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1.

The big DC-4 taxied gracefully into position on a side runway.

A group of formally dressed people, chattering cheerfully, headed for the landing ramp. As they flashed their landing passes for the smartly uniformed hostess, she checked the pass against a typewritten list and smiled them aboard. Inside the plane, the passengers were welcomed by a tall man in a tuxedo. He greeted each arrival by name and assigned them all to seats.

Muggsy Kiely, of the Dispatch, stepped into the plane and looked around. The man in the tuxedo permitted a brief frown to mar the placidity of his forehead as he recognized her. It was quickly washed away by a smile as he extended his hand.

“Hello, Miss Kiely. I hope it’s a pleasure trip.” Lou Dongan’s voice was soft, suave, and showed signs of a determined attempt at culture. His graying hair was thick, wavy; he affected a thin, contrastingly dark mustache. When he smiled, dimples plowed white furrows in the mahogany tan of his cheeks. “We’re not looking for any publicity, you know.”

Muggsy grinned. “Just a tourist, Lou. I heard about your new enterprise, and I wangled me an invitation. It sounded like a new kick, and I wanted to see firsthand.”

Dongan led the redheaded reporter to a seat behind the wing and hovered over her while she settled down. “Real top-drawer crowd, isn’t it, Miss Kiely?” He looked around approv ngly. “It really draws.”

The redhead studied her fellow passengers but failed to be impressed. “What time do we take off?”

Dongan checked the watch on his wrist. “Shouldn’t be long now.” His eyes jumped from seat to seat. “Looks like there’s just about one more earful due.”

Muggsy turned, looking out the small window at her side. “This is probably it now.”

Dongan bent over, peering through the window. Suddenly he growled softly under his breath, snapped his finger. A uniformed stewardess materialized at his elbow. She was pert and blonde. The uniform coat seemed to be having difficulty containing her figure.

“Who O.K.’d Laury Lane, Midge?” Dongan jabbed a manicured finger in the direction of a tall blonde heading for the plane.

“I don’t know, Mr. Dongan.” The stewardess tugged a typewritten list from her breast pocket, studied it. “I don’t see her name on the list. Should I tell Doris to keep her off?”

Dongan lifted the list from between the girl’s fingers, ran his index finger down its length, underscored a name with his nail. “No. She’s with Al Murphy.” He handed back the list. “Pass the word along we don’t want any more of these ‘… and party’ reservations. I want to know the name of everybody coming aboard in advance.”

The stewardess nodded and withdrew.

Muggsy studied the blonde as she approached the ramp. “You really do rate, Lou. Laury Lane, first lady of the stage, no less.”

“I need her like a hole in the head,” the white-haired man growled. “That dame’s strictly poison.” He yanked a cigar from his breast pocket, bit off the end, and spat it in the aisle. “She’s been trying to drink herself to death ever since that gigolo she’s married to walked out on her. Always manages to get herself lushed up and starts trouble.” He chewed morosely on the cigar, while watching the blonde and her party come aboard and find seats.

When the late-comers were seated, the hostess entered and closed the door behind her. The motors on either side of the plane roared into life, and the lights above the door to the pilot’s cabin urged, “No Smoking, Please. Fasten Seat Belts.”

Dongan dropped into the aisle seat beside Muggsy and leaned back against the headrest as the motors reached for a new high in pitch.

Slowly the big plane taxied into the main runway, waited for a clearance, then thundered to a take-off. Dongan clenched his fists on the arms of his seat. The unlit cigar was still crushed between his teeth. “I must have flown a million miles,” he groaned, “but every time on the take-off it’s like the first time.” A thin film of perspiration glistened on his forehead.

“Butterflies?” The readhead grinned.

“More like bats tonight.”

The plane gained altitude, headed out over the Atlantic. After a time, the shore line started to recede behind them.

Muggsy turned her attention from the window to the man beside her. “When does the action start?”

Dongan was swabbing at his face with a balled-up handkerchief. “Ten or fifteen minutes. As soon as we get set up.”

