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CHAPTER 1

 MONDAY, OCTOBER 1, 4:00 P.M.


He carried the evidence under his arm, thirty yellow pages bound into a green paper folder. On the cover of the folder was printed in darker green, SEABOARD INVESTIGATION SERVICE, but this was held against his coat so it wouldn’t show.

Despite the October heat wave, despite his dislike for the job ahead, Max Thursday strode swiftly along Sixth Avenue and shoved through the glass doors of Weaver Sporting Goods. It was the downtown San Diego outlet of a local chain of four, scattered around the country.

It was prosperous enough to steal from. Thursday walked across thick carpeting and through moistly conditioned air, past racked rifles and rubber-booted dummies posing with fishing gear, and another dummy grotesquely naked in swim fins and trunks and diving goggles. Since it was a bad Monday, the first of the month, and nearly closing time, he had no trouble getting by the enervated clerks and entering the storeroom in back.

There Thursday sat down on a wooden crate of football helmets and waited. He knew Bliss Weaver, the boss, had seen him enter. He wiped the perspiration off his upper lip and loosened his undistinguished tie for the dozenth time that day and gazed idly at the gloomy stacks of spare goods and out-of-season displays, also waiting their turns.

Bliss Weaver entered suddenly. He was some five years older than Thursday, which put him past forty. He half-grinned and said, “Too hot even to think business,” and flexed his large powerful hands uncomfortably.

“Likely to get hotter.” Thursday held up the green paper folder of evidence.

Weaver’s handsome face tightened. “No doubt about it, huh? I always liked the kid.”

“We made our final checkup Saturday. I guess you’d better call this Arnold Nory back here and I’ll get it over with.”

“I guess,” muttered Weaver. He was a big man of football build with bushy brows and sandy hair that didn’t show the gray. A man’s man, and just as plainly a lady’s man. Although wearing a thin open-necked Hawaiian shirt that hung loose around his trousers pockets, he managed to seem better dressed than Thursday in his sober business suit. Thursday’s own bigness was mostly bony frame on which no suit ever looked quite reputable.

He had no reason to dislike Bliss Weaver but he did. Nothing personal, simply a type unlike his own. Weaver’s private life had been in the papers too often, invariably concerning women. Perhaps Thursday’s feeling was a natural male jealousy. Although Weaver was reputedly volatile and quick-tempered, he had proved easy enough to work for. He paid promptly, never haggled.

But now he hesitated, inspecting Thursday curiously. Weaver said, “I wouldn’t have your job for a million dollars.” Then he walked away with his easy animal grace.

Thursday shrugged and laid the green paper folder beside him on the packing crate and got out his wallet to hold ready in his hand. No, Weaver hadn’t said, “A dirty way to make a buck,” but he’d might as well have. Thursday sat waiting again, his tenseness making his gaunt features look crueler than usual, thinning his mouth, emphasizing like a predatory beak his strongly arched nose. He had coarse black hair which showed off the few gray ones at the temple — unlike Weaver’s — and his eyes were blue, icy now — unlike Weaver’s warm yellow-brown gaze.

Then Weaver returned to the storeroom with a third man. Weaver said, “Arnold, this is Mr. Thursday who wants to talk to you.” He moved a few uneasy steps away, leaving the dirty job to Thursday, leaving Nory standing like a prisoner before a judge.

Thursday got to work … put him on the defensive … scare him, beat him down … humiliation … “I met you already, Nory. Saturday afternoon, when I bought a dozen softballs for my team.”

Nory tried to look puzzled, saying how-do-you-do in a pleasant salesman’s voice. He wasn’t much past twenty, with a wise but deliberately open face of which his fun-loving red-lipped mouth was the most distinguishing feature. Brown curly hair was already receding to a sort of crest like a tiara above his high tanned forehead. “I don’t remember the sale right off, Mr. Thursday. We had a big day Saturday and — ”

“You remember,” Thursday interrupted. “First, I feel duty-bound to tell you that I run the personnel checking service to which Mr. Weaver’s stores subscribe. You or your clerks can’t tell my operatives from ordinary customers. My people survey sales approach, cash handling methods — and honesty.” In Thursday’s hand his wallet opened like a pair of jaws. He turned the celluloid leaves slowly so Nory could read the impressive membership cards: World Association of Detectives; Associated American Detective Agencies; California Association of Investigators.

Thursday snapped the wallet shut, put it away. “So let’s get to it. This downtown store has shown shortages this last quarter. You’re the reason, Nory.”

“Oh, no,” Nory protested. “Now wait a minute, if you think you — ”

“We not only think — we know.” The young man’s brown candid eyes commenced widening as Thursday picked up the folder of agency reports and leafed through the pages. Each yellow page was a printed form which had been filled out in longhand by one of four operatives or by Thursday himself in the case of the final survey Saturday. To the back of each page was stapled the cash register sales slip involved, if such had been properly given the pseudo-customer. Occasionally, between the pages was flattened the entire roll of detail tape from the register. If no sales slip had been given out, and if the detail tape (which recorded every sale rung up on the cash register during the day involved) didn’t show the operative’s transaction, then either a blunder or a theft had occurred. A blunder, of course, revealed itself in that day’s cash balance; a theft did not.

