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“… and I saw … the tears of the innocent … and they were not able to resist their violence, being destitute of help from any.”

ECCLESIASTES 4:1
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“… I remembered how often you and I Had tired the sun with talking and sent him down the sky.”





 

 

A JEW WAS DEAD IN THE STREET. HE LAY FACE DOWN WITH ONE arm bent across his forehead, the other flung forward, fingers spread supplicant and unfeeling upon the hot asphalt. His steel-rim glasses were smashed in the gutter; and the blood which had run bright red from the rent in his dark coat was clotted and turning somber. Because it was summer, bottle flies, more brilliant than emeralds, gathered fast.

No one touched him.

No one was near him.

Only a cop, hard-faced, not thinking much of anything, stood on the sidewalk, his back to the body. He stood stiff-legged, his night stick swinging idly from a leather thong caught over his thumb. He watched the pickets.

There were not many, now.

Behind the cop’s back, across the street from the Richill refinery, facing the six-foot steel-mesh gates stood:


THE CARPORT BAR & GRILL

OPEN ALL NITE

PAYCHECKS CASHED HERE



Liz Songer wiped the counter automatically with a damp cloth. When she was not serving the customers, she could not keep her hands still.

“Why don’t they do something?” she demanded. “I ask you, why don’t they do something?”

“Looks to me like they did,” called an anonymous voice from a crowd at the large table.

Someone laughed nervously.

The big fellow, Charlie, sitting at the counter-bar, said more kindly, “Not much you can do for him, honey.”

“You could cover him up,” Liz insisted. “At least, you could cover him up!”

She was blonde and small and finely drawn with a figure snugly held in fair skin as fresh in the look of it as a new-peeled willow twig. Only now she was frightened and angry and almost ugly because of the tight thin line of her lips and the way of her eyes as brittle as old blue china.

Charlie McNare asked gently, “You seen it happen, all of it?”

Liz nodded.

“Then, it’s the shock,” he guessed wisely. “It’s the shock of what’s happened that’s gotten to you, and not the poor twisted bit of him left out there.”

She stared at him, waiting.

“An ugly business you’d best forget,” he advised. “Like the rest of us here, take a nip of the stuff you serve and look no more out the front windows then if they was walls.”

“Sure,” Tony said, “that’s the idea.” He had come out of the kitchen still wearing his apron. He put a plump hand on her shoulder. “Have a drink, blondie. On the house!”

“The first one in history,” called a voice from the tables.

There was harsh laughter, general. They had quieted, watching the girl. It had not been good. Her words had brought back the fright and, where it was not fright, unease. For they were men who had been out of their jobs five weeks. Five weeks of hitting the bricks, and the festering boil of their feelings had burst finally with violence—with murder.

Liz never got her drink.

She got the shot glass in her hand. Tony bowed, made half a curtsy with his white cook’s apron pulled sideways. But then the screen door from the street opened and a man came in.

He was lean and sharp, built like one of the small falcons, broad across the shoulders and as tapered. He wore dirty gray flannels, a plaid shirt, crepe-soled canvas shoes and a billed cap of the sort navy fliers wear. His eyes were dark, absolutely without expression, as though he sat in on life and life were a perpetual poker game.

He scared the hell out of Liz.

After watching the stranger come in, the men in the café looked beyond him, seeing that the wagon had come at last and two cops in sun-tan uniforms were rolling the dead man onto a wire stretcher. They covered him with white sheeting and lifted the handles as though the stretcher carried no weight at all.

So the patrons did not see the slim man make a smile for Liz, nor his lips form a name for her, not the name they knew. And none but Tony heard him afterwards as he stood to the bar and ordered, “Scotch over rocks, a double.” Tony heard that, all right; a double Scotch was a two-dollar drink.

Liz saw him and heard him, too. Only, it was in another town, in another place, and in another time. Not two o’clock this hot Thursday afternoon in Hillton on the fourteenth of August.

Tony served the Scotch, and the slim man paid, and automatically Liz rang up the bill and put the money in the cash register.

“Betty.”

The girl turned, her hands down against her sides, tight against her apron.

“When are you through here?”

She walked over and stood against the bar, pressing over the edge of it so she could whisper. “Go away, Chick. Leave me alone.”

“I wasn’t hunting you, Betty. It was fate that brought us together. Like the poets say, fate.” Chick smiled. Only with the corners of his mouth, not with his eyes. He stopped smiling. “When do you get off?”

“Six,” Liz told him dully.

“I’ll be around,” Chick said.

“Hey, Liz.” It was one of the men at the big table.

The girl glanced at him with relief. “A ham on rye,” he finished. “Make it two,” said the fellow beside him. “And a beef and cheese,” added a third from across the table. They had been drinking fast, and now they were hungry. The idea was infectious.

Liz went to the table, pulling out her pad of checks and writing the orders. When she had them all, she went into the kitchen and gave the orders to Tony. “You’ll have to serve them, yourself,” she said.

Tony wiped his hands on his mountainous flanks. “Blondie,” he said, “you can’t.”

“Call Marge,” Liz told him, “she’ll come in.” She took off her apron and hung it up carefully.

“You got no job if you go.”

“I got no job,” she agreed. She took a rose cloth coat from the hook behind the back door to the kitchen and went out the door, raising a myriad of flies from the screen.

The Carport Bar & Grill backed up on the oil fields, and Liz made her way between the derricks and the big pumps with their grotesque animal heads, bending down to graze, and raising up again like prehistoric animals in a terrifying world. She paid no attention to the soiling of her white shoes.

It was a quarter of a mile through the wells and derricks to the corner of the cemetery where the bus stopped. She was hot and filthy when she arrived, and the cool of the shade trees along the edge of the plot felt good. This had been a quiet place once, on the side of a hill between the sea and the great city beyond. Now, the sleep of the dead was almost as obscene as that of the man in the street had been. Liz waited fearfully for the bus. Why had Chick come. “Fate,” he had said. Fate was a hell of a gimmick. Couldn’t you ever stop running? Another room to leave, another job to find. A new hole to hide in. God was supposed to take care of the sparrows that fell. Couldn’t He take care of His other frightened creatures, too?