A red light flickered to the right of the pilot’s cabin and the hostess and stewardess reappeared. There had been a slight change in costume. Now, instead of the severely tailored uniforms, the girls wore tights and peasant blouses that emphasized the fact that both had assets that stacked up with the First National Bank — and when they walked, judging by the sway, they were just as liquid.

They were followed by two men in tuxedos. At a signal, the passengers on the opposite side of the plane stood up, and the men went to work tearing down the seats on that side and stacking them in the rear. When that was finished, one of the men set up a bar at the front of the plane while his companion busied himself assembling a breakaway craps table.

“Now I have seen everything,” Muggsy grinned. “This is really a floating crap game.”

Dongan pulled the cigar from between his teeth and rolled it between thumb and forefinger. “It cuts down the risk that took most of the profit from the old game. We don’t need any stick-up insurance here, and the vice squad would have to grow wings to crash this place for a raid.”

“They could be waiting for you when you set it down.”

“Where?” Dongan’s lips peeled back from a perfect set of teeth. “Only two people know where she’s going to set down. Even the pilot doesn’t know whether it’s La Guardia, Idlewild, or Newark until my partner Mike Davey gives him his instructions on the way in.”

The stick man took his place at the head of the table, while the passengers started flocking toward it.

“It seems a little expensive to me,” Muggsy commented. “Does it pay to be so elaborate?”

Dongan replaced the cigar, chewed on it. “For quotes?”

The redhead shook her head. “Just curious.”

“Sure it’s expensive. Everything’s expensive today, ain’t that right? It’s all relative.” He considered for a moment. “Take a setup in town. First you’ve got to get the O.K. to run. That means ice, Miss Kiely, plenty of ice from the inspector right down to the man on the beat. Last place Mike and me ran on the East Side cost me a grand a week just for the O.K. Here, I don’t need any O.K., I save that grand. I had to have two floor men at forty bucks per night, two lookouts at thirty a night. I had to have luggers to pull them in, outside men to check for plants and stiffs. I had to have a doorman I could trust. All that costs. My nut in that place was over six grand a week before I opened the door.”

“You don’t get planes for free, either.”

Dongan shrugged. “Here we gross ten times as much as in the old place. Besides, we know who’s coming on board, and we can pick and choose. We keep it down to about twenty-five, thirty players, and we have a two-grand minimum. That’s a sixty-thousand-dollar a night play, and that ain’t tin.” A worried frown creased his forehead as his eyes followed the blonde actress on her way to the bar. “It starts already. We’re not out twenty minutes and already that Lane dame hits the bar.”

Muggsy watched the blonde as she passed the craps table, walking over to the bar. Laury Lane was tall; her thick blonde hair was piled on top of her head. She looked about twenty-eight from where the redhead sat, and appeared to have been sewn into the skintight white gown.

In rapid succession she downed two straight shots before the bartender caught Dongan’s cutoff signal. The blonde pushed the glass across the bar for a refill. When the bartender shook his head, she started to argue. The bartender leaned over, told her something in a low voice, shrugged his shoulders in response to her snapped reply. Her full lips were a thin, angry line as she left the bar and shouldered her way to a spot at the table.

“Nothing but trouble, that dame,” Dongan growled. He chewed on his cigar, ground the end into a soggy mass, dropped it to the floor. “Look around, play if you want. We’ll forget the minimum in your case. I’ve got to get to work.” He pulled himself out of his seat, walked over to the blonde hostess, and pointed to where Muggsy was sitting. In a moment, the hostess was over with a drink.

“Mr. Dongan thought you’d like some refreshments.”

Muggsy smiled her thanks. “I guess a flight like this is different from your usual run?”

The hostess shook her head. “I’d never flown before I went to work for Mr. Dongan. I was in the chorus of the Gaieties. This sounded like a lot more fun so I took the job.” She looked up at a snap of the bartender’s fingers. “Pardon me, Miss Kiely. Somebody at the table wants a drink.”

Muggsy got up from her seat and walked over to the table. She stood watching the play for a moment. Laury Lane was playing recklessly, taking it or laying it on every roll.

