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WHY BLACKMAIL?

Anabel was loaded. She owned one of New York’s most successful nightclubs, a block of paying apartments in LA, and a beautiful body that was like money in the bank. So why did the stripper suddenly resort to blackmail? Just when she had it made, why did she decide to play such a dangerous game?

A Park Avenue executive hires Peter Chambers to get back some indiscreet letters he wrote to a famous strip-tease artist, and the tough private eye smashes into the most fiendish plot of his career—where blackmail doesn’t figure, but murder does.
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I

THE BIG TOUCH



CHAPTER 1

Why blackmail?

I intended to ask exactly that question. Tonight.

It didn’t fit. And blackmail always figures to fit.

It puzzled me, but it didn’t detract from my rapt attention as I watched her take her clothes off. You and I can take our clothes off—we do it every day—and it doesn’t mean a thing, one way or another. But with Anabel Jolly it was special. She took her clothes off with grace and spirit, revealing a lush, long-legged, firm-thighed, narrow-waisted, full-bosomed, dazzling whiteness, and she strutted, proudly and defiantly.

Anabel Jolly had made a good thing of taking off her clothes. It was rumored that she had received as high as $5000 per week for the simple operation, if simple is the word, of removing her clothes under a blue light on a small stage before a select and palpitating public. She had worked all the best clubs in the country from Hollywood to New York, and right now she was performing her specialty in a club of her own appropriately, if mildly, entitled Club Jolly.

Then—once more—why blackmail?

Blackmail is old-fashioned, and there was nothing old-fashioned about Anabel Jolly. Blackmail is dangerous—and although Anabel Jolly was as dangerous a female as ever it has been my pleasure to encounter—the danger involved, piquant and exciting and practically overwhelming, was directed from Anabel Jolly at all comers (provided such comers were male). Futhermore, Anabel Jolly wasn’t looking for trouble—not blackmail trouble. She didn’t need it. Anabel Jolly was loaded. I had put in ten days of intensive spade work before I had met her. I knew all about her. She didn’t have to break the law to obtain money. She had money. She had plenty of money.

So … why the blackmail?

I pondered that, sitting alone at a small round table, an appreciative patron at the Club Jolly. The house was packed and attentive and I applauded with the rest of the boobs and I meant it. Anabel Jolly was a peeler, but she was the best in the business and the best is always something. Anabel Jolly was an artist. There are others who have the equipment: structure, beauty, grace and rhythm. Anabel Jolly had more. She combined a display of sex with an air of contempt, a warmth of movement with a frigid poise, a voluptuous wriggling body with a cold and arrogant mein: her eyes were slits that viewed her viewers with disdain: it was as though she erected an invisible barrier between herself and her audience: she was naked but untouchable, and out of reach. And the suckers loved it.

She did her last bump, her last grind, stood stock-still with her arms outflung, her body in a crouch, her eyes wide open now, the smile of contempt on her mouth—and the curtain closed about her. The lights came on and the hub-bub grew and the waiters stalked the tables. This was the last show and most of the patrons paid their checks and departed. I had another drink and waited. I had a date with Anabel Jolly. This was the fifth night running I’d had a date with Anabel Jolly, and I’d enjoyed every one of them, but tonight I was going to put it to her about the blackmail, and that was a prospect I didn’t enjoy. I looked down at my watch. It was five to four in the morning.

The tables around me were wearing their chairs when she finally joined me. She rubbed a cool finger along the back of my neck and sid, “Hi, Lover.”

Lover grinned upward. “Bar’s closed. You can have a sip of mine, if a sip is needful.”

“More than one sip is needful, Sweetie. Let’s get out of here.”

I paid and we went. It was warm out, a warm night in October, Indian summer hanging over the town like an omen of doom. I waved to a cab and we rolled, windows down, toward Harlem to an after-hours’ joint called Jackson’s. There was dancing in Jackson’s, and heavy black drapes over the windows, and Dixieland music and velvet throated crooners and shouters, and name-brand undiluted whiskey, and Southern fried chicken, and Chinese noodles, and barbecued spareribs with a secret sauce.

