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LEAD ACHE

THE BIG CAR SWAYED as it rocketed down the narrow concrete road. Its headlights groped for, finally picked out the entrance to a dirt path that meandered off to the right through a clump of trees.

The driver swung the car off the state road, and the hum of the tread on the concrete was replaced by the squash of the soft mud as it sucked at the tires. Larry Jensen sat huddled in his corner of the back seat, squinted through the darkness at the man who sat next to him. His eyes dropped from Madden’s face to the metallic glint of the .45 he held cradled in his lap.

“Where are we going, Lew?” Jensen hoped the other man couldn’t hear the pounding of blood being trip-hammered through his brain by the loud beating of his heart.

“What’s the difference where you’re going? You’re not coming back.”

Jensen licked his lips, made a stab at sounding unimpressed, didn’t even fool himself. “You’re bluffing. You couldn’t get away with it.”

Madden grunted, dug into his pocket, came up with a cigarette and hung it from the corner of his mouth. He snapped on a lighter, held it to the cigarette. In the light of its flickering flame, his black-button eyes squinted at Jensen. His face was thin, pinched. A scar that ran down the side of his cheek to the corner of his mouth lifted the end of his lip in a perpetual snarl. “You mean you’re going to stop me?” He snapped the lighter off, blew a stream of smoke into the other man’s face. “You newspaper guys don’t know when you’ve had it, do you?”

“You can’t kill a reporter, Madden. You should know that.”

“Hear that, Maury?” Madden called up to the driver. “What happens when I empty this gun in your belly, sucker? You figure to get up and walk home?” He roared at his own joke, was joined by the man in the front seat.

“If you think the exposé will stop when you knock me off, you’re crazy,” Jensen lied desperately. “I left all the evidence in a safe place. They’ll pick up where I left off and bust the racket wide open.”

“And what’ll we be doing all that time? Standing by and letting them?” Madden leaned over, jabbing the muzzle of the .45 into the reporter’s side. “When they find you, they’ll get the idea. And if they’re hard to convince, we’ll keep convincing them. Until they do lay off.” He grinned. “Can’t kill a reporter, huh?”

“Maybe you’ll get a couple of us,” Jensen said. “But don’t get the idea that’ll stop them. The ones that’re left won’t stop until they strap you into the hot seat.”

The big car slowed to a stop. The man in the front seat swung around. “We’re here, Madden.”

The gun prodded Jensen in the ribs. “This is where you get off,” Madden told him.

Jensen felt his knees turning to water, struggled to get them under control. “That’s all I have to say,” he finished.

“You never said a truer word, pal,” the driver said.

Madden motioned for the reporter to open the car door, shoved him out. Jensen stumbled, fell to his knees in the mud. Madden stepped out, grinned down at him. “Just to show you I’m a right guy, I might give you a break, at that.”

“I’m not asking for any breaks from you.” Jensen’s white face glinted damply in the half-light.

“How do you like that, Maury?” Madden asked the driver. “I want to give the guy a break, he gets nasty.” He looked back to Jensen. “I’m going to let you run for it. A guy with a lot of wind like you might even outrun a slug.”

Jensen pulled himself to his feet. “I’m not running. Anything I’m getting, I’ll take now. It should be a new experience for a rat like you not to plug a guy in the back.”

The corner of Madden’s mouth twitched upward. His finger whitened on the trigger. The big gun roared four times. The slugs hit Jensen in the middle, folded him over. He clasped his hands across his stomach; his knees buckled under him. He sank to the ground like a deflated balloon, his face plowing into the mud.

The usual clamor of the city room of the Dispatch had hit a new low when Marty Cowan, the managing editor, walked in. He picked his way through the organized confusion of the desks, but didn’t stop for his usual banter with the men and women who sat in front of typewriters of varying ages and vintages, and passed by the copy boys without his usual greeting. He headed for the frosted glass door at the end of the room, disappeared through it.

Barbara Lake got up from her desk, walked up to the slot where Jim Kiely stood talking to the copy men, who were halfheartedly slashing time copy to size. “What’s it all about, Jim?” she asked.

Jim Kiely shrugged. “Marty phoned, said he wanted the whole staff on deck at eleven.” He looked at the clock on the far wall. “It’s just about that now. He’ll probably let us all in on it together.” Kiely was a lean man with a shock of gray hair, keen gray eyes, sharp inquisitive features.

Barbara pursed her lips, frowned. “You wouldn’t be holding out on me, would you, Jim?”

Kiely pulled a battered briar from one pocket, a leather tobacco pouch from another. He dipped the bowl of the pack it with the tip of his index finger. “Marty knows more about it than I do. Suppose you let him tell it.” He looked up as the frosted glass door opened and Marty Cowan stepped out. “Better sit down, Babs. You’ll be able to take it better.”

The blonde walked back to her desk, perched on the corner of it and crossed her knees.

Marty Cowan stood at the front of the room, looking around. “Everybody here, Jim?” he called over.

The city editor nodded. “Everybody but a few district men. They won’t figure in it anyway.”

The managing editor raked his fingers through his hair, seemingly undecided where to begin. “I’ve got some bad news,” he told the crowd. Immediately an excited hum filled the room. Cowan held his hand up for silence. “No it’s not that. The paper hasn’t been sold, and nobody’s going to lose his job. It’s worse than that.”

The murmur began to die away. When there was silence Cowan said: “One of our staff’s been murdered. Taken for a ride. I’ve just come from identifying him at the morgue.”

“Who?” Barbara Lake asked out of the stunned silence.

Cowan half turned. “Larry Jensen,” he said. “He was found an hour ago in a mudflat in Jersey with four .45 slugs in his belly.”

A mutter of anger rumbled through the room. Cowan again silenced the crowd with a gesture. “That’s not the worst of it. Larry wasn’t dead when they left him. The medical examiner told me his lungs were full of muddy water.”

“Who did it?” somebody yelled above the hubbub.

Cowan shook his head. “We don’t know. Yet.”

“What was he working on, Marty?” Barbara Lake asked.

Cowan consulted the sheaf of assignment sheets in his hand, shook his head again. “Just routine stuff, as far as I can see. Nothing that was likely to put the heat on him.” He turned to Jim Kiely. “You have him on anything special, Jim?”

Kiely chewed on the stem of his briar, shook his head. “Strictly routine stuff.”

