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CHAPTER ONE

By five o’clock on that Monday afternoon the winter sun had paled to an amber cutout in the curtain of fog that sealed ocean to sky, and a narrow ribbon of reflected light pointed directly to the wide window of a hotel room facing the Pacific Coast Highway in Santa Monica. Monte Monterey stood at that window. From this vantage point he could see the sunset, the sea, the highway and, more important, the entrance to the parking lot of the hotel. He was watching for an automobile. He didn’t know the make or the model, but he did know that it would be high-powered, low-slung and distinctive because it would be driven by one who traveled unbeaten paths at unrestricted speeds.

Monterey was a slightly built man who used his body as a master musician uses his instrument. Standing just under six feet, with the assistance of the lifts in his black suede shoes, he weighed not an ounce more at fifty-six than he had weighed at twenty-six. His thick, black hair, lightly salted with gray, was carefully groomed. His skin was a deep health-club tan, his eyes were olive brown, his features unbelievably regular due to the expert craft of plastic surgery. Only a few barely visible scars marred the illusion of perpetual youth. He dressed tastefully: steel-gray two-button suit, steel-gray silk tie, white shirt and ebony cuff links. He wore contact lenses for reading and dark Italian-style sport glasses for driving—day or night. He lived by his physical attractiveness, charm and wits. It was sometimes a good life, sometimes a wretched life, but it was never dull and he had confidence that it would continue for many exciting years to come if the caller for whom he now watched kept his appointment.

In the event that he did not, Monterey had an alternative plan.

At ten minutes past five he glanced at the wafer-thin gold watch on his left wrist. Time was running out. He abandoned the window and hastily checked a stack of airline schedules on the desk. They were useless now. If anything had gone wrong and Max Berlin was alerted to his whereabouts, the air terminal would be the first place sealed. Monterey found the telephone directory and put through a call to a small, independent car-rental agency in the neighborhood.

“My name is Montgomery,” Monterey stated. “I’m staying at the Palms Hotel. What will it cost me to rent a good sedan for a week? … No, not a Cadillac. A Ford will be fine, but don’t deliver it to the hotel. If I decide to take it, I’ll pick it up at your office within the hour.”

Step one of the alternate plan had been taken. Monterey didn’t realize how his hand was trembling until he tried to replace the telephone in the cradle. Fear. It was always there, hovering in the background. Max Berlin had seen to that on the deck of a deep-water motor launch off the Lower California coast a year ago. One of the crew had been uncovered as a Treasury agent, and the way he died—in slow, sun- and salt-drenched agony—wasn’t executed so much to satisfy Berlin’s sadism as to impress on every man aboard what he could expect if his loyalty deviated. From that day forward a cold horror lodged deep inside Monterey’s memory bank, and he would never be free again unless he could break the fear barrier. There had been an explosive reaction in San Diego a few hours ago, but fury wasn’t courage. Only love was a strong enough catalyst to destroy fear, and it had been a long time since Monte Monterey loved anyone—especially himself.

He got the telephone back in place and checked his wallet. In addition to almost two thousand dollars in cash, it contained one of the two things he possessed that still gave him mobility: an international driver’s license issued to Martin Montgomery. The second possession was a one-pound package in his suitcase that could be his passport to freedom or death.

A smart rap at the door brought Monterey to a swift alert. He listened.

“Sam?” he called. “Sam Goddard?”

The answer was another rap and a churlish, “Bellboy. You asked for a freeway map in room two-twelve—”

Monterey relaxed and went to open the door. The bellboy was a little man of about sixty who stared at Monterey. “Say, ain’t you what’s-his-name, the actor?” he queried. “No, you can’t be him. I think he’s dead.”

“I’m sure he’s dead and so I can’t be what’s-his-name, obviously,” Monterey said. He took the map and closed the door before the conversation could get any more involved. It was at least twenty years since a bellboy had recognized Monte Monterey in the States. The golden days were long gone—days of the chauffeur-driven Rollses, the Mediterranean-style mansions, the lavish parties and the screaming fans. Monterey had never been a big star. He made fifty-odd films and most of them were low budget, but he had lived in the fabulous era and enjoyed most of its fringe benefits. The long decline into oblivion had been delayed by a brief revival of his career in Mexico City and South America—being bilingual had its advantages—but even that cycle was finished now, and recognition was the last thing he wanted. He flipped open the freeway map and turned away from the door. Facing him on the opposite wall was a television set. A year ago, between planes at Kennedy airport, he had received the unpleasant shock of seeing one of his latter-day movies screened before a lounge full of travel-weary passengers. Reruns could be embarrassing, particularly when a man didn’t want to be recognized, and the inquiring bellboy probably spent a third of his life in front of the TV.

The freeway map was another symbol of change. The world moved faster now. There was less room for error and no time for retakes. Monterey checked his watch again. Five-thirty. By this time both sea and sky were mere backdrops for the glow of street lights along the boulevard, and the entrance to the parking lot was framed with stark neon light. It was much too late for the rendezvous. Something had gone wrong.

Monterey switched on the television. He needed the weather and highway information. If Goddard wasn’t coming, he would have to pick up that sedan at the rental agency and move fast. By this time Max Berlin was certain to know that he was being double-crossed.