The bus ground to a halt and the girl got aboard, paying her fare and asking for a transfer. She chose a seat on the side of the bus that would be away from the Carport Bar & Grill when they passed it. There was a paper on the seat behind her, and Liz reached it to hide her face.

After they passed the Carport, she relaxed a little, and hunted for the classified advertising. Even a girl on the run had to eat.

It was the Royal Heights location that attracted Liz to the Market-Day advertisement. A new Market-Day Super Market was open in Royal Heights. It needed checkers. She wouldn’t grow any bigger ankles tallying groceries than she would waiting table. And Royal Heights didn’t sound like a place Chick would go. Liz didn’t know where it was. She was still a stranger in Southern California. But, so was Chick.

Color was back in her cheeks, now, and her lips were softer. She had a plan and she was putting it in operation: First, pack and get out of the boarding house on 110th Street; then, check her bags in the downtown bus depot. Then, out to Royal Heights and land that job today.

Definitely, she was feeling better. There was no one to tell her about Royal Heights.

Detective-sergeant Sammy Golden lay propped up with three pillows on a maroon bedspread in a green room in the Cadillac Motel. He was wearing a pair of white shorts, and his medium-sized, hard, straight shoulders were peeling with that awful geography of the seventh day of a vacation in Ensenada after three months of night watch at Homicide. He lay with his head tilted back, contemplating with complete contentment the full round beauty of a bottle of beer. It was the kind they call Bohemia, and it beat anything stateside he had ever had.

The tiredness of his body from the lightly aching stretch across his shoulders to the soles of his feet felt fine. It was pure physical fatigue without a nerve in it; and after he had finished the beer and dressed and driven down to Hussong’s for a tall, cold, sour daiquiri before dinner, it would go away until he climbed into bed and died. He had caught nineteen albacore between ten that morning and four in the afternoon, and this was where the tiredness had come from.

Outside the window of his room, a trim, bronze blonde in an exceedingly brief one-piece knit swimsuit bounced on the end of the low springboard over the small blue pool. Sammy drank his beer and watched. The fellow she had come with to the swimming pool sat in a metal and woven plastic patio chair, his stomach shelved out over the edge of red trunks to support the book he was reading.

The girl jackknifed into the pool, her fingers and toes touching for one crystal instant before she slid into the water. Sammy patted his own flat belly and gave personal and indecent consideration to the fact that this particular blonde deserved better than a bookworm.

“What’s the bum got I haven’t, except money?” Sergeant Golden asked himself idly. The girl was on the board again, wet and sleek with her neat brown body and yellow suit all molded together. She paused briefly, her slim fingers pulling the edge of her wet suit an inch down her thighs. There were no rings on either hand. He would have to check her out after she was dressed, Sammy decided. If there still should be no evidence of a thin gold band, or the small, honest sort of diamond …

Grinning, Sammy got to his feet over the edge of the bed and padded toward the kitchenette to trade the dead soldier for a fresh Bohemia.

Uncapping the beer, Sammy watched Mike, the little nut-brown bellhop who seemed to be on duty twenty-four hours a day, emerge from under the arcade which led into the patio of the motel with a very fat man in tow. The dark blue orlon suit tenting the enormous frame was expensively and perfectly tailored.

Crossing the sun-bright patch of patio lawn, the fat man removed a large cocoa-brown Panama and mopped a broad avenue of pink bald head. Sammy frowned with quick recognition. As they came abreast his kitchenette, Sammy spoke through the open window. “Hello, Izzy.”

Isidore Sakker swung his big head on the turret of his neck. “Sammy, Sammy Golden. Am I glad to find you!”

The detective moved around the corner of the kitchenette and opened the door to the bedroom. Sakker pressed a dollar into Mike’s hand. The bellhop bobbed a grin full of strong white teeth and ducked aside as the stout man moved purposefully past him into the room.

Sammy waved at one of the two brown easy chairs on either side of the coffee table between the big window and his bed. “I’ll open another beer for you. You look like you could use one.”

“I could, I could.” Izzy nodded and dropped into the chair with a sigh, continuing to mop his head and face and neck. His yellow, nylon sports shirt, buttoned at the throat, was stained dark with sweat and thoroughly wilted. That was not like Izzy: Izzy with a shower in his office rest room and a change of shirt and underwear in the bottom desk drawer. Sammy thought about it as he opened the second bottle of Bohemia and found a clean glass. Izzy looked bad. Already, Sammy was sorry that the man had come.

He poured the beer, retrieved his own and carried them to the table. “What brings you down here in this heat, Izzy?” He draped his burned brown legs over the arm of the other chair as he slouched into it.

“Ensenada,” Izzy said, “my God, couldn’t you pick somewhere cooler?”

“It suits me,” Sammy told him. “I like it hot. I like the way the fish are running. I’m hell’s own fisherman down here.”

“You alone?” Izzy glanced around the room.

Sammy grinned. “On a cop’s salary, what do you think?”

Izzy nodded absently. “Why don’t you take that job for me, Sammy. Store protection. Three stores. Better than working for the city.”

The detective shook his head. “Let’s have it. You didn’t drive two hundred miles in August to offer me the job as house dick for the Sakker chain.”

The stout man drank his beer, wiped his mouth, licked his lips nervously before he spoke. “You read about Arne in yesterday’s paper?”

“No,” Sammy said, “I haven’t read about anybody. I haven’t seen a paper for a week.” The blonde had given up diving. She was lying on the board on her back with her hands behind her head. It made a nice picture. He wished Izzy hadn’t got in the way of it. He didn’t think he was going to like what was coming whatever it was. Izzy’s brother, Arne, has always been a trouble, a trouble with other guys, a trouble with your conscience and yourself when he was along and you wanted to smoke down the alley behind the delicatessen, or drink dago red in the backroom at Al’s, or feel your girl’s knee when you were behind the wheel in the Model A. A real nice guy, but a trouble.

Izzy said, “Arne’s dead, Sammy.”

“Dead!” The news startled him. “I’m sorry, Izzy.” It sounded lame, but he genuinely was sorry, and what could you say about this thing when it was so much a part of your business and you never could be unctuous about it like an undertaker or a politician on Memorial Day. “I didn’t even know he was sick,” Sammy added more to fill the silence than to be kind.

