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A Lovely Clue—To Murder

The blonde was a beautiful, deadly decoy—the well-dressed puppet of a merciless crook involved in robbery, murder, and the blinding of a helpless old warehouse guard. But she was a lonely woman, too, and when she fell in love with the watchman’s handsome, vengeful grandson, she became the key to a baffling series of crimes.

Brawny Father Shanley, a two-fisted parish priest, and hard-hitting police detective Sammy Golden, the famous team of unconventional sleuths, join forces again to rip open a dope-bottling racket in the perfume industry and rescue a wayward lovely, in this fast and furious thriller by the author of The Deadly Sex.

“A toughie, bul there is dignity and warmth, and humor, too.”

—Denver Post

“… winds up in a spectacular, spine-tingling climax.”

—Berkeley Gazette





JACK WEBB

THE BAD BLONDE


“Yo soy un sueño, un imposible, vano fantasma de niebla y luz; Soy incorpórea, soy intangible; No puedo amarte—Oh, ven; ven tú!”

Bécquer



“… for there is no returning, and thou shalt do him no good …”

Ecclesiasticus 38:32
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SHE CAME DOWN THE STREET PAYING NO ATTENTION TO the wet, or to the shabby men leaning against the damp gray ramparts of the dirty buildings, or the music from the half-opened doors of bars, or the garish posters before the all-night theaters, or even the clean, soft brightness of the neon misty-haloed by the rain. Yet all these things were there around her. Though in the way she walked, and because of the clothes she wore, it was apparent she did not belong among them.

Two policemen, patrolling together, walking stolidly against the rain, saw her from across the street. The younger one asked, “Now, what do you make of her?”

“Show girl,” said the other. “She can take care of herself, that one.”

At 306 where a grimy sign had HOTEL peeling from it, the girl turned in, going up half-a-dozen slippery steps and through the door.

“What do you want?” the colored boy asked. He did not rise from the stool behind the high counter. There was a board of nails behind his back. Keys on some of them.

“Two hundred nine,” the girl told him. “A man.”

The boy watched her pass, not nodding, not moving anything but his eyes. The fact she was there did not particularly surprise him. On this street, the men came from everywhere. Sometimes, good-wheres. They seldom went back.

The room was at the end of the hall on the second floor. A single bulb illuminated the hall. It hung from the ceiling on a frayed and twisted wire. A pull string dangled from the large, corroded brass receptacle. It brushed the girl’s cheek as she went by. She recoiled as though from a web.

At 209, she knocked.

“Yes?” A frail word with no strength behind it.

“Let me come in.”

She waited, and after a while the door opened. The man who stood before her was thin with shoulders shot forward so the coat that he had pulled on over a dirty and frayed white shirt hung loosely around little enough chest.

“What do you want?” he asked without interest.

“To take you to Max Chester.” She stared at him, disapproving. “Didn’t DaKunsa advance you any money?”

“Enough for plane fare.”

“We’ll have to get you some clothes,” she decided. “There’s a shop down the street. Not good, but it’ll do for tonight.” At least he’s clean shaven, she thought, and his nails are clean.

“All right,” he said. “I have a bag.” He turned and brought it from the foot of the iron bedstead behind him. It had been good luggage once, horsehide when they used enough of the stuff so it would last a lifetime in spite of scuffing and kicking about.

They did not speak again until they were on the street. Then she asked, “How did you get down here from the airport?”

“The gentleman next to me on the plane, he was coming into town. He dropped me.” Unexpectedly, he smiled, and, because it came from the inside, it transformed his thin face until it was pleasant to look upon. “A Mr. Roberts, I must see him again. He had a small chess set, one of the peg-in sort. We played from Denver. He was good, very good.”

The girl glanced at him and shrugged. I shall get him a raincoat also, she thought. We’ll have to take care of this boy….

