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TO ENID





“Mrs. Mace, I’m tired of hearing about innocent bystanders. From where I stand every John Doe in this town is responsible for a killer. Killers are made, not born — and who’s responsible? The public or society or whatever you want to call it. As long as things like this happen there’s no such animal as an innocent bystander. And that includes you — and me.”

AUSTIN CLAPP





CHAPTER ONE

Wednesday, February 8, 4:15 p. m.

THE room wouldn’t stay still. It kept swinging in slow, creaking circles like a carousel running down. He was lost in a fog — a hot, sticky fog. A voice echoed down an empty street toward him, calling his name. Georgia’s voice. He waited for it to fade away as it always did.

The voice kept calling. “Max! Max, wake up!”

Max Thursday opened his eyes with an effort and looked at the woman standing beside his bed. “Georgia,” he said huskily, then cleared his throat. “Georgia.”

She took her gloved hands off his arm. “Max, I have to see you.”

“Wait a minute,” Thursday said, squinting. “Let me wake up.”

Georgia stood looking down at him, worried lines carving her smooth forehead. After a moment, she crossed to the open white wooden door into the hall and shut it softly. She was as he remembered her — maybe a couple more lines faintly accenting the brown eyes. She was dressed in a suit of rich tan wool. She had always preferred the brown colors because they brought out the lights in her hair. Her figure was as slim and pleasantly rounded as ever, but the way she had her hair piled up under the flat brown hat made her look more housewifely than she had four years before.

Her face was haggard — the fly-by-night haggardness of sudden grief. The worry there had not yet crystallized into pinched lines. Her pretty face held an unconcealed distaste for the shabby hotel room, the stench of stale whiskey and the man on the bed.

Max Thursday squinted and rubbed his tongue around the inside of his mouth, trying to erase some of the sour stickiness he tasted there.

“You should have phoned, Georgia. I wasn’t expecting you.”

He tried to swing his feet out from under the covers and the two patched gray blankets cascaded onto the floor. He was wearing crumpled blue trousers but no shirt or shoes. He sat there blinking.

Georgia crossed the room slowly, still looking at him. “Do you mind if I open the window?” she asked. “It’s pretty stuffy in here.”

She didn’t wait for a reply. While the woman struggled with the rusty window catch, Thursday scratched his bare chest. Then, more to attack the throbbing in his head than to straighten his tangled black hair, he plowed the fingers of both big hands back across his scalp.

“I hadn’t noticed,” he said. He scooped up a bottle from the uncarpeted floor. “Stuff like this — ” he frowned at the label “ — Old Cathedral makes you overlook that sort of thing.”

There was a sloshing of brown liquid in the bottom of the bottle and he tossed it into his throat with a quick gesture. He grimaced broadly, making the muscles on his neck stand out like clustered wires. “Old Sherwin-Williams!” he amended.

Georgia didn’t smile. There had been a time — four years ago — when her broad mouth had smiled at everything he said. But that had been four years ago — before the divorce, before everything.

He planted his bare feet on the chilly floor boards and rose. His thin six-foot length towered above every object in the cheap room — the bed of iron tubing, the scarred wooden dresser with its distorting mirror, and the woman in brown who stood somberly by the window. Behind her, the gray February sky promised more rain.

Thursday said suddenly and irritably, “Either act entertained or go home, little girl. You weren’t invited, you know.”

She bit at her lower lip, then said, “I can’t make this window work, Max.”

He clamped his thumb and forefinger around the clasp and forced it out. The lower window frame rattled up loosely and he propped it there with a two-foot section of lath that was lying on the sill. He leaned his naked shoulders out into the cool afternoon air, letting the rising wind strike his face. The brick outer wall of the hotel framed him in black. Across the black bricks were painted huge white letters reading BRIDGWAY HOTEL. Beneath that, in smaller letters, was ROOMS 50¢ UP.

Georgia had spread the gray blankets across the bed again and was sitting there very stiffly. Thursday walked over to the washbowl in the corner and splashed some water on his face. He filled the tumbler and drank deeply, twice. His unsteady hand spilled water on the worn throw rug.

The room was silent except for traffic noises — the growlings of cars and the rattlings of trucks as they traveled up Fifth Avenue, and from a few blocks north sounded the belligerent streetcar bells of downtown San Diego. He slipped his arms into the shirt he found piled on the dresser top and buttoned it while he studied his face in the contorted mirror surface. Red-rimmed eyes above an unshaven chin stared back at him. The broadness of his face escaped sheer ugliness by the highness of his cheekbones and the strong arch of his nose.

