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CHAPTER 1

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 23, 7:45 P.M.

Max Thursday said, “My name is Wister. I believe my wife has already registered.”

Across the prosperous sheen of the hotel desk the clerk regarded him with aloof suspicion. What he saw was a tall lean man with broad shoulders that filled out his tweed coat — not a particularly expensive coat. Under the snapbrim hat was a gaunt expressionless face. A prominent arched nose added no softness, and only a humorous twist to the lips kept the features from being impassive and cruel. Icy blue eyes suddenly meeting his gaze sent the clerk thumbing hastily among the registration cards.

Thursday pushed his hat back over his coarse black hair and turned to survey the crowded lobby of the hotel. It was unusual that a resort hotel should be packed during Christmas week. The tired-looking banner suspended from the ceiling explained it. It said WELCOME SCAS — Dec. 21–23. The Southern California Association of Secretaries was holding its convention this year in Del Mar, a placid vacation village twenty miles up the coast from San Diego. Tonight marked the close of the three-day meeting during which the guests of Palms-by-the-Sea had been preponderantly feminine. There were a few male secretaries in the lobby but Thursday couldn’t see that they did much to alleviate the general air of a bridge luncheon.

Palms-by-the-Sea was the second and newer of Del Mar’s big resort hotels. It was typically California in that it didn’t belong in California. The architecture stemmed from the desert Indians of the southwest, a pseudo-adobe pueblo ranging in haphazard height from one story to three. Rafters like polished telephone poles self-consciously supported each ceiling and protruded through the outer walls of the hotel quill-fashion. Gaudily triangled blankets, rough-skinned pottery and carefully exposed adobe bricking were the primitive touches in an otherwise luxurious décor.

Behind Thursday, the clerk — a crisp gray man with a crisp gray mustache — coughed. Thursday turned and the clerk said, “Your — ah — wife is in Room 302. Perhaps you would care to sign the register.”

“Not if Mrs. Wister has signed it for us. And I see she has.” The clerk looked disappointed and Thursday said, “302. I’ll go right up.”

He walked swiftly away across the tile floor of the lobby, avoiding the conversation groups of formal-gowned women and conscious of the desk clerk’s eyes on his back. It was better not to sign anything until he knew what he was getting into. Thursday found the stairs and started up, frowning. He couldn’t understand the clerk’s unconcealed suspicion. The man had acted as if he didn’t quite believe that Thursday was Mrs. Wister’s husband.

Thursday put his hand in his coat pocket and found again the battered shape of the letter. He had read it over enough to know it by heart. It had come to his office in San Diego three days ago. The handwriting was feminine but the message was blunt and to the point. The writer, signing herself Mrs. Sylvia Wister, wanted to hire a private detective. If Mr. Thursday were interested in a three hundred dollar fee he would appear at Hotel Palms-by-the-Sea, Del Mar, at eight o’clock the evening of December 23. He would have already been registered and complete secrecy was requisite.

Thursday’s first impulse had been to let the letter float gently into the wastebasket. But three hundred dollars would be a nice Christmas present, one that he badly needed. Mrs. Sylvia Wister — she sounded like a wandering-husband case, probably young, leggy, dissatisfied. And his mind roved curiously.

As he set foot on the third floor, the door of the self-service elevator clanged shut somewhere to his left. Thursday waited on the top step, listening to the whir of the cage descending before he looked for Room 302. It was on the ocean side, halfway down the corridor. He knocked softly.

A woman’s voice said, “Who is it?”

“This is your husband — sweetheart.”

“Come in.”

The door was unlocked. Thursday pushed it open and stepped into the room, his eyes blinking to accustom themselves to darkness after the bright corridor. The lamps were not lit and the only illumination was the moonlight coming through the open window. The sound of the surf mingled with the languorous music that a dance orchestra sent up from the patio below.

Thursday closed the door and leaned against it. The woman was sitting stiffly, silhouetted against the window. When he could see her more plainly, Thursday wondered why he had expected her to be young. She was anything but that — a small frail woman, delicately wrinkled, with hair the moonlight couldn’t whiten.