Those particular yellow pages relating to Arnold Nory’s discrepancies had their corners turned back for easy reference. “September 15,” Thursday chose at random. “One of our operatives bought a paddleboard and a trident spear, total cost $138. The detail tape from the register shows that you underrang the amount at $118, a twenty-dollar difference which went into your pocket.”

Already, Nory’s young face was flushed and his breath came short. “That can’t be so,” he said incredulously. “Give me a chance to — ”

“September 18. Our Operative 36 left a pair of badminton rackets for restringing. Charge is five dollars per racket. No service ticket was written out. You as assistant manager would be the one to check on such a discrepancy in the repair department, or to let it slip by.”

Nory’s lips trembled; no words came through. He dared an anguished glance toward Weaver, who looked away. Nory went back to staring fearfully at the hard-faced accuser who droned out the proof of his crimes.

“September 24. Our Operative 12 …” Thursday kept digging at the fool he had trapped, occasionally looking up from the damning pages to glare at him with cold scorn. Inside he was sick of himself. He could enjoy the work of trapping, but never this inevitable slaughter of another man’s pride. Another yellow page, another glare at the scared victim, and Thursday decided Nory had been softened enough for the final arrangements.

“… then last Saturday when I bought the softballs from you. You laid the money on the cash register ledge without ringing it. Our Operative 24 cut in on my sale with the correct change for a baseball score pad. You rang 24’s sale but not mine and pocketed the twelve bucks for the balls. Pretty dumb trick of yours but we’d made it easy for you.” Thursday shook his head pityingly. “Any use going on with this?”

“No, don’t,” Nory moaned. “No, okay, I guess you know all about it anyway. I did it.” In the background, Bliss Weaver sighed; the employer always found it hard to believe, probably because it was a blow at his own judgment. Nory looked around the store room helplessly. “What are you going to do to me?” he mumbled.

Thursday took a kindlier tone. “How long has it been going on? Let’s see, you’ve worked here a year and a half — ”

“No, not that long! I mean, I only started three months ago — about when I got my promotion. I just took a little I needed, and then it got so I needed more …”

“We figure you averaged about a hundred a week. Fourteen weeks, that’s fourteen hundred dollars. Considerably more than petty larceny.”

“What are you going to do to me?”

Thursday pretended to consider. “That depends on Mr. Weaver. And also on what you intend to do about it.”

“I’ll pay it back, pay it all back,” Nory cried, seeing the straw held out to him. “You can trust me to — ” He stopped, realizing the incongruity of what he’d said, then finished weakly, “I swear I’ll pay it back, sir.”

Another clerk came into the storeroom, saw the strained attitudes of the three men, and hurried out again. Thursday eyed Weaver, who murmured, “Naturally, if he wants to make it good …”

“I do,” Nory pleaded. “I’ll do anything.”

Thursday had brought a piece of stationery with the Weaver Sporting Goods letterhead. He stood up and put the sheet on the packing crate along with his fountain pen. “Just write out a simple confession and a promise to repay. Put your name, address and the date on it.”

Nory kneeled by the crate and began writing, after making a preliminary blob with the fountain pen and whispering nervously, “Pardon me.” Thursday silently watched the young man, now actually on his knees, and thought how simple it always was and how shameful. It wasn’t petty larceny but it was always a petty thief, frightened out of his wits. A criminal of any experience would have noticed that there had been no mention of police action, would have realized that the threatening attitudes were only a bluff, and would have walked out laughing at them. Taking this kind of theft to court was too difficult and too costly.

“Is this all right?” Nory asked humbly. He rose and handed the trembling paper to Thursday.

Weaver felt some of the shame of Nory’s humiliation too. For he said roughly, “Why’d you do it?”

“I don’t know. My girl friend needed the money badly — ”

Thursday didn’t listen to the rest of the excuse, which was the usual. They never stole the money to spend on themselves, to hear them tell it. But Nory’s clothes were dashing and well-cut, considerably more expensive than Thursday’s own. He glanced over what Nory had written.


October 1.

Mr. B. R. Weaver

While working for you in the last fourteen weeks I have made cash sales that I didn’t ring on the register and kept the money for my own use.

I estemate the amount of money that I have stolen would be $100 per week making a total of $1400. If I am given a chance I promise to repay this money as soon as I am able.

Arnold E. Nory

30201st Ave., SD 3



Thursday noted the shaky handwriting, the nervous misspelling of “estimate.” That too was part of the usual. He wrote “Witnessed:” at the bottom and signed his own name. Then he turned on Nory again. “How much money can you pay back now?”

“I just got paid today. Here’s the check.” He fished it out of his pocket and proffered it to Thursday eagerly. “And I got about eight dollars in change that you can have.” Thursday had him endorse the check, took it and an even eight dollars. He wrote the amount and date on the back of Nory’s confession. He stacked everything, money and confession and the folder of agency reports, on the crate and told Weaver, “For your records.”