“Got a cigarette?” he asked.

“In my purse.” Georgia bit off the last word and bent her head. Her slim woolen shoulders jerked convulsively.

Thursday picked up her purse from the bed. He found half a package of Camels. He had trouble bringing the lighted match and the end of the cigarette together. “Don’t cry about me,” he said irritably. “You’re not my wife any longer.”

Georgia pushed long colorless fingernails into the tan wool over her thighs and held her shoulders still. “I’m not crying over you, Max. I haven’t had anything to cry about since I left you. Homer and I have been very happy.”

“Homer? I knew you’d married a doctor named Mace but I never thought you’d marry anybody named Homer, sweetheart.”

Her round chin came up defensively. “You needn’t try to be funny about Homer. He’s providing a good home for me and — ” her eyes began to spill tears “ — and Tommy.”

She dabbed gingerly at her cheeks with an end of gray blanket. The powder on her right cheek had smeared and a strand of gray wool clung to her skin. He reached over and plucked it off casually.

“You’re not glad to see me, are you, Max?”

Thursday groped for his shoes with his feet. “I can’t see any reason I should be.”

She leaned closer to him, fragrantly familiar. Her voice was deliberate and nice. “At least you haven’t forgotten me.”

“Don’t underrate yourself, Georgia. I haven’t forgotten you, but we’re still strangers, Mrs. Mace. The Mr. Thursday you used to know was an upright, God-fearing youth — YMCA stock. And the Mrs. Thursday I was married to didn’t spill tears all over her make-up.” He smiled crookedly and spread his hands at shoulder height. “You see — we really don’t know each other.” He bent over to put on his shoes. “How did you find me?”

Georgia stared at the broad back of his neck. He had needed a haircut for some time. “Lieutenant Clapp told me you were living at the Bridgway Hotel. I could tell he didn’t care for you living in a place like this.”

Thursday straightened. “It’s none of Clapp’s business where I live or what I do as long as I don’t kill anybody. That’s the only aspect of my life that should concern the Homicide Bureau.”

She bit her lip again and smoothed a nonexistent wrinkle from her skirt. Thursday flipped the cigarette butt at the open window and took another from the pack on the bed. Through the match flame he watched his ex-wife with narrowed eyes and wondered when she’d get around to saying what she had tracked him down to say.

After a smoky silence during which she twisted at her suede gloves, he said, “Let’s cut the small talk and list the facts. If your doctor and you need money, you’ve obviously come to the wrong door.”

She wasn’t ready yet. She put her hand on his arm and asked, “Max — what do you do these days?” Her inquiring smile was faint and didn’t match the rest of her face.

Thursday chuckled. “Why, Mrs. Mace, I’m doing the only thing I know. I’m still a detective. I’m the chief house dick in the Bridgway Hotel. I’m also my staff.”

“A house detective in this place?”

“Why, sure. It’s not charity but a chance, just like on the posters. Smitty, the old girl who runs this firetrap, keeps me in liquor and cookies. In return, I’m the house detective.”

She said doubtfully, “It doesn’t sound like — ”

“Much,” the man finished. He lay back and sucked at his cigarette. “Okay — then it’s not a chance but charity. I’m a bum. But Smitty doesn’t mind. And since she doesn’t mind, I don’t think it’s any of your business either, Georgia.”

Georgia said, “You used to be good, Max.”

“I’m still good.”

She looked at the hand that held the cigarette. The blue smoke flowed upward in uneven little jerks. “Are you?” Her brown suede shoes kicked at the Old Cathedral bottle and it rolled across the floor to rest against the grimy molding.

“Don’t be so wifely,” he grunted. “Save it for Homer.”

As if there had been a cue, Georgia said quickly, “Was I such a poor wife to you, Max? We were happy until you threw up everything and went away. And then we had Tommy and when you came back — well, maybe I wasn’t very understanding.”

“That wasn’t what you thought at the time.”

“Maybe I didn’t try hard enough to understand. But Max, I had to think of Tommy. You were drinking so much — ”

He broke in sharply, “If you came down here to prove to yourself that you did the right thing, take a look around. But let me remind you that there weren’t many openings for private detectives in San Diego after the war. You wouldn’t go anywhere else — ”

“There were other jobs, Max.”