“He wasn’t,” Izzy said savagely. “He was killed out at the Richill plant in Hillton. They thought he was a scab!”

Blankly, Sammy stared at his companion. Beyond the anguish wringing this fat, older brother, beyond his own honest shock at the news, something was all out of joint. Not the heat, not the beer, not even the lost diversion of the blonde on the springboard behind Izzy’s unquiet shoulders. These things were facts, a part of his vacation like the nineteen albacore that had filled his day until an hour ago.

Well, Arne’s death was a fact, too. The good die young, they say. So Arne was dead.

But it was the manner of his dying that was out of joint.

And no cliché could cover that.

Dead as a scab in a strike riot in Hillton.

Rabbi Arne Sakker—as promising a young teacher of the faith as ever was given a west-side temple with a fashionable congregation—killed twenty-five miles from home in a filthy little incorporated community where oil, politics and five-card stud were as much one thing as the hairs in the hide of a fat hyena, where the biggest floating crap game in Southern California was an open secret for the price of a cab fare, and where Arne Sakker did not belong under any conceivable condition.

Sammy said, “You’d better tell me about it.”

Izzy raised his head from studying his interlocked fingers. “I should have brought a paper. They know as much, they, that is, they tell it better. He was not their brother, you see,” he finished simply.

The detective shook his head. “Try it again, Izzy. Forget I knew Arne. Forget I’m your friend, a friend of your family. Remember I’m a cop, a sergeant of police. Give it to me like that.”

The fat man separated his fingers and with his elbows on the arms of the chair turned his palms outward in a pathetically helpless gesture. “It’s Thursday afternoon. I’m home early. Naomi and the kids, they’re down at the pool. I take my paper down there to read under the umbrella. David has learned to swim the width of the pool under water. He calls to me and I’m watching. Proud, with a son like that, how else can I be?” Izzy paused and smiled, apologetic.

“Mary comes out then and tells me there’s a phone call. I tell her I’ll call back and she tells me it’s the police, coming up close so Naomi and the kids can’t hear. What is it, I ask her. And she says, it’s something about your brother, Mr. Sakker. The police and Arne, this I can’t believe. I go back up to the house and take the call.” The fat man shook his head. “Arne buried, and still I can’t believe it!” His eyes, painfully intent, begged some answer from Sammy.

“Go on,” Sammy ordered.

Izzy interlocked his fingers before him and studied his thumbs. “From Hillton, it’s a Captain Flakoll. You know him?”

The detective nodded, frowning.

“He gives me the business. Am I Isidore Sakker? I am. Do I have a brother, Arne Sakker? I do. You better come down and identify him, he tells me. He’s in trouble, I ask. You could call it trouble, this Flakoll says, he’s dead. I’m’ stunned, I’m crazy. I can’t believe it. He won’t answer questions. You get the hell down here, he tells me.

“I do, right out the front door to the Cad. Not even stopping to tell Naomi. Like I said, I’m stunned. This isn’t happening. In forty minutes, I’m in Hillton. Arne’s dead, all right. On a table in the Hillton Mortuary. This Captain Flakoll’s mean, Sammy, you know him, a son of a bitch. He looks at my car, at my clothes. What’s your brother doing scabbing? he wants to know, you too damned tight to help him out? his very words …” Izzy’s voice trailed off, bitter and lost.

“That’s Flakoll,” Sammy agreed, “every inch a bastard. What about the scabbing?”

Izzy shrugged. “That’s the funny thing. Flakoll don’t know too much. Only that the strike’s been on five weeks. Nobody getting nowhere, and the crowd’s getting pretty mean. As he hears it, these two Jews try to go through the picket line. Jews, like we were foreigners!” The knuckles Izzy had locked together popped as he pulled one hand against the other. “There’s a fight. Arne holds up his hands and tries to make a speech. Then, he’s stabbed. In the back, with a knife.”

The detective’s eyes narrowed. “You tell Flakoll about Arne being a rabbi.”

“Yes. Of course.”

“Flakoll’s still think it’s scabbing?”

Separating his hands, Izzy rubbed the back of his neck. “That afternoon, yesterday, my God, Sammy, only yesterday, he doesn’t say what he’s thinking. I sign papers saying I’ll take care of Arne after the post-mortem. He gets my address, my business, and I leave.”

“Without learning anything more?”

“Wait, Sammy, I’m trying to tell you. I start back to town and I’m shaking so much I’m scared of my own driving, and I see this big bar. You’ve seen it, right on the road to the beach. Kid Rio’s. Bar and bingo and cards. Big bowling alley in the same building. I park the car and go in for a drink. There’s some people at the bar. I don’t pay much attention. I order my drink. A girl comes up and puts her hand on my knee. Lonely, Daddy? she asks. Please, I tell her, go away. I sit there, drinking my drink, trying to make some sense out of something, anything. Like I’m drowning with nothing to hold onto.

“Like I told you, there’s some fellows down the bar from me, maybe two stools, maybe three. I don’t see them, really. The whiskey feels good, gets hold of the jelly inside me and pulls it together. Warms me so the sweat on my back feels cold. I order another——”

“I don’t see,” Sammy began, a little impatient with this big man reliving his own grief, pathetic and, because of his size, awful.

“Listen, I’m trying to tell you. I’m in this bar, maybe five minutes, maybe fifteen, not saying anything to anybody, when this fellow comes from in back somewhere and joins these fellows down beyond me. He’s leaning over the bar to talk to them and his mouth is toward me and the jukebox runs out of music about the time he starts, so I can’t help hearing him whether I want to or not.

“Have you heard about the dead kike? he asks. That brings me around, Arne, a kike. I try to hold onto myself, and then I forget all about being mad because of what he’s saying, that Arne’s a rabbi, that I, Isidore Sakker of the Sakker Stores, am his brother. And the fellows listening to him swear. And one of them asks, Does The Kid know this? Then, I don’t hear any more because the jukebox is playing again.” Izzy stopped speaking and hunted his handkerchief. Finding it, he mopped his shining bald head, face and neck.

For a long time, while the big man’s eyes bored into him, Sammy sat dead still. “You’re sure Flakoll didn’t know who Arne was or who you were?”

“I told you. I’m telling you, now, and fifteen, maybe twenty minutes later, they know it in this Kid Rio’s place.