Nory said, “This won’t come out, will it? I mean, well, I was trying to get in the Air Force and you know — ”

“Pay back the money and keep your nose clean from now on and you’ll make out,” Thursday said. “And if you’ll take my advice, find yourself a girl friend with less expensive tastes.”

Bliss Weaver grunted at this, and Thursday wondered if he’d put his foot in it. According to gossip, Weaver was currently having his own troubles with a spendthrift woman; a bitter fight over his divorce settlement was headed for the courts.

However, “That’s good advice,” was all that Weaver said.

Nory took a deep breath. He looked at the door and then at his former boss. As he sensed that the ordeal was over, the usual pattern broke down. The look Nory gave Weaver was nearly a sneer. Nory wasn’t going to exit like a whipped dog. He squared his shoulders cockily, as if to tell them they could shove their advice, and said, “I take it you’re through with me.”

Thursday nodded, not feeling so sorry for the young man now. But Weaver stepped forward with a big hand outstretched. “Can’t tell you how bad I feel, Arnold, that it happened to turn out this way. I never thought when I had you out to the house for dinner those times — ”

Nory walked past the hand. “All right, I promised to pay back the money, didn’t I? And if I could spit up those handout meals, this mere employee sure as heck would.”

Weaver’s tense restraint of the last fifteen minutes burst forth in temper. He grabbed Nory’s neckie with one hand, drew back the other to hit him.

Thursday made a noise and lunged into it. He caught Weaver’s fist, forced it up and back. Nory ducked out of it, and then Weaver tore away from Thursday. He didn’t go after his ex-clerk again. He just stood there, eyeing Thursday furiously. And down his right cheek dribbled a little blood where Thursday’s fingernails had accidentally scraped him during the brief flurry.

All three men were running sweat. Nory said, “Well, that’s a fine thing,” trying to look calm and amused.

Thursday said, “Get out of here. Don’t come back,” and Nory left. The storm in the air didn’t leave with him. Thursday got out his handkerchief and mopped his face. “Sorry I had to stop that, Weaver. Especially since the smart punk deserves it. But you don’t want to clutter up this business with an assault charge.”

“No,” said Weaver stiffly. “It’s okay. You did the right thing.”

“Sorry about that scratch.”

Weaver was dabbing at his cheek with a forefinger. He looked at the smear of blood. “You did the right thing, let’s forget it. I shouldn’t have had the impulse to break his lousy neck.”

He didn’t sound forgiving. Thursday gave it up. “I guess we’d might as well wind this up. I’ve got a load of assorted sporting goods out in the car I’d like to return. I’ll bill you for the service between now and the tenth, twenty-five dollars checkup fee per store and half of whatever’s recovered from Nory.”

“If anything’s recovered from Nory. He hasn’t learned any lesson.”

“About two hundred and twenty-eight dollars have been recovered so far. We’ve still got his confession. I intend to work on him some more with that as soon as he gets a new job.”

Weaver turned to a shelf by the storeroom telephone, took down a pipe and began to pack it. There was a tremor in his big hands that didn’t betray itself in his coolly polite voice. “I’m not saying you haven’t done well, Thursday. I’m quite pleased with your results. I’ll settle your bill promptly.”

Thursday nodded and said goodbye. Weaver just nodded. As Thursday left, he was lighting his pipe, drawing at it viciously. Quite a temper after all, Thursday thought, and wondered if he was going to lose the account.

He walked through the store, sighed when he got out into the baking-hot late afternoon on Sixth Avenue. He felt dirty and unreasonably discouraged. He was glad the worst of the day was over. But it had only begun.



CHAPTER 2

 MONDAY, OCTOBER 1, 5:00 P.M.


To give his girl friend time to get home from work, he put in a while at his own office, which was on the fourth floor of the Moulton Building, downtown. The frosted glass of the door told about him. Max Thursday — Private Investigations. Seaboard Investigation Service — Commercial & Industrial — Licensed & Bonded to the State of California.

The Seaboard business was a recent expansion and doing well. But it was not the ubiquitous far-flung network with which he had menaced Arnold Nory. Thursday could speak of an operative numbered 48, but only because Thursday numbered by 12’s. And the four he hired were on a part-time basis only. Thursday kept up their state licenses ($120 per year per license) and they were on call when needed, principally because they couldn’t resist their own cop blood. Two of them were former police matrons, now housewives. One was a retired prison guard. Another was an ex-motorcycle patrolman who had lost part of his hand in a traffic accident and who also doubled as a lifeguard during the summer months. Seaboard agency reports sometimes revealed an Operative 1, Thursday himself, who came in at the final stages of the larger investigations, as he had in the Weaver matter, simply to keep down the overhead.

Nor did he feel much like a big shot this evening, as he sagged around his lonely one-man office, listening to feet going home throughout the building, listening to the closing-hour traffic roar subside in the streets below. He jerked his tie even looser, fiddled with the trivia on his desk. Finally, after scrutinizing his bank balance, he wrote out checks for his operatives on the Weaver case and addressed and stamped the envelopes. When he commenced composing the bill for Weaver, he said aloud, “That’s enough for one day,” and got up and left it unfinished. Tomorrow would do; it always did. He felt morose and deeply rutted. Carrying his coat, he trudged downstairs, putting the four checks in the mail drop en route.