“So it was my fault after all. All right, I’ll admit it. But the show’s over now, sweetheart. You got rid of me and my bad atmosphere and you kept the kid.” He sat up quickly. “Now what do you want?”

Georgia stared into Thursday’s bloodshot eyes, peering, searching. She said in a low voice that neared a sob, “Max, did you write this?”

She laid a brown scrap of paper in his lap and he let go of her shoulder to look at it. The paper was roughly two inches square, torn from an ordinary paper sack. On one side were two lines of rough printing in capital letters: DOC–WE TRADE YOU. NO COPS.

“Common Manila,” said Thursday. “Probably a grocery sack. Soft lead — I’d guess Number 2.” He looked up at the woman quickly. The tears were flooding in wet globules down her cheeks but she paid no attention to them. Her face contorted painfully, as she looked for something deep in the tall man’s eyes.

“What do you mean — did I write this? Where’d it come from?”

“Oh, Max,” she sobbed. Her voice twisted the words as though they were the gloves clenched in her hands. “It’s a terrible thing to think — or ask — but that’s why I had to see you. Max — you didn’t steal Tommy from me, did you?”





CHAPTER TWO

Wednesday, February 8, 4:30 p. m.

MAX THURSDAY’S blue eyes iced over. His lips pulled tightly against his teeth. After a moment, he let his breath out with a soft hiss and went over to the window. He flipped the burning cigarette at the tarred roof of the Casa Bar two stories below and watched the Fifth Avenue traffic. He said softly, “Why did you come to see me alone? Why didn’t your Dr. Mace come? Why didn’t you bring the police?”

Georgia ran to him, closing both hands around his upper arm. “Oh, don’t answer me with questions, Max! That’s no good! Tell me about Tommy!”

“I haven’t seen Tommy since the divorce — since he was a year and a half old.”

Her grip loosened on his arm and she hung her head wearily. “I didn’t really believe you had him.”

“You better look under the bed to be sure.”

“No — you aren’t like that. You couldn’t change so much even in four years. Oh, Max — help me! I need your help so much!”

Thursday said, “I’m not a detective any more. I’m a bouncer. You don’t need anything I got. Let your husband help you.”

Georgia put one hand on each side of her face and smeared away the tear-streams with her fingers. “Homer went to Long Beach to a meeting yesterday. I don’t know where he’s staying and Dr. Elder says there’s no way to get in touch with him. I’m all alone, Max.”

“Call cops.”

“I’m afraid. That note says that something terrible will happen to Tommy if I call the police. Don’t you see — Tommy’s been kidnapped!” Georgia struck at his shirt-sleeved biceps with short emotional blows. She whimpered between set teeth, “You’ve got to help find him, Max. Tommy’s your son!”

After a while, she sucked in her breath shakily and left him standing alone by the window. There was a clicking sound behind him and he turned. Georgia Mace was sitting on the bed, opening and shutting the clasp of her purse. The clicks were a measure of hopelessness. She had stopped crying.

“He’s your son,” she repeated in a dead voice. “Just because we aren’t married any more — just because Tommy has a new last name — doesn’t make you any less his father. I thought you’d be more worried over him than any one else in the world. I thought that because you’d been a detective here once, you could figure out who has our Tommy and go see them and beg them to give him back. Or if you’ll just find out who might have taken him, I’ll see them — I’ll beg for Tommy — I’ll give them anything — ”

She stopped talking. Thursday looked at her pretty face, scarred by emotion. He rubbed the black stubble on his throat and chin contemplatively and found his jaw was set tensely, the little muscles at each side bunched in tight knots. He walked over to the bed and took another cigarette.

Thursday said, “Okay. Let’s start at the beginning.”

“Max!” she whispered and her shoulders dropped with the sudden relief.

“Let’s skip the grateful talk. He’s my kid. What does Tommy look like now?”

Georgia hastily scrambled among the objects in her purse, watching the thin man as though she could hold him to his decision with her moist eyes. “I brought some pictures. He’ll be six in June — do you remember?”

“June eighth,” Thursday said.

He reached up, pulled the brown cord that rasped on the single fly-specked bulb in the high ceiling, and took the square envelope from her hand. Georgia was trembling.

