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I SLAPPED HER TO THE FLOOR

—and fell beside her, just as the shots came.

Two shots, and then the sound of running feet, going away.

And then her arms were around me and she was moaning against me on the floor, her legs moving convulsively.

“Hold me,” she sobbed. “Please, I’m scared—please, please hold me.”

I held her….
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CANDLESTICK

NIGHT was black: a starry oblong framed within the open window. No breeze stirred. It was hot: summer-hot, city-hot, breathless. Night came through the open window, peaceful night, merging with the breathing in the room: soft, inter-mingled breathing, relaxed now, deep and hushed. Motionless, I lay on my back, my hands clasped behind my head, the sweat on my body not uncomfortable, and I viewed the tranquil oblong of night as though it were a picture hung on my bedroom wall. The swirl of conscious thinking was subdued; mine was the twilight phase between wakefulness and dreaming. It was pleasant, summer-hot-pleasant, early nighttime in the city, the room dark but not pitch dark—no room in the middle of the city is ever pitch dark—the lights of the city bunch to a faint luminous cloudiness: it was dim.

The ringing of the phone was a raucous intrusion. I reached for it on the first ring, and held a palm over the mouthpiece. There was a disturbed stirring beside me, then nothing, no movement, only the gentle rhythmic breathing. I lifted the phone to my mouth, whispered, “Yes?”

“Pete?”

“Yes.”

“Parker.”

“Yes, Lieutenant?”

“I want you to come over to Max Keith’s place.”

“Keith?”

“Right away.”

“Why?”

“Business.”

“Business? Like what?”

“Like murder.”

I kept the receiver close to my ear. I said, “Why you calling me, Lieutenant?”

“Tell you when I see you. You coming, or do I send for you?”

“I’m coming.”

“You know where it is?”

“Yes.”

“How soon, Pete?”

“Ten minutes. It’s near enough.”

“Good boy, fella. Thanks.”

There was a click and the connection was dead. I replaced the receiver and slid out of bed. I brought my clothes to the living room, flicked a glance at the clock. It was eleven-ten. Murder, Parker had said. It hadn’t excited me—blood doesn’t excite a surgeon. Violent death is a constant item in my affairs, part of my stock in trade. Max Keith, Parker had said. But we hadn’t gone into it. It had been, perforce, a laconic conversation: pithy. Pithy. What a word. Was Max Keith the murderer, or the murdered, or had murder occurred in the presence of Max Keith? I’d find out soon enough.

I dressed rapidly and quietly, grabbed a quick eye-opener, snatched a cigarette, and went to the bedroom door. “Okay,” I said. “Okay in there.” There was a rustle of movement, then the usual harsh-soft gargling sounds of unpleased awakening. Distinctly I said, “Go home. Do you hear? Go home now, right now. It’s very important. Go home. At once.”

Max Keith, fair-haired boy of his profession, guiding genius of Keith Associates. Max Keith, press agent. There are other names: publicists, promotional attorneys, publicity counselors, exploitation engineers, press relations advisers—the appellations grow more esoteric in direct ratio to the size of the fees and the importance of the clients. Max Keith did not go in for flights of fancy. Beneath the gold block letters spelling out Keith Associates on the entrance door of his sumptuous offices in Rockefeller Plaza appeared, in smaller gold block letters, the simple legend, Public Relations Counselors. This counseling, mystical as it may be, afforded him a tremendous income, a reputation as a big-spending playboy, an ever-changing retinue of resplendent females and a penthouse apartment on Park Avenue: Six Hundred Park Avenue, to be exact.

Max Keith was about forty-five years of age, tall, slim, chipper, charming, well-tailored, well-mannered and slightly supercilious. He was effusively greeted in the night clubs, he was a member in good standing of the best after-hours bottle clubs in the city and the perkiest of the damozels of the evening perked at their most incandescent in his presence. It was rumored that he had recently been engaged, or was about to be engaged; I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. I’d heard that he’d been married once, a long time ago, and then divorced. His engagement—or his impending engagement—came as somewhat of a shock to those within his social circle and filtered through to me: Max Keith was so much the perfect bachelor. Personally, his charm was lost on me. I had done a little job of work for him, once, and it had thrown us together for about a week. I had seen him silken and mush-mouthed, and I’d seen him brutal and short: his personality was as elastic as an actor’s age. He was a tough man to figure, and it was neither my job nor inclination to figure him; so I let it lie. As a matter of fact, I had only this day turned down a short assignment he had proffered. It had conflicted with a date, and the date had been more important.

Six Hundred Park Avenue was a narrow twelve-story white-faced building near Sixty-fourth Street, ten minutes from where I live, which is Central Park South and Sixth Avenue. I paid the cabbie, pulled open a heavy wrought-iron glass-backed door and pushed the button adjacent to Keith in the beautifully clean marble vestibule. A voice croaked through the intra-edifice telephonic system, “Yeah? Who is it?”

“Chambers. Peter Chambers.”

“Who?”

I shoved my lips close to the round sieve-like brass appurtenance set squash in the middle of the push-button-and-name apparatus attached to the wall. “Chambers,” I yelled. “Peter Chambers.”

“Okay,” came the metallic retort. “Don’t holler, for Chrissake. Okay.” Then there was a sound-off irking click, and then the buzzer on the inner door set up a rasp. I pushed through a second wrought-iron heavy glass-backed door, this with shirred curtains backing the glass-backing, and I went to one of two automatic elevators, flicked a finger at the top button and floated upward soundlessly.

The door to Max Keith’s apartment was open, and a uniformed cop was holding it open. “Chambers?” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Come in.”

I went through, and he remained stationed at the door.

First there was a little foyer, and then there was a large foyer, and then there was an enormous drawing room peopled by six busy males, one languorous female, and one cadaver, very male and very dead. I recognized three of the busy males, all out of Homicide: Detective Lieutenant Louis Parker; Detective Sergeant Bob Fleetwood, a great fingerprint man; and Detective Sergeant Carl Walsh, an ace photographer. I recognized the cadaver: Max Keith, his head pulpy and part of his face thick-covered with drying blood—and I assumed the man-near-the-little-black-bag who was kneeling near him was a doctor from the Medical Examiner’s office. I did not know the languorous female. She was in a far corner of the room, talking to Parker. She was a tall blonde with petulant eyes and a rosebud mouth. She was stacked inside of a gold party dress, and stacked is the word. The dress billowed on bottom and pouted on top. The arms were bare, the back was bare, and most of the chest was bare, up-tilted and milk-white. The petulant eyes were blue, the blonde hair piled-on-head in a complex shining coiffure, and the small rosebud mouth kept being sucked in, the lower lip bitten.

One of the men whom I did not recognize looked up, hat on head, from an inspection of the drawers of a huge carved-glinting desk, said, “Yeah? What’s with you?”

Parker detached himself from the languorous blonde. “It’s all right,” he said. “He’s for me.”

“All yours, Lieutenant.” He went back to his examination of the contents of the drawers.

Parker came to me, said, “Hi,” took my arm, led me to the blonde, said, “You two know each other?”

The blue eyes were cool, puckering as they appraised me. “Never had the pleasure,” she said.

I said, “My loss.”

There seemed to be a smile in back of the eyes. “Were you a friend of … of …” The eyes skimmed to the center of the room where the body lay, then came back to me.

“An employee,” I said. “On occasion. Piece work.”

“Oh.” Now there was no smile. Expression retreated. The blue eyes were blue eyes: opaque, remote, disinterested.

Parker said, “Ruth Rollins. Peter Chambers.”

“How do you do?”

“How do you do?”

Parker said, “Will you excuse us for a few minutes, Miss Rollins?” She moved to a chair, sat down, extended a hand to a cigarette box, placed the cigarette between her lips. Parker lit it for her. “Just a few moments,” he said, touching my elbow, leading me through an archway into a smaller room, a study, the walls book-lined, the furniture of deep-red leather.

“Why me?” I said.

“Two reasons. This is the first.” He dug a hand into his jacket pocket and brought out a torn-out sheet of a desk diary and handed it to me. The date was today. Beneath that, two items were scrawled in black pencil: Peter Chambers—and further down on the sheet, Brad Hartley, 7:30.