From close up, she was a few years older than she had appeared in the dim light at the bar. The bright table lights mercilessly revealed the fine network of lines under her eyes and the losing fight her make-up was waging with crow’s feet. Under the heavily painted outline, her lips drooped at the corners.

When the pile of chips in front of her had dwindled to nothing, the blonde pushed her way to the bar. She ordered a straight bourbon and gave the bartender an argument when he tried to talk her out of it. Finally, at a signal from Dongan, he filled her glass. She tossed it off and returned to the table.

Three times during the six-hour flight the pile of chips in front of her disappeared. On her last visit to the bar, she was met with a firm headshake from Lou Dongan. Muggsy could hear her voice complaining above the roar of the motors and the monotonous chant of “If you don’t bet, you can’t win. If you don’t speculate, you can’t accumulate” by the stick man. The blonde’s voice was becoming strident, shrill.

The players paid no attention to the byplay, huddled over the table anxious to complete their play before the plane started back in. The winners were feverishly determined to pyramid their winnings into a killing, the losers convinced that with enough time they could recoup their losses.

Dongan turned his back on the blonde and walked over to a tall, good-looking man huddled over the craps table. He whispered in the man’s ear, nodding toward the blonde. The big man walked over to Laury Lane, caught her by the arm, and propelled her toward the rest room in the rear.

“Tanked to the eyeballs and in to us for better than ten grand,” he growled to Muggsy. “I wouldn’t take Al Murphy’s job of handling that witch if the vigorish was fifty per cent.”

Muggsy raised her eyebrows. “The which?”

“Vigorish. The house percentage. An agent takes a ten-per-cent commission, the house in a layout like this takes five per cent. It’s called the vigorish. Don’t ask me why.”

“Live and learn, I always say. With a five-per-cent cut and a minimum play of sixty thousand a night, I can see — ” Muggsy was cut off by the sound of scuffling from the rear of the plane. The tall man was trying to restrain the blonde, seemed to be urging her back into the rest room.

“There she goes again,” Dongan growled. “She must have had her own bottle with her. Excuse me.” His eyes flagged down the bartender; he led the way to the rear, where Murphy was struggling with the blonde.

“Get your hands off me, Murph,” she snarled. “A fine agent you are. You let a tinhorn crook take me.” She struggled vainly to dislodge his hand from her arm.

“Leave her alone, Al,” Dongan told him as he walked up. The agent nodded, dropped his hand from the girl’s arm.

“Just like that.” The blonde sneered. “The tinhorn gives orders and you jump. Just a lousy, tinhorn crook and you jump.”

“Shut up and behave, Laury,” Murph urged. He tried to push her into a seat. “I didn’t know she had a jug with her, Lou. I’ll take care of her.”

The blonde pushed off his hands. “Go ahead, crawl. If that crook thinks I’m paying off on a rigged game — ”

“You keep making with that mouth of yours, and I’ll fix it so it’s shut for a long time,” Dongan told her in a low, hard voice. “You think the game’s crooked, that’s your privilege. You came here, we didn’t send for you. But don’t get any ideas about welshing, baby. You wouldn’t live long enough for the money to do you any good.”

Laury Lane pushed past her agent, swung at the gambler’s face, missed. “Try and get it.”

Dongan reached out, buried his hand in her hair, pulled her face close to his. His voice was low, the suavity peeled off it. “Don’t ever try that again, lush. Nobody lifts a hand to Lou Dongan and walks away from it.” The blonde started to say something, reconsidered. She licked at her lips, dropped her eyes from his.

Dongan pushed her back into a seat. “Just put your money where your mouth is.” He turned to Murphy, jabbed a finger into the big man’s chest. “Don’t ever bring her into any place of mine again. Leave her here and you come up and settle her tab.”

“I haven’t got enough money to settle the tab,” the blonde told him defiantly. “Ask Murph. I’m broke.”

Dongan’s eyes were cold, hard. He fixed them on Murphy. “I don’t care how broke either one of you are. You brought her, Murph, and I’m holding you responsible for the pay-off.”

