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FALSE NOTE



Domino was many things to many men.

Little Augie hired her and she turned his beach hole-in-the-wall into a jazz hangout, a hot spot, a full house.

Allen Gay wandered in, listened, looked and painted a picture with universal appeal, a beautiful girl lost in the shadow of the blues.

The boys in the band really dug her kind of music. The piano caught her floating sadness, and the muted horns wove a brass halo around her.

Domino was many things to many men.

To Sammy Golden, she was also special. She was a wrong doll, a false note … the chief suspect in the toughest murder case he ever tried to solve.

“First Class.”

—Washington Post & Times Herald





THE
BRASS
HALO

Jack Webb

I met a lady in the meads,

           Full beautiful, a faery’s child;

             Her hair was long, her foot was light,

    And her eyes were wild.

                                                       —Keats
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For Audra and Robert Manning




“But I have a loaf here in my lap,

Likewise a bottle of claret wine,

And now ere we go farther on,

We’ll rest awhile, and ye may dine …”







IT came out of the clarinet as softly sighing as death is, and she wrapped her voice around it and gave it away. A cascade of notes, a floating sadness, and the bass behind her went thump-thump-thump as though it were a Salvation Army drum a long way down the alley. Only the trumpet, muted with all of its brassiness taken away, whined and complained. The piano talked softly in the background, off the main mike, like an interpreter at some United Nations of hearts. For this was the way that Domino sang.

Lonely, Lord, she was lonely, and there was that in her soft voice which was as eternally blue as the cool, deep waters, as the wide open eyes of a child fresh-born, as the sky above high mountains, and as the hurt which is inside all of us—the something hidden, something remembered hurt, wrapped in all the blue ribbons of a bygone first love.

All of which suited Little Augie perfectly, and he had it pretty well defined. Nothing sold liquor as loneliness did. And when your blues were not New Orleans, not Birdland, not Light House, but something more eternal more universal than all of these, then you were in, then you had it made—and you didn’t have to cater to the cats, the hep or the cognoscenti, to the longhairs, or the very short. You could cater to everybody. Anyone who was a little bit blue inside—and who the hell wasn’t?

Take tonight’s full house—an off night like Monday. Augie smiled. What a thing she was, what a pretty little piece! Hair no darker than a raven’s wing, and those surprising blue eyes with a skin as pale as moonlight. Moonlight, yes, but with a warmth underneath that was almost rosy. He had seen marble like that somewhere. Marble you wanted to touch. Little Augie pulled on his ear. At Forest Grove, he guessed, that time he had buried a cousin, dead of lead poisoning—there had been some statuary with flesh surfaces almost as inviting as the skin which held within this small dove’s voice.

Domino had finished with The Party’s Over, let the combo backing her make a few sweet footnotes, and then all together they slid into Ellington’s Sophisticated Lady. What she did for that fallen angel, forming her of the whole cloth of sadness, was wonderful to hear. Augie rubbed his big hands together. Liquor was flowing throughout the Intimate Club like tears.

Funny girl, Augie thought, not a mixer. He remembered some of the joints he had run. In those days, she wouldn’t have done at all. No sir, not at all. He grinned at the idea of Domino hustling drinks. There was a surprising gentleness in his bright, dark eyes. He could have climbed down any beanstalk.

Enough of his pleasant reveries. Augie glanced around the club. You didn’t get white ties, or black, or even ties at all very often down at the beach. Still, that big fellow there at the end of the bar with the front tails of his shirt tied across his tan navel and none of the buttons even close to the buttonholes…. Augie put the frame in motion. Augie began to glide.

At the young man’s shoulder, he paused. “The drink doesn’t suit you?” His voice was velvet.

The young man glanced up. His eyes were grey, comfortable. “It’s fine.”

“You’ve not touched it for half an hour.”

“Domino,” the young man said, “she’s singing.”

“Friend of yours?” Augie was worried.

He nodded. He twirled the glass between lean brown fingers. Up the stretch of arm behind those fingers was a lot of muscle.

Augie puzzled over the nod. “Never saw her talk to you.”

“Never has.”

Domino dropped out of Sophisticated Lady and the combo drifted into I Hadn’t Anyone ‘Til You.

Jerk, Augie thought. Smart boy. Still, it would be better to do it smooth; there was something about the easy grace of the fellow that promised trouble if you tried a hard bounce.

The girl wove her voice into the music. The anyone ‘til you became a melancholy last chance. The young man forgot all about Augie.

Augie moved his big shoulders under the pearl-grey gabardine jacket. Then he saw the two men come from behind the drape over the door at the left of the stage. His big head stiffened with the weight of his chin settling toward the white napery of his shirt front. How had they slipped past him, getting back there off limits? Trouble, that’s what they were. You could see that in the taut, whitewashed face of the kid, in the way the little man carried his shoulders in the tight blue topcoat, his hands balled into side pockets.

