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“The line that divides man from beast is a narrow son-of-a-gun and once you get your mind made up and a weapon in your hand, it’s mighty easy to cross. Take that step and you’ve returned to the jungle. You find more lines to step across, more people to put aside the easy way — and they multiply faster and faster, Osborn. I only know one guy who ever came home with his hands fairly clean.”

 — AUSTIN CLAPP
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Monday, August 25, 9:15 P.M.

MAX THURSDAY stood in the shadows and waited. The illuminated hands of his wrist watch crept closer to nine-thirty.

He was a big man, with wide shoulders and long legs. His weight wasn’t intended for six feet of height but it was evenly distributed. Only his face hadn’t gotten its share. A prominent arched nose jutted from a lean countenance that was all planes and tight-skinned angles with no gentle fat. The face was impassive and stern.

A snap-brim hat covered most of his coarse black hair. The coat pockets of the brown tweed suit were baggy as if they carried his big fists much of the time.

Thursday decided against lighting a cigarette. No use attracting attention with a match flare. He didn’t know what he was getting into or whom he was supposed to meet — but the man’s voice over the telephone that afternoon had been scared, very scared.

He kept his blue eyes combing the amusement zone across B street. An arched lath sign over the entrance spelled out JOYLAND in skinny capitals. Joyland covered nearly half of the downtown block between Front Street and First Avenue. It was a mushroom city of cheap amusement, a byproduct of San Diego’s war industries. Joyland and a half-dozen centers like it dotted the city on both sides of Broadway, flaunting their ferris wheels against staid office buildings, seeming to brag of elastic zoning ordinances. Peace had cut the amusement trade sharply, but marine rookies and navy boots and the high-school crowd still spent enough quarters to keep Joyland open ten hours out of every twenty-four.

Thursday couldn’t find anything in particular to watch. Under its cobweb of wires with gaudy tattered pennants, Joyland was blatantly nondescript. At the corner of Front and B, an open-front lunch counter dispensed beer and soft drinks, hamburgers and foot-long hot dogs. Then the bright cave of a penny arcade showed its banks of coin machines like iron gnomes with binoculars. Above each stubby machine Thursday could read the sign: For Art Students Only!

At the First Avenue corner was the spinning Whirligig and a big metal pavilion of scooters. Most of the scooters were parked on the sidelines. There was a patchwork of smaller concessions between the corners — Seal-It-In-Plastic, a crossbow range, a tattoo artist. By the entrance arch was a surprisingly permanent-looking Oriental Bazaar.

Through the arch, in the asphalt center of the park, stood the Loop-o-plane like two pivoting fists. Above everything towered the concentric girders and colored bulbs of the ferris wheel. Its circling cabs coasted by fourth-floor windows on the brick backside of the Scroggs Building.

Thursday let out his breath and stepped off the curb. The hands of his watch had touched nine-thirty.

He walked slowly across B Street. Traffic was sparse. Nothing much happened in downtown San Diego on Monday night, as though the city were gathering its strength for the next weekend. An evening breeze from the harbor had dissipated the August heat. The tweed suit felt comfortable to his body.

Under the thin Joyland letters, Thursday stopped for another look around. For all its carnival attire, the amusement park was practically deserted. Barkers leaned morosely on their brightly lit counters and searched for customers. The Whirligig and the ferris wheel whirled in their different orbits but without passengers.

Two sailors and their girls paused indecisively on the sidewalk. Thursday glanced their way, wondering, but the quartet walked on arguing about which movie to see.

Directly in front of him, the Loop-o-plane was motionless. One red bullet-shaped cab was at the loading ramp, doors invitingly open; its mate and counterweight swung emptily above it, forty feet in the air.

Thursday sauntered casually toward the giant centrifuge. The voice, the scared voice that afternoon, had begged him to be on the Loop-o-plane as soon after nine-thirty as the ride started. The unidentified voice and the odd appointment had been childishly dramatic. The words — ”It’s a matter of life or death, Mr. Thursday” — had been hackneyed. But the fear and excitement had been sincere. And despite the publicity he’d received from the Manila pearl recovery, Thursday’s new agency wasn’t so rushed that he could turn down business.

The woman in the blue-frame ticket booth smirked at him from behind the worn grill. She had a fat blank face and looked as if she’d been poured into the narrow booth.

“How much?” Thursday asked. He tried to picture a client in each nearby loiterer.

“Fifteen cents,” the woman wheezed, her voice touched with acid. “Just like the sign says.”

Thursday shoved a dollar bill through the grill. “One.”

The only likely people came up behind him, a man in a brown leather jacket and a redhead girl in slacks. They were haggling about something to do but neither voice matched the frightened tones on the telephone.

The fat ticket woman eyed him suspiciously as he lingered over his change. “Anything wrong, mister?”

“My name is Thursday. Anybody leave a message for me here?” He watched her doughy circle of face. “It’s nine-thirty.”

The face stayed as blank as before, then a scowl began creeping in from the edges. “What you trying to pull, huh?”

Thursday shrugged and turned away. The couple behind him stopped their waspish conversation and moved up to the window. The man, frowning distastefully, said, “Two, I guess.”

There was a youth in a yellow shirt by the gate. Thursday gave him his ticket, got a stub back, and walked up the short ramp to enter the metal cylinder.

“By yourself?” the attendant asked. Without waiting for an answer, he began a mumbled speech about holding onto the metal bar and keeping the safety belt buckled at all times.

The cab jolted as the man and his girl in slacks got into the rear half and sat down, their backs to Thursday. The girl was whispering insistently, “Now quit beefing, George. It’s gonna be fun.” The man kept icily silent.

The yellow shirt slammed the heavy wire door and bolted it. Then he ambled down the ramp to where an electrical control box crowned an iron post. Without looking at the Loop-o-plane, he pulled the big toggle switch.

The great metal arm stirred, creaked and began to swing slowly back and forth, pendulum-fashion. Thursday planted his feet solidly against the curved floor and waited for something to happen. Nothing did except that the machine picked up more speed. It lunged higher and higher, a giant swing, each back and forth movement cutting a greater arc toward the black sky.

Thursday snorted derisively. He’d might as well relax and get his fifteen cents’ worth. The call had been a gag.

At the top of the forward swing there was nothing but night and stinging air in his eyes. On the sickening swoop back, Thursday could see the Front Street entrance to Joyland, a dumpy girl seated in the Guess-Your-Weight scales, and the rear end of the tunnel-like penny arcade, all through a cross-hatch of wires and tired pennants.

Another swing.

A pair of marines were matching coins as they swaggered out of the arcade. The dumpy girl bounded down the steps from the scales, a cane clutched in one hand.

The bullet-shaped cab shot forward in a rush. The redhead behind Thursday let out a shriek of happy terror. This time time the arm didn’t swing back. The cab hovered upside down at the top of the circle and then slid agonizingly over the brink into nothingness. As they rocketed down, the littered asphalt and the colored lights and the tar-paper roofs of the concessions merged in a gaudy blur.

Thursday took off his hat and crammed it between his legs. At the slow top of the second loop, he scanned the haphazard pattern of things forty feet below. It seemed farther, hanging upside down by a safety belt and a metal bar. He looked across B Street, near where he had parked his car, and loitered in the shadows. A slight man in a blue sweater was hurrying along the sidewalk. There was no traffic in sight but the man was glancing behind him nervously and then over at the Joyland concessions.

The cab nosed over for a second dive. The redhead in the other compartment had begun a series of short moans which rose to a crescendo as the Loop-o-plane dove for earth.

At the top of the next loop, the man in the blue sweater was cutting across the street in a half-trot. He was heading for the Joyland entrance. Or the Oriental Bazaar or the crossbow gallery or the tattoo studio. Thursday couldn’t decide which. He wondered why he was wondering as he fell through space again.

The yellow-shirted attendant sadistically stopped the machine at the height of its next dizzying circle, letting the passengers dangle upside down while the bullet teetered uncertainly on its steel arm. The unseen girl behind Thursday was screaming, “Let me down! Let me down!”

The sound of a shot slashed sharply through the playful scream and the crash of bumpers in the scooter pavilion. Thursday twisted his body against the safety belt, trying to give the noise a source.

He caught a glimpse of the blue sweater. The little man was poised hesitantly on the curb on the Joyland side of B Street. He bent over as if he were about to sprint. Then the Loop-o-plane lost its precarious balance and whirled madly down its ordained circle.

The cab slowed on the ascent again and Thursday looked for the blue sweater shape. The little figure was easy to find. He hadn’t gone much farther, just a few steps toward the crossbow range. People were running toward him. His body pressed face down on the sidewalk and one arm stuck out rigidly, pointing at the entrance of Joyland.

That was all Thursday saw before the Loop-o-plane ground over the incline and plunged down again. The redhead was laughing and screaming for somebody to stop the machine.

Thursday added his own shout to the carnival racket. But he had seen the yellow-shirted attendant galloping toward the crowd clustering closely around the still figure on the sidewalk.
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Monday, August 25, 10:00 P.M.

STEIN, the medical examiner, put slender fingers on the edge of the stretcher and pushed his kneeling body erect. He was a lithe and ageless little man with a dark birdlike face. He said, “Shot by a heavy caliber gun — a side arm. Probably .45. Shot in the back from some distance. The slug probably tore up his heart.”

As if to check his own statements he cocked his head at the sweater where he had cut through the blue wool to examine the wound. The body lay in a rack of canvas and aluminum tubing in the center of the long crossbow gallery. At one end of the room were four red-white-and-blue targets wired to thick bales of straw. At the other end was the elbow-high counter and the sliding wooden door that had been let down to keep out the curious after the proprietor had nervously allowed the police to bring the stretcher inside.

The proprietor was backed up against his counter and he said again, jerkily, “It’s okay, Lieutenant. I’m closed up for the night anyway — now. I don’t want any of that kind of business.”

From the outside, through the big square of door came the buzz of the crowd on the sidewalk giving names, addresses and opinions to a police detective. Inside, the naked overhead bulbs of the crossbow range were merciless on the dead man in his shiny stretcher.

Lieutenant Clapp ignored the proprietor. He asked Stein, “Well, doc?”

Stein pursed his lips and dusted some of the sawdust flooring from his knees. “I said it. One slug from some distance.”

“How far?”

“I’ll give it to you in feet and inches later.” The medic tucked his scalpel away in his bag.

“Say, from a car going down B Street to the curb where we found the boy? Fifty feet — that distance?” Austin Clapp lowered his ponderous head slightly, butting at facts. The chief of the San Diego homicide bureau was large and heavyset. His brown hair was liberally salted with gray but the shrewd tanned face had few wrinkles of middle age.

Stein gave a grin too merry for the stuffy casket-shaped room. “Say what you like for the time being. Get the cadaver down to my place sometime in the next month and I’ll give you something definite. I can’t do neat work in a butcher shop.”

His pointed toe kicked at the sawdust where a spot cf blood had soaked redly.

“You’ll get him,” promised Clapp.

Stein stooped to crawl under the counter and exit through the half-door there. He paused in a crouch. “Whoever it was had quite an eye, ringing the bell the first shot like that.”

“Right. Good night, Stein.”

“I’ll see you shortly — don’t worry.” The half-door shut behind him.

Max Thursday was seated on the counter where it tunneled over the door. After Stein was out, he let his long legs swing back comfortably, and idly thumbed the cord on a crossbow. He saw Clapp’s gray eyes probing at him and said, “You don’t find many crack shots any more.”

The police detective sauntered over and leaned heavy forearms on the counter between Thursday and the proprietor, who shuffled to one side. Clapp sighed. “Great way to start the week. Quiet Saturday night with a couple of minor knifings and then comes Monday with this duly.”

“They can’t all be one-two-three.”

“You know, that’s what I said as soon as I saw you walk up, Max.” Before the younger man could say anything, Clapp let his lips make a grin. “Don’t know the victim, huh?”

“Nope.”

“Couldn’t be the guy who phoned you to meet him here?”

“It could be. Have him say something and I’ll tell you for sure.”

There was a knock on the wood paneling by Clapp’s head and one of the ambulance men outside mumbled, “Can we take him away yet, Lieutenant?”

“Keep your shirt on.” The homicide chief and Thursday looked at the dead face on the floor. The concession owner tried to keep his eyes other places.

It was a face with a smooth skin, almost the color of orange peel, and a soft round chin. The dark staring eyes were too large for the Oriental face and made the Cupid’s-bow mouth even smaller. Stiff black hair had been slicked back in a thick pompadour, possibly to add height to the small slim body. The boy wore a blue San Diego High School letterman sweater with one white stripe around the left arm. His beige corduroy trousers were stiff with newness.

“I don’t think he’s over nineteen or twenty,” the proprietor piped up in the silence. “I think it’s a shame — ”

Clapp cut him off with a “Yeah.” He said to Thursday, “Big gun to use on a little fellow. What you carrying these days, Max?”

Thursday plucked his coat open casually. “Nothing.”

Clapp nodded at the shirt where he’d expected to see a holster. “Didn’t the chief issue you a license to pack a .45?”

“That’s right. But he didn’t issue anything that makes me carry it.”

“That’s right, too.” He straightened and looked into the frosty blue eyes. “Look here, Max — I’m just throwing routine questions at a routine witness. I haven’t forgotten how hard you took that mess last spring, but that was last spring. Tonight …”

Thursday hadn’t forgotten, either. The memory of his manhunt had not faded, the hunt in which four persons had gone down before his blind fury. Three of them for keeps. Tonight was six long months since then — but he still didn’t dare trust himself with a gun. He said, “Okay. Didn’t mean to be touchy.”

A head bumped Thursday’s swinging legs and he pulled them aside. Swearing mildly, Crane came through the half-door and stood up. He slapped a leather notebook against his leg and announced to Clapp, “Nothing worth mentioning.”

Despite the summer heat, Jim Crane wore a doublebreasted black suit that was getting shiny across the seat. He ran fingers through his shock of white hair and answered his chief’s unspoken question, “That bunch outside is the usual bunch. Everybody with a different guess that adds up to no sale. Oh, I got a good long list of nothing here. Hi, Thursday.”

“Okay.” Clapp pointed an elbow at the body on the floor. “Shake him down, Jim.”

Crane got down on his knees by the stretcher. “Just a boy.” he commented. He saw the proprietor standing uneasily in the corner and asked, “Who’s that?”

“Mr. Ned Banks,” said Clapp. “Runs this place. He was kind enough to let us bring the body in out of the street.”

Silently, the white-haired detective began rummaging through the pockets of the stiff corduroy trousers.

Clapp picked up the crossbow from Thursday’s lap. “Sure lucky you were on the whatchamacallit. That phone call this afternoon might have been in the way of a trap.”

“I thought of it,” Thursday admitted.

“Not that we know this Chinese kid is your scared voice,” the police lieutenant ruminated. “But if he had something to tell you and he’d seen too many movies, he might make just such a screwy appointment.”

Thursday shook his head. “Next you’ll be telling me that youngster had a two-timing wife. That’s all my business since I opened up shop — two cases, two evenings, fifty bucks. No — kids out of high school don’t hire agency men.”

“Yeah.” Clapp quit fiddling with the crossbow when the bowstring lashed across his thick thumb. With mock ginger-ness, he laid it back on Thursday’s lap. “And why call you? Why not us cops?”

“David Lee. 661 Fourth. That check out?” said Crane, raising his head. He held a worn imitation-leather wallet in one gnarled hand.

“That’s the name, all right.”

The proprietor said suddenly, “He worked next door to me here. At the Oriental Bazaar. I didn’t know his name but I’ve seen him around plenty of times. I make a point of noticing things.”

“Good. What else do you know about him, Mr. Banks?”

Ned Banks peered out of his corner with some surprise. His old body was tall but stooped over to average height, his shoulders forward and sheltering his chest. His hair was a faint gray fringe around a tight-skinned skull that was ugly with dents and ridges. He wore spectacles with green plastic rims. The lenses were cheap and not strong enough; above them his forehead furrowed in a perpetual squint. Now, his face got a little more quizzical and petulant. “Nothing else, Lieutenant. I didn’t know him except to say hello to.”

“Here’s his bankroll,” said Crane, peering into the wallet He gave a low whistle and drew a crisp fifty-dollar bill from the leather slot. Further exploration brought up two crumpled one-dollar bills.

Clapp stuffed his hands in his pockets and half-grinned at Thursday. “Lot of money for a kid to carry around. As much as you made in the last two weeks.”

“I’ve been wrong before.”

The big policeman strolled over to the shooting gallery man. “You’re the man who saw the whole thing, Mr. Banks. Now take it easy and tell us about it.”

Banks pulled his misshapen brown sweater tighter around his shoulders. “Well, Lieutenant,” he said nervously and cleared his throat. His voice was high but soft, with all the edges worn off. “Well, I was leaning on my counter — about here.” He put his leather-reinforced elbows in the correct position. “Business was slow like always on Monday and I was looking down the sidewalk wondering if I should close up. Then I saw the young fellow here start across B Street. I guess he was heading for his own place but it’s a daytime place — never open this time of night.”

“How did he come across the street? Anything funny there?”

“No. He looked back over his shoulder a lot but I didn’t think much about that at the time. Then I noticed this small truck coming along down the street.”

“What kind of truck?”

“I don’t know, Lieutenant. Just one of those little trucks.” Banks looked troubled. He turned around and peered down at his targets, marshaling his memories. “All at once, I heard the shot — and the kid folded up on the curb right in front of me. The truck gunned on down the street, toward the harbor. I wasn’t looking at it enough then to really see where it went. I hopped out — ”

“Okay,” said Clapp. “I want to hear more about this truck. How about the driver? See anything of him?”

Banks squinted harder through his cheap glasses and drew one hand across the uneven top of his head. “Funny — now that you mention that, Lieutenant — ” His eyes dropped to the still body under the bright lights.

Clapp said slowly, “I’d like to postpone all this, Mr. Banks, but …”

“That’s all right. I’m all right.”

“Now, what about this driver?”

Beneath the counter, Thursday heard somebody fumbling with the half-door. He put the crossbow aside and jumped down, getting his feet out of the way. He moved closer to where Clapp was scowling at the proprietor.

“What!” rang the police lieutenant’s voice.

“Looking at the kid and his blank expression reminded me what seemed so funny. The driver didn’t have any face.” Banks looked startled by his own words. He added hastily, “I mean, Lieutenant, his head was all wrapped up with white cloth. Like it was bandaged.”
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Monday, August 25, 10:15 P.M.

“THAT’S the stuff to give the troops,” a crisp voice said approvingly. An incisive voice, feminine only in pitch.

Coldly, Clapp watched the woman slide in through the opening under the counter. She managed to do it gracefully despite longer than average legs hobbled by a gray skirt. The policeman said, “Beat the pack to the kill again, huh?”

Merle Osborn brought her tall body erect with a wise smile. “The other gentlemen of the press were deep in their coffee cups. I lost the toss on this one.” She turned her flat-heeled shoes toward the body. “So that’s it!”

Union, Tribune-Sun, Journal, and Sentinel — those were San Diego’s four dailies and Merle Osborn handled the police beat for the Sentinel, She was one of the few women reporters who had not been dropped at war’s end. Her paper was the newest and noisiest in the city. Blacker headlines, riper adjectives, and overplayed crime stories “by Merle Osborn” were some of the Sentinel’s biggest guns in its fight for circulation.

But the face that casually inspected every detail of the dead Chinese was neat-boned and might have been handsome had the owner bothered with make-up. A swipe of pink lipstick across the wide straight mouth she considered sufficient for a woman working in a man’s world. Her silky brown hair was skewered on a comb behind her head in the most practical manner she could conceive. The hazel eyes seemed too alert, too knowing, too round, possibly because she consistently forgot to darken the blonde eyebrows above them. Merle Osborn had dispossessed as much femininity as possible. Her severe suit of gray worsted was mussed but her figure needed no help. The form which might have been willowy was simply decisive.

Her bright gaze became detached from the body and lit on Max Thursday. “Hello, killer.”

Thursday curled a corner of his mouth for reply. He didn’t like Merle Osborn, her paper or her strident copy. The boiling point in his antagonism had been reached with a Sunday feature in the Sentinel two weeks before. By Merle Osborn. She had garishly rehashed the months-old Manila pearl case, painting Max Thursday in glamorous colors as a licensed killer. The feature had appeared the day before he opened his new office in the Moulton Building.

“Oh,” Ned Banks murmured. “I didn’t hook up the names. You’re the Thursday who shot — ”

Merle Osborn laughed. “What’s this about a mummy driving the murder car?”

“I didn’t say that. Not at all,” Banks said hastily.

Clapp growled, “Keep out of this, Osborn. Well, then, Mr. Banks. The driver had his face bandaged. Big or small bandage?”

“It looked pretty big to me, Lieutenant. It covered his whole head that I could see.”

“You saw his entire head — every side?”

“I mean all that I saw was covered. With white cloth — like he’d been hurt.”

Crane got up stiffly from beside the dead boy. He had the worn wallet and a few coins and several pieces of paper piled on his hand. “The works, Austin.”

“Spread it out here on the counter,” suggested Clapp.

The white-haired detective laid the collection on the wood next to Thursday, who moved aside. Merle Osborn closed in to look over Clapp’s shoulder. Banks showed no interest in David Lee’s personal belongings; he stayed where he was, squinting everywhere but at the slit blue letterman sweater.

Crane unfolded a fresh pink piece of paper. “Invoice,” he announced in an inventory voice. “Daniels Novelty Company, San Francisco. Fifty sphinxes, size B.”

“Sphinxes,” said Clapp unenthusiastically. He took the invoice himself. “Probably something to do with the bazaar.” He swung his head toward Banks. “That thing open now — the kid’s place?”

“No, Lieutenant.”

“How come? I thought these midways stayed open most of the night.”

“Most of us do. But like I said, that Chinese place is a daytime place.”

“Why would Lee be coming back here at nine-thirty?”

“I don’t remember seeing him around today at all, that I saw, Lieutenant. I recollect there’s a girl who runs the place, too — besides him.”

“Ticket stub,” Crane went on. “Probably from one of the joints in the park here. We can find out easy.”

Thursday leaned closer to the jagged half of ticket. It was light blue and a large 15¢ had been printed across its middle. No serial number. He slipped his hand into his coat pocket. Under his cigarettes he felt the ticket stub he still carried from the Loop-o-plane ride. It felt the same size.

“But here’s something, anyway,” said Crane. He held up a corner of white paper that had been ripped from a larger sheet.

“That’s the Lee kid’s own writing, I think. Looks like the signatures on his driver’s license and Social Security.”

The penciled writing on the corner of paper was small and neat and square. It read:


Leon Jagger

about 6 feet

gray hair

wide shoulders

lisps



Clapp made clucking noises against the silence.

“Well, who’s Leon Jagger?” Merle Osborn’s abrupt voice demanded.

Clapp mused, rubbing his chin with a heavy hand, “Doesn’t look like it was torn off anything else. Looks like the kid wrote down a description of this Leon Jagger. Ever heard the name, Mr. Banks?”

Banks shook his head. Crane was digging at a thick packet in a side compartment of the wallet. He got out the fuzzy folded paper and spread it wide. It was an ink-smeared newspaper clipping.

The woman darted a look of sardonic amusement at Thursday. “That’s my story on you, Thursday,” she said jubilantly. “I’d say it broadened the outlook.”

Thursday took the clipping that Clapp handed him and put it down flat on the counter without looking at it. He tried to concentrate on holding his fingers steady and not seeing the black type and the pictures. Cold impersonal police pictures of three dead bodies and a fourth picture — of a man who should have been dead but who stared blankly out of the newspage between the bars of an insane asylum. Thursday’s work.

Clapp said, “I’m afraid this settles who it was called you down here, Max.”

Thursday sucked in breath to clear his head. “Afraid so.”

REAL LIFE SLEUTH SLAYS CRIME BOSSES. Beneath inches of headline and “by Merle Osborn” ran the over-dramatized recapitulation of the Manila pearl case. How Thursday, down-and-out, had been drawn into the million-dollar conspiracy to find a kidnapped boy and how he had succeeded — but not until three dead bodies lay behind him. Columns of type about Max Thursday, the implacable, the deadly. No word to betray the piecemeal nights since, the quick nerves, the nightmares of stiffened shapes falling toward him, constantly falling.

Private Cop Rubs Out … He turned to stare at the woman who had kept his memory fresh.

Merle Osborn was merry. “My moving fingers wrote, Thursday, and evidently won you a following,” she said. “So the late lamented called on you for help?”

“That hasn’t been proved,” Crane said.

“Hasn’t it? That story out of the wallet is the whole story. Obviously, the youngster here was up to something that required a killer. Why wouldn’t he call for the great Max Thursday?” Her round eyes locked with Thursday’s cold gaze. “But Mr. Bank’s mummy arrived here first, didn’t he?”

Clapp swore irritably. “I’ll do the figuring around here, Osborn. Don’t chatter yourself right off the premises.”

“Certainly, Lieutenant,” she said, unruffled. “But where’s my vote of thanks from Thursday for the business I’m bringing him?”

Thursday asked angrily, “You mean those side-of-the-mouth deals I’ve been offered because of you? ‘There’s a guy in my way and here’s a hundred if he won’t be any more’ — that business?”

Her fingers flicked toward the center of the room. “I mean him.”

“He’s not mine.”

“He is now.”

Clapp narrowed his eyes at Crane and said, “Minus the palaver, what we got? Dead Chinese — name of David Lee. Too much money in his wallet. An old newspaper write-up about Thursday — ”

Merle Osborn put in, “Not just any old write-up.”

Clapp didn’t listen. “A ticket stub of some sort. A bill for fifty sphinxes. A description of a guy we never heard of. And the kid’s shot down by a character with a bandaged face driving a small truck. A headache?” He snorted.

“Tong war,” the reporter suggested.

“Sure,” said Thursday. “Must be at least a million Chinese around named Leon Jagger. Very common.”

“Incidentally,” snapped Clapp, “that Jagger stuff isn’t for publication. Make sure.”

The double blast only made Merle Osborn raise her nearly invisible eyebrows. “Let me know when, will you?”

“Check with me in about an hour and I’ll give you the word on what you can print. We may need all the breaks we can get on this one.” Clapp’s frown turned toward Ned Banks. “That goes for everyone.”

Banks said, “I know when to keep my mouth shut, Lieutenant. I — ”

“Why are the police worried?” Merle Osborn asked cheerfully. “Here’s the world’s finest private detective right where the blood’s flowing.”

“This isn’t my case,” Thursday said flatly.

“That may or may not be,” she said. The tilt of her body, hands on hips, was an obscure challenge. “But I’d say you were in clear up to your eyeballs.”

“I’d say not.”

“Are you afraid of your reputation?”

“I don’t see any clients handy, sweetheart.”

Clapp said brusquely, “What I say is that Max is the only lucky one of the bunch. He doesn’t have to stick around.”

Thursday gave him a quick grateful glance and ducked his long body under the counter. “See you around, Clapp. Crane.”

He didn’t realize how stagnant the crossbow gallery had been until he stood up on the sidewalk outside and felt the cool night air probe his narrow nostrils. A handful of people and their babble still clustered around the police ambulance at the curb. The faces that pivoted his way seemed exhilarated. A mumble said, “Hey, isn’t that one of the cops?”

Thursday turned away, still angry at Merle Osborn, still angry at his own nerves. Through the wooden front of the closed gallery he heard Clapp’s annoyed rumble. “Sphinxes!”
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