She said, “Don’t stand there,” in a voice that was indomitable and used to having its way. “Your name?”

“Max Thursday. You’re Mrs. Wister?”

“Of course. Sit down.” He moved around the double bed to a chair near her. Mrs. Wister was facing him across a small writing desk, her fragile body unmoving in an upright chair. She wore a dark severe suit with a white waistfront. Small hands pressed an ornate box tightly against her chest. It was about the size of a cigar box. The woman said, “I expected an older man.”

“Private cops aren’t much good when they get old.”

“This matter must be handled discreetly, not impetuously.”

“I gathered that from this roundabout appointment. What’s the reason, anyway?”

Her eyes were as sharp and invincible as her voice. “That is none of your business.”

“Very well, Mrs. Wister. Just what is my business?”

“Before I give you your instructions, do you — are you armed?” Thursday shook his head and the white-haired woman seemed pleased. “Good. Now listen to me carefully, Mr. Thursday, I wish to hire you to do an errand, an errand which for certain reasons that I don’t intend to explain, must be known only to you and to no other person. Do you understand?”

“Maybe I understand and maybe I don’t. What I hope you understand is that I’m a licensed detective, not a crook. I’m open to any job there’s money in, provided — ”

“Yes, yes,” she interrupted patiently. “Please be assured that there is nothing illegal connected with your employment. And there is money in it for you.” She nodded slightly toward an oblong whiteness on the surface of the desk. “In that envelope is one hundred and fifty dollars, half of the sum I mentioned in my letter. When you complete the undertaking the remainder will be paid promptly.”

Thursday picked up the envelope. It wasn’t sealed and he could see the friendly green of currency. “Good enough,” he said as he began to count it. “Shoot.”

The old woman still clutched the odd box against her shirtwaist. “I must hurry so — ” her voice seemed a little hoarse and she cleared her throat “ — please don’t make me repeat this. You are not to reveal the identity of your employer to a soul.”

“Am I right in assuming it’s you?” He pocketed the envelope of money.

Mrs. Wister ignored the question. “You are to act as an agent in making a trade. It is a very simple trade. Do you see this object that I am holding in my arms?”

Since she made no attempt to present the box, Thursday bent forward, squinting. “I can’t make out just what it is.”

“That’s not important. For your own information I’ll tell you that it is a music box. An antique — eighteenth century Swiss — and valuable but not too valuable. I am going to give you this music box.” But her thin fingers didn’t move. “I wish you to deliver it to Count Emil von Raschke. He is now living at the Frémont Hotel in San Diego.”

“Is that all?”

“Please do not interrupt me, Mr. Thursday. Deliver this music box to Count von Raschke. He will give you another piece of property for it. After that, you will be contacted again. Perhaps not by me but … Can you do this?”

Thursday said slowly, “It isn’t illegal.”

“It isn’t illegal. I told you that.”

“I don’t suppose I’m to know what the other property is.”

“It wouldn’t interest you. You’re being paid and paid well, it seems to me, to secure this other property and guard it for the short while until you receive further instructions. Can you do this?”

Thursday smiled. “Seems to me any fool could do it.”

For the first time something of amusement crept into the old woman’s tone. “Very appropriate,” she murmured. “In that case, Mr. Thursday, play the fool.”

Either the orchestra in the patio below was playing louder or Mrs. Wister’s voice had gotten fainter. Thursday had to lean forward to hear her. She was breathing hard as if she had been running. Or was badly frightened. He asked sharply, “What’s bothering you?”

At first, it seemed that she was ignoring that question, too. “I wish to warn you of one person. You may be approached by a woman. Her name is Gillian Pryor and she has made some threats which I regarded as foolish. But no matter what arises, remember that she is outside your negotiations.”

The name meant nothing to Thursday. “Gillian Pryor,” he repeated. “What’s her angle?”

The unyielding core was still in the old woman’s voice. “That, too, is none of your business.”

Thursday laughed. “I didn’t know there was so much going on that is none of my business.”