Unwrapping his bare legs from around the arm of the chair, Sammy walked into the kitchen, obtained the quart of Waterfill & Frazier, picked up two glasses and returned. “That’s the lot of it?” he asked as he poured three amber inches for each of them.

Helplessly, Izzy’s fat hands flattened. “You ever have a dream, Sammy, a dreadful dream where you fall down a dark shaft and everything goes round and round, faster and faster?”

“Yeah.” Sammy settled in his chair again. Waiting, no longer impatient, he was seeing the thing begin to grow, as ugly and obscene as the broken web of a poisonous spider, a strand here, one there, another down, another up, catching moths, catching flies, catching Arne Sakker, Hillton, Hell-town, hell of a web!

Izzy said, “I get out of Kid Rio’s. Sammy, I’m scared. Somehow, I get home. I tell Naomi about it. We call the family. Thank goodness, Papa and Mama aren’t with us any more. We’re having some supper, cold, when the phone rings. It’s this Captain Flakoll again. I go in the library and close the door.

“Mr. Sakker, he says, really polite, Flakoll, here. Thought you’d like to know, sir. Get that, Sammy, this afternoon, I’m dirt under his feet. Now, I’m Mr. Sakker, sir…. Thought you’d like to know,’ sir, that we’ve got the man who killed your brother, he tells me. And I say the first thing that comes into my head. The first thing, you understand. Captain, I ask, why did he do it?”

“Afraid I can’t tell you that, he says.

“Why? I demand.

“Fellow hung himself, Captain Flakoll tells me. In one of our cells, from the bars in the window, with his own belt.”

“His own belt?”

Izzy nodded. “Like I’m telling you, Sammy. Every word. So I ask, how do they know this is the fellow. And he tells me they found the knife. Blood still on it, Arne’s blood. Not a fancy john’s knife, but a workingman’s: spring action, heavy blade, nicked, a piece out of the bone handle. Belonged to one of the strikers, the plant electrician. Everybody knew him, a Charlie McNare. Half a dozen of ‘em identified the knife.

“But why, I ask again, and Captain Flakoll says, Hell, Mr. Sakker, those boys have been out of work five weeks. Just like the rest of ‘em, he thought your brother was a scab.” Izzy stopped speaking and reached for his drink. The whiskey splashed between his unsteady hands. “Sammy, Sammy, do you see why I had to find you?”

The detective raised his own glass, swallowed quickly, felt the hot sick taste of it against the knot in his stomach. Doing no good, nothing would. He put the glass down and went to the kitchen for water, returning with a glass for Izzy as well.

“Thanks, Sammy.” Poor man, big man, on the fat honest edge of tears.

Sammy drank his whiskey, drank his water, felt the clammy sweat all over his body. Those damned nerves, pricking under his skin. Vacation shot to hell, a vicious resentment rose inside him, against Izzy for coming, against Arne for dying, against the big nothing he knew he could do. He said softly, “Izzy.”

The fat man raised his dark, brooding glance from the glass before him.

“Nothing will bring Arne back. Nothing.”

“Sammy, I know.”

“Nothing I could do. Nothing anybody could do. You’ve buried him, you, your family, his synagogue, you all stood there, sorry as hell, but that’s not going to bring him back.”

“Sammy, I know.”

“Do you, Izzy?”

“Please, Sammy, don’t torture me! I’ve had it. All I can take.”

“Then don’t put it on my back, Izzy. Let the dead lie. Maybe Flakoll wasn’t lying. Maybe they did catch the bastard who did it. Maybe he’s paid the price. The big price, with his own belt in a prison cell.”

“Do you believe that?”

“What the hell difference does it make what I believe?” The detective demanded savagely.

“I thought so.”

“You thought what?”

“That he didn’t do it, this fellow who’s supposed to have killed my brother. He was murdered, too. Like Arne, murdered!”

“You’re crazy, Izzy. Like you said.”

“Am I, Sammy?”

“Hell!” The detective stood, finished his drink and poured another. He glanced out the window. The blonde in the tight yellow suit had turned on her stomach with her breasts forward touching the springboard while she raised on her elbows, turning her head to talk to her companion at the edge of the pool. It made quite a picture. “To hell with you, too!” Sammy Golden said.

“I beg your pardon.”

“Not you, Izzy. Listen.” Sammy took his eyes from the blonde. “I know why you came after me. I’m a police officer. Five years, I’ve been on Homicide. I’m your friend and I was Arne’s. More Arne’s than yours, even, with the two of us the same age. You think I can find out how Arne was killed, why. You think I can answer the big questions that have got you rocking. Listen to me, I say. I can’t. Izzy, damn it, stop and think. I’m a big city cop. One little cog in a tremendous machine. I know my job and I do it pretty well except that sometimes I get in trouble. Twice in the last two years I’ve been in a lot of trouble because I stuck my nose in where it didn’t exactly belong, got way out of line. If Tepple hadn’t had an accident going through a red light without his siren and if Bill Cantrell hadn’t taken over his job, I wouldn’t even have my sergeant’s stripes back. This time I’d like to keep them. I’d even like to start thinking about a lieutenancy. For a guy with my record that ain’t going to be easy.”

“You’re a good cop, Sammy.”

“You’re damned right I am. And I’ll tell you something else. A good cop stays in line. I’ve learned the hard way. So what do you think I can do about Arne? I’ll tell you what I can do. Exactly what I can do. When I get back to town, I’ll get some tracers out and try to get some time myself to check on why in the devil Arne left home base to go to Hillton. That much we can be interested in. We can talk to members of the synagogue, to Arne’s’ personal friends, to his mailman, his milkman, his corner grocer. But the minute we get to where he crossed the city line into Hillton, we’re stuck. We can ask for information and we’ll get it, the same report you got. There it stops. There I stop.

“If I step over the Hillton boundary, I’ve got no more rights than you or the man in the moon. Furthermore, I got trouble. You know what a lousy town Hillton is. You read the papers. There’s oil, there’s gambling, as much as the California state law allows in the open, and a hell of a lot more if you know where to look for it. Kid Rio owns Hillton lock, stock and barrel, and the Richill Company with the controlling oil interests doesn’t complain because it likes the way the Kid feels about taxes and the way he hates unions. So the Kid can keep his Captain Flakoll and the goon squad he calls a police force. The Kid can keep his gambling, his bookies, the pimps that drive his cabs, the girls that keep everybody happy, and there’s nobody going to bother him.”

