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It was a warm pleasant day at the Rancho Golf Course. All the big-name pros and some of the unheralded lesser ones were out there crushing the little white dimpled ball.

I wasn’t looking for blood or murder this day. I felt far away from it, scuffing over the grass, soaking in the sunshine and listening to the near-carnival noises of the Angeleno crowd. They ooh-ed when a well-hit ball with backspin did its little dance on the green and ah-ed when a long rolling putt curled in, and cheered when their favorite hit the long 17th in two man-sized pokes. They tramped along the fairways, swigging Cokes and beer, knocked down the rough, and crowded up close to the putting greens with their cardboard periscopes and portable stepladders, making it all but impossible to see the action. Then there would be the tinny rattle of the ball in the cup and they would rush to the next roped-off tee, jamming it on both sides, fanning out in a two-hundred-yard funnel, blissfully ignorant of the snap-hooks some nervous unhappy pro might have in his system this day.

Back in the practice area, some of the late starters were warming up and some of the early finishers were back again trying to iron out the kinks in their swing. They were shooting in a straight narrow line for their white-clad caddies in the cramped space the municipal course offered, trying to drop the ball in their allotted spaces, scarcely feet from the next man’s bag toter. A thin rope was up to keep the fans back and I staked out my own spot with my feet and shoulders.

A big nice-looking blond crew-cut was simply crushing the ball with a powerful upright knee-dipping swing that brought back memories of the young Nelson. He was hitting the long-iron and smashing the ball out long and screaming straight. He sent his white coveralled caddie back with each shot until he had him backed flat against the high wire fence.

The caddie signaled with both hands, like there was no place left to go. The young shooter nodded, a taut little grin on his handsome kisser. Then he swung his thick shoulders back easily and cracked his big hands down through the ball in a whistling arc.

The ball took off with the ease and lethargy of a bullet. The caddie froze. Then he merely tilted his visored head to watch the ball soar over the high wire behind him into the thick rough bordering the long, narrow and difficult 18th.

The big shooter grinned, kicked over another white shag ball, and cracked it out on the same line, over his caddie’s head and the fence. He wasted one more ball, and then two more. You could have covered the shots where they lay with a baby’s blanket.

It struck me that given this kind of deadly accuracy, a man wouldn’t need a gun or a permit to take somebody’s head off at a range of 250 yards.

The caddie flapped his hands helplessly. The rawboned hitter grinned and waved the boy in, switching to a shorter club. Somebody tapped me on the shoulder, and I looked around into the tanned, furrowed face of Maury James. Maury does a sports column for the local Times, using a typewriter ribbon made up equally of black ink and vitriol. His special quality, apart from his know-how of the sports scene, is in flaying the skin off his subjects who might have been indulging themselves in a mistaken belief that they had become supermen. Maury corrected these aberrations with wit, cunning and a total lack of good-fellowship. The athletes feared him, hated him and respected him.

He ignored my current state of health with his customary charm and jutted his chin over my shoulder toward the crew-cut. “Handles that knife pretty good. Remind you any of Snead?”

I nodded. The knife is what the insiders call the very difficult one-iron, the hardest one in the bag to hit. Snead handled it like he was born with it. His own silver spoon. This kid hit it as straight and longer.

I hadn’t kept up with the newer breed. “Who is he?”

“Name’s Ty Barnum. Used to play defensive linebacker with the Green Bay Packers,” Maury told me. “And a short hitch with the Rams.”

That explained the rugged frame but the name didn’t tell me much. “I must have missed a few columns. Has he won anything?”

Maury grinned like a neglected bride trying to last out the honeymoon. “All he’s won so far is my disfavor.” He chewed on his dead cigar and finally put a match to it. “Oh, he’s won some cash, sure, but no tournament wins. Not yet, and maybe never. He’s a great front-runner. Likes to lead the pack the first couple of rounds. As soon as they get to snapping at his heels, he blows it. Before you can look around, that million-dollar swing doesn’t look any better than my old lady taking a cut at the living-room rug with a broom.” He spat, and his eyes took in the offending pro’s broad back with undisguised contempt. Barnum was hitting some smoking middle-irons. “King of the driving range,” Maury jeered.

I looked up at the big white scoreboard. He hadn’t done too badly. He was seven under, shooting a nice 64.

Maury knew. He didn’t have to crane his neck. He grunted. “He’ll take it apart again tomorrow. Maybe even shoot better. Then when he gets everybody cheering for him, he’ll start to think about it.” He put his hand to his throat, the familiar gesture for the athlete who chokes under pressure.

The husky crew-cut was working on his short-irons now. He had the caddie up close, around the 125 marker, and was dropping the balls softly almost at his feet.

I tried to console my friend. “With that touch and the way he can drill the long ones, maybe he’ll get over the buck fever now and start winning.”