She didn’t smile back. The rasp of her breath was loud over the dance music and the roaring surf. She murmured inconsequentially, “Perhaps if you had not been so precise — come earlier. But I have given you all the instructions you need and if it is too late for me …” Mrs. Wister seemed to be shrinking in the straight-backed chair. She braced her spare shoulders back abruptly. “Miss Pryor followed me here tonight. She doesn’t know about the box. I attempted to detain her until you should arrive — ”

“Your letter said eight o’clock. I try to be exactly on time.”

Mrs. Wister didn’t answer. Her fingers sprang open suddenly, releasing their hold on the music box. It bounced from her lap to thud flatly on the carpet.

Thursday got up quickly. “Mrs. Wister!”

Like some sort of echo, a fist pounded against the room door and the desk clerk’s crisp voice called, “Mrs. Wister!”

With the summons, the woman’s shrunken old body leaned slowly to the side and then slid, almost noiselessly, from the chair to become a small crumpled heap beneath the window.

Thursday turned and walked silently across the darkened room, to the door. Cautiously, he turned the key in the lock, hoping that the click of metal would escape notice. The clerk hammered at the door again. “Mrs. Wister — are you all right?” To someone in the hall, he added unnecessarily, “She doesn’t answer!”

Thursday crept back across the room to where the moonlight poured a soft flood onto the still figure of the old woman. One thin hand rested limply on the antique music box.

The clerk raised his voice demandingly. “Mrs. Wister — forgive the interruption but somebody reported that you were in trouble. Mrs. Wister — are you all right?”

Kneeling beside her body, Max Thursday knew the answer to the question. Mrs. Wister was far from all right. She was dead from a tiny wound below the breastbone. The wound hadn’t bled much because she had kept the music box pressed so tightly against it.

But now, as he watched, a dark circle gradually blossomed on her white waistfront.





CHAPTER 2

THURSDAY, DECEMBER 23, 8:15 P.M.

The door handle twisted and rattled back and forth as unseen hands made sure that Room 302 was locked. Then the fist commenced beating on the panel again and the hotel clerk called for Mrs. Wister more loudly. There were other voices in the hall besides the clerk’s — surprised, excited, curious voices.

Thursday got up from beside the dead woman and drifted quietly back to the door. The simple way out was merely to let in the clerk and start explaining. But tonight so far bore the hallmark of a trap. Thursday’s standing with the police was shaky; with the district attorney, even more so. Too, Mrs. Wister had insisted on utmost secrecy. And three hundred dollars bought a lot of secrecy.

He had reached for his handkerchief to dry his perspiring palms but Thursday found himself automatically wiping the doorknob clean of his fingerprints. Then he brushed the cloth over the key he had turned.

The knocking had ceased. “… suspected the fellow when he first came up to my desk,” the room clerk was telling his audience. “He said he was her husband. But if you ask me he was a mighty young man to have such an old wife — ”

“Haven’t you a key?” somebody interrupted.

“I have a passkey but how can I use it until we get Mrs. Wister’s key out of the lock? If I could look through the keyhole — ”

“Force it out.”

“One of the bellhops is down getting a screwdriver. We’ll take the lock right off the door, that’s what we’ll do. I certainly hope that nothing has happened to Mrs. Wister….”

Thursday walked softly across the room again, seeking his way out. Five minutes more and he’d be caught with a murdered woman he knew only by name. There were two other doors in 302, a closet and a bathroom. Dead ends. He had to step across Mrs. Wister’s body to get to the open window.

Three stories below was the flagstone patio where gay colored floodlights played over a slowly swirling herd of dancers in formal dress. A three-piece orchestra made music on the palatial rear steps of the hotel. The night was brisk. Most of the women kept their coats on over their long dresses.

No fire escape handy. To the south there was nothing but a continuation of the third floor. In the opposite direction, however, was the flat roof of the second story — two rooms away. Thursday considered it swiftly.