For a giant, Little Augie moved with astonishing lightness. His sharp, dark eyes, immersed in pockets of flesh, were as dangerous as a wild boar’s.

“You two!” There was a lash to the pair of words though they were no louder than the flight of a wasp.

The little man spun on a leather heel. His hands remained in his pockets. The young man giggled.

“What were you doing back there?” Augie demanded.

“Rest room,” the little man said softly, “we were looking for the rest room.”

Augie jerked his thumb toward the right. “Can’t you read?”

“Sorry,” the little man said. “I guess we missed it.” The kid with him giggled again. Augie glanced at him over the smaller man’s shoulder, looked into his eyes. The kid was riding a kite; the kid was junked good. You could always tell.

“Get out!”

“Sure,” the little man said, “sure.”

It was a good act, Little Augie decided. Only one trouble with it; the little man didn’t scare; he wouldn’t have been so agreeable if it hadn’t suited him to be. The kid had started to say something; he hadn’t, though; the little man had given him a shove and they had kept moving until they disappeared out the door. Augie shrugged. Perhaps that was it, the kid on the needle, the little man wanting to avoid trouble. Not for his own sake, for the kid’s.

Now it was time to get back to the unsettled business of the big young fellow with the bare belly button. Sure, the Intimate Club was on the El Porto Strip just above the beach, and in the afternoon you didn’t care how they dressed when they dropped in for a drink as long as their suits or trunks weren’t soaked with salt water. But at this time of night, it wasn’t good for the tone of the place. Let the nuts go up the road or down it. There were plenty of crumby joints….

Domino was doing the finale for this set. Ramsey, the clarinetist, had written the tune. It had been strictly instrumental to begin with. Then the girl had hummed it one night. And during rehearsals, they had worked up some words. Augie paused to listen. He had been thinking about the tone of his place, and if the kids were successful in their dicker to do an album for the Hy-Phone outfit, Blues from the Intimate Club, that would add a hell of a lot of tone. He would put up a glass showcase out in front with the album cover used four or five times and pictures of the group.


“… how was the moon, my love,

and how close the stars …

together while I was alone, my love,

and why should the night have bars …”



She whispered her way out of the song with the haunting, lingering, almost nothingness that followed the end of most every number, bowed her head, not smiling at all, and the blue spot above her went out.

Augie returned to the carelessly dressed young man. He had swung on his stool and was facing the bar, staring reflectively at his own brown face. It was not so much that he approved of what he saw, but rather that he was regarding something deeper inside.

The Intimate Club’s proprietor said quietly, “I want to talk to you.”

The young man nodded. He did not turn his head. He watched Augie’s face reflected in the mirror. Suddenly he smiled.

“What are you grinning at?”

“An idea. You fit. I don’t know why I didn’t see it before. Absolutely.” He seemed very happy with his discovery.

“What is this crazy talk?” Augie demanded. He was off balance. He didn’t like it.

The young man turned. “Would you have some time in the morning?”

“Time? What for?”

“Here,” the young man reached in his pocket and fished out a soft pencil. On the cocktail napkin before him on the bar, he scribbled an address. “Just a couple of blocks,” he explained. “Left at Ira’s Market and down the hill. About halfway down.” He handed the napkin to Augie. “Any time after ten,” he said.

“Wait a minute, you …” Augie began. Then, she was standing at his shoulder, scarcely reaching the top of it.

“I’m going out, Augie.”

“Sure, kid.” He slanted his wrist watch into the light from the bar. “You got a half hour,” he said. “Don’t you go wandering down none of them dark alleys.” He was remembering the two men, the crazy eyes of the kid, wondering.

“Augie,” she put her hand on his thick wrist. Her blue eyes were brilliant with an excitement he couldn’t define. “I love you,” she said.

She turned quickly and walked away. What a small thing she was, scarcely over five feet. Even the big softness of the casual pink coat failed to conceal a delicacy of bone as brittle as old china.

“Well,” the young man said softly, “well, I’ll be damned!”

Augie glowered at him. “Don’t you get no funny ideas! I got a wife. I got five kids.”

“You’re all right,” the young man said.

“You get out,” Augie said savagely.

“I had intended to,” the young man told him, keeping his voice pleasant.

“And next time”—Augie caught himself and lowered his voice—”and next time,” he repeated quietly, “when you want to come in here with the night crowd, you button your shirt!”

For a moment, sheer astonishment showed in the young man’s grey eyes, and then he began to laugh. It was a good laugh, it came from deep down. “I’ll go,” he said finally. “Oh good Lord, I’ll go.” He started to slide off the stool.

Little Augie caught his shoulder. “I’ll buy you a drink.”

The young man stared at him, resting easy under the pressure of Augie’s strong hand. Then he chuckled.

The bartender was watching them.