“Nobody?” Izzy stared levelly at his friend.

Sammy worked on his drink and, when the glass was empty, set it on the bed. “Maybe,” he said thoughtfully, “there is somebody. One body. Know who I mean?”

The fat man shook his head.

“You don’t remember the last election in Hillton?”

“No.”

“Okay, I’ll tell you. Last November, for the first time in ten or fifteen years, the opposition elected a mayor. No, that’s not the way to put it. What I’m trying to say is the opposition elected herself a mayor.”

“Herself?” Izzy’s voice was blank. He was losing track of the conversation, trying to find where it had gone, what it could mean.

The detective said patiently. “First, maybe I’d better tell you how I know this. My best friend on the force, Red Adams, grew up in Hillton. We’ve ridden a lot of patrol cars together,’ worked a lot of cases.”

“Yes,” Izzy said, grasping at a name, “Adams, Sergeant Adams, I remember reading about him when you were in the papers.”

“That’s the guy. He’s told me. So now I’m telling you. About Gussie Crouse. Gussie was born in Hillton. Before the oil, before the big money, before Kid Rio. Her family are buried in the cemetery on the hill. Maybe you’ve seen her house, up near the crest, stucco, red tiles on the roof, palm trees and hydrangeas, all dirty now, dirty with the sea breezes blowing across an oil field. Anyhow, Gussie still lives there, and Gussie’s quite a gal.”

“But, Sammy, I don’t see——”

“Then, shut up, Izzy, and hear me out. Last summer Gussie got this crazy idea that she’d run for mayor herself. Biggest laugh on the hill. Little woman, no bigger than a canary, going from door to door, talking to everybody, saying she wanted to be mayor. What a joke.

“Such a big joke that the papers took it up, not only the Hillton Clarion but our papers, the wire services, and they were smart enough to play it straight-faced. She was interviewed and she was quoted. She appeared on radio and television. And then, as far as Kid Rio was concerned, she stopped being a joke. Like those cartoon women who used to run in The New Yorker, she remained funny, but she was sweet and good and sincere. And then, in spite of everything the Kid could do, damned if she didn’t get herself elected. Right in the middle of a framed ticket, Gussie Crouse, mayor of the dirtiest town in Southern California.”

“Sure, Sammy. That’s good.” Izzy nodded. “That’s fine, but what can she do? This one thing, I do not understand.”

“If you mean about nailing Arne’s murderer, nothing.”

“Then, why?” Izzy paused.

“Why’ve I told you?” Sammy set down his drink and rubbed the back of his neck. “Because I want you to go and see her. I want you to tell her about Arne’s death, about Captain Flakoll and the way he treated you, about what you heard in Kid Rio’s place, about the poor bum hanging from a cell window by his own belt, at the same time, pointing out that in most police activity a prisoner’s belt is removed from his person before incarceration.”

“That’ll help?”

“It’ll help Gussie beat the Kid. I don’t know how responsible he is personally. But I do know it’s his town that killed your brother. His town and the way he chooses to run it, as much as any single son of a bitch who pulled that knife yesterday.”

Ponderously, Izzy pushed himself to his feet. Shoving his hands in pockets, he moved over and stood staring down at Sammy.

“I don’t like it,” he announced. “I don’t buy it. You, Sammy Golden, talking about Arne’s death like it was a thing for a newspaper editorial. My old friend, Arne’s friend, the cop who took on the whole Sandoe mob and cleaned up a city fifty times the size of Hillton, who took on the Dempsy combine and wouldn’t say quit, telling me to go see an old woman. Me, Izzy, I don’t buy that kind of schmaltz. Why the waltz-around?”

Shrugging uneasily, Sammy stared up at him. “Like I told you, Izzy. Arne’s dead. Nothing I can do will bring him back.”

“Oh sure. That makes sense. This is the thing you tell your boss, this Campbell——”

“Cantrell.”

“All right, this Cantrell fellow. Chief, I can’t be bothered with murder. Catching the murderer won’t bring back the dead guy. This is the way you do business?”

“Hell, Izzy, that’s my job.”

“I see,” the big man was angry. “Your friends aren’t your job.”

“A cop on the job’s got no friends.”

“Words, Sammy, goddam words.”

The detective reached for the bottle and poured recklessly. “I’ve tried to tell you; Izzy, can’t you see what I’ve tried to explain.”

Thoughtfully, Izzy nodded. “Yes,” he said slowly, “I see, Arne’s not your business. O.K. We’ll make him your business. To hell with friendship. To hell with Arne and Sammy playing together, no bigger than my thumbs they were. To hell with our mamas and papas. I, Izzy Sakker, make you a proposition, a business proposition. I’ll give you ten thousand dollars to find out who killed my brother. Five thousand now, five thousand when the bastard’s convicted. In writing, with a check this minute. Five thousand dollars just for holding out your hand.”

The detective came out of his chair with his body like a steel spring and the nails of his fingers biting hard against his palms. His eyes were level with Sakker’s. Izzy backed a step involuntarily, hit the edge of the bed and fell upon it clumsily.

Sammy towered over him. “Get out of here.”

“Sammy, Sammy, my God, Sammy, listen!”

“You go to hell, Izzy.”

He turned away then, saw the fat man’s hat beside the farther chair and went to retrieve it. Without looking back, he tossed it in the direction of the bed.

The bed springs complained. The door opened. He watched Izzy go by the window, a big man, walking heavily in the flat, hot sunlight. He saw him vanish into the shade of the arcade opposite. A fly swung in through the open door beside him. Fat and black, it buzzed against the glass before his face. He wanted to smash it with his fist.

An hour before dinner and an hour to call his own, Father Joseph Shanley had chosen to spend it among his roses. Between the front steps of the parish house and the white picket fence bordering the walk, the young priest maintained some fifty bushes so splendid of leaf, so wanton of flower, that Bishop Croissant had felt it necessary to inquire what funds had been tapped in the name of voluptuousness.