“This is from his desk pad,” Parker said. “Here at home.”

I returned the sheet. I said, “What happened?”

“We don’t know yet, practically just got here. Given the place a thorough look-see, and that’s about all.”

“But you know something.”

“We know he’s dead. We know his head was bashed in. With a candlestick, a gold candlestick.”

“Gold candlestick. Nothing but the best for Max Keith.”

“Look, who’s asking the questions here, anyway?”

“Let me do it for a while, then we switch.”

“Well, do it fast.”

“Okay. Same question. What happened?”

“We got a call about five after eleven. We came here. And we found him. The boys are giving it the business. That’s it.”

“Where do I come in?”

“Smack square on his desk was his calender-diary with that sheet on top. I figured I’d have you in right at the beginning. Like I said, two reasons. One. This sheet. Two. You once handled some business of his.”

“How do you know?”

“Entry in his books here at home. One week’s work. Fifty dollars a day—three hundred and fifty dollars. Two things about that one. One. What was the work about? Two. You can sort of give us a rundown on the guy. Who, better than you? You were with him for a week. When?”

“Six months ago.”

“Okay. Let’s hear.”

“Easy does it, Lieutenant. You want three hunks. One, the desk item of today. Two, the item about six months ago. Three, a character analysis as only Chambers can deliver. All I want is one hunk: what happened?”

He grinned, nudged knuckles under my chin. “This Ruth Rollins, she’s engaged to him. She was here, with a little group. She left at ten o’clock. As per previous appointment, she returned here at eleven. The door was ajar.”

“How’d she get in … downstairs?”

The grin was wider. “She’s got keys.”

“Like that?”

“So it seems. Anyway, according to her, the door was ajar up here. She came in and found him like that, dead on the floor, the candlestick near. She fainted, came to, called us.”

“Then what?”

“Then nothing. We arrive, en masse. The dame is slightly hysterical. I put the boys to work, and I work on getting her into shape. I also call you. You arrive. I’ve got her simmered down. That’s it. right up to now.”

“You didn’t question her at all?”

“Only the quickies. We practically only just got here, remember?”

“Then maybe you ought to go back to work. My stuff’ll keep. I’m here—for as long as you want me. First things first, Lieutenant.”

“Okay. But just for now—do you know why your name is down on his desk pad for today?”

“Yes.”

“Spill that.”

“He called my office this afternoon. He wanted my services. Just for this evening.”

“Services?”

“Bodyguard.”

“You think it had anything to do with this shindig he had here tonight?”

“I wouldn’t know. He said it wasn’t really important, he’d just like to have me around.”

“For how long?”

“He didn’t say. Maybe he planned on going out later on. I don’t know. I do know that I turned it down.”

“Why?”

“I had a previous engagement.”

“Business?”

“Social.”

The little man with the black bag came in. He said, “Excuse me, Lieutenant. I’m through here.”

Parker said. “How’s it shape?”

“Dead from a crushing blow on the skull. I’d say there’s no doubt that candlestick was the weapon. Fractured skull, probably. Autopsy’ll clear that. Time of death coincides with the lady’s report—sometime within the last hour or so. Autopsy’ll help on that too. Want me to send the wagon up for him?”

“Yes. Do that.” The three of us went back into the big drawing room. The little man smiled at everybody and made his exit. Parker said, “Miss Rollins.”

The lady looked up.

“I think we’d better chat,” Parker said, “in the next room, the study.”

“Wherever you wish, Lieutenant.” Her hand trembled as she tapped out the cigarette. It was the left hand, and the ring finger gave off at least five carats of blue-white solitary diamond.

The man at the desk came to us with a folded legal-type document. He said, “This ought to interest you, Lieutenant.”

“Thanks, Steve.” Parker took the paper and then herded us toward the study. I looked back into the drawing room, watched the activity. Fleetwood was dusting for fingerprints. Walsh was using an assortment of cameras, and flash-bulbs kept exploding. Steve was back at the desk. The other man was stretched on the floor taking measurements. The head of the corpse was covered now with a thin white towel. On a nearby table, also on a white towel, was a long smooth heavy gold candlestick, slightly spotted. There were drinking glasses, some still containing liquor, on various other tables. A liquor cabinet was open, and an ice bucket sat on top of it. I turned away, and joined Parker in the study. Ruth Rollins was seated. Parker was reading the legal document. He handed it to me, and I read it as I listened to him.

He said, “All right, Miss Rollins. Just a little background, please, before we come to the events of this evening.”

“Certainly, Lieutenant.”

The blue-backed paper I was holding was a will. It was dated this year, two months ago. The attorney was Frank Conaty, Five Hundred and Forty-five Fifth Avenue, New York City. I smiled at that. Frank was the lawyer I had casually recommended to Keith six months ago when he’d mentioned that he’d had a falling out with his own big-dome boys. The will was one page, and simple. It mentioned the fact that his divorced wife had no claims on the estate, had waived all rights as part of a financial agreement drawn up during the time the divorce was pending. Then it bequeathed his entire estate, share and share alike, to two people: Ruth Rollins; and his only living relative, a sister, Julia Keith.

Ruth Rollins was saying, “… so, after being adjudged Miss North Carolina, I competed in the Atlantic City national contest, with absolutely no success at all, but it did land me a small movie-starlet contract with Warner’s. This was some time ago, please remember. My contract lasted the usual six months—I had no talent in that direction whatever.”

“In what direction did you have a talent, Miss Rollins?”

I looked at Parker. If he was being sarcastic, it didn’t show. Certainly, she took it as a straight question.

“I had become interested in publicity work. I had met a young man who was with the Publicity Department at MGM, and, somehow, he got me a job there. I did very well there, I believe. I remained on the staff for six years. Then, when the economy wave hit, the department was cut to the bone, and I was one of those released. I came east, with a recommendation.”

“To whom?”

“To Keith Associates. Mr. Keith employed four major assistants, all men. There was a spot open for a woman who was experienced in the field. One of Mr. Keith’s friends on the west coast talked with him on the phone, talked about me, and when I came to New York, I went to Mr. Keith’s office, and after two interviews, I was hired.”

“When?” Parker said.

“About five months ago. We became interested in one another, and three months ago we were engaged.”

Parker took the paper out of my hands, gave it to her, and waited as she looked it over. He said, “Any idea that you were a beneficiary under his will?”

“Yes,” she said. She returned the will. “He told me about it, showed it to me.”

“I see. How old are you, Miss Rollins?”

“Twenty-nine.”

Maybe. Maybe yes. Maybe no. Twenty-nine is safe. You can be twenty-nine for a long time.

“All right,” Parker said. “Let’s get to this evening.”

“There’s nothing much really. I knew he was going to be home, had some sort of business engagement right here at home. I didn’t know with whom. I knew it was set for seven-thirty. At about nine, I decided to drop over, and I did. I found one person here, a Mr. Brad Hartley, a client of Mr. Keith’s.”

“The Brad Hartley?”

“Yes, sir. Of Hartley and Simmons, Investments. Seat on the stock exchange, all that. One of Mr. Keith’s big clients. There are nine big clients, in all. These he handled himself. We of the staff took care of the rest of the people.”

“So?”

“I had a drink, and I was going to leave, I didn’t want to intrude on what I thought was some sort of important deal. But then others dropped in.”

“Who?”

“First, Ralph Adams.”

“Who is he?”

“One of our staff. The most important one, for that matter. A young man, but oldest in point of service in the firm. There had been some rumors recently of a rift between him and Mr. Keith. Anyway, Ralph dropped in, slightly drunk, slightly sullen. Then came Mr. Keith’s sister.’’

“Julia, isn’t it?”

“That’s right. She came, bearing a present. That gold candlestick. Mr. Keith hardly looked at it. Julia unwrapped it, put it on the mantelpiece over the fireplace. Nobody even touched it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“There was an embarrassing situation going on just then. Ralph had had a couple of quick drinks, and was beginning to take out his grievances on Mr. Keith, right there in front of Brad Hartley. Keith was dodging, parrying, carrying it off as some sort of rib, and I was helping. That’s when Julia arrived. And that’s when the candlestick got placed on the mantel, without anybody paying any real attention. Mr. Keith finally disengaged himself from Ralph, told Julia he had something important to say to her, and they went into this room, the study.”