“You can get a lot of takers on that bet,” Maury said sourly. “He’s been on the tour three years. Buck fever is for beginners.” He chewed his cigar savagely.

I served up another alibi. “Maybe he doesn’t need the money.”

Maury grinned sardonically. “It never entered my mind. That’s a fact, all right. But he was blowing them before a hundred million smackeroos came his way.”

I looked but didn’t see any bottle in my friend’s coat pocket. “How was that again?”

“Gee Gee Rand has flipped for the bum. Even if you don’t read the society pages, you must have heard of the thinking man’s heiress.”

I’d heard. Her old man was reputed to have made one of the biggest fortunes in the country putting feed in tin cans for cats, dogs, fish and maybe canaries. A lot of people take their pets seriously.

Maury squinted his gray eyes and surveyed the spectators behind the practicing players. “Don’t see her around. Guess she doesn’t care for competition either.” He flicked a thumb at the stake rope. “If that wasn’t up, they’d be all over him.”

I looked the gallery over. The other pros had spectators. Barnum had admirers. Leggy ones. Beautiful ones. They stood in a cluster behind him, as adamant in their intentions as a tax collector. It looked like an outing of the entire Sahara line.

“Too bad my business is murder,” I said. “I don’t get that kind of attention for my work.”

The malevolent sports writer grinned. “Maybe that’s because when you finish, there’s usually nothing left a person can take home. Besides, you’re not pretty enough. Barnum could attract that kind of traffic just standing there in those lemon pants. If he ever looks at them and smiles, they fall right over. I think the guy even has his own teeth, to give you some small idea of his talent.”

I shrugged, seeking some level ground for ordinary conversation. “It seems pretty obvious. If your boy is no competitor and he gets that kind of attention in addition to all that loot, why bother?”

“That’s the riddle. He’s got the attention, no doubt about that. But the big loot — not yet. The Cinderella man hasn’t said positive and affirmative to the Rand girl and her old man’s money. Not yet.”

I thought of some heiresses. “Maybe she’s ugly, or too old, or got bad breath.”

Maury indulged himself in a short laugh. “Gee Gee Rand is God’s sunshine and greenery and all the best of his creation. She just happens to be a goddam living beauty. When you see her, you’ll want to wrap her up and take her home. Or eat her right there on the spot.” He shook his grizzled head mournfully. “She can have anybody in the world. And who does she pick? A golfer who plays a championship course like a one-handed counterman in a delicatessen.”

“Well, anyway,” I said, “it proves he’s not greedy.”

“No. Only nuts.” Maury tapped my arm. “Barnum’s calling it a day. Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

He got a thin lanky leg over the stake rope, and an overzealous young official came running. “Sorry, sir, this section is reserved for players only.”

Maury fixed him with a cold stare. “Do I need credentials to talk to these overinflated bums?”

The official’s face reddened. “I’m sorry, but — ”

“Stow it, sonny. I’m press. Maury James, the Times.”

He could have shown the man his press card at the onset, but Maury prefers not to overlook any opportunity for presenting his nasty side. The official scuttled away and I followed Maury over the rope.

Barnum had a knee to the turf, putting some balls away in his bag. He looked up and saw Maury. A scowl, tentative at first settled on his face. His green eyes narrowed. Considering what Maury had told me of the riding, I couldn’t say I expected a cheerier reaction. Cleopatra had her reasons before she embraced her asp.

“Hello, Mr. James. Did my morning round satisfy you or do I get another free lesson in your column tomorrow?” His tone was a cool drawl tinged with sarcasm.

“Sixty-four’s aren’t bad for openers,” Maury sneered. “I hope I can find your name in the small type at the finish.”

“I might surprise you and win this one,” Barnum replied tightly.

“If you do, you’ll surprise both of us,” Maury growled. He flicked a hand toward me. “Meet Max Roper. You only have to kill a golf course for a living. He has to use real people.”

It was an exaggeration, of course, but I let it pass.

Barnum stood up straight. Our eyes were level and his probed mine, cold-green and curious. “Maybe it’s a good hint, but I don’t get it,” he said finally.

“He lost me a little too,” I told him. “I’m a detective.”

He looked me over, nodding his head, his lips in a straight line and troubled at the corners. “My kid brother was killed by a cop.” He made it sound casual, his voice dull.

“I’m sorry. I’m no cop. Private investigator.”

The pro turned a palm up. “Will’s a long time gone now. Half the time I’ve forgotten it. They told me it was an accident.” His eyes were bleak and faraway, thinking about it once more and not convinced. “Mr. James just reminded me, the way he brought you on.”

“How the hell would I know about your kid brother?” Maury growled.

“Sure,” the pro said softly. “It’s okay.” He cut dirt off his shoe spikes with a wooden-colored tee. His eyes searched mine again. “You said you were private. Your own operation?”