“… early this afternoon on the Pacific Coast Highway north of Oceanside,” the telecaster intoned, “death came to Samuel Stevens Goddard, fifty-eight, flamboyant and fiery figure on the local scene for two decades. ‘Swinging Sam,’ as he was called by friend and foe, and both camps were legion, enjoyed a meteoric rise as editor and publisher of the outspoken and now defunct Los Angeles Chronicle and as a one-time candidate for governor. Widowed fifteen years ago, Goddard leaves no heirs. His only son, Lieutenant Samuel Stevens Goddard, Jr., was killed in action in Korea in 1953. A year later, facing bankruptcy, Goddard sold his newspaper and retired to a small ranch near San Diego. His car, a foreign sports model, apparently left the highway in the heavy fog that has lain on the coastal area all day…. Now, returning to the local scene—”

Monterey’s map fell to the floor, having slipped unnoticed from his fingers. And now the fear flooded in, as cold as the fog that hadn’t caused Sam Goddard’s death because Sam knew every twist and turn on that highway. Southern California was more than his beat; it was his mistress. He could have driven to Santa Monica blindfolded!

The newscast was no longer important. When Monterey could react sufficiently, he switched off the set. Motion broke the spell. He retrieved the map, stuffed it into his jacket pocket and crossed to the closet. He took out a white raincoat, put it on, and picked up a small black suitcase. Testing the weight of the case in his hand, he scanned the room one last time. Nothing was left behind, and there was no one to wait for any longer. He might have waited too long already.

• • •

There are two absolutes in life: money talks and all things eventually go home. As Martin Montgomery, with ready cash in his pocket, Monterey had no difficulty getting the Ford, and within twenty minutes after leaving the Palms he was southbound on a freeway. Once clear of the city, he angled eastward toward the desert. Traffic thinned. He could relax a little and try to imagine what had happened to Sam Goddard and his little sports car.

Sam wasn’t destined to die in bed. He was never there long enough, unless it was with his beloved Vera; but then, Monterey recalled, it was nearly nine years since he had seen Sam, and Vera might have moved out of his life. People changed. Things happened. Life’s casting was always fluid. Vera Raymond. Monterey seldom thought of women any more except as possible clients for Max Berlin’s subtle blackmail, but for just an instant he saw Vera in sharp detail: a slender, vital woman with short, dark hair and wide blue eyes—not pretty but lucid and straightforward. The ideal secretary, the efficient Girl Friday, the woman with a thousand VIP first names on the tip of her tongue, and the last female on earth one would suspect of leading a “back street” existence while Mrs. Sam Goddard bathed in the limelight. And Sam had never married her. Monterey wondered why. He didn’t have a gossip-column-oriented mind (he wasn’t a pro any more), but Sam and Vera had shared a deep relationship that was neither cheap nor transitory. A rare thing in a Barnum and Bailey world.

Twenty-four hours earlier Sam Goddard had been alive. He had answered the telephone on the third ring.

• • •

“Sam Goddard?” Monterey asked.

“Yes, this is Sam Goddard,” Sam said.

He sounded strong and cold sober.

“Do you remember a mediocre actor named Monte Monterey?”

“Hell, yes!” Sam bellowed. “I’d recognize that over-trained voice of yours anywhere, Monte. Where are you, and are you in the money? With you it’s always one extreme or the other.”

“Right now I’m worth at least a million dollars to a certain party,” Monte said, “but I’ll sell out cheap to the right newspaperman. Ten thousand dollars in cash and an appointment with the best criminal lawyer you know.”

“Who did you kill?” Sam asked.

“I’m not sure. Go to the Balboa Hotel in San Diego and ask for Dr. Kwan. He won’t be in. By this time he’s probably at the morgue. But you’ll get a story, if you’re still interested in that sort of thing. Then, if you want the follow-up, come to the Palms Hotel in Santa Monica tomorrow afternoon at three o’clock and ask for Martin Montgomery. I’ll give you the whole story and the evidence.”

Sam still had a fast reaction. “Wait! Where the hell are you?” he shouted. “If you really are in trouble it’ll be a lot worse if you run!”

“Not this time, Sam,” Monterey answered, and hung up.

• • •

Twenty-four hours. Monterey glanced at the clock on the instrument panel and was shocked to realize that he had been driving only two hours. He was exhausted. The stimulus of flight triggered by the news report was wearing off; he felt weak and lightheaded. The Ford swerved dangerously. He righted it and looked about to get his bearings. It was now completely dark and the freeway elevation obliterated landmarks, but he was overwhelmed by a strong sense of being in a familiar place. The senses had strange and mysterious powers. Once he had flown over La Verde in a plane and had been roused from a nap by the overpowering fragrance of orange blossoms in the sealed cabin. Looking down, he had seen the towers and turrets of the old Seville Inn rising from the orange groves and palm-lined streets. La Verde, the place of his birth. Now another kind of alchemy was working—no sweet fragrance of the past, but an intense longing to be home. He had been running from a dead man for twenty-four hours, and now Sam Goddard was dead, too. It was impossible to run any farther.