“And what happened to Ralph?”

“I worked him out of the apartment. I got him downstairs, and into a cab. When I came back here, there was an argument raging between Mr. Keith and Julia.”

“Where?”

“Here in the study. But we could hear every loud remark out in the drawing room. We couldn’t hear when they lowered their tones, but we could hear most distinctly when the namecalling took place, and the threats.”

“Was everybody drunk?”

“I wouldn’t say that. Everybody had had a few drinks. Even Julia had helped herself to some crême de menthe on ice.”

“What was the argument about?”

“Don’t know.”

“You said something about threats.”

“I don’t know if they were really threats. She sounded hysterical. She shouted, once, ‘Get away from me. Don’t ever come near me, or I’ll kill you, I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you …’ Then she came rushing out, flew through the drawing room and left, slamming the door behind her.”

“Then?”

“Mr. Keith came out, and I could see he was fighting to control himself. He had a few quick drinks, made a tremendous effort to be cordial, and then, about fifteen minutes later, we left.”

“Who?”

“Mr. Hartley and myself.”

“What time was that?”

“Ten o’clock.”

“You sure of that?”

“Certain. I had looked at my watch, and, tactfully, I hope, had made a remark about the time. I took Mr. Keith aside and told him I’d be back at about eleven, and he asked me to please do just that.”

Parker began pacing, tapping the will against his fingers. “And you came back at eleven. You pushed the downstairs buzzer, there was no answer, so you used the keys you had. Upstairs, you found the door ajar. You came in, and found him, dead on the floor, the candlestick on the floor near him. You fainted. You came to about five minutes later, and you called the police. You didn’t touch a thing. That right?”

“That’s right.”

“Just one more quention, Miss Rollins, if you don’t mind. It’s impertinent, but police, sometimes, must be impertinent.”

“What is it, Lieutenant?”

“Can you explain … about your having keys … to Mr. Keith’s apartment?”

She looked up at him, and one eyebrow arched. She said, “There were many time when Mr. Keith was out of town. There are many business papers here. There are also times when he would want to entertain a client. At such times, I would serve as hostess. I mean, if he were out of town, and needed information which he kept here; or if he were out of town, and there might possibly be a client to be entertained at home, at a private dinner party, anything like that—these were a part of my function, and for that reason I had a set of duplicate keys. Of course, I never used them without his permission.”

“Except tonight.”

“I rang downstairs. I knew he was expecting me. There was no answer. I felt that … that perhaps something was wrong. What would you have done in my place?”

“Exactly the same. And were you the only employee who had such a duplicate set of keys?”

“Yes, as far as I know.” She smiled, tiredly. “After all, I was also the only employee who also happened to be his fiancée.”

“Of course, of course. Now, look, Miss Rollins. I know how unpleasant it is out there, and there’s still work to be done … so, would you like to rest in one of the bedrooms? We’ll call you when we need you.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. You’re very kind.”

“I’ll send a drink in.”

“Thanks again.”

“What’ll it be?”

“Highball. Scotch and soda. A good deal of Scotch and a little soda.”

He led her out, toward one of the bedrooms, and I went to the drawing room. Fleetwood winked at me, said, “Looks like a wrap-up.” He pointed to a couple of photographs on a table-top. I went near and looked. The photographs were of fingerprints.

Carl Walsh said, “Great new world we live in, ain’t it? If you want, pictures get developed and printed practically as soon as you snap them.”

The downstairs buzzer rang. Steve answered it.

Parker returned. Fleetwood said, “Lieutenant—”

“Hold it a minute.” Parker went to the open liquor cabinet, pointed, inquired, “These glasses clear?”

Fleetwood said, “Yes, sir.”

Parker made a highball and handed it to the man who had been taking the measurements. “Stanley, my boy, do the honors for the lady. Miss Rollins. In the bedroom.” Stanley started for the doorway. Parker called, “And don’t tarry.” Stanley disappeared. The other men grinned. Parker said, “Stanley gets ideas. Bedrooms have an effect on him.”

Fleetwood began again. “Lieutenant—”

The doorbell rang. It was the litter brigade for the body. Parker supervised. When they were gone, Parker said, “Where’s Stanley?”

Steve smiled. “I’ll get him.”

Parker went to the desk, lifted a sheet. “These the addresses of all the people who were here tonight?”

Walsh said, “Yes, sir. Taken from his address book.”

Fleetwood said, “Lieutenant—”

Steve came back with Stanley. Parker pointed. “You. Stanley. Pick up Brad Hartley. Doesn’t live far from here. Park Avenue too. Nine-fifty. Bring him here. Any hitch, call me.”

“Yes, sir.” Stanley departed.

Fleetwood said, “Now, Lieutenant?”

Parker grinned. “Go ahead, Bob.”

“These pictures.” Parker crossed to Fleetwood and bent to the photographs. Fleetwood said. “The one on the right is off the candlestick. Only one set of prints on that candlestick. Got that?”

“Yep.”

“The one on the left is off the glass that had the green drink. What do you call it?”

“Crême de menthe.”

“Yeah. They match. Exactly. No question. That’s it.”

Parker whistled, rubbed a hand across his mouth. “The little sister, huh? Opportunity, inclination as expressed by threats, even motive, what with a half-share of the estate. It’s so open-and-shut, I hate it. But the D.A.’ll eat it up. Steve!”

“Yes, sir.”

“Pick up Julia Keith. Ten East Twelfth Street. Bring her here. Any hitch, call me.”

“Yes, sir.” Steve went away.

Parker came to me. “All right, let’s you and me have a drink, and get ourselves organized.”

I smacked my palms together. Parker jumped.

“What the hell’s the matter with you?”

“The car.”

“Car? What car? And don’t ever do that again. It makes me nervous.”

“Sorry, Lieutenant. Had a guy, friend of mine, drive me over. Figured I’d just be here a few minutes. Told him to wait. Bet he’s still waiting.”

“I’ll have one of the boys tell him.”

“No. I’d rather do it myself. No sense scaring him, a nice ordinary guy. I’ll be right up.”

Parker shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

The policeman opened the door for me, the elevator took me down and my own two feet hustled me around the corner to Lexington Avenue and the nearest public phone booth. I inserted my coin and dialed PL 5-2598. There were three rings, and then the lady’s voice answered. I said, “Hi. Pete. You dressed?”

“Yes. Why? What is it?”

“I’m going to talk fast, because you’re in a hurry.”

“You’re going to talk fast, because I’m in a hurry? You drunk?”

“No. Listen. Pack a bag and get out. But quick. Walk a few blocks and then grab a cab. Check in at the Century. Check in as … Mary Hoover. Stay in, have your meals sent up, don’t go out. I’ll be in touch.”

“What’s the matter with you? What is this?”

“There’s been a murder.”

“Murder?”

“Max Keith.”

There was a gasp, then no sound.

I called, “Julia, Julia …”

Finally she said, “Why? Why am I supposed to run?”

“Because there’s a whole mess of facts that stink. Once it gets to the D.A., he’ll chew you up. Under any circumstances, you’ll be in the clink a long time. There’s no bail for murder, and I heard the facts, and no writ’ll get you out either. Maybe you can beat it at a trial, there’s no question you can, but it’s a long time between arrest and trial, and a hotel room is much more comfortable than the pokey. Get going, will you? They’re on their way down to pick you up right now.”

“But Pete—”

“Do as I tell you. Century. Mary Hoover. Move.”

I hung up, pulled a handkerchief, wiped sweat from my face, got out of the phone booth and for the first time I realized I was in a saloon. What could be better? Fortification was in order. I had Scotch twice, chased with water, and then I legged it back to Max Keith’s place. Parker was alone with Carl Walsh. I said, “Where’s everybody?”

“By everybody,” Parker said, “all you can mean is Fleetwood. I sent him after that Ralph Adams, who lives in Queens. Got to get us a quorum. Ever see this joint? All of it?”

“No.”

“Seven rooms, counting the terrace. Let me show you. Tour of inspection.” He said to Walsh, “You’re in charge. Give yourself a drink. Look in on Rollins. Give her a drink. Me and the peeper are going to stroll, then talk. Let’s go, Peter Pan.”