“Not exactly. Not any more. I’m with an organization that’s geared to a bigger spread.”

“What’s it called?”

I wasn’t shilling for new business but I gave him the three letters: EPT.

He frowned. “Just that? What does it mean?”

“It means don’t kill Maury James,” I told him. “It would give me too much work to handle.”

“How’s that?” he asked, smiling.

“There would be twenty million other prime suspects,” I explained. “Mr. James has stepped on a lot of toes down through the years and wounded a lot of egos. I’d say offhand he’s one of the best-hated men I know.”

Maury laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” He looked at Barnum slyly. “As long as I can’t rap you on your play today, maybe I can zing you in another direction. When are you going to marry Gee Gee Rand? With that kind of money behind you, I’d have to stop calling you a loser.”

Barnum kept his cool and merely let a jet breath escape between his lips as if he were exhaling smoke. “It’s a little off your beat, Mr. James,” he said coldly, “but as long as you’re so interested in my future, I can give you a scoop. We’re going to get married.”

Maury’s eyes opened. “No kidding? When?”

“In a few more days. Right after I win this Open.”

Maury looked disgusted and the sneer came back into his voice. “Sorry I asked. Forget it.”

Barnum looked down at the iron club he held in his hand and thudded it into the ground a few times with whippy steel wrists. He spoke idly. “You sure you’ll have all those suspects when he gets knocked off? Those twenty million?”

“There might be more I haven’t figured,” I told him.

Barnum showed his teeth in a thin wolfish grin. “Well, don’t count me out completely. Sounds like I can get to be a hero even if I don’t win this tournament.” His eyes found Maury’s. “But I want you to live to see me win this one. After that, good luck!”

He threw his stick on the ground and signaled his caddie to lug it off. Then he dipped his head to Maury and said coolly, “I figure I’ll shoot a 65 tomorrow, if you can stand it.” He stuck out his big mitt and shook my hand. “Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow too.”

I nodded. “I’ll try to make it, Barnum. Good luck.”

“Yeah,” he said softly. “Luck.”

He stepped over the rope and shouldered his way into the crowd. There were shrill cries of adulation from the pretty little twiggies who surrounded him and clung to his track like bloodhounds.

Maury was watching unabashed, wearing a disdainful mocking smile. I jarred him loose from his trappings with an elbow to his ribs. “Besides becoming a mean old man, you’re getting nearsighted,” I told him. I indicated the squealing girls following Barnum. “You call that being a loser?”

Maury favored me with a thin smile. It brightened up his face like a dimple on a barracuda. “Too much going for him,” he muttered.

I shook my head sadly at my friend. “Maybe you’ve written too many nasty columns and the demon in you is taking hold. What’s wrong with having too many girls?”

“Nothing — if you can handle it,” Maury replied. “The way Barnum’s going about it, he’s heading for trouble. One of those little ladies is going to take the big ape seriously. They know the game of playing for keeps a lot better than he does.”

I scratched my head. “A little while ago I got the impression Barnum was willing to join the great masses waiting to do you in. Are you suggesting now that he faces a similar reckoning?”

Maury’s eyes were mean and thoughtful. “Oh, I know quite a few who’d be willing to put a bullet into his grinning face. I can think of at least five, offhand.” He happened to turn his head and his expression changed. “Correction. Make that six.”

I followed his line of sight to a well-dressed chunky man standing under a tree with a small group of people. He was pink-cheeked, with an aging cherubic mask.

“Collier Coy,” Maury said. “Big gambling man from Vegas. Owns the Alamo Club. He dropped a big bundle on Barnum last year. The Sahara Open. Right in his own neighborhood. Barnum folded, as usual, when he had the thing in his pocket. Coy thought he dogged it. He usually picks winners and he wasn’t at all happy when Barnum blew it.”

I knew of Coy’s reputation. Linked with unsavory companions and unsolved killings. Nothing ever came of it. The Nevada commissioners let him continue operating. Coy was way up there with Santa Claus — a man you didn’t ever want to get mad at you.
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The EPT offices are deceptive. On Wilshire, just below the high-rent and high-rise glitter of the Miracle Mile — no longer any miracle — it’s listed in the lobby directory as E-Z Percussion Tools. The outer offices are a shell, a seemingly hodgepodge rim of circumspect gray-haired old biddies who look like librarians or the kindly ones wearing the funny hats who come to your door asking for a donation to Cat Welfare.

They handle mail, and catalog and classify different kinds of literature, and they’re never in a hurry and have two tea breaks daily. They work a nine-to-five shift and take the bus back up Wilshire, I imagine, to their apartments. In Southern Cal, you’ll see a lot of old ones pressing seventy grimly holding their wheels, driving their heaps onto and along the freeways.