Monterey pulled onto the next off-ramp and followed it through a maze of streets that gradually became familiar. Intuition was right: the street led directly to the Seville Inn. It was an edifice of marvelous construction conceived in an age when elegance and charm outweighed computer mentalities that allotted X number of square feet for X percentage of profit. It was elegant, romantic and a little ridiculous now with its commercially-oriented guided tours through the old Spanish chapel and the crypts, but it was the last place anyone would expect a murderer to hide from vengeance. Monterey left the Ford in the parking lot and carried his own bag to the desk. He asked for a room on the top floor and declined the aid of a porter. He knew the way. A cranky old elevator ground him up four levels and opened into a lighted but quite empty corridor. The floor, as he expected, was virtually deserted. Tourists liked the lower rooms that were less expensive and afforded easier access to the swimming pool and parking lots. This elevation belonged to another era. The short corridor from the elevator led to a patio roofed by stars and walled by magnificent suites once occupied by illustrious and notorious guests of the past. Below, a candle-bearing tour group filed solemnly across the tile courtyard and into the old chapel that was a part of the inn’s charm. Monterey hesitated, torn by the desire to join them and light a candle for Sam Goddard. But that was nonsense. Monterey was no longer a believer, and Sam had been a dedicated agnostic. The impulse passed. He located his room at the far end of the patio just opposite an open staircase that spiraled down to the ground-floor shops. The shops were now closed and the stairway blocked by padlocked wrought-iron gates. Monterey unlocked a heavy plank door and switched on the lights in the only occupied room in the wing.

Waves of memories rose to meet him. Some places were like museums—never changing through the years. The room had monastic simplicity: white walls, high vaulted ceiling, open fireplace and a bare minimum of Spanish-style furniture. At the rear of the room a pair of steel-framed French doors opened onto a small balcony. The view from the balcony hadn’t changed. This was the one place in the world where time had stopped. Everything was exactly the way it had been the night of Joe’s marriage.

Private First Class Joe Morales was just twenty-two that night. Juanita, his bride, was as lovely as the Virgin of Guadalupe. They were married in the little chapel downstairs and then came up to this room for the one week of happiness they were to know before Joe left on a routine tour of duty in the Philippines. It was October 1941. Monterey’s career was active and the week at the Seville was a wedding gift to his only brother. But Joe never returned from that tour of duty.

Death had come hard to Joe Morales. He had been captured in the early months of the conflict, but a wartime buddy reported after the war that even the brutality of a Japanese prison camp couldn’t destroy his will to fight. The first two attempts to escape ended in recapture and punitive beatings; on the third he plunged into the sea and tried to swim to another island. A Japanese guard’s alarm launched a motorboat pursuit. It was a bright and beautiful day and the pursuers made great sport of Joe’s pathetic attempts to outswim the boat. They goaded him on—played with him like a deep-sea angler with a game fish on the line—and finally, when he was on the far edge of exhaustion, dragged him aboard and returned to the camp. Joe Morales was beaten no more. He was hung out to dry in the bright sunlight lashed to a crudely constructed cross. At sunset all of the prisoners were assembled to watch his punishment. Without preliminary, without any anesthetic to assuage the pain, both of his arms and legs were amputated. Then Joe, still alive and screaming, was thrown into the sea.

“Swim for home, Yank!” the camp guards jeered. “Swim for home!”

• • •

Joe Morales, aged twenty-four. Hero. Long dead. It had been long years since Monterey had allowed his mind to open that door, and he was relieved when the memory came. It made sense of what he had done to Dr. Kwan in San Diego. All things come home. A moment, an impulse, an act that was to change life or end it—everything fell into place at last. The unconscious. The volcano within. Now Monterey could even understand his motivation for this return to La Verde. It was more than coming home; it was because Whitey Sanders lived in La Verde, and Whitey was new life.

Monterey found the telephone book on the desk and thumbed through the yellow pages. Whitey’s home number would be unlisted but not his business numbers. Of all the ambitious kids who had left the orange groves for easy money at the studios, Whitey had been the smartest. He quit the acting game early, managed talent for a few years and then went into real estate. By this time he must be worth a couple of million, and Whitey never forgot a friend. He was a diversified operator—real estate, motels, night clubs. When he saw a half-page spread advertising the delights of Whitey Sanders’ Gateway Motel, Bar and Grill, Monterey put down the book and placed a call through the hotel switchboard. The bar was the best bet at this hour.

A crisp male voice answered. “Alex Lacey, manager, speaking … Mr. Sanders? No, he isn’t in the club right now. He’s piloting his own plane in from Tucson. We expect him in time for the midnight floor show.”

“I’ll be there,” Monterey promised.

“And in whose name shall I reserve a table, sir?”

“I won’t need a table. You can tell Mr. Sanders that I’ll be waiting for him at the bar. I think he’ll recognize me. My name is Monterey. Monte Monterey.”

He broke the connection and rang the hotel switchboard again.

“I wish to leave a call for eleven-thirty,” he said, “—P.M.”

“P.M.? That’s just two hours from now, sir.”

It was a girl’s voice, young, unjaded. Because he was running scared, Monterey wished that he had paid more attention to who was on duty when he checked in. There was so little innocence or enthusiasm left in the world, and she sounded like someone who might care that another human being was in great trouble. But it was too late for self-pity. The name of the game now was survival.

“I’m a fast sleeper,” he answered, “and I’ve got an important appointment. Eleven-thirty P.M.”

It was done. Monterey was suddenly drained of energy and almost giddy with a sense of release. He dropped the telephone back into the cradle. Sam Goddard was dead. Max Berlin would trace Dr. Kwan’s killer to his last contact and wouldn’t be far behind, but Whitey Sanders was alive and Whitey had influence. Whitey could work the magic that would turn the package in Monterey’s bag into a passport to freedom called state’s evidence, and even Max Berlin couldn’t touch a witness who was guarded by federal agents.