He sat on the bed beside her and looked at the pictures. One was a wine-colored portrait proof. “We had those taken last week,” she said. “That’s the second-best one. The one we chose we had to turn in to the photographers.”

The other three were snapshots which had evidently been torn hurriedly from an album. Scraps of thick black paper still clung to the backs. Thursday studied the face of his son.

Tommy Mace was a normal sized youngster, but thin, with knobby knees and elbows. His hair was black, like his father’s, and his eyes were enormous. The roundness of childhood still made a circle of his face but the portrait proof emphasized its natural broadness and the high cheekbones the boy had inherited. Thursday noted that the arch in Tommy’s nose was not so pronounced as in his own.

He said, “His eyes are brown, aren’t they?”

Georgia nodded. “He has my eyes and chin. But he looks just like you, Max. You should see him.”

Thursday looked at her coldly. “I was never asked to.” She flushed. “He doesn’t look very healthy.”

“Tommy grows so fast. And he doesn’t put on any flesh. That’s what frightens me. He isn’t awfully well and if the people who took him don’t take care of him … He had a cold this morning and I didn’t want to let him go out but he wanted to so badly.” Her eyes began to brim dangerously. “If I’d only made him stay in!”

Thursday laid the pictures on his pillow and said, “Just talk it out. What time was Tommy snatched?”

She gulped and clenched her hands. “About eleven this morning. I was beginning to wonder about what to get him for lunch and little Junior Riggs — that’s a neighbor boy — came running into the kitchen with that note.” She nodded at the brown scrap of paper. “He and Tommy had been playing marbles on the corner and — ”

“Where do you live now?”

“In the clinic. 1961 Linwood Street. It’s on the edge of Mission Hills on the corner of Linwood and Henry.”

She fumbled in a side compartment of the purse and thrust a crisp business card in his hand. In small clear type it told the name and address of the Mace-Elder Clinic. Under the address in the lower corner in two lines was RANDOLPH ELDER, M.D., and HOMER MACE, M.D.

“It’s just a small clinic,” said Georgia. “We’ve had it about two years but we’re still in the struggling stage. I act as receptionist. And as a sort of nurse, though I’ve had no formal training.”

Thursday slipped the card in his pocket. “Okay. How old is this Junior Riggs and what did he have to say?”

“He’s five — just a couple of months younger than Tommy. He gave me the note and said the man that took Tommy away said to give it to Tommy’s father. He wanted to give it to Homer but of course he’s up in Long Beach.”

“Did the Riggs kid know who took Tommy?”

“No. He was a little hard to talk to because when he saw how worried I was, he began to cry. He just said the man asked Tommy to get in the car but Junior didn’t hear exactly what the man said. Then he gave Junior the note for Homer and they drove off.”

“One man or two?”

She shook her head perplexedly. “Junior’s awfully hard to talk to, Max. From what I could gather, there were two. And he says the car was a ‘46 Dodge sedan.”

“This five-year-old kid says that?”

“I know it sounds funny, Max. But that’s the way children are. Junior’s sort of dumb in most things but he’s precocious when it comes to automobiles. Lots of the little boys around the neighborhood are. I’ve taken them riding on Sunday sometimes and they play a game where they try to name the next car that passes — they see who can name it first. Junior usually wins.”

“What does the note mean — this trade talk?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t any idea.” Georgia crumpled the fingers of one hand in the grip of the other. “We haven’t any money, Max. The clinic just makes enough for us to live on. I don’t know what the note means. I don’t know why they took Tommy.”

Thursday leaned his forearms on his thighs and bent forward, exasperatedly searching for ideas. “We’ve got to discount practically everything this Junior kid says. Damned if I’ll take his word on the car. Where’s your husband? What would he have that any kidnapper would want?”

Georgia shook her head. “I don’t know! I don’t know, Max!”

“Calm down. Where is he in Long Beach?”

“Homer went up Tuesday — yesterday — to attend the annual convention of the National Clinic Association. It’s supposed to last till tomorrow but he didn’t think he’d stay for the whole thing — it’s a lot of lectures and things — and he didn’t know where he’d stay. He said he’d phone me last night but he didn’t.”

“Georgia,” said Thursday, straightening his long back. “Would your Dr. Mace be leaving you — and taking Tommy along?”