Jim Claxon’s Center Street Clothiers, open every night until ten, featured one-button suits with flared lapels, leather and two-tone satin jackets with zippers as shiny as trolley tracks and, at this season of the year, that type of trench coat which guarantees an aura of romance to every man. Under the girl’s competent guidance, however, they were able to discover a reasonably anonymous salt and pepper tweed with three buttons, plain brown shoes of grained leather, gray socks and shirt with an ordinary enough collar not to demand a Windsor knot. From some remote corner of the stock, a raincoat was produced without epaulettes on the shoulders. They waited while cuffs were built into the trousers, and while they waited the girl selected a narrow red and blue tie with regimental striping.

She was surprised how well he looked in his new clothes.

“Okay, professor,” she said, “now, I guess you’ll do.” The friendliness went out of his face as she spoke and he seemed very tired, a little like the street to which he had come.

Downtown from where the blonde girl was getting the professor onto the red leather front seat of a sandstone white Lincoln Continental, an old man lay on the cold concrete floor of a large warehouse and cried softly.

He had screamed at first, screamed as helpless as some hurt wild thing and screamed again, and still no help had come.

Now, he only could cry and when the tears had relieved a little the terrible thing they had done to his face, he would crawl a small distance toward the phone which he knew was upon the wall at the far end of the building. He could not see the phone for what the acid had done to his eyes. He would have to find it from memory, a memory which faltered beneath the awful pain, and with what cogent feeling he could separate from the burning of his hands. When he crept and when he lay, he used over and over again the names of his Lord, and his Saviour, and of Mary, and of all the saints who had forgotten him this night. He did not whisper their names as a profane man, but as one with great faith who must call out from the pit when all the stars are gone.

The warehouse belonged to the Barrington Chemical Company and was in the new industrial tract on the eastern edge of Royal Heights. The old man’s name was Miguel Cervantes and he had been a night watchman there for just nine weeks. They had warned him of the devils locked in the large glass carboys. But no one could have told him there were such men upon this earth as would use such a thing as a weapon against a good old man.

The freeway interceptor police car, which had come from a standstill to sixty miles per hour in nine seconds flat before it ever got out of second gear, pulled the two-and-one-half-ton ex-G-I truck over into the safety lane just south of the turnoff to Sutter Street. The uniformed officer behind the wheel remained there. His companion, snapping up the collar of his yellow slicker, climbed out and walked around to the driver’s door of the drab truck.

“May I see your operator’s license, please?” Polsgrove was a young cop. He had a naturally pleasant voice. He kept it so.

“What for? What’d I do?”

“When you entered the freeway at Ney, you failed to make the stop. At an excessive speed, you cut diagonally across the feeder avenue to the inside lane. A sports car had to veer dangerously to avoid collision,” Polsgrove told him, not quite so pleasantly.

“Prove it,” the big man said. His voice was as rough as his face.

Officer Polsgrove stepped back from the door. This was a tough, tough boy. The tough boys you could handle better with their hands off the wheel. Cut down to size in the naked light from the police car behind, you could handle them.

Before he gave his order, however, he got some unexpected help from the slight, wiry man sitting beside the gorilla. “Show him your license, Jack. Don’t you make no trouble. You hear me!”

The desperate urgency behind the little man’s voice didn’t get through to Polsgrove. He heard a whine turned half into a snarl, waited with his hand down to his holster, expecting trouble.

The big man thought it over, you could see the slow process passing behind the furrows in his brow. The big ape, Polsgrove thought.

“Sure,” the big man said finally. He found his wallet and produced the license.

“Take it out of the envelope, please.” Polsgrove did not touch the little photostat until it had been removed from its plastic cover and handed out of the cab to him.

John H. Rikker

Fillmore Hotel

         717 South Moran St.

Officer Polsgrove copied the information onto the ticket, shielding his writing against the weather with the bend of a broad shoulder, then moved back to the rear of the truck to add the license number to the make and model. Against the attitude of the operator, he entered a single word, Uncooperative.

When he presented the ticket for signature, he saw that the driver’s companion was leaning forward with his hands hung over bony knees.