We sat opposite one another under pink indirect lights in an intimate booth and I watched her unabashedly tear at spareribs. Her mouth was red and wet, and shiny from the grease of the ribs. Her eyes were green and wide, her nose small and tilted, and her red hair was parted in the middle and cut short in a cap of tight glistening Grecian curls. Her dress matched her eyes, green with puffed sleeves, and a slit down the middle deeper than a pickpocket’s reach. I watched her and hated the fact that she was grist for the mill, part of work, part of business, part of the chase after the ever-elusive buck:

She set down the rib, wiped her mouth with a napkin, sighed, said, “Somehow, Lover, I hate you.”

“Me?”

“You. I’ve been waiting for you to open up. It’s five nights now—and nothing.”

“Open up?” I blinked over Scotch and water.

“Look. Let’s face it. Nobody’s name can be Timothy Tiddle. Not even yours. How’d I ever get to know you?”

“We were introduced, remember? By Phil Webster, the usual mutual acquaintance. You thought I was cute and I think you’re lovely. What’s the problem?”

“Timothy Tiddle, Texas oil millionaire. Brother, how corny can you get?”

I smiled around the rim of the glass. “What’s corny?”

“You, pal. You’re no visiting fireman. I’ll say this for you. You spend like a Texas millionaire. You’re a real welcome customer in my joint. Even the waiters like you, and my waiters are tough to please. But you’re no fireman, pal. You’re hip, real hip.”

Demurely I said, “Little ole me?”

“Why, there ain’t a joint in town, real joint, not the square joints, that you don’t know and where you’re not known. And just between you and me and a gnawed sparerib bone, you’re not even on the make. I can tell. Your’re just being polite, that’s all, and gentlemanly, and squirelike. Now why in all hell are you squiring me around, kid? Break down and tell little Anabel.”

The music was smooth now and there were couples tooling toward the dance floor. I put down my drink and pointed a finger over my shoulder. “Shall we?” I said. Gallantly.

She smiled with all the teeth. “The way you dance, I’d love it.”

The floor was small, the lights dim, the music schmaltzy, and all of Anabel Jolly nestled beside me as we swayed on a dime, her mouth at my ear, and vice versa. She whispered, “What’s your name, Lover?”

“Peter Chambers.”

“You ready?”

There was a moment of silence. Then I said, “Yeah?”

“I knew it all the time.”

“Knew what?”

“What your name was. Peter Chambers. I’m glad you finally told me.”

I moved my head and looked at her. For the first time her eyes were pleased. She winked once, kissed me on the mouth lightly, and put her cheek against mine. Softly she said, “You’re a figure around this town, pal. I played out the reel, waiting for action. You’re a cop. A private dick, eye, richard—whatever the hell they call them. What’s the promotion, pal? You looking to put a padlock on my joint?”

“No.”

“I worked hard and I worked a long time to get where I am. I pay plenty ice. If I got to hist the ice, okay with me, you’re on the payroll. Happens you’re cute too. Happens I like you. You’re liable to earn your fee, if you know what I mean.” Her body pressed closer. “I’m not too hard to take, am I?”

“No.”

“We got a deal?”

“No.”

Her body went rigid. “Let’s break it up, Lover.”

We went back to our table. I said, “Anabel—”

“Don’t Anabel me. You’re looking to play it high and mighty, okay, then you’re looking to have it catch up with you. I’ve handled tougher babies then you’ll ever be.”

“Maybe. But I’ve got nothing against your joint.”

“Say that again, huh? Say it slow.”

“Nothing against your joint. Period.”

“Then what’s the play?”

“Let me ask a few questions first. May I?”

“Shoot, Lover. I’m beginning to like you all over again.”

“You’re fixed pretty good for dough, aren’t you?”

“The best.”

“Like how?”

“Like I own the Club Jolly outright. Like I’ve got a hundred and fifty gees banked, in cash. Like I got a load of government bonds. Like I own a couple of apartment houses in L.A. Like I’m coining dough, every day, hand over fist. It wasn’t this good always, but it’s good now. I’m Number One in the strip racket. There’s always a Number One. There is a Dempsey, a Ruth, a Tilden, a Valentino, a Garbo, a Pavlova—me, I’m Anabel Jolly. I’m doing a little bit of all right.”

“Then what’s with blackmail?”

The lids of the green eyes came down like purple shades. One corner of the mouth fought for a smile but it lost against the other corner: tight, and strained, and tense, and unhappy.

“Roger Aldridge,” I said. “Six lousy letters. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

“So that’s it,” she said.

“That’s it.”

“You working for him?”

“I’m trying.”

The smile came, finally, bitter as though she’d bit into a worm. “A fine romance,” she said.

“You and me?”

“That’s the way I had it figured. You and me. That’s the way I was born. I either go or I don’t. With you I could go. I figured we could ring a couple bells together. Okay, so I figured wrong. G’bye, Lover.”

“Roger Aldridge?”

“Go pick another doll to be a detective with. G’bye, Lover.”

She stood up fast, tilting the table. I wrestled with it, righted it, and got out of the booth—but I was stopped by a waiter with the check. By the time I paid, she was gone. I came out of the warmth of pink dimness into the sad grey of sunless morning. A few early-go-to-workers straggled by. Traffic was sparse. City noise was muted. I whistled down a cab and I went home.



CHAPTER 2

Three o’clock in the office, I put through a call to Roger Aldridge. It was a fancy number, Plaza with a lot of circles. Everything about Roger Aldridge was fancy: his place of business, his mode of dress, his manner of living, his well-modulated voice—even the fee I was going to charge him, plus expenses. When the well-modulated voice came through, I said, “I’ve talked with her.”

Tightly he said, “Save it.”

“For when?”

“When can I see you?”

“Anytime. You’re the client.”

“Would you care to drop over to my apartment?”

“I’d care. When?”

“I can get away from the shop now. That is, if it’s all right with you.”

“You’re still the client.”

“You know the address of the apartment?”

“Yes.”

“See you in about a half hour.”

“Fine.”

I hung up, rustled papers on the desk, clamped my lower lip between my fingers and tried to think about my fee, but my thoughts churned around Anabel Jolly. There was no doubt that Roger Aldridge could be touched up for a big figure. The guy was a buyer for a jewelry house, small and exclusive, but one of the top ten in the country. Yet, after all, he was an employee, and two hundred and fifty thousand blackmail bucks was a quarter of a million dollars, and that’s not horsehair to fill a mattress. He was in good shape for the touch, what with a society wife of two years standing, a brand new kid, and a snobby job with a plush firm—but a quarter of a million is a quarter of a million—and like that you make it rough on yourself, Miss Anabel Jolly. You hit a guy for two bits, you might make it stick. But you hit a guy where it hurts, and he howls. Howling can’t do you any good, Miss Anabel Jolly. Plus. Plus you don’t need the dough. That makes it crazy. And when it’s crazy you can’t figure it—not without many more facts.

I didn’t have much. I had a bare outline. Only what Aldridge had chosen to tell me. He had been recommended to me by an uncle (or I had been to him), an uncle named Donald Root, an old guy with a lot of loot, whose legs were withered and who lived in a wheel chair. Aldridge had told me about six steaming letters he had written to Jolly when he was hot on the make, about five years ago and before he was married. My job was to reconnoiter, mosey around, and find out what it was all about. If I could get back the letters without any trouble, it was worth fifteen thousand dollars. If not, it was my usual fee, plus expenses. I had not stated what my usual fee was and right now it was growing. My orders had been not to be in touch with him until I had something definite.

So I grabbed my hat and headed for Aldridge’s place. I was either going to collect additional facts and really go to work on it, or I was going to collect my fast-growing fee and kiss it off. He lived on lower Fifth Avenue high up in a penthouse apartment, and a smooth-running elevator whisked me up rapidly. I applied an index finger to a mother-of-pearl doorbell, waited, and then the door was opened by a cute maid with a figure and dimples (this was a guy who kept begging for trouble). She said, “Yes?”

“Mr. Aldridge in?”

“Yes. Who may I say?”

“Peter Chambers.”

“Please come in.” She preceded me into a drawing room. She said, “Please make yourself at home. I will tell Mr. Aldridge you are here.”

I said, “How long has he been here?”

“He just came in.”

Aldridge’s voice filtered through from a nearby room. “Who is it, Marie?”

The dimples deepened as she smiled at me. She said, “I’ll tell him,” and went out. Almost at once Aldridge was in the room and we were shaking hands.

“Prompt,” he said. “I haven’t even had a chance to wash. Don’t blame me, do you, for not wanting to talk on the phone? Place of business, that sort of thing.”

“Don’t blame you in the least. Nice shack you’ve got here.”

“Eleven rooms and it costs a fortune in rent, but if you don’t put on the dog in my business, you’re dead. Love you to meet my wife but she and the child are visiting her mother uptown. What do you drink, Mr. Chambers? If I don’t have a splash, I’ll blow up.”

“Scotch and water. One cube.”

He opened a cabinet and made drinks. He made mine first and handed it to me. For himself he poured half a tumbler of Scotch, added a spray of seltzer, and drank a lot of it in a hurry. He was tall and slim and about forty with blue-grey hair at the temples and a white mustache with waxed ends. He had blue eyes and a trick of squinting them at you when he talked. He said, “Any luck?”

I said “Hardly.”

He didn’t like that. He said, “Sit down.” He was a man who was accustomed to giving commands. I didn’t sit. I stood. He said, “What do you mean by ‘hardly?’ ”

“Anabel Jolly. A hell of a gorgeous dame.”

He smiled. Wryly. He said, “You’re telling me?”

“Not the blackmail type at all.”

“What does that mean?”

“Well, in my business, you can sort of spot them.”

Brusquely he said, “Matter of opinion. Let’s skip that, Mr. Chambers. Let’s stick to the facts.”

“Your the client.”

“That’s a pet phrase of yours, isn’t it?”

“Anabel Jolly. She doesn’t have to deal in blackmail. There we have a gal worth three-four hundred thousand bucks at a minimum figure. That’s a matter of opinion too, but put that down as expert opinion, after investigation. I’d say a dame like that doesn’t figure to resort to blackmail, aside from the fact that she’s not the type.”

“But the fact remains, Mr. Chambers, that she has.”

“You’ve got me there, sir. It needs talking. And you’ve given me nothing to work on.”

“Am I supposed to?”

“That’s up to you. I’ll say this, though. Unless you do, I’d rather you paid me my fee and we close up shop.”

He finished his drink. “Fee? How much, Mr. Chambers?”

Now I squinted my eyes at him. “Fifteen days, fifty dollars a day, that’s seven fifty, and I’ll go easy on the expenses. Say, two fifty. That’s a thousand dollars, round figure.”

He put his glass down, opened his jacket and reached in for a narrow check book and a fountain pen. A holster hung from his belt and a gun was fixed in it.

I said, “You always wear that?”

“What?”

“The gun?”

“Yes. In my business, as I suppose in yours, it’s a necessary evil. I frequently carry valuable jewelry on my person.”

“You probably wear a gun more often than I do.”

“Matter of fact, I always wear it. It’s almost habit.”

He wrote a check, ripped it out of the book and handed it to me. It was for a thousand dollars. He went back to the cabinet and made himself another drink. He said, “You’re an independent cuss aren’t you?”

I did a grin for him. “And an expensive one.”

“That too. I don’t mind the expense. I do mind a clash of temperaments.”

“You don’t have to be in love with a client to work for him. But you do need cooperation.”

“Such as?”

“I might be able to help if you loosened up a little. You don’t go to a doctor and then hold out on the symptoms.”

He paced, glass in hand, sipped, and sat down. “You have a point there, sir.”

“Thanks.”

“Well, it’s the old cornball deal of letters. Okay. Here’s a dame got some hot letters of yours written five years ago. So what? Your wife, to whom you’re married two years—she can’t object to letters you wrote when you were single.”

He twiddled with a point of his mustache. He said, “Those letters were undated, Mr. Chambers. Somehow, you don’t date love letters—as though they were part of a business correspondence. When I had my interview with Miss Jolly at her club, she informed me that she would state that such letters were written within the past few months.”

“Check,” I said. “I’m sorry.” I was beginning to warm up to Mr. Roger Aldridge. Maybe I was getting accustomed to his careful enunciation.

“Five years ago,” he said and smiled, “I wasn’t quite as conservative as I am now.”