Below the windows of the third floor rooms ran a row of protruding beam ends, pueblo style. They were round, and roughly a yard long and a yard apart. Thursday straddled the window sill and wondered about this precarious path. If the projecting poles were actual extensions of the thick timbers that adorned the ceiling of each floor, they would hold his weight. If they were like most of the hotel — for show — and simply stuck in the adobe of the outside wall …

While he hesitated, there was an increased babble from the hall. He couldn’t make out the voices but the clink of metal told him what was happening. The screwdriver had arrived.

Thursday put down a tentative foot onto the rafter directly beneath him. It didn’t show any strain from his weight.

He climbed back into Room 302 and used his handkerchief again, on the top of the writing desk and where he had remembered touching his chair. Then he picked up the antique music box. There was a tiny spot of blood in the center of its flat base. He wiped the wet spot away and tucked the box securely under his left arm.

Somebody beyond the locked door gave a shout of triumph. Hastily, Thursday swung his long legs through the window and let himself down, feet groping for the nearest protruding timber. He found it and forgot to breathe while he lowered his full weight gradually. The thick pole creaked softly but held firm.

Thursday began breathing again, carefully. The section of beam had weathered roughly enough so that his shoes didn’t slip. Somehow, he won a dangerous balance, half-erect, his right palm braced against the pimpled adobe. His left arm was useless, encumbered by the music box. A sea breeze blew chilly against his damp forehead.

Below in the patio, the graceful music stopped and there was scattered applause. Thursday gritted his teeth and prayed fervently that none of the dancers would look up. The colored lights bathed the rear of the hotel in motley radiance and threw his shadow huge above him.

Seven of the pole-steps separated him from the point where Palms-by-the-Sea became two stories instead of three. Seven poles and two unlighted windows. Inching his right hand forward along the wall, Thursday leaned toward the next timber. He found his footing and went through the agony of gaining his balance again.

After the third step was a window — the room next to Mrs. Wister’s. He hoped the dark inside meant the occupant was celebrating in the patio below. There was no way to pass it without being seen from the room — if anybody were inside. At least, the sill would offer a temporary handhold that was better than the sheer wall. Thursday took the next step and clutched the narrow ledge.

The rattle of the catch sounded like thunder to him. The window opened away from him with a squeak of despair. A woman’s amused and liquid voice asked, “Don’t you find it cold out there?”

Thursday wrapped a long arm over the window edge to keep from falling. In desperation, all he could answer was, “I don’t mind.”

The woman chuckled, a soft trill. She was standing back a little from the opening, in the darkness. Thursday couldn’t make out much of her except bright blonde hair. She seemed young and small — about five-two.

“Oh, do come in,” she suggested.

Light flooded out of the window of Room 302 and made up his mind for him. The hotel clerk had broken into Mrs. Wister’s room. In a matter of seconds some curious face would come poking out the open window. “Thanks,” said Thursday and swung a leg up over the sill. “Don’t mind if I do.”

The blonde backed out of his way as he eased himself to the floor. She wore no shoes. She had on a slip under a gossamer negligee. Thursday stood still. “Don’t be afraid,” he soothed. “I know this looks kind of bad but — ”

“Afraid? I’m not if you’re not.” Her whole attitude was one of extreme enjoyment. “It’s not often I trap one of the better-looking burglars.”

At the word “trap,” Thursday’s eyes leaped past her to the wall phone by the closet door. She said, “For heaven’s sake, stop looking like a cornered fox, Raffles. I’m not used to the expression — not in my bedroom.”

He looked her up and down, coldly calculating. Some employer had quite a secretary, the fun-loving type. She confirmed her personality with “Is that the loot?” She cocked her head and considered the music box clamped under his left arm.

Thursday swung away, moving toward the wall. He couldn’t hear anything from the next room. On top of a tea wagon was a tray with a couple of bottles and a single water tumbler. He put the base of the empty glass against the wall and held his ear to the cold round opening. The crude stethoscope picked up no murmur of noise.

“Soundproof,” the blonde said. “If anything is going on next door, you won’t hear it. And vice versa.” He saw a flash of white teeth as she smiled at the music box again. “I imagine something must be going on.”

“Can I trust you to check the hall?”