He was still darkly moody when, about six o’clock, he used his key to let himself into Merle’s apartment. But he forced a grin for her sake, since the downtown hotel where she lived had been built before the days of air conditioning and he supposed she would be feeling the heat.

She was. She popped in, startled, from the bathroom and said, “Oh, for goodness sake! You scared me half to death!”

“It’s just me. I couldn’t scare anybody.” Thursday ambled over and kissed her mouth casually. She kissed back the same way. Merle Osborn was a tall full-figured woman who could be nearly beautiful when she chose, which wasn’t often. Tonight she was much as Thursday had gotten used to seeing her lately: brown hair pinned haphazardly on top of her head, a housecoat belted about her body, and her bare feet stuck into his bedroom slippers. Lack of makeup and undarkened blonde eyebrows did nothing for her almost perfectly round eyes, and her pale mouth was quirked in the same half-peeved way as his own.

After the apathetic embrace, she said, “I had a bath. Now I’m washing things. You didn’t call or anything.”

“Got busy and forgot.” Which wasn’t strictly true. She shrugged and went back into the bathroom. He parked his coat and called after her, “You eaten?”

“Not hungry. You go ahead if you want.”

Thursday wandered into the close confines of the kitchenette and dourly inspected the contents of the refrigerator. He decided he wasn’t hungry either, poured himself a glass of beer and returned to flop on the living room couch. He kicked off his shoes and tried for a time to make small talk with Merle but the water was running in the bathroom and neither of them could hear. So he gave it up and stared at the old familiar crack in the ceiling.

Merle emerged while he was lighting one of his new cigars. She gave it a sickened look but fetched him an ash tray automatically. “Sit down,” he suggested moving his hips over.

She simply stood there, continuing with some obscure thoughts of her own. “It’s getting so I could scream. And I remember the day when I used to break my neck getting to the office.”

“The office” was a newspaper, the Sentinel, where Merle had held down the police beat for over five years. She was good at it; she had to be since crime news was the most important department on the strident Sentinel.

“Bored, honey?” asked Thursday whimsically. He trailed his hand up the backs of her bare legs under the housecoat. Since she’d just bathed, her round thighs felt pleasantly cool and powdery. He suddenly thought sentimentally how long he’d known Merle and the fun they’d had and what a shame they’d let it go unimportant lately. No wonder they both felt lost tonight.

“Don’t!” she said quietly, and jerked away from him. He chuckled, thinking she was kidding. He pulled her down onto the couch with him and wrestled playfully, pulling aside the shapeless robe so that her long legs kicked nakedly. He kissed her, thumbed down the straps of her brassiere so he could kiss her some more. Both brassiere and panties were dark blue lace.

“Oh, for crying out loud, Max!” whimpered Merle, and cuffed his ear stingingly and rolled free onto the floor. “Not in this weather!”

He rubbed his ear, decided not to be offended. She was right, it was too hot to enjoy anything. He watched her stand up and put herself together. “Where’d you get the lace pants, lady?”

“Quote me the ordinance that says I can’t buy new under-things occasionally. Please quote it.” She switched over and gazed sulkily out the window. “Furthermore, the shade was up.”

“Oh. One of those nights,” he said pointedly and picked up the evening edition of her newspaper and tried to interest himself in the sports page.

Less than fifteen minutes later, without turning away from the city lights beyond the window, Merle said, “I don’t know why you bother to come here if all you’re going to do is bury yourself in the paper.”

He chuckled. “No, don’t bother to apologize.”

She flashed him a faint smile at that. “I guess business must be on the good side. At least, I certainly haven’t seen much of you the last few weeks.”

“Now, wait a minute. You’ve been the busy one, filling in on the desk for what’s-his-handle. Don’t blame me for that.” When she hunched her shoulders impatiently, he added softly, “Come on over and relax, honey.”

“You know how I love the smoke from old inner tubes.”

“And you know why I switched to these things,” he snapped back at her. His cigars were supposed to represent good business psychology, to make him look more like a Rotary member than the shady operator which most people thought a private cop must be.

“If you had to give up cigarettes, you might’ve tried pipe smoking. A pipe looks distinguished.”

“Sure, sure.” The last pipe he’d seen had been in the angry hands of Bliss Weaver. Which reminded him, “Say, speaking of business, I think I’m going to lose a client. That playboy you sicked on me a while back.”

“Oh, Bliss Weaver. What about him?”

“I wound up a personnel check for him today and we had a little disagreement. He’s got a temper like an itchy badger.”

Merle turned around to eye him. “You’re not one to talk, Max. You know, it’s all in the way a person gets handled.”

On that basis, he didn’t dare start an argument. He merely grunted. “Okay. You knew him before I did. But you knew him on a different level, remember. You didn’t have to please His Majesty. And it was also nine months ago when you were digging into that thing about his wife’s stolen bracelet — ”

“His ex-wife’s.”

“Wife then. And if the talk around the courthouse is right, she may be his wife for a long time yet.”