“What’s the trouble with your friend?”

“Him?” The driver scrawled his signature. “Dead beat. We been piling it on.”

“Take it easy from here on in,” Polsgrove warned.

He walked away from the truck. He did not hear the little man gasp, “For crissake, Jack, what did you want to bull around for? I got to see a doc.”

“Cops,” Jack said automatically, “the lovin’ bastards, cops!” It was the litany of his kind. There was nothing personal in it directed against Polsgrove.

The old army truck moved away from the police car slowly. The two officers watched it go. It never occurred to young Polsgrove that if he had examined the little man more closely, or pulled the big man in because he had been a nasty piece, he might have saved a couple of lives, maybe more.

The grandson of Miguel Cervantes was older than his grandfather. There was a lean, hungry look about him. Not even his sleek black jacket, his narrow black tie and broad black cummerbund, framing a sparkling white shirt front, could change that look. The expensive women, who watched him and listened, feared him deliciously. Their escorts hated him.

His name was Luis and he should have been a matador. He wasn’t. He played a soft and lonely piano in The Golden Cockatoo. A single baby spot illuminated his profile, his pale slender hands, and the keyboard. The slash of light came over his left shoulder. This was no haphazard arrangement. Running from his high, arrogant right cheekbone to the corner of a lip disfigured into half of a bitter smile was the puckered white line of a scar. He had got the cut when he was a kid, got it playing sentimental in a whorehouse in San Bernardino. He had got it from a drunken slut who couldn’t stand what his piano was doing to her. Afterwards, she had tried to kill herself. He had learned very early what was going on upstairs.

He was playing Ellington when the phone call came. He was playing it as though the loveliest of all lost angels stood at his shoulder. The call was from the Peggott Street Receiving Hospital. He faked an ending for Mood Indigo, slid out of the bright spot into the darkness, and went as a shadow to the phone on the wall inside the first pair of swinging doors that led to the kitchen. Only the right side of his face grinned at the news.

“Mi abuelo,” he said softly when he had hung up the phone, “mi pobre abuelo!”

From a locker on down the hall he pulled a white trench coat and a soft black felt. He stopped briefly in the foyer before he left.

“My grandfather,” he said to George Orestes. “There has been an accident at the warehouse. He is hurt bad.”

“You have to go?” Orestes rubbed white finger tips together before his chest as he spoke.

“There is no one else,” Luis said.

It was raining hard when he went out into the night.

Because of the thing that had been done to the old man, Homicide went out on the call. They talked about it as they drove. They had not seen Miguel Cervantes yet.

“What would they want at a chemical warehouse?” Red Adams asked.

His stocky, square-shouldered companion stared out through the slow metronome of the windshield wiper. He was driving as fast as the rain and the oil-slick shining wetness of the road would permit. The red light was flicking on the top of the all-black sedan, but he was not using the siren.

“Don’t know,” Sergeant Golden said. “Won’t know until we hear from Robbery, until they’ve talked to someone in authority out there.”

“Unless the watchman can tell us something,” Adams suggested.

“Nitric acid. Half hour, at least, before he raised any help.” Sammy Golden shook his head. It wasn’t a good thing to think about even if it was your business. A cop with his emotions involved isn’t worth a damn. How many times had he heard that?

A sleek, fire-engine-red sports car came through an orange light and swung across the lane in front of them. Sammy touched the siren.

“Damned fool!” Adams growled.

The red job paid no attention to the wail.

“Wish we had time to take that boy,” Sammy said.

Adams bent forward to talk to the radio, “We’ll give him to Traffic,” he said. He made contact, described the car, gave the license number, street, direction of travel and estimated speed. The twin taillights of the sports model were growing smaller ahead.

When they pulled up before Peggott Street Receiving Hospital, the red sports car was there before them. So was a black and white traffic sedan. Two officers and a slim, tall, dark young man in a white trench coat were locked in savage argument.