Exhausted, Monterey fell backward on the bed and spread-eagled his arms. High above his head the vaulted ceiling circled slowly as body tension dissolved in warm oblivion.

“Joe … Joe, baby, it’s okay,” he murmured, and fell instantly into a coma-like sleep.





CHAPTER TWO

Thirty minutes after midnight a slender boy with pale blond hair riding the collar of a white satin Byronesque shirt and with black trousers so tightly fitted they might have been glued to his flesh, arched backward, pointed his instrument into the glare of the overhead spot, and reached the climax of a love affair with a silver trumpet.

It was a moment to remember. Sitting alone at a table outside the circle of light, Hannah Lee lifted one slightly arthritic but still graceful hand and brushed a spontaneous tear from her eye. In a world of anguish and frustration a young man had found himself. He would sweat; he would labor. He would gloat; he would grieve. He would know triumph and torture. But he was a natural at his art and he knew it. Wherever he wandered, he would always be home. Hannah Lee, who had known four husbands and lovers too numerous to recall, was childless; but at the instant the silence following the last note exploded in frantic applause, she was mother, mentor and matriarch. Still strikingly beautiful at sixty-odd, still slender and active in spite of a slight limp—the last physical evidence of an accident that had terminated her theatrical career thirty-five years ago—Hannah was easily the most impressive patron at the Gateway Bar. She wore an unadorned black sheath, ankle-length and split halfway up each thigh, a full-length mink cape and a narrow emerald tiara that sparkled expensively in her still auburn pompadour. But she hadn’t driven seventy-five miles just to make an impression. She had come to attend the opening performance of Buddy Jenks, who at only twenty had suddenly become a young god.

Her mind was eloquent.


Madge, darling [she mentally wrote],

Your son is electric! Once I got your letter telling me he was opening at the Gateway Bar, I determined that nothing short of my own funeral would keep me away. He’s beautiful! He’s a certain winner, and you’ll be driven mad keeping the scheming females away. I wish you could hear the ovation! This cavernous bar is packed with cheering people. Now the lights are coming up and he’s stepping down from the stage. I think he’s looking for me—



Hannah’s right hand closed over the gold head of her ebony cane—once a necessity and now used primarily for dramatic effect. But she didn’t move. Her sense of theater had taught her the most impressive discipline was immobility. The young man in the white shirt saw her immediately, and she smiled wryly as he came, magnetized, to her side.

“Aunt Hannah? It is Aunt Hannah, isn’t it? Was I all right? Did I project?”

Hannah leaned forward and kissed him on the brow.

“I am ‘Aunt’ Hannah,” she said. “You were perfect. You projected like a jolt to the spinal column. Now sit down and order me a Drambuie.”

Buddy Jenks smiled like a golden-haired angel.

“How about champagne?” he suggested.

“All right, champagne. But only one glass for me. I have an idiot doctor who insists I must beware of overtaxing my heart. Ridiculous! I’ve had the fool thing broken so many times it leaks like a sieve, but I’ve only begun to live…. Buddy—that is what they call you, isn’t it?”

“It’s okay,” Buddy said. “I sign my checks ‘A. Howard Jenks,’ but it’s okay if you call me Buddy.” He signaled the waiter and ordered the champagne while Hannah instructed herself not to mention that she had been present at his birth and that she had given him his first bath after his parents brought him home from the hospital. The things mothers and pseudo-aunts recall on the occasion of important reunions are seldom suitable to delicate young egos. And Buddy Jenks and his silver trumpet would need all the ego he could muster for the cruel road that lay ahead.

Now that the initial meeting was over, Buddy looked perplexed.

“You’re alone,” he said.

“And you’re disappointed,” Hannah observed.

“Well, no. Not exactly. But when I got the wire saying that you were coming to my opening, I thought maybe Simon Drake would come with you. I hear he’s quite a guy.”

“He is quite a guy, quite a lawyer and quite a friend to have. But he’s in San Francisco.”

“You came all by yourself?”

The unconscious brutality of the young underlined each word with incredulity. “I’m not a basket case,” Hannah said dryly. “And here is the waiter with our champagne. Fill my glass to the brim, please. I’m allowed only one glass but nobody said anything about how many ounces.”

It wasn’t the waiter; it was the maître d’. He was a small-eyed man with ears that clung to his head as if they had been pasted back when he was a child. He smiled thinly and poured two glasses of champagne.

“Put it on my tab, Alex,” Buddy ordered.

“Compliments of the establishment,” Alex murmured.

“Say, thanks!”

Alex moved away and Buddy’s eager young eyes turned back to Hannah. “Is it true that you were crippled a long; time ago by a rifle fired by one of your lovers?” he asked.

“My, you do mature early these days, don’t you?” Hannah remarked. “And it’s not at all true. It was a handgun—a Luger, if I remember correctly. He was one of those terribly overdramatic Teutonic types. Never turn your back on a Teuton, Buddy. They have no sense of humor. But enough of my lurid past. Let’s drink to your bright future. To Buddy Jenks and his magic trumpet—”

Hannah raised her glass to her lips and sipped daintily while Buddy looked on with open admiration. She focused her gaze on the entrance to the bar and then drained the glass without taking it from her lips. Two men were in earnest conversation in the doorway. One of the men was the maître d’, Alex, the other was a life-sized piece of yesterday brought to life. Suddenly Hannah placed the empty glass on the table and whispered hoarsely, “Buddy Jenks, ask me to dance with you.”