“I’ll take brandy,” the young man said. “Brandy is for heroes.” He paused and regarded Little Augie. “Providing you’ll drink with me.” He reached in his pocket again.

The bartender glanced at his boss. Augie nodded. “This is on the house,” he said to the young man.

The grey eyes regarded him earnestly. “You don’t really think I wanted to go out there to chase her, do you?”

“I don’t know.” Augie shook his beer-barrel head. “I don’t have you figured at all.”

“My name’s Gay,” the young man said. “Allen Gay. Mean anything to you?”

Augie ran the name around in his head. It didn’t connect with anything. He said so.

The bartender brought their drinks.

Gay raised his glass. “To Domino,” he said.

Augie hesitated. Then he nodded. “God bless her soul!” he said.

They drank.

Outside, along the beach road, under the street lamp where the fog hung like a pale curtain between the light and the dark, the mask which had been Domino’s face went to pieces like a shattered mirror. But she made herself walk until she reached the grey shadow, and then she began to run.

It was four blocks to the corner of Rosecranz and when she saw the cab parked across from Pancho’s, she slowed and waited until she could control her breath. She only needed to say two words to the cabby, but she had to say them matter-of-factly.

The driver of the cab was a young man with a leather jacket over his shirt and a scarf wrapped about his throat against the damp chill. He opened the door for her with the casual friendliness of a beach cabby.

“International Airport,” she said.

In the back of the cab it was dark. In the back of the cab there was waiting.

And while there was waiting, she had to think.

The yellow Cad came out of the alley below the beach road and moved slowly up the hill. The slim, nervous kid, sitting beside the driver, slid a slim cigarette lighter back and forth between moist hands.

“Why didn’t we grab her when we had the chance?” His voice was high-pitched, as nervous as his pale, moving hands.

His companion was smaller than he, but he gave the feeling of power and confidence which made him seem larger—an effect which had not been lost on Little Augie not so many minutes ago. There was much in the way he had been tailored which added to this illusion. There was also much actual strength, though it was not on display as in the built-in posture of a muscle boy. Still, it was there, and you would not be fooled by the lack of show if you had been around and had met such dangerous little men before.

“We don’t know what he told her,” the little man said, “or where she’s going, or who she’s got to see.”

“They will find him,” the kid said. “They will find him and go to his office.”

“You are a fool,” the driver said softly. “You watched without eyes in the back of your head. I removed his obvious identification. There is, of course, his car. One among many, you understand. It is the margin of risk we must take. First her, and then his office. A good margin, a comfortable one. Yes—” he nodded to himself as much as to the nervous kid beside him—”I think there will be plenty of time.”

The cab made a left-hand turn on Coast Highway with the change of light and picked up speed in the direction of El Segundo. The yellow Cadillac followed, not close, but easily and smoothly. Even at night, the bright red-and-white paint job on the taxi made a fine moving target. There was no need to crowd it, only to take care.

Domino’s dressing room at the Intimate Club was not empty. On the center of a floor not quite so large as would be practical for a prison cell, a man lay on his back. He was a medium-sized individual in a medium-priced suit of brown tweed—every pocket of which had been turned inside out. A bill clip, made fat with one dollar bills packed inside a twenty, and considerable change were scattered on the floor beside him.

Because of the slimness of the blade and the expertness of the thrust, very little blood had been spilled. He seemed, in fact, to be asleep.

Because the Intimate Club was located in an unincorporated section of the county, Homicide got the first report from the sheriff’s office.

A private investigator, Martin Payne, had been found dead in the singing star’s dressing room. The girl, Francina Capulet, known professionally as Domino, had disappeared. There was reasonable doubt that she had disappeared voluntarily. A description of the two men had been furnished by Augustine Cipolla, proprietor of the night club, who had encountered the two strangers departing from his club under suspicious circumstances moments before the girl disappeared. It had been, perhaps, half an hour later when the same Augustine Cipolla had discovered the body of Martin Payne. He had gone to the dressing room when Domino had failed to appear on stage for the midnight show. From the time the deputies had arrived at nine minutes after twelve, it had taken forty-odd minutes to discover the presumed identity of Martin Payne. The identification was made on the basis of a car found in the club’s parking lot. None of the persons held within the club for the interrogation claimed the car. One couple, the Brodys, who had stopped in after a movie, believed they had seen the dead man leave the car on the way into the place. Afterwards, they could not remember seeing him inside. Latent prints would soon confirm or deny the belief that the victim was Payne. The fact that he was a registered private investigator put his prints in an immediately available file.

Homicide Division of the city’s police department had been alerted because the sheriff’s office had put out an all-points on the two men and the girl; and because—if the victim was Payne—he had an office located in town at 501 Center Street. An office which could contain highly pertinent information.

Lieutenant Dan Adams and Sergeant Sammy Golden took the trip down the street five blocks to Payne’s office.

