to be in the mood to play the little boy this morning, but sweetie, I know how much you’ve been around.”

That finished the cigarette. I squeezed it out, said, “So?”

“Tapes are aural, practically secondary evidence in a courtroom.”

“Plus you have to prove the voices.”

“And tapes can be faked.”

“Yes,” I said.

“Also, as you very well know, tapes are mostly for the masochistic kick, to listen, to hear what’s going on. If all he would have required was tape, then we’d have known he was a weirdo right off the bat.”

“But he also wanted pictures. A double-header.”

“Which made him a husband seeking evidence for divorce.”

“Provided the double-header on the pictures means what I think it means.”

“You’re in the business. You know. The tape and one set of pictures for him. The second set of pictures kept right here in the office. Dig?”

“I do,” I said. “No weirdo. Straight goods. Par for the course. It takes a lot of doing, time and expense, to obtain the evidence, but if the wife catches up with the bit, she might destroy tape and pictures, and the guy’s got nothing to show for his trouble. And once she’s wise, she also reforms, or she does her cheating more carefully, and the guy can’t even get himself his divorce. With a duplicate set of pictures in the office of his operator, he’s got insurance.”

“Very good, dear Peter. It’s nice to have you coming out of your Saturday morning fog.”

“Not fog, dear Marla. Daze. Whoever isn’t dazed by your dazzling presence ought to go see his doctor to check his reactions.”

“Well, thank you. Not bad for Saturday morning. Not at all bad.”

“Thank you. So let’s get back to Jonathan Kiss.”

“He laid ten big ones on the line, and he was a client. Actually, it was routine stuff. Willie handled it, with, of course, Willie’s customary skill.”

“So when did he become a weirdo?”

“Yesterday afternoon.”

The door between the offices swung open and William Boyd Winkle’s broad bulk filled the doorway, jamb to jamb.





FIVE

WILLIAM BOYD WINKLE was as much an anomaly in his way as Marla Trent was in hers. In a profession dominated by plug-uglies William Boyd Winkle was also a Doctor of Philosophy who had majored in abnormal psychology and whose thesis for his doctorate, like Marla’s, had been concerned with criminology. Unlike Marla, however, William Boyd Winkle had been an all-American fullback at Notre Dame, an intercollegiate wrestling champion, and an undefeated wrestler three years running at the Olympic Games. He stood perfectly balanced at six feet two, massive-shouldered, flat-bellied, and homely-handsome with a broken nose. Naturally, he had been nicknamed Wee Willie Winkle. He was soft of speech and easy of manner and slow to anger but when the fuse gave out he could be dangerous. Adding anomaly to anomaly, he was a scholar of the Bible and a scholar of Shakespeare and he had turned down a full professorship at Michigan State for the dubious distinction of private detection, joining with Marla in founding the richly successful Marla Trent Enterprises. It was common knowledge that there had never been a romance between them—each had previously been married, Marla divorced and Willie widowed—and it was common knowledge that there would never be a romance between them, first because their appeal to one another was strictly cerebral, and second because they both subscribed to the pragmatic adage that sexual byplay in commercial venture tends to befoul the business nest.

“To what do we owe the pleasure?” said Willie to Marla.

“Mr. Chambers is representing Mrs. Kiss,” said Marla.

“Why does she need representation?” said Willie.

“She was of the opinion she was about to be blackmailed,” said Marla.

“Can you blame her?” said Willie.

“No,” said Marla. “She’s outside in the library.”

“But Peter is inside here.”

“Give him the file.”

“Are we about to breach a confidence?”

“We are about to trust a fellow worker.”

“Well said, dearly beloved,” said Willie as he gave me the portfolio.

It contained sixty-six full-sized photos, in color yet. It was a peep-show for a pornographer, in glossy color yet. It was no wonder that Marla Trent knew Valerie Kiss and Valerie Kiss did not know Marla Trent. Valerie Kiss had never before seen Marla Trent but Marla Trent had seen all of Valerie Kiss, and in superb action. Valerie Kiss was a beautiful woman who had passed the paramount screen test: she was more beautiful unclad than clad. There were long shots, close shots, high angle shots, and very low angle shots: sexual intercourse in all its aberrations and ungraceful positions was graphically delineated in sharp, stark, sweaty, ungrained, excellent focus.