“What was the threat? Was she going to present them to your wife?”

“Better than that.”

“Better … than … that?”

“A well-known press agent is contemplating a story on Miss Anabel Jolly for one of the tabloids. Miss Jolly threatens to turn my letters over to him—for added spice. Photostats, that sort of thing. Can you imagine the effect of such publication—on me?”

“Yeah,” I said. I made myself another drink and sat down near him. “I can’t figure it. Here’s a dame that doesn’t need the loot.”

“Everybody needs a quarter of a million dollars.”

“Not when it’s attached to extortion. If you went to the cops with this and they worked out a plant—that’s a felony, Mr. Aldridge. That dame can sit her sweet behind in the pokey for ten years on a deal like this. That’s a crazy risk, I insist, when you don’t need the loot.”

“You sure about her monetary situation?”

“Positive. I put in ten days on that angle before I even met her. Why should a dame risk ten years out of the prime of her life when she absolutely doesn’t need the money?”

He squinted at me and his teeth clicked along the edge of his glass. “You’ve got a point there.”

“And why now? She’s had that hot literature for five years. Why now, when she’s sitting on top of the world, boss-lady of her own club?”

“You still working for me, Mr. Chambers?”

“If you say so.”

“I say so.”

“Then I’m still working for you.”

Roger Aldridge abandoned his drink and stood up out of the chair. He went to a window, peered out, clasped his hands behind his back and spoke to me without looking at me. “I can’t inform you about her need for money. I know nothing about that, pro or con. But I think I can answer your question.”

“Which one?”

“The one about—why now.”

“You mean there’s a special reason why she’s waited five years?”

“I don’t know whether she’s consciously waited for the right moment. But I do know that now—that this particular time in my career—is most propitious for this kind of holdup.” He turned and came away from the window. “This is in the strictest confidence, Mr. Chambers.”

“Of course.”

“You know that I’m employed by Winston Parnell.”

“Yes …?”

“I earn a good deal of money now. About a hundred thousand dollars a year.”

“Yes …?”

I’m going to earn more than that.”

“How?”

“Mr. Parnell is getting on in years. He’s planning to retire. I am slated to take over the full active management of the firm. As a partner.”

“I see.”

“The lawyers have already prepared the papers. The date for the new partnership is November 15th. Miss Jolly got in touch with me early in October. She gave me until November 1st to make up my mind. I’m wondering if there’s any connection.”

“Yeah,” I said brilliantly. “Yeah.”

“You can imagine what will happen to me if this press agent scheme goes through. The notoriety would definitely finish the deal—since the papers, though prepared, are as yet unsigned. Do you understand now why it was worth fifteen thousand dollars to me to obtain the return of those blasted letters?”

“Yeah,” I said. “But does Jolly know about … about this impending partnership?”

He shrugged expressive shoulders. “Frankly, I can’t see how. The only ones who know about it are the principals and the lawyers. Except …” His Adam’s apple jumped as he gulped.

“Who?”

“My cousin, Jonathan Nolan.”

“That guy?” I said.

“He used to be a brilliant lawyer.”

“Yeah, but he was disbarred last year, wasn’t he?”

“Do you know him?”

“No, but I know about him. From your uncle.”

“I have a great deal of confidence in Jonathan; that is, in his brain power. He’s a young man, much younger than I, but, no matter what anyone may say about his morals, no one in the world can deny the fact of his brilliance.”

“So?”

“When the contracts were finally prepared, I brought them to him for a last check.”

“When was that?”

“Early in October.”

“I get it. But … does he know Jolly?”

He nodded dejectedly. “He does. In fact, he introduced me to her.”

“Think there’s any connection?”

“This is the first time it’s really occurred to me. Sounds stupid, but I simply cannot conceive of Jonathan having anything to do with blackmail. Jonathan would use a rapier rather than a bludgeon. No. Wide open blackmail would be too thickheaded for Jonathan, too blunt, and far too open to risk.”

“Well, now that you are thinking about it …”

“At best guess—it could be—inadvertently perhaps—he dropped the information to Miss Jolly, and Miss Jolly decided to make hay in the sunshine.”

“A quarter of a million. That’s hay, all right.”

“She’s got me where it hurts. I’ll tell you that, sir.”

“Mind if I see Jonathan?”

He looked frightened. “If you think that’s all right. But I don’t think you ought to mention—”

“I agree with you. If he’s in it, if he’s using the bludgeon instead of the rapier—then he’s in it. But if he’s not, he might make an excellent advocate for the good Miss Jolly, once he learns about it. Though for the life of me I can’t figure that gal. What’s his address?”

“He has an apartment at 10 West 35th Street. And a small office at 150 West 42nd Street.”

“And who’s your lawyer?”

“Warren Dodge.”

“The best. A fine old man. He’s your uncle’s lawyer, too, isn’t he?”

“That’s right.”

“I’m going to talk with him, too. Does he know about your trouble with Jolly?”

“Nobody knows anything about that except you.”

“I think we ought to take Mr. Dodge into our confidence.”

He sat down and scraped a finger at a frown on his forehead. “You’re the expert in these affairs, Mr. Chambers.”

“Thanks,” I said. “And thanks for the interview, and thanks for re-hiring me.”

He took up his glass and drained it. He said, “I’ve got to do some tall thinking. Got the full day off tomorrow. Suppose I drop in at your office at about two o’clock.”

“Sure.”

I left him bent in his chair, staring at the floor and rubbing the same finger at the same frown on his forehead.



CHAPTER 3

The Flatiron Building is a skinny triangle pointing north on 23rd Street. Warren Dodge’s office was on the 7th floor and an elderly lady at an ancient desk was his receptionist.

“Peter Chambers,” I said, “for Mr. Dodge.”

“Do you have an appointment, Mr. Chambers?”

“No, ma’am,” I said.

She smiled and wrinkled her nose at me. “I don’t know why I ask that question. It’s silly. Please sit down. I’ll ask Mr. Dodge if he’ll see you.” She pushed herself out of her chair, waddled to a door, opened it, and said, “There’s a young man outside, Peter Chambers. Will you see him?”

Warren Dodge had a booming voice. “Sure I’ll see him. I’d love to see him. Send him right in, Mamie, my girl. But you could have used the inter-com. That’s what I’ve got it for.”

“Inter-com.” She sniffed. “Gadgets. People spending money for nothing. Giving themselves importance.” She turned to me and smiled again. “Mr. Dodge would love to see you—even though you don’t have an appointment. In here, please.” She held the door open while I passed through, then slammed it behind me.

The office had wooden walls and many windows and green filing cabinets and a cluttered desk and the handsome Mr. Dodge behind the desk. Warren Dodge was at least seventy years of age but he looked fifty, acted forty, and had the zest of thirty. He was a bulky man with a smooth face, round and pink, and short cut tight grey hair. thick as steel wool and kinky as your aunt with arthritis. He was quick to laugh, his teeth were good, and the one eye that had begun to fail him was encased in a monocle.

“Good to see you, lad,” he said. “And how goes it with all the little murderers in our fair city?”

“What a business,” I said.

“You picked it.”

“It’s a living.”

“You love it, Sir Knight of the Browbeaten.” Buffed fingernails did a tatto on the desktop. “What’s the occasion for a visit to a lawyer?”

“Roger Aldridge.”

“Pompous but well-meaning. Known him since he’s a boy.”

“Old man Root recommended me.”

“And I recommend you to Mr. Root a long time ago, while he was still active. What’s Roger’s trouble—that Mr. Root knows about?”

“Root doesn’t know what Roger’s trouble is. Roger told him he had need of a private detective and the old man mentioned me.”

Warren Dodge stood up. “I smell gossip. I smell an enjoyable conversation. Let’s get out of the would-be-businesslike atmosphere. Come into the library.”

He opened a rear door and I followed him into a large cool book-lined room. There were easy chairs and a liquor cabinet and green blinds at the windows holding back the sun.

“Love this room,” I said.

“Ancient. Most rooms, unlike most women, grow more beautiful with age.” He chuckled. “Some day I’m going to fire Mamie and get me somebody with curves out there.”

“You do all right.”

“Well, I’m a bachelor, aren’t I? And it happens I’ve retained my appreciation for curves.”

“Know Anabel Jolly?”

“No. Should I?”

