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WOMAN TROUBLE

“The Dutchman,” boss of a diamond-smuggling ring,” was dead. Sgt. Sammy Golden knew the killer was a female, and he had narrowed the suspects down to two:

Laura—a slim blonde who liked the feel of diamonds on her flesh—and forgot too soon that she was a cop’s widow


and


Rita—a luscious brunette, partner in The Seven Club where Laura’s husband was killed, a girl who only liked diamonds for their hard cash value.


To trap the killer, Sammy plays a fast and dangerous game involving him in international crime—and heartbreaking love—in this taut, exciting thriller by the author of The Brass Halo.







THE
 DEADLY
 SEX

by JACK WEBB

O rose, thou art sick:

The invisible worm

That flies in the night,

In the howling storm,

Has found out thy bed

Of crimson joy,

And his dark secret love

Does thy life destroy.

—WILLIAM BLAKE
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For Marion and Robert Averitt because
 next to us we like them best





      West Ney Boulevard is in the backwash of the big east-west freeway. It clings to the dirty shirttails of the city out west in smog hollow. There is no reason for the Seven Club except that it is a mile farther on to the Chino Poblano in Royal Heights and a mile and a quarter back the other way to Jerry’s Place on the way into town.

This evening, there was something wrong with the box on the neon sign which hung over the shabby front door so that only the upper half of the figure seven was illuminated and only the “lub” in club shown brightly.

The blonde girl let the taxi go a block away from the place and walked down the grey sidewalk slowly.

After he had received his fare, the cabby was reluctant to drive away. He thought of talking the girl into a ride back into town, back to the quiet, unpretentious neighborhood where he had picked her up. For there was something in her manner and in her way of speaking which had touched even his meter-ticking heart, and she did not belong here on this lonely street in this lonely hour toward midnight. The good thought passed quickly, however.

So he left her there, a shadow lengthening on the walk, a fragile girl in a black cable-stitch sweater with a turtle neck, a tweed skirt, good, not new, and high-heeled, black kid shoes tiptilting her along. A girl with a mission on a dead street. Over her shoulder was the long leather strap of a catchall bag. Her fingers worked nervously on the golden clasp of the bag as she walked. In the big purse, down at the bottom, wrapped carefully in cleansing tissue was a small automatic pistol, smaller than a child’s toy. She intended to use it. She was going to kill someone. One trouble, she didn’t know who.

She pushed open the heavy door with the small, diamond-shaped window in it and entered the Seven Club. “… Bluest of blue,” wept the jukebox, “if you only knew,” sighed the jukebox, “how blue is the bluest of blue….”

Then she passed through the hunger of their eyes, rekindled their cheap hopes, their static desires, and took a stool at the end of the bar. She felt the impact of their glances, some double because of the way they slanted their gaze toward the bar mirror and some more direct. There were perhaps twenty men in the place.

Some, in the booths, had their women with them. Not many, six altogether. Three kids, on the border line of admission, held glasses of beer and stood about the pinball machine, guying and jeering the jiggler at the foot of the box.

“… blue, blue, truest of blue …”

She opened her purse and took out her wallet. She placed a single dollar bill on the bartop before her, then returned the wallet and fastened the clasp on the big bag securely.

The bartender approached. He looked at her money. He looked at her. He didn’t speak.

She said softly, “Scotch and water, please.” Her voice was even, not friendly, not unfriendly. She didn’t smile.

Finished with the blues, the jukebox went quietly through a series of mechanical maneuvers and then began to shout, “We’re going to rock it tonight; we’re going to sock it tonight; oh treat me right tonight, baby, baby, baby!”

Her bright, sober glance moved along the mirror above the line of bottles. It seemed to pause for an instant before each individual reflection and then pass on.

The drink she had ordered and the first of them arrived together.

“Buy you that drink, honey?”

She stared at the sharp dark eyes above blue-shadowed pockets of flesh and tapped the dollar bill with a scarlet nail. “It’s paid for, thank you.”

He closed a thick, warm hand over hers. “Poor hospitality,” he grinned. There were two buttons unbuttoned at the throat of his white shirt. A gold medallion gleamed among the curling dark hairs and there was a red and blue tattoo on his wrist below the folded-back cuff. He had brought his own drink with him and he was showing a great many white teeth.

Gently, she moved her free hand to cover his. Suddenly, with brutal, unexpected force, she brought down a single nail and carved a red line across the top of his hand. The color was his blood.

He yelped with pain. He pulled his hand away and up as though he was going to strike.

“Hold it.” The bartender stood at the edge of the bar. A hickory billy was tight between his two hands.

The man licked at his bleeding hand. He stared down at the girl. He began to curse her.

“Hold it,” the bartender repeated.

The Romeo swung angrily and carried his drink around the end of the bar.

She looked at the bartender directly. Her eyes were blue and deep and he could see down into them as if it were summer and he were looking into a well. “Thank you,” she said.

“Why don’t you get out?”