We started with the terrace. Then back to the drawing room. Then the study. Then a dining room. Then two bedrooms, one of which was occupied by Ruth Rollins. Then a kitchen. Lots of corridors. Then we doubled back, and Parker opened a door, and switched on a light, and I did the double-take his pleased expression was waiting for. It was a large room set up as a little theater, a motion-picture projection room. There were black screens, which were down, covering the windows, and a white motion-picture screen, which was also down like an unfurled roll-up map of the world, and a projection table with a projection machine on it, and a small metal cabinet. There were six rows of jump seats, like a movie house, six seats in each row. That’s all there was.

I opened the metal cabinet. It was empty.

“Real class,” Parker said. “This guy treated himself good. One of his clients was Sam Murray, who used to be with Paramount, now a big private producer. Must have run previews here of the top pictures for house parties. Real Hollywood.”

“Why not?” I said. “If the guy could afford it …”

“Sure. Sit down, Pete. Time for talk. Let’s start at the beginning. How’d you come to know this guy in the first place?”

“The name Julia Keith do anything for you?”

He plucked a cigar from his pocket, bit, spit, champed on to it. “Don’t do a thing.”

“It’s an admission, Lieutenant.”

“Of what?”

“Of a lack of appreciation of the arts.”

“Arts? What arts?”

“Music. Musical comedies. Operettas.”

“Shows, you mean?”

“Yes. I mean something like that.”

He grinned around his cigar. “Guy in my business has no time for shows. What’s that got to do with Julia Keith?”

“Nothing, except that she’s probably the most valuable musical comedy property in the entire City of New York. In the last three years, she was the leading lady in Sing For Your Supper, Student Prince and One Night With You. Two hits, one flop, but rave reviews for her in all three.”

“So?”

“She’s Max Keith’s sister.”

“So?”

“In between shows, she works night clubs.”

“So?”

“So that’s how I met her. In a night club.”

“When?”

“About a year ago.”

“So?”

“So, through her, I met Max Keith.”

“When?”

“Oh … maybe seven-eight months ago.”

Parker pushed down a jump seat, slid into it, motioned to me, and I sat beside him. He said, “All right. What kind of a guy?”

“A prig.”

“Prig, huh? That can mean a lot of things. Tell me a few.”

“Well, I suppose I’ve no right to pass judgment. The only real time I spent with him was on that week’s work, six months ago. Struck me as a shrewd apple. Fast with a buck, knew all the right people and knew all the right answers. Classy guy with the dames. On the best of terms with all the big-money party girls. Struck me as the kind of a guy that would throw in his grandmother to make change on a big deal. That kind of a guy Money, period. A money guy. Chief interest, money. Most minor interest, money. Money, up and down the line. I don’t exactly cotton to the type.”

“Ever discuss him with sister?”

“Matter of fact, I tried once. She stopped me. Got a slight hunch she didn’t particularly cotton to him either. She stopped me cold, asked me as a favor that we keep him out of our conversations. We did. I never mentioned him again, and neither did she.”

“And how’d they act together?”

“Like brother and sister. Displayed the usual affections. Nothing more, nothing less.”

Parker finally put fire to his cigar. Blue smoke gathered about us. He said, “And what was that week’s assignment about?”

“Bodyguard.”

“Anything special?”

“Nope. He asked me to stick with him for that week, and to carry a gun.”

“Anything happen?”

“Nothing, except a big round of parties, a lot of drinking and a lot of night clubs.”

“Just you and him?”

“Me, him and a client, a guy from Texas, Jack Schiff. Also, a constant variety of dames.”

“Was it a twenty-four hour deal?”

“What?”

“The bodyguard.”

“Nope. I’d pick him up at the office at whatever hour he specified and I’d stay with him until he turned in for the night. I figured he expected trouble to flare suddenly.”

“You mean between him and this Jack Schiff?”

“That was my figure. That’s the only guy who was with us all the time. I was supposed to be one of Keith’s office associates. He and this Schiff did a lot of talking, out of earshot, but I was always near enough in case of trouble.”

“And do you know what they were talking about?”

“Business. Schiff’s one-year contract had run out, and Keith wanted to sign him for another year. He wined him, and dined him, but I had a hunch he was a little afraid of him too.”

“How’d it turn out?”

“They signed a new contract, and they parted—as far as I’m concerned—the best of friends.”

Parker smoked in silence. Then he said, “Figure there’s any connection?”

“Between what?”

“Between requests for a bodyguard. First time he used you, it was some kind of business thing between him and this Schiff. This lasted a week. Figures Schiff came up from Texas. Figures he stayed a week.”

“That’s right. He stayed a week.”

“Now he wanted you for a bodyguard again. Short haul, this trip. Just for this evening. And again he’s involved in a business deal. Brad Hartley. And Hartley doesn’t live in Texas. Hartley lives here. Any of this make sense to you?”

“Nope.”

“Me neither. I’m just doing the free-association jiggle. Maybe somewhere it’ll strike a chord. Let’s try putting it together this way. Maybe somewhere along the line this guy, this Keith, expects violence from his clients. He hires himself a bodyguard when he figures this violence might come to a head. Any sense to that?”

“Well,” I said, “maybe with a wild man from Texas. This Schiff was big and brawny, an oil man with millions. Guys like that sometimes like to get their names in the newspapers, so they get themselves a publicity guy. Maybe with a guy like that, violence figures. But with the distinguished Brad Hartley …”

“It don’t figure, no question about that. Now about this singer, the sister, Julia. She the type who figures to hit her brother over the head with a candlestick?”

“Everybody’s the type, Lieutenant. Depends upon the provocation.”

“You ain’t being much help, are you, shamus?”

“Not yet I’m not.”

There was a rap on the door. Parker called, “Yeah?”

Stanley stuck his head in. “Got your pigeon, Lieutenant.”

“Hartley?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Want to listen, Pete?”

“And how.”

We trooped back to the drawing room. Walsh was sitting on a couch and Stanley joined him. Standing in the center of the room, panama hat in hand, was a tall man with a florid face, upscaled eyebrows and black eyes as bright as a terrier’s. He wore a dark-blue, single-breasted, lightweight suit with perfect shoulders, a button-down, faintly yellow shirt, and a dark-blue tie with small maroon figures. The panama hat was in his left hand. In his right were pale yellow chamois-type gloves and a shiny black walking stick. He leaned gracefully on the stick, a tall slender man of about fifty, but young-looking, sprightly and vital.

Parker said, “Mr. Hartley? I’m Lieutenant Parker.”

“How do you do?” His voice was deep, with a cultured enunciation. “Your man informed me of the circumstances. Terrible, fantastic. But if there is anything I can do, anything whatever, of course …”

“Won’t you come in here, sir, please?” Parker took him to the study and I followed. Parker said, “Peter Chambers, a private detective.”

“How do you do?” He laid away his cane and gloves and we shook hands. His hand was hard, strong and dry. He put his hat on his gloves and sat down. He said, “Absolutely fantastic. We only left here at ten o’clock. Your man tells me the … the thing was discovered at eleven.”

“That’s right, sir. Which means, definitely, the murder occurred between ten and eleven. That’s good for us, sir. It limits it.”

“Yes. I understand.”

Parker relit his dead cigar. He paced, then stopped in front of Hartley. “In a murder investigation, Mr. Hartley, we ask a lot of questions. We get a lot of answers. Then sometimes we get a pattern. Sometimes we don’t. But we try.”

“Of course.”

“I’ve been informed that you had an appointment with Mr. Keith for seven-thirty. Would you please tell us about that? Start from as far back as you like.”

Hartley sighed, stroked the corners of his mouth with thumb and forefinger, said, “How far back, Lieutenant Parker?”

“Let’s say from the beginning of your acquaintance with Max Keith.”

“All right, sir. As you may know, Hartley and Simmons consists of me, Brad Hartley. My former partner, Hiram Simmons, died ten years ago.”

“I didn’t know that, sir.”