Golden drove, his medium-sized, stocky figure hunched a little forward behind the wheel. “Francina Capulet,” he said, “I’ve wondered what her real name was.”

“You knew her?” The redheaded lieutenant glanced at his friend, surprised.

Sammy told him, “The Intimate Club’s about three blocks from home. Liz and I have been there a couple of times. I’ve dropped in now and then for a nightcap on the night of my day off. This Domino has it, Red. Looks, voice, everything. She puts something special into a song. Something that makes grown men want to cry. I’ve wondered what’s kept her down in a cheap, gaudy, off-the-main-line joint on the Strip. Maybe this is part of it. Maybe this is part of why she went in hiding.”

“In hiding?” Adams picked up the pair of words.

“Like me,” Sammy said. “We’ve gone to the beach to hide our grief. You got the promotion. I didn’t.” It didn’t come off as lightly as he had intended.

“Wife and kids,” Adams said quickly. “They knew I needed the money.”

“Sorry, Red. You know how glad I am.” Sammy paused and then added unhappily, “It’s just that I’m so damned sick of my patsy!”

Dan Adams shook his head. He wanted to say, Patsy, my ass, the way you stick your neck out and end up smelling like one of Father’s roses…. He didn’t though. That kind of thing between them would have to be let alone for a while. Until the newness of the promotion wore off a little, until the honest pride of it could be put aside and not show through.

He asked, “This Martin Payne, ring any bells?”

“Familiar,” Sammy frowned. “There’s been such a stink of private eyes lately and I don’t think I ever ran across him personally.”

“Well, he got it,” Adams said. “Very quietly, very completely.

With a knife from some character who doesn’t read murder mysteries.” He laughed without humor. “Who ever heard of a private eye getting killed in a detective yarn?”

“Probably it was the butler who did it.”

They were keeping their minds away from the job ahead. A dead detective—no relation to a working policeman—a glamorous songbird. A lot of rot, mostly true, about such things in the news recently. It would be a red-hot item when the district attorney got hold of it. No use speculating.

The short five blocks from headquarters to the Regal Building where Payne had an office took no more than as many minutes. It was a shabby place now with close to half a century gone from the time when the Regal, Suites and Offices to Let, had been erected in the heart of the city.

The night clerk was older than the building by twenty years. Yes, he knew Martin Payne. Marty was one of the few tenants who kept late hours. And some of his clients … The clerk clicked his tongue between a pair of dentures.

Golden described Francina Capulet, otherwise known as Domino.

“No,” the old man shook his head. “I’d remember that one.” He grinned. “I’ve still got an eye for lookers.”

“Payne in tonight?” Adams asked.

“Sure, he was. Eight or nine o’clock. He come in right when I was having my sandwich. He brushed some crumbs off my jacket. ‘Maybe it’s you, Dad, that makes this joint so crumby,’ he says. Marty is a great one for the smart crack.”

“Well,” Adams said, “let’s go up and have a look.”

“Now, I ain’t so sure,” the old man began.

Adams reached in his breast pocket. “Here’s the warrant.”

The old man found his glasses, rubbed them on his shirt front and then peered through them at the document. “Looks right official,” he admitted.

“It is.”

“Marty ain’t going to like this.”

Neither of the detectives mentioned that it might not matter to Martin Payne at all.

Between his ill-fitting dentures and his conversation, the night clerk clacked and clattered almost as much as the rickety elevator on their way to the fifth floor. He hated to leave them and return to his lonely job below.

The opaque glass in the door of Payne’s office read: Martin Payne and underneath, Confidential Investigations. None of the lettering was bold. A very neat identification. The waiting room was dusty. The furniture was either secondhand or Payne had been in business for a long time.

Inside the private office beyond the second door, things weren’t so dusty. But the ash tray on the desk was half full of cigarettes which had been stamped out with a vigorous, nervous touch, and there was the hasty disorder of a man who piled things, and rearranged and then piled things again rather than ever truly cleaning out.

Sammy rifled the nearest pile. A dunning bill from a department store, a letter from an insurance company offering a free memo book if you would send them your birthday date, and a folder on a party, Jones, Harold, being investigated by a client, Jones, Hazel, lay in that order. “What do you expect we’ll find?” he asked.

“Considerable of interest,” Dan said. “Trouble will be to keep our minds on our work. Deciding what’s pertinent to a knife in the ribs. Might as well start looking for something on the girl. Might as well play for the break—just in case there is one.”

The two detectives went to work. Morosely, Sammy wondered if Dan had noticed that he had turned to him for a suggestion as to the order of their search. Dan was the authority now, the fair-haired boy picked to follow in Captain Cantrell’s footsteps. Dan was the best man it could have happened to. Still, the nerves were there, all tied in neat knots between his shoulders and up the back of his neck. Nasty knots, hurt, jealous—and what could you do about that?