“The talk I hear around the courthouse,” Merle said sweetly, “is that he’ll definitely get his divorce. And without giving her the shirt off his back, either.”

“Since you hear all and know all, let’s forget it. I’ve had a bellyful of Weaver today.” He withdrew behind the newspaper again, wishing the world were different. He heard Merle flouncing around the apartment, no cheerier than he. She did some dishes in the kitchen and then she came and stood by the window some more and when she said, “Max,” gently, he was surprised to find her sitting, all composed, in the chair that faced the couch.

“What is it, honey?”

“Max, I’d like to have a talk with you.”

He agreeably dropped the newspaper, drained off his beer. “Shoot.”

“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. Maybe you have too. What I’ve been thinking is that we’d better call it off.” When he didn’t get it, she added anxiously, “You and me. Call us off.”

He sat up astounded, and his stockinged feet kicked over his empty glass.

“Hasn’t it actually gone on long enough now, too long?” she asked calmly. “Certainly, we’ll always be friends but — ”

“Merle, wait a minute! This is crazy. Just because it’s hot weather and we’re having bad moods, don’t start saying a lot of things you don’t mean, honey.”

“It’s not the heat. It’s not merely a mood. I’m just tired of this whole situation and I think you probably are too, maybe not realizing it. And I’m not getting any younger — and this situation of not being married and yet not being single — ”

“But we always figured on getting married eventually and — ”

“When?” She shook her head slowly. She dug out a ball of paper handkerchief from her pocket and rubbed her nose. “No, don’t tell me there hasn’t been time for you to ask me. Max, it’s been over four years!“

“Yes, it has,” he said lamely. Helpless for an answer, he gazed blankly at her bare knees which had come uncovered. Reddening, Merle quickly pressed her thighs together and tugged the housecoat into place, clear down to her ankles. He growled, “Oh, don’t get coy at this late date.”

“Please, Max, don’t be like that. I’m not mad or hurt or — in fact, I’m not anything any more, that’s the sad part. We’ve run our course, darling. If you really loved me permanently you’d have seen that we’d gotten married a long time ago. And don’t say it isn’t too late now.” She smiled faintly.

“Well, maybe I didn’t figure I had to ask you in so many words. Maybe I figured that we understood each other after all this time.”

“Only maybes. Don’t fish, Max, please. I hoped you’d understand now.”

“I do, you bet I do,” he grated, and got to his feet. He loomed over her but he felt smaller than usual and his stomach churned. “I understand you’ve got yourself somebody else.”

She looked up at him curiously. “Why do you say that?”

“I may be dumb as a detective but I’m not a moron. I’ve never seen anybody reach a decision like yours on pure theory, not without some other prospect in mind. New lace underwear, huh? There’s another tipoff, sweetheart, in case you didn’t know.”

“Max,” she said through pale lips, “I’d like this to be a friendly discussion. Don’t make it dirty. Don’t make it ridiculous by acting like a betrayed husband, especially considering–”

“Ridiculous, that’s a good one! I’m not dumb forever. Why don’t you give me the right answer instead of this runaround?”

“Oh, grow up!” she snapped, ready to cry, and they glared at each other across the small hot room.

The quiet knock on the hall door reverberated with the shock of an alarm bell. Merle’s mouth dropped open and she scrambled to her feet, gasping plaintively, “Oh, no …”

But Thursday had already jerked the door open, to face the other man across the threshold. And he thought furiously how dense he really was. The other man was a pipe-smoker, of course, and an acquaintance of Merle’s. He was the man Merle had stuck up for, the man she had insisted would get a divorce soon — Bliss Weaver.



CHAPTER 3

 MONDAY, OCTOBER 1, 8:00 P.M.


Both men grunted hello automatically, mere polite and meaningless noises to cover the crude exposure of the moment. Uncertainly, Thursday stepped back, and uncertainly, Weaver came in.

“Bliss,” Merle’s strangled voice said, “not tonight, you didn’t tell me — please, in a minute …” And she disappeared swiftly into the bathroom, closing the door behind her.

The two men, left alone, continued to eye each other like strange dogs. Weaver’s sandy hair was crisply neat from brushing. His big frame was debonair in a gray tropical suit. He made Thursday feel short in stockinged feet, shabby in his wilted shirt. Weaver said, “I wasn’t expecting to run into you so soon again, Thursday.” The scratches on his cheek were only two thin lines of dried blood now.

“No, I’ll bet you weren’t.”

“But I suppose now’s as good a time as any. I suppose Merle’s told you.”

“It turns out that she fell down on the big news, after all. I got the first flash but no follow-up.”

“Then I’ll tell it,” said Weaver quietly. “We’re in love with each other. We’re going to be married.”

Thursday laughed.

Weaver’s hands became fists. He balanced forward and spoke without moving his lips very much. “I don’t like you to laugh. Not at us.”

As if warned, Merle came out of the bathroom and by her appearing kept the two men apart. She had run a comb through her hair and darkened her eyebrows and shaped her mouth with lipstick. Thursday remembered bitterly that she hadn’t bothered to do any of it for him. She said, “Bliss, please,” and Weaver relaxed sheepishly. “And, Max, sit down so we can talk this darn thing over sensibly.”