The tall man looked worried. “Will you take an I.O.U.? I’ll raise it for her. She has some stuff I can turn into cash if you’ll give me a week.”

Dongan scowled. “O.K. A week. Do us both a favor and get the dough to me by then.” He nodded down to the girl. “Take that jug away from her and strap her in that seat. I’ve taken all the grief I’m going to take from her tonight or any other night.”





2.

Johnny Liddell sprawled in the leather overstuffed armchair, studying the man behind the desk. Al Murphy’s usually carefully combed hair showed the effects of repeated rakings with his fingers; a dark stubble of beard dulled the outline of his chin.

“Miss Kiely filled you in on what happened last night, Liddell?”

Liddell nodded. “She told me Dongan gave your client a rough time and that you thought I could help.” He dug a cigarette out of his pocket, hung it from the corner of his mouth. “I didn’t see how.”

Murphy raked his fingers through his hair again. “She told you Laury gave Lou an I.O.U. for twelve grand?”

Liddell touched a match to the cigarette, exhaled twin streams through his nostrils. “She told me. So you send him a check for twelve grand, write it off as expenses.”

The man behind the desk snorted. He pulled himself out of his chair and walked over to a window that overlooked the East River. “It should only be that simple.” He turned around, faced Liddell. “She hasn’t got twelve grand. Neither have I.”

Liddell scratched his head. “That could be embarrassing,” he conceded. “But why go around dropping twelve grand that you don’t have? Especially to a character like Lou Dongan, who is notoriously narrow-minded about people owing him money?”

“You ever meet Laury?”

Liddell shook his head.

“No great loss,” Murphy growled. “But if you had, you wouldn’t have to ask why she does screwball things. If there’re two ways to do something, trust that dumb blonde to find the hard way.” He walked back to the desk, rested one hip on the corner. “It’s gotten worse since she’s been using Old Forester instead of Chanel Number Five as a personal scent. She’s washed up on the stage, and I’m not even sure I can get her another job.”

“What’s with her?”

“Drowning her sorrows. Her husband walked out on her. If she were drinking to celebrate, I could understand it.” He shook his head. “She’s actually broken up over it.”

“This husband. Anyone I know?”

“Edmund Wiley. He was her leading man a couple of seasons back. Hasn’t had to work ever since he hooked onto her as a meal ticket.”

“Sounds like a sterling character. But I still don’t see where I’m supposed to figure in this. If it’s just to keep Dongan from leaning on your client, I can assign a couple of men. But I might as well tell you that a goon like Lou has a long memory and plenty of time. It always catches up.”

“I know it. That’s why I’m so anxious to get the money to buy her off the hook.”

Liddell squinted at the big man. “And how do you figure to do that?”

Murphy reached over to a humidor, selected a cigarette, tapped it on the desk. “For the past seven or eight months Wiley’s been screaming for a divorce.” He stuck the cigarette in his mouth and lit it. “He’s got a new meal ticket, one with more than plenty.”

“So?”

Murphy shrugged. “So this new meal ticket wants Wiley with no strings attached. She’s willing to finance a divorce.”

Liddell pulled his cigarette from between his lips, studied the lit end. “What’s Lane say about this?”

“You mean she’s got a choice?” The big man hit the desk with the heel of his hand. “That’s her best out. I talked to Julie Layton after we got off the plane last night. She’ll go for a bundle if Laury will divorce Wiley. She agreed to talk it over tonight at her place.”

“Julie Layton, eh? Your client manages to get herself tied up with some real juicy characters. Lou Dongan, Julie Layton. That’s really big-league stuff.”

Murphy shrugged. “I told you this screwball does things the hard way.” He looked worried. “All I want you to do is go along with Laury when she sees Layton. They hate each other’s guts, and if one of them is going to walk away, I want it to be my client. She’s not a helluva lot, but right now she’s the only client I’ve got. I’m afraid that — ”

The door to the study opened, and Laury Lane walked in. Her eyes hopscotched from Liddell to Murphy and back. “Who’s he?” She took in the thick, white-flecked hair, the square chin, the heavy set of the private detective’s shoulders.