“Whatever, several years ago, business began falling off, and I began to bethink myself of ways and means to stimulate the same. The idea of publicity relations came to me. Advertising for an established investment house—I mean the usual garish type of advertising—is out of the question. But a subtle type of advertising—a good press, as a matter of fact, judicious placement of proper items properly but subtly brought to the public eye—this can well serve the type of business stimulation I sought. Do I make myself clear?”

“Perfectly, sir.”

“I endeavored to meet people in that field, and one of the people I met was Max Keith. I found him a most intelligent, very active, practical and charming young man. And fun-loving, to boot. It happens, sir, I’m a fun-loving man myself. I’m not particularly attracted to a stuffy type of individual. Be that as it may, I retained Keith Associates as my public relations firm, at twenty-five thousand dollars a year.”

“When was that, Mr. Hartley?”

“Two years ago. Whether or not Keith Associates could claim sole credit therefor—there is the possibility that things in general improved—business palpably improved. At the end of the first year, I renewed my contract.”

“Same fee?” Parker said.

Hartley’s eyes crinkled in a wry smile. “No, sir. Mr. Keith is—was—an astute business men. The fee was four times as much. A hundred thousand dollars. I felt it was worth it, and we came to an agreement. That contract was to have run out next week, and our meeting tonight was to discuss its renewal.”

Parker looked at me, and then his eyes went back to Hartley. “Contract, huh?”

Hartley frowned. “Yes. That’s right.”

“Any idea why Mr. Keith would have wanted a bodyguard?”

“A what?”

“Bodyguard.”

“Bodyguard for what?”

“I don’t know. As I told you before, Mr. Hartley, part of a cop’s job is to seek a pattern. Six months ago, Keith had a contract deal. He hired a bodyguard. Tonight, you say, your meeting with him was on a contract deal. So happens, he tried to hire himself a bodyguard for tonight too. He didn’t press it, but he tried. Make any sense to you, Mr. Hartley?”

“None whatever.”

“Okay. What happened?”

“My appointment was for seven-thirty. Here at his apartment.”

“For dinner?”

‘No. I had dinner earlier.”

“With your family?”

“No. Alone.”

Parker’s cigar was dead again. He took it out of his mouth. “That usual?”

“My dining alone?”

“Yes.”

“Usual when I’m a bachelor, which is what I am right now. My family is up in Maine.”

“How much of a family, Mr. Hartley?”

“My wife. My son, who attends West Point. My daughter, who is engaged to be married to John Allen. That’s Governor Allen’s son, Governor Allen of Louisiana.”

“I see. All right. You came here at seven-thirty, after dinner …”

“That’s right, Lieutenant. We chatted, had a few drinks, talked business, came to a decision.”

“May I inquire about this decision?”

“I decided to renew my contract.”

“For how long?”

“Another year.”

“Price?”

“Same price. A hundred thousand dollars.”

“Then?”

“Keith took me to his projection room and showed me rather an amusing motion picture.”

“What about?”

“Sun-bathers in the Swiss Alps. Gymnastics, sports, even tennis—men and women, all in various stages of undress. Quite amusing.”

“How long did that last?”

“A half hour, perhaps.”

“Then?”

“Then we went back to the drawing room. A Miss Rollins arrived, a member of Mr. Keith’s staff …”

From there, his story was substantially the same as Ruth Rollins’. There was one slight variance. At about nine-thirty, there was a ring downstairs, which Keith answered, and then a ring upstairs, which Miss Rollins answered. She’d ushered in a man, who appeared slightly drunk. The man had wanted to see Keith, and Miss Rollins had taken him to Keith, but it developed in a confused sort of way, that the man was looking for another Keith, a Reginald Keith. He was most apologetic, weaved about for a few minutes, gave them all a laugh, then departed.

“All?” Parker said. “Who was here then?”

“Miss Rollins, Mr. Keith, Mr. Adams and Mr. Keith’s sister—I don’t recollect her name.”

Carl Walsh came through the archway.

Parker said. “Yes, Carl?”

“Excuse me. Steve’s on the phone. The dame ain’t home.”

Parked pulled at his sleeve and looked at his watch. “Not home, eh? She live in a hotel?”

“I’ll ask.” Carl disapeared.

Parker said, “What did you do after you left here, Mr. Hartley?”

“It was a warm evening. I left with Miss Rollins. I put her in a cab, and then I strolled. I returned to my apartment perhaps twenty minutes before your man came to me … informing me of what had occurred.”

Carl returned. “She lives in an apartment house, Chief.”

“Tell Steve to get to the super, flash his potsy and get into the apartment. He’s to wait for her there. When she shows he’s to bring her down to Headquarters. If she doesn’t show, after a while, let him call me downtown, and we’ll relieve him. Somebody stays there until she does show.”

“Yes sir, Chief.”

“And Carl …”

“Yes?”

“Send in Miss Rollins.”

“Yes sir, Chief.”

Parker munched on his cigar. I lit a cigarette, offered one, belatedly, to Hartley. Hartley shook it off, brought out a cigarette case, and had one of his own, a special long job with a filter tip. Then Carl Walsh came through with Ruth Rollins. Parker said, “Ah, Miss Rollins …”

Hartley jumped to his feet, nodded.

Miss Rollins said, “How do you do, Mr. Hartley?”

Parker said, “Two questions, Miss Rollins.”

“Yes, sir.”

“One. Mr. Hartley tells us he deposited you in a cab when you two left. Where did you go?”

“Home. To my apartment.”

“Where’s that?”

“Eighty-two Seventy-third.”

“And now another thing. Mr. Hartley tells us about an intrusion, some kind of drunk that wandered in here. Do you remember that?”

“Certainly.”

Parker looked aggrieved. “You didn’t mention it.”

“No,” she said. “Come to think of it, I didn’t. It had absolutely no importance. It slipped my mind. I was trying to concentrate on all the events, everything that I thought could possibly help you. It … simply slipped my mind.”

“Perfectly natural,” Parker said. “But you did see him, didn’t you?”

“Oh, yes. In fact, I opened the door for him. He was looking for someone else, he said. A … a Reginald Keith, I believe.”

“That’s right,” Hartley said. “Reginald Keith.”

Parker turned his back and walked, slowly. Then he came back, slowly. “Probably junk, the kind of junk that clutters up a file. But you punch every key that pops up, that’s being a cop. Okay, you’re both here. Between you, we ought to be able to get a picture. Let’s have a description of this drunk.”

One prompted the other and the picture came up like this: tall, broad-shouldered, red hair, ruddy face, smooth reddish eyebrows, quite handsome, about thirty-five, and two scars. Two small scars. One at each eyebrow. Each smooth reddish eyebrow, split by a small scar.

Parker and I looked at each other. Then Parker went to the archway and called, “Walsh.”

Walsh appeared. Parker said, “Take Miss Rollins and Mr. Hartley down to my car.”

“Yes sir. What about you, sir?”

“I’ll be right down.”

Hartley said, “Your car, Lieutenant?”

Parker said, “We’ll go down to Headquarters. You two’ll look at pictures. I’ve got a broken-down hunch. Please go down with Detective Walsh.”

Walsh got them out of there, and Parker said, “Huk in town?”

“I don’t know.”

“How’s he figure in this?”

“Search me.”

I followed him into the living room. He said, “Certainly sounds like Huk, doesn’t it?”

“Sounds, all right.”

The telephone rang. Parker lifted the receiver and listened after saying, “Parker,” once. Then he said, “Good. Don’t talk to him, and let him save his talking for us. Take him to Headquarters. We’ll be there.” He hung up.

I said, “Who’s that?”

“Fleetwood picked up Adams.” He got his hat, went to the door, and I went with him. The only one left in the apartment was the uniformed cop. In the elevator, Parker said, “You coming downtown with us?”

“I’m going to stop off at my apartment first.”

“Then?”

“Then I’m coming down.”

“Good.” In the lobby downstairs, he took his hat off and scratched a nubby finger at his stiff short-cut hair. “You heard Hartley, didn’t you?”

“Sure.”

“Heard how he enjoyed a motion picture with a lot of sun-bathers in the Swiss Alps?”

“Sure.”

“It’s got a catch.”

“What size?”

“Large size.”

“How come?”

“That projector. It had no film in it. No film at all in the projection room. No film anywhere. Not one strip in the entire god damn apartment.”