She smiled now and something warmed inside him. “I could have taken care of myself. You’d have been surprised. Not that I don’t thank you. So take my money and buy my drink. I need it most badly.” She raised her glass and poured a good share of its liquid gold down her throat.

He took the bill and rang up the check. He had been around a long time and never had seen anyone quite like her. She was puzzling, and curious, and though he had warned her, he did not want her to go away.

When he returned her change, she said, “You might as well bring me another. I’m going to be here some time.”

There was a second dollar on the bartop. No one tried to cover it or her hand. The patrons were vastly more interested than if she had accepted Tony Loder’s advance. Secretly or openly, depending on their natures, they applauded the act they had witnessed. Tony was notoriously smooth and he had been the first to tell them. Tony with his direct approach, his glib, sure tongue, had been amazingly successful. Now, it did them good to see him set back on his heels, see him hurt and his pride set fire. They all thought better of themselves because they had not had Tony’s courage. This was something new in the Seven Club, a new kind of woman. She would take some considering. Those who had been close enough to hear wondered what she had meant when she had told Ed she would have been able to take care of herself. They doubted, and yet they weren’t sure.

Ed brought her second drink.

That was something, too. Ed had chased more than one broad out of the joint for making trouble.

The jukebox was changing its tune again.

The curtains at the far corner of the bar blew apart and a big blonde came out carrying four plates of sandwiches, one in her right hand, the other three balanced along her upturned forearm. The girl watched her. She hadn’t believed that members of her own sex could be built quite like this except on calendars and in certain men’s magazines. The tightness of the green gabardine slacks and plunging, off-both-shoulders blouse dispelled any doubts. The blonde passed out her sandwiches to a foursome in one of the booths. The table was littered with beer bottles which she gathered into large hands.

The jukebox hollered, “Queenie, you’ve been such a meanie to me—queen-bee-meany be keen to me!”

The door to the Seven Club pushed open and four young men came in. They were dark young men, tawny young men. They walked alike and they looked alike and there was arrogance in the flat, snapping tread of their plated boot heels. Trouble brewed in their arrow eyes. The half-boots they wore were mirror-bright with black polish. Their jeans carved muscular thighs without a wrinkle.

All of their glances appraised the slim blonde girl sitting at the end of the bar. By the numbers, she thought, eyes right. Unexpectedly, she giggled, and as swiftly covered the trick her nerves had played by lifting her glass. They were not at all funny, these four.

The enormous blonde followed the four young men to the corner booth, carrying six empty beer bottles laced between the fingers of her two hands, and took their orders.

“Draw four,” she said to Ed. She stood beside the blonde girl at the end of the bar, standing the dead soldiers all in a row. “You’re new in here.”

“That’s right.”

Candid hazel eyes appraised the new girl. “If Ed’s served you twice, you’re probably okay. Ed don’t often make a mistake, not about hustlers.”

The girl flushed. “Do I look like one?”

“Honey, we’re all hustlers one way or the other. It’s the duty of our sex. You know the kind I’m talking about.” She smiled. Two of her front teeth were capped with gold. “I’m Thelma.”

“Laura,” the girl said. It was a name she had decided upon this afternoon. The men who came into such a bar as this, those who waited and those who watched, half hoped, half expected to meet Laura. She was just around the corner. She was always going to happen. She lived on the border of never-never, but close enough to reality that there was always a chance you would find her if only you knew which door to open.

Ed brought the beers. Thelma arranged them on a tray while he put the empty bottles away. He leaned forward. “Trouble?”

Thelma sniffed. “Punks. I could lick the lot of them with one hand tied behind me. Ride a better bike for that matter.” She picked up her tray and departed.

“She’s not kidding.” Ed grinned at Laura. “She does have a motorcycle. Rides the hell out of it. Hill climbs, the works. One night when my car was broke down, she give me a ride home on the tail end. My God!”

Again the door to the club opened and three men came in.

Thelma’s “punks” were dangerous not by direction, but for the lack of it, wild young animals running in a pack, the pack, perhaps, the most violent element about them. They watched the three men who just had entered and there was a quick, almost instinctive movement among them, angry and volatile.

For these three were of a different breed.

The first was a lean little rat with the smell of the gutter about him that not even two hundred dollars’ worth of tailoring could erase. He had narrow shoulders and a pointed face and his dark eyes seemed to dart rather than move in their shallow sockets. The one who followed him was bigger, two-hundred-and-sixty pounds on a frame of less than six feet. His grey flannel suit was wrinkled and he wore a light Panama with a thin black ribbon for a band. Beneath its curled brim was a square, beefy face with high spots of color on each cheek. Inside the door, he paused with his feet spread and stared about the room. Behind him was a young giant with short-cropped blonde hair, a jaw loaded with chewing gum and about as much muscle as a GMC truck. He had a reckless, laughing glance.

Behind the bar, Ed’s hands became suddenly busy. He rinsed a glass and picked up a towel. Under cover of the cloth, he plucked the bar phone from its cradle, laid it on its side and dialed a single number. Bending to reach a cupboard beneath the stainless steel sink, he brought his lips level with the phone which was squawking at him faintly and said softly, “The Dutchman’s back with the same company.” Then he rose, rinsed another glass, moved his hands with the towel held loosely trailing in one and replaced the phone.