Sammy stepped into the group. He recognized one of the officers. “Hello, Gault. Aside from the way this boy drives, what’s the trouble?”

“Oh, it’s you, Sergeant.” The officer touched the bill of his dripping cap. “This fellow says his grandfather’s inside. Says he may be dying. If you was to ask me, I’d say he pulled in here when he saw that fancy hot rod of his couldn’t get away from us.”

Sammy turned to the lean, angry young man, noticed for the first time, the curious half-smile caused by the scar. “What’s your name?”

“Cervantes. Look, all I want is to see my grandfather. These boys can take me, then. Give me the works. Let ‘em wait. I’ll give them my keys. There’s no place I want to go from here.”

Golden turned to Officer Gault. “I’ll be responsible for this Cervantes. There’s a Miguel Cervantes inside. He’s in bad trouble.” He turned to the tense young man. “Okay, let’s go.”

The three of them went up the stairs together. Cervantes between the two policemen. “How did you hear?” Adams asked.

“They phoned me from the hospital.”

“You’re a musician,” Sammy guessed, seeing the dark band down the trousers, the high-polished black pumps that never should have come out in the rain.

“That’s right.”

Inside the swinging doors, they identified themselves. The nurse said, “In C, down the hall and to your left. I’m sorry, I can’t leave the desk.”

“How is he, please?” That was from the young man.

His concern was true enough, Sammy thought, you could hear it in his voice. The old man meant something to him, meant a great deal. More than most grandfathers.

The nurse shrugged. “I’m sorry. I can’t say. The doctor is with him. So is his priest.”

They were going down the hall then and Sergeant Adams half grinned. “You don’t suppose, Sammy …”

“Hell,” Golden said, “who else….”

Cervantes did not hear the exchange, or if he did it was meaningless, and he paid it no attention.

They approached the door on the balls of their feet, all walking silently. As Sammy reached for the knob, Cervantes touched his sleeve with his hand, “One moment, Officer, please….” They paused. The young man put his head down and drew a deep breath. “All right,” he said finally, “sorry.”

Adams glanced at Golden over the slim shoulders. They forgave him a little, this young man, for his recklessness with his car. Sammy opened the door.

The frosted bulb in the white metal shade cast a white light on the white walls, the white drawn curtain across the room and the white bed. Only the somber suiting of the young priest standing beside the bed stood out sharply. The head of the patient was swathed in white. The doctor’s smock was white. Father Joseph Shanley stood there among ghosts, glanced at Sammy, Luis and Red, and then bent swiftly to whisper to a bandaged ear, “Miguel, Miguel, oye, acqui esta su nieto.”

The old man stirred, tried to rise on his elbows. The priest pushed him back gently.

“Luis, Luis, gracias a Dios!”

Then young Cervantes pushed forward, went down on his knees beside the counterpane.

“Tell him to lie still,” the doctor snapped.

The boy heard, spoke before the priest, urgently, gently. The Spanish was a flow and a torrent but it quieted the old man. Father Shanley crossed the room, holding out his hand. “Sammy, Sammy!”

“Hello, Father.”

Adams grinned at the two of them, almost felt sorry for the brutes who had brought these two together. Shanley and Golden were becoming a legend in this man’s town. A pair of naturals. Seven or eleven on the come-out roll. And the men across the table, whoever they were, were wrong bettors. Wrong bettors sure to die broke. A fine, scientific way for a cop to think. But that was the way of Red Adams’s thought, seeing them together again.

Max Chester was a Levantine. According to the geography books, the Levant is a name applied to the area encompassed by the coast of the Mediterranean immediately east of Italy and including the islands of the Aegean, Egypt, Asia Minor and Syria. Max never had come closer to identifying the point of his parents’ origin than that. Certainly, his maiden name had not been Chester. But that’s another story. A story for no one to tell. For no one could know it truly, emerging as it does from the vortex of that island called Brooklyn.