“No, thanks,” said Thursday flatly. “I tried to talk sense a while back and all I got was double talk. I can’t see why you had to lie to me, Merle.”

“But it wasn’t a lie. Everything I said was true. We haven’t anything important for one another. And I thought it’d be easier for you to take if — ”

Weaver cut in. “Darling, why do you feel you have to explain to him? He’s got no claim on you.”

“I want to, Bliss.” She took hold of his arm and faced Thursday. “Max — Bliss and I are going to be married.” Her eyes were bright and proud and her knowing face looked girlish, and Thursday thought she looked prettier than he had noticed lately.

“I already told him,” said Weaver grimly. “He thought it was funny.”

“Why not?” asked Thursday. He could feel the red fever-heat under the skin of his face, and the cruel grin drawing the skin tight. He felt a deep reckless desire to hurt somebody. “I’ve heard worse jokes. Except this one happens to be on Merle and that sort of spoils it. Who you kidding, Weaver? You’re not divorced, not by a long shot. And even if you were in a position to talk marriage — your reputation is public property. So what’s your pitch to Merle? I’d like to hear it.”

“Max,” she begged, “don’t talk like that. I’m sorry I handled this thing so messily and hurt your feelings. But don’t say things you’ll regret later. Please don’t strike back at me — ”

“And who’s he to talk about public reputations?” flared Weaver. “I happen to know he’s been divorced, too. And whatever I may be, I think it’s better than a professional spy and a professional bully!”

This time it was Thursday whose hands clenched shut for a fight. But he saw Merle’s eyes, scared and begging. So he snorted and let it pass. He said to her, “If he really means to make you his third wife — which I doubt — you might remember what he did to his present one. Slugged her in front of everybody in the Marine Room.”

“Slapped her,” Weaver corrected savagely. “What’s more she deserved it, she was taking off her … Look, Thursday, not that I care what you think but just for the sake of the record: both marriages were my own mistakes and I admit it. The first was one of those college deals, way too young, trying to do the right thing and whatnot. The second time was two years ago on a buying trip to Akron. Joyce Shafto, she was a convention receptionist, good-looking redhead who liked a good time same as I. Trouble is, that’s all she likes, that and what she cutely refers to as ‘go-money.’ We broke up six months ago after that Marine Room fracas. I agreed to give her — ”

“Spare me the details,” said Thursday. “I’d hate to break down crying for you.”

Weaver gritted his temper between his teeth. His voice flattened out. “I gave her five hundred dollars a month maintenance, more than plenty. Three months ago, when Merle and I — well, I asked Joyce for a divorce.”

“Three months.” Thursday looked at Merle. She flushed. “Thanks, dear.”

“I’m sorry, Max. I despised the situation but we couldn’t let anybody know.” She let go of Weaver’s arm, dropped her hands hopelessly. “Joyce has been making such a stink anyway, trying to take everything Bliss owns, and if it’d come out about me …”

“I don’t mind a sizable divorce settlement, well worth it,” growled Weaver. “But this is a blasted community property state and she wants half of the works, a half interest in the stores. I built that chain of outlets with my bare hands, Thursday, and no scatterbrained gold digger — ”

“Very tender,” said Thursday. “I can see why your women rush out and buy new lace pants at the thought of you. But do you mind if I don’t like being used as a cover-up for your two-bit love affairs?”

Bliss Weaver swung fast. His knuckles smashed against Thursday’s mouth, sending him sprawling, while Thursday’s own reflex blow only grazed Weaver’s cheek.

Thursday rolled to his feet in a red haze, ready to charge. But Merle was already in the middle, shoving wildly at Weaver, holding out her hands against Thursday’s return. “Bliss! Max! Oh, stop it, stop it!”

Both men’s glowering fury fell flat with the realization of childishness. Merle was crying. Thursday shrugged, avoided eyes, feeling foolish. His lip stung as if cut and, glancing down, he saw blood on the front of his shirt. And he had opened a new small wound on Weaver’s cheek, above the earlier scratches.

Weaver was sharing his feeling of shame and foolishness. He muttered, “Sorry I did that — didn’t mean to lose my temper.” He pulled out his handkerchief to dab at the oozing scratch.

Thursday said nothing. He sat down and began to put on his shoes.

Merle stood sobbing into her wad of tissue. “Why can’t we just be sensible, be nice to each other? Why do you make me feel cheap, both of you?” She didn’t know which man to turn to, whom to solace. “Max, your shirt …” But she stayed nearer Weaver.

“It’ll wash out. With cold water.” Thursday couldn’t think of anything else to be said. Weaver tossed him the handkerchief he was using and Thursday wiped the blood away from his mouth.

Weaver said carefully, “Merle’s right. No point in fighting. We both love her and we owe her that much, certainly. And if it’ll make you feel any better, Thursday, I wanted her to break with you a long time ago — but she was afraid of hurting you.”