Laura felt a tightness in her throat and the dry taste of cotton in her mouth. In her stomach was a hard, hurting knot. Something out of the ordinary was happening. It was as though a pale cloud had entered the room with these men, a miasma of danger. This was the beginning. This was part of it. Her hands moved restlessly on the glass before her. And though she never had given it much thought, she wished she were even a casual smoker. For she had the sudden, dreadful feeling that it would be her hands which might betray her. She would have to discipline her hands. She raised her scotch and drank a little.

The trio walked down the line of full booths. The one around the corner from the four cyclists was empty. As they turned the corner, the big man in the center of the group tripped over an outthrust black boot toe. He caught the corner of the booth and kept from falling.

Watching the mirror, Laura was not certain whether the boot had been there and the first man had missed it, or whether the act had been deliberate.

It made no difference to the big boy bringing up the rear. His left hand shot out and grabbed a fistful of leather jacket. Without effort, he raised the struggling young punk off his seat, smashed him in the face with a hard-cutting right fist and threw him away. The other three cyclists, starting from the booth, were half caught by the immovable table. Laughing aloud, the young man spread his arms wide, caught a head in each hand and brought them together. The crack of the two skulls could be heard over the whoop of the jukebox.

The fourth of the pack sat down very quickly. He put his hands flat on the table. Two couples from the booth nearest the door and one man from the bar departed in a hurry. Ed said to Laura, “You better beat it, kid”

“Bring me a straight scotch, Ed.” Her eyes were shining.

“Beat it.”

“No, Ed.”

Two of the trio slid into the empty booth. The young giant pulled a chair from a nearby table and sat so he was free of any encumbrance. They were all relaxed, all waiting.

The kid with the smashed face in the corner booth was moaning softly. Nobody paid him much attention. Thelma stood before the three newcomers. She and the very big young man couldn’t keep their eyes from each other.

Laura said suddenly, “Give me a clean towel, Ed, and some ice.”

“You crazy?”

“Somebody has to do something for that boy. Hurry.”

“Stay out of it, kid, that’s the Dutchman. You don’t know what you’re getting into.”

“Ed,” the girl spoke softly, “you give me a clean towel and some ice or I’ll get them myself.”

Angrily, the bartender tossed a towel across the bar, filled the pitcher with crushed ice and slid it toward her.

Laura took them and stepped down from the barstool. She crossed the long room, threading her way among the tables and felt as though this were a stage and she were doing something by Saroyan, except that all the strangers were not quite so kind. O’Neill, she decided, was closer except that it was as though Mickey Spillane had rewritten the script.

The jukebox had died. Nobody fed it.

She had the stage and, because it was hers, she carried it very well. There was no time for nerves once you had moved in on cue. The hurt kid was the cue. She wondered why she hadn’t seen it sooner.

At the edge of the booth, she said gently, clearly, “Will you move over a little, please? I want to help you. I have a towel here and some ice.” Simple words, exactly right for the part. They carried to the next booth and beyond.

The dark eyes which were watching her could not quite come into focus. They wanted help. They needed help. She wondered how much good a little cold could do. Laura tilted the pitcher so that the bit of water which had melted might dampen the cloth. Then she folded crushed ice into the towel and put it carefully between her hand to hold against his tortured face. She saw his reflex to the new pain and the way his nose had moved and knew it was broken.

“Who are you?” The blond young man towered over her.

“You’re big, aren’t you?” she said. “And very strong.” Play it down, an inner voice warned, play it down. Everyone was watching, even the poor kid with the destroyed face. Only the two cyclists who still slept unconscious were missing the show.

“Who are you?” the young man repeated.

Once more, she ignored the question, speaking in a manner which suggested that her voice was a secret, a thing between them even though she knew that every word would carry the long, dusky length of the Seven Club.

“You’re powerful. The man you’re working for is more so. This boy needs a doctor. Can you get one?”

Perplexity creased the broad, not quite brutal face. The gum lay silent in a corner of his jaw. Anger moved. He reached and put a big hand over her shoulder. She felt the quick pain of his grip and held hard against it.

From the next booth, the Dutchman spoke. “You, girl, come here.”

She slipped with sudden grace from the grip on her shoulder, pivoted and took two quick steps until she stood before the next table.

The Dutchman slanted his small, intelligent eyes toward her. “I’m here on business. Such persons”—his thick head nodded to the left—“are nothing. Go away.”

Laura held her ground. “Two minutes,” she said, “two minutes for one of your men to call a doctor.” Unexpectedly, she smiled. “To please me,” she added.

“Boss, do you want me to get rid of this twist?” A strong hand curved around Laura’s arm.

Small wrinkles crinkled the edges of the Dutchman’s eyes. Involuntarily, she was reminded of a Toby mug. “You go call Doc Stevens,” he said to the big young man. “Can’t you see I’m entertaining a lady?” He patted the seat beside him. “You sit here, please,” he said to Laura.