She looked up at his unshaven face with disappointment in her eyes. “No. Max, no! I swear he loves me! He wouldn’t do a thing like that — any more than you — ”

Her head dropped as her words trailed away. Thursday rose from the bed and the springs sighed after him. He walked to the dresser and opened the drawers one after another, slamming them shut in noisy succession. He looked in the gnarled mirror at the distraught figure on the bed and said, “I’m not going to be any help, Georgia. All I’ll do is bring up dirty ideas. I haven’t been a detective for a long time and I haven’t the guts or the hunches any more. You better call in Clapp. Jesus, I wish I had a drink!”

Georgia sprang up, rushed to him. “Please, Max. You promised.” The words spun from her mouth in panic. “I’m afraid to call the police. Tommy’s your son — he’s the image of you. Please don’t get drunk! Please help me!” She stopped and held her lips together tightly. Then she said, “I’d like to cry now, Max, just to make you feel sorry for me. I know you can’t stand to see anybody cry. But I can’t. I want to — but I can’t.”

He ran a finger down the smoothness of her cheek, his mouth wry. He dropped his hand and said, “What’s the angle on Dr. Randolph Elder?”

“I don’t know. He had the idea for the clinic about two years ago and took Homer in. Dr. Elder put up all the money we started on. He owns the house, too. He’s a good friend — I guess. He’s charming but it’s hard for me to feel close to him.” She searched his face for understanding. “Homer thinks he’s a fine man, though, and a fine doctor.”

“Have you told Elder about the kidnapping?”

“Yes — when he didn’t have any notion of what to do, I decided to see you.”

“How did he act?”

“When I told him? He — ” A shadow of puzzlement fell on Georgia’s face. “He was worried, I guess. But — it’s funny — he was more upset last night when Homer didn’t call than he was this noon when Tommy was stolen. I can tell when he’s really disturbed because he fiddles with his glasses.”

“Do you think he has anything to do with it?”

“Oh, no!”

“Doesn’t he know how to get in touch with your husband at the clinic convention?”

“No.”

Thursday thought that over and said, “People have to register at professional conventions.” He licked his dry lips. “How much money do you have with you?”

Georgia blinked. “About five dollars. Why?”

“Give it to me. I have to get a shave, haircut, a meal — lots of things.”

She picked up her purse. In the little coin bag there was a roll of five one-dollar bills and some change. She handed the bills to him silently.

“Thanks. I’ll see you tonight, Georgia — after I talk to Brother Elder.”

Georgia picked up her purse and her gloves. She left the cigarettes on the crumpled blankets. At the door she turned and said slowly, “I won’t say anything about what to do or what not to do, Max. I trust you implicitly. I pray to God you can get Tommy back safe.”

He rubbed his rough chin and smiled crookedly. “Okay. I’ll see you tonight. Don’t tell Elder I’m coming.”

She said goodbye in a low voice and closed the door behind her. Thursday cast the roll of bills on the dresser and walked to the bed. He sat down and spread the three snapshots and the portrait proof in a rough file across the pillow. Four pictures of his son. Again he searched for himself in each picture and found it reflected in four innocent unlined faces.

Carefully, he stacked the pictures and tucked them in his shirt pocket. Then he went to the shiny wall telephone and took down his coat from where it hung on the mouthpiece. He put it on by the window. Its worn blue folds draped loosely about his body.

Through the window he could see the sidewalk that passed in front of the Bridgway Hotel. A fat Mexican woman passed, then four sailors, spruce and gay as they began their liberty.

Georgia angled across the sidewalk to a cream colored convertible at the curb. A broad shouldered man got out of the car to open the curbside door for her. She nodded to him and slid in.

From the third floor of the hotel, Thursday peered to ascertain the stranger’s features. The man on the sidewalk wore a light double-breasted suit and his hat concealed his face. The hat was white, high-crowned, and the brim was broader than the average. Its style was somewhat between fedora and Stetson — affected Western, thought the man in the window.

Max Thursday watched the convertible wheel north on Fifth Avenue. After a thoughtful moment, he pocketed the five dollars from the dresser top, jerked the light out, and left the room.





CHAPTER THREE

Wednesday, February 8, 4:45 p. m.

A GIRL was sitting in the rickety wicker chair on the second floor landing. As Max Thursday stepped across the threadbare carpeting in front of her, she thrust out one red-slippered foot to trip him. Without looking up from the pulp love story magazine in her lap, she said, “Hiya, Slim.”

He stopped to avoid falling over her leg. “Hello, Angel. Don’t you ever leave the hotel? There’s fresh air outside, if you didn’t know.”