Cowan turned back to the crowd. “Any of you know about anything he was working on in his own time?” He waited, looked from face to face around the room, but drew nothing but blank stares, negative shakes of the head. He took a deep breath, then nodded. “If any of you think of anything that might give us a line on who murdered him, bring it right to me.” He turned on his heel and walked back into his office, slamming the frosted glass door after him.

There was a momentary shocked silence, and then the excited roar took over again. The news and feature men broke into small groups, the clatter of teletypes and occasional ringing of phones ignored.

Barbara Lake sat on the corner of her desk, dug into the depths of her handbag, came up with a cigarette. She lit it, took one puff, and removed it from her lips, studying the carmined end with distaste. She stubbed it out, hopped off the corner of her desk and walked over to where Jim Kiely sat behind his desk, smoking glumly.

“What are we going to do about Larry, Jim?” she asked. ‘The paper, I mean.”

Kiely shook his head. “Everything we can.” The juice rattled noisily in his pipe-stem. “Which isn’t very much, I guess. We’ll just have to leave it to the police.”

Barbara laughed. “The heck with the police. This is our job. Larry was one of us.”

“Be sensible, Babs. What can we do that the police can’t? They’ve got 18,000 trained men — ”

“Yeah, but those 18,000 trained men have a million things on their minds. We’ve only got one thing on ours: to find the guy who killed Larry.” She looked at the door, apparently reaching a decision, and started for it.

“Where are you going, Babs?”

She stopped with her hand on the knob. “You going to stop me?”

Kiely grimaced. “I guess we’ll have to do without our star reporter for a while. But what are you going to do?”

“That depends on what Cowan is going to do, Jim,” she said. “Larry Jensen was a reporter. If the rats who killed him get away with it, I’ll be ashamed to let anybody know I’m a newspaperwoman. If Cowan doesn’t know how to go about getting the killers, I know a guy who does.”

The cab dropped Barbara Lake in front of an old brownstone building in the heart of a Brooklyn residential section. There was no indication that there might be a restaurant anywhere in the block, other than the oversized garbage cans in the areaway of the house in front of her. Luigi didn’t need a sign to advertise. His customers knew their way, and he couldn’t handle any more business.

The blond reporter handed a bill to the cabby, walked to the decorative iron grille leading to the basement apartment. She pushed a small button alongside the door and after a moment the door creaked open. A large, amply proportioned Woman filled the doorway.

“Miss Barbara,” the woman in the doorway said warmly. “Your friend been waiting for you a long time.” There was a flash of teeth in the gloom. “The way you look, he’s not going to mind waiting, I can tell.”

“I’m sorry to keep you up so late, Seraphine,” Barbara said, taking the big woman’s hand. “I’ll bet Luigi’s half crazy.”

The fat woman grinned again, shrugged. “It’s nothing. Luigi, he sleeps. He snores, so Seraphine cannot sleep anyhow.” She squeezed back against the wall to let Barbara slide past her, then locked the grilled gate. After Barbara, she waddled from the vestibule into a basement room that had been enlarged by breaking through the walls to make one huge dining-room. At the back was a large, old-fashioned wood-burning stove, and scattered around the room were a dozen wooden tables with bright-checked tablecloths.

“I leave some manicotti and some veal on the stove. You help yourself, eh?” Seraphine asked. “You don’t mind if I go to bed?” She waddled to the stairs, climbed them with a loud puffing and snorting.

Johnny Liddell was at a corner table, on his third glass of Chianti when Barbara walked in. She crossed the room, bent over, covered his lips with her soft mouth. “Hope I haven’t kept you waiting too long, Johnny.”

“I’m getting used to it.” He grinned up at her, got up from his chair and helped her out of her long, loose-fitting coat, draping it over the back of the chair.

She was a few inches shorter than his five-eleven. Her long blond hair was caught in a soft bun at the nape of her neck, and the tight-fitting green sweater made no attempt to conceal her assets.

“What’s it all about?” Liddell wanted to know.

“I’ve got a job for you.” She slid into a chair, waited while Liddell poured some wine into her glass. “The Dispatch is picking up the tab on it.”

Liddell nodded. “What kind of job?”

“I want you to find a killer. One of our boys was murdered tonight.”

Liddell whistled soundlessly, dropped into his chair. “Anyone I know?”

“Larry Jensen.” She reached over, picked up the pack of cigarettes from the table in front of Liddell, shook two loose. “They shot him four times through the stomach and left him to drown in a mud puddle in Jersey.” She shivered.

Liddell watched while she lit the two cigarettes, accepted one. “A ride, right? Any ideas?”

Barbara shook her head. “None. Neither have the cops. That’s why Marty Cowan wants you to take it on. He said to tell you the sky’s the limit. We want that killer, and we want him bad.”

“How come Cowan didn’t come along with you?”

Barbara took a deep drag on her cigarette, let the smoke drift from between half parted lips. “He doesn’t want to figure in it. If possible, he doesn’t even want the police to know who hired you.” She picked up her wine, sipped at it, studied Liddell over the rim. “There is one catch in the deal.”

“It figures,” Liddell said. “What?”

‘The Dispatch wants a first-person exclusive from you when you break the case. That’s where I come in. I’ve been detached from assignments to work with you on it.”

Liddell nodded. “Okay, star reporter. Start working. You knew this Jensen: fill me in.”

“I don’t know where to begin;” Barbara said.

“What was he working on? Was he stepping on any of the mobs’ toes? After all, if somebody took the trouble to drive him over to Jersey and cool him off, he must have done something to somebody.”

Barbara shook her head. “If he did, it didn’t show. We went through all Larry’s assignments for the past three weeks. It’s all routine stuff.” She reached for her bag, dug into it, came up with a typewritten sheet. “He did a couple of interviews in connection with that charity premiere of the new Gregory Peck picture. Covered the opening, too. Nothing there.”

“Not unless he also reviewed the picture,” Liddell commented.

Barbara looked down the typewritten list, shook her head. “A feature on the Missing Persons Bureau a couple of weeks ago, two screwball interviews — a guy who makes leg pads for Shakespearean actors — ”

“Leg falsies, yet,” Liddell said.

“ — the manager of a shop on Madison that features men’s girdles.” She looked up, passed the list to Liddell. “See for yourself. Nothing there that would tie in with — murder.”

Liddell looked over the list, flipped the paper onto the table. “He had no regular beat?”