I looked at the pictures and Willie and Marla looked with me. We made comments but our comments were rigidly clinical. An amateur might have been titillated but we were professionals. We had seen many such pictures; lamentably, we had made many such pictures throughout our careers; somebody has to scrape the sewers, somebody has to mash the garbage, somebody has to clean the purple refuse in the bloody slop-pans of an operating room. There are private detectives who boast that they do not practice in divorce. They are either silly dilettantes with private incomes, or they are hypocrites giving out with the big lie. Divorce work is the backbone of the business. Sly, dirty, disgusting but perfunctory, it is the bread and butter of the profession. Ninety percent is matrimonial work, five percent is even worse, and the remainder is the glamor that the writers write about. What else would writers write about: snapping dirty pictures of dirty people at fun and games, working to prevent the alimony or aggrandize the alimony, tapping telephones, tailing miscreants, unearthing forgotten filth, digging to find where a political body is buried?

There were sixty-six photographs and the further we proceeded the more dour we became, and then silent. We were experienced professionals unremittingly exposed to the nether side of the good, gay, simple life, and our temporary silence was the loud language of our permanent shame: for Valerie, for her partner, for ourselves, for you. “Who’s the guy?” I said.

“Richard Robinson Jackson known as Ritchie,” said Wee Willie Winkle.

“Like how old?” I said.

“Forty-one.”

“How old is the husband?”

“Forty-two.”

“The husband is ugly?”

“The husband is quite as beautiful as the paramour,” said Marla. “Similar type, as a matter of fact, except for the interesting color of the hair.”

The hair was white. Richard Robinson Jackson known as Ritchie was tall, long-legged, broad-shouldered, blue-eyed, straight-nosed, and youthful, with an imperious well-shaped head of prematurely white hair worn close, crew-cut. Except for the neat narrow scar of an appendectomy, the body was clean, lean, long, muscular, and hairless.

I moved away from the pictures. Willie put them back into the portfolio. Marla lit a cigarette. I refused to let the silence happen again. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s not get melancholy again. What’s the story here?”

Now Willie lit a cigarette and smiled. “Same old story. A married gal, an unmarried guy. The gal has dough, the guy has nothing. Two pretty people with a lot of sex going for them.”

“What kind of guy?” I said.

“A nothing. A bartender.”

“There are bartenders that aren’t nothing.”

“This guy was nothing.”

“How do you know?”

“Preliminary research. Upon that basis, the guy was nothing. Handsome, worldly, and stupid.”

“That’s a lot to get out of a little preliminary research.”

Willie turned down the corners of his smile to lugubrious. “Peter,” he said evenly, “I need your criticisms like I need a hole in the head.”

“Willie,” I said, “don’t go superior on me.”

“Marla,” said Willie, “with your permission I’ll throw this oaf the hell out of here. Bodily.”

“Oafully nice of you,” I said, “but big as you are, I don’t think you can make it.”

“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” said Marla, “Saturday morning is always rough. Let’s try to hang on to our tempers and temperaments.”

“Well, he …” said Willie.

“Well, he …” I said.

“See?” said Marla.

We laughed, all of us, uncomfortably.

“Saturday morning with the sun shining is not exactly propitious for pornography,” said Marla, “especially when the lady is sitting outside in the library worried about blackmail with no idea of what we actually have in here.”

“I apologize, Mr. Chambers,” said Willie. “Acrimony is frequently nothing more than the rattling of guilt.”

“I apologize in return, Mr. Winkle,” I said. “Okay, we’ve rattled. So how do you know the guy is stupid?”

“In the line of my duty I listened to the tapes. The intellectual badinage was suffocating.”

“What do you expect in the dialogue of lovers? Wit, wisdom, and the profundities of Plato?”

“Hear, hear,” said Marla applauding by tapping out her cigarette.

Willie shrugged. “I should have stood in bed, huh? This is not my day. Once more I apologize and this time also to the handsome bartender in absentia.”

“I’m still stuck with the preliminary research,” I said.

“You’re not stuck with anything,” said Marla. “The preliminary research was practically nil. Jonathan Kiss came here in January with a feeling that his wife was cheating. A spouse rarely misses on that sort of feeling. I questioned him but he had no idea of the possible lover. The best he could come up with was the bartender. Seems last summer the Kisses vacationed up near Darien, Connecticut. Mrs. Kiss seemed to cotton to a bartender in a tavern called the Pink Poodle and the bartender in the Pink Poodle seemed to cotton to Mrs. Kiss. The palpable flirtation had annoyed Mr. Kiss but he had no proof that it had been anything more than a summer flirtation. In the fall the Kisses went home and that was that until the feeling of cheating crept up on friend husband.”