Angel turned the magazine over in her lap and looked up. She was blonde and pretty and hard. Her smile was a curved streak of thick paint. “Makes me happy enough just to get out of my stinking room.”

“You’d think you had thousand-dollar bills in your bed the way you’ve been hanging around here lately.”

Her mouth grew smaller as the smile disappeared. Her eyebrows and lashes were blonde and difficult to define; with no stretch of crimson smile, her face was flat and sullen. She said, “I got nothing in my bed. And I notice you took care of that call girl in a hell of a hurry.”

Her pale sapphire eyes were sparks of jealousy. Thursday said casually, “I take care of all of them that way. All of them, Angel.”

Angel snorted at his departing back and picked up her love stories. The detective went down the remaining flight of stairs into the lobby. The Bridgway Hotel made no attempt at pretense or lure; its lobby was as unattractive as its cheap rooms. The gray afternoon light poured through the plate glass window that faced Fifth Avenue. The heavy glass door which made up the north one-quarter of the street frontage was propped open by a well-used wooden wedge. Both window and door were hazy with venerable dust. The breeze through the open door cut sharply into Max Thursday’s nostrils.

He walked to the bulky L-shaped counter on the south side of the narrow room. The elderly woman behind the counter rose with mock alarm as he folded his arms and leaned on the register. She threw her hands in the air and exclaimed, “God have mercy — you’re on your feet! What’s the world coming to?” Her voice held the hint of a middle western twang.

A slight smile moved his lips only and the woman said, “What’s wrong, Max? You feel all right?” She was an old woman but healthy with pioneer strength. Her eyes were brown and as clear as any girl’s; as she looked at the lean man before her, they were warm with compassion. A black dress of heavy brocade covered her rangy frame, a dress contradictory in its implications of a dead era. The woman was nearly as tall as the detective and her face bore the heavy lines of full living. Her mousy hair was splotched with henna and its natural color.

“No — I’m feeling pretty good, Smitty,” Thursday said.

She let out a gusty breath of relief. “What you trying to do — scare the old lady?”

“I could use a little help.”

Smitty pressed her withered lips into a straight line. Her hand went under the wooden counter and placed a half-empty pint of bourbon beside his left elbow. “Just one hair of the dog that bit you, Max. Don’t try to swallow the whole dog.”

Thursday didn’t move his hands. “It’s not that kind of help I need. I’ll take some information just now.”

“That’s more like it. Shoot.”

“My kid’s been snatched.”

Smitty turned and picked up the folded copy of the Daily Journal from her rocking chair. She spread it flat on the counter.

“The papers don’t have it,” Thursday said. “Neither do the cops.”

“I didn’t know you had a kid, Max.”

“Tommy went with my wife when we separated — a sort of a bonus along with the divorce. She remarried. That’s what looks out of joint. She married a young doctor about three years ago and they haven’t any money to speak of.”

“Tommy? A boy?”

He fumbled in his shirt pocket for the pictures and spread them across the desk. He had to move the whiskey bottle. It felt cool to his hot hand and he let go of it reluctantly. “He’s five — be six in June.”

The old woman studied the pictures with interest. “The spitting image of you, Max. That woman a while back — she was — ”

“She was my wife,” Thurday said with emphasis. He replaced the pictures in his pocket carefully.

A buzz sounded at the squat switchboard against the wall and Smitty turned to it. The clean newness of the black panel with its metal-rimmed holes struck a jangling note in the hotel’s atmosphere. The board silently gave notice that at times the Bridgway rooms housed — or hid — more important persons than waterfront bums and border drifters. The warped letter box atop the switchboard stared into the lobby with two dozen square sockets, counteracting the suggestion with bland disreputability.

Smitty made a couple of low-voiced queries into the mouthpiece and plugged a cord into the panel. After listening to the call a second, she turned back to the man across the counter.

“That kid from L. A. His friends have squared the drunk driving business.” The lines on her face resolved from businesslike attentiveness into pitying interest as she faced Thursday. “I’m sorry, Max. Of course I never had a kid of my own — though I wanted to — but I can guess how you feel.”

“Pretty rough,” said Max Thursday flatly. “I feel like getting pretty rough.”