Behind the shelves and the shell front are the computers and the efficient, trim heel-clicking women, the labs, the intelligence men and, of course, O. J. Burr.

O. J., who runs the place, carries on the deception. Standing at six-foot-four, thin and wide-shouldered, his hair is wiry, short and gray. He speaks slowly, almost diffidently, but with a rare well-rounded knowledge of the world past and present and with a historical insight worthy of a professor of the subject. O. J. was, at Yale.

He wears a black skin-tight leather glove on one hand to cover the two middle fingers he lost to a booby trap when he was working with the OSS war in Italy. O. J. looks meek and mild-mannered, but he had thirty-four confirmed kills directly after that, having lost his lady love along with his bloody fingers, and he chopped up Nazis and Schutzstaffel troopers with their SS black shirts and Gestapo chiefs with gold-braid as if they were so much lasagna. Then he was more or less retired to give others a chance at winning the war in hand-to-hand combat and made an Intelligence Station Chief in England. Later he worked with the big three-letter State Department office in Washington on E Street and was a Deputy Director for Intelligence. As DDI he had control over all types of secret operations, and finally left the government when it persisted in doing things that O. J. could only see as short-sighted and stupid.

So he came West and started his own baby. EPT.

EPT was more of the alphabetized gobbledegook of its time. It meant Emergency Procedure Terminus. It was the end of the line for trouble.

It was O. J.’s private cloak-and-dagger operation. He had hand-picked good men, and of course his was the controlling intelligence. EPT worked with government agencies at times, as well as with big business and the police. We had broken up dope rings, brought back defecting agents, had a good score in solving murders and kidnappings. We were very much in demand at all levels.

There was a lot of gung-ho about it. You played cops-and-robbers a lot, and got shot at, and hit over the noggin, and they didn’t play fair and tried to kick your head in when you were down. But we were allowed to kick heads too. It wasn’t always clean work but it was exciting.

Whenever O. J. summoned me into his big planning room my palms sweated and my muscles tensed. It meant a new ball game and you had to be in shape and ready. So I blew up my chest a little and tried to look big and strong so he would have more confidence in me.

This time my chest sagged. O. J. seemed to be talking about a dress.

I missed the point because his door opened, and the very fair, very lovely, very desirable Miss Troy, our own Helen, of the inner secretarial ring and the incredibly shapely legs, walked in softly and put a manila folder on his desk. Her big baby-blue eyes looked into mine briefly and she favored me with a sweet albeit faint smile, then turned away. It had the odd effect of making my jaws ache, as I’ve always wanted to devour Miss Troy. I watched her leave, noting each departing inch closely, and sat lost in a hopeless welter of lustful thoughts.

O. J. was saying, “It’s supposed to be worth ten thousand dollars.”

“Worth every enjoyable penny of it,” I replied automatically, my eyes and crafty brain elsewhere. O. J. waited patiently until I got back to him. “Sorry. Did you say a ten-thousand-dollar dress?”

“Merriwell’s own valuation, of course.”

“Merriwell?”

The only Merriwell I recalled offhand was Frank, and I was very young then.

“Mark Merriwell.”

“It’s impossible. No dress could be worth that much. Unless our Miss Troy happened to be inside it,” I added.

O. J. tapped the folder on his desk. “This one is. Hardly the material. The design does it — it’s a Mark Merriwell original. His creation.”

“That Merriwell.”

That Merriwell was the reigning king kook of haute couture, the current Svengali of feminine fashion, the new prophet with the answers to milady’s quest for quicker ways to do a man in, visually and financially. He was a local product, a clever designer who had seized the simple wisdom of moths and parlayed it into a sizable fortune and a rabid following merely by putting holes into garments at unexpected places.

“Merriwell designed the dress for a certain extremely wealthy Miss Rand — ”

“Gee Gee!” I interrupted with instant fervor and assumed familiarity.

O. J. smiled tolerantly. “Then the investigation appeals to you? Good. I thought you’d be interested.”

I blinked, feeling certain I had lost him again. “What investigation? I merely wanted you to know I have heard about the Miss Rand you mentioned, and she is a knockout.”

O. J. frowned. “One minor problem. Merriwell claims he delivered the dress to the residence of Miss Rand. Miss Rand holds to a differing truth. She claims she never received it. It’s a minor matter, at best. I’m hoping you can resolve it, Max.”

The instructions had evidently been concluded to his satisfaction, because O. J. bent his grizzled head and buried his nose in the folder Miss Troy had left him.

I cleared my throat. “You want me to find a missing dress?”

His beetle brows came up, surprised to still find me there.

“No murder?” I asked. “No dope ring, defecting spy — or like that? Just this dress.”

O. J. nodded, a consummate actor, giving me all the room I wanted. He waited.

I got up. “You want me to find that missing ten-thousand-dollar dress that Merriwell says he delivered and Gee Gee Rand says she never got?”