To which his favorite cleric had replied gravely, belying the irrepressible twinkle in his dark blue Irish eyes, “I have often heard, Your Excellency, that charity begins at home.”

“Charity?”

“Taking advantage of my cloth,” explained Father Shanley, “wherever I have seen a particularly lovely rose, I’ve begged a cutting.”

“Good heavens,” exclaimed the bishop, waving his hands to encompass both sides of the walk, “do you mean to tell me, Father, that all these roses you’ve grown from twigs?”

“In a manner of speaking, Your Excellency.”

Bishop Croissant turned his round head and fixed his alert brown eyes upon his companion. “It strikes me, Father, that perhaps, we’re abusing unrealized gifts, keeping you tied here in one poor parish.”

“I beg your pardon, Your Excellency?”

“It comes to mind,” said the bishop, “that I should draw you closer to me than Royal Heights. That I should find you enough time free of purely religious duties that you might wander the diocese employing your remarkable green thumb to the glory of God. That I should make it your will to turn every church and parish house, school and hospital into a thing of perfect beauty without, even as we do hope to obtain that other perfection within.”

“Your Excellency,” and the twinkle had departed from Father Joseph’s glance.

“Yes, my son?”

The priest stepped from the walk, turned so he was facing his superior. With his right hand he reached and cupped a gold-and-red Talisman. “If it is Your Excellency’s will I should garden flowers and not my flock, then it is your will and not mine, and as such I shall serve it with the best of intentions. But Your Excellency willing, I would not choose it.

“You know how it is with me. I am not by nature a quiet man. Not by nature as gentle as I should be. When I go on my knees before God, it’s as often to ask for forgiveness for myself as for His other children placed in my care. Sometimes I wonder how I shall ever find grace in His eyes, for there’s a rough Irish anger inside me that rebels against injustice with a hooligan instinct.

“So, if these roses grow for me, say not that I’m a gardener wearing a cleric’s cloth, but that selfishly I come to these flowers that my hands may find occupation, my eyes beauty, my soul peace, and my mind the quiet He requires that we, or, at least, I, may know Him better and serve Him best.”

“I see,” said His Excellency.

Do you, wondered Father Shanley as he accompanied his bishop to the black sedan. Ned swung the door open. Before stepping inside, Bishop Croissant held out his hand. The young priest touched his lips to the gleaming emerald in its house of gold.

Bishop Croissant entered the sedan and Ned closed the door. His Excellency leaned forward, winding down the window. “Tell me,” he said, “weren’t you inter-collegiate boxing champion in nineteen thirty-eight or thirty-nine?”

“Runner-up, Your Excellency, California semifinals,” Father Shanley corrected.

“Don’t worry about gardening,” said the bishop, “except among your flock and your roses.”

So Father Shanley tended his souls in Royal Heights and gardened among his roses when he could find the time even as he had in this hour toward sunset on Friday, the fifteenth of August.

This afternoon, it was the Belle of Portugal which had got out of hand. Not content with occupying the entire arbor over the front gate, this great, rampant climber was sending long, dark shoots down off the arbor and into the domain of the simple five-petaled rose which Father Shanley loved if for no other reason than that he forever found himself whistling “My Wild Irish Rose” whenever he attended that particular bush.

And to save his wild Irish rose, which wasn’t truly wild or Irish, but actually Dainty Bess, one of the most charming of old-fashioned flowers, Father Shanley had his sleeves rolled, pruning shears in hand and was waging a counterattack upon the Belle of Portugal when the blonde came along the walk and stopped outside the picket fence.

Father Shanley paused and raised his head. “Good afternoon.”

“Good afternoon, Father,” Liz Songer put her suitcase down on the walk. “I wonder if you could help me?”

“If it’s in my power,” the young priest smiled. He laid the pruning shears on the fence rail, peeled off cotton gloves and reached for his coat.

“It’s about a place to live.”

“In this neighborhood?” Involuntarily, Father Shanley frowned.

“Yes,” Liz said. “If it’s a bother, I’m sorry.”

“No. Not that, not that at all. I tell you what, I’m certain Mrs. Mulvaney has prepared iced tea for my supper. Won’t you come in and join me for a glass while we consider your problem.”

“Sure,” Liz said. “Why not?”

The priest held the gate open for her and then took her bag. Showing Liz into the den, Father Shanley called his housekeeper. Mrs. Mulvaney arrived from the kitchen, wiping floured hands on her apron.

“Would you bring us each an iced tea?”

“So soon before dinner?” demanded Mrs. Mulvaney.

“Look,” Liz began, nervous under the housekeeper’s disapproving stare, “if I’m making any trouble——”

“No trouble at all,” the young priest assured her.

“Easy enough for you to say, if you don’t mind my saying so, Father,” Mrs. Mulvaney snapped.

“The iced tea,” Father Shanley insisted gently, “and bring some sugar and lemon, please.”

“As if I didn’t know,” the housekeeper told him. Indignantly, she stalked from the study, muttering, “With sugar and lemon, please. And what did he think I’d bring, the salt and pepper shakers?”

Father Shanley smiled. “I’m afraid Mrs. Mulvaney won’t quite approve of me entertaining young ladies alone in my study until I’m past fifty.

“Now, it’s none of my business, Miss, Miss …”

“Songer, Father, Elizabeth Songer.”

“Miss Songer, but do you mind telling me why you wish to live in this neighborhood?”

“Because I’ve got a job in the new Market-Day Store out here.”

“I see. And it wouldn’t be convenient to commute?”

“Say, what’s the matter with me? Do I look like I’ve got leprosy or something?”

“No, no, Miss Songer, but you will admit this neighborhood might be inconvenient to explain to your family, your friends.”

“You can set your mind at rest, Father, though I must admit it sounds funny coming from you, not about my family and friends, I’ve got none of either in this town, but about me not living here, well, because my skin and eyes and hair are a different color, and maybe I don’t speak Spanish.”

Father Shanley smiled, a little sadly and with no humor in his glance. “Touché, Miss Songer. The point’s well delivered and I accept the thrust. Furthermore, I’d never in the world say what I’ve said to you before the hundreds of friends I have here, the neighbors in my parish and the members of my church.”

“Your iced tea,” announced Mrs. Mulvaney, sweeping into the room.