“Sure,” said Smitty. She looked at his face as if afraid of saying the wrong thing. “I rang your room when your wife — your ex-wife — wanted to go up but you didn’t answer. I figured she was harmless and she wanted to talk to you pretty bad.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I was sleeping one off.” He glanced down at his rumpled suit. “I look good to go out hunting.”

Smitty put a brown sinewy hand over his bigger one. “Max — you’re hunting trouble. The guys that come back are the guys that know the woods. You’ve been away a long time.”

Thursday took his eyes off the liquor bottle. “Hell,” he said roughly, “I’m as good as I ever was. All I have to do is get going.”

The old woman didn’t say anything.

“Smitty,” he said softly, “I got to do it. It’s my kid.”

The old woman folded up the newspaper with deliberate movements. “What do you want from me, Max?”

“Right now just a slice of your memory. Here’s the story.” Rapidly, he outlined what Georgia had told him of the kidnapping, of the Mace-Elder Clinic, of Dr. Homer Mace and the convention in Long Beach, of Dr. Randolph Elder.

“That’s what I’ve got for a start, Smitty. Anything there ring a bell?”

Smitty put part of her lower lip over her upper and knotted the lines of her forehead. In a moment she said, “Remember, Max, I don’t get wind of everything that happens in San Diego. I never heard of this Doc Mace before. What kind of a guy is he?”

Thursday started cracking his knuckles one by one and said, “I didn’t expect Georgia to latch onto a husband with a record. I didn’t think you’d have anything on Mace. What about Elder?”

“If he’s the one I’m thinking of, he got mixed up in baby-dropping in Phoenix about three years ago. Acquitted but lost his license in Arizona. Haven’t heard of anything smelly around here.”

“Abortion, huh?” mused Thursday. “Well, that’s an angle I’ll throw at him tonight.”

“You going to see him?”

He shrugged. “After I get cleaned up. It’s the only direction to walk. I can’t see grilling that five-year-old witness.” He turned and looked out at the traffic on Fifth Avenue, as though he were afraid to go outdoors. “One other thing — you know anybody who wears a white hat?”

“Man or woman?”

“Man. One of those white hats with a broad brim. Not a cowboy hat but pretty close.”

The corners of her mouth twisted in a smile. “Good God, Max — there’s a million of them in California.”

“Yeah,” Thursday sighed, “I guess you’re right. Just an idle thought, Smitty. Forget it.”

Smitty tapped his upper arm with the folded newspaper. “Kidnapping’s a tough racket. They play for keeps. You’re not in shape to play anything. San Diego’s rougher than it used to be in the old days before the war.”

“I know,” he said. “I know.”

She made her voice light. “The Bridgway needs its house dick, Max.”

The whiskey bottle nestled against his elbow. Little star-flashes winked at him from the amber liquid. Max Thursday ran a dry tongue over drier lips. He pulled up his wide shoulders. “I’ll see you later, Smitty.”

“Okay,” said Smitty slowly. “How you fixed for dough?” Thursday shook his head at her gently and started out. “Max!” He halted at the propped-open door. “When you need it — I got a gun.”

He looked around at her. The big old woman was showing her gold-rimmed teeth in a smile that held no mirth.

“Not tonight, Josephine,” he said. “Maybe later.”

He went out into the street.





CHAPTER FOUR

Wednesday, February 8, 7:45 p. m.

MAX THURSDAY swung off the Number 3 streetcar when it reached the Y formation of the two main thoroughfares of the Mission Hills district. The streetcar clanged and veered right on Fort Stockton Drive. He walked due west on Sunset Boulevard where the stream of early evening auto traffic probed headlight beams at him. The boulevard was broad, and elegant two-story residences loomed a respectable distance back from each sidewalk.

He was thirsty. He opened his mouth to catch the night wind, trying to deaden the dryness that gnawed at his tongue and throat. The wind, with its hint of rain, was chill on his face and on the back of his neck where a student at the Market Street barber college had groomed him.

As he strode through puddles of light from wind-swung street lights, his shoes reflected a dull shine between creases in their leather. The blue suit that flapped about his body had been pressed by a naval tailor.

He was desperately thirsty. For dinner he had downed four tumblers of water and little else. He had been unable to stomach more than three bites of the New York cut he had optimistically ordered.

On Alameda he turned left and, a few blocks down the rambling sidewalk, he found Linwood Street. Some of the houses in this neighborhood were smaller and the lawns began to show less professional care. Another block east was 1961 Linwood.
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