
  [image: Sweet Wild Wench cover]

	
        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    

“Dance, Mr. Puma?”



She stood there looking very blonde, very soft — very everything.

I put down my drink. “I grew up in dance halls,” I said.

She put a rhumba on the record player and then she was in my arms. Her body was firm but yielding; her breasts were taut against my chest.

She danced well, with grave and instant response but still with enough individuality to make her presence felt. Her mouth was close to my ear and I thought she nibbled.

It’s the booze, Puma, I told myself. You’re imagining this; it’s wishful thinking.

And then her sharp eye tooth sent pain dancing through my ear lobe and I knew it wasn’t the whiskey, it was the wench. I stopped dancing and found her mouth.

Her body melted into mine and she whimpered and trembled.
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THAT WAS SOME AUTUMN. Deke had graduated from college and was hanging around with the wrong people. And business was lousy. So when Griffin offered me a temporary job, I took it.

Deke’s my brother and Griffin was the D.A. at the time. I knew Griffin’s sister very well. Thirty-seven years old, she was, and it bothered her. Adele is her name. A looker, a real looker.

Deke was twenty-seven; he’d gone to college late. He’d had three years in the army and a little over a year at Las Vegas before enrolling. And he’d learned to gamble. He’d paid his way through school over a poker table.

He’s all right. Don’t get me wrong. His friends you can have, but Deke’s okay. Mom always used to call me her “steady son” and in front of Deke, too. Mom didn’t know about child psychology.

I tried to straighten him out about his new friends without playing the heavy brother, but as usual Deke had an answer.

“It’s not morality you’re preaching,” he said, “not you, I hope, a dame chaser like you.”

“So I like women,” I said.

“And horizontal only,” he added.

Which was unfair and untrue. I like women — all ages, sizes and colors. I like the way they walk and dress and gossip. I like the way they face reality much better than men.

Naturally I like them best when they’re at their best, and that’s quite often horizontal.

As I implied earlier, it was a woman who suggested me to the D.A. I’d known Adele for six years and we understood each other. No strings, live for now, these few moments, some of them ecstatic.

She knew I’d had a rough couple of months and mentioned my name to her brother on a touchy investigation he was just starting. And he looked up my old record with the Department and called me in for an interview.

He’s a solid piece of man, this Griffin, about five-ten and broad as a chopping block. He has the most direct, cynical eyes I’ve ever seen and he kept them on me all through the interview.

Everything went pretty well until the last few minutes. Then he asked, “Is Deke Puma your brother?”

“Yes, sir.”

He frowned. “He associates with some — questionable people.”

“I know it,” I said. “That could help if we need a pigeon. Not that Deke is, but some of his friends might be.”

He continued to frown. “You see a lot of him?”

“I do. But not his friends.”

A silence of a few seconds. And then, “All right. You’ll start working out of this office Monday. I haven’t got the assignment ready quite yet, but it will be ready Monday.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said.

And was halfway to the door when he added, “Oh, by the way, this — thing between you and Adele — ”

I turned and looked at him. I said nothing, waiting.

He seemed to be blushing. “I just wondered —  She’s uh — quite a bit older than you are.”

I smiled, enjoying his blush. Then I said, “It’s nothing serious, Mr. Griffin. It never was. Adele wouldn’t be likely to settle for a man of my limited income. She makes four times that much on her A.T. and T. stock alone.”

He smiled then. “All right, Joe. See you Monday morning.”

I had always thought of him as an invulnerable man, but Adele could be his Achilles’ heel. I’m ashamed to admit I made a mental note to be nice to Adele. It had been a hungry summer, as I’ve said.

This was Saturday afternoon, and I went over to Lippy’s.

Lippy had been a cop at one time and a pretty good one, but he was addicted to talking when he should be listening. That hadn’t won him any friends in the Department. And if you haven’t any important friends in the Department, it’s better to get into another line of work.

He was behind the bar this afternoon, two hundred and ten pounds of muscle and mouth.

I ordered a rye and he put a bottle of it on the bar. He slid over a shot glass and said, “You’re looking smug.”

I shrugged.

He chuckled. “One of Griffin’s Golden Boys now? He okay you?”

“You’ve got big ears,” I said.

He shook his head. “I’ve got eyes. You’re in here how many times with the man’s sister? And I know your business has been lousy. Right now you look like you own the town.”

“All right, Lippy,” I said.

“Don’t ‘all right’ me. You’re working; don’t you buy me a drink?”

“Have a drink,” I said.

He brought another glass and poured himself some rye. He lifted his and I lifted mine and we drank.

“Is your cook here? Could he fix me a steak sandwich?”

He was and he could and I took it over to a booth to eat it with a bottle of beer. I had finished the steak and was nursing the beer when Deke came in.

He saw me and came over to slump in the seat on the other side of the booth. He looked worn out and his eyes were glazed with fatigue.

“Coffee?” I suggested.

“I’m full of coffee. All night and all morning, coffee and cigarettes.”

“Poker?”

He nodded.

“How’d you make out?”

“I lost my ass. Could you let me have a couple hundred for a few days?”

“If Lippy will cash a check for me. Deke, aren’t you ever going to work?”

“Lay off,” he said. “I never worked harder in my life than I did the last seventeen hours.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

Lippy cashed the check and I gave Deke the money. He put it carelessly into his jacket pocket and studied me, smiling. Then he put a fist gently alongside my jaw. “You know, maybe you are the ‘good’ brother. Maybe Mom was right about that.”

“Get some sleep, Deke,” I said quietly.

I had my weekend at Palm Springs, where Adele has a small house with a kidney-shaped pool. Between swimming and soaking in the sun and listening to records and this and that, she told me about her brother.

The Griffins are an old Los Angeles family and her brother never forgot it for a moment. He loved the town. He resented any outside criticism of it and was determined to keep it as clean as any town its size can be. He needed the salary not at all.

“Sounds like a Boy Scout,” I told Adele. “I probably won’t make much money on the expense account.”

“Don’t worry about that,” she said. “He’s a realist. He went over your record very carefully, Joe, and he knows good investigators cost money.” She paused. “He knows more about you than the record shows, too.”

“You’re telling me?” I agreed. “He knows about us, too.”

She smiled. “Only we know all about us. Right?”

She was right about that.

Monday morning just after nine I was in Griffin’s office. He told me about the job.

It was a cult. This town is full of off-beat religious cults and there isn’t a hell of a lot the law can do about it. Some of them are operated by con-men and some by crackpots and some — maybe — by devout believers.

There was a folder on Griffin’s desk and it held some information he’d tapped another private operative for.

“This has to be handled tactfully,” he warned me. “Some rather influential citizens are involved and we don’t want any kickbacks. Those religious con-men can always scream ‘persecution,’ you know.”

I nodded and asked, “How was this private man involved?”

“He had a client whose daughter was contributing very generously to the cult. I know the girl casually.” He shook his head. “A weird one. You can get more on her from this operative.” He handed me the folder. “Good luck. The man’s address is in there.”

The address was an office building on Selma in Hollywood, a three-story stucco building of winding hallways and fly-by-night tenants. The office of Burns Murphy — Investigations was on the second floor.

Enter, the chipped lettering on the door commanded me. So I entered.

There was no outer office; just a small, neat and plainly furnished room in which Burns Murphy sat behind a steel desk. He was typing a letter.

He looked up and smiled as I came in. He’s a lanky gent, fairly handsome, and as honest as his trade permits.

“Greetings,” he said. “What brings you into this cheap neighborhood, Joe?”

“Children of Proton,” I answered. That was the name of the cult.

“Ah, yes,” he said and chuckled. “The great god Proton, idol of the positive thinkers.” He stood up and stretched and came around the desk. He leaned against it and indicated a chair for me.

I sat down and he said lightly, “I heard you were working with the D.A. You always land on your feet, don’t you?”

“I make out,” I answered stiffly.

He grinned. “Don’t ruffle your tail feathers, Joe. I knew you when you were starving.” He paused. “Last week.”

“Let’s get down to business,” I said.

He sat down in a nearby chair. “Sure.” He looked at me directly. “What do you want to know?”

“Is your client still interested in the outfit?”

“My client never was. His daughter seems cured, though maybe she’ll have a relapse. You know, post-hypnotic?”

“Uh-huh. What are they selling?”

“Nothing. No courses, no charms, no idols, nothing.”

“Then what in hell is the pitch?”

He looked at me seriously. “Maybe it isn’t a pitch. Maybe it’s time somebody came up with a new religion.”

“Well, what was your client worried about?”

He shrugged. “Wealthy man. Very conservative man. Believes in the status quo and that old-time religion.”

I said nothing for a few seconds and the room was quiet.

Burns Murphy said, “You Catholic, Joe?”

“I used to be. I’m not anything else.”

“Used to be,” he said. “This town is loaded with used-to-be’s. Ex-Catholics and Lutherans and Orthodox Greeks. All looking for something they lost. What they lost was their youth and their faith. And now the grave is yawning at them and they want both back. But all they can buy is faith.”

“Was your client’s daughter old?”

“No. But she’s scared. She hasn’t any roots and no rock.”

“The town’s full of churches and synagogues,” I pointed out.

“The town’s full of churches, but you left yours,” he said.

“The grave doesn’t frighten me,” I answered.

“Something must frighten you,” he said, “the way you keep trying to crawl back into the womb.”

“Let’s stick with the business at hand,” I suggested.

“All right. I’m a cynic. And I wouldn’t say the Children of Proton was a racket. Of course I wouldn’t say it wasn’t, either. Because I know the donations some of the faithful were making.” He took a breath. “And some of the sermons I listened to there are still with me.”

“You sound sold,” I said.

He shook his head. He reached over and took a package of cigarettes from the desk. “Not quite,” he said.

“What’s the gimmick?” I asked. “What new angle are they selling?”

“Well, basically it’s that God is energy. And we’re all manifestations of energy, of course. I mean, we’re bundles of atoms. You know what an atom is, Joe?”

I nodded and looked smug. “It’s composed of a nucleus around which the planetary electrons revolve. It’s a minor planetary system. The nucleus is positive, the electrons negative.”

He nodded. “So, Joe, you’re more or less immortal if you consider yourself as merely a bundle of atoms.”

“Who wants to be an immortal atom?”

He smiled sadly. “Well, the truly elect are Protons and I would guess about six hundred of our citizens hanker to be one of those. Including some big money names in this town. Don’t laugh, Joe. Not until you’ve met Jeremiah Adams.”

“He’s the head man?”

“He is the prophet of the new electrical God.”

“Electrical? I thought it was atomic?”

Burns said, “They’re all related, according to Jeremiah. Magnetism, electricity, gravity, molecular action. They are all manifestations.”

I shook my head and stood up. “Maybe this Jeremiah Adams can show me the light. I’ll try him. I may bother you again, Burns.”

His smile was cynical. “Any time. I can always use a friend who’s close to the D.A.”

I made no comment on that. I went to the door and something bugged me and I turned back.

“Burns,” I said, “if I’m a bundle of atoms, I’m not really immortal. Because the atom is breakable now, you know.”

“Ah, yes,” Murphy said. “And that big fat bomb carries the seeds of our Armageddon, according to Jeremiah. And that too is part of his — pitch.”

All nonsense, of course, but I went down the winding halls past the cheap offices feeling very small, and I’m not.
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THE BUILDING was a long, low and broad place of Lannon stone in Brentwood on San Vicente. In a stucco world, Lannon stone looks more sumptuous than it normally does. The built-in sprinklers were throwing a sun-dappled mist over the rich green lawn that sloped up from the walk.

I knew the building, and I searched my memory. It hadn’t always been a cult. Then I remembered it had been a mortuary, the over-ambitious venture of an innocent who hadn’t realized how competitive that business was in this town.

In the short wall of the L there was a door. The upper half of the door was glass and I could look directly into the paneled study that the door served.

There was a man sitting behind the desk in there and he was facing my way. He saw me, smiled, and beckoned for me to enter.

He rose as I pushed the door open and he was standing in front of his desk by the time I’d closed the door behind me.

At first, all I could see was the color of his eyes. They were blue, but a blue I had never seen before. They had the intensity of a high voltage arc. I was lost in his eyes when his soft voice came through.

“How can I serve you, sir? I am Jeremiah Adams.”

“My name is Puma,” I told him. “Joe Puma. And I’m not sure just how you can serve me.”

He indicated a barrel-backed chair near his desk. “Sit down, Mr. Puma.”

I sat down and he went over to sit behind his desk again. There was a silence of about ten seconds.

Then he said quietly, “Something must have brought you to my door, Mr. Puma.”

I lit a cigarette and tried to look even dumber than usual. “All of us are looking for something, I guess,” I began lamely. “It could be you’ve got what I’m looking for. Oh — I don’t know what I mean.”

“Most of us are looking for immortality,” he murmured.

My attention went beyond the blue eyes then and I saw him as a whole man. He had a thin, aristocratic look about him, a Mayflower-descendant look. His suit was heavy Italian silk in an Oxford shade. His hands, on top of the desk, were long-fingered, beautifully manicured and strong. A real solid-looking man.

I fidgeted like a man in doubt and said, “I don’t know if it’s immortality, though that would be nice.” I sighed. “There’s so damned — little to believe in these days.”

He reminded me, “Whatever you’re looking for, it has brought you here. You’re a realist, Mr. Puma? You can believe in what makes sense?”

“Sure,” I said.

He studied me and the eyes engulfed me again. “We make sense here.”

It must have been his eyes. He went on from there, talking softly and fluently and I can’t remember much of it. But it made sense at the time. It didn’t seem logical he could have hypnotized me without my cooperation, but it could have been.

I went out with a handful of literature and promised him I would attend one of the meetings.

A new God for the Atomic Age. And a racket? At the time I wasn’t sure. This was no minor-league spellbinder.

I went to Lippy’s for lunch and from there to the home of Burns Murphy’s client.

It was one of those big places on Sunset not visible to the vulgar eyes of the commoners on the boulevard. It was an old place, built when MGM Spanish was the architectural motif. The entrance hall could have been lifted from an ancient movie; tapestries and crossed lances and a thread-thin oriental rug on the tile floor.

The Negro maid came back to tell me. Mr. Deering would see me. She told me to follow her.

Mr. Deering was in a small room off the two-story living room, a room that might have been a sewing room at one time. But Mr. Deering was now a widower. He leaned forward to snap off a color TV set as I came in.

He was a short, stocky man with white hair and a square, pugnacious face. He wore a dark suit and black shoes and a dark-blue tie with his snow-white shirt. No newcomer to California, this man. The traffic from Sunset was dim and distant.

I told him who I was and why I was here.

His smile was purely social. “Work for Sam Griffin, do you? I knew Sam would be interested in that rotten racket. He’ll smoke ‘em out.”

“He’s a fine man,” I agreed. “A great public servant.”

“And a Californian,” he added. “Where are you from, Mr. Puma?”

“Fresno, originally,” I answered.

He nodded in satisfaction. “Sam wouldn’t hire any trash.”

I said nothing.

He took a breath. “Some state we’re getting, eh?”

“It’s certainly growing,” I agreed.

“Unfortunately. And from all the wrong places. The New York scum and all the others who don’t know their places.”

It was warm in the room, it was unpleasant. I was glad my name wasn’t Cohen, though Puma must have given him some doubt.

His sick voice went on. “Another month and I’ll have my holdings disposed of here. Then I’m moving to Texas. They know how to handle the trash in Texas.” A pause. “My kind of people there, the kind I grew up with.”

I wasn’t here to argue with him. He was past that. I said, “I came to find out, Mr. Deering, if your daughter is still active in this Children of Proton.”

He shook his head. “She gave me her promise. She has some strange, modern ideas, Mr. Puma, but she still loves her father.”

“Would it be possible for me to talk with her today?”

He shook his head again. “I’m afraid not. She’s gone to Palm Springs for a few days.”

There wasn’t much he knew about the cult. He wasn’t a man who needed a reason to hate anything. He promised to let me know when his daughter got back from Palm Springs.

As I turned to leave, he asked, “Puma — is that a Spanish name? Castilian, isn’t it?”

I smiled tolerantly. “I’m Italian, Mr. Deering. Although some people might use a different word. Good day, sir.”

The Negro maid had the front door open when I got to it. I asked her, “How long has Mrs. Deering been dead?”

Her brown eyes looked past me toward the living room. “Three years.”

“Does Mr. Deering spend a lot of time in that little room?”

“Most of the time that he’s awake.”

“He’s not — sick — is he?”

Her glance came back to hold steadily on mine. “I guess all of us are sick, sir, one way or another. He’s no sicker than plenty of others.”

She closed the door behind me and I went over to climb into the worn Plymouth. It was the middle of the afternoon and traffic on Sunset was heavy both ways.

The high, narrow windows of the Deering house seemed to stare at me bleakly as I steered the car down the winding drive toward the street.

It figured that his daughter would be driven into a cult. Or to some more reasonable God. It figured she would need the sunlight of Palm Springs.

Griffin was at his desk when I got back.

“Well — ?” he asked.

“I saw three people and didn’t learn much.” I lit a cigarette. “I saw Mr. Deering.”

“How is he? Is he well?”

“Physically, I guess he is.”

Griffin exhaled heavily. “I know what you mean. He was always bad enough. But since his wife died — ” He broke off, staring into space.

“This Jeremiah Adams is an impressive front man,” I said. “He’s taken over that former Litter-Barclay funeral home in Brentwood. Some of his sponsors are right out of the social register.”

Griffin nodded. “I know. And he’s growing too. And that building is paid for. How did you approach him?”

“I implied I’d lost my faith and was trying to regain it. That wasn’t much of a lie; that could be true of all of us. I think he believed me.”

Griffin’s smile was thin. “You’re not susceptible to this kind of — hogwash, are you, Joe?”

“Probably not,” I said honestly. “I was born with a strong streak of skepticism.”

“Good,” he said. “This investigator Deering hired, this Burns Murphy, turned in an almost favorable report.”

“I know. I read it.”

He stood there quietly for a moment. Then he said, “Stay with it. Get all the background you can on this Adams. Find out what he paid for that building and who handled the deal. He’s getting too damned big. If he gets any bigger, we won’t be able to touch him.”

He was standing at the window, looking out at his city, when I left.

At the rat-trap apartment I call home I was showering, half an hour later, when my phone rang. It was Adele.

“How’d your first day go?”

“Nothing sensational.”

A silence, and then, “Working tonight?”

I had only half-planned to, but since I’d just finished a week-end of Adele, I said, “I’d better. It’s my first day and I want to make a good impression.”

“Sissy,” she said. “Depleted, are you? At your age! You should be ashamed.”

“I’d like to see you. Honestly I would. But I’m a working man, honey.”

“All right,” she said. “Don’t call me; I’ll call you.”

“I’ll call you,” I promised. “Be good.”

“At thirty-seven,” she said, “that’s easy. Good-night.” The line went dead.

I replaced the phone on its cradle and looked up to see Deke near the door. My door had been unlocked and Deke never knocks. He didn’t live with me. He had an apartment on the Strip where he could play cards all night.

“Be nice to her,” he said, “or her brother will can you.”

“Get off my back,” I told him. “What’d you come for, more money?”

He looked at me quietly a moment. Then, “No. I came to pay you the two hundred.”

I took a deep breath. “You needle me too much. I guess I nag at you too, don’t I?”

He smiled and sat on my sagging sofa. He took a wallet from his jacket pocket and pulled out a sheaf of bills. He handed me ten twenties and asked, “Got any steak in the joint?”

“Take twenty back if you need eating money,” I said.

He stared at me, his face tight. “I don’t need eating money; I’m loaded. I got into a floating crap game. I just thought we could have some steak and some gab.” He paused. “Being brothers, and all.” He started to rise.

“Sit where you are,” I said. “I apologize. There’s steak in the refrigerator. Fillets. I’ve got to take a shower. Get yourself a beer.”

When I came out again, Deke was at the kitchen table, drinking a can of beer and leafing through the Children of Proton literature.

He looked up. “Some gobbledegook! Plan to join?”

“For professional purposes only. Griffin thinks it might be a racket.”

“Might be? That’s a cinch bet. What do you think?”

I shrugged.

He chuckled. “Now I see what’s been bugging you. You never should have left the church, Joe. You’ve been uncomfortable ever since.”

“Huh!” I said. I took the steaks out of the refrigerator.

Deke held up a glossy picture of Jeremiah Adams. “Brother Joe, if you can’t recognize this as a con-man, you’re in the wrong business.”

I shrugged again.

Deke studied the picture. “I’ll bet some of my friends will have the word on him. In my circles, somebody has the word on anybody in town.”

“Anybody crooked,” I added.

He yawned. “In this town, that’s almost everybody. I’ll ask around, Joe.”

We ate the steak and drank beer and talked. I didn’t lecture him and he didn’t needle me.

He cleaned up the kitchen while I went in to get dressed for the evening’s labor. I had decided to go over to Brentwood; there was to be a sermon this evening by Jeremiah Adams.

When Deke left, I told him, “Don’t draw to inside straights.”

He put a hand genially on my shoulder. “Okay. And don’t you lower your stud fee, kid.”
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IT WAS A WARM, clear night in Brentwood and traffic was heavy on San Vicente, heading for the ocean. The parking lot was almost filled when I arrived at Adams’ temple.

On the terrace near the wide double doors some of the faithful were chatting. I smelled expensive perfume and fine Havana tobacco as I threaded through the group and into the auditorium.

There was only one person in the foyer, a slim, stacked and beautifully dressed blonde, a real lovely, even by this town’s standards. I was sure I had seen her somewhere before.

She smiled at me impersonally as I nodded. My knees shook as I went past her into the auditorium. The disturbing odor of her provocative perfume came right along with me, clinging in my nostrils.

There were only about three rows still unfilled; I sat in the last row, on the aisle. I thought about the blonde as I looked over the crowd.

Though the building ran roughly north and south, the seats had been shifted slightly from the logical auditorium setting. One of the pamphlets had explained this; all the seats faced true magnetic north.

Phony enough, perhaps, but no more out in left field than a man being swallowed by a whale.

As I said before, this is a town addicted to cults and weird off-beat religions. This is where the evangelists blossom and the flagellants thrive. But their appeal was to the ignorant, the underprivileged and badly educated. Jeremiah Adams was getting the carriage trade.

The Constitution was on their side. Religious freedom includes irreligious freedom, because one man’s God is another man’s false idol. So unless the D.A. could get clear evidence of fraud, there’d be no case for the courts.

Fraud doesn’t cover voluntary contributions. And Jeremiah Adams was promising nothing but immortality. Who could prove he wouldn’t deliver?

This much I had to hand the man. He peddled neither fear, bigotry, hate nor hysteria. That put him a few notches above his contemporaries. What he was selling could be bought in any book store, positive thinking, affirmation.

He had some science-fiction overtones and a touch of layman’s psychology. That wasn’t enough to bring this audience in; he also offered the jackpot — immortality. We lived in a grave-conscious time.

He had the voice, the manner, the phraseology and a sort of quietly glowing sincerity. He kept the eyes of that upper-class crowd on him every second.

Every pair of eyes but mine. Mine wandered, seeking the blonde. She was in the first row and she sat almost rigidly intense, tuned to the mellifluous voice of the prophet. The vulgar thought came to me that I’d give a lot to sell her as completely as Adams obviously was. She was being wasted here.

Was she a movie star? I’d seen that face somewhere.

And then it came to me. I’d seen her in the newspapers a number of times, on the society page and on the front page. It was Eve Deering, the daughter that Burns Murphy had been hired to watch. And Papa Deering had told me she was in Palm Springs. She must have lied to him.

Such a lovely, lovely girl to come from that sick man in that bleak house. Her mother must have been the beauty.

She kept her eyes on Jeremiah Adams and I kept my eyes on her. Pressure mounted in me and I looked at Adams in self-protection. And I saw in him a superficial resemblance to Papa Deering.
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