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Dead Set

She wore a thin wisp of a bikini that was doing a half-hearted job of containing her full, tip-tilted breasts, a matching V of material was draped precariously high on her hips to converge between her thighs. Instead of concealing, the outfit had the effect of revealing.

Her hair was the color of a newly risen sun, complementing the icy blue of her eyes. Her sun-tanned face, free of any make-up, gleamed in the glaring sunshine, the bright red gash of her lips split occasionally to reveal the sparkling white of her teeth.

Johnny Liddell lounged in the chair alongside the pool, idly watched the effortless flow of her muscles as she worked her way down to him. Several times during her trip down the length of the pool she stopped to exchange a few words with some of the guests. Some he recognized from the regular appearances of their faces in movie magazines and Sunday supplements, some were more familiar to him from mugg shots in the various police files.

It was a typical Hollywood party.

Lydia Johnson was this year’s Marilyn Monroe — a few years ago completely unknown, this year, by the alchemy of constant publicity, a sensation. The movie magazine that had failed to adorn its cover with her likeness during the past year was as rare as a war novel without four-letter words. The tilt of her breast was more familiar to the average American male than the name of the Secretary of State.

And she was in trouble.

Liddell waited until she had traversed the entire length of the pool to where he sprawled, then swung his legs off the chair so she could sit down. From close, she smelled almost as good as she looked.

“Having fun?”

“That what I’m here for?” Liddell brought a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of his beach robe, shook two loose. He offered one to the girl, waited until she had fitted it between her lips and touched a match to it.

She took a long drag. The smoke dribbled from between half-parted lips. “Partly. But mostly because I need your help. I’m being blackmailed, Liddell, and I’m pretty sure the people behind it are here today.” Her eyes finished their circuit of the pool, came back to his. “Meet me in the library in about twenty minutes. I’ll tell you all about it.”

Liddell lit his cigarette, blew the smoke upward in a feathery tendril. “Any idea which one in this mob scene is the heavy?”

The carrot-top replaced the fixed smile on her face, shook her head prettily. “Ideas, no proof. I can’t talk about it any more right now. I’ll see you inside.” She took a last drag on the cigarette, ground it out in the tray next to the chair. “In twenty minutes.”

Liddell lay back in the chair, watched the easy motion of the redhead’s hips from the rear as she finished her tour of the guests.

He stood up, drew his beach robe tighter around his middle, walked down to where a foursome sat under a colored umbrella at a small, pool-side table.

The girls were standard products of the Hollywood glamour mill — blond, sleek, big-breasted and expensive-looking. The taller of the two men, in an open-necked sport shirt and fawn slacks, looked up as Liddell stopped at the table. His long black hair was split in a three-quarter part, slicked back over his head. His eyes were big, brown and liquid, his mouth petulant, with a slightly purple tinge. His eyes narrowed in surprise when he recognized Liddell.

“Look who’s here, Angelo,” he grunted to his short, paunchier partner. “Liddell, the super snooper.”

The man called Angelo rubbed the flat of his palm over the almost hairless pate of his head, scowled at the private detective. “Off your beat, ain’t you, shamus? I thought we got rid of you when we shook the dust of 47th and Main off our shoes. What are you doing out here?”

Uninvited, Liddell pulled a chair from an adjoining table, dropped into it.

“Sit down,” the paunchy man growled; “be my guest.”

Liddell grinned at him and helped himself to a cigarette from the pack on the table. “So this is where you boys holed up after you left town?”

“Holed up?” Angelo growled. “What kind of holed up? Me and the kid here, we figure business is moving west so we move with it.” He turned to the girls. “You kids run along for a few minutes. We got a lot of old times to talk over with the shamus here.”

With obvious appreciation, he watched the rear view as the girls scampered toward the bar at the far end of the pool and returned his attention to Liddell with reluctance.

“One thing I got to say for you, shamus. You travel first class. This Lydia Johnson broad, this is nothing but the best. This year.”

Liddell nodded. “A nice piece of goods,” he conceded. “She sure came up in a hurry. Who’s behind her?”

Angelo shrugged his shoulders, looked to the moist-eyed man on his left. “You hear something about someone being behind the Carrot Top, Marty?” When the sleek-haired man pursed his lips, shook his head. Angelo turned back to Liddell. “We don’t hear nothing about this, Liddell. So maybe nobody’s behind her. The broad’s got talent sticking out all over her. You can see that. No?” He exposed dingy teeth in a lewd smile. “Real talent.”

Liddell’s eyes hopscotched around the pool. “I see a few of the other boys around. Eddie Match, Leo Sullivan. Sort of an Old Home Week?”

Angelo swabbed at the light film of perspiration on his forehead with the back of a hairy hand. “Like I said, shamus, all the action is out here these days. The Big Town’s got nothing left for a guy who likes to live good. This is the life — plenty broads, plenty sunshine. A man gets used to living like this real easy. Right, Marty?”

Marty bobbed his head obediently. “Right, Ange.”

Angelo broke off at a signal from Marty, turned to greet an overdressed female of indeterminate age who was flouncing from table to table. When she approached their table, it was evident that a heavy make-up job was fighting a losing battle with wrinkles and crow’s feet.

“Angelo, I just wanted to tell you we dropped by your place in the Valley last night. Divine, my dear, absolutely divine. Catch my 11:15 broadcast tonight, I’m sure you’ll be delighted with what I have to say about it.” She eyed Liddell curiously. “Another of your colleagues? I can see he’s from back East by his complexion.”

“Just a character I knew in the Big Town, Laura. Liddell make the acquaintance of Miss St. Clair. What she don’t know about this town ain’t worth knowing. Ain’t that right, Marty?”

Marty went through the necessary head-bobbing motions.

“I’ve heard your broadcasts and I’ve read your columns, Miss St. Clair,” Liddell told her. “I’m glad to meet you.”

“Angelo, you disappoint me,” the faded woman scolded. “Here I thought all your friends were characters and you spring a straight man on me. Actually speaks English.”

“You meet all kinds,” the stocky man grunted. “Besides, Liddell ain’t a friend in a strict manner of speaking. He’s a shamus I used to run into back East once in a while.”

The columnist’s eyes were alive and interested behind the enameled façade of her make-up. “A shamus? That’s a private detective, isn’t it?” She dropped her voice, lowered her face conspiratorially. “Have you got something juicy for Laura, Mr. Liddell? The boys will tell you I always protect a source — and I pay well for exclusives.”

Liddell shook his head. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not working. Just taking a breather before going back East. I haven’t been doing anything more glamorous than tracking down a movie-struck kid — ”

The columnist’s eyes narrowed. “But you rated an invitation to a Lydia Johnson party. Possibly you knew her before she became a star? Tell me, Liddell, is it true that — ”

Liddell took a last drag on his cigarette, made a production of crushing it out. “As a matter of fact, I just happened to meet her through a mutual friend. She mentioned the party and it sounded like a nice way to kill an afternoon.”

The columnist managed to look miffed. “Possibly you think it’s none of my business?” Before Liddell could answer, she snapped, “Everything that happens in this town is my business. If you did have anything on the fire, or if you hope to do any business in this town, you might find it worthwhile to co-operate with Laura.” Her eyes flicked to the other two at the table and back. “Most people do.” She nodded to Angelo and Marty, flounced on to the next table.

“You used to get along good with the press.” Marty grinned, when the woman was out of earshot. “You’re sure losing your touch.”

“A dame like that’s not the press. She’s a walking scandal factory.” Liddell checked his wristwatch. “I know it will break you all up, but I’m going to have to tear myself away.”

“I’ll live,” Angelo grunted.

Liddell skirted the other tables that lined the pool, headed for the portable bar at the end. He ordered a Smirnoff and tonic, watched while the man in the white jacket made a big deal of tilting the vodka bottle over the ice cubes. Back at the table he had just left, Angelo and Marty had their heads together. Angelo was doing most of the talking, Marty’s head bobbing in agreement.

The private detective finished his drink, set the glass down on the bar, wandered toward a set of french windows that led into a small playroom. The air in here was cool, fragrant. He crossed the playroom to a door that opened on a larger room that was half library, half den.
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Lydia Johnson had draped a chenille robe around her, sat huddled in a comfortable looking overstuffed library chair. She had a tall drink in her hand that clinked when she waved to Liddell.

“Close the door so we won’t be disturbed.” When he had swung the door shut behind him, she waved to the built-in bar. “Help yourself.”

“Met a couple of old friends while I was waiting,” he told her while he spilled some Smirnoff into a glass, dumped in some ice and washed it down with tonic. “Angelo Russo and his yes-man Marty. They introduced me to a she-vulture named Laura St. Clair.”

“That woman gives me the willies. Always prying.”

Liddell took his drink, crossed the room to a chair facing her. “A couple of other guests interested me. Eddie Match and Leo Sullivan. Quite a select crew.”

The redhead shrugged. “Everybody out here knows Angelo. He runs one of the best gambling traps out here. Everybody who counts gives the place a big play.” She swirled the liquid around in her glass. “Eddie Match is a big agent out here these days. Didn’t you know that?”

Liddell grunted. “The only thing I ever heard of Match agenting was a stag or a smoker.”

“He still peddles flesh, but he gets paid better for it these days.” She ran her fingers through her hair, brushed it back from her forehead. “Liddell, I’m going to lay all the cards on the table. Back before I hit the big time, I did some work for Eddie Match.”

Liddell took a deep sip from his glass, waited.

“Now that I’m on top, it’s popped up to louse me up. Bad.”

“What is it? Pictures?”

The girl got up, walked to the desk, took a key from the top drawer. She moved back an oil painting, revealing a wall safe. She used the key, opened the safe, dug into its interior. When she turned around she had two envelopes in her hand. She walked over, tossed them into Liddell’s lap.

“You’ll have to remember that I was just a kid. And hungry.” She walked to the window, pulled back the drape and stared out across the well-kept lawn while he opened the first envelope.

It was a manuscript titled “When Lydia Johnson Was a Call Girl — She Was the ‘Specialty’ of the House.” Liddell skimmed through the article, growled deep in his throat.

“They want you to pay off on this? They’re nuts. Nobody would touch this thing with a six-foot pole.”

“You’d better take a look at the art to illustrate it. In the other envelope.” She didn’t turn from the window.

Liddell dumped a batch of 4 x 5 prints from the other envelope, flipped through them, whistled soundlessly.

“You must have been more than hungry to pose for pix like these. You must have been nuts.”

“They weren’t posed. We did a show sometimes — they must have been shot then.” She let the drape fall back into place, turned around. “All right, they have me cold. I don’t know how much they want, they haven’t set the figure yet.” She picked up a cigarette from the table, stuck it between her lips, smoked with short, angry puffs. “I’ll go for the payoff because I have no choice. That’s what I need you for, Liddell. I want you to make the payoff. But I want to make sure it’s a one-time deal.”

Liddell returned the prints to the envelope, read through the article more carefully. “You said you have no idea who’s behind this?”

“An idea. No proof.” The cigarette drooped from the corner of her mouth when she talked. “Eddie Match booked those shows, and, while he never showed up personally, Leo Sullivan was always front row center.”

“Angelo fit in the picture?”

“I think so. I’ve been taking a good look at those pictures. Don’t those decorations in the room look familiar?”

Liddell grinned. “I hadn’t noticed. You kept getting in the way.”

“Well, I did. I’m positive those pictures were taken in the private room on the third floor of the place Angelo used to run on 47th Street when he was operating in New York.”

“Then any one of them could have arranged for the pictures to be taken. Anybody else here at the party?”

The redhead rubbed the outside of her arms as though to massage some warmth into them. “They’re the only ones out there that I know have any idea I was a call girl.”

Liddell tossed the envelopes on an end table. “I don’t know if paying off is a good idea, baby. You can never be sure it’s the last installment. There are plenty of ways to pull a double cross.”

“I’ve got to take that chance. If I don’t, and that manuscript falls into the hands of a scandal magazine, they’d have a picnic with it. And if they’ve got those pictures to back it up, I couldn’t even open my mouth.” She chain-lit a fresh butt, dropped into the chair dispiritedly. “This is no nude calendar or leg art, mister. If this gets out, I’m through for good.”

“And if you start paying off, you may be hooked for good. Your only out is for us to find out who has the negatives and any other prints and discourage them.”

The girl licked at her lips. “You think you could?”

“It’s worth a try.”

The redhead got up from her chair, walked over to where he stood, laid her hand on his arm. “Look, Liddell, I’m not putting on the wronged innocence act. Those are pictures of me and, while I’m not proud of them, I’m not yelling frame. I’m just asking to be let off the hook.”

“Don’t worry, baby, I’m almost shockproof. Making a living that way isn’t an easy way to keep groceries on the table, that’s for sure. But it’s a much more honest living than the guy who tries to bleed you for those groceries.”

Her hand tightened on his arm. “I don’t have to tell you how grateful I’ll be for anything you can do.”

“What’s the best time to see Angelo at his place?”

“Eleven, eleven-thirty. You’ve got plenty of time.”

Liddell reached over, kissed the half-open lips. They were soft, moist. She melted against him, held him close. After a moment, he drew back.

“What about your guests?”

The redhead shrugged. “You know Hollywood parties. As long as the liquor holds out, they don’t care if they never see the sucker that’s lifting the tab.”

Liddell reached down caught her lightly in his arms, walked toward the couch. The robe fell open. The brown of her body was criss-crossed by two contrasting white strips outlining the shape of the bikini.
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Johnny Liddell took the coastal highway south, a tortuous route that seemed to hug the shoreline most of the way. Somewhere beyond the black abyss that yawned off to the right there was a rumble of surf and the hissing sound of water retreating from the beach.

When his headlights picked out the brass sign announcing Angelo’s he swung off the macadam through two large stone pillars onto a crushed bluestone driveway which wound and curved its way through a row of trees to the house.

Angelo’s turned out to be a sprawling old building that looked like any old home that had been kept up. Shrubs and lawns seemed to be in good condition, and the house itself was bathed in the glow of hidden spotlights. He pulled up to the canopied entrance, turned the rented car over to a uniformed attendant.

The main hall of the place was filled with small groups of patrons, mostly in evening dress. Overhead, a pall of smoke stirred restlessly in the breeze from the opened door.

Off to the left, one of the original parlors had been converted into a lounge with a bar running the length of one wall. Liddell ambled in, found himself some elbow room at the bar.

He ordered a bourbon on the rocks, turned his back to the bar and looked around. To judge by the number of reel-life faces he recognized in the place, Angelo had obviously become well accepted by the movie colony. When the bartender slid the drink across to him. Liddell dropped a five on the bar.

“Angelo show yet?”

The bartender raised his eyebrows. “Mr. Angelo is here every night, sir. You a friend of his?”

Liddell nodded. “From New York. Name’s Liddell.”

The bartender picked up the bill from alongside the drink, shuffled to the far end of the bar, rang it up. He was back in a moment with the change. Liddell gave no sign that he saw when the barman a few minutes later picked up a phone from under the bar, muttered a few words into it.

Liddell was just on the verge of ordering a refill when a two-hundred-pound fashion plate in a midnight-blue tuxedo, sporting a red carnation in his buttonhole, sidled up to him. “Mr. Liddell?” Liddell nodded.

“Mr. Angelo will see you in his office.” The way Blue Tuxedo said it, it sounded like getting invited into Mr. Angelo’s office was like getting a free pass from St. Peter. “If you’ll just come this way.”

The office was at the end of the corridor leading off the entrance hall. The man in the tuxedo rapped on a door stenciled Private and waited. After a moment, it was opened by Marty, who dismissed the man in the tuxedo with a nod.

The room beyond was comfortably furnished with large, easy chairs, a few tables scattered around. The illumination was provided entirely by lamps, giving the room a warm, intimate glow.

Angelo was sprawled in an easy chair, his feet propped up on a low table. He watched Liddell enter with no show of enthusiasm. Somewhere a radio was spilling soft dance music into the room.

“I thought we said good-by at the pool this afternoon, shamus,” he growled. “We figured you’d be on your way back East by now. Didn’t we, Marty?”

Marty, leaning against the door, nodded.

“You didn’t think I’d leave without coming out to take a look at your place, did you?”

Angelo reached into a humidor and brought up a cigar. He bit off the end, spat it at the waste basket. “Okay, so now you seen it.”

Liddell grinned. “You know, Angelo, it’s like you said. This place grows on you. I might stay a while.”

The man in the chair stuck the unlit cigar in his mouth, rolled it in the center of his lips between thumb and forefinger. “This ain’t your kind of town, Liddell. I don’t think the climate would agree with you.”

The radio started spouting a commercial.

“You seem to be thriving,” Liddell walked over to the humidor, selected a cigar, held it to his nose, then dropped it back in the box.

Angelo scowled at him. “You and me, we’re two different kinds of guys. Me, I keep my nose out of other people’s business. Like that, like you say, a guy could thrive in this climate.” He chewed on his cigar reflectvely. “Only you never learned how to do that.”

“Sounds dull.”

Angelo stretched his feet out, contemplated the high gloss on his shoes. “So you figure you’re tough, you can’t get hurt. But sometimes when people blow the whistle, they’re the ones get hurt.”

“You mean my client might get hurt if I don’t lay off?”

The man in the chair pulled the cigar from between his teeth, examined the soggy end, pasted a stray leaf back with the tip of his tongue. “Who even knew you had a client?” His eyes rolled up from the cigar to Liddell. “I’m just saying it never did pay to run and yell copper. Even to a shamus. It could make a guy real unpopular.”

“A guy?”

Angelo shrugged. “Or a doll. There are guys get their kicks working over dolls. To them, guys or dolls, it don’t make no difference. That’s the way they get their kicks.”

“Like Leo Sullivan?”

“Why don’t you ask Leo?”

The announcer on the radio boomed, “ — and here she is, the Boswell of the Hollywoods, that see-all, know-all, tell-all reporter, Laura St. Clair.” There was a brief fanfare of canned music, then the cloying voice of the columnist filled the room.

Angelo held his hand up. “Just a minute. She’s supposed to give the joint a plug tonight. I want to hear it.”

He sat, the unlit cigar clenched between his teeth, nodding his head in obvious agreement while the voice on the radio drooled superlatives about his operation. When she finally switched to another subject, Angelo signaled to Marty.

“Not a bad plug. But turn her off. That voice of hers gives me bumps.” He turned his attention back to Liddell. “I’m going to give you some advice for free, shamus. Don’t crowd us. We don’t want no trouble out here, but if we got to have trouble we know how to handle it. Right, Marty?”

The other man’s head bobbed obediently.

“Okay, as long as we’re giving out with the free advice — me, I get nervous when anybody crowds a client of mine. Real nervous. And when I get nervous, somebody gets hurt.”

The man in the chair swung his feet off the low table, they hit the floor with a thud. “You’re threatening Angelo?” He hit his chest with the back of his hand. He got up, walked over to Liddell, stuck his face so close the private detective could smell the garlic on his breath. “Nobody comes into my joint to threaten Angelo.”

Liddell studied the club man’s face. The years away from New York had made a lot of changes in Angelo, Liddell realized. The wolfishness of his face was blurred by a soft overlay of fat. Flat, lusterless eyes still peered from under heavily veined, thickened eyelids, but the soft pouches under them took away the old menace.

Liddell put his hand against the stocky man’s chest and shoved. Angelo reeled backwards; the low table caught him behind the knees, dumped him in a tangle of arms and legs on the floor.

Marty’s hand dipped into his pocket, reappeared with an open switchblade. He shuffled toward Liddell flat-footedly, the blade of the knife upward in the approved knife fighter fashion.

“You’re pushing your luck too far, snooper,” he growled.

He circled the private detective warily for a moment, then made a sudden lunge. Liddell side-stepped, caught his wrist as the knife whizzed past and twisted.

Marty screamed with pain, spun through the air and landed in a heap at Liddell’s feet, the knife skidding across the floor. The private detective reached down, caught a handful of Marty’s hair and pulled him to his feet. He sank his left to the cuff in the other man’s midsection, chopped viciously at the side of his ear. Marty hit the floor face first, and didn’t move.

Liddell walked over to where the knife lay, picked it up, tested the point on the ball of his thumb. He turned to where Angelo was painfully pulling himself to his feet.

“We’re not saying we’re not in the market to buy,” Liddell grunted. “But like they say in the ads — all sales are final.”

Angelo’s eyes hopscotched sullenly from the knife to Liddell’s face and back. “We’ve got nothing to sell but grief, shamus.” He nodded to where Marty lay. “In your case, Marty’s liable to want to make it real cheap. Even give it away.”

Liddell stepped across the prostrate form of Marty, knife in hand. As he neared Angelo, the club man flattened back against the wall.

“Wait a minute, Liddell, don’t do anything crazy. I told you I got nothing to sell.” The perspiration was glistening on his upper lip, beads were forming on his forehead. “That’s not my line. You know that. I got wheels and the tables downstairs. That’s plenty for me.”

“Whose line is it, Angelo?”

The stocky man licked at his lips. “I don’t stool.”

Liddell touched the point of the blade to the soft fat that hung under the other man’s neck, nicked the skin. Angelo grunted, touched his finger to the nick, brought away a drop of blood.

“Who’s selling?”

“Maybe a buy isn’t what’s up. Maybe nobody’s selling.”

Liddell scowled. “You trying to tell me something?”

The club operator shook his head. “I’m not telling you anything. You figure it out for yourself. How much can a real operator get from a take on the black? Two, three, maybe five gees tops? A dame that’s the hottest property in town right now under a management contract is good for twenty times that. Maybe more.”

Liddell lowered the knife. “So that’s the gimmick. The shake is just the softener-upper?”

“You didn’t get that from me, shamus. I’m no stool.”

Liddell grinned at him. “You could fool me.”

4

Lydia Johnson was sitting by the pool when Johnny Liddell returned to her place in Beverly Hills. She wore a light-blue dressing gown that made it highly debatable that she wore anything under it. She listened to Liddell’s report on the interview with Angelo and frowned.

“Eddie Match?” She chewed on the end of a highly shellacked nail, considered it. “Then it won’t be money they’ll want, it’ll be a management contract.”

Liddell sat on the end of the chair, nodded. “That’s the way it sounds. What kind of a stable does Match have anyway?”

“A lot of big names. He keeps adding all the time.” The frown between the girl’s eyes grew deeper. “You think that’s the way he gets all his clients? By blackmail?”

Liddell shrugged. “I don’t know how else a pimp could get to be a top talent agent so quickly otherwise.”

The girl winced at the word “pimp.” She reached for a cigarette, tapped it on the arm of the chair. “One way or another it looks like I’m cut out to peddle my wares for Eddie Match, doesn’t it?”

“How about your studio? Would they stand up if there was a showdown and those pictures were circulated?”

“I don’t know. They’ve got an awful lot invested in me, but I don’t know if they could afford to stand up against that kind of a blast.” She lit the cigarette, blew twin streams through her nostrils. “I’m over a worse barrel than I thought. I guess I’ve just wasted your time, Liddell. This isn’t going to be a single payoff deal. It looks like I’m hooked from here on in.”

Liddell growled deep in his chest. “Maybe not. I still haven’t had a talk with Match. Maybe I can persuade him to be nice.”

“Nobody, but nobody, talks Eddie Match out of a buck.”

“You’d be surprised how persuasive I can be.” Liddell reached over, took a drag from her cigarette. “Where’s the best place to run into him?”

“He has an office on Sunset. Near La Cienaga. But I don’t imagine it will do any good.” She reached over, crushed out her cigarette “I don’t suppose you heard Laura St. Clair’s broadcast tonight?”

“About Angelo’s?” Liddell grinned. “What a drool.”

The redhead shook her head. “I mean about you.”

Liddell scowled. “About me?” He shook his head. “Angelo turned it off right after the plug for his joint. What about me?”

Lydia shrugged. “Oh, she didn’t mention you by name, but she warned one of the big studios that one of its stars was flirting with bad headlines by getting mixed up with a notorious private eye. She meant me — and you. By tomorrow, the eager beavers from the studio’s publicity department will be begging Laura for details and you’ll be ruled off the track.”

“That gives us tomorrow to work on Eddie Match.”

“You’re still game? Laura can throw an awful lot of weight around. She can ruin you in this town. At least in my case the studio will try to protect an investment.”

“Like I said, we still have tomorrow.”

The redhead stared at him, grinned. “And tonight.”

She stood up, there was a soft rustle as she slid the gown back over her shoulders. Her body gleamed in the reflected light, the white strips of untanned skin in sharp contrast to the darkness of her body. Her legs were long, sensuously shaped. Full rounded thighs swelled into high-set hips, converged into a narrow waist. Her breasts were full and high, their pink tips straining upward.

“How about a swim?” Her body flashed toward the water, arched gracefully, then disappeared with a splash.

Johnny Liddell grinned, watched until the girl’s head broke the water. She flattened out on her back, beckoned to him invitingly. He kicked off his loafers, started tugging at his tie.
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At eleven the next morning, Johnny Liddell stepped out of a cab outside a white stucco four-story building on Sunset just off La Cienaga. The air was super-heated and dry from the beaming sun. He pushed through the glass doors, soaked up the coolness of the air-conditioning.

The directory in the vestibule offered the information that Edward Match Co., Artists’ Representatives, occupied Suite 406. He headed for the one-cage elevator in the rear of the lobby.

On the fourth floor, he plowed through a runner of thick red carpet to the front suite in the building. The reception room was empty except for a girl with patently bleached hair who presided over a switchboard behind a railing that cut the room in two. On the walls, giant-sized photographs of top Hollywood stars, presumably Match clients, were recessed in indirectly lighted frames.

Liddell crossed to the railing. The blonde looked up at him with no show of enthusiasm; she didn’t miss a beat on her gum.

“I want to see Match. The name’s Liddell.”

The girl jabbed at her hair with the tips of her fingers. “Do you have an appointment?”

Liddell grinned, looked around the empty office. “You kidding?”

The girl at the switchboard appeared not to hear. “I’ll see if he can see you.” She stabbed at a key, murmured into her headphone. She flicked the key upward. “He’ll see you.”

Eddie Match sat perched on the corner of a highly polished desk that dominated the private office. The end of a toothpick protruded from the corner of his mouth; his eyes were half-lidded disks of expressionless gray slate. He waited while Liddell closed the door behind him, rolled the toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other.

“Long time no see,” Liddell nodded.

“Couldn’t be too long.” Match was lean, affected carefully tailored suits that showed a complete understanding with his tailor. His hair was beginning to gray, was worn in a closely clipped crew cut. “What’s on your mind?”

“Lydia Johnson.”

Match pulled the toothpick from between his teeth, studied the macerated end incuriously. “So?”

“She’s a client. I’m just passing word around that I don’t like my clients leaned on.”

The lean man rolled his eyes upward from the toothpick to Liddell. “Meaning?”

“Somebody’s trying to hustle my client, Match. Somebody who knows her from the old days, somebody who has a batch of pictures to prove it. I understand there’s a price tag on them. We’ll go for a price tag, but with no strings.”

“I don’t make you, Liddell. I do know this. If your client wants to get back those pictures, sending a shamus around to throw muscle isn’t the way to do it.” He chewed on the toothpick. “If I were handling her-“

“Which you’re not.”
 
Match permitted himself a thin-lipped smile around the toothpick. “You never know in this town do you, peeper?” He watched Liddell make himself comfortable in a leather armchair. “Like I said, if I was handling her, maybe I could make a deal with the people who have the pictures.”

“I like my way better,” Liddell grunted.

The lean man shook his head. “You’re playing out of your league. This isn’t New York, where you get a lot of things solved with a  .45. This is Hollywood where who you know gets you what you want.”

“Maybe I can take a quick course in how to make friends.”

Match flipped the toothpick at the waste basket. “You’re a little late. Nobody in this town would touch you with a six-foot pole. Maybe you don’t listen to Laura St. Clair. But everyone else in this town does.”

“She put the finger on me, eh?”

The lean man shrugged. “It figures. Nobody wants to cross Laura by playing ball with a guy who heads her list. The studio finds out she’s talking about Lydia Johnson, they bend over backwards to make sure Lydia stays on the right side of St. Clair. The studio’s got too much dough tied up in Johnson to let her louse herself up.” He hopped off the desk, walked over to the water cooler, helped himself to a cup of water. “Who knows what’ll happen when they find out how she made her bread and butter in the old days? A smart agent might be able to keep them from doing something rash — like throwing her out on her can.”

“You mean a retired pimp? Or have you retired, Match?”

The color drained from the agent’s face. Little lumps formed on his jaw at the corners of his mouth. “I don’t have to take that kind of talk from you, peeper. You’ve been pushing your luck ever since you got into this town. Maybe you’ll push it too far.”

“Why tell me? Why don’t you tell that other important friend of yours? The peeper — Leo Sullivan. Maybe he’ll do something about it. Or was he only handy with girls?”

“I’ll tell him you were asking.”

“Yeah. Do that. I’d hate to go back to New York without a chance to see him.”

Match’s grin was bleak, strained. “Don’t worry. You will.”
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Johnny Liddell leaned on the bar with the ease of long experience, made overlapping circles with the wet bottom of his glass. He checked his watch for the third time, growled under his breath.

He could tell the minute Lydia Johnson entered the bar by the hush that fell over the bar and the adjoining tables. As she walked toward him, the entire room seemed to be releasing its collective breath.

She moved in beside him at the bar. “Am I very late?”

Liddell grinned at her. “Late enough.”

The Carrot Top ordered a vodka Gibson, pouted at Liddell. “Where have you been all afternoon? I thought you’d come back to my place after you saw Match.”

“I’ve been to the library.”He dropped his voice, looked around. “Let’s sit down. I think I’m on to something.” He indicated an end table to the bartender, led the girl over.

“I’ve been reading Laura St. Clair’s columns in the files. You read them?”

The redhead shrugged, sipped at her drink. “Everyone out here does. It’s required reading. Laura packs a lot of weight in this town. She’s been out here almost as long as Louella and longer than Hopper.”

“You notice how often she uses blind items? Like what well-known star’s career will be ruined by this scandal or that scandal?”

“They all do. It protects them from a libel action for one thing. For another, it prevents innocent people from getting hurt.”

“I wonder how many of those blind items made sense to Eddie Match’s clients?”

The girl stopped with the glass halfway to her lips. “I don’t get it.”

“Look, someone has been softening up these big names so Match could move in and slough them with that representation deal. How else would a character like Match latch onto so many top clients? And at that rate?”

“You think Laura’s mixed up in a shakedown racket?”

“And what a racket. Instead of taking peanuts for payoffs, they take over management of top stars and have a gold mine for life.”

Lydia caught her lower lip between her teeth, worried it. “Even if you were right? How do you go about proving it?”

“If I’m right, she must have some of the material in her files.” He pulled an envelope from his breast pocket, consulted penciled notes on the back. “I jotted down six of Match’s clients. I’m going to check and double-check her files on them. If I’m right, she’ll have something on each of them.”

“And me?”

Liddell grinned. “Before I even start checking the rest, I’ll find her folder on you and burn it. You’re my client. Remember?”

The redhead covered his hand with hers, squeezed. “Be careful, Johnny. It’s awful risky.” She looked around, made certain no one was within hearing distance. “When do you intend to do it?”

“What time is she on the air?”

“Eleven-fifteen to eleven-thirty every week day.”

 Liddell winked. “By tomorrow the studio may be putting the heat on you to unload me. Tonight’s our only chance. Keep your fingers crossed.”

Laura St. Clair had a combination office and apartment in the penthouse of a pile of concrete and plate glass that towered over Wilshire Boulevard.

Johnny Liddell dropped his cab a block away and took his time ambling toward the entrance. The doorman pushed open the heavy glass door, eyed Liddell incuriously, and forgot him a moment later running to open the door of a cab.

Inside the lobby, Johnny Liddell headed for the bank of elevators in the rear. He avoided the cage marked Penthouse, stepped into one of the others. “Ten, please,” he told the bored operator.

The cage whirred softly upward, slid to a smooth stop at the tenth floor. Liddell got out, headed for the front of the building. When the doors of the elevator clanged behind him, he reversed his direction and headed for a door at the rear marked Stairway. He climbed the remaining nine flights to the penthouse.

On the staircase he checked his watch. Eleven-ten. Five minutes before Laura St. Clair went on the air to bring her palpitating audience up to date on the doings of the stars. At this moment, Laura St. Clair would be at her mike, checking over her script for the last time before the “On the Air” signal flashed. He estimated that he had a minimum of half to three-quarters of an hour to find what he was looking for.

He listened outside the penthouse door for a moment, then brought a fine, thin rule from his pocket and fitted it to the door. On the second try he was rewarded by a sharp click and the knob turned in his hand. He opened the door, slipped in and closed it behind him.

He waited in the dark for a moment while his eyes adjusted themselves. Then he brought out a fountain-pen light, pierced the darkness with its beam. The room he was in seemed to be a sort of reception room. Two doors led off it in opposite directions. Cautiously, he made his way to one of the doors, pushed it open. It was a small workroom with a cluttered desk, a few filing cabinets and a bank of telephones. He walked to the desk, snapped on a small desk radio, turned it low to the station on which Laura St. Clair broadcast. He caught the closing commercial of the program preceding hers.

By the shaded light of the desk lamp, carefully, methodically, Liddell sifted through the papers on the columnist’s desk, then turned his attention to the drawers, found nothing of interest.

There was the sound of three chimes from the radio. Then, an unctuous voice flowed through to announce:

“And now, through the courtesy of Petal, the cream that gives your skin the glow of roses, we bring you that chatterbox of Hollywood, the woman who knows everything about the people you dream about — Miss Laura St. Clair, our see-all, hear-all and tell-all reporter …”

Liddell closed his ears to the monotonous patter of the announcer, turned his attention to the filing cabinets. He checked the folder on Lydia Johnson, found the usual innocuous studio biography, a few typed items, obviously from her press agent. The files of the other six names, the names of Eddie Match’s clients, were equally innocuous. Liddell growled under his breath, looked around for the possible hiding place for the kind of explosive material contained in the blackmail piece on Lydia Johnson.

Foot by foot he examined the paneling of the wall. A section behind the desk gave off a hollow sound. He put his head close to it, rapped it again, grunted his satisfaction. There was a hollow space behind the paneling. A careful search of the entire surface revealed a cleverly disguised button on the baseboard. When he pressed on it, the entire section of paneling slid back. A small, squat filing cabinet was contained in the space behind the wall.

He pulled open the drawer, fumbled through the folders, came up with one marked Lydia Johnson. Inside it were the originals and negatives of the photos he had seen in the girl’s home.

Laura St. Clair’s voice sounded louder than it had, intruding itself on Liddell’s consciousness. He turned back to the radio. It was still a low mumble.

Then Laura St. Clair said again, in a loud tone, “Don’t move.”
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Liddell started, looked to the door, where the columnist stood covering him with a businesslike looking automatic. He looked from her to the radio and back.

“You don’t know much about radio technique, do you, Liddell? We do our east coast broadcast at 7:15 to allow for the difference in time. Then, very often, we do the west coast rebroadcast from tape.” The gun in her hand was steady. “I did underestimate you, though. How’d you tumble to what we were doing?”

Liddell shrugged. “That article you used to shake Johnson with. It was a real pro job. Neither Match nor Russo could have written it and they certainly wouldn’t cut some hack writer in on it. That plus the fact that someone with real pull was herding the clients into Match’s agency.”

The columnist waved him away from the desk with the snout of the gun. “Now you’re a real problem,” she sighed. “I can’t very well have you running around knowing what you do, can I?”

Liddell shrugged. “You could shoot me while I was trying to take the gun away from you. That’s always a good one.”

The woman considered, shook her head. “There might be too many questions. No, I guess it will have to be some place away from here. As far as possible.” She waved the gun at the far wall. “Walk over to that wall. Keep your hands where I can see them.” She followed him to the blank wall with the snout of the gun. “Stand about an arm’s length away, then lean forward on tiptoe and support yourself against the wall with your fingertips.”

Liddell leaned forward, supported himself with his fingertips. While he was off balance, the woman walked up behind him, slid her arm around him and tugged his  .45 from its holster.

“How long do I stand like this?”

The woman laughed. “Not too long. I’m going to have somebody come over for you.” He could hear her at the telephone as she tapped the cross bar. “Helene? Miss St. Clair. You know that little arrangement I have for smuggling in my contacts without anybody seeing them? That’s right. Have the penthouse elevator left at the basement level.” She listened for a moment. “No, that’ll be all right. My visitor will leave the same way. You can have the cage left in the basement overnight. I won’t be using it again tonight. Thank you, my dear.” She dropped the receiver on its hook. “Any questions, Liddell?”

The private detective shook the perspiration out of his eyes and swore.

The woman chuckled, dialed a number. “Leo? This is St. Clair. You’d better come over to my place right away.” There was a brief pause. “I don’t care how busy you are. I came back to my place unexpectedly and found your friend Liddell going through my files.” She waited a moment. “That’s right. Liddell. How soon?” She grunted her assent. “The penthouse elevator will be at the basement level. Don’t let anyone see you coming up here.” She dropped the receiver on its hook.

Liddell tried to blink the blinding stream of perspiration from his eyes. The ache in his fingers had translated itself to his arms and shoulders. He took it as long as he could, then his knees threatened to give way under him. He managed to hold out for another three minutes, then his knees folded, dumping him into a heap on the floor.

“Not bad,” Laura St. Clair grunted. “You lasted almost five minutes. Three is par for the course.”

Liddell managed to get one lead-heavy arm to his face, swabbed at the perspiration that glistened on it. He watched while she screwed a cigarette into a holder, tilted it in the corner of her mouth and touched a match to it. The gun was never more than inches away from her hand.

“If you’re thinking of trying anything, Liddell” — she blew smoke at him — “forget it. By the time you got the knots out of your legs, you’d never make it.”

She was on her second cigarette when there was a cautious knock on the door.

“Come on in. It’s open,” she called.

Leo Sullivan was tall, heavy-set, his shoulders stooped so that his hands seemed to dangle in apelike nearness to his knees. His low hairline, the coarseness of his black hair and the tufts that stuck out of his nostrils and ears added to the apelike effect. He grinned when he saw Liddell on the floor, his back against the wall.

“Eddie Match says you been asking about me, shamus.” He walked over, caught Liddell by the hair, pulled him to his feet.

The private detective’s legs felt as though they had been transfused with red-hot lead. His knees showed signs of an inability to support his weight. He stood swaying, his face glistening with perspiration.

“That’s quite a parlor trick Laura has, eh, shamus?” He turned his attention to the woman. “You got his gun?”

Laura nodded, pulled open her desk drawer, took out the  .45. She handed it over to the apelike man. “You got a car?”

Sullivan nodded, hefted the   .45 in the palm of his hand. “Nice iron.” He slid it into his jacket pocket. “Maybe I’ll keep it as a souvenir.”

“It has to look like an accident, Leo. We don’t want any heat over this.” She glanced over at Liddell. “A fatal accident.”

Liddell flexed his fingers cautiously, winced at the sharp tongue of flame that shot to his shoulders. The muscles in his back and legs screamed with pain, brought fresh beads of perspiration to his forehead and upper lip. Disregarding the pain, he continued to flex his fingers, managed to work some feeling into them.

“You’re sure he’s light?” Leo ran his hands over Liddell’s pockets expertly, came up with the switchblade knife he had taken away from Angelo’s stooge, Marty. The apelike man flicked open the blade, whistled softly. “A real edge. Guy could do a lot of damage with an edge like this,” he remonstrated with the columnist. “You ought to be more careful, Laura.”

“I got his gun, didn’t I? How should I know he’d be carrying a knife as well?” She rolled her eyes to Liddell. “I guess we won’t be seeing any more of each other, Liddell. It’s like I told you at Johnson’s party. If you behave and work with Laura, you can work this town.” She shrugged. “You had other ideas.” She laid her gun down on the desk, set about changing the cigarette in her holder.

For a moment, Sullivan’s eyes left Liddell. He figured the chances of reaching the gun on the desk, forced his tortured muscles into a leap at it. The columnist was taken by surprise, yelled a warning to Sullivan.

He straightened up, saw what was happening. Almost as a reflex he reversed the knife in his hand, whipped it at Liddell. The private detective could hear it whiz as it went past his head. Some place there was a muffled gasp.

Liddell had no chance to find out what was happening. His fingers closed on Laura’s gun as Sullivan went for his pocket, tried to pull the   .45 loose. Liddell’s fingers tightened around the trigger. The little automatic spat viciously. Sullivan fielded all three shots with his midsection. There was a surprised look on his face as he laced his fingers across his belly in a futile attempt to stem the red tide that was already seeping through his fingers.

His knees sagged, his eyes glazed. He pitched forward, hit the floor face first and didn’t move.

Painfully, slowly, Liddell swung around to face the woman who stood behind him.

The columnists lips were pulled away from her teeth in a ghastly caricature of a grin. The handle of the knife protruded from her abdomen like some obscene horn. She had wrapped both hands around the handle, trying to tug it free. She swayed for a moment, toppled to the ground.

She was dead by the time Liddell reached her.

He walked back to the hidden file, emptied it of its folders. Then he slid the panel back into place. He started painfully for the door, stopped to glance back at the tableau.

Then, as if by afterthought, he walked back, placed the gun that had killed Sullivan alongside the dead columnist’s hand. He slid a sheet of paper into the typewriter, started to type slowly, painfully. After a moment, with a grunt, he straightened up, read what he had written:

“The column has just learned that Edward Match, who has built his talent agency with amazing speed in this town, has a long and unsavory criminal record in the East. He has threatened to — ”

He broke off, grinned. Then, sticking the folders under his arm, he stepped across the outstretched form of Leo Sullivan, and headed for the special elevator and the car that was waiting by the basement door.



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
PROLOGUE BOOKS se






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
PROLOGUE