She slid onto the plastic seat of the booth beside him. There was the clean odor of scented soap about him. She turned her head so that her chin pointed over the edge of the booth. “Put some more ice in the towel,” she instructed the hurt kid. “It’ll help until the doctor comes.”

Strong boy rocked on his toes. His tan face was flushed.

“I said, call Doc Stevens.” An edge had crept into the Dutchman’s voice.

“Sure, boss.” The giant turned on his heel and walked toward the phone booth in the corner beyond the pinball machine.

The jukebox flashed its fluorescent colors. No one fed it. There had never been a show to equal this.

Thelma returned to the booth, not flaunting her big hips with the large young man away. Her glance flicked curiously over Laura. “Karl ain’t here,” she said to the Dutchman.

“Will he be back?”

The waitress shrugged.

The rat-faced man spoke. “That woman, Hans?”

“She here?” the Dutchman asked Thelma.

“You mean Rita?”

Rat-face nodded.

“I’ll go find out. You want something to drink?”

The Dutchman stared at her for a moment without speaking. His bright blue, little pig eyes analyzed the question and the answer she had given. Then, all at once, he chuckled. “A drink,” he said. He pulled at a thick cheek. “Yes, of course, a drink.” He turned to Laura. “You do want a drink?” A hand moved under the table, paused confidently on her knee.

“A scotch, yes.” She turned her attention to Thelma. “Over ice.” Then she returned to the Dutchman. “No, please.” Her hand removed his. She smiled. “We’ve not yet been introduced.” Her smile grew slowly and she lowered her lids. “We’ve not yet been properly introduced.” She hoped her nerves didn’t show through.

Rat-face said, “Boss, the waitress.”

The Dutchman raised his glance to Thelma. He smiled, a wicked, small movement of his thick lips. “A bourbon and soda for Willie, here. A coke for Hal. Me, I will have a bottle of Heineken’s. Bring the bottle here. Open it at the table, please.”

Thelma departed.

He put his hands together before him on the table. He stared at Laura and she felt the tight little eyes weighing, balancing, adding up the score. The sum pleased him. He chuckled again. “I like you,” he said. “You are no tramp. What do you do in a place like this?”

Her dark blue eyes opened up for him, let him look down, down. “A girl is like a bird,” she said softly, “a bird in a cage. Sometimes, she wants out. She flutters her wings. Like a canary against the bars of its cage. Flutters,” she paused and then continued firmly, “and sometimes beats against the door of the cage until the clasp slips and the door is open. Suddenly, unexpectedly.” She moved her hands. “She’s out. She does not know where to fly, only that she must fly. Do you understand?” Her glance asked that he did. “My name’s Laura,” she said.

The fat man touched her hand with his own and then removed it. “Laura,” he said. “Laura,” he repeated. “That’s a nice name.” He turned to the expensively tailored little man beside him. “Willie, this is Laura.”

“Glad to,” Willie said. His expression didn’t change much.

The big one returned.

“Hal, this is Laura,” the Dutchman said.

“So what?” The athlete sat in his chair.

“Doc Stevens is coming?”

“Sure.”

“Hal.” The single word was tight.

“Yeah?”

“I said, this is Laura.”

The young man chewed his gum. He looked at Laura. His stare went through the black cable stitch of the sweater. Skinny, it said. Not Jayne, it said. Not Marilyn, not Diana….

“Hal.”

“Yeah, boss?”

The Dutchman pulled his big frame up until he was half-standing in the booth. One hand moved swiftly. It slapped the young giant’s face. He took it.

In the Seven Club, forty-four eyes watched fascinated.

“I said, this is Laura.”

“Hi, Laura.”

He hated her. It was in his eyes. She would have an enemy here. Play it down, the voice inside her warned. “You’re quite a boy,” she said to Hal. She allowed only half a smile.

“You see,” the Dutchman exclaimed happily, “we’re all friends. Willie, Hal, Laura, me, all of us.”

Thelma returned with the drinks. She passed them around. She pulled an opener from her apron pocket to open the beer. “Rita’s coming,” she said.

Sammy awoke because a hot, flat slash of sunlight was striking him across the face. Back of his too-thin eyelids, his eyeballs were burning. Back of his eyeballs was a steady throbbing and there seemed to be good evidence that his skull was cracking from the inside. He lay fighting this parade of outrages. He fought against the horror of waking up, struggled with a twisted sheet. His pajamas were glued to his skin. Someone had pulled the trousers up into his crotch. There was no end to the personal indignities done to him Finally he rose and staggered to the bathroom.

A pale mask stared back from the mirror. Ghoul mornin to you, ghoul morning to you. He put his head down, gently brother, gently, until it was upended in the white porcela bowl. He turned on the cold tap. An imp was pounding o his kidneys. He drank a gallon or two of not very good, no very cool water.