Thursday didn’t answer. He didn’t want to look at either of them. For Merle was now standing against Weaver, face hidden against his lapel, his big hands patting her shoulders. Her long familiar woman’s body pressed close against a stranger for comfort. Somehow he found his coat and at the door he said, “Goodnight,” and that was all. He went down the stairs by habit, without really seeing them.

Weaver had been the quickest to anger, equally quick to get over it. Thursday’s anger, harder to arouse, was not so easily dismissed. He felt its lava welling up inside him with every descending step. He hadn’t slammed the door of Merle’s apartment but he slammed the door of his car. He didn’t drive away from his parking place across the street from the hotel. He sat there, clenching and unclenching his fists, staring up grimly at the yellow light of her window. Her shade was down now.

He’d been made a fool of. By both of them, and not just tonight but for months past. Merle had even recommended Weaver as a client, let him work for Weaver, be his employee and his patsy. And all the time the doublecross, the sneaking around behind Thursday’s back, the cheap affair that was making a sucker of Merle too. His teeth ached, they were pressed so hard together. On top of everything else he had been knocked down tonight without even striking a good blow in return. Well, he could do something about that, at least. He’d wait for Weaver and they could settle this doublecross on even terms. Thursday glanced at his wristwatch; a few minutes past nine.

When he looked at his watch for about the fiftieth time, it was getting toward eleven. He was still waiting alone in the muggy night, and the anger still bubbled inside him. Thursday swore aloud viciously and his lip cracked open again. He licked its warm saltiness, then pressed the handkerchief against the cut. Which led to the discovery that he had two handkerchiefs, his own and Bliss Weaver’s; he had neglected to give it back.

His attention distracted, Thursday missed his chance. When he looked up, Weaver was climbing into his convertible a half block away. There was nothing to do but forget about revenge — or to follow by car. Thursday had waited too long to forget.

Weaver lived farther downtown in the U. S. Grant Hotel, but he turned his convertible north toward the beaches. Thursday followed, making no attempt at concealment. Weaver didn’t appear to notice; he took the speedway around the dark curving shore of Mission Bay to the ocean, through lights and signs of Pacific Beach and La Jolla, finally down the winding road toward La Jolla Shores. Screened by palms and pepper trees, the expensive home area of rambling ranch dwellings and glassy moderns was only slightly cooled tonight by a feeble salt breeze. A quiet neighborhood of many walls and few streetlamps. The Beach & Tennis Club (in whose Marine Room Weaver had struck his wife) dominated the south end of the Shores; the haughty apartment development called Marcliff ruled the north.

Weaver headed for Marcliff on its ocean bluffs. The development had been built on a wheel pattern, sleek two-story beach apartments radiating like spokes from a circular park which served as a hub. Garages clustered in a smaller flatter wheel, as if spawned. A labyrinth of smooth private roads veined their devious ways among buildings and lawns and fan palms and children’s play areas.

Not knowing Weaver’s destination, Thursday lost him in the labyrinth, spotted him again — once again too late for the brutal accounting his pride demanded. Weaver’s broad back was just disappearing into a building entrance.

Thursday parked his own car and sat considering the doorway The surf beat softly on the beach below, lulling the anger that had drawn him through the calm night. He began to get curious, and then hopeful. Why was Weaver visiting out here this late at night? Thursday’s cruel smile began to dawn again. Was it possible that Weaver was running true to form — could he be playing around with another woman besides Merle?

He slid out of his car and sauntered up the stone steps, on Weaver’s trail. He found himself in a small round foyer, newly painted ochre, an apartment’s redwood door on either hand, more stone steps leading up to the apartments above. Lights showed under the doors, and somewhere near orchestra music played. Thursday checked the mailbox names. When he read the name for Apartment 4 — above, apparently — he tasted disappointment. The name slot held a calling card for Joyce Shafto. Weaver was calling on his estranged wife.

As Thursday scowled there, he heard a door overhead bang open and then heavy footsteps on the stairs, descending. But they were uneven footsteps, unlike Weaver’s confident stride. Thursday dodged to the rear of the foyer where a back door opened into the night, unwilling to encounter a stranger.

But it was Bliss Weaver who came unsteadily down the stone stairway. Thursday saw him in profile under the foyer lamp. His face looked drained of blood. He passed through the front entrance and was gone, and Thursday made no move to follow. Curiosity had won its battle with anger now. The fight could wait. He wanted to find out just how Joyce Shafto had managed to shock her husband so.

Midway up the stairs, his nostrils twitched at a new smell that was neither salt breeze nor fresh paint. Escaped gas, only a wisp, then vanished. Thursday forgot it almost as soon as his mind classified it.

For the door to Apartment 4 stood wide open, the lights were burning brightly, and even before he reached the top step he could see into the middle of the living room where the redheaded woman lay in a dead heap.



CHAPTER 4

 MONDAY, OCTOBER 1, 11:45 P.M.


She had been strangled. Thursday bent to touch the flesh of her arm. Still warm, from departed life or from the weather. He stood over the pitiful defenseless body, hearing his own live heart beat in his ears. He found he was rubbing his throat where there was nausea. He had seen the violently dead before but he had never hardened to the sight.