The Century was an ancient and orderly mass of rock on Thirty-fourth Street and Eighth Avenue. It was staid, respectable and out-of-townish. The lobby had more spread than the back-side of an opera singer: vast, carpet-quiet and cushiony. There was a marble desk with two skinny night clerks, a bank of seven brass-doored elevators, and off in a corner, a covey of public telephone booths. I used one and called the hotel and got through to Mary Hoover and said, “What’s the room number?”

“Five-oh-three.”

“Thanks.”

I hung up, went to one of the elevators, said, “Five,” got hoisted up, went to 503, knocked and said, “Me,” to the “Who’s there?”

Julia Keith opened the door. I went in.

It was nice. Suite stuff. Big living room, last furnished thirty years ago, but clean and smelling of hotel dust. Figured for a bedroom and bath, maybe even a kitchenette. Figured for at least twenty dollars a day. Nothing small about Julia Keith. Figuratively, and literally. Nothing small. From the eyes to the figure. Right now the figure was encased in a pink satin dressing gown pulled sash-tight in the middle. That divided her in two, upper and lower, and it was a frantic question as to which section grabbed your eyes first. All pink-smooth and shiny and there was no rustle of anything on underneath as she paced, puffing hard on a cigarette. This was no time for admiration, but I admired. The upper section and the lower section, and the tremulous movements beneath the pink satin dressing gown as she walked, striding long, the pink gown parting occasionally for a view of a long brown tapered leg.

Julia Keith. Black hair, black eyes, high-boned face and red wet trembling lips. She squashed the cigarette in a tray, whirled about, said, “What happened?” She had the kind of voice that made for the tearing off of pink satin dressing gowns, the violent tearing off of same: deep, throaty, vibrant, restrained. Even now, it was that kind of voice.

“He was killed.”

“How?”

“He was hit over the head with a candlestick. A smooth gold candlestick. With your fingerprints all over it, and only yours.”

The enermous black eyes grew more enormous, magnified by unshed tears. “He had it coming. He had it coming for a long time.”

“But did he have it coming from you?”

“What’s the matter with you?”

“Me? Nothing’s the matter with me. Only I’m talking like cops are thinking. He was killed between ten and eleven. Hit over the head with a candlestick. Only your fingerprints are on the candlestick. Plus there are witnesses to the fact that you threatened him. Plus you share in half of his estate, by his will. And now you say he had it coming. Real cosy. Go play with a jury on a deal like that.”

She went to a table, lit a new cigarette, started walking again, walking hard. “Ten and eleven,” she said. “I can say I was with you, can’t I? You and me, alone. That’s an alibi, isn’t it? An alibi.”

“Sure. But who’ll buy it?” I started to sing, “Who’ll buy my alibi…?”

“Stop that.”

“Who’ll buy it? A jury? No. The cheapest commodity in the world is the testimony of a private detective. There are guys who are in business practically for the one purpose of supplying alibis. A jury is always cautioned about that. Believe me, Julia, the testimony of a private detective stinks, especially when it’s uncorroborated, and who’s going to corroborate this testimony?”

She sucked on the cigarette.

I said, “Easy does it. You said he had it coming. Why?”

“Because he was a louse. My brother. A gilt-edge, double-barreled, fourteen-carat louse.”

“Hated him, didn’t you?”

“No. there are all kinds of lice. This was a charming one. He was hard to hate. Most of the time, I liked him. He could get under your skin. He could be kind, when he wanted to, sweet, considerate. You couldn’t help liking him—until he’d go obstreperous.”

“Did you like him lately, or hate him?”

“Liked him. Which was the reason for the candlestick. He had admired it one time as we walked along Madison Avenue. He had a birthday coming up this week. Which is why I bought that candlestick.”

“Keep talking.”

“I brought it to him, this evening, early this evening. But he had those people there, and he hardly even looked at it.”

“And the argument? What was that about?”

“He went lousy on me again. Took me into the other room, and threw me a proposition. He wanted me to stay with a guy.”

“He—what?”

“You heard me. Prospective client. Guy he had lined up as a client. Guy who was sweet on me. Look, I’m no angel. God knows, and you know, I’m no angel. But I sleep with whom I choose to sleep. I don’t sleep around because it’ll help my brother in business. I’d see him fry in hell first, where he’s frying right now.”

“Real sisterly.”

“Maybe I’m hysterical. Maybe I don’t mean it. Maybe I just can’t realize he’s dead. Maybe even you’ll get to hate me, knowing the kind of crazy bastard I am. But that’s the way I am. Hate me, if you want to.”

I went to her. I took the cigarette out of her hand. I put my mouth on her mouth and her body pressed to me and I could feel the heaving of her stomach against mine. Then I said, “Easy does it, Julia. Stay put. Stay right here. Papa’s going to work. Papa’ll be in touch. And one more thing.”

“Yes?”

“Papa doesn’t hate you.”

Parker’s office was more barren than an established playwright commissioned to do a TV show on order. A young cop ushered me in and said, “He’s expecting you. Wait.” The office had two windows, four walls, one desk, one swivel chair, five straight-back chairs, one telephone, two ashtrays, one intercom, one door, one floor and one ceiling. Now it had me, sitting and smoking.

The door opened and Parker came in accompanied by a tall blonde catwalk guy with narrow blue eyes, a pointy nose and a lawn-mower haircut. “Ralph Adams,” Parker said. “Peter Chambers.”

We shook hands. He was one of those hearty guys. He had a fist like a vise. When my knuckles expanded back into place, I said, “I think we met once. First time I worked for Keith.”

“Yeah,” Adams said. “That’s right.”

Parker said, “Okay, Mr. Adams. Thanks for the cooperation. Where’ll we be able to find you?”

“At the office. Or at home.”

“Fine. You’re through here. Thanks again.”

“Bye, then. Bye, Mr. Chambers.”

He went away, and Parker said, “That little sister, we haven’t been able to lay our hands on her yet. Any ideas?”

“No.”

He went behind the desk, slumped in the swivel chair, opened the desk drawer, brought out a photograph and a packet of keys. He handed me the photograph. “Tommy Huk,” he said. “No question. Identified by all parties. Rollins, Hartley and Adams. Now about that little sister—”

“Where are the other two?”

“Which other two?”

“Rollins and Hartley?”

“Took their statements and sent them home. Now about that little sister—”

“And what’s with keys?”

“Yeah, keys.” He took up the packet and nodded over it as though he were saying a prayer. “Max Keith’s keys. We’ve got them all pegged—except two.”

I traded the picture for the packet of keys. It contained eight keys, some long, some short. I said, “Which are the two you have no line on?”

He reached across the desk and showed me. Two keys. The usual small jobs, of the Segal or Yale type. I said, “I’d like to help, Lieutenant.”

“About that little sister, that Julia—”

“I’d like to help.”

“Why?”

“I feel I’m mixed up in this. Maybe if I’d accepted that bodyguard thing, the guy’d be alive. You get crazy conscience pangs like that. Okay if I join, Lieutenant?”

“I couldn’t keep you out if I wanted to.”

“Lieutenant …” I used my best little-boy voice. “You? The very symbol of authority?”

“Stick it,” he said. “I know you, shamus. When you’re in, you’re in. Okay, it’s official. You’re in. What do you want?”

“Duplicates of those two keys.”

“I’ve made twenty sets of duplicates. Handed most of them around to my guys.”

“Any left?”

He looked at me, a long look. Then he said, “I play.” He opened the desk drawer again and donated two keys. “If you help, kid, you get no credit. This is Department business. You’re in, only because you’re a friend.”

“Thanks.”

“Now about the little sister—”

“What about Huk?”

“He’s in town.”

“You got him located?”

“Not yet. Now about the little sister—”

I went for the door, talking as I went. “I’ll let you know, Lieutenant. Anything breaks, I’ll let you know …”

Downstairs I flagged a cab and I went to where I didn’t think cops had gone, The Purple Room, on First Avenue, a late spot that started jumping at midnight and jumped as late as the law would allow. The entertainment was a harp, a fiddle and a piano—each giving with the soft stuff in rotation—but the stuff was no softer than the lights which were dimmer than the viewpoint of a pregnant spinster. The food was first rate, the decor lavish, the potables superb and the clientele consisted of show folk, gay folk and nighttime dilettantes. It was managed by Henri Clouet, a gentleman of impeccable taste, and impeccable discretion. It was owned by Tommy Huk, screened by Henry Clouet—Clouet was the man to whom the license had been issued.