“This is Johnny Liddell, Laury. I’ve been asking him to go with you tonight when you see Julie Layton.”

Laury caught her full lower lip between her teeth, walked over to the desk, selected a cigarette. “Suppose I don’t want him?”

Liddell grinned at her crookedly. “Don’t jump to conclusions, baby. I haven’t agreed to take on the job. As a matter of fact, I don’t intend to. I don’t like people who lean on other people so hard they have to get slapped off.”

The blonde lit her cigarette, filled her lungs, and let the smoke dribble from half-closed lips. Expertly tinted lids partly veiled her eyes. “I didn’t know peepers were so choosy. If it weren’t for people like me, it wouldn’t be half as much fun for people like you to peep through keyholes.”

“Cut it out, Laury,” Murphy snapped angrily. “We’re impressed with what a smart-cracking babe you are.” He turned to Liddell. “Look, Johnny. We’re not asking for charity. We’ll pay for anything you have to do. She riles everybody just like that. She’ll smart-crack at Julie, and they’ll have to pick her up in a bucket. That’s why I need you so bad.”

“I don’t like the smell of it, Murph. I promised Muggsy that as a favor I’d do anything I could, but — ”

The blonde snorted. She jabbed the carmined end of her cigarette at Liddell. “Don’t go so high and mighty on us, shamus. You heard the man. You’re going to get paid. What more do you want? Gratitude?”

Murphy grabbed her by the shoulder, spun her around. “I told you to keep out of this. You keep sticking your nose in, and you’re strictly on your own. Strictly.” She shrugged his hand off her shoulder, took another drag on her cigarette. “I’m up to here, baby.” Murphy held the flat of his hand at nostril level. “Your lushing and that nasty mouth of yours have me in so deep the only way I can pull out is to pull you out with me. So, I’m doing it. But keep on giving me a bad time and I’ll take my chances throwing you to the wolves.”

The blonde took a last drag on her cigarette, crushed it out. “I’m sorry, Murph,” she said contritely. “I guess I’m jittery. Mind if I help myself?” She nodded to a small portable bar in the corner.

The big man scowled, then nodded. He waited until the blonde had poured herself a stiff slug from an Old Forester bottle. “Nothing must go wrong tonight, Liddell. If we don’t get that money, Dongan’ll — ”

“Why are you so scared of Dongan?” The blonde sneered. “He’s just a tinhorn crook. He doesn’t scare me” — she snapped her fingers — ”that much.”

“You sure could have fooled me last night, baby,” Murphy told her grimly. “When he got done telling you off, I thought you were going to shake yourself loose from your porcelain jackets.”

The blonde glared at him; then the harsh lines dissolved into a grin. “Are you scared of Dongan, too, Liddell?” she wanted to know.

“I haven’t any reason to worry about Dongan.”

She put her glass to her lips, studied him over the rim. “Yet,” she amended.

Liddell shrugged. “In my business I get paid for the bruises.”

“What do you say, Liddell?” Murphy cut in. “Will you go with her?”

Liddell reached over and crushed out his cigarette in an ash tray on the corner of the desk. He looked at the blonde, who stood grinning at him. “What time is this date?”

“Eleven. At Julie Layton’s joint. You know the place?”

Liddell nodded. “Fifty-eighth Street. Where do I pick her up? Here?”

The grin faded from the girl’s face. “Never mind the cracks, wise guy.”

“Pardon me.” His eyes roved over the skintight evening gown. “I did think it was a little early for that number.”

The blonde started toward him, but Murphy blocked her way. “What’s the matter, Laury? Did you think you had a copyright on the needle?” He turned to Liddell. “I brought her here from the plane because I wanted to keep an eye on her. She’s gotten me into enough trouble for one day.”

“You haven’t been peeping through the right keyholes,” Laury snapped. She stalked back to the bar, poured another stiff drink.

“Are you in, Liddell?” Murphy persisted.

“I guess I can make it.” Liddell looked over at the girl. “Figure she’ll be able to?”