O. J. smiled. “There’s a possibility there I thought might intrigue you?”

“Which one is that?”

“You might find a girl inside it.”

“I’ll go look for that dress,” I said.
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MERRIWELL was flung in a bold script, scrawled as if carelessly, and slanted up across the façade of the low white building on Rodeo Drive in gleaming letters of brass ten feet high. It looked expensive and I could see immediately why his dresses had to be marked up.

Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills is the nesting ground for a lot of other swank shops, and if you aren’t careful about parking, you can cut your fenders on the sharply contoured Bentleys lined up in close ranks along the curb. There’s an occasional Rolls or Ferrari or Jag or aging Facel Vega, and sometimes there’ll be a break and an ordinary car will slip in, but that doesn’t happen too often and I was lucky, I guess.

He was small but not petite, and certainly not delicate. He shook hands and the one he gave me wasn’t limp. He wore his own latest fashion, a black four-button Indian-style jodhpur jacket over white pants, and white shoes.

His hair was full and streaked with bands of white running in parallel waves along the black gloss. He didn’t look that old, or that worried or frightened, and possibly it was dyed to that effect.

His face was a deep leathery tan, the kind you get living on a boat or at the beach. He had black eyes of a curiously piercing intensity. His nose was slightly flattened at the bridge. It could have been from a punch in the men’s room, a block in a game of football, a message from an irate overcharged customer or a losing competitor.

He had a tough quality about him, more of the matador than the dress designer, as if he hadn’t been surrounded by plush and glittering threads all his life. There was something of the ghetto, the other side of the tracks, about him. His voice was pleasant, not high, not a whinny. He didn’t flutter or fuss. He didn’t have any girlish motions. Merriwell could have been gay but I couldn’t tell. It wasn’t any of my business.

I told him who I was and where I came from and what I wanted to see him about. He was very courteous and agreeable, but it was apparent he was surprised I had called about the missing dress. He gave me my chance to be surprised when he told me he hadn’t called EPT. It had to be the other party. Gee Gee Rand.

“I’m not in the habit of calling in detectives to solve my problems,” he said casually.

I wondered briefly if the available weapons a dress designer had at hand would be enough. Shears, pins, needles and thread, yardsticks. Then I wondered why O. J. hadn’t mentioned the Rand girl as the complainant. I asked Merriwell for his own version of the misunderstanding.

“I called her this morning to find out how she liked it and if she wanted anything changed. That was the first I heard that she hadn’t even received the dress.”

“I understand the missing dress is worth ten thousand dollars. Is that correct?”

“Yes. Something like that. It’s my own evaluation, of course. I created it and set my own price.”

“You don’t appear worried that it’s missing.”

“Oh, I’m sure it will turn up — somewhere,” he said. “Miss Rand is a very good customer. Why should I worry?”

“Would you still bill her, or just forget about it?”

He shrugged. “Her father dropped in the other day and gave me his check. It’s his birthday present to Gee Gee.”

I whistled my soft detective whistle, signifying surprise, amazement and wonder. I use it for the lot. “I’m in a cheap business, I guess. Tell me, what makes a dress worth ten thousand dollars?”

“Nothing actually.” He laughed. “It’s crazy. They want you at any price. You may think you know women, but unless you’re a dress designer, you really don’t.”

I let that pass. Nobody knows women. Including dress designers.

He stepped off five lithe steps over the zebra-skin carpeting of his office and pulled me after him with a beckoning finger. When I was at his side he pulled out the top drawer of his desk.

We both looked down at a drawer full of checks. He reached down and picked up a few at random and let them fall on the desk surface, as if he were scattering seeds.

In a way, he was. I didn’t see any check under ten grand. A few were for thirty. Some in-between. I nodded, quite impressed.

“Here’s old man Rand’s.” It was signed Rex Rand in a bold scrawl, as if the numbers didn’t scare Rand either. Merriwell scraped them back into the drawer and closed it. Then he sat on the edge of the desk and lit a cigarette.

“I’m impressed,” I told him. “And I’m happy for you that business is that good. Which brings me to my first question. What makes a dress worth ten grand?”

He laughed. With all that uncashed money in the till, I might have done the same. “Nothing, nothing at all. They’re all crazy, you know. I just happen to be a current fad. My first topless got a lot of publicity.”

I don’t follow the women’s line that closely and so I didn’t remember the exact circumstances. But I had seen the results and heard his name. It went far beyond what he had intended, I believe. I don’t imagine he had envisioned the bars and the blowzy barmaids and the men who suddenly discovered they liked their noon beer that way.