Her carefully modulated actress’s voice became a little annoyed and reproving. “You long wiry specimens always have a hurry complex. Why is that? You’re safe here and I’ll give you a drink if you’ll tell me a story.”

He said again, “Can I trust you to check the hall?”

She stared at him a moment. Then she shrugged and muttered, “Just my luck.” Her negligee whispered over the carpet to the hall door. The blonde opened it the barest crack. The line of light from the hall lit up a finely carved profile and neat bangs across her high forehead.

Deliberately, it seemed to Thursday, she let him stand uneasily for a long while before she said anything. Finally, she signalled all clear. As he moved to the door, the blonde whispered, “There is something going on next door. But they’re all inside.”

“Thanks. You’ve been a big help.”

“Forget it. I’ve never seen you.” She didn’t open the door very wide for him. Thursday had to brush against her small figure to get past and he smelled the richness of sandalwood.

She added, “You know, for a member of the criminal classes, you’re rather a bore.” Her door shut behind him with an angry little click.

There wasn’t time to worry about that. Thursday had to pass the open door of 302 to reach the stairs. He walked down the hall quickly, silently, and no one saw him.

From Mrs. Wister’s room a fragment of a sentence pursued him. “… I’ll remember his face as long as I …”





CHAPTER 3

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 24, 8:00 A.M.

Max Thursday lived in half of a white stucco duplex in the Middletown section of San Diego, partway up the hill between the harbor and the sprawling fourteen hundred acres of Balboa Park. He sat behind the coffee table in his front room, absently addressing the last-minute Christmas cards he intended to mail downtown on his way to contact Count Emil von Raschke. The morning outside was clear but an unpleasant foreboding gray.

He scribbled addresses and tried to scan the headlines of the San Diego Union at the same time. The music box sitting by his right fist kept calling his attention away. Thursday had gone over it inch by inch several times and couldn’t find anything suspicious about it.

The antique was constructed something like a miniature sea chest — about eight by eight by four inches deep. Three strips of tarnished silver banded its sturdy sides. Between the silver bands the long-dead Swiss craftsman had worked an intricate flower-and-leaf design of inlaid woods. Two hundred years ago the tiny wooden fragments had probably been of different colors; by now the centuries had polished them to a soft uniform brown. But the division between pieces of inlay was as nearly invisible as ever.

On top of the casket the flower-and-leaf design was enriched with curlicues of silver in which were set clusters of semiprecious stones. Thursday estimated the whole as about two hundred dollars’ worth of antique. When the lid was lifted, the tune would come tinkling out — so slowly that he hadn’t yet taken the time to play it through. It was possible to watch hand-tooled ratchets pick at comblike metal spikes through the sheet of glass that was sealed over the intricate mechanism. The box rewound itself ingeniously when the lid was lowered.

But it was nothing more than a pretty music box.

A black sedan growled up the Ivy Street hill and turned the corner onto Union. Thursday grimaced as the car pulled up in front of his door. A police car. Another car parked bumper to bumper behind it, a dust brown coupé. Thursday picked up the music box automatically and then set it back on the coffee table. Why hide it?

But he did fold the Union to the sports section to conceal his interest in the front page story on the Del Mar slaying. When the inevitable knock came on the front door, he counted to ten before he answered it.

Lieutenant Austin Clapp regarded him stonily from the small slab porch. The chief of the San Diego homicide bureau was a ponderous man with a heavy head and a weather-beaten face. Fans of wrinkles around the eyes and gray flecks in the brown hair — those were Clapp’s only signs of advancing middle age. His eyes were gray when he was amused, steely when he was not. They were steely now.

He said, “Glad I caught you in, Thursday. Busy?”

“Never too busy to talk to cops. Who’s your friends?” Thursday indicated the two men behind the big policeman. One of the two men wore whipcord riding breeches and a leather jacket. A broad-brimmed hat shadowed a long glum face. He didn’t need the star on his shirt pocket — he had deputy sheriff written all over him. The other man was the registration clerk from Hotel Palms-by-the-Sea.