The blonde ignored him, emptied the glass in one swallow.

“I’ll see to it that she can,” Murphy promised. He held his hand out. “Thanks for the assist.”

“You’ll get a bill.” He shook hands with the big man, stood up. “I’ll see you around ten, Miss Lane. Where?”

“The Hotel Seymour. And as long as you’re working for me, I’ll tell you when I’ll see you. Be there at nine.”

Liddell started to retort but permitted Murphy to grab him by the arm, lead him out of the study. In the big living room of the agent’s apartment, Murphy managed to placate the private detective. “You only have to put up with her one night. I’ve been taking this for years, Liddell. I can’t take a helluva lot more of it.”

Liddell nodded, grinned. “I guess I can take it for one night.” He took his hat from an end table. “I’ll let you in on something. The real reason I’m taking it on is because I want to be around when this babe starts some of her funny talk with a dame like Julie Layton.”

Muggsy Kiely was on her third cup of coffee and her fourth fingernail when Johnny Liddell walked into the Java Jug, across the street from the Dispatch Building. She spotted him as he walked in, and waved him down from a rear booth. On the way to the booth, he ordered a cup of coffee and a Danish.

Muggsy squeezed over, making room for him at her side. “Well?”

“You can really come up with the weird ones, baby.” He waited while the waitress sloshed a cup of coffee and a piece of pastry in front of him. “What do you think he wants me to do?”

The redhead shrugged. “Go up against Lou Dongan?”

Liddell tasted his coffee, burned his tongue. He shook his head. “It seems that Laury Lane is getting ready to sell her husband to Julie Layton, and Murph wants me to act as referee while the ladies come to terms.”

Muggsy stopped with her cup halfway to her lips. “You’re kidding?”

“That’s the chore for tonight. It seems la belle Laury doesn’t have the what with to ransom herself from Dongan so she’s making the supreme sacrifice.” He tried the coffee again, managed to swallow a mouthful. “That is really quite a woman, that Lane babe. I think Dongan would be performing a civic improvement by removing her.”

“Do you really think Dongan would take it out of her hide?”

Liddell dug out two cigarettes, lit them, passed one to the redhead. “He doesn’t usually talk to hear himself talk. My guess is she burned him up so much with her smart cracks he’d like nothing better than an excuse to have her worked over.” He took the cigarette from between his lips, blew a stream of smoke at the ceiling. “And he wouldn’t have to look very far for a boy to do the job.”

“Why is Murphy so anxious to cover her? From what I read, she’s been through for a long time. And ten per cent of nothing is nothing to worry about. What’s he got to lose?”

“Most of those pretty teeth of his. He’s scared stiff of Dongan.”

“You took the job?”

Liddell shrugged. “I told him I’d go along with her. Maybe if I’m lucky I won’t be able to get between her and Julie before Julie takes a fall out of her.”

Muggsy scowled, shook her head. “I can’t figure why Murph couldn’t handle it himself. Why hire you?”

“I got the feeling that Murph has taken just about all he can from that babe. If he saw Julie working her over, instead of pulling Layton off her, he mightn’t be able to resist pitching in to help.”

Muggsy consulted her watch, whistled. “I’ve got to run. I’ve got an appointment in less than an hour on an interview. What time are you seeing Layton?”

“Around eleven.”

“Good. I’ll be home by about eight thirty. Why don’t you run over to the apartment and have a drink before you go?”

Liddell grinned. “I’d like to, but I can’t. Lane wants me at her place at nine.”

“At nine? And you’re due at Layton’s at eleven? Jolly! What are the other two hours for? A rehearsal?”





3.

The Hotel Seymour was a huge pile of mortar and plate glass that overlooked the East River at Beekman Place. Its lobby was furnished in an aggressively modern style with brightly colored couches and chrome tables complementing the soft pastel of the carpeting. Johnny Liddell waded through the deep pile of the carpeting toward the impeccably dressed man who presided over the front desk.

“Miss Laury Lane, please.”

The man behind the desk raised heavily lidded eyes from a critical examination of the carnation in his buttonhole. “Miss Lane, sir?”