Father Shanley grinned. The enamel on the tray was chipped. The sugar bowl was the one from the kitchen. The spoons were the ordinary silver. Mrs. Mulvaney was not putting on airs for the likes of this blonde.

“Thank you, Mrs. Mulvaney.” He turned to Liz. “Sugar? Lemon?”

“Your supper’s in twenty minutes,” his housekeeper informed him, “and the good Lord knows there’s no way of keepin’ filet of sole from spoilin’.”

“Go on with you,” Father Shanley said, “and close the door after you, please.”

“Hmph!” The door slammed.

A sober face was beyond anything Liz Songer could keep. First, she smiled. Then, she chuckled. Then she laughed until tears rolled down her cheeks.

The priest served the girl, then himself. His eyes were merry.

“There are all kinds of crosses,” he said, “but she can cook, that woman, and believe me, Elizabeth, everything she does is for the good of my immortal soul.”

Liz wiped her eyes. “I needed that,” she said. “Have you ever needed to laugh?”

Something in her tone caught inside him. He nodded gravely. “We all need to laugh. It’s when we can’t the world gets twisted.”

“Now about a place for me to live,” Liz reminded him, “I’ve got to sleep somewhere tonight.”

“All right,” Father Shanley told her, “I’ve got a place I can take you around the corner. And at the risk of my filet of sole, I’ll take you there in a moment. Mrs. Marquez has a cottage and she’s in it all alone. Her husband was killed last year and, with both of her boys in the service, she’s having a hard time keeping her home. She’s a fine woman and you couldn’t be in better hands. The rent you pay her, and it won’t be much, probably will meet her mortgage payments. I know if you wish it, she’ll fix you breakfast and dinner. Though, I warn you, you’d better plan on making your own coffee.”

“Sounds like the ticket to me.”

“Fine, Elizabeth. But before we go, I’m going back to the thing you called me on. The color of your skin, your hair, and your eyes. And the fact you didn’t mention, that you’re a very pretty girl. As I have intimated, ninety-eight percent of my neighbors and my friends are the finest people in creation. They’re good, decent, hard-working Christians. I doubt that there’s any neighborhood anywhere else in this city or any city filled with kinder, more friendly, better people.

“But unfortunately, they’re a minority racial group. In this town, they’ve been abused and grossly discriminated against. For the most part, they take their troubles and their lot with grace and a great deal of forbearance. But you must never forget that there is in their bloodstreams the heritage of two great and arrogant races.

“So, we have among certain of the young bloods, a hatred, a dissatisfaction and an anger. And when these things come to a head, they are like an ugly boil. I don’t know how much you have read the local papers, but our police have no nastier situation to deal with than our pachuco gangs.

“What I fear is that, should you find it necessary to be alone on the streets evenings, you’d run into trouble. Your blondness and good looks would ask for trouble.”

“I’m not twenty, Father, I’ve been around.”

“I’m not questioning you, Elizabeth. Nor am I concerned with how you might see fit to deal with individuals. But what could you do against three or four hot-rods filled with young malcontents who are in turn filled with muscatel and the devil?”

Liz drank her tea and studied this young man before her who, in spite of his black suit and grave expression, was not so many years older than herself. She thought, he’s a good man, not because he’s a priest, but because he’s good. She thought also, regardless of what he says, I shall be safer where he is than where I have been for a long time. And thought last, Perhaps, he can help me. She said, “Thank you, Father. Now will you take me to see this Mrs. Mendez.”

“Marquez,” Father Shanley amended, “Señora Lupe Maria Marquez y Barrera.”

“That,” said Liz, “is more than I can manage.”

“Which reminds me, I’d better step into the kitchen and speak to Mrs. Mulvaney.” Father Shanley smiled and Liz saw the tiny crow’s-feet marching upward at the corners of his intensely blue eyes. “It’s for the good of my sole,” he added, “filet of, as distinct from immortal.”

It was a fine Sunday morning in Ensenada. So Sammy Golden went fishing. He split the cost of the boat with two men he met on the pier.

Gordon Strong said he was “in water softeners in The Valley.”

Flip Phillips said he sold batteries.

Sammy said he worked for the city and let it go at that. A cop can do odd things to a holiday—like a preacher behind you at the ball park when the umpire calls a lousy one straight across the plate.

Phillips’s fishing gear included a case of beer. It promised to be quite a trip.

Blue sea. Blue sky. The sun, a silver dollar, a lucky coin flipped for a perfect day. Yesterday’s fishing reports had been good; yellowtail, barracuda, white sea bass, bonito, Spanish mackerel; even three marlin had been brought in, one at one hundred and seventy-two pounds. Today could be better. Today it could be Sammy, or Flip, or Gordon; today, that marlin might close in on two huindred!

Their boat, La Paloma, plugged north out of Todos Santos Bay, planning to troll along the seaward edge of the kelp beds before heading out toward the islands. Flip passed around what he called “a breakfast beer.” They settled to watching their lines trailing out behind them beyond the curling wake, eyes squinting against the hot bright light, a touch of sea breeze on their faces.

Sammy had lost the coin match. Flip and Gordon had the stern chairs for the first two hours. The detective rocked slightly behind Flip on the starboard side. Not listening, he half-heard the easy banter before him. Gordon lived in the valley, Flip at the beach, inevitable Southern California talk—fog versus smog, heat versus eternal dampness.

“You, Golden,” Strong slanted a square chin to his shoulder, “which side of the fence are you on?”

The detective grinned. “I’m a city kid. Grew up in town. Still live there, stone’s throw from anywhere. Three floors up. On a clear day you can see the street.”

Strong said, “I lived in an apartment once. Three months. Couldn’t take it. Neither could my wife. We have to have room to spread out. Yard for the kid. Some flowers for me.”

Flip snorted. “Flowers for my old woman. My aching back! Jan thinks a back yard is like her living room. Always needs rearranging. We’ve got a damned flowering peach tree that’s migrated six times.”

“Not for me.” Sammy’s eyes twinkled. “I’m a bachelor. Had a potted plant once. Girl I knew thought it would add a homey touch. Noticed it was dry one night and watered it with beer. Plant didn’t like it much. Just laid down and never got up.”

“Which reminds me.” Flip opened the ice chest and passed out more beer.