As Adams had predicted, the trouble was sticking to the point. The names that had got into that file in the private operator’s office on Center Street would have raised eyebrows from Palos Verdes to Beverly Hills.

“He must have gotten results,” Dan murmured.

“Damned old muckraker,” Sammy exploded.

“You’re probably worried,” Dan grinned, “something dark in your reckless past.”

While Lieutenant Adams worked through the scramble on the desk, Sammy tackled the first of the chipped green filing cabinets. The order of the manila folders was neither alphabetical nor calendar. In fact, there seemed to be no discernible order whatsoever. Several of the folders contained photographs. Some of them obviously were from claims adjustment work, no more incriminating than a man mowing a lawn, playing golf; something to disprove total disability. Others were more startling as when a motel door is slammed open past a broken lock.

Sammy Golden swore.

And Adams turned his head. “Got something?”

“I”—he hesitated—”nothing to do with Payne’s death, I should think.” He handed the photograph to Adams.

The lieutenant examined a wedding picture, the bride and groom on the steps of the church, their priest with them, smiling.

“Oh, no,” Adams exclaimed, “not this time. What else is in the folder?”

“Couple of photostats, one of the wedding license, one of the certificate. Wedding took place four years ago. Doesn’t the fellow in the picture look familiar to you?”

“Well, of course, you darned fool.”

“No, not Father Shanley, the groom.”

Adams frowned. “A little like somebody. What’s the index on the file?”

“That’s the best yet,” Sammy said, “it’s Shanley, Father Joseph A. I’m going to keep that photo, Red.”

Adams regarded him gravely. “You’ll get it back?”

“Depends on what Father says.”

“Okay, Sammy.”

Golden slipped the picture into his jacket pocket. He wondered what he would have done if Adams had pulled his new-grown rank.

They went back to work.

“Please, gentlemen.” It was a soft voice, wrapped in silk with steel underneath.

The pair of guns Sammy and Dan looked into were most persuasive. Their hands climbed slowly toward the ceiling.

“Turn around, please.” It was the older, smaller man doing the talking.

The two police officers turned and faced the wall. They had been around too long to fool with a hopped-up kid and a professional killer when the guns were on the other side and all the flags waving.

Adams said, softly, “We’re five minutes from headquarters. The Crime Lab bunch are due. What do you think you can get away with?”

Sammy waited for the touch of a gun against his back, the one chance in ten which would let him go on living.

He never had the chance.

The small man and the blond kid worked like a team, both using their gun barrels, both in dead earnest.

And the long night began as it always did with a shower of stars.

The little man said, “You heard what he said. There is no time at all.”

“Bilge,” said the young man, “bluff.” He giggled.

“No.” The little man shook his head.

He moved quickly to the filing cabinet where Sammy had had the drawer open. He pulled the folders out hastily, throwing them onto the desk. “Pile them up,” he whispered more than shouted to the young man. “Pile them up like a house of cards.”

The blond kid obeyed. He was like a child delighted with some advanced game at a progressive nursery school. He began to build a beautiful pile.

Tossing recklessly, the little man threw the contents of a second drawer after the first. When one filing cabinet was emptied, he moved to the next. The mountain of folders, of papers and of photos on Payne’s desk built and teetered.

“Enormous,” whispered the blond young man. “Bigger than a mountain. Oh, it’s lovely!”

The smaller man glanced at the blond kid. “Can it,” he said, “shut it off!”

But he let him touch his lighter’s flame to the stack, here, and there, and there, darting rather like a bird. “Lovely,” he sang, “oh, lovely, lovely, lovely!”

His companion had to drag him from the blaze, from the room. Neither of the detectives had moved. There was a small trickle of blood down Adams’s temple and across his cheek.

One of the things Sammy Golden never had been able to take seriously in an occasional chat with Father Joseph Shanley on the subject nearest to the young priest’s heart was the existence of a physical hell. After regaining consciousness in Martin Payne’s office on the fifth floor of the Regal Building, Sammy never doubted the possibility again. For this was hell indeed, and for a long, almost fatal moment, Sammy thought he was dead and that someone had said to him, Golden, this is the place!

The whole cube of his immediate existence seemed to be sheet after sheet of flame; the heat was the heat of the inside of a furnace. And it was only the cough, the racking, painful cry of his lungs that told him he was not dead, but damned close to dying.

More from the instinct which made him a fighter than by a conscious desire to escape, he began to crawl in what little room there was, away from the flames. He bumped into Adams and began to remember, and remembering, there was a rage which gave him strength. He found an ankle, grabbed it and continued to move. His head bumped the door, the door gave, swinging out. There was air there, fresh air, sucked fast toward the fire, and with it an instant of relief.

Stumbling, awkwardly, Sammy got to his feet, bending to get two ankles instead of one, heard Dan groan, and went backward through the outer office, the smoke sweeping after him with its strangling encompassing cloud.