Tommy Huk. Hoodlum, allegedly reformed. One of the few small-bore men in the business. Tommy Huk, soft-spoken and dangerous, once a killer for a West Coast labor union, then moving up to more important positions and then retiring when the union heads were jailed for racket activities. Now Tommy Huk was the money behind Vero’s in Hollywood, the Pump Room in Chicago and the Purple Room in New York—and Tommy Huk was fairly respectable. Headquarters was Hollywood, and he rarely stirred from there, except for flying junkets to Chicago and New York. He had done time once, three years in Sing Sing—but this was a coarse stickup job, in his youth, before he had begun to realize on his capabilities.

The Purple Room was crowded tight, the bar nudgingly thronged and I had to fight through to buy myself a drink. Then I found Henri Clouet and he led me to his private table.

“Long time,” he said, “no see.”

“Very witty,” I said. “Real sharp.”

He grinned with spaced teeth. “Always with the joke, this Chambers.”

“I’ve got another joke.”

“Dirty, I hope.” The grin remained.

“Yeah, dirty. A two word joke. Tommy Huk.”

No more grin. “Something is wrong?”

“Guess.”

“I have guessed.”

“How?”

“You see over there?” His eyes pointed.

I looked. I saw two bald-headed beefy men living it up. They had a bottle on the table, and the waiter was pouring for them. They were laughing and happy and narrow-eyed in appreciation of every bulging curve of the colored lady who played the harp in a dress that held itself up by magic.

“I see,” I said, “over there.”

“Cattle from Homicide.”

“What?”

“Cattle—how you say it?”

“Bulls?”

The grin returned. “But of course. Bulls from Homicide.”

So I had not gone where the police hadn’t thought of going. Dear old Parker. I’d held out the Purple Room on him, and he had held it out on me.

Henri said, “It is for Tommy?”

“It is for Tommy,” I said. “Where is he?”

Henri shrugged Gallic shoulders. “I have not the faintest of ideas.”

“Well,” I said, getting up, “if an idea does come along smack-bang out of nowhere, tell him Peter Chambers has been looking for him.”

“For what?”

“For getting him out of a hole, maybe. Tell him cops are looking for him, and I know why cops are looking for him. Tell him if he wants to crawl out of the hole, maybe I can show him how. Tell him all of that, Henri, just in case a wandering idea comes along and bites you on your fat behind. And tell him where I live too.”

I gave him the address, pinched his cheek, went out into the First Avenue air, breathed deep of city soot, waved down an empty cab speeding to nowhere, went home, set the clock sourly for early in the morning … and so to sleep.

Morning was hot. Fifth Avenue was hot. I was hot strolling Fifth Avenue at the ungodly hour of ten a.m. I arrived at Five Hundred and Forty-five and wheeled into the lobby. Conaty was six, and I said six to the elevator boy.

“Hot,” said the elevator boy.

I said, “Hot.”

But the waiting room of Frank Conaty, Esquire, was air-conditioned, pine-smelling, cool and relaxing, only I stopped relaxing before I could start, because the first object that loomed into my line of vision was Detective Lieutenant Louis Parker, ample bulk evenly distributed in a hard chair, an open magazine on one crossed knee.

He didn’t look up from the magazine but he said, “Hi, shamus.”

Ah, the eyes of the law.

I took the magazine off his knee, and sat near him. I said, “They keep Homicide waiting too?”

“Said it’ll be a minute. What are you doing here?”

“Same as you I suppose. Inquiry into the will.”

“Yeah.”

“Know the guy, the lawyer guy?”

“Never had the pleasure. You?”

“I introduced him to Keith.”

The crossed knees uncrossed and he sat up. “Mean anything?”

“Doesn’t mean a thing. Just introduced them. Frank Conaty’s an old friend.”

“Right guy?”

“The rightest.”

A girl came through and said, “All right, Lieutenant.” I stood up with him and the girl looked at me. Parker said, “It’s all right,” and she led us to Frank Conaty’s room, real legal-like with books. Conaty was young, spry and orange-faced with large blue eyes that gave off no expression, blue eyes like shattered glass. He smiled at me, said, “Didn’t expect you. Had a date with the Lieutenant.”

I said, “We’re here on the same errand.”

“Fine, fine. Sit down, gentlemen, won’t you?”

Nobody sat, except Conaty.

Conaty said, “Terrible thing, this Keith thing.”

“Yeah,” Parker said. He pulled the blue-black document from his jacket pocket and tossed it on Conaty’s desk. “Keith’s will. It’s got your name on it as attorney. A few questions.”

“Just a minute, Lieutenant.” Conaty opened it, looked at it, folded it back into shape, leaned over and handed it to Parker. “No good. This will is no good.”

“Why?” Parker frowned. “What’s the matter with it?”

“It’s not his last will and testament.”

“Meaning …?” Parker said.

“The law. A subsequent will, properly executed, revokes all prior wills. That’s the law, Lieutenant. And there’s a subsequent will.” Conaty reached down into a drawer and brought up a twin to the blue-black document. “Got it out after I heard about Keith.”

“Can I have a look?” Parker said.

“Sure. Nothing improper about that, after the decease of the testator. This will now becomes public knowledge. Has to be probated.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Parker mumbled. “Nothing improper, has to be probated—let’s see the damn thing.”

Conaty smiled, Parker grabbed, and I looked over his shoulder. It was a tiny will. Everything Max Keith owned he left to his only living relative: Julia Keith, his sister.

Parker looked at the date, looked at the date on the other will, said, “The good one’s dated one day later. This guy changed his mind in a hurry, didn’t he?”

“I don’t know about that,” Conaty said.

Parker’s hackles were up. “Lawyers,” he groaned. “Tackle a lawyer, it’s like shooting at a shark with spitballs.”

“Not at all,” Conaty said. “I’m trying to help you.”

“That’s help?”

“Ordinarily, I wouldn’t comment on the motives, the mental gyrations, of a client. But you’re here, obviously, in the investigation of a murder case. You’re not here to discuss wills, per se.”

“Very good,” said Parker.

Conaty smiled. “All right. Now, my comment is: I don’t think my client changed his mind in a hurry.”

“Well, he didn’t change it slow. A new will dated one day after the old one.”

“No, I think he actually had a plan in mind. Please understand this. He didn’t discuss it with me. He came here one day, told me to draw a will dividing his estate between his sister and the lady, Ruth Rollins. He wanted it drawn in a hurry, and it was executed and witnessed immediately. He took that will away with him. Next day he was here, grinning all the time. He asked about the law, whether a later dated will superseded a prior will, despite the fact that the prior will remained undestroyed. I assured him that was the fact. Then he ordered this new will. And this one he left with me, for safekeeping with me.”

“I see,” said Parker. “Excuse the cracks before, Counselor.”

“Oh, I’ve a thick hide, Lieutenant.”

“One more question, Mr. Conaty. Do you think the sister, this Julia, knew about this new will?”

“I have no idea, sir. I don’t know who knew about any of these wills, as a matter of fact.”

“I see. All right, thank you very much, Counselor.”

“Not at all.” He smiled in my direction. “Mr. Chambers has been strangely quiet, which is rather unusual for Mr. Chambers.”

“The Lieutenant has been making with some real good talk,” I said. “I couldn’t have improved on it.”

The Lieutenant made with more talk outside in the sunshine of Fifth Avenue. “Now about that little sister …” he said.

“Gets it all now, under the new will, doesn’t she?”

“Yeah, and you’re the one that knows more about her than any of us. She ain’t been back to that apartment of hers. I’ve got a small hunch she’s blown.”

“Blown?”

“The coop.”

“How goes it with Ruth Rollins?”

“We were talking about Julia….”

“Let’s be logical, Lieutenant. We’ve got two wills, and one of them is useless. Yet the one that is useless is the one that’s around to be seen.”

“So?”