It gave him the strength to make the kitchen. From the refrigerator, he took a fresh quart of milk. He drank from the waxed carton, feeling the cold, cold white liquid lave the flaming walls of his stomach. Bill Cantrell had said hang one on. There was no dereliction of duty here, only a dereliction from human survival. He was not certain he would live through the morning. He didn’t care much.

Two aspirin were presumed to do any job that could be done. Sammy took three. Then, scarcely on his feet, he returned to the bathroom, held up one wall while he removed his pajamas and crawled into the shower.

Afterwards, in a pair of white shorts, his hair still dripping because his head was too tender to rub, he stood in the living room and looked out the window at the sea. The room was filled with the odor of stale liquor, of all dead things. Drowning, someone had said, was the most painless of deaths. Staring out at those miles and miles of sparkling water, he was willing to give it a try.

Finally he went about opening windows, every window that could be opened. He must remember to close them all when he left. Then Sammy faced the challenge of breakfast. Coffee, orange juice, three soft-boiled eggs, salted soda crackers, a cunning plan to keep things down.

As he puttered without enthusiasm, the idea struck him that there was a double edge to this preparation Captain Cantrell had ordered for his job. The hangover would remove any suspicion he might be a snooping cop. And this morning, when he could think at all, the thought of the manner of Officer Don Wells’s death didn’t bring a burst of almost uncontrollable emotion. If your best friend had been cut to mincemeat by an utter horror from outer space, you couldn’t get too much involved when your entire system was at war with itself. It would have been just like Bill Cantrell to figure that into his plans.

Laura had awakened with a sudden shock of fright. The dream, more real than any of the past twenty-four hours of fantastic reality, had caught at her heart until she had awakened with a cry of pain.

She had been a fragile child, and it was that same frail oll of a girl in white lace who had fled down the dark allways of her mind pursued by frightful beasts, a huge, long-eared hound with gleaming, phosphorescent teeth, a cetaur with bloody claws instead of nails on his grasping ands, a great black goat with crimson, gleaming eyes, a aggard witch in an obscenely diaphanous scarlet gown. And at the last, down one final hall, there had been a door she could not open and they had come, had come, until at the last possible moment, she had awakened with her cry tight in her throat and her heart pounding as though it would burst.

Moments later, beneath the benison of daylight, she saw, as though for the first time, the room into which she had emerged from her nightmare. A room in its own fashion as astonishing as the dream, a room into which the sunlight filtered through pale blue curtains threaded with gold. The furniture was ivory and gold. And across the room on the wall, three nudes by Modigliani also were framed in gold.

She sat up in bed and clasped her knees. She had spent the night in a love nest that had cost someone a fortune and had not been loved. Willie had brought her to the room. “This will be yours,” he had said and then he had left. Finally she had undressed. Mirrors to show her in the act, mirrors to show her off, tall, flattering mirrors in the subdued light. She had thought about the little gun and left it in her purse. It was not yet time for the gun. Then, with the lights off, all the lights but one, she had waited. She had been brought here by Willie for Hans Kessener. All she knew was that the room she was in was part of a squat, expensive apartment shoved into the side of a hill on Sunset and that it was a long way from the Seven Club. Waiting, she had fallen asleep. The Dutchman had not come. Now it was the next morning. The next morning and time to go. She slipped from the bed and into the bathroom.

The mirrors cried she was beautiful, the mirrors suggested she might be a whore. No longer subtle by day, there was no other excuse for such mirrors. The bathroom was frantically public, glass, glass and more glass, mirrors angled for self-inspection. A slave market for yourself, Laura thought. Suddenly, she shivered.

The bath was a sunken square tub in the corner. It had a step to sit on. The taps and the shower head were finished in gold.

She dressed rapidly. Not a sound had come through the closed door to her room. With the big bag looped over her shoulder, the weight of the gun still there—she had not been drugged, nor searched, nor anything—she opened the door and passed down a short hall with a door closed across the way and came into the living room. Tall ceiling, tall drapes, these pulled, the window looks down upon the highway, down upon the long running vista of city toward the south. The living room was spotless, not a thing out of place. Even the ash trays bore no evidence of an occupant to the apartment.

Quietly, she closed the door behind her. It was, she observed, Apartment 2. On the front steps, she paused to memorize the address.

It was a quarter of a mile before she came to a drugstore. Except for the normal reaction to an attractive blonde, she drew no particular attention. More suitable to a brisk walk in the morning air than her remarkable rendezvous of the night before, her dark sweater and tweed skirt carried her down the boulevard and into the store without incident. From the phone booth, she called a cab. At the counter where she could have a cup of coffee while she waited, she watched for the taxi.

Here, in normal, sensible surrounding, there was time to sort things out and for a moment she pondered the importance of people. This Karl Schilling whom she had not met, Rita Campbell whom she had, the Dutchman and the strange pair who served him. Add Thelma. Add Ed behind the bar. Her mind crossed out the bartender; he had been too normal, too honestly friendly to a pretty girl out of place.