Because the building was ancient, the stair well was not hidden. Sammy pulled Dan toward it. Together, they fell down the first flight of steps.

Adams’s wool jacket was smoldering. Sammy ripped it from him. The effort brought on a great hacking cough; and he held to the stair rail as the pain tore his body apart and the smoke sickness in him was like a black vomit.

Afterwards, he got hold of Dan again, pulled him the width of the landing and they fell down the second flight of stairs to the fourth floor.

There, lying in the heap the two of them made, Sammy heard the sirens; knew that help was on the way.

It was on the landing between the fourth floor and the third that the firemen found them; Sergeant Golden still pulling, most of his strength gone, on his knees, swearing between cracked lips and his face like a clown’s where what was left of unnoticed tears had made white streaks across the black.

At eight o’clock the next morning, Cantrell came into the hospital room to see his sergeant. “They told me you were awake,” the captain from Homicide said. “I asked them to. Do you feel up to talking about it?”

“Sure,” Sammy said. His voice was raw. “How’s Red?”

Cantrell reached down awkwardly and touched his sergeant’s shoulder. “Thanks to you, Sammy, he’s alive. Not good, though. His skull isn’t as hard as yours. He has a concussion. And he apparently swallowed a lot more smoke. He’s going to make it all right.” Even though Cantrell hadn’t been through hell and no water, his eyes were almost as burnt out as Golden’s, and his natural voice only a shade less husky.

“My God,” Sammy said, “we sure did it, didn’t we?” Slowly he gave his chief the first rundown on their affair. Twice a nurse stuck her head in the door to warn both of them that Sergeant Golden must not talk too much.

Sammy gave his superior a weak grin. “Might end up with a better whiskey tenor than yours, Bill.”

Cantrell shook his head. He was a tough cop. He’d been in the business a long time. He could not admit even to himself the feeling he had for Golden, here, and Adams in the next room. They were his boys. He had raised them from pups, mostly on the night shift in the days when he had been a lieutenant.

Golden took him through the trip to Payne’s office, through an accurate description of the two men. Finally he said, “Something’s off base, Bill. You’ll have to see those two side by side—on slabs in the morgue, I hope—to understand what I’m talking about. The little guy’s a professional. Watch for his identification to show up in Cleveland, or Chicago, one of the places where they breed that kind. The kid’s something different. The kid’s way out on a limb; he’s been on drugs for some time. He’s as twisted as a pretzel and wilder than a March hare. Take a look at your Hollywood blotter; take a look at the wild side of it. They don’t belong together. Their school tie’s not the same.”

He paused and stared vacantly at the ceiling while the worth of living caught up with him. “What about the girl, Domino?”

The captain shrugged. “We don’t know. It doesn’t look good. Ten minutes after Payne was killed, she disappeared. A little after an hour later, the same two men who handled Payne showed up twenty-five miles away to take care of you two. If she’s part of the mob, that could add up; also, if they were waiting outside the joint and picked her up to dispose of, that could add up, too. On the other hand, she could be running like hell. It’s one of those things we don’t know. If we knew what she knew, if we knew what had brought Payne to the Intimate Club, we’d be a hell of a lot better off than we are now.”

“Don’t think so,” Sammy said hoarsely.

“Don’t think what?” Bill demanded. He felt in his pocket and found a fresh cigar, went to work on the cellophane.

“That she’s on their side. I’ve seen her, Captain. Quite a few times. Remember, the club’s only a couple of blocks from where I live at the beach. She doesn’t fit the two who picked on Red and me.”

“They don’t fit each other,” Cantrell said; “at least, that’s what you just told me.”

“Really, Captain Cantrell,” the nurse said, “if you want this young man to make a quick recovery …”

Cantrell grinned at her and stuck the unlighted cigar between his lips. “You got something there,” he admitted.

He returned to his sergeant. “Take care of yourself, boy.”

“Sure, Bill.”

“And, Sammy …”

“Yeah?”

“If while you’re lying there, you get any wild ideas, you’ll bring ‘em to me?”

“Sure.”

The captain grinned maliciously. “If that’s a promise, I’ll call your girl friend, Songer, and her neighbor, Father Shanley. They might want to bring you a bucketload of roses, or something.”

There wasn’t much behind Sammy’s answering grin. He was tired out. Lord, he was tired. He turned his dark, earnest face to the wall and slept.

It was a strange dream and it went on even in those grey, soft, clouded moments between sleeping and waking. Mostly, but not always in that brief nothing which lasts forever and not at all, it was about the girl they called Domino.

For Domino was many things. And as she had been to all men, so was she to Sammy—Lilith and Laura; Sentimental Lady and The Sweetheart of Sigma Chi. All the women you ever had left behind, had loved and never quite found again. The gay girls, the sweet girls, the sad girls, yes, all your dear loves, and Nell, Nell, Nell!