“I’m still stuck with the preliminary research.”

“The preliminary research was exactly this.” Marla snapped fire to a new cigarette. “In January, the day after we were retained, I went up to Darien to the Pink Poodle. The husband had described the bartender as a good-looking guy with a white crew-cut. There was no such bartender but there had been. His name was Richard Robinson Jackson, known as Ritchie. He was a big boozer when he wasn’t working. He was a hip character who was a bear with the women and he had quit the job in October. Period.”

“So where did you get the line on him?”

“Willie got the line.”

“Routine,” said Willie. “I tailed the dame. Ritchie now had a sweet little apartment at 222 East Sixty-second Street, discreet with no doorman, and his name as big as life downstairs in the bell-bracket.”

Marla took it up. “Routine established that she saw him afternoons, Monday, Tuesday, and Friday, and on sporadic evenings. She would come over at about eleven and stay until three, afternoons. Then they’d go out for some drinking at discreet little bars until five or so; then she’d go home.”

“Once the routine was established,” Willie said, “I dropped in while they were out and gave the joint the gander. Sweet little setup. Furnished apartment, but charmingly furnished. Three rooms. Ritchie now had a slew of new clothes, new jewelry and stuff, and lots of pocket money—all donated by my lady fair.”

“And how did you get educated?”

“By studying my lessons—from the tapes. But that first visit, all I did was give the place a gander, and take down the number of the unlisted phone.”

“And then?”

“We used Mike Rommel, Elsie Axelrod, and Artie Stouffer. Know them?”

“Very well. Aces.”

“We used them to rotate as tails on her. We supplied them with his phone number. When the loving couple went out, I went in. When the loving couple would give up on one of the watering places, one of the tails would wag by calling that phone number, and I would move right out.”

“Like that you set up the bugs for the tapes?”

“Correct. Then I had Manhattan Photo, Inc. set up automatic cameras for the pictures—”

“Manhattan Photo is top price.”

“We could afford. Our fee was ten thousand, in case you forgot.”

“I remember. How long did the deal take?”

“In six weeks we removed the equipment. The husband got the tape and one set of pictures on March 1.”

Marla shrugged. Her thronged blouse shrugged with her. “After that we expected a quick call from a lawyer arranging a raid, but the call never came. Yesterday another call came.”

“The husband,” Willie said.

“Yesterday at four,” Marla said. “Urgent, could I see him at four-thirty. That’s when he came and that’s when he registered as a weirdo.”

“Like how?” My turn for a cigarette. I lit up.

“He wanted me to call his home at nine-fifteen this morning.”

“Why nine-fifteen, did he say?”

“Yes. Because he wouldn’t be there then. I was to call her and he didn’t want to be there for her to ask him any questions. I was to ask her to come here at eleven.”

“And you were to show her the photos.”

“I was to give them to her.”

I tapped ashes to the carpet. “Marla, would you mind if I broke this to her alone? Rough, this kind of deal—”

“Mind? It’ll be a favor. You don’t think I like this, do you? Willie, where in hell are those photos?” Willie took the photos from the portfolio and transferred them to a large yellow string-clasp envelope. “The husband laid a thousand bucks on the desk for this little deal,” Marla said. “And he also laid this on the desk.” She opened a drawer. “Together with the pictures, I was to give her this.”

It was an ordinary envelope, letter-sized, white.

It had no writing on it and it was sealed.





SIX

SHE WAS seated at a corner of the long library table. A magazine was open before her but she was not turning any pages. When I sat down beside her she did not look at me. She said, “Bad?”

“They have intimate pictures of you and Richard Robinson Jackson.”

She said, “Oh my God.”

I said nothing.

She closed the magazine and opened her pocketbook. “I have three hundred dollars—”

“They’re not selling.”

“Then it’s for you, your fee.”

“Not now. Not yet.”

She closed the pocketbook. She spoke quite calmly but she bit on each word as though it had a bad taste. “How much and I hope I can afford it but you must make certain—”
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