Hot sun, no strikes, rocking boat, second beer, a lazy feeling took hold of all of them, took each into a silent world, grateful for the company, grateful that nobody needed to talk.

City kid, Sammy thought, maybe that was why this was so good. All year, you’d live for these few days. Occasionally in the morning you’d get a call that took you to the beach. Particularly when you were working the robbery detail. From the north end of Malibu, south through Playa del Rey, there were a lot of good homes, some closed for the season, just aching to be cleaned. And you’d get that early call and drive down to the beach, and just beyond the surf, along the kelp beds or the outfall, you’d see the fishing fleet, stubby little boats with tall masts, shining white on the green water, and you’d think, what a life, those lucky bastards, and you’d remember how it was when you’d been on the water on days like today, and you’d feel that’s the way it is every day for them, knowing it wasn’t true, but envying them for a few good minutes before you went in the house that had been robbed and began the inevitable search, the interminable questions that might, if you were lucky, lead to the thief.

And before that, before you were a workingman with reasons to drive to the beach, you and Izzy and Arne with maybe two dollars among the three of you, would walk cross-town to the station and buy a round-trip on the old Venice car line and ride to the beach in the smoking-car section, up in front where you could watch the motorman whose job wasn’t as good as the fireman’s or an engineer’s, but still a pretty good job. Better than Papa’s delicatessen, better than Izzy and Arne’s father’s dry-goods store. So many things better than being in business. Yeah … Sammy grinned sourly. He and Arne had beat the rap of being in business, in Papa’s business. So, he was a cop, and Arne had become a rabbi, a dead rabbi—and Izzy who had gone into his papa’s business had a million dollars, a pretty wife, a swimming pool and a couple of swell kids. Poor Izzy!

Sammy shrugged and tried to stop being bitter, put himself back on the red car to Venice, him and the two Sakker kids. They always rode to the end of the line and bought cotton candy, five cents, or candied apples, a dime.

And then there had been the day when they had run out of money, spent it for the fun house, spent it on the dodge-em cars, on the freak show, and had ended up behind the roller coaster, there on the edge of the amusement pier where the fishermen gathered, and a rangy yellow pup, coming from wherever the vagrant mongrels in this world come from, had nosed up to a grizzled old man’s bait package, sniffing through the broken, fleshy mussels. The old man had turned suddenly, swinging with the butt end of his pole, and the mutt, skittering sideways to avoid the blow, had slipped between the pipe rails and plunged kiting into the surf.

Sammy and Izzy had stood horrified, deep washed with hatred for the old man and the shame of this thing they had seen. Not Arne, though. Arne who couldn’t swim the width of the Redondo plunge without floating on his back, that same Arne had climbed up over the pipe rails and thrown himself, pile-diving and holding his nose, down into the surf where it ran hard against the shell-encrusted piles under the pier.

So Sammy had kneeled and removed his shoes, laying his coat on top of them while all the grownups waved their arms and yelled for help and yelled advice to Arne down there clinging desperate to the frantic dog in the choppy water.

He had always been proud of that dive, head first and cleaner than he dared hope, the longest, highest, most frightening dive he’d ever make. Then he got hold of Arne’s collar, scissoring hard with his legs, swimming with his free arm, trying to pull all three of them against the long, hard swelling action of the surf and away from those deadly, knifing, shell-grown pilings.

Well, the life guards had come finally, and that had been the first time he had gone in over his head after Arne.

The next? The first day in high school, thin, solemn, bespectacled Arne, wearing brand-new white corduroys—the particular trousers the sophomores denied any “frosh.” So the sophs had gone after Arne’s pants, and Sammy had tackled the sophs. It had been a long time before Sammy had earned enough to pay for the porcelain crowns that made the front of his smile today.

And now Arne was dead. And Izzy was thinking Sammy should take care of that, too.

To hell with that!

This was a great day for fishing.

A hell of a great day for fishing.

Oh hell, yes!

So it was Sunday morning and he might be dressing for church. That was a laugh. Chick laughed at it as nearly as he laughed at anything, a fox grin, sly in the mirror, with the edge of stained teeth showing. He tried to remember the last time he’d been to church, and it was like feeling your way back through a dark room, and he stopped thinking about that kind of muck.

The tweed was nubby and mostly brown with green worked into it and the kind of smell it was supposed to have when you paid a C and a half. He wore the tweed because he liked it and because it was a very practical suit. If it mussed a little, it would make no difference. Nobody would notice. That was important.

While he put on the finishing touches, four white linen corners geometrically spread across the line of the breast pocket, he wondered about Betty. That made him sore. Twice now, running away. And it didn’t help that he hadn’t played it smart, going into that damned café. But a drink was a drink and a drink was where you found it. Chick, the philosopher. “Fate,” that’s what he’d said to Betty, “Fate, like the poets say …”

Chick Loder cleaned the top of the dresser. Keys, right-hand trouser pocket; knife there, too. Change, left-hand trouser pocket, change and the bill clip, the corner of a twenty showing. Pocket comb and file in a leather case, left hip pocket; a second handkerchief from the top dresser drawer, also left hip. Then, from under the pile of linen in the drawer, a soft chamois bag with a drawstring at the throat. He opened the bag and shook out the sap. A fine piece of goods, that sap, the woven leather handle as pliable as a rattlesnake’s neck, the shot in the head of it enough, precisely right for a quiet, efficient job. Like the one he had to do this morning. He held it with his right hand and slapped it into his palm. Nice! Best buy he’d made in Mexico. Smiling, he remembered. They called it Thieves’ Market; a handmade blackjack between a child’s doll and a crucifix, there on a blanket in the street. What a place. He curled the sap easily into his right hip pocket. All alone there like a snake in a hole.

Turning away from the mirror and the chest of drawers, Chick stared at his hat on a chair in the corner and shrugged. This was Southern California, a hat was more unusual than no hat. Let it go.

He locked the room behind him and took the elevator to the lobby. Pausing at the desk, he spoke to the clerk. “I’m Loder, 415; I had planned on checking out at noon. I’ve changed my mind.”

“Then you’re not checking out, Mr. Loder?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Yes, Mr. Loder. Do you know how long you intend to stay?”

“Couple of days. Week, maybe. I’ll let you know.”
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