He stirred restlessly and in his half-dream was faithless to Liz, faithless with the memory of an old flame, a true flame, the one…. Where was she? What was she doing now? And who were the men, the man, who brought her flowers, who listened to and loved her lazy, insolent voice, who lived with a lovely kitten and dared, too, to stroke a tigress? It had been a long time, a long, long, and somehow lonely, time since there had been even a card.

Sammy twisted against the sheets of the hospital bed, felt the pain of his own burns pressed against him, came closer to the final, irrevocable awakening—and went back to Domino.

Martin Payne had died in her dressing room. Now was the time for all good men to come to her party. Some party! Particularly when you considered her playmates. The wild-eyed blond young man and his steel-spring companion.

Had they been hired, or had their own basic security been threatened by the snooping of Martin Payne? Because, say what you would, money would be at the base of it, money, and/or the security of going on in society unmolested by the forces of law or order. Except for drunken, emotional killings, unpremeditated, done on the spur of the moment, there was no logic to murder unless it be done for money or for the salvation of self.

Sammy opened his eyes and stared at the pale, sterile ceiling. What possibly could be the connection between Domino and those two ugly, vicious men? Someplace, somewhere, in some near or distant past, they had been close to something together. Something dangerous to some one or more of them. What?

In Martin Payne’s files had been a picture of a wedding. And there, to bless the marriage, Father Shanley. Coincident? Sure. But, it would be interesting to hear what Father had to say about that picture….

Domino. He worked his way back to her and had only the fragments of a poem or two: All that’s best of dark and bright meet in her aspect and her eyes…. “Is there anybody there?” said the Traveler…. Who was the Traveler and what did he seek from Domino?

I am the Traveler, Sammy said, and he slept again.

At ten o’clock, Augie Cipolla could stand it no longer. Not wanting to invite the spotlight at Jack’s where it was his custom to be shaved every morning at nine thirty, he got out the blasphemous electric razor his third oldest had given him for an unacknowledged fifty-eighth birthday and shaved himself, hating the broad face that faced him in the mirror only a little less than he hated the crawling, long-tailed monster that searched his chin and jaw and made them reasonably clean. And afterwards, in the shower, soaping the big toad that existed between his chin and his knees, he was no more happy. I love you, she had said last night. And now, under the pin-point spray of the water, he admitted that he loved her, too. Not with any sexual, capricious affection, but with the feeling one has for something that is fine, and admirable, and good; with that curious love which is neither love nor friendship, but which is more nearly the pure admiration of something perfect which comes as rarely in a lifetime as an appropriate falling star.

As he dressed after the shower, he faced the litter from his pockets of the night before, folders of matches, change, a handkerchief, his billfold and keys; and with them all, the paper cocktail napkin upon which the odd young man so rudely dressed had scribbled a name and an address.

Little Augie stared at it. Why not? he thought. There had been so much odd about the young man—just as there had been about Domino’s disappearance. And though there was no logic by which he could connect the two, still it was one thing which he had not told the police, having honestly forgot the incident in view of the murder, and certainly it was something which needed looking into. Something he could do to keep him busy this morning.

He dressed with care, and with even more care adjusted the holster which fitted so snugly under his left arm. It had been a long time since Little Augie had carried a gun. He smiled grimly, remembering the night he had left Calumet City.

Though the plaid woollen sport coat was quite unnecessary in the bland May morning, it served its purpose with the gun and hung loose enough about Augie Cipolla’s enormous frame to cause him no discomfort. It was only a short walk along the main road above the beach until he turned down the alley at Ira’s Market.

The apartment, upstairs over a garage, was small enough and new enough and neat enough that Augie realized he was not dealing with the usual beach bum. Yet he went up the steps with caution, not knowing at all what he expected.

When he rang the doorbell, no one came. Then a voice shouted, “Come on in. Don’t bother me. You know where the beer is.”

Augie opened the door. The young man was standing off across the single large room, working vigorously at a canvas on a tall easel. Wearing nothing but a pair of swimming trunks, he was far more casually dressed than the evening before. A handsome bleached blonde was curled on a sofa at the far end of the room with a book held up to catch the bright morning light from the big window. From somewhere a phonograph was playing June Christie’s Lonesome Woman. This young fellow, Gay, was bigger than Augie had remembered, broad across the shoulders and lean. A pair of sabers and a pair of fencing foils were racked on the white stucco wall. Dueling masks hung where they crossed. The blonde, without moving anything but a pair of dark, expressive eyes, stared at Augie curiously. She, too, was in swimming togs.

“Painter, huh?” Somehow, Augie felt relieved.

Gay glanced at him. “Good,” he said, “go over and stand by the window, will you? You’re a godsend.”