Clapp opened the screen door and motioned his companions into the house ahead of him. Thursday ambled back and worked a cigarette out of the pack on the coffee table. The hotel clerk was staring at him triumphantly.

When Clapp had closed the door against the dull sky, he looked toward the clerk. “Well?”

“That’s the man, all right.”

Clapp nodded. “Let’s hear about it, Max.”

Thursday was busy scratching a match to flame. “Mind telling me what it’s all about first?”

“Sure. That’s your privilege,” Clapp agreed sardonically. “Meet Mr. Higby. He’s night registration clerk up at Palms-by-the-Sea — Del Mar. He ran onto a little trouble there last night.”

“I read about it.”

“I’m sure you did. This other gentleman is named Demarest. He’s deputy up Del Mar way. Now it seems that the murdered woman was visited by a man about eight o’clock last night. Few minutes later the old girl is found dead. Her visitor has disappeared.”

Expressionless, Thursday said, “Makes it tough all around, doesn’t it?”

“Not this trip. The visitor talked to Mr. Higby and Mr. Higby prides himself on remembering faces. Demarest thought the description sounded familiar, too.”

“Why we stalling?” Demarest asked in a bored voice. “We got our identification. What more do we need?”

“Afraid that’s it, Max.” Clapp spread his big hands with finality. “Mr. Higby says you’re the man who went up to Mrs. Wister’s room last night at eight.”

“Sit down,” Thursday suggested. He offered the pack of cigarettes around. “Smoke?” Demarest took one but Clapp shook his head and Higby drew back from Thursday as if he were afraid of catching something.

From the easy chair, Clapp said, “I’m waiting.”

Thursday smiled sadly. “Hate to screw up the detail but you drew a blank here.”

Higby’s gray mustache quivered righteously. “That’s his voice and — ”

Clapp cut him off. “Under the circumstances, Max, I can’t take your word for it.”

“I’m not asking you to. Call Merle Osborn if you want to know where I was last night at eight.”

“The newspaper gal?” Clapp got up. “Okay. Where’s your phone?”

Thursday thumbed toward the kitchen. “Her number’s Talbot 1-1476. Probably she hasn’t gone to work yet.” When the detective-lieutenant had plodded out to the telephone, Thursday smiled companionably down at Higby, sitting stiffly on the edge of the flowered divan. “So this mystery man looks something like me, huh?”

“As if you didn’t know!” Higby said. “I suspected you were up to something the first moment I saw you. That poor old Mrs. Wister! Murdered in my own hotel.” Still looking possessive, Higby turned to the bored deputy sheriff. “It’s certainly lucky for us that young lady heard the screaming.”

Demarest said, “Yeah,” and continued contemplating his fingernails.

Thursday asked slowly, “What lady is that?”

“If it hadn’t been for her you might have gotten clean away,” Higby said and then shook his head. “I doubt it, though. I remember your face and murder will out. But if that blonde lady hadn’t stopped by the desk and told me about the screaming in 302 — well — ”

His voice trailed off before Thursday’s blank unsmiling gaze. The girl in the darkened room had been a blonde. Had she tried to trap him one moment and then helped him escape the next?

Clapp came out of the kitchen, his face displeased. “Well, that tore it, Max. Osborn says you took her to the California Theater to see a couple of revival pictures. Which alibis you from seven to nearly midnight.”

“Have him tell us about the pictures,” Demarest suggested, not looking up.

“I said they were revivals. Maybe Max saw them last night — or maybe he saw them five years ago.”

The deputy heaved to his feet, disgusted. “Okay, okay. So I rode down here for nothing. Come on, Higby.”

Higby struggled to his feet, scrubbing a thumb across his neat mustache. It bristled incredulously. “But I tell you — this man was the one I talked to — he was the one! Aren’t you going to do anything about it?”

Clapp put an apologetic hand on his shoulder. “Mr. Higby, under the circumstances, your word isn’t any better than Thursday’s. Right now, it isn’t as good — since he has someone to back him up and you don’t. You just sit tight for a while. I’m sure we’ll call you sooner or later.”