But not even the safe, sanitary, conventional surroundings of Rand’s Drugs & Sundries could make any sense of her inviolate night in that orgiastic dream of a bedroom, that silent, expensive, lifeless apartment. His name was Hans Kessener. They called him the Dutchman. Who was Hans Kessener?

“Who is Hans Kessener?”

Prouty glanced surprised at Barbara Wells. “You mean the Dutchman?”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

They sat side by side in the big black Cadillac the mortuary had furnished.

“Don talk to you about him?”

She said nothing.

“Sorry,” Mace said quickly. “I don’t think.”

She stared up at him with those dry, bright, tearless eyes. “So far as I know,” she said steadily, “Don never mentioned him. Please, we have so little time. Can you tell me?”

Prouty pondered the question. At no time did he respect outsiders who probed into police business. At the moment, to have Don’s window, even while they rode back from the cemetery, pose such a query seemed indecent.

“Kessener,” he said, “is, or was, an Afrikander. He’s one of those fellows with so much myth mixed with the fact that nobody seems to know which is which. Those idiots who write fact-crime stuff have him tagged as the black-market diamond king. We’ve never had anything to do with him here on the West Coast.”

“Thank you.” Barbara Wells stared at her hands folded before her on her lap.

Prouty watched her curiously. Her quiet, withdrawn expression told him nothing, not even that she was in mourning. It wasn’t natural. It made him uneasy. The people from the department had been more affected by that first handful of earth than she had. Strong men had blinked and blown their noses. Barbara Wells had done nothing. She had refused the folding chair on the green lawn beside the open grave. She had stood firm and straight and her eyes, even though they had been properly cast down, had seemed to be aware of everything, everyone. In the end, it had caught at the group until only those who had known the Wellses as a couple, had come forward to touch her hand, to try to say the few proper words. The others had gone away, wondering. Prouty couldn’t blame them much.

Friends, he thought. Had Barbara Wells had any friends? There were hints and bits and pieces, none new, none good, all unconscious—things you learned in the long hours of waiting with a fellow officer—Barbara hates these darned coffee clutches. Bitches brews, she calls them. Barbara doesn’t have any girl friends, doesn’t like women much…. Sometimes, I worry, Mace, all day alone, all night alone when I’m not there…. Give me a book to a gossip, she says. Heaven preserve us from neighbors! When you’re not here, I think I’ll die sometimes…. Prouty remembered the way Don had blushed when he had said that. And another time when Don had had to go out of town on police business … But she doesn’t have any family, Mace. Hasn’t since she was seventeen. That’s why I’d appreciate it, if

you’d look in on her … A strange girl, a wanderer, lost in her own storm of being. Still, he frowned, you couldn’t work as closely and as long with a man as he had with Don and not know the condition of his home life. As far as Don had been concerned, that home life had been as close to a prolonged honeymoon as anything Mace ever had encountered. A man didn’t hate the night and morning watches, hurry away as fast at the end of the day, so consistently make a point of calling home, if he were going to be late, as Don had done unless home was where he wanted to be. Part of it, Prouty had supposed, came from their being childless, being entirely wrapped up in each other. Now, of a sudden, he couldn’t believe any of it. Fundamentally, Don had been a simple person. This Barbara Wells beside him decidedly was not.

He went back in his mind over the past three hours, beginning with his own uncertainty when no one had answered his ring at a quarter to eleven at the Wellses’ apartment. He had sat on the front steps, smoking, until she had arrived by taxi, a jaunty, blonde wisp of a girl, until she had turned from paying the driver and discovered him.

Not that there had been any evidence of dissimulation. She simply had said quietly, “I did not want to spend the night alone.” No explanation of where she had been. Nothing except, “Coffee’s in the cupboard over the percolator. Will you make us some while I change?

She had accomplished the change into widow’s black in moments. Severe black from head to toe. Startlingly attractive.

They had shared the coffee in the living room—a room Don had brought Mace into with pleasure God knew how many times in the past half-dozen years—until the respectful, pale young man from the mortuary had rung the bell and announced with unctuous compassion that the limousine was there. Awkwardly, sincerely, Prouty had tried to say the things he felt. That Barbara Wells had appreciated his attempt, he was certain, and yet without saying it, she had made him aware that all of his words were hollow, meaningless and empty. Was it simply that they could not bring Don back? Or was there more, a great deal more?

Now they were returning to the apartment and Mace felt there was something he should do, must do, and did not have the faintest idea what.

Barbara saved him the trouble. At the door, she took one of his hands between her own and said, “You’ve been good, Mace, and very kind. Thank you for everything.”

Then, his hand was left alone and the door closed in his face. No slam, no insult, just the door shutting, shutting him out.

Damn, what an act! He thrust balled fists into pockets and strode down the steps.

“They often do strange things at moments like this,” the young man in the black suit said comfortingly. “You must try to understand them.”

Prouty climbed into the broad back seat of the big black car, grabbed the black door out of the young man’s hand, slammed it satisfactorily and settled into a black mood. The young man got in front behind the wheel, closed his own door gently, and moved the great car forward gently.

If I lay down on the back seat, Mace thought, they couldn’t tell it from a hearse.