“But curves.”

“Then I should.”

“Roger Aldridge knows her.”

“That the trouble?”

“That’s it.”

“You free to tell me about it?”

“Yes.”

He chuckled again. “Told you I smelled gossip. Sit down. Let me fix a couple of long ones. You’re a Scotchman, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.” I moved into a soft leather chair and stretched my legs.

Warren Dodge said, “One cube, if I remember.”

“There’s not much you forget, sir.”

He brought the drinks, set them up on a corner of a library table, backed into a nearby easy chair, opened the laces of his shoes, kicked them off, sighed, took up his drink, said smilingly, “Make it gory, lad … or make it sexy.”

I told him the story from the time I’d been retained by Roger Aldridge, and his first comment was: “Sounds fascinating, that Anabel Jolly.”

“Is fascinating.”

“You reserving that?”

“I am.”

“For whom?”

“For me.”

His eyes grinned. “Too bad. All right, what’s this visit for?”

“Well … since we both know some of the parties involved … I thought it might be good sense to talk it over with you. I come for advice, Mr. Dodge, and for counsel.”

“What are you really here for, Peter?”

“I’d like the lowdown on Jonathan Nolan.”

“That’s better.” He took the monocle out, breathed on it, wiped it with a handkerchief, set it back. “Jonathan Nolan. I’m inclined to agree with Roger. I don’t think he’d tamper with blackmail. He’s too shrewd, too careful, and … too imaginative.”

“What’s the story on that guy, Mr. Dodge?”

“Brilliant. Too brilliant. Too wise. Too worldly. Too acquisitive. Wanting to get rich, really rich, too quickly.”

“How old a guy?”

“Jonathan? Now? Not more than thirty, all told. Brilliant student, quick early success—then, bang.”

“How’d the bang happen?”

“Let’s begin at the beginning, eh?”

“It’s your story, sir.”

“Jonathan Nolan.” He sighed and the eye behind the monocle closed in reminiscence. “A wild kid and headstrong. An orphan, as was Roger. Brought up by the uncle, Donald Root—both of them. These two boys are his only legal heirs, his only heirs-at-law. Two boys reared in the same environment, one crazy-wild, the other quiet and stuffy.”

“About Jonathan …?” I said.

“He got out of law school, very early, at the age of twenty-two. That was about the time Donald Root’s wife died. At that time, Mr. Root gave up his estate in Scarsdale, and took his apartment in town. You know where he lives, an old-fashioned narrow little house on Park Avenue. A splendid old house, five stories high, but nothing pretentious, no doorman, self-service elevator—quiet and dignified. And there Mr. Root lives to this day, an invalid now, attended only by Emerson Beach, valet, cook, and chauffeur.”

“About Jonathan …?” I said.

“He gave each of them a present, the younger Jonathan and the older Roger … fifty thousand dollars each … and they were on their own, living apart, no longer part of the household.”

“Now, about Jonathan …?”

“As you know—I am aware that Mr. Root took you into his confidence—his will only mentioned them … Jonathan and Roger … to share alike of his estate upon his decease.” He held up a hand as though warding off a brickbat. He said, “Yes, yes … about Jonathan. He practiced law, and he practiced it in a hurry … but he was a professional boxer, for a while, on the side.”

I felt my eyebrows fly up. “A professional boxer?”

“He had been intercollegiate heavyweight champ. Friends prevailed on him to enter the professional domain. He did, felt he wasn’t good enough and went back to practicing law in a hurry.”

“What do you mean … practicing law in a hurry?”

“Obtaining negligence cases through unethical means, handling unsavory cases that other lawyers wouldn’t handle … making a lot of money, and always spending a bit more than he earned … and gathering a bad reputation along the way. Donald Root called him in and warned him. As did the bar association after several complaints. Then he became a boxing manager.”

“A boxing manager.”

“Behind-the-scenes boxing manager, but it heralded an era of more fixed fights than the boxing business had ever known. Again he made a good deal of money, and again he spent a good deal of money … but it finally caught up with him. His sheer brilliance, his planning, his cunning … prevented his going to jail. Six others were found guilty, and sentenced … but there was insufficient evidence for his conviction, and he was acquitted.”
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