He was a small man, Chester, a small man of considerable weight. A little man with fine hands, almost feminine. A delicate man, a clean man, who bathed twice daily because of his oily skin.

Now, he was playing cards with the gentle precision he dedicated to every conscious effort. He was sitting in a straight-backed, square-armed chair, flipping playing cards into a hat on the floor a dozen feet away. He held what remained of the deck in his left hand and ejected each card in turn from between the index and middle finger of his right hand with a quick flick of the wrist. Of the twenty cards he had flipped in this fashion, only four had missed dropping into the soft, inverted crown of the expensive Borsalino in the center of the dusty pink, carved Wilton carpet. Considering the effort it would take for a fat little man to retrieve such cards as missed the upturned hat, this was no small victory.

Poker-faced, dead serious in his concentration, he kept his hands busy because he could not think, could not wait, could not be awake even unless those small hands were active. Ruth had told him once of a cardinal who preferred to stroke fine silk when he sat in meditation, of a prophet who had loved the touch of a cat in his lap. Great thinkers with busy hands, she had said. This pleased Max very much. He preferred his cards, however, to silk, and the Siamese kitten Max had had Shadow bring home had scratched his hands in a fit of temper. So Max had dropped the kitten out a window. The window had been on the eleventh floor.

Ruth had left him then, left him and stayed away three weeks. She had sent back the flowers, the expensive gifts, everything. She had refused to speak to him on the phone, refused to permit him in the room she had taken in the west-side hotel. Then, she had returned as abruptly as she had left. Even after he was over the panic of having her gone, even when he could think clearly, he could not figure it out. He was adroit enough, though, never to mention the kitten. After a while, things had seemed to get back to normal, but he wasn’t so sure of himself any more. Not about her.

The phone rang. He heard Shadow answer it out in the kitchen. Shadow was a very valuable guy. Not the least among his assets was that he was smaller than Max.

He opened the door from the kitchen. The bright light behind him made a halo of the thin blond fringe around his bald dome. “You better take it, boss. It’s Jack Rikker. They’ve made the delivery. Now he wants to know about a doctor. Stony’s hurt bad.”

Max stood. Carefully he placed the remainder of the cards in his hand on the seat of the chair. He used the phone in the kitchen, hearing the same thing Shadow had heard and more, then asking, “Where are you now?”

Jack told him.

“You wait right there,” Max instructed. “I’ll get a doctor there right away.” He cradled the phone, scowling. “Get your hat and coat,” he said to Shadow. “We got to see a guy.”

“Jack, Stony?”

Chester shook his head. “Not them. Stupid fools. They tell you what they did to the watchman?”

“Huh-uh,” Shadow said.

“Dumped a bottle of acid on him. That’s how Stony got burned.”

“Acid,” Shadow said, “that’s pretty bad, ain’t it?”

“Isn’t it,” Max corrected. “Pretty bad for Stony,” he agreed. “For Jack, too.”

“He get burned, too?”

“Not yet,” Max Chester said.

There was a key in the front door before they got to it, and then the door opened and Ruth came through it followed by a thin, stoop-shouldered individual in a cheap coat and suit.

“Well,” the blonde girl said, “here he is, Max.”

“You keep him here,” Max said. “We got to go out for a while.”

“Now, I like that….”

“Look, princess, there’s been a foul-up. We’ll be back as soon as we can. You fix you and the doc a drink.” He peered at the thin man more closely. “Scramble him some eggs, too. He looks like he could use a good meal.”

“Come on,” he said to Shadow.

The two small men went out together. Ruth unbuckled the wide belt of her damp white weatherproof. The thin man followed suit with his new trench coat.

“Not precisely an auspicious welcome,” he said drily.

“Max is a funny guy,” the girl told him. “You’ll get used to him.” Out of the coat, she removed a blue scarf from about her white throat and over the shoulders of her gray knit dress. Three soft roses with their twine of stem and leaves were knitted into her dress. Crossing from her right shoulder to her waist, they accented subtly. She did have an amazing figure. “How about those eggs?” she asked. “Could you use a midnight snack?”