The bewildered hotel clerk let himself be led out the door. Thursday watched Demarest urge him into the brown coupé before turning to face Clapp. The homicide chief was standing over the disarray on the coffee table. “Pretty late to be mailing Christmas cards.”

“Better late than never.”

“Got anything more original to tell me, Max? Now that we’re alone.”

“Clapp, you’re adroit.”

Clapp sank into the divan behind the coffee table with a satisfied grunt. “I’ve known you way too long. I know when you’re covering and when you’re not. Right now you’re covering.”

“Look at my lovely alibi.”

“Sure, just look at it. That Osborn gal’s crazy about you and, as I remember, she owes you a favor or two. So you let her go to bat for you. I still bet my day off that it was you at Del Mar last night. I’m not saying you’ve taken to knocking over old ladies. But you got information and I wish you’d let me in on it.”

Thursday shook his head. “Clapp, I always try to help you where I can. But if I say one word your strong sense of duty will have me on the book downtown. Are you asking me to stick my neck out while the district attorney stands around with an axe?”

“Yeah.” Clapp sighed as if nothing really mattered. “You’ve killed four times, Max. Oh, I know they were self-defense. But don’t blame the D.A. for keeping an eye on you. I’m your friend and I probably always will be — but even I can’t trust you.”

Thursday looked away from the steely glance. He reached in his hip pocket for his wallet. “Been meaning to give you something,” he murmured and dug two folded pieces of paper from the leather case. He held them out. “Season’s greetings.”

“What’s this?” Clapp took them with a frown.

“One on top is my permit to carry a gun. I’m turning it in. The other is the receipt from the gun shop where I sold my .45 about a week ago.”

“In other words, before Mrs. Wister was killed,” Clapp said. “Very clever. But she was stabbed, not shot.”

“How much have you found out?”

Clapp linked thick fingers behind his head. “Mrs. Sylvia Wister, widow, no family. About as unlikely a candidate for a stabbing as I’ve seen. A little, white-haired old lady like you see in the ads. Not enough strength to swat a fly. But she got hers with a thin blade about three inches long — like a penknife except two cutting edges. That’s what Doc Stein tells me. We don’t have the knife.”

“What do you figure for motive? Did she know something or have something?” Thursday wished the policeman would stop eying the music box.

“Hard to say. Her actions were a little peculiar, all right. She belonged at the secretaries’ convention because she was a secretary. But she didn’t check in till the last day and then she didn’t attend any of the forums or the meetings.”

Thursday probed cautiously. “Secretary where? That wasn’t in the paper.”

“Mrs. Wister was confidential secretary to old Oliver Arthur Finch. You know who that is. And why it didn’t make the papers.” Thursday knew. Finch, retired king of a West Coast chain of five-and-ten stores, was one of San Diego’s first citizens. He reigned in a mansion estate on the ocean side of Point Loma. “As I understand it, the Wister woman was more or less the power behind the throne. She’d been his secretary for almost thirty years.”

“Have you seen the old man?”

Clapp grimaced. “Went out there late last night. Finch knew nothing about nothing and he nearly keeled over at the news. Has a bad heart, according to his nurse.”

“It would be quite a shock.”

“Funny thing, Max. I think Finch was more worried over the scandal than he was about losing Mrs. Wister. That’s the impression I got. I couldn’t push it much farther, of course. He has a bad ticker — besides being a power in town.”

“And you want to keep your job,” Thursday said mechanically. He was fitting facts together hurriedly. Finch feared scandal. Even while dying, his faithful secretary had emphasized secrecy. It seemed pretty evident that Thursday’s employer was not Mrs. Wister but Oliver Arthur Finch himself. Did Mrs. Wister’s death make a difference? It might be a good idea to see Finch before bartering with von Raschke. “What was that?” he asked, aware that Clapp had paused.

“I asked if you knew Finch’s son.”

“Sorry. Didn’t even know he had one.”