“I shook them all up with that,” he was saying, “and once you get the reputation for being daring, well, my dear — ” He winked at me, and I couldn’t tell if he’d slipped or was putting me on. “The dam burst, I can tell you that. Suddenly every bitch in Hollywood and Beverly Hills and Bel Air and Brentwood was at my door, pleading for originals. It’s their damn parties, you know. They have to come up with something that nobody has ever dreamed of before.” He stubbed out his smoke. “And I’ve always had a good imagination.”

He smiled, and I raised a finger, about to wheel him back to what I wanted to know. He anticipated it.

“You want to know what makes a dress worth ten thousand dollars,” he said. “I’ve already given you a large part of it. It’s a Mark Merriwell original! They can’t walk into any shop anywhere and get one like it, you see. And I’m not giving them ermine or mink — not at those prices. All they get is the Merriwell imagination.”

“Tell me about the Merriwell imagination for the Rand dress.”

“All right. To begin with, it was to be a birthday-party dress. Miss Rand is a Piscean. March seventeenth, to be exact. Pisces is the fish sign, you know. It’s a good sign. Elizabeth Taylor was born under it, and Harry Belafonte. Two great dancers — Nijinsky and Nureyev. Isn’t that interesting?”

I nodded. It was very interesting.

“Caruso, too,” he went on. “Also Stalin’s daughter — what’s her name? Svetlana something.”

“Alliluyeva.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Thank you. It’s a good sign — rules the feet. So as a general rule, you will find Pisceans fond of dancing.”

“Do you do horoscopes, too?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I don’t believe in astrology,” he said firmly. “I just had to learn something about it for business purposes. For example, that’s why I designed Miss Rand’s costume around fish — to complete the Piscean motif, you see.”

“Fish?” I couldn’t see anybody going for such a bundle on a gown with fish about it. But then I don’t have that Merriwell imagination that nets the ten grand and up per thought. “You don’t mean real fish — that is, live?” I ventured recklessly.

“Of course,” he said jubilantly, “that was the whole idea! Nobody in his right mind had ever dreamed up anything like it. A party gown with real live fish!”

I eyed the imaginative fellow with dull response. “What kind of fish?”

“Tropical fish. Little ones. They’re called ‘kissing gourami.’ Here, I’ll show you how it worked.”

He grabbed a pencil and pad and started sketching. It looked filmy, half-gown, half-pantaloon. Something you might see in a harem if your luck runs that good.

“The material is slightly see-through. Silver lace for the body, white sleeves of gilt crochet lace, open-work white wool lace for the neckline.” He added several circles of varying sizes. “Those are plastic discs, with enough water to keep the fish alive several hours.”

I put my finger on his drawing. “Any particular reason why that one is larger than the rest?”

He looked at me as if I didn’t know anything. “But don’t you see? That’s the navel! The discs are transparent. It’s meant to be revealing!”

He was right. I didn’t know anything. I chewed on my lower lip. “How many fish did you use?”

“A dozen in all. Two apiece in the large front and rear discs. One each in the eight smaller ones.”

His eyes were gleaming and happy as he surveyed his renewed inspiration. “It’s beautiful,” he said, as if to himself, in case he wasn’t sure.

“What do they cost?”

He almost pouted. “The gourami? Oh, about seventy-nine cents apiece for the smaller ones. The larger ones, about six inches, go for a dollar and a quarter.” He noticed my frowning air of concentration and laughed again. “They came to about eleven-fifty with tax.”

I could see why he was laughing. “But I guess for ten thousand you could afford to throw the fish in for free.”

He grinned. “I know it sounds like a terrible mark-up, but remember, it was the idea of the fish, not how much they cost.” He lit another cigarette. “That’s what made it worth ten thousand dollars.”

“I’ll try to remember that. Any reason why you chose that particular kind of fish?”

“Yes.” He nodded soberly. “They’re a very unusual, wonderful fish. And it all tied up with the original idea so perfectly. You see, the kissing gourami are a loving kind of fish. Just right for a birthday, don’t you think?”

“What makes them loving?”

“They kiss all the time, you see. Especially after eating.” His black eyes looked at me with that earnest intensity. “Any two kiss. Regardless of sex. Isn’t that interesting, too?”

I lit my own cigarette. “Very.”

“There’s something more, though, that’s very odd,” Merriwell said, almost sadly. “They’re always chasing after each other. It looks rather like combat at times. What happens is, the first one to give up is bullied thereafter. If it’s bullied too much, it won’t eat. Even if you transport it to another tank, it withers and dies.” He looked up at me. “Don’t you find that sad?”

“Not too much. It reminds me of people.”

Then I asked him about the mix-up and misunderstanding of the delivery of the dress with the agreeable AC/DC fish. I flipped open my little book of inscrutable notes. “You say the dress was delivered. Miss Rand claims it wasn’t.”

Merriwell showed his first flash of temper. He slammed the desk with his hand, making the heavy stone ashtray bounce. “The bitch is lying. I delivered the dress myself — personally.”