The man smiled. She was an odd one, but truly friendly. “Yes,” he said, “something would taste good. It’s been several hours since I ate on the plane.” She was, he decided, the most expensively beautiful person he ever had seen. This meant nothing personally to Roger Parmelee, but it was an indication of the strange world into which he was moving. He followed her through the living room and into the kitchen. The clean warmth of the place felt fine.

After they had talked to the doctor about the old man and had heard how the tincture of green soap had been used, and the Baciquent ointment, probably too late, for one of Miguel’s eyes had been damaged beyond any chance of repair, and the other a touch-and-go affair, Father Shanley led Sergeant Golden into the hall outside the room and asked, “Did you hear what Luis was saying to Miguel in there?”

“Luis?”

“The grandson.”

“Oh,” Sammy said, “our young musician.”

“Have you heard him?” Father Shanley brightened momentarily.

Sammy shook his head.

“He’s very remarkable. Self-taught. Played his first piano in the parish house when Father Santana was there. Taught himself to read music. Had his first professional job at sixteen.”

“I don’t see,” the detective began.

“You will, Sammy. Luis got into quite a bit of trouble, as a kid. Nothing too bad, but Father Santana said the potential was there, that Luis walked an odd sort of tightrope with his love of music keeping him more on the right side of the line than the other.”

“Father, I don’t understand what this has—”

“What I’m trying to get to, Sammy, is that in there a moment ago, while you and Adams were talking to Doctor Parminter, Luis promised his grandfather he would kill the two men who did this terrible thing to him. I believe he’s quite capable of it. What shall we do?”

Golden shrugged. “He has to catch them first.” He smiled a little. “Don’t you think we have a better chance of doing that than he has?”

“God grant it”— The priest’s voice was earnest—”but don’t underestimate Luis’s ability to get information which may not be available to you. He works for George Orestes. He has some, let’s be charitable and say, odd friends.”

Sammy rubbed his chin thoughtfully. Found a spot the razor had missed and rubbed against the bristly edge of it. “Maybe we should put a twenty-four-hour tail on the boy. Do you know where he lives?”

“No,” Father Shanley shook his head. “He left us half-a-dozen years ago. Only comes to see his grandfather. They’re very close those two. I can get it from Miguel, I suppose.”

The detective shook his head. “We can get it from the boy. He thinks he’s in trouble with Traffic. Should be really, but I don’t think we’ll push it, considering—except to see his license and pick up his address. What is this business between him and his grandfather? Most of his type don’t bother with that sort of thing.”

“Sammy, Sammy,” the priest smiled gently. “You tell me there’s no such thing as a criminal type, and now, listen to you….”

Golden shrugged, then leaned back against the white wall of the corridor and hunted for cigarettes. “He’s no angel.”

“No,” Father Shanley nodded, “but if he gets there, a good bit of his record will be for the way it has been between him and Miguel. Family’s a funny, a wonderful thing among my people. You should know how it is when the blood runs strong and deep. There’s love in Luis, you only have to listen to him play to realize what a great capacity for love there is in that boy. And the only outlet he has is the old man. Family, he has no other. God, woman, the ones he should love, they have not been good to him. For him. In his way of life, how could they be?”

“I’d better use a phone,” the detective decided, “before he and Red come out of there.”

He went down the hall and out into the reception room where he used the phone of Miss Phillips’s desk. The nurse watched him, trying not to show how much she approved of this stocky, dark young man. He looked so much as a detective should. Solid, serious, a man you could trust. Miss Phillips knew a great deal more about the way a cop should look and act than even Sammy did. When she was not on night duty, she was a staunch follower of those courteous minions of the law who pursued criminals down the dark alleyways of the air lanes. As a matter of fact, she had imagined herself in love with and loved by a certain very special television detective. It was a very safe sort of love, honorable and strong and not a little antiseptic. It served Miss Phillips very well.