“No. He worked something like me. The desk gave him a pretty free hand — He was one of those guys who could do the tongue-in-cheek stuff. He came up with some dillies.”

Liddell took a deep drag on his cigarette, blew a thin collar of ash from its end. “But he gets himself knocked off by a pro,” he said. “Got anything else on him?”

Barbara shook her head. “We went through his desk. Just the usual collection of junk.” She dug into her bag and came up with a set of keys. “He kept a spare key to his car and apartment in his drawer. I thought you might want to have a look around before the cops get to it.”

Liddell bounced the keys on the palm of his hand, sniffed the aroma from the pots on the stove appreciatively. “That gives us just enough time to dig into the manicotti and veal Seraphine left on for us.”

Larry Jensen had lived in an old brownstone house on West Fourth Street in the Village. It was in a block filled with similarly weather-beaten brownstones that had been converted into fashionable apartments.

Johnny Liddell climbed the high stoop, found the vestibule door and tried it. It was locked. He jammed the key in, opened the door, stepped inside. The glass-covered apartment register said that Larry Jensen lived in 3D.

Liddell climbed the carpeted stairs in the inner hall to the top floor, found 3D to be one of the two rear apartments. He tried the knob, found the door locked, then used Jensen’s spare key to open it.

The apartment beyond was in darkness. He slid his hand along the wall, found the switch, spilled a bright yellow light into the room. He walked through the apartment, satisfying himself that it hadn’t been searched. The door to the service entrance in the kitchen was locked.

There was little of interest in the living-room. The desk drawers yielded the usual jumble of papers, canceled checks, galley-proofs and clips of stories bearing Jensen’s by-line. All of them were in the innocuous, lighthearted vein, with the broad touch of satire that was Jensen’s trademark.

The clothes in the bedroom closet gave little more: ticket stubs, scraps of paper with smudged pencil notes, a few tickets marked Great White Way Dance Palace — Good For One Dance, another clipping of a Jensen story dealing with the Missing Persons Bureau. Liddell read through it quickly, transferred it and the rest of the things to his own pockets.

Suddenly he tensed. There was the unmistakable sound of a key being fitted into a lock, somewhere in the apartment. Quickly, he doused the bedroom light, pulled his .45 from its shoulder holster. It was too late to try to reach the living-room lights.

After a second he heard the scrape of a door being slowly opened.

Liddell flattened himself against the bedroom wall, applied his eye to the crack of the door. In seconds, the shadow of a man fell across the living-room floor. It was followed by the thin figure of the man himself, his .45 poked out in front of him. He stood in the center of the room, scowled uncertainly at the lighted fixture, stared around suspiciously. He fanned the apartment with the muzzle of his gun, then settled for the bedroom.

“You in the bedroom. Come out before I fire,” he said.

Liddell drew back to where he could cover the doorway more effectively. He waited for the thin man to come after him but, instead, there was the slam of a door from the direction of the kitchen. Liddell, cursing himself for giving the gunman a chance to escape, pushed open the bedroom door, ran to the kitchen.

He yanked open the now unlocked service door. The thin man was crouched at the head of the stairs, waiting for him. The .45 in his hand sounded like a cannon in the confined space. Two slugs chewed pieces out of the door near Liddell’s head. He dropped to his face on the floor, trying to wiggle back to the kitchen. The little man in the hall straightened up, the gun in his hand spitting orange flame. A flying splinter of wood stung Liddell on the forehead. His finger tightened twice on the trigger of his .45; the gun jumped in his hand, then bucked again.

The gunman in the hall seemed to stagger under a body-blow. He stared at Liddell, his jaw beginning to sag. Desperately he fought to lift the .45 to firing position, but it had obviously grown too heavy. He staggered back, lost his footing, disappeared down the steep stairs.

When Liddell walked to the head of the stairs and looked down, the gunman lay sprawled at the bottom of the flight, a tangle of arms and legs. He was dead by the time Liddell reached him.

Doors opened, muffled shouts and curses reached his ears. A woman screamed shrilly when she saw Liddell standing, gun in hand, over the dead man. She slammed the door, screamed again. Liddell looked up and saw Jensen’s neighbor staring down the stairs at him, wide-eyed.

“Call Police Headquarters,” Liddell told him. “Ask for Inspector Herlehy, Homicide. Tell him to get a couple of men over here right away.”

Inspector Herlehy sat behind an oversized desk in his cubbyhole office at headquarters, studying Johnny Liddell with no apparent trace of enthusiasm.

“I suppose you know I could lock you up and throw the key away for breaking and entering,” he snapped.

Liddell held up a pack of cigarettes for approval, received a curt nod, hung one from the corner of his mouth. “You couldn’t make it stick. I entered with a key given me by a client who wanted me to pick something up for him.”

“You trying to tell me that Larry Jensen’s a client of yours?”

Liddell lit his cigarette, blew a filmy stream of smoke ceilingward. “Ask him.”

Herlehy pulled himself out of his chair, stamped across the room to where a water cooler stood humming noisily to itself. He pulled a paper cup from its rack, filled it with water. “Why’d Jensen hire you?”

“I can’t violate a client’s confidence.” Liddell shrugged.

“Jensen’s dead,” Herlehy snapped at him. He took a deep swallow from the paper cup, crushed it in his fist, threw it at a wastebasket. He stiff-legged it back to where Liddell sat, towered over him. “His keys were missing when we found him.”

“That’s probably where the guy I shot got his set.”

Herlehy glared at him, muttered under his breath, walked around his desk and sat down. “How do I know you got your set from Jensen?”

“Ask his boss at the paper. Marty Cowan.”

Herlehy snorted. “What were you looking for at the flat?”

Liddell took the cigarette from between his lips, rolled it between thumb and forefinger. “I’m going to level with you, Inspector.”

“That’ll be a pleasant novelty.”

“I knew Jensen was dead when I went to his place, I had a late dinner with Barbara Lake. She let it slip.” He took a deep drag on his cigarette, blew it at the ceiling in a feathery stream, watched it falter, then disintegrate. “? hustled over to his place to see if I could find anything that would point to the killer.”

“And?”

Liddell shook his head. “A dry well. Your boy on the slab busted in on me before I got started.” He stalled off an interruption with a fast, “Got a make on him yet?”