I lifted my hands, palms up. “To the maid? Butler? Maybe Miss Rand herself — also personally?”

He shook his head angrily. “None of those, unfortunately. I — I left it on the doorstep.” He ran his hand through his hair, rumpling the black and white bands, mixing them up a little. “I know it sounds awfully stupid of me, but that’s what I did. I rang — nobody answered. I was in a hurry and I left it there. I assumed the maid would pick it up momentarily.”

“You rang the bell. You waited, then left it there?”

“Yes. It’s a nice big doorstep.”

“Do you remember what time it was?”

“Two days ago. Saturday morning, about eleven-thirty — maybe later. Griff had finished hanging the discs and I was in my car with it, about to leave when the phone rang. I had to go back. It was Mr. Rand calling, asking when I’d have it for her. I said I was just leaving.”

“Do you usually work Saturdays?”

“No. This was a rush job. I wanted it there for her to try on before her party tonight, in case there were any last-minute changes. For that kind of money, I can work Saturdays.”

I looked at the sketch on his pad again. “Maybe I’m wrong and way out of my line. This still looks to me like something a woman can pick up at a store for less than a hundred bucks. Even with the fish.”

Merriwell smiled. “Of course! I told you! The fact that it’s a Merriwell original doesn’t mean anything so far as actual worth is concerned. I could have priced it much lower, really. But don’t you see? I’d be insulting them. These lovely rich — they insist upon paying more. It’s a very real comfort to them, an assurance of their status.”

Obviously he knew his customers. And I supposed that hitting winners the way he was, with the kind of trade begging him to take their money, he could afford to be contemptuous or casual, and leave a dress priced at ten thousand on a customer’s doorstep and coolly walk away.

“How did you leave the dress?” I asked.

“I just told you!” Annoyance intruded on his cool.

“I mean — how? On a hanger? A box? A paper bag, maybe? Or did you just roll it into a ball and kick it over? Maybe you slipped it under the mat.”

He was amused again. “In a box, of course. A cardboard box. One of ours.”

It was my turn to raise eyebrows. “Only cardboard, Merriwell? Not gold plate?”

He snickered and walked out of the room, returning quickly with a rectangular black box. His name was embossed across the top in a gilt scrawl similar to the one out front over his place. “This kind,” he said.

I touched it. It felt like cardboard. I opened it. The same. Nothing fancy. At his prices I would have felt the need for something more elaborate. Lined with gold leaf, at least.

His voice was a cool sneer. “It wasn’t exactly like leaving it at the corner of Hollywood and Vine, you know. This was inside the Rand estate. In Bel Air. I didn’t expect prowlers or sneak thieves. There’s a very efficient regular police patrol in that neighborhood.”

It was all of that, I knew. The cops in Beverly Hills and Bel Air take an exceptionally dim view of strangers, regarding each one immediately as a suspect burglar, prowler, or the like. They shake you down and make you prove your business there and don’t worry about hurting your feelings. Each house on their beat comes in at a half million for starters, and the people who own them are nervous, articulate and important. The fuzz knows who pays their salaries and they wheel around diligently to continue earning it.

“If the maid or housekeeper brought the dress in after you left, why would Miss Rand deny it? Why call my outfit in to find it?”

His eyes were bleak, faraway and speculative. But if he had any thoughts, he didn’t care about sharing them. “I haven’t the foggiest,” he said.

“Did she know what your design was? Maybe she didn’t go for being queen of your fish bowl. Perhaps she’s a vegetarian.”

I looked at him with my case-hardened eyes, hoping he wouldn’t prove too difficult, wishing he would drop the revelatory remark that would tie everything up and spare me a wild-goose chase over something as ridiculous as trying to locate a missing overpriced set of dinner pantaloons trimmed with fish who liked to kiss each other when they weren’t busy bullying one another to death.

Merriwell sniffed. “On the contrary, she not only approved the idea, she absolutely adored it.”

“And the party is tonight?”

“Yes.”

I got up and paced his rug. It was the kind you’d expect at his prices. Even a cop could walk quietly on it. I made up my mind to ask O. J. for more money sometime. I said, “It’s possible another woman saw it, liked it and somehow snitched it. Gee Gee Rand must have a lot of friends. Maybe the maid has an eye for high fashion. Maybe she needed it for her night out and a big date at the Palladium.”

“Not very likely,” Merriwell said. “You would have to have a figure like Gee Gee’s to wear that dress. It was made to her proportions. Besides,” he said, “a dress like that would not go unnoticed. I mean, word of mouth would certainly get around. A person would have to be very rash or desperate to take the chance of wearing something that extreme. Most women know something about fashion. You wouldn’t wear that dress to a movie or a drive-in.”