With an interest almost professional, she heard Sammy talk to Captain Cantrell and make arrangements for a twenty-four-hour tail. It was exactly the way they did it on TV; Miss Phillips approved some more.

“But if no one is dead,” the nurse inquired brightly when the detective had cradled the phone, “why has Homicide been called into the case?”

Golden grinned at her. “Preventive medicine,” he told her. “We like to keep them alive for due processes of the law. There’s a good chance of some eye for an eye stuff here. That’s not the way it’s done any more. Not if we can help it.”

It was not an unusual room from which Max Chester and Shadow departed after the exchange of a considerable sum of money accompanied by some very specific instructions. Nothing unusual in the least, unless you considered the fact that the man who lived in the room had been there for eleven months and there wasn’t a single thing evident to give the room any personality other than that which marks every hotel room furnished and maintained for the poor sort of traveling man who must do it at four dollars a night.

For a long time, it had been the same with every lodging this man had kept. An empty Gordon’s bottle on the bureau, a discarded pair of socks with a hole in heel or toe, these were the most he ever left behind in such a place. And when he was there, even such things as these were not evident.

After Chester and his small companion had been shown the door, the man made his arrangements quickly, moving about the room quietly between drawn blinds and the locked door with the key in it. He was a tall man, thin, emaciated and colorless, with a skin like blanched almonds. Dead men have skins like his sometimes. A good many men die with healthier skins.

The brown cotton gloves he slipped on his hands fitted snugly; the trench coat, shabby from years of wear, had been tailored for a larger man. He adjusted a brown woolen scarf about his scrawny throat, tying it carefully in Ascot fashion. And before he clapped a brown felt over his thinning hair, he paused to clean his steel-rimmed glasses with a clean linen handkerchief, not removing his soft gloves to do the job.

Before he, too, left the room, he pulled on a pair of old-fashioned black rubbers, and from under a pile of dirty laundry in the bottom drawer of the bureau he drew a brand new twelve-gauge shotgun with the barrel sawed off so short that the total length of the fowling piece was scarcely forty inches. He shoved the butt of the gun up under his right arm beneath the folds of the loose trench coat.

When he closed the door and locked it carefully behind him, there was no indication that he carried so delicate and persuasive a weapon either in the way he stood or the manner of his walking. He appeared, in fact, rather like city-bred clerk out on a distasteful errand on a rainy night.

He drove a green, 1953 Buick Special to the Fillmore, parking in a clear space at the curb a half-block from the hotel. Chester had given him the room number, and he walked around the corner and down the alley until he found what had been exclusively a service entrance in a better day.

The service elevator was clearly out of order, so he used the stairs. After four flights, he was breathing heavily. He paused, leaning on the banister, until he had his breath. After a moment, it was all right. He moved confidently down the corridor, reading the room numbers. At 419, he knocked.

A big man answered the door. “You the doc?”

“Yes. Are you Rikker?”

“That’s right.”

“Where’s the patient?”

“On the bed,” Rikker pointed with a thumb.

“May I see him, please.” There was a certain quality in his voice, not foreign, but in the spacing of his words. It satisfied Rikker. He turned his back.

The thin man closed the door behind him. He closed it quietly. With satisfaction, he observed that the transom over the door was shut. As he crossed the room behind Rikker to where the one called Stony lay on the bed, he unbuttoned his trench coat.

Rikker stood over the bed. “Well, Doc?”

Both of them were watching him.

“Will you remove his shirt, please?”

Rikker bent to follow his instructions. When their two heads were close together, the thin man, with his right hand shoved through the vent under the side pocket in his coat, lifted the gun and fired.

The explosion rocked the room.

Quickly, he dropped the gun, shrugged from his trench coat and pulled the scarf from around his throat. On his way to the door, he removed his hat and his brown cotton gloves. When he opened the door to the hall and stuck his head around it, he was wearing the top of a pair of blue polka-dot cotton pajamas.