“Miss Lane. What’s her room number?”

The man behind the desk managed to look deeply hurt. “The Hotel Seymour is a residential hotel, sir. There are no rooms. Only suites and apartments, sir.” He frowned at the white edge of cuff that peeked from the end of his sleeve. “I’m afraid Miss Lane cannot be disturbed.”

Liddell grinned at him. “If I were you, I’d be awful sure. Miss Lane is expecting me and I have the feeling that she gets very upset when she’s disappointed.”

The clerk caught his lower lip between his teeth, seemed uncertain.

“Of course, I’m not doubting your word. If you say Miss Lane can’t be disturbed, I’ll just run along. I’ll mention to her that you said she couldn’t see me in the event she wants to know why I didn’t show up.”

“Just a moment, sir.” The man behind the desk looked over Liddell’s shoulder, nodded to a tired-looking man who lounged on one of the couches. The man sighed and put down a copy of the evening tab he was reading. The clerk turned his attention back to Liddell. “You can understand, sir, that sometimes a celebrity like Miss Lane likes to get away from her admirers and seeks seclusion. I have my orders, you see, but I certainly would not like to be the cause of upsetting Miss Lane’s plans.” He was clearly disturbed at the prospect.

The tired-looking man strolled up to where Liddell stood. “Something I can do for you, mister?”

“This gentleman has an appointment with Miss Lane. As you know, I had orders that she wasn’t to be disturbed.” The clerk made no bones of his relief at being able to pass the buck to other shoulders.

“I’m Saunders, the hotel security officer,” the tall man informed him. He studied Liddell’s face. “I don’t think I know the name.”

“My name is Liddell. As I told your clerk, I’m expected by Miss Lane, but I’m perfectly willing to accept your statement that Miss Lane can’t be disturbed.”

“I don’t blame you.” The tired man’s eyes were sharp, alert as they studied Liddell’s face. “Now I make you. You’re a private detective. Johnny Liddell, isn’t it?”

Liddell nodded.

The house detective caught him by the arm. “I used to be on the force. Saw you around headquarters once in a while.” He led the way toward a bank of elevators. “I’ll ride up with you.” He went on past the passenger elevators, opened the door to a self-service cage. He waited until Liddell had followed him in, then pushed a button. “You say Lane’s expecting you?”

“I was supposed to be here at nine.” Liddell checked his watch. “I’m a half hour late. She can take it off the bill.”

“She wouldn’t know the difference if you showed up at midnight,” Saunders drawled. “She’s lushed to the eyeballs. Raising all kinds of hell up there since seven o’clock. We had to shut off the phone and keep all visitors out. That’s why the old fruit at the desk gave you the song and dance.”

“You make it sound like the beginning of a rich evening.”

Saunders managed a slow, tired smile. “Baby-sitting with that wildcat’s for sure no way to grow old gracefully.” He brought a stick of gum out of his pocket, denuded it of its wrapper. “Can’t get a bellboy or a maid to go near the place when she’s riding that broom of hers. Hell, the bill for crockery alone would probably pay my salary for a month.”

The elevator slid to a smooth stop; the doors sighed open. Saunders stepped out and led the way down a lushly carpeted corridor to where a square little man sat reading an evening paper. His chair was tilted back against the wall; a cold cigar was clenched between his teeth. He made no attempt to wipe the boredom out of his eyes as Liddell and the security officer walked up.

“Anything new, Al?” Saunders wanted to know. The man in the chair shook his head. Saunders nodded to Liddell. “This is Liddell, a private eye. He’s taking over the wet-nurse detail as of now.”

The square man let the front legs of his chair hit the floor. “You should have brought a strait jacket, Jack. That dame’s really flipped.” He cocked his head to the side, listening. “She must’ve run out of things to throw, but she’s sure been having one helluva ball in there.” He stuffed his newspaper into his jacket pocket. “You’re not going inside with her, are you?”

“That was the general idea,” Liddell grinned.