Sammy picked up his car at the Ajax Garage in the eighteen-hundred block on South Central. It was a grey, 1954 Ford with Arizona plates. The registration strapped to the wheelpost read Samuel Gorham, 1026 East Portland, Phoenix, Arizona, and in his wallet was an operator’s license to match. It was a commercial chauffeur’s license which also gave him the right to wheel trucks. That was the idea. He carried a union card, too. The department had provided all this.

Before he took the Ford from the garage, he borrowed a jack handle and removed the left rear hubcap. The trail which had led Officer Wells and Sergeant Prouty to the Seven Club three nights ago had begun at a wrecking yard on West Ney. Sammy aimed to stop there.

As alert as an owl at high noon, he idled the car along in city traffic. He wasn’t supposed to start thinking yet, but the puzzle was such that it tickled even at his feverish, dehydrated brain. Why, close to midnight, had the nursery truck stopped at Epstein’s wrecking yard before it paused at the Seven Club to change drivers? And why had Wells died because he stayed on in the bar with the first driver while Prouty followed the truck?

Not that there was any proof Don Wells had died at the club. His body had been found twenty-five miles away on the outskirts of Compton. The M.E., his usually bland round face drawn, had brought the post-mortem findings to Bill Cantrell. He had used the single word as though it were profane. “Cyanide,” he had said. A hell of a way for a cop to die.

Now Homicide was going to work on the case. One hungover cop, he thought, “me, Sammy Golden!” He swore. He wished he hadn’t taken Captain Cantrell’s orders to hang one on so seriously. There was one thing about it, though, when he did arrive at the Seven Club, they wouldn’t doubt he needed a drink.

There was one more thing he wished desperately—that in its slow, angry, plodding way, Homicide had not consumed seventy-odd hours in determining that the Seven Club required an undercover operation. In that much time, you could hide the Sphinx, let alone the fragile evidence of murder, the phial that had held the cyanide. Don was properly buried now. And in the same time within this jet age, his killers would be twice around the world away! Sammy’s unhappy complexion grew darker. And what had all this wasted time earned except this almost nonstate of being for him? I regret, he thought, that I have but one hangover to give for my country. It wasn’t funny. Nothing was.

Epstein’s wrecking yard didn’t look as if it needed a human wreck. It had more than enough of the other kind already. Sammy pulled into the yard and parked before a long, corrugated building.

The wrecked chassis of autos littered and piled and mountained the area beyond. The tall, webbed silhouette of a crane on high, heavy, stilt legs raised itself over the limbo. Nearer by, engine blocks sat on lengths of timber with their type, make and year chalked on their sides. Car seats were stacked against the wall of the building under the overhang. Fenders and disembodied doors posed in awkward groups like sculptures beat out by some member of the same generation. Tires were racked with size and price painted on the crosspieces that supported their carcasses.

Entering the building, Sammy beheld a graveyard of all the salvaged bits and pieces that make up the ugly bones of the great American road machine when it comes apart. A shabby moosehead looked down from the wall above the cash register upon this later wilderness.

A small stout man leaned upon the counter reading the Examiner. His pale, unhealthy skin had a thinly lubricated appearance which might have better become some of the machinery around him. He watched Sammy come in without speaking. He didn’t seem to care much. Out behind the building, someone was pounding with a hammer or a sledge on metal.

“You got a hubcap to fit a fifty-four Ford?”

“You got two bucks seventy-five?”

Sammy produced the money.

The oily little man took a pole with a crooked hook of wire on the end of it and lifted a hubcap from its nail upon the wall. Sammy didn’t wonder that Mace and Don had turned aside to investigate a nursery truck that had turned into this place in the middle of the night. Nor did he envy the officers who eventually would arrive here, bearing a search warrant. In this place Epstein could conceal the Lord knew what and the Lord knew where.

The proprietor’s incurious gaze watched him leave the building and put the hubcap on the capless wheel. Incurious, yes, but not missing much. It was something Sammy knew because he knew the type. It was quite possible, he decided, that Bill Cantrell had underestimated Epstein’s importance in the case when he arbitrarily had placed the junkyard proprietor in a secondary position in the death of Don Wells and the reason for it.

Five minutes later, he slid the Ford along the curb and turned off the engine. He was parked before the Seven Club, the last place Wells had been seen alive. Inside, he was to have a drink and then another. Inside he was to be on the lookout for Karl Schilling. Intelligence had it that Schilling was the money behind the club. On paper, it belonged to Rita Campbell. She, also, was on Sammy’s list, as was a truck driver named Al, a small man with brown hair and a growth in the pupil of his left eye, pushing against the dark iris. There was one more thing to call him to Sammy’s attention, a puckered scar on his left nostril. And when that happened, there were a couple of more details, he was to make Al’s acquaintance and he was to get his job—the kind of job that would let him leave a truck parked in front of the Seven Club for somebody else to pick up.

“My God,” he said to the bartender inside the lousy joint, “give me a beer!”