“Who benefits from that one? I mean, the sister gets all from the new will—which, maybe nobody knows about. And she gets half from the phony, the one people might know about. But who gets the other half, Lieutenant? Who gets the other half?”

Grudgingly he said, “I see what you mean.”

“So how’s with Ruth Rollins?”

“Smooth. No wrinkles.”

“And Brad Hartley?”

“Just as smooth.”

“And this Adams?”

“All too smooth, all of it, too smooth to suit me. Everybody’s nice and innocent-talking. Haven’t talked to the little sister yet, that Julia—”

“And Tommy Huk?”

“I got my lines out on that.”

I stopped and I stared at him like a pitcher at a catcher waiting for a change of signal. I said, “Pick a color.”

“What’s with you?”

“I’ll pick a color.”

Testily, “Okay. Pick.”

“I pick purple.”

Comprehension spread over his face. “Why you shrewd little stealing son of a—”

“Lieutenant, we should have more confidence in each other. Purple Room. I didn’t think you guys knew. Bad judgment on my part.”

He squinted, smiling. “And bad judgment on mine.”

“I’ve got a line out too. Who’s got better bait, Lieutenant?”

“I wouldn’t know. Now about that little sister—”

“Bye, now, Lieutenant. And watch those expense accounts. Your boys were drinking up all of the purple atmosphere of the Purple Room, and atmosphere wasn’t all they were drinking up.”

Rockefeller Plaza. Wondrous New York. There it is, symbol of shining New York. Rise of stone like square-cut mountains. Gleaming windows like a thousand eyes. Narrow canyons in a wilderness of concrete. Stone, steel, statuary—blueprint of the business age—high pile of man-made hardness, jagged silhouette against a gentle sky. And the people bustling about, the thousands of them, the thousands of offices, each harboring a conspiracy of its own—no love, now; no relaxation; no art, no poetry, no tenderness; no wife and children; no mistress; no lying about for a snooze; no green trees, no countryside, no lilac-scented air—the bustling thousands, scurrying like ants beneath a lifted rock—the bustling thousands, intent upon one purpose: the making of a buck; their energies directed to the transference of the buck: your buck to them, their buck to another.

I pushed open the door of Keith Associates and the receptionist behind the large modern blue-steel desk looked up encouragingly.

“Miss Rollins,” I said.

“She’s not in.”

“Expected?”

“Sorry, but she won’t be in today. She’s not feeling very well. We’ve had a—”

“Yes, I know. Mr. Adams?”

“He’s here. Who shall I say?”

“Peter Chambers.”

“Thank you.” She lifted a phone, whispered into it, hung up, said, “Won’t you sit down?”

I started for a chair, but Ralph Adams came through a leather swinging door, and approached me with hand outstretched. He said, “Hi.” We shook hands, and he said, “Look. Let’s go get out of here. I’m dying for a drink. Let’s go downstairs.”

“Sure.”

The elevator took us down into the bowels of the building where Ye Old Dutch Tavern was quiet and cool. Adams ordered a whiskey sour, and so did I. He finished his quickly, ordered another, sipped, sat back, smiled, said, “All right. Where do we go from here?”

“You,” I said, “might go to jail. Or worse.”

“For what?”

“For the murder of Max Keith.”

He straightened up. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Look, Ralph, I’m nobody, I’m nothing official, I’m a guy hustling around the fringe. So I can talk.”

“Well, talk.”

“Question first.”

“Shoot.”

“Did you kill Max Keith?”

He pulled on the whiskey sour. “You nuts?”

Mildly I said. “I’m all right.”

“Then why the crazy question?”

“Because you’re a suspect, boy, whether you like it or not.”

“Why? How come?”

“Ruth Rollins.”

He tightened his upper lip against his teeth. “What’s she got to do with me?”

“She put you right in the middle, that’s what she’s got to do with you. As I intimated a moment ago, I’m not cops. I don’t have to be discreet, hold out on you.” I was getting a reaction. The color was coming up in his face, and he was rubbing a hand nervously over his bristle-cut hair. So I laid it on thicker than make-up on a new chorus girl. “She said you two had a big bust-up, that you threatened him, that there was real bad blood between you.”

“Why, the miserable two-bit chiseler. And me holding out information to cover for her.”

“Information? Like what?”

He was talking fast. “Like that she knew that guy we pointed out from the rogue’s gallery pictures. What’s his name?”

“Huk?”

“Yeah. I thought it was a nickname.”

“How do you know she knew him?”

“Call came in once, from the Coast. The wires got tangled, and when I lifted my phone, I heard them talking. Huk. That was his name. I though it was a nickname.”

“What were they talking about?”

“Nothing, except the guy sounded sweet on her.”

“Why’d you hold this out on the cops?”

He finished his drink. He was talking more slowly. “I’d rather not answer that.”

“Okay. Now, she came to work here five months ago. You know who recommended her?”

“Yeah. A client from Hollywood. Sam Murray. One of the big ones. One of the nine big ones.”

“Now, about these clients, these big ones …”

“A hundred thousand bucks each. Nine big ones at a hundred thousand a throw. That’s a nice foundation for a business, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It is. Was a guy like Max Keith worth it?”

“Frankly, no. Max was a good press agent, period. He could get your name in the papers, he was well-connected, he could get you a nice press, but a hundred thousand bucks a crack … brother …”

“Then why’d they pay it?”

He shifted his shoulders. “Charm, I suppose. A good talker. Search me. He certainly had a gift of gab.”

I motioned to the waiter and ordered again, for both of us. Then I said, “Let’s get back to Ruthie. She came here five months ago, recommended by Sam Murray.”

“Yeah, and Max hired her. Max, who said he’d never hire a female in an important spot.”

“And two months later, they were engaged.”

“That stinks too, pal. Because at that time, I happen to know he had a little girl friend he was nuts about. When the engagement was announced that kid blew, went to Europe. A class kid, society stuff.”

“Then how come he became engaged to Ruth Rollins?”

The waiter brought our drinks and Ralph promptly went to work on his. He lowered the glass, said, “Between you and me, I think she had something on him.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you know he made a will a month later, leaving half his estate to her?”

“No. But I’m not surprised. That dame had something on him. I’d bet on that.”

I paid the check, and we headed for the elevators. “Anything else?” I said.

“Nothing. But if that dame was putting the pressure to him, then old Max was marking time, playing the nice engaged swain, but all the time, I’ll bet you—he was waiting to put the axe to her.”

I called Mary Hoover and went to visit Julia Keith. She answered my knock all dressed up, strutting about with more sparkle than expensive dentures. She wore a cream-colored gabardine suit, spike-heeled black pumps and a black lacy blouse all the way up to the neck.

I said, “You haven’t been out, have you?”

“You bet I have.”

“You’re begging for trouble, my outspoken one.”

“Okay, so I’m begging. But I can’t stay cooped up in here. It … it runs against my nature.” She came to me, very close, and she smiled. “But I tried to be most inconspicuous. I really tried.”

“You. Inconspicuous. It’s an anomaly.”

“What’s … anomaly?”

“Look it up sometime. You’ll get educated.”

“I’m an actress. I use other people’s words. Let them look it up.” She put her arms under my arms and pulled me to her, her hands on my back. “It’s good to see somebody, good to talk to somebody. Ooooo … it’s good.”

Fifteen minutes later, I said, “Listen to me, will you?”

“Sure.”

“I’ve got to get out of here.”

“Sure.”

“What do you think of Ruth Rollins?”

“A pig.”

“What did your brother think of her?”

“Thought enough of her to get engaged.”

“Think he loved her?”

“Nope.”

“Why?”

“Too busy loving himself. Look, don’t ask me about other people’s love affairs. I’ve got enough trouble trying to understand my own.”

“Okay. How about keys?”

“What? What’s with you today? The heat got you?”

“Listen, little Miss Muff, and listen hard. I’m working. I’ve got a thing on my mind. A dead guy. Your brother. I haven’t even been to the office yet. I’ve been working, and for free. Now give me a little cooperation.”

“What do you think I’ve been giving you?”

I produced the two keys. “These are off your brother’s key packet. Duplicates. All his keys are explained, except these two. Now think. Put that gorgeous head to work—”
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