Joyce Shafto wasn’t a pretty woman any more. Over on the television console stood a bare-shouldered laughing portrait of what she had been, a piquant thirtyish redhead whose face showed more good fun than good sense. The photo emphasized what had probably been one of her proud points, a long slim creamy throat. Now the long neck was totally bruise-dappled from jaw to collarbone. In a face blotched with broken blood vessels, her once-gay mouth stayed open in a mock grin, her tongue sticking through hideously. A terrible parody of the portrait, scarcely recognizable.

Thursday shuddered, remembering the latent power in Bliss Weaver’s big capable hands.

Then, responding to his training, he drifted silently through the apartment, looking at everything, touching nothing. Everywhere the furniture was gray combed plywood, low and rectangular, innocent of ornament. The woman had known that she was the ornament. The woven rush squares of the carpeting whispered under Thursday’s feet as he prowled. The light was on also in the bedroom but nothing seemed out of place. He saw his grim intruder’s face pass by in the long frameless wall mirror over the vanity table. On the other side of the central hall he found the dark bathroom with its pagan corner tub. The dinette and kitchen branched off the living room. Another living room door led out to a night-shrouded sun deck but it was bolted from the inside. There was no rear door.

Which meant that the strangler, coming and going, had used the same door Thursday had entered, and which still stood open. A shiny night-chain latch hung beside it. It had probably been unfastened to admit death.

He saw the rumpled Evening Tribune on the wide Hollywood sofa, the low gray cabinet next to it where two drawers had been pulled out as if a search had been commenced and then abandoned. All so calm and peaceful — but for the contorted face of the red-haired woman staring up from where she lay on the coarse matting.

Thursday squatted, studied Joyce Shafto bleakly, trying to be insensate. She wore no stockings, nothing under her tight gown. (He had seen her hose and underclothes tossed carelessly on the bed in the adjoining room.) She was attired neither for an ordinary visitor nor for an evening alone. She wore a gleaming party dress, a green evening gown with a single strap over her left shoulder. The daring dip of the gown over her pointed breasts indicated that the strap had been vital. No wedding ring or any other jewelry.

Her flesh was cooling now. Touching her that second time, Thursday noticed the scratch inside her forearm, a short red mark within the elbow bend. Possibly caused by a fingernail, just as his own nails had marked Weaver’s cheek.

Thursday could reconstruct the tragedy wholesale. After a long tense discussion with Merle, Bliss Weaver had sped to La Jolla to have a showdown with his estranged wife. Perhaps he had phoned ahead from Merle’s place; that might explain Joyce’s seductive attire, part of her argument. It would explain, too, why a lone woman would unlatch her door at such a late hour.

A few minutes with Joyce — perhaps she had laughed at his showdown — and Weaver’s overtaxed temper had broken out in murder.

Yes, it was a perfect fit, the predictable end of Weaver’s uncontrolled passions, and Thursday felt a surge of personal anger. Not at the strangler but at the man. Here was his climax, this man whom Merle wanted to marry, whom she loved and trusted. The blow which was about to fall would crush her completely. No matter how she had lacerated his pride and feelings earlier tonight, Thursday could derive nothing but pain from the thought.

Beyond Joyce Shafto’s body he could see the telephone crouched on its corner stand. It was five steps away. Five steps, dial the familiar number, ask for homicide. This is Max Thursday, I’m at Marcliff, a woman’s been murdered, yes, I know who did it, how do I know …?

Thursday stood up straight while the logic of questions and answers marched relentlessly through his mind, leading inevitably to the sordid revelation of Merle’s liaison with the murderer. (“You know,” they’d say, “another of Weaver’s women. Say, that guy could …”) Thursday’s hands were sweating. Did it have to be inevitable? Bad enough for Merle that her beloved had turned out to be a murderer — did her battered emotions have to be made public property too?

Thursday mopped his hands with his blood-smudged handkerchief. As he held the wad of linen in his palms, the idea began to sprout inside him. Merle could be protected to some degree. All that was needed was for Thursday not to volunteer as a witness. Yet he was the only witness, as far as he knew, and Weaver had a price to pay. Thursday didn’t intend to shield a murderer.

He turned his back on the beckoning telephone, pulled from his hip pocket the other blood-smudged handkerchief — Bliss Weaver’s handkerchief — and knelt beside the dead woman. He worked the cloth between her curled fingers, pressed her hand around it, and stood up with a scared glance at the open apartment door. He hadn’t been seen. The planted handkerchief would carry a laundry mark, enough evidence to tie Weaver in his crime, enough insurance that he wouldn’t escape the price. These sudden planless crimes were always the hardest to crack and Thursday didn’t intend that killer’s luck should work for Bliss Weaver.

He left with hurried caution. He got down the stairs, out of Marcliff without being seen, and took frequent deep breaths driving home. He was clear of the Shafto murder now, and so was Merle. Perhaps Weaver would try to drag her in as an alibi, but that sort of performance wouldn’t set well with her friends at headquarters. No, Merle was out of it — publicly, anyway. He’d never tell her what he’d done tonight. She’d get over Weaver pretty soon.
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