Puzzled, Augie did as he was bid. And then, when he saw the picture, he grunted with surprise. On the stage a girl was singing. Domino! But it was more as though Domino were a composite of the blues she sang than as if she were a real person. The combo behind her also was not so much a group of musicians as it was cut-out paper dolls wrestling with caricatures of the instruments they played. But most of all, there was the immense shadow in foreground this side of the footlights and the overhead blue spot that caught Augie’s attention and held it. For here was no meaningless shadow of a casual patron, but the shade of Augie, himself, reflecting upon the scene before it, dominating the picture. I love you, she had said before the young man—and here, almost shameless in its intensity, was the shadow of Augie, returning that love, making it something great—making it the love of the blues!

While he watched, fascinated, Gay changed the shadow, altered the shape of the head, caught the very essence of Augie with his chin slanted down below the line of his shoulder. The blonde had returned to her novel.

“The Brass Halo,” Gay said, paying no attention to anything but the picture before him. “Until you came along last night, until she spoke to you, it was just an idea. Now, it’s something real, something good.”

“You mean just since last night?”

“That’s right. I’ve not been away from it. In another hour, I’m going to go to bed. I’m going to sleep for a hundred hours or so.” He paused and wiped his brow. “My God, I’m tired!”

A great many things were going on in Augie’s head. He put a few of them into words. “That picture, is it going to be for sale?”

“What do you think I do for a living?”

“I’ll buy it.”

“Good”—Gay smiled, not turning his head—”I’ll tell Heitzman.”

“Heitzman?”

“Heitzman and Levine, up on Beverly Boulevard. They handle all my stuff.”

“An oil, honey,” the blonde said from the sofa. “We’ll have a ball.”

“You’re damned right,” Gay said. “Maybe our friend here will come, and bring Domino.”

Augie shook his head. “This girl, she been here all night?”

The artist flashed him a curious glance. “Marilyn? Good heavens, no. She’s a neighbor. She comes in every morning, just to make sure I’ve remembered breakfast. Sometimes I use her legs, or some such.” He pointed with the narrow end of his brush to Domino’s thighline against the dark pull of her blue skirt. “Can’t trust your memory for a thing like that.”

Marilyn raised a long tan leg and examined it idly.

“Then you don’t know …” Augie said slowly.

“Don’t know what?” Gay was busy doing little things to the dusty gold light on his canvas.

“About the murder, about Domino.”

The big young man turned his heel and stared at Augie. “What in the devil are you talking about?”

Augie searched the stare, found nothing off key. He said, “Last night, just before Domino left us to take that walk, a private eye named Payne was killed in her dressing room. By a knife.” He flicked his glance at the sabers and foils on the wall. “Maybe you seen me talk to a couple of oddballs that came from the direction of her room, just before I talked to you. The police think it’s them. So do I. Domino’s not come back from that walk. Nobody’s seen her. Nobody’s heard from her. That’s why I came here.”

The young man studied him, tried to sort the astonishing news. It was plain he was tired, tired to the point of nervous exhaustion now that the spirit of the painting had left him. Without taking his glance from Augie, he said, “Maybe you better get us a couple of beers, baby.”

Marilyn got up from the sofa. She was a lot of woman. She had the easy grace of a dancer.

Gay went over to the sofa she had left. Sat on the edge of it, probed his forehead with his fingers. Finally, he raised his grey eyes to Augie’s. “I don’t get it.”

“Who does?”

The girl returned with three cold bottles of beer. Gay pressed his against his forehead as though he needed the coolness from the beading on the bottle.

“Why,” he asked savagely, “why does this concern me?”

“That’s why I came,” Augie said softly, “to find out …”

He let it lie, remembering the gun under his left arm.

Gay moved the beer from his forehead to his lips. He drank like a thirsty man. Finally he said, “You must know something. Where she came from. The crowd she ran with. Something that would tell you where to go, what to tell the police.”

Little Augie didn’t like being put on the defensive. He swung his massive head with the angry gesture of a cornered bear. “Nothing,” he shouted, “nothing at all!”

The artist said quietly, “I could throw you out, you know, but I’m not going to. What do you mean you know nothing? You hired her, didn’t you? She’s been singing at your club for three months. How about the boys in the band? Girls don’t get men murdered in their rooms, disappear into the night, just like that, just for nothing….”

Augie rubbed the back of his neck with one fat hand, then utilized the other to try some beer. This artist surprised him, didn’t fit his ideas of their kind. He wasn’t afraid of the threat to throw him out, but he knew, too, that it had not been made in idleness. The boy was tough; he had been around. It was something you could see, and seeing it, you knew.

He sat on the sofa beside Gay, rolling the cold bottle between his enormous hands. The blonde had taken a basket chair in the big window, curled into it like a kitten. And like a kitten, she was interested in this new game.



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
il < oot L=

With the voice
of an angel,
could she have the
heart of a killer2






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
PROLOGUE!