“There must be an easier way to make a living, Jack.” The square man shook his head. “Don’t get me wrong. Not that she ain’t still a tasty dish, but right now it’s sprinkled with ground glass.” He rolled his eyes to Saunders. “Any reason for me to hang around?”

Saunders shook his head. The square man nodded to Liddell, bustled toward the elevator.

“This babe could give Dale Carnegie a nervous breakdown. I never met anyone who could make it so unanimous on such short notice,” Liddell grunted. “Well, I’d better get the show on the road.”

He rapped on the door, waited. When there was no indication that the rap had got through, he repeated it. This time he got action. A key turned in the lock, and the door was opened a few inches. The blonde looked out. Her hair was rumpled, her make-up smeared, but instead of making her look disheveled, the effect was more exciting. She stared at the security man coldly. “Go away.”

“You’ve got company, Miss Lane,” Saunders told her impatiently. “Man says you were expecting him.”

Laury Lane turned her eyes on Liddell. She seemed to be having difficulty focusing them. “You took your sweet time about getting here,” she snapped. She wiped her soft, moist lips with the back of her hand and glowered at him.

“Do I get in? It makes me nervous having an audience.”

She pulled the door open, waited until he was inside, then scowled at Saunders. “Not you, though. This is a private party.”

Saunders screwed up his face in a tired grin. “I understand. I’ll lay chickee.”

The blonde slammed the door in his face, turned, and wove her way into the living room. She was wearing a blue silk housecoat that was doing an indifferent job of concealing her full-blown figure. As she walked, her hips worked tantalizingly against the smooth fabric of the gown. It was hardly debatable that she wore nothing under it.

She stopped at a coffee table in the center of the room, picked up a half-filled glass, and took a swallow. “Where’ve you been? I’ve been waiting since nine o’clock.”

Liddell eyed the wreckage of the room. Books and magazines were scattered around the floor; the far wall was stained by the contents of the glasses that lay splintered at its base. “Doesn’t look like you were bored,” Liddell commented dryly.

She finished her drink, then raised her hand to slam the glass against the wall. She hesitated, looking over her shoulder as if she expected Liddell to restrain her.

“Go ahead, throw it. Keep it up and you won’t have anything left to drink out of.”

The blonde pouted, dropped her arm. “I’ll drink out of the bottle,” she snapped defiantly. “You want a drink?”

“I’ve got the feeling I’m going to be able to use one.” He walked over, swept some magazines to the floor from the couch, and dropped onto it. The blonde disappeared into the kitchenette and reappeared after a moment with a fresh bottle and a glass. She leaned over and set them down on the coffee table. “You pour.”

Liddell spilled an ounce into her glass and reached for a pitcher of water to soften it. She caught his arm. “Pour. I want a drink, not an eyewash.” She stood in front of him, weaving slightly, only the faint thickness of her tongue testifying to the amount she had put away.

Liddell shrugged, tilted the bottle over the glass, added another ounce. “You did say a drink? Not a bath.” He poured himself a drink, leaned back, and looked around. “Nice place you have here.”

“It’s a dump and you know it. I just keep this place for when I stay in town.” She walked around the coffee table and dropped heavily to the couch at his side. “Why were you so late?” Her eyes were heavily lidded, her lips pouting. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“A last minute tie-up. You know how it is.” He tasted his drink, approved. “We’ve got plenty of time. We don’t start horse trading on Wiley for almost two hours.”

The full lips curled. “That creep. That cheating, double-crossing creep. She’s welcome to him.” She drained her glass, held it out for a refill. “More.”

Liddell caught the bottle by its neck and spilled another two ounces into the glass. The blonde smirked and nodded her head approvingly.

“You’re improving. I ask for a drink, I get a drink not a lecture. ‘Laury, you had enough. Laury you had too much,’” she mimicked. “They’re all at it. They think I don’t know I’m a lush? It’s my business if I want to keep on drinking. That right?”

Liddell took a swallow out of his glass and nodded. “Sure. It’s your liver if you want it to crack into little pieces someday when you sit down hard.”
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She was an alcoholic blonde with
a load of hot diamonds—
a set-up for murder on the rocks.
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