“My God,” said the baldhead in the next doorway, “I thought it came from your room.”

“I was asleep,” the thin man told him. “What do you suppose it was?”

“Too loud for a gun,” a weasel face said across the hall.

“I’m going to have a look out the window,” the thin man announced. He closed the door. He had made his appearance. He could not linger in the open doorway. Not with the acrid, telltale odor that filled the room behind him.

Before he opened the window, however, he shoved the poor thing that was left of Rikker under the bed and pulled the covers up over Stony.

Out the window, he talked to his neighbor again. They agreed there was nothing evident in the street below which could have caused the explosion.

Afterwards, he turned off the overhead light in the room, lit the lamp on the small, scarred desk and sat down on the bed that had been Rikker’s. As he settled himself, he glanced at his watch. He would wait, he decided, precisely one hour. There was considerable noise out in the hall for a while, and then it quieted down and there was nothing as the skies over the city moved toward morning.

At a little after three, he let himself quietly out of the room. There was no one to see him as he went down the stairs.

At ten o’clock that morning, Detective-sergeant Samuel Elijah Golden parked his nondescript gray coupé before El Mirador Apartments and walked down the center lane between the dipping, feathery royal palms, the extravagantly gaudy birds of paradise, the riot of geraniums and their sober, formal borders of boxwood. There were, he reflected, a hundred, perhaps twice that many new apartments in the city exactly like El Mirador. They told you one thing about the occupants, a thing that had to be told over and over again in Southern California. The people came and cut their ties behind them; they made good money and they assumed their new role and their new living with no more sentiment than that with which a show girl tried on a new costume. They told you another thing, too, these apartments, that the occupants of such places paid a hundred and a half or more to be accommodated at such an address.

A brunette came out into the court with a poodle on a leash. The girl was wearing tight-fitting red toreador trousers with lacings in black below the knees and an ermine coat against the threatening gray skies above. The black poodle, perfectly barbered, was wearing a plaid raincoat with a plastic lining. Sammy grinned at the two of them.

The girl’s slow black eyes took him in. They decided not to be insulted and she smiled. The poodle wagged its pompon.

If I were only working my way through college, Sammy thought. His grin broadened. The brunette would have spoken if he had. He went on by them, feeling sorry for her husband. What did you do for a bored woman? he wondered.

He had no trouble finding 713A. The piano in there was working the way a pent-up mind may work, moodily, improvising. He didn’t know what the music was, but he knew it was good, and he knew, too, that it came from Luis Cervantes.

He rang the bell.

Cervantes answered the door. In the flat, direct light of midmorning, his dark eyes were somber. The seams of the scar on the right side of his face were cruelly apparent. He was wearing a black robe over white pajamas and there were black patent leather slippers on his feet.

His voice was not cordial, but neither was it unfriendly, “Sergeant, Sergeant …”

“Golden,” Sammy finished for him. “I’ve just come from the hospital. It’s a nice thing you’ve done. They’ll be moving your grandfather this afternoon.”

Luis stepped back. “I know. Dr. Childs phoned me. Did they say anything about his eyes?”

“Childs is the best,” Sammy said. “If there’s any chance …” He glanced sharply at Luis. “You’ll pay for it, you know.”

“I expect to.”

The living room they entered was pleasing and personal. It was done around the piano for a man who lived for his piano.

Luis asked, “Why are you here?”

The detective answered him directly. “Last night, Father Shanley was worried about you. He heard you promise your grandfather you would get the men who had done this terrible thing to him. I thought I’d better drop by and tell you there’s no longer any need. They’ve been gotten.”

“The police?” Disbelief was obvious.

“Not as simple as that,” Sammy shook his head, “they were murdered about two o’clock this morning by a tall, thin man wearing pajamas. In their own room at the Fillmore Hotel. One of them was a Jack Rikker, a boy from Detroit with a lot of time behind him. His side kick was a Sidney ‘Stony’