“Melrose Finch. He’s all the family that’s left — Mrs. Oliver Arthur’s been dead for years. I didn’t get anywhere with him, either. He just got back from scattering the old man’s money around Paris and was as drunk as a skunk. Chronic, they tell me.” Clapp sighed again, this time with a sort of defeated amusement. “I just have to keep punching. Something usually breaks. Maybe it’ll be that phony alibi of yours.”

“Find anything in Mrs. Wister’s baggage?”

“What baggage? That’s another one of those funny angles, Max. Mrs. Wister checks in for the last day of the convention and doesn’t even bring a traveling bag. Looks like she didn’t even intend to stay overnight.” Suddenly, Clapp leaned forward and picked up the music box. “Say, where’d you get this thing?”

“Oh, I picked it up downtown. I thought Merle might like it for Christmas.” Thursday tried to change the subject. “What about this blonde that Higby mentioned?”

“What about her?” Clapp shrugged his big shoulders and kept rubbing his fingers admiringly over the sides of the smooth antique. “Some blonde stopped by the desk and told him there was something going on in Room 302. Screaming or something. Higby got excited and all he noticed was that she was young, good-looking and wore some peculiar kind of blue hat. He says it looked like a bird perched on her head with its wings folded.” Clapp held up the music box to look at the base and then idly inspected the workmanship of the inlay.

Thursday said, “Speaking of phony stories …”

“Maybe it is. Time will tell — which is all I got.”

“Can you locate the blonde? That’s one way to be sure.”

“Nobody’s owned up to it yet. It was practically all women at the convention and eight per cent of women are blondes.” Clapp set the casket back on the coffee table and fondled the jeweled top. “I wouldn’t mind having this for my daughter Sheila. She collects unusual junk like this, you know. Would you consider selling it?”

“Can’t do it, Clapp. I had a tough time getting it. Merle likes things like that, too, and I don’t have time to do any shopping today.”

“Business is good, huh?”

“Can’t complain.” Unreasonably, Thursday was getting nervous as the policeman’s fingers worked at the tarnished clasp that held the box shut. He said abruptly, “Do you think this Mrs. Wister was the screaming type?”

“I suppose all women are.”

Thursday nearly shook his head. Not Mrs. Wister. His few moments with the indomitable old woman, who attended to business as she bled to death internally, made him sure there had been no screaming. The story the blonde woman had given Higby had been to trap or at least hinder Thursday.

Clapp had finally forced the clasp open and lifted the lid of the little casket. From the glassed-in depths proceeded fine tinkly notes, one by one. “Pretty.” The homicide chief watched the ratchets pick away, fascinated.

“Swiss box,” Thursday commented casually, “but it plays ‘The Star-Spangled Banner.’”

“It’d be ‘Anacreon in Heaven’ in a box that old,” Clapp said. “That’s where the tune came from, you know.” He stood up. “Get your hat, Max.”

Thursday stood unmoving. “Where we going?”

Clapp laughed. “You’re covering, all right. Relax. Since you’re not talking I got a yen to have you meet a fellow who does. Or have you got other plans?”

The gray eyes probed at him. Thursday met them calmly. He thought about Oliver Arthur Finch and said, “I should wrap up a few things.”

“This won’t take too long.” Clapp wandered around the living room and hummed with the music box while Thursday got his tweed coat from the bedroom. They walked to the door together. “Lousy day,” he remarked as he stepped outside. “Real California Christmas weather.”

The music box was jingling out the last notes of its melody as Thursday pulled the door toward him to lock it. Through the rapidly narrowing slot between door and jamb he had a clear view of the antique chest. As the tune came to an end, something clicked in the mechanism.

A small drawer shot out from the bottom of the box. Tightly packed in it was a rich green sheaf of bills.

Thursday glanced over his shoulder. Clapp was sauntering down the walk toward his sedan, his back to the house. Thursday hastily stepped across the living room, shoved the tiny drawer shut and closed the box lid. Then he hurried out again and locked the front door carefully behind him.

Clapp was returning for him, halfway back up the walk. “What kept you?” he called.

“Forgot my cigarettes,” Thursday said. “But I got everything now.”
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