The young man with the carefully combed-forward forelock grinned. “Hair of the dog,” he said. “Any particular brand?”

“A-l.”

“Huh-uh. You from Arizona?”

Sammy nodded. “Make it Bud.”

One o’clock in the afternoon. One bartender who probably had been on duty since six in the morning. Three customers, including himself. The other two weren’t hungover; they had the habit. He watched the bartender slant the glass and pour from the bottle. Even before it was delivered, he could taste it to his toes.

The bartender lit a cigarette. “It must have been some party,” he said.

Sammy shook his head. “Strictly personal. Had a couple before I left Phoenix. Couple of more in Wickenburg. Same for Blythe. For Indio. In Riverside, I bought a pint. Usually I don’t drink like that. Had a bee on my tail. Thought I could drown it.”

“Woman, huh?”

“Not me. Damned union straw boss. Thought his what smelled sweet. I kicked his teeth in. You got a paper with the want ads in it?”

The bartender reached a folded paper from beside the cash register. It was opened to the sports section. Sammy reopened it to the rear.

“What’s your line?”

“I talk to trucks. Run ‘em all over the damned country.” He bent his head over the “Help Wanted” columns.

At three o’clock Sammy was reduced to playing the pinball game. The original customers had been exchanged but not with any improvement to the place. He avoided boredom by concentrating on the problem of beating the Whiz-Bang odds on the flashing scoreboard above the machine. At the cost of twenty-five dimes, he had discovered it took both a variation in finger pressure on the hand knob and considerable body-English.

Then she came in.

She was small and she was blonde and she did not belong in the Seven Club. She had a cool blueness and a clean blondeness, and she was the kind of a girl that lonely men wait for a thousand nights in bars because they always know she will come on the thousand-and-first.

Rita Campbell? It didn’t fit. This was no cover-up for a two-time loser named Karl Schilling. This was not a girl who would sit in the back room and count somebody else’s loose change. This was the girl. Sammy continued to wrestle with the pinball game, pausing only to rub the back of his head. Rub and bring nothing out, nothing from the thought which whispered that somewhere, someplace, he had seen her before, that the face and figure were familiar. The trouble with such a girl as this was that you wanted her to be familiar. It always confused things.

Laura again. As keen, as swift, as directed as an arrow, dissimulating some, not enough to disguise the obvious. An adventure, waiting to happen; an adventure, continuing.

She asked the bartender, “When will Ed be in?”

“Five o’clock.”

“Thelma?”

“Same time. It’s the big time for us except weekends.”

She left him alone then, and he saw that she was through with him and that the questions had not been an introduction. This was not a lonely woman. He wondered.

The men along the bar were nothing. One was in his cups, a permanent condition. Another watched her in the mirror and dreamed the usual dreams. And just for a moment, because she had time to spend, she toyed with the thought of moving to sit beside the pale young man and saying hello. For this is the stuff of which dreams are made. If last night had given her nothing else, it had given confidence.

But the man at the pinball machine was of more interest. He did not belong there. Not her idea of the type. He was not a loafer, a time-waster, a man addicted to the nothingness of such a pursuit. He was square and strong. He was not handsome, but he was good-looking even though he did need a shave. She put away the thought. He was hard. He could do a job. He could be at the pinball machine because he was part of the show, because he was bored, because he was waiting.

She slipped from the stool, carrying her drink. She leaned against the pinball game. “Buy you a drink?”

He glanced at her without smiling. “We met?”

She smiled. “We do. I’m Laura.”

“Sam.”

“Hi, Sam.” Her eyes were not smiling, only the mask of her almost perfect, almost heart-shaped face, made the warm gesture.

“Hi, Laura.”

“What are you drinking?”

He stared at her through bloodshot eyes. “Beer,” he grinned. “What else?”

Laura turned her head. “Beer,” she called. They were dueling and she could feel an excitement rising in her. She tried to dismiss the feeling. Here was a rough boy in the throes of a hangover. She had a purpose. There was no reason for anything personal between them. Put it in plain language. Her weapon was in projecting the idea of the sex machine. She remembered the unspoken opinion of her last night in the eyes of the young giant and dismissed it. He was a boob. Look at what Garbo had done with a slim body, at Moira Shearer, at Vivien Leigh in Gone With The Wind. Every one of these could project the essence of sex without being an overburdened caricature of the eternal female. And this was a hungry man. Even though he obviously suffered the pains of overindulgence, he wanted her, he needed her. You could see it, see it emerging through whatever else was going on inside. Play it down, warned the voice, play it down.

The bartender brought Sammy’s beer and carried away his empty glass.

“Thanks,” Sammy said.

“You look as if you need it.”

“Believe me,” his grin was real, “I do!”

“I believe,” Laura said solemnly.

“I’ve seen you somewhere.”

A sudden feeling, that he was not making it up. “Where?”

Sammy shook his head. He made a joke. “The Policeman’s Ball?”

She laughed at him. “You and me together,” she said, “there.”

“That’s what I thought.”

They passed it off, neither of them guessing how close.
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