The night was replete with surprises for Buddy.

“Now?” he whispered back.

The rhythm emanating from the bandstand was a wild, weird beat, and the floor was alive with writhing bodies jerking in savage compulsion. “It’s not exactly ‘our song,’” Hannah admitted, “but I won’t embarrass you. I remember Gilda Gray in an age when ‘camp’ was a place to pitch a tent. The biggest deadbeat in the west just walked into the room, Buddy, and I think he’s recognized me. Let’s get moving.”

Buddy was quick on the upbeat, and the gyrating group made a perfect place for getting lost. As they melted into the melee, Hannah saw Monte Monterey step forward and try to elbow his way toward them. “Hannah,” he called, “Hannah Lee—” Hannah swung about toward the bandstand and rocked with the rhythm. Through the rotating beams of psychedelic light she glimpsed Monterey’s face, stark and searching. The lights changed and he was gone. Moments later the screaming anguish ended and she returned to the table with Buddy. There was no sign of Monterey anywhere.

Buddy groped awkwardly for a compliment. “Say, you’re a good dancer, considering. I mean, considering how styles have changed.”

Hannah winked at him. “Stop while you’re ahead,” she said. “I know exactly what you mean, and you’re absolutely right. That workout we just had was rougher than fifteen minutes in my gymnasium at The Mansion. It’s past my bedtime, too. I was hoping to see Whitey Sanders before I left.”

“Do you know Whitey?”

“For years. Where is he? That chap you call Alex told me he would be here by midnight.”

“He was grounded,” Buddy said. “Storm over the mountains or something like that. We don’t expect him until tomorrow.”

“In that case I may as well get started for home. It’s a long drive—”

“You drove?” Buddy demanded. “Did you drive the red Rolls that was given to you by a maharaja? Mother told me about it, and I’ve seen pictures of it in classic-cars magazines!”

Hannah shook her head. “Your mother has her facts mixed. It wasn’t a maharaja. It was an English lord and he only made the down payment. Nothing, Buddy, absolutely nothing is what you get for free in this life. End of lecture. Now, if you want to escort me to the parking lot I’ll be on my way.”

Buddy led her out through the doorway where the small-eyed Alex still maintained his enigmatic poise.

“Thank Mr. Sanders for the champagne and tell him that I’ll take him on at poker anytime he cares to drive over to Marina Beach,” Hannah said. Alex nodded and opened the door. An attendant brought the Rolls, vintage 1926 and still as mechanically perfect as the day Hannah paid the dealer what was still owed on the purchase price. Buddy helped her inside the car and she immediately became the secondary attraction.

The Rolls was legend. Hannah Lee was legend, and Simon Drake was responsible for giving new life to both. It was Simon, the brilliant young bachelor lawyer flush with early success, who discovered a dilapidated old Victorian house in the heights area of Marina Beach with a “For Sale” sign fastened to the wrought-iron gates. Intrigued, he had stopped to inquire about the house and remained to delight in his second discovery: Hannah Lee, an internationally famous entertainer of the Ziegfeld era, who lived in retirement amid the crumbling ruins of outdated grandeur. Simon had purchased the house, known to all Marina Beach as The Mansion, and restored it to the glory that was its due—but only with the condition that Hannah remain in residence as a combination Queen Mother and poker companion. She was the hostess for his parties and the confidante for his moods. It was a perfect platonic arrangement which gave self-made Simon the background he needed and insured high-spirited Hannah against a drab apartment in a retirement community. Restoration of the Rolls was Simon’s housewarming gift to Hannah. The exterior was a renewing of the original red; the interior was in black satin with a black leather padded instrument panel. No detail was lost to the admiring eyes of Buddy Jenks. The dinner crowd had left the Gateway, and the show crowd wouldn’t leave for two hours. The parking lot was deserted. Buddy had time to listen to the purr of the motor while Hannah arranged the folds of her cape.

Saying a last good night, Buddy stepped back out of the way as Hannah set the Rolls in motion. It was at least two hundred yards to the street with no visible object in any direction. Hannah’s eyesight was excellent. Over her shoulder she caught a glimpse of something large and black moving diagonally toward her out of the darkness. An instant later she heard Buddy yell, “Lights! You damn fool, turn on your lights!”

Hannah’s foot rammed the brake pedal but it was too late. The moving object was a black sedan that seemed to be out of control. Just before the impact of the crash she caught a glimpse of a face behind the steering wheel. An instant later the front of the sedan gored the proud nose of the Rolls, and Monte Monterey leaped out of the car into the arc of Hannah’s headlights. He seemed in a state of shock. He stood for a moment with arms outstretched as if to block a movement already halted. His mouth formed words she tried vainly to lip-read through the windshield.

“Hannah, I need you—” Suddenly mobilized, he lunged forward and clawed his way along the side of the Rolls. He grabbed the side mount for support and then fell forward against the open window. “Hannah, please listen—”

And then he stopped. He looked beyond her toward the rear of the parking lot. He shook his head slowly and, still shaking it, began to back away from the Rolls. A siren began to scream in the darkness and then a spotlight focused on Monterey. He didn’t try to speak again. Ducking like a back-fielder returning a punt, he reversed himself, plunged through the glare of headlights and then disappeared down the dark street beyond the parking lot.

Hannah heard shouting and then she heard Buddy Jenks bearing down on her like a rescuing knight, immediately before she felt herself being gently pulled from the Rolls.

A huge policeman wearing a crash helmet stood before her.

“Are you all right, lady?” he asked.

“It was all the fault of the guy in the Ford,” Buddy volunteered. “I saw the whole thing. He didn’t have lights.”

“I asked the lady,” the policeman said politely. “Are you all right? Can you tell me what happened here?”

Hannah’s mind was filled with incidents. Monterey recognizing her at the bar and trying to make contact. Failing, he left the bar. Outside in the parking lot he could have seen the famous Rolls—an everyday familiar when he was making his debut on Gower Gulch—recognized it and waited for her to come out. But the parking-lot boy brought the car to her and she was getting away from him. All he could do was ram the Rolls to make her stop because something terrible was happening in his life and he needed help.

The officer was waiting for an answer. Hannah looked at him glassily and delicately smothered a hiccough with one hand.

“I’m very sorry, officer,” she said tightly, “but I’m just too drunk to have seen anything at all.”





CHAPTER THREE

When the last cable car of the day has completed its run, the streets of San Francisco start to growl. Actually, they have been growling all day; it is only when the traffic noises and the people noises cease that the cable noises can be heard. At two o’clock in the morning, driving downtown from a party, Simon Drake became acutely aware of this fact. Perhaps, because of the hour, or of the stimulating company he had just left, or merely because it was a lovely night when profound realities seemed to spring forth from the darkness like great blazing stars in an ebony sky, it struck him, sharply, that this discovery had deep significance. Cables do not cease to roll when the day is done. Rivers do not flow only when they are watched. Nothing is without motion. In this mellow and mildly intoxicated mood Simon rolled the black XK-E into Del Webb’s Townhouse parking lot, parked and sauntered into the lobby. There, awaiting his room key, he learned how really mobile everything could be.

He had received an important long-distance call from La Verde. Immediate answer was requested. It sounded sticky so he asked for his key and took the elevator up to his room. The maid had been in to turn down the bed and close the drapes. Very nice. He switched on the bathroom light and checked the soap dish. This was one of the few motels in the country that supplied a full-sized cake of soap, and Simon grinned in anticipation of a quick shower, a deep sleep and a warm breakfast. He paused briefly before the lavatory mirror and loosened his tie. Success had come quickly and he still had to remind himself who it really was in that hand-tailored dinner jacket and pleated shirt—really Simon Drake who had worked as a garage mechanic days and studied law and investment programs nights until he was admitted to the bar and exchanged the tool box for a brief case. He was holding up well, he admitted to the reflection in the mirror. Only a touch of gray at the temples, still clear-eyed after the four-day struggle to complete Brad Merton’s divorce settlement, and the subsequent eight-hour celebration in Brad’s newly established bachelor quarters. Removing the dinner jacket, Simon frowned. The stomach could be leaner. It called for a renewal of workouts in the torture chamber Hannah called her gymnasium. He tossed the jacket onto the chair and watched the desk clerk’s memorandum flutter to the floor. The call to La Verde. He retrieved the paper and put through the call, puzzling sleepily over what possible contact he might have in that unpretentious settlement.

And then he was told.

“La Verde Police Department,” the man said.

Simon stopped being sleepy.

“Simon Drake here. I have a message to call—”

“Simon Drake? Thank God! Hey, lady, your lawyer is on the phone. Now will you stop threatening to contact the American Civil Liberties Union?”

“Hannah,” Simon said, “what are you doing in La Verde?”

With the exception of his fiancée, Wanda Call, whom he had saved from a murder charge when her young husband was found dead in their honeymoon apartment, Hannah Lee was Simon’s only true love. Independent and outspoken, she was still the eternal woman, passing from cycle to cycle with the grace of Aphrodite and the humor of the Marquis de Sade.

“I’m in the drunk tank,” Hannah responded, “but I won’t cooperate. They want to make a film of me walking the chalk line and all that jazz. The blood, breath and urine routine. I’m pleading the fifth. I refuse to allow my body to testify against myself. I demanded my constitutional right to speak to my lawyer.”

Had there been no such constitutional right, Simon reflected, Hannah would have staged a revolution and created one. Aloud, he said:

“Are you drunk?”

“No,” she answered.

“Then why are you in the drunk tank?”

“Because I told the officer I was drunk when the accident occurred.”

“Accident? What accident?”

“Oh, stop wasting my dime,” Hannah fumed, “and come down here and get me out of this mess.”

And then the man’s voice, which Simon later learned belonged to Officer Glenn Quentin, broke in on the line.

“Mr. Drake, do what the lady says, please! I’m supposed to be a peace officer!”

And so that was the end of the quick shower, the deep sleep and the warm breakfast. As soon as Simon was certain Hannah had sustained no injuries, he called the airport and arranged for a private plane to take him to La Verde.

• • •

La Verde. It was just before dawn when all the world is pastel-soft from the sky, and even the freeways are deserted except for the regular truck traffic and a few hardy tourists determined to cross the desert by night. The plane Simon chartered in San Francisco dropped gently down to the runway and nosed into the disembarking area without incident. It was a small private field with no regular bus or taxi service to the city proper; but he had telephoned ahead for a car and chauffeur and was met in the reception room. Before leaving San Francisco he had taken time only to change from the tuxedo into tweeds and a light waterproof that was comfortable in the chill of a morning that promised shirt-sleeve weather by high noon; and a short nap en route was enough to take the ragged edge off Brad Merton’s party.

The courthouse stood at the end of a mall running through the commercial area. Simon told his driver to wait, and then he went inside to find Hannah seated on a bench in the booking room, a steaming cup of coffee in her hands and an expression of deep-rooted contempt directed toward the two officers at the desk. At the sight of Simon she shoved the cup to the end of the bench and came to her feet.

“Now,” she said brightly, thumping her cane on the tile floor, “I can get out of this dungeon. Simon, pay the man a fine, or something, and take me out to breakfast. I’m starved.”

It wasn’t that simple. La Verde had adopted a strict sobriety test and Hannah had admitted her guilt. Moreover, there had been an accident, the details of which Simon received from Officer Quentin, a quiet-spoken man of infinite patience. The Rolls, he learned, was in the police garage with an ugly dent in the right fender and other minor damage. The car responsible for the dent had been impounded pending arrest of the escaped driver. It was registered to a car-leasing agency in Santa Monica and rented on the previous evening to a Mr. M. Montgomery. Watching Hannah’s face, which still masked the mystery of why she was in this bizarre situation, Simon saw what appeared to be a sign of recognition as this information was received.

“Where is Montgomery?” he demanded.

“We haven’t located him yet,” Quentin confessed. “We just verified the name with the rental agency about twenty minutes ago.”

“Then it was hit and run,” Simon said.

“That’s what the eyewitness said. All Miss Lee says is that she was too drunk to see what happened, and then she refuses to take the sobriety test. A law is a law, Mr. Drake, even in a little out-of-the-way place like La Verde.”

“And fleeing the scene of an accident is a violation of the law,” Simon retorted, “even in a little place like La Verde. If I were you I would be much more concerned with why Mr. M. Montgomery ran away than whether or not Miss Lee had one drink too many.”

“He might have been confused—in a state of shock.”

“And so might Miss Lee. In fact, if her doctor knew that she had spent all night on a police-station bench without even a physician in attendance after being in an accident—” Simon paused ominously. “I don’t think it’s improper to suggest that my client be released in my custody until the other party to this accident is found and the matter can be placed before the court.”

Quentin was touchy but not foolhardy. And he seemed relieved to relinquish Hannah, apparently having suffered enough civilian brutality for one evening. Once outside the building Simon posed a question.

“How much did you drink?”

“One glass of champagne,” Hannah said.

“Then you weren’t drunk. Why did you say that you were?”

“That’s a long story. I’m famished, Simon. I won’t tell you one more word until you buy me some edible food.”

The rented limousine was waiting. The driver took them to an all-night restaurant not frequented by truck drivers, and as soon as Hannah had a plate of soft scrambled eggs and a pot of tea before her she began to explain the details of her journey to hear young Buddy Jenks’ professional debut. “He’s terribly good, Simon. Raw and still scared, but really good.”

“How does he look?” Simon asked.

“Adorable!”

Simon nodded knowingly. “There’s no substitute for talent, is there? Now that we have Buddy Jenks’ future settled, I’ll ask you again. Why did you tell the police that you were drunk?”

“Because I wanted to be arrested.”

“Why?”

“Because when that car rammed the Rolls, Simon, it wasn’t an accident. It was very deliberate and I was scared silly.”

Hannah was a woman of great wit, but this wasn’t one of her lighter moments. She seemed suddenly to grow very tired. Her hand trembled slightly as she raised the cup of tea. Instantly, she recovered her poise.

“I don’t think I shall ever enjoy another cup of coffee,” she announced. “They served me lye. Hot lye. No wonder so many people favor police-review boards.”

“Do you know why the Rolls was rammed?” Simon asked.

“No, I don’t.”

“Do you know who was driving the car?”

“Yes. His name isn’t M. Montgomery; it’s Monte Monterey. I saw him in the bar just after Buddy completed his last show. I made Buddy dance with me in order to get away from him.”

“Monterey—” Simon mused. “The name sounds familiar. He was an actor, wasn’t he?”

“Allegedly. What did you like to see at the movies when you were five years old?”

“The Cisco Kid,” Simon said.

“You’re on the right track. Monterey never made it that big. His films were a sort of B-minus. He was too intense. In show business you’ve got to be able to stand off and laugh at yourself or the little people get you. Monterey hung onto the fringes until the early Forties and then sank without trace. I heard that he went to South America. He probably had to. He owed money to everybody on the West Coast. When I saw him tonight my first thought was that he wanted to make a loan.”

“What was your second thought?”

Hannah reflected. “At the time I had no second thought. Then, when he deliberately rammed into my car and got out of his and ran toward me, well, I thought he was out of his mind. He looked wild, Simon. Really wild.”

“Drunk?” Simon suggested.

“No, at least that’s not how I felt at the time. I’ve never been afraid of a drunk. All I could think of was getting away from him and getting you down here.”

“If I had known you were planning this trek, I would never have allowed you to come.”

“I know that. That’s why I didn’t tell you.”

“But you did come. You got all keyed up about Buddy Jenks’ bright future, because you’ve never really been off-stage since they gave your dressing room to Baby Le Roy, and then you saw a face in the crowd that resembled Monte Monterey. How many years since you’ve seen him, Hannah? Twenty at least—right? He must have changed a great deal.”

Hannah was very quiet. She frowned into her teacup and then glared at Simon.

“I’m not a dotty old woman,” she said firmly. “I saw Monte Monterey and no one else. He hasn’t changed much. Some people don’t, you know. Some people take care of themselves and don’t get flabby around the waist—or the hatband.”

“Touché,” Simon said. “What do we do now? Go back and tell Officer Quentin to look for Monte Monterey instead of a man named Montgomery?”

“Tell him?” Hannah gasped. “Simon, let the man do his own detecting! This is the age of specialization. I can’t even get the gardener to trim the hedges unless I tip him. So far as I’m concerned, I don’t care if they ever find the driver of that car. All I want now is a hot bath and about ten hours of uninterrupted sleep.”

“At Whitey Sanders’ Gateway Motel?” Simon suggested.

“No! I’m furious with Whitey for not flying in last night as he promised. None of this would have happened if I’d started swapping memories with Whitey. Simon, I wonder … That could be where Monte’s hiding—at Whitey’s! Whitey managed him for a while when things were going good. Whitey was as generous as a saber-toothed tiger in those days; that’s why he’s rich enough to be charitable now. You might check with him. I’d be a lot happier if I knew why Monte ran me down before the police caught up with him.”

“Secrets?” Simon asked.

“Blackmail, you mean?” Hannah laughed from deep in the diaphragm. “Simon, you flatter me. I’m beyond being hurt! In this world only the dead are respected and sometimes not then. No, it’s just that I get chills up my spine when I think of the way Monte looked at me last night. Faces reveal things, Simon, and Monte’s message was no valentine. I was really shook.”

Hannah wasn’t lying, and this was like saying Gibraltar had split down the middle. She needed that ten hours’ sleep. Simon left her to finish the tea and located a telephone booth near the cashier’s counter. The old Seville Inn had a therapeutic atmosphere and foot-thick walls. He placed a call and made a room reservation and then checked the telephone book for Whitey Sanders’ telephone number. Hannah’s old friends and contacts were familiar by virtue of her art as a raconteur practiced regularly at the table of their continuous poker game, which was set up in the bar of the old Victorian mansion. Hannah might stretch a point in business or cheat wantonly at cards, but she wasn’t fey or addicted to fabricating attention-getting fables. If Hannah said she was shook, she was shook. Simon intended to learn why.

Leaving the telephone booth, he stopped at the cashier’s desk to pay for Hannah’s breakfast and pick up a morning paper. Hannah joined him there.

“Turn to the entertainment page and see if there’s a review of Buddy’s opening,” she urged.

“This isn’t New York,” Simon scolded. He glanced at the front page before stuffing the paper into his raincoat pocket. There was a small photo of Sam Goddard and a two-column spread on his fatal accident. The name clicked into place along with the other names in Hannah’s repertory of the past, but it didn’t seem important at the time.

• • •

When the limousine deposited Simon and Hannah at the Seville Inn, the great lobby was bereft of guests. The bar had closed at 2 A.M., the breakfast room wouldn’t open until seven, and the only signs of life were the waiters emerging from the kitchen with trays for the hardy variety of early-rising patrons and a grim, officious-looking man in a gray tweed suit who was in earnest conversation with the night manager. Simon approached the reservation desk and tried to get the attention of a very young, very blonde female who looked as if she had just donated too much blood to the Red Cross. She would recover, but not while the tweed-suit man impaled her with an inquisitive stare.

“I suppose I’m the last person to see him alive,” she was saying. “I was on duty when he came in—”

“The second time?” Tweed Suit demanded.

“The second time—yes. I came on duty at twelve midnight. It was a couple of hours later—almost two—when he came back. Now that I think about it, he did look drunk—or sick.”

“Did he say anything?”

“Yes. He said I wasn’t to ring him or send anyone up to his room. ‘I’m beat,’ he said. He looked it.”

“And then he went up to his room alone? I mean, a bellhop or a porter didn’t go up with him?”

Tweed Suit spoke sentences which came out questions, and the blonde answered accordingly.

“Nobody went with him. He went alone. Gee, I wish I’d sent Sammy up with him, but I didn’t realize—”

It was then that the service doors opened and two husky young men in white suits started to roll a stretcher into the lobby. Tweed Suit turned toward them angrily.

“Not in here!” he yelled. “Go to the Orange Street Arcade. The manager doesn’t want a stretcher rolled through the main lobby!”

When the huskies hesitated, Tweed Suit broke off his interrogation and went to show them the way. Simon took advantage of the moment to catch the attention of the blonde and remind her of Hannah’s reservation. The girl, whose desk name plate identified her as Miss Hawks, tried to make an easy transition back to her normal work, but certain things had been overheard and both Simon and Hannah looked puzzled.

Miss Hawks smiled wanly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t notice when you came in. There’s been an accident.”

“Fatal?” Simon asked.

A direct question couldn’t be evaded.

“Yes,” she answered. “It’s pretty awful but we don’t want to alarm the clientele. One of the guests got drunk last night and fell down the stair well from the fourth floor. His body was found just a few minutes ago when one of the businessmen in the arcade came to unlock his shop. I get the shivers when I think how he might have been lying there all night. The arcade’s locked off by steel gates at 6 P.M. and nobody uses the stairs—”

Miss Hawks broke off abruptly. “I shouldn’t be telling you all these things,” she apologized. “It’s just that I’ve got so much bottled up inside. Poor Mr. Montgomery—”

“Montgomery?” Hannah echoed. “Was that his name?”

Miss Hawks rebottled immediately. “Did you know him?” she asked.
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