The drive-in suggested a possibility. “Are the kissing gourami you picked good eating?”

The question puzzled him. He thought about it and had to admit he didn’t know. “Why?”

I suggested we might be dealing with a superior type of thief. Somebody who didn’t give a hang about Merriwell’s name or design but had a strong preference for delicacies.

“I’ll have to remember that,” he said with a wry smile. “Next time I do a dress like that I’ll use poison fish.”

“It’s a thought,” I said. Then I had a genuine one. “You said you delivered the dress two days ago. Saturday. Were the fish already inside your plastic discs?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“And Miss Rand’s birthday party is tonight? Wouldn’t the fish be dead by that time?”

“Obviously,” he said. “I told you they could live only a short time. A few hours at most.”

“Then why — ?”

He made a derisive snort. “I know. You can’t see Gee Gee Rand wearing a dress with dead fish. Is that bothering you?”

“Kind of,” I said apologetically.

He grinned. “Well, it bothered me, too. I know my customers and their limited imagination. When they get something, you can’t tell them that because of this or that reason, something will be changed or added later. They have to see it as it will be. So Miss Rand’s dress had to be complete, with the gourami alive in it. If they weren’t, she wouldn’t have appreciated it.”

“So far, I don’t think she has,” I said.

“No,” he admitted. “But that has nothing to do with my ideas or methods. I had made arrangements with the tropical-fish place that stocks the kissing gourami to deliver a fresh supply to Miss Rand this evening, about eight-thirty, time enough before her party started and with enough infusoria to keep them alive hopefully for its duration.”

He stepped to his desk, found a small business card and handed it to me. It told me that Al’s Tropical Fish Aquarium had fresh water and tropical fish. Further: “If you can’t find it, we’ve got it!” Al’s was open Monday through Friday from ten A.M. to eight P.M., and Saturday and Sunday from eleven A.M. to five P.M. It gave the phone and address. Al’s was on Westwood Boulevard, in Westwood, West Los Angeles.

“Any particular reason why you picked an aquarium in Westwood, Mr. Merriwell? Aren’t there any closer, in Beverly Hills?”

“Certainly there are,” he snapped. “If you want to pay Beverly Hills prices.”

I tried to restrain a laugh.

Merriwell didn’t mind. “I know what a buck is, pal. Maybe I didn’t tell you, but I didn’t always have it this good.”

The way he put it, I somehow had a better understanding of the mark-ups that jiggled the mind.

“I’ve been dealing with Al for years,” Merriwell went on. “Not every dealer carries the gourami. He’s fixed up a nice aquarium for me at my home, with a good selection. I find looking at fish in a tank very relaxing somehow.”

“Where’s home?”

“Malibu.”

That explained the deep tan. I stretched and got my hat. “Do you have many enemies, Mr. Merriwell?”

He looked surprised. “Doesn’t everybody?”

“Some alleged big shots you’ve turned down, not cared to design for?”

He smiled. “Yes. Much as I adore money. Thanks for understanding. There’s a limit to creativity, you know.”

“How about competitors? Maybe you have it too good.”

“Oh, yes,” he admitted. “There’s a lot of envy and tooth-gnashing. They’d like to see me dead, on general principles, and they’re catty and bitchy, you know. Like me.” He laughed.

“On what general principles would they like to see you dead?”

He pushed his hair back in place with a firm brown hand, getting the black and white waves parallel without a mirror. He glanced at his gold watch.

“My dear, it would take much too long to list them,” he said, smiling. “Thank you for calling. I’ll show you out.”

We passed through the big elegant showroom. Several models were lounging about, exotic-looking but blank-faced. They were tall and thin and looked at me hungrily. Then I realized they were hungry for food, not men.

I’d always wondered why designers used these living skeletons.

When Merriwell got me to the door, I asked him. “They all look as if they’ll fall down any second from sheer starvation,” I added, shaking my head.

“That’s the idea,” he said. “That’s the way we like them. They’re too weak and tired to complain about the long hours or hassle about more money.”

“What’s wrong with a dress on a girl with some flesh?” I asked. “What do you have against models that look like real women? You know, with real live breasts and hips and legs that don’t look like pipe cleaners.”

“They’re a distraction,” Merriwell said flatly. “We try to emphasize the clothes, not the girl in them. That’s what we’re selling. I’ll grant you that high-fashion models don’t look human. But that’s why they’re in vogue. They’re not supposed to. They’re just something to hang clothes on. They move around and show it from all sides, and that’s it. Miss Rand lives at 15 Copa de Oro in Bel Air,” Merriwell added. “Perhaps after you see her you’ll have a better understanding of what I mean by the word distraction.”

Merriwell gave me a big smile and pushed the front door open for me.

I found my car and resented it. Merriwell would have taken two like it and I’d still owe him money if I wanted a dress.
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