“Not yet, but we will.” The inspector opened his top drawer, extracted a fresh piece of gum, denuded it of its wrapper. “You didn’t tell me why Jensen hired you.”

“I don’t know. I was supposed to meet him at his place and talk it over.” He nodded at the bunch of keys on the inspector’s desk. “That’s why he gave me the keys. I was to go in and wait.”

Herlehy stuck the gum between his teeth, beat a steady tattoo on it. “Who was he afraid of?”

Liddell shook his head. “If I knew, I’d be there instead of here. He never got a chance to tell me.”

The inspector shook his head and started to argue. He was interrupted by a knock on the door and the entrance of a young uniformed patrolman. The cop deposited a large manila envelope on the inspector’s desk.

“Just came up from the morgue, Inspector.”

Herlehy nodded. “Identification get a make on him yet, Ryan?”

The young cop shook his head.

Herlehy grumbled deep in his chest, nodded unhappily. “Keep me posted.” He waited until the cop had closed the door behind him, caught the envelope by its corner, dumped its contents on the top of the desk. He stirred them around with a thick forefinger. “Don’t look like this will help us much.”

Liddell got up from his chair, leaned over the desk. There was a wallet, matchbook, a thin, expensive looking wrist watch, an old signet ring, a keychain and a bunch of keys in an alligator holder.

“The holder probably belonged to Jensen,” Herlehy grunted. He picked it up, examined the keys, compared them with the bunch he’d taken from Liddell, nodded. “Yeah, here’s a match for the one you had.”

“That must mean he was the killer.”

Herlehy looked up sourly. “Why? You had a set, too.” He dropped the keys back on the desk, shook his head. “Maybe he didn’t know Jensen was even dead. Maybe — ” He was interrupted by the desk buzzer. Grimacing, he flipped the key on the intercom. “Let’s have it.”

“Ballistics, Inspector. No match on either of those two .45’s with the slugs in Jensen. It was a .45 did the job, but neither of these.”

Herlehy nodded. ‘Thanks.” He flipped the key.

Liddell took a last puff on his cigarette, stubbed it out, tossed it at the wastebasket. “Away ahead of me, eh?”

“Away ahead of you,” Herlehy agreed glumly. “Now we know that neither you nor John Doe down there hit Jensen. But we’re still not sure what either of you were doing prowling around his flat, are we?” Herlehy returned his attention to the desk top, picked up the pinseal wallet, flipped through it. “Doesn’t mean a thing. No licenses, nothing with a name on it.” He tossed the wallet down, picked up a paper matchbook, flipped it open. “He was right-handed, if that means anything.”

Liddell picked up the matchbook when the inspector tossed it aside, studied the ad on the front cover. It said Great White Way Dance Palace — 50 Beautiful Girls — 50 Gorgeous Girls. Mentally, he debated the advisability of revealing the dance tickets he’d found in Jensen’s pocket, dropped the decision. He tossed the matches back. “I’m properly impressed, inspector. He was right-handed because he pulled his matches from the right side. Right?”

Herlehy grunted. He scooped up the wallet, watch and other belongings of the dead man, returned them to the envelope, dropped that in the wire basket on the corner of his desk.

He looked up at a knock on the door. “Come in.”

A man in shirt sleeves entered. “We’ve got him, Inspector.” He looked questioningly at Liddell, received a nod from the man behind the desk. “His name’s Maury Wasser. There’s a want on him from Miami, Chicago and Detroit.” He flipped a BI card on the desk. “He’s a killer from way back.”

The inspector studied the BI card, shook his head. “Looks like you’re a hero instead of a heel on this one, Liddell. Wasser’s wanted all over the map. They’ll probably pin a medal instead of a rap on you for burning him.” He dropped the card on his desk, nodded for the shirt-sleeved man to leave. “Nice work, Stein.” When Stein had left, he stirred the card with the tip of his finger. “From his record, Wasser was a hired gun.”

“So? You think maybe Jensen stepped on somebody’s toes and they paid to have him hit?”

Herlehy shook his head. “He didn’t come cheap is my guess. No, if he was bought for the job, he was bought by a mob, not by a citizen with a beef. It’s easier to write nasty letters to the editor. Safer, too.”

“It doesn’t make sense, Inspector. What could a guy who writes mostly about a dame’s derriere or men’s girdles do to get a big-time mob out after his hide?”

Herlehy squinted at him. “You sure you don’t know?”

“Scout’s honor.” Liddell held up his hand. “But I’m going to find out.”

The inspector scratched at his scalp through his thick white mane. “I guess I can’t hold you on this one, Liddell. But don’t forget: Maury probably had some friends. They might be real upset about what happened to him.”

Liddell grinned. “That’s what I’m hoping.” He patted the empty space under his left arm. “Do I get Betsy back?”

Herlehy sighed, plucked at his nostrils with thumb and forefinger. “It should be kept as evidence, but — oh, what the hell.” He pulled a pad over and scribbled on it. “Show this to the property clerk along with your license. He’ll give it to you.”

Liddell nodded his thanks, picked up the note, folded it and stuck it into his wallet.

“If I were you, I’d be a little more careful with that gun,” Herlehy advised.

“I’ve got a license for it,” Liddell said.

“A license to carry it. You haven’t got a hunting license,” the inspector told him.

The Great White Way Dance Palace was on the northwest corner of Broadway and Forty-Fifth. A string of blinking multi-colored lights threw interesting shadows on the fly-specked studio photographs of tired-looking blondes and brunettes in a dust-covered showcase outside. The flat, nasal tones of an announcer drifted out, clashed with the traffic sounds: “Come in an’ see ‘em, boys. Fifty of. ‘em. Fifty of the most gorgeous showgirls on Broadway to dance with you. Come in an’ meet ‘em.”

Johnny Liddell dropped the cab at the corner, turned, consulted the big clock on top of the Paramount. It was almost two a.m.

But even at that hour the crowd ebbed and flowed up Broadway in a restless, sleepless stream. Liddell walked down the flight of steps to the Great White Way, stopped in front of the ticket booth.

A fat, disheveled blonde sat behind the glass in the booth, chewed her wad of gum with the abstraction of a cow chewing its cud. She pushed a strip of tickets through the grating, scooped up his dollar bill, regarding him with blank, unseeing eyes. He pushed through the turnstile under the unfriendly eye of a huge ticket-taker dressed to resemble an admiral, and passed into the Great White Way ballroom.

It was a huge upholstered cellar, lit with dim blue lights. The air was heavily spiced with an odor compounded equally of cheap perfume and perspiration. At the far end of the room, a five-piece band was seated on a dais, doing unmentionable things to a popular song. Liddell walked into the gloom, found himself a place at the wooden rail that encircled the huge dance floor. He watched the slowly gyrating couples, locked in close embrace, the suggestive motions of the dancers.

Off to the left, a group of hostesses clustered together, laughing, chattering, bickering. One of them, a heavy-set blonde, noticed Liddell at the rail, peeled off from the group, and paraded past him with an exaggerated flip of her hips, dancing a solo in time to the music and doing a quick bump.

She sidled over to him, rubbed against him.

“Like to dance?” Her voice was heavy, raspy. In the halflight her lips were heavily roughed, her eyes heavy lidded. Her gown was cut in a deep V that bared the deep cleft between her heavy breasts. She reeked of a cheap perfume.

Liddell looked past her to where a much younger girl stood on the edge of the group, watching them. He gestured toward her.

“I already have a date. She’s expecting me.”

The big blonde looked angrily toward the other girl, flung up her dress, wiggled her hips at him, stamped away. The younger one grinned at him, walked over in an eye-opening strut.

From close up, in the blue light, she looked about eighteen. Her hair was thick, cascaded down over her shoulders. She wore a halter-type top to her black gown that removed any doubt of there being anything under it. Her lips were full, soft-looking.

“Well, hello,” she greeted him. She looked toward the floor. “Want to dance?”

Liddell pulled the strip of tickets from his pocket, held it out to her. She took the strip, folded the tickets, dropped them into her bag. He followed her to the floor; she melted against him.

The floor lights seemed to grow dimmer, then blacked out. The music stepped up its tempo, a thin finger of light darted around the floor, picking out couples. As the music became more frenzied, the dancers whirled in greater abandon. Liddell could feel the body of the girl glued against his as it started to undulate slowly, insinuatingly. They barely moved from one spot; every ounce of the girl’s 118 pounds seemed to be in motion but her feet.

Suddenly, the light speared them. The girl stepped up her motions, increased the tempo. As suddenly as it had come, the light left them, flitted elsewhere around the floor. Then the music stopped, the lights went on.

Liddell wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, took a deep breath. “My buckle really ought to shine after that one, baby,” he grinned. “That’s quite a whirl for twenty cents.”

“Don’t go looking for it with every ticket, mister.” The girl’s hair was a deep red, her eyes green. His first estimate was probably off by a couple of years, but from close he was sure she wasn’t over 20. And not a pound of her 118 was either unaccounted for or misplaced. “That was the jackpot number. You saw the way the light jumped around the room?”

Liddell nodded.

“The best couple on the floor gets picked by the bandleader. The girl gets a bonus.” The music started again, she slid back into his arms. “We never know when the number’s going to be played. That way, we can’t set it up by saving that number for a special customer.” She looked up into his face, seemed to like what she saw. “I don’t always get a break like tonight. Last week I had a big fat old slob that had two left feet and more hands than an octopus.” She leaned her head against his shoulder, hummed softly in time with the music.

“Been here long?” Liddell asked.

The girl shook her head, continued to hum.

“How long?” Liddell persisted.

“Three, four weeks,” she told him. “Why?”

Liddell shrugged. “I was here about a month ago. Looks like a whole new crew. Don’t the girls stay long?”

The redhead sniffed. “Some of them came with the lease.” She tossed a contemptuous glance toward the unchosen girls in the pen. “But most of us are just marking time here until we get a break. You never know who’ll drop by and see you here. Some of the girls have moved right into big shows.”

Liddell noded. “What time are you through?”

She looked up at him, pursed her lips. “We’re not supposed to — ”

He grinned at her. “That makes it all the more fun.”

She grinned back. “We close at four. After that, I’m on my own. I — ”

The music stopped again. “That was a short one,” Liddell complained.

“I told you that last one was a break.” They started toward the railing, but were stopped by a man with a scar along the side of his face.

“Good news, baby,” he told her. “You won the bonus tonight.” He looked at Liddell. “I’ll take her from here, pal. The boss wants to see her.”

Liddell started to protest, but the girl stopped him with a shake of her head. “Call me tomorrow. My name’s Lee Mason. I’m at the Carter Arms.” She winked at him, turned, disappeared into the mass of moving bodies in the wake of the scar-faced man.

The following afternoon when he called the Carter Arms, Liddell was told that Miss Mason had checked out early that morning. He never saw her again.

The Back Room was a little hole-in-the-wall coffee shop across the street from Police Headquarters. Barbara Lake was on her second cup of coffee and her fourth fingernail when Johnny Liddell finally appeared in the doorway. She waved to him from one of the rear booths, scowled at him as he walked toward her.

“Where’ve you been? You said two o’clock,” she complained. She held up the tiny baguette on her wrist for his inspection. “It’s almost three.”

Liddell slid into the seat opposite her. “I’ve been trying to find a girl,” he grunted. He leaned back while a waitress shoved a stained menu in front of him. “I’ll just have coffee. How about you?”

Barbara nodded. “Why should one more make any difference? I’ve already had two.”

The waitress scooped up the menus, shuffled back to the kitchen.

“Now, what’s with this girl?” Barbara wanted to know. “Any particular girl, or were you just looking for a girl?”

“A little redhead. I met her at the Great White Way dance hall last night.”

“Oh, fine. He hangs me up at Luigi’s, then goes partying in dance halls,” Barbara glared at him. “And here I was feeling sorry for you, thinking Herlehy was giving you a bad time on the shooting.”

“He did.” Liddell waited until the waitress had slid the two cups of coffee in front of them and retreated. “I stumbled on something that led to the dance hall and I followed it up. That’s how I came to meet the girl.”

“What was the something you stumbled on?”

Liddell pulled the dance hall tickets from his pocket. “These were in an old suit of Jensen’s at his apartment. I stuck them in my pocket on a hunch. Right after that this torpedo walked in.”

Barbara nodded. “I read about it.” She dug into her purse, brought up a clipping. “Here’s the story if you missed it.”

Liddell grinned glumly. “I don’t have to read about it. I was there.” He sipped at his coffee, burned his tongue, swore softly. “Anyway, while I’m in Herlehy’s office, they bring the torpedo’s stuff up from the morgue. One of the things they brought in was a pack of matches with the Great White Way dance hall stamped on the cover.”

Barbara considered it. “Why didn’t you give me a ring and take me along?”

“Oh, sure. I could use you at a dime-a-dance joint like I could use another head.” He picked a cigarette up from the table, lit it. “Incidentally, inflation’s hit that racket too. The dime dances are now twenty cents.”

“What do you care? Live it up. The Dispatch is picking up the tab. You still haven’t told me about the girl.” She picked the cigarette from between Liddell’s fingers, took a deep drag. “The one you were looking for. Remember?”

“She was one of the hostesses. I thought she might be able to tell me something about Jensen. Anyway, I figured if I could get close enough to her I could get her to find out if any of the other girls knew him and what he was looking for up there.”

Barbara cocked an eyebrow at him. “You kidding?” she asked. “Not Jensen. Don’t forget a guy with a standing feature like his could do himself a lot of good with plenty of classy gals. He wouldn’t have to play the honkytonks for his babes.”

He retrieved his cigarette, smoked for a minute. “No, I got a hunch that whatever he was doing there was directly connected with his death.”

“What?” Barbara asked.

Liddell fished his wallet from his inside pocket, pulled out a clipping, passed it over. “He did this story a couple of weeks ago.”

Barbara glanced at it, nodded. “That’s right. That’s the column he did on the Missing Persons Bureau.”

“Suppose he found something in the Missing Persons Bureau that tied up with somebody or something at the Great White Way. He decided to follow it through by himself and stumbled over something really big. Something so big they had to knock him off to keep him quiet.”

The blonde bit her full lower lip. “I see what you mean. It would explain how a screwball feature man got the gang mad enough at him to go after him.” Her eyes studied Liddell’s expression. “The redhead couldn’t help you?”

“The redhead checked out of her hotel early this morning and left no forwarding address,” Liddell said. “Now I’m right back where I started.”

“Except for one thing.” She picked up the clipping of Jensen’s story. “If you’re right that this yarn started Jensen on the story, why can’t we pick it up where he did — at the Missing Persons Bureau?”

Liddell appeared to consider it. “That might be a good idea. Isn’t it lucky I suggested we meet here — right across the street from headquarters?”

The blonde made a face at him, stuck out her tongue, got up and walked to the door.

The Bureau of Missing Persons was on the fourth floor at headquarters. They rode up in the old fashioned open-grill-self! work elevator and debarked into what appeared to be a large reception corridor. At the far end of the corridor a thick steel mesh cut the room in two. On the other side of the mesh, a man sat with a telephone mouthpiece strapped to his chest. His fingers jumped from key to key unerringly on the huge switchboard.

Johnny Liddell led the way through a door set in the mesh, headed down a long corridor to a frosted glass door marked “Missing Persons.” The room beyond was large, lined on three sides with mammoth filing cabinets. In the center of the room, under large overhead lights, were two library tables. A man wearing a lieutenant’s badge sat at a desk near the door riffling through a stack of filing cards. He looked up as Liddell and the blonde walked in, smiled.

“Well, if it isn’t Liddell, the supersleuth. Hiya, Miss Lake.” He looked from one to the other. “What are you doing back here in the catacombs, Liddell? I thought you only dealt with glamorous things like murder.”

“Now is that any way to greet an old friend who’s interested in putting your picture in the paper, Lieutenant?” Liddell asked.

“Don’t give me that. I’ve already had my picture in the paper.”

“But that was when you were a child bride.” Liddell grinned.

“How about you, Miss Lake? You tell me what you’re doing here.”

The blonde pursed her lips, shrugged. “It’s like the man says, Lieutenant. We’re looking for a story.”

The lieutenant set down his stack of cards, leaned back, and studied them curiously. “I’ve been in this department fifteen years, we never get a write-up. Now all of a sudden in two weeks we get interviewed twice. And by the same paper, yet.” His eyes hopped from Liddell to the blonde and back. “It wouldn’t have something to do with Jensen getting himself very dead all of a sudden, would it?” he guessed shrewdly.

“That’s what we’re hoping you can tell us, Lieutenant.” Liddell nodded. “Did he show any particular interest in any phase of your operation up here? What I mean is, did he act especially interested in anything that he may have decided to follow up?”

The man behind the desk ridged his forehead in concentration. “I don’t know if he was going to follow it up or not. But I did hear from him after the article ran.”

“What about?” Liddell wanted to know.

The lieutenant scratched at his head, frowned. “I didn’t pay too much attention, to tell you the truth. He wanted me to make a quick check of the files to see if there was any final disposition on a certain case.”

“What was it?” Liddell demanded.

“I don’t remember offhand — ”

Liddell groaned, rolled his eyes ceilingward.

“ — but I jotted it down on my calendar, I think.” The lieutenant flipped back the pages on his desk calendar, stopped at a page. “That’s right.” He pointed to a scribbled note. “It was about ten days ago. Woman’s kid was missing. A young girl named Denny Lewis. I suppose you want to see her picture?”

Liddell nodded.

The lieutenant pulled himself out of his chair, shuffled over to a huge filing case and pulled open a drawer. He fumbled in it for a moment, brought out a large manila envelope. He brought it back to the desk, dropped it in front of Liddell. “I remember another thing. He asked me what percentage of the non-finds were girls, young girls.”

“And?”

The lieutenant shrugged. “It was a pretty high percentage. But it figures. Older people when they disappear usually turn up in the river or in a furnished room with the gas on. Young girls,” he shrugged. “Some of them get married, want to cut ties with the old folks. Others go on the stage or are ashamed to admit they haven’t made the grade in the big town. You know the answer as well as I do.”

Liddell nodded, dumped the contents of the envelope on the desk. There was a large picture of a heavily made-up, dark-haired girl with large, prominent teeth. He picked up the report, skimmed through it, flipped it back on the desk. “Eighteen, came from Ohio, won a dance contest out there.”

“See what I mean?”

Liddell nodded, scowled at the pile of papers on the desk. “I wonder why Jensen should pick her out to get interested in?” He pulled the clipping of Jensen’s story from his pocket, read through it, nodded. “Here she is. He describes her by everything but name.”

“Larry was syndicated. Maybe her mother saw the item in Ohio and got in touch with him. Maybe she gave him an idea.”

Liddell nodded. He underscored a few lines of type with his thumbnail. “Here’s another one he talked about. A pert redhead from Canada, came to New York to make the big time, disappeared from sight. Any idea of who she was, Lieutenant?”

The lieutenant took the clipping, frowned over it, nodded. “I think I can find her for you.” He gathered up the envelope, returned it to its file, started rummaging through the other drawers.

“A redhead,” Barbara whispered. “You think — ”

Liddell shrugged. “It’s a chance.”

The lieutenant returned, handed Liddell a picture. “Name’s Laureen Watts. Came from Kingston, Ontario. Last heard of six months ago.”

Liddell looked at the picture, shook his head. “I thought I might have known her,” he explained lamely. He took the report, skimmed through it, frowned. “Here’s something interesting. Says her hobby was dancing. Both of them liked dancing. Interesting?”

The lieutenant considered it, didn’t seem impressed. “What kid that age doesn’t?” He returned the material to its folder. “Anything else I can tell you, Liddell?”

Liddell shook his head. “Not right now, Lieutenant. But maybe I’ll have something to tell you real soon.”

The man behind the big mahogany desk laced his fingers at the back of his head, let his eyes roam from the top of Barbara Lake’s head to her ballet-shoed feet with appropriate stops in between. His eyes were cold, seemed to undress her as they roamed over her. The corner of his mouth was twisted upward in a perpetual sneer by a scar that ran down the side of his cheek. His face glowed damply in the reflected light of the room.

“What makes you think we can use you here at the Great White Way, Blondie?” he wanted to know.

Barbara shrugged. “I’m a good dancer, Mr. Madden. Back in Michigan I won all the local dance contests.” She fumbled with her bag. “I — I just thought I could work here until I got a break in a show.”

Lew Madden nodded, his heavily veined lids half covering his eyes. “Your people still back in Michigan, eh? You here alone?”

Barbara nodded. “My people think I’m doing well in a show. I can’t face them until I do.”

Madden licked at his lips, got up from the desk chair and walked around the desk. “I might be able to help you,” he said. He wiped the beads of perspiration off his upper lip with the side of his hand. “Once I get to know you better.” He walked over, caught the blonde by the arm. “I got a lot of contacts. I can do a lot of good — for people I like.” He tried to pull her toward him.

“What’s going on, Lew?” a soft, silky voice asked from the direction of the doorway.

Madden froze, dropped his hand from the girl’s arm. He and Barbara turned to face the newcomer.

“I — I was just putting a new girl on, boss.” He pasted a smile on his loose lips. “We can use some new girls — ” The newcomer was a small, slim man. His hair was thick, oily-black, split in a three-quarter part that revealed the startling whiteness of his scalp. The carefully padded shoulders and elevator shoes failed to disguise his frailness. His lips were full and dark red, his face a pale oval. He looked soft, ineffectual. All except his eyes — they looked lethal.

Without taking his eyes off Barbara, the newcomer said softly, “Introduce me, Lew. Where’s your manners?”

Madden licked at his lips, worked on a smile. “This is the boss, baby. Mr. Zervas. He runs the Great White Way.”

Zervas crossed the room with a peculiar mincing step, stopped in front of Barbara. He looked up at her, his full lips parted in a smile that stopped short of his eyes. “I didn’t get your name, Blondie.”

“Laurette LaRose,” Barbara said.

The short man nodded. “Very pretty. Your real name — or a professional name?”

“My stage name. I — I came from Michigan to go on the stage, Mr. Zervas. I’m using that name until I make the grade.”

“Very smart.” He let his eyes rove over her, nodded. “Be here at 8:30. You got an evening gown?”

Barbara hesitated.

Zervas pulled a roll from his pocket, peeled off two fifties. “Get yourself a gown. We’ll consider this a personal loan from me to you.” He pushed the bills into her hand. “You better get going if you’re going to be back here tonight.”

Barbara nodded, backed away to the door. “Thanks,” she said, and walked out, closing the door after her. Zervas’s cold stare followed her until the door closed, then pivoted over to where Madden stood, small beads of perspiration glistening on his forehead.

“Pretty nice, isn’t she?” Madden dry-washed his hands. “It shouldn’t take long to place a piece like that, should it?”

“I told you to keep your hands off the merchandise, Madden.” Zervas’s voice was cold, lethal. “Maybe you don’t figure I’m important enough so you got to do what I say?”

Madden shook his head jerkily. “No, you got me wrong, boss. I’m too smart to think — ”

There was no mistaking the threat in the smaller man’s tone. “Maybe that’s the trouble. Maybe you’re too smart. I know of cases where a guy’s head got so big we had to put a couple holes in it to let the air out. That’s a pretty funny joke, isn’t it, Madden?”

Madden swabbed at his damp forehead, tried a smile for effect and missed. “Yeah, real funny, boss.”

“So funny a guy could die laughing,” Zervas told him. He walked around behind his desk, dropped into his chair. “We’ve got some customers coming in to look over the stock tonight. Set it up for 11:30.”

Madden nodded, hurried for the door.

“And, Madden — ” Zervas’s voice was silky, his eyes cold when the bigger man turned to look at him. “Tonight, you’d better make sure nothing goes wrong.”

At 11 that night, Johnny Liddell walked into the Great White Way Dance Palace and squinted around the dimly lit room. He leaned over the railing, watched the sinuous twisting of the couples on the floor, winced at the weird effects being achieved by the musicians. His eyes jumped around the floor, sought to single Barbara Lake out, failed to see her. He waited until the music stopped and the couples started filtering off the dance floor.

She was with a tall, gangling sailor who had her arm in a tight grip. The evening gown she had bought with Zervas’s money looked as though she had been poured into it. Tonight she wore her hair in a thick, wavy blond cascade down over her shoulders. Her body was ripe, lush. Swelling breasts showed over the top of the low-cut gown. Her trim waist hinted at full hips and long legs hidden by the swell of her skirt. Liddell could almost sympathize with the sailor’s ambition to hold onto her.

Barbara’s eyes roved along the rail, saw Liddell at almost the same instant that he saw her. She passed an almost invisible, prearranged signal.

A fat, sweat-flecked man started through the crowd toward her, but Liddell managed to get to her first, shoved a strip of tickets into her hand. The fat man started to protest, took a second look at Liddell’s shoulders, and shuffled off into the crowd, muttering darkly to himself.

The music started again and they pirouetted away, leaving her former partner standing alone on the floor.

“Find out anything?” Liddell wanted to know.

The blonde shook her head imperceptibly. “I tried to pump them about your redhead. All they know is that she got a swell offer from some place upstate and she snapped it up. Happens pretty often around here, I gather.”

“A regular cradle of the stars,” Liddell said. “How do they get picked up? Who signs them up?”

Barbara shrugged. “One of the gals tipped me off that whenever they play a moonlight waltz the talent scouts get a chance to look the girls over. Then they — ”

Liddell’s hand tightened around her waist. “What’s upstairs?”

“The boss’s office. Why?”

Without an explanation he swung her around so she could see the staircase at the back of the hall. Four stout, overdressed women were laboring their way up to the story above.

Barbara looked from the stairs to Liddell and back. “Who’re they?”

“I only know one of them, but I can guess who the rest are. The big sleazy-looking blonde’s name is May Hatton. She’s a famous madam out in Seattle.” He danced quietly for a moment. “If a moonlight waltz goes on within the next ten minutes, I think we’ll have our answer.”

Upstairs, Lew Madden sat in an oversized armchair, cracking his knuckles nervously. He watched Zervas riffling through a pile of papers on his desk.

There was a rap on the door. Zervas stopped fiddling with the papers, didn’t look up. After a second the knock was repeated. He nodded, stabbed at a button on the corner of the desk. There was the chuckle of an electric latch and the door swung open to admit the four madams.

“Tell Dominic to set it up for the moonlight number, Madden,” Zervas snapped. He nodded to the women, waved them to a big couch on the far side of the room. “We’ll be ready for you after this number.”

Madden picked up a phone from the desk, jabbed at a button on the base, growled a few instructions into it, dropped it on the hook.

“We’ve got some real talent for you down there,” Zervas told them.

A heavy blond woman stirred restively on the couch. In the soft light of the room it was evident that she was old, her make-up a stiff mask covering the sag and wrinkle of age with indifferent success. Her eyes were hard and bright, her bleached hair thinned by constant exposure to chemicals. Her lipstick was smeared, her teeth nicotine-stained.

“That’s fine, if we get what we pick.” Her voice was harsh, coarse.

Zervas’s tone was silky. “Meaning what?”

The woman shrugged her shoulders. “Last time I was East I picked a little number I didn’t get. A little redhead — ”

The man behind the desk looked over to Madden. “Well?”

“You remember the kid, boss. I told you about her. She was sick. We couldn’t make the delivery,” Madden said.

“You’re a liar. She’s working in Harry Evans’s place in K. C. and doing good,” the woman added. “The one you sent me in her place, I had to put her on a leash every time I took her for a walk.”

“All right, that’s enough.” Zervas indicated a light on the corner of his desk. “The moonlight number’s going on. I’ll straighten this out in the morning.” He snapped a hard-eyed look at Madden. “Pick your stuff, and I’ll personally see to it you get delivery.”

Madden walked over to the far wall, pulled back a curtain. A large pane of one-way glass looked out onto the dance floor below. When Zervas pushed a button, the lights on the floor dimmed, went out. A spotlight started to flit around the room, picking out couple after couple.

It stopped on a slim brunette dancing with a man in a soldier’s uniform. He tried to pull her closer, but she managed to wriggle free. There were no takers in Zervas’s office.

The spotlight continued its tireless tour of the room. Madden noted down the name of each girl as the women at the window made their selections.

Suddenly, as the spotlight stopped on a blonde dancing with a heavy shouldered man, the old blonde grabbed Zervas’s arm. “Who’s that girl?” she asked.

Zervas grinned. “New girl. Pretty nice, isn’t she? You’d better grab her. She won’t last around here very long. Not with that equipment.”

The fat blonde squinted through the glass her beady eyes appraising Barbara on the floor below. She nodded, disturbing the rolls of fat under her chin. “That’s for me. That makes five. When do I get delivery?”

Zervas walked back to his desk chair, dropped into it. “First thing in the morning they’ll be ready to leave. Get their contracts, Madden.” His eyes watched Madden’s back bleakly as the gunman walked over to the far wall, and moved a picture, revealing a safe. He spun the dials, opened the door, dug his hand into the interior and came up with a bundle of contracts. “Make sure they’re the right ones,” Zervas told him.

Madden flipped through the pile of contracts, selected a handful, walked back and dropped them on the small man’s desk. “They’re all here except the new blond dame. We didn’t have time to sign her yet.”

The fat blonde sputtered angrily, a small bubble formed in the corner of her moist mouth. “You’re not pulling that on me again, Zervas. I bucked for the blonde and: — ”

“Cut it out,” Zervas snapped. “I told you you’d get what you ordered.” He sorted the contracts on his desk, compared the names with a slip in his hand. “Let’s see. There’s four for Gypsy. Three for Rose’s joint.” He looked up. “Business must be punk upstate.”

A faded redhead sniffed, shrugged thin shoulders. “It ain’t what it was, that’s for sure.” She picked up the three contracts, looked through them. “Me, I’ve got a beef like May’s. The last time I ordered some nice merchandise, it got switched on me.” Her eyes moved up from the contracts, stared at Madden. “That don’t help business none.”

Zervas growled in his chest, finished handing out the contracts to the other madams. “We’ll arrange transportation. You have them picked up at the station or airport as usual. Check?”

The woman nodded. They wandered aimlessly around the room while Madden called down for cabs. May Hatton stood at the one-way glass, stared down at the floor below. “It’s like I said, Zervas. I expect what I ordered. If I don’t get it, I’m not accepting delivery.”

“You’ll get it,” he promised. There was a knock on the door.

“That’s your cab. You’d better start hustling.” He watched with glowering eyes as Madden escorted the women to the door, closed it after them.

Madden turned, pasted a sickly grin on his face, dry-washed his hands nervously. “That’s a good night’s work, boss.”

Zervas’s expression didn’t change. “Why’d you switch that dame on Hatton?”

The motion of Madden’s hands became faster, a faint line of perspiration glowing along his hair line. He tried for the smile again, but it was a weak caricature of a grin. “I told you, boss. She got sick.”

Zervas got up from his chair, scowled at the other man. In his hand he held an ugly looking snub-nosed .38. “So she got sick and you had to let her go. You know something? You don’t look too healthy right now.”
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