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“You’re kind of a rat, aren’t you?”

Doll Fenner said, obviously not hating me for it. I was puzzled until I realized that she still knew me as her friend Jolly’s steady, not as a cop. And staying in character would probably get me better answers.

[image: ] “Well, a guy gets tired of the same woman.”

[image: ] “I’ll bet you wouldn’t get tired of me.” She gave me an intimate smile. “Tell me—do you like me?”

[image: ] “I think you’re a doll.”

[image: ] “That’s a lousy pun.” She looked up into my eyes. “Why don’t you find out if you really like me?”

[image: ] And she reached behind her, untied her halter and slipped it off. She stood holding it in her hand, letting me admire her small, pointed, delicate-veined breasts.
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CHAPTER 1

It was a hot, still, August day. Out in the suburbs it was probably sunny, but you couldn’t tell in town. St. Cecilia doesn’t have an anti-smoke ordinance, and the factories burn soft coal. When there is no breeze, the pall of smoke hanging over the city shuts out any sunlight there might be.

Carl Lincoln and I were playing gin in the squadroom. We’re both members of the Vice, Gambling and Narcotics Division, and at the moment we were working the prostitution detail out of the Vice Squad. We were supposed to be out trying to get picked up by streetwalkers, but had decided it was too hot and gritty a day for the girls to be working. This was only an excuse, of course. What we really meant was it was too hot and gritty a day for us to be working. It was so uncomfortable, we weren’t even up to the effort of keeping score. Instead of counting points, we were simply playing fifty cents to the low man, or a dollar for gin, and paying off after each hand.

A tall, lantern-jawed man of about forty came into the squadroom. He wore a two-hundred-dollar suit and an angry expression. Striding over to the table where we sat, he looked down at us belligerently.

Carl drew a card, spread his hand and said, “Gin.” Then he looked up at the man and said, “Yes, sir?”

The man said, “Is this where you come to report whores?”

We both regarded him thoughtfully. Carl scooped up the cards, tapped them together and slipped them into their box.

Finally I said, “This is the Vice Squad. I’m Sergeant Rudd and my partner here is Corporal Lincoln.”

Actually, my name is Mateusz Rudowski, but I go by the name of Mathew Rudd. I’m not ashamed of my real name and I’m proud of my Polish ancestry, but people always ask me to spell it when I introduce myself as Mateusz Rudowski. They just nod when I say Matt Rudd.

The lean man curtly nodded to both of us and said, “I’m Harold Warner, president of the Wallgood Tile Company of Houston. I’m up here for the annual Tile and Plastic Manufacturers’ Convention.”

Pointing to a chair, I said, “Sit down, Mr. Warner.”

Harold Warner pulled out a chair and sat erect with his hands on his knees. In a decisive voice he said, “I was rolled for five hundred dollars last night, gentlemen. I don’t know how you run this town, but it isn’t a very good advertisement to have your whores roll visiting convention delegates.”

Carl and I looked at each other. Clearing his throat, Carl said, “The police department doesn’t run St. Cecilia’s cat houses, mister. As a matter of fact, we try to put them out of business. We have very little control over the business ethics of those who manage to operate in spite of us.”

“I’m not suggesting that you set the standards for local whores,” Warner said impatiently. “I’m merely reporting a crime. It didn’t happen at a cat house anyway. It happened in my room.”

Carl’s expression suggested that he didn’t care much for Harold Warner. He said a little gruffly, “It’s a misdemeanor to patronize prostitutes in this town, mister. So I guess you’re confessing to a crime too.”

Warner raised his eyebrows. “Is that how you run things here? You protect your whores by threatening complainants?”

I said, “We don’t protect anybody. It is a misdemeanor to patronize a prostitute, but I never heard of it being enforced. You don’t have to worry about being booked for reporting a crime, Mr. Warner. Get a complaint form, Carl.”

Carl looked at me and I gazed back at him steadily. I didn’t feel any more liking for Harold Warner than he did, but I wasn’t about to let a visiting fireman walk out with a poor impression of our police department.

Carl got the silent order to pull in his horns. Rising, he went over to the supply cabinet against the wall and returned with a complaint form. Sitting down again, he wrote, “Harold Warner,” on the line where it said: “Name of complainant.”

The he asked mildly, “Local address?”

“The Hotel Leland. Room 318.”

Carl wrote that down and looked at me for the next question. I said, “Now just what happened, Mr. Warner?”

Warner said, “The girl came to my room about eleven-thirty last night. She said her name was Kitty, but she didn’t give a last name. She was about twenty-five, five feet four, around a hundred and fifteen pounds. She had dark hair and eyes, a very pretty face and was built like a Coca-Cola bottle. I gave her fifty dollars to spend the night.”

“Any distinguishing marks?”

“Yes, one. She had a small tattoo in the shape of a heart on her left hip.”

Carl said sourly, “You left the light on, huh?”

Warner looked at him with an expression suggesting that he didn’t find Carl any more charming than Carl found him. He said curtly, “I got my fifty dollars worth. It’s the five hundred I’m complaining about.” He turned back to me. “At four in the morning I woke to find her gone. I checked my wallet and found all my money gone too.”

I said, “This was around five hundred dollars?”

“Exactly five hundred. I counted it shortly before she arrived. I had nine fifties, three twenties, three tens and two fives.”

“That’s five-fifty,” Carl said.

Warner gave him an irritated glance. “I gave the girl one of the fifties. That left exactly five hundred in the wallet. There was a little over a dollar in change lying on my dresser, but she didn’t bother with that.”

I asked, “How’d you get in contact with this girl?”

“Through one of the bellhops.”

“Know his name or number?”

Warner shook his head. “They all look alike to me. I phoned the desk about eleven P.M. and asked for a bellhop. When he showed, I asked if he could arrange for a woman. He said sure, and about a half-hour later Kitty showed up.”

I waited until Carl had this all written down, then asked, “Anything more you can tell us?”

After thinking for a moment, Warner said, “I guess that’s the whole story. You think you can locate this girl?”

“We’ll do our best. How long you expect to be in town?”

“Tonight and tomorrow night.”

I said, “If we find her at all, it should be by then. We’ll ring you at the hotel as soon as we learn anything.”

Carl pushed the complaint form before Warner and laid his pen next to it. “Just sign the bottom line, please.”

The man looked at him as though he thought Carl were nuts. “I’m not affixing my signature to anything, Sergeant.”

Carl frowned at him. “It’s Corporal, mister. And why not? We can’t prosecute this girl without a signed complaint.”

Warner took his hands off his knees and rose to his feet. “Who wants her prosecuted? I’m a married man, Corporal, and have considerable social position in Houston. You think I want my name in the paper as complainant against a common whore? All I want is my money back.”

Carl said, “The theft of five hundred dollars is grand larceny, and that’s a felony. Once you report a crime, it isn’t your decision as to whether or not the suspect will be prosecuted.”

“You mean you’d force me to testify in court?”

He was getting a bad opinion of us again. I poured oil by saying. “We won’t inconvenience you any more than necessary, Mr. Warner. We try to be co-operative with out-of-town visitors. If we find the girl, I think we can settle things quietly.”

He looked mollified. “That’s more like it. If one of your local businessmen got rolled by a whore in Houston, I’m sure the Houston police wouldn’t embarrass him by dragging him into court and making him publicly admit he’d paid her to go to bed with him. They’d just get his money back.”

“We’re just as friendly as the Houston police,” I assured him. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Of course, it really isn’t the money itself I’m concerned about,” he said. “It’s the principle of the thing.”

Carl made a grunting noise.

Warner glanced at him, then back at me, deciding to ignore Carl. “I know that’s a trite comment, but it happens to be true. I happen to be pretty well off, and five hundred dollars means very little to me. But I hate to be made a sucker. I feel much the same way about this as I do about nuisance suits.”

I said, “I don’t think I follow you.”

“My company pioneered in plastic wall and floor tiles,” he explained. “Any time a large company comes out with a new product or a new technique, you can depend on a few nuisance suits from crackpots who claim their ideas were stolen. The simplest way to dispose of these is to settle out of court for a few hundred dollars. But I’ve always refused to be cheated. I’ve always fought nuisance suits, even when the legal costs ran several times what out-of-court settlements would have cost. I feel the same way about this girl. It isn’t that I want the money back so much as that I don’t want her to have it. Can you understand that?”

“I guess,” I said doubtfully.

“It took a good deal of courage to come in here and make a report. I suppose most men in a circumstance such as this would quietly take the loss rather than embarrass themselves by admitting they patronized a whore.”

“We don’t get many such complaints,” I admitted. “But I imagine you aren’t the first one to get rolled.”

“Exactly,” he said. “I’m just the first one with guts enough to do something about it. You’ll phone me at the hotel then, Corporal, as soon as you find this woman?”

“Sergeant,” I said. “Yeah, we’ll phone you.”

When he had left, Carl said, “You certainly bent over backward to be nice to that creep. What’s the matter with you?”

“I’m bucking for lieutenant,” I said. “What would it get us to send him back to Houston with a grudge against the department? It doesn’t cost anything to be nice.”

“Now you’re sounding like Captain Spangler. You must be bucking for a promotion.”

Captain Maurice Spangler headed the Vice, Gambling and Narcotics Division. He was a good cop, but he was also a wily politician. You have to be to make captain in St. Cecilia. He was widely known in the department for his ability to pat the right backs and avoid stepping on the wrong toes.

I growled, “You’re bucking for a poke in the nose.”

Carl grinned at me. “That’s more like your old self. You owe me a dollar for that gin.”

Harold Warner’s interruption of the game had made me forget that, but I might have known Carl wouldn’t. He only forgets when I win. Drawing out my wallet, I tossed him a dollar bill and rose from my seat.

“Time to go to work,” I said. “Let’s roll over to the Hotel Leland.”





CHAPTER 2

The Leland is St. Cecilia’s top hotel. On a cop’s salary you don’t get into such places often, but the previous fall I had spent a week there at city expense on an undercover assignment, so I knew the place fairly well. The day bell captain, whose name was Ernie, remembered me.

“How are you, Mr. Rudd?” he said politely when we stopped at his desk. “Nice to see you back.”

My former tenancy at the hotel had been merely part of a front I was putting on to impress a female member of the marijuana set, and hadn’t involved the hotel itself. Apparently the employees were still under the impression that I was a New York playboy. I disillusioned Ernie by showing him my badge.

“You’re a cop?” he said with his mouth open.

“Uh-huh. Like to look at your log for last night.”

“You are Mr. Rudd, aren’t you?” he asked, puzzled.

“Sergeant Rudd of the Vice Squad. I don’t feel like going into a lot of explanations, Ernie. Just get the log.”

Still looking amazed, he pushed a loose-leaf notebook toward me. “Be my guest, Sergeant.”

The pages of the loose-leaf notebook were divided into three columns. The first showed time of day, the second room number and the third the number assigned to the bellhop who had answered the call. The previous night’s log showed that bellhop number three had been sent to room 318 at 11:03 P.M.

“Who’s number three?” I asked.

Ernie wasn’t familiar with the night crew assignments and had to look it up in a card file. “Henry Poole,” he announced.

“Got his address on that card?”

“Sure,” he said with a grin. “The Hotel Leland, room 102.” He pointed. “Right down the hall.” Then his grin faded. “Is he in some kind of trouble the management ought to know about?”

I said, “If he is, we’ll let the management know. Don’t run to tell tales. Okay?”

He shrugged. “If that’s the way you want it.”

“That’s the way we want it,” I assured him.

As we started down the indicated hall, Carl said, “You’re a nicer guy than I am.”

“How you figure?”

“I wouldn’t worry about a bellhop who runs whores on the side being called on the carpet to explain why cops are looking him up. I’d figure that’s a hazard of his sideline.”

“I’m not any nicer than you are,” I said, “just smarter. I want something to hold over the bellhop’s head in case he doesn’t feel like talking. He probably wouldn’t give us the time of day if he thought he was going to lose his job anyway.”

We stopped in front of room 102 and I rapped on the door. A few moments passed before it was opened by a little guy with tousled red hair and a sleepy expression. He wore a robe over pajamas. I didn’t remember him, and if he remembered me, as a former guest of the hotel, it didn’t show in his expression.

“You Henry Poole?” I inquired.

“Uh-huh.” He rubbed his eyes. “You know it’s only ten A.M. and I work nights? You woke me up.”

This wasn’t literally true, because he was still only half awake. I showed him my badge, which woke him up the rest of the way. A wary expression came over his face.

“Want to invite us in?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said, hurriedly stepping back from the door.

We walked in and he shut the door behind us. Apparently the rooms along this hall were reserved for hotel employees, for this one wasn’t nearly as elaborate or big as the one I had occupied at city expense. It was clean enough, but it was about the size of a large closet and was furnished with nothing but a single bed, a wooden chair and a small dresser.

Henry Poole waved vaguely in the direction of the unmade bed and the chair next to it. “Sit down, officers.”

“We’ll stand,” I said. “According to the bell captain’s log, you took a call from room 318 just after eleven last night.”

Poole’s expression turned even more wary. “I might have. I don’t remember all the calls I take.”

“You remember this one,” I assured him. “The guy wanted a woman. You sent him one named Kitty.”

A patently phony look of amazement crossed his face. “Me? The Leland don’t allow that kind of stuff.”

I said in a bored tone, “We know they don’t allow it. We also know you’re out of a job if they find out.”

He ran his fingers through his tousled red hair. In a rueful voice he said, “Maybe I’m already out of a job. You get my name from Ernie, the bell captain?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You might as well have gone to the manager. Ernie will be in his office now, passing the word that a couple of cops are in my room. I’ll be in the front office trying to explain it as soon as you leave.”

I shook my head. “Ernie’s been instructed to keep his mouth shut.”

“Yeah?” he said with raised brows. “That was nice of you.”

“No, it wasn’t,” I told him. “We weren’t trying to be nice. We just wanted a weapon to hold over your head. We’re not going to fool around with you, Poole. Give us a hard time and we’ll get you fired by reporting to the manager that you’re procuring on the side. Co-operate and we won’t have to talk to him. Provided you weren’t an accessory.”

“Accessory to what?”

“This Kitty rolled her client for five hundred clams.”

His eyes widened. “Why the dirty little … Listen, officer, you don’t think I’d set up a thing like that, do you?”

“You tell us.”

“I was just trying to do the guy a favor,” he said in an earnest voice. “I don’t even get a kickback for furnishing girls. It’s just a little extra service all us bellhops give male guests. Hell, the management knows we do it. As long as we handle things quiet, they look the other way. But if you turned me in, I’d get canned because they’re not about to admit to a cop they know what’s going on. How about a break?”

Carl said in a bored tone that matched mine, “Don’t try to con a couple of old pros, Poole. You get a commission on every girl you bring into the hotel. But we’re not after procurers today. We want Kitty. Come up with her last name and her address.”

He ran his fingers through his hair again. “I don’t know who they sent. I just phoned in the room number. I never even saw the girl.”

“Phoned in to who?” I asked.

He hesitated, then said reluctantly, “A guy named Artie Nowak.”

Carl and I looked at each other. If Little Artie Nowak had furnished the girl who rolled Harold Warner, it changed the whole complexion of the case—Artie was a little man with big political connections.

St. Cecilia’s police department isn’t graft-ridden, despite what the general public thinks. But it is subject to pretty heavy political influence, because the police board is politically appointed. In most areas of law enforcement the department functions honestly and efficiently. There aren’t any “protected” rackets in the sense that police officials receive pay-offs to let them alone, but there are certain rackets we overlook because of the political influence of the racketeers.

Little Artie Nowak’s call-girl operation was such a racket. The Vice Squad regularly arrested streetwalkers and raided independent cat houses, but we left Little Artie’s girls strictly alone. Pulling in one of them could get you demoted and transferred to a beat in the sticks.

The bellhop caught our exchange of glances and it gave him courage. He said, “I guess you know the name, huh?”

“We know it,” I said.

“Then you know how much pull he’s got. Little Artie don’t like his boys pushed around.”

Carl said, “You’re not one of his boys. You’re just a two-bit punk with a phone number to call. He probably doesn’t even know you’re alive. How’d you like a bat between the horns?”

“I didn’t mean nothing,” Poole said hurriedly. “I’m co-operating, ain’t I?”

I said, “What do you know about this Kitty?”

“Nothing. I told you I never even saw her.”

“You must know the name. Don’t push your luck, Poole, or I’ll drag you right across the lobby in your pajamas to the manager’s office.”

“Honest,” he said earnestly. “I don’t know any of the girls either by name or sight. I just phone in the room numbers of guys who ask for women. I wouldn’t hold back on you.”

I looked at Carl and he shrugged. I said, “Anything else you want to ask him?”

Carl shook his head.

I pulled open the door, then turned back to the bellhop. “You want us to come back and see you again?”

He examined me dubiously, shook his head. “Not particularly.”

“Then I’ll give you a tip. Pick up a phone to let Little Artie know about our conversation, and we’ll be back for more conversation.”

“I’m not planning any phone calls,” he assured me.

“You’re brighter than I thought,” I said.

I continued on out of the room. Carl followed, pulling the door shut behind him.

Out in front of the hotel Carl settled his lanky frame behind the wheel of the car and asked, “What now?”

“Drive down to Little Artie’s place.”

Carl looked at me with raised brows. “You tired of being a sergeant?”

“I’ve been working under Captain Spangler for years,” I said. “Some of his tact has rubbed off. I’ll be so diplomatic, it will turn your stomach.”

With a shrug Carl shifted into drive and pulled away from the curb.





CHAPTER 3

Little Artie Nowak ran a tavern down in the Polish section, only a couple of blocks from where I was born and where my parents and sister Julie still lived. The tavern was the least of his various interests. He ran a drag poker game in his basement, he headed the local call-girl operation and he was a ward committeeman. His political influence extended far beyond his own ward, though, because he was also the right-hand man of Nick Bartkowiak, who politically controlled all thirteen wards on the south side.

Artie’s tavern was a workingman’s joint, patronized mainly by factory workers and floozies looking for pickups. Not hustlers, because Artie didn’t allow them in his bar, even though he was a procurer himself. They were just lonely amateurs out for romance any way they could get it, willing to trade their favors for a few free drinks. I don’t know if all factory towns are like St. Cecilia, but there are so many of the amateur type in our city, it’s a wonder the professionals can make a living.

At this time of morning the tavern was deserted except for one old man at a corner table with a beer before him. Jake Stark, Artie’s bull-necked flunky, was behind the bar. Jake was a sort of general all-around assistant of the ward committeeman. He acted as part-time bartender during off hours, he supervised the basement poker game, he worked as a bouncer on nights the tavern was crowded, and he acted as Artie’s strong-arm man whenever the little man felt someone needed pushing around.

I asked Jake if Artie was around.

Jake yelled in a booming bass, “Hey, Artie!”

Little Artie Nowak appeared from the kitchen with a cup of coffee in his hand. He was a diminutive man, no more than five feet four and weighing about a hundred and thirty. But he had a face like a bulldog and he walked with an Edward G. Robinson swagger. In his youth he’d fought in the lightweight class, and it was a tribute to his skill that he didn’t have a mark on his face. I saw him fight a couple of times, years back. He had both speed and a punch, but the racket boys got to him early and he quit the ring in disgust when he found he had to win or lose on order. I always thought he might have eventually gone for the title if he had been under cleaner management.

Artie was in shirt sleeves with no tie, but he still managed to create an impression of immaculate dress, probably because he wore hundred-dollar slacks, a fifty-dollar silk shirt and shoes with a glittering shine.

Coming over to the end of the bar about ten feet from us, he set down his coffee cup and said, “Hi, Matt.” Then he looked at Carl.

“This is my partner, Carl Lincoln,” I said. “You know Artie, Carl?”

Carl said, “I’ve seen him around.” Artie merely nodded.

Jake Stark said, “You guys want something to drink?”

I shook my head. “We’re on duty.”

Artie hiked his eyebrows. “This ain’t just a social call?”

“Not exactly. We’re looking for a girl.”

Artie took a sip of his coffee. “You won’t find any here now. Come back about ten tonight and you can take your pick.”

“We’re looking for a specific one,” I said. “A call girl named Kitty. Dark eyes and hair, about twenty-five, five feet four, a hundred and fifteen pounds. She has a small heart-shaped tattoo on her left hip.”

Artie’s eyes narrowed. “What makes you think I’d know anything about call girls?”

“Nothing,” I said easily. “Her profession is incidental. We have information she lives in this ward. You know everybody in the ward, so we thought we’d ask.”

“Oh.” His expression was still wary, but his eyes were no longer narrowed. “What’s she done?”

“She rolled an out-of-town businessman at the Leland last night. It’s bad advertising for the city.”

The little man frowned. “She rolled him for how much?”

“Five hundred. On top of a fifty-dollar fee. The guy didn’t object to the fee. It was the fringe benefits she collected that made him mad.”

I had figured that Little Artie wouldn’t like the idea of one of his girls rolling a customer, and his expression indicated I had figured right. His face grew cold. “This John put in an official beef?”

If I hadn’t already known he was up to his ears in the call-girl racket, this question would have tipped me off. The gray world of prostitution has a vocabulary all its own. To prostitutes and procurers, customers are always Johns, but I’ve never heard anyone outside of the profession use the term.

I said, “Uh-huh.”

“That is kind of bad advertising,” Artie said. “We wouldn’t want visiting firemen spreading the word that St. Cecilia is a clip town. I don’t know this girl, but I’ll inquire around and let you hear what I find out. How long’s this John going to be in town?”

“Through tomorrow night.”

“He want her prosecuted for theft?”

I shook my head. “All he wants is his money back. He doesn’t want any part of a courtroom, because he’s a married man and he doesn’t want to advertise his sins. And all we’re interested in is sending him back to Houston with a better impression of the town than he has right now.”

I was being about as subtle as a sledge hammer, but I wanted to leave no doubt in Artie’s mind that we weren’t interfering in his call-girl operation; our only interest was in one girl who had stepped out of line.

The little man mused for a moment, then said to Jake Stark, “You know this girl they’re talking about, Jake?”

Jake gave his head a definite shake. “Not me.”

“Wasn’t there a little brunette named Kitty in here one night a while back?”

Jake, realizing his employer wanted him to remember the girl, let an enlightened expression grow on his face. “Yeah, now that I think of it. Couple of weeks ago. She was a hustler too. I heard her proposition some guy and threw her out.” To Carl and me he said righteously, “We don’t allow that kind of stuff around here.”

The old man in the corner said in a high voice, “I don’t remember you throwing no girl out, Jake.”

Jake said, “You wasn’t here, Dinny.”

“I’m always here,” the old man said. “I ain’t missed a night in three years, except that time I was in the hospital.”

“You probably was in the can, Dinny,” Artie said in an affable tone. “You spend half your time there. Why don’t you go to the can now?”

“Just went a while back.”

“Then shut up and drink your beer.” Artie turned back to Jake. “Know where this Kitty lives?”

The bartender, not sure how he was supposed to answer this, hedged. “I can find out easy. Half a dozen customers seemed to know her.”

Little Artie pulled a thick roll of bills from his side pocket. “How much exactly did she roll this John for?”

“Five hundred on the nose,” I said. “He claims he counted what he had just before she arrived, and there were nine fifties, three twenties, three tens and two fives in his wallet. He paid her a fifty-dollar bill, so that left an even five hundred.”

Peeling off four hundreds and two fifties, Artie laid them on the bar. “I guess we got her tabbed, Matt. You pay off this John and I’ll collect from her.”

Moving up to the end of the bar, I picked up the money. “Sure you’ll be able to collect from her?”

“I’ll collect,” he assured me. “This way you won’t be bothered having to talk to her.”

That was his polite way of telling me he preferred to handle the matter without further police interference. I felt a little sorry for the girl. She had violated the rules and probably was in for a beating. But it had been the only way to handle the matter without being called on the carpet by the police commissioner for treading on powerful political toes.

I said, “I’ll get a receipt from the guy and mail it to you.”

“Don’t bother,” Artie told me. “I know you’re honest.”

“I’ll get it anyway,” I said. “See you around.”

“Sure. Drop in any time. Nice to have met you, Lincoln.”

Carl gave him a meaningless smile.

Outside in the car again, Carl gave me a look of mock admiration and said, “You are bucking for lieutenant. That performance was as slippery as anything the old man ever pulled.”

“Head back to the Leland,” I told him.

It was eleven-thirty when we got back to the hotel. Harold Warner didn’t answer when we had the desk ring his room. I had noticed a sign in the center of the lobby listing the agenda for the Tile and Plastic Manufacturers’ Convention, and we went back to check that. There was a meeting in the Rose Room from 10:30 to 11:30 A.M., then a luncheon scheduled for noon in the dining room.

I said to Carl, “We ought to be able to catch him between events,” then led the way to the Rose Room.

The meeting was just breaking up and delegates were streaming from the Rose Room in the direction of the bar. About sixty men passed us as we stood to one side, but Harold Warner wasn’t among them. When they stopped coming from the Rose Room, I peeked in the door. The room was empty except for a cleaning woman emptying ash trays.

Assuming that Warner must have been among the first out, and that we had missed him, we checked the barroom. He wasn’t there either.

“Maybe he went up to his room for a minute before lunch,” Carl suggested.

We had the desk ring his room again, but there was still no answer. Giving up, I left a note in his box asking him to phone me at headquarters.

Outside, Carl looked up at the soot-gray sky and said, “Maybe she rolled him for transportation out of this stinking town. Seems a shame to louse her up if she did.”

“Don’t disparage my birthplace,” I said.

“Mine too. You know I’ve heard that when an autopsy is performed on a St. Cecilia native, the lungs are gray instead of pink.”

“You’ll feel better after lunch,” I told him. “We’ll go somewhere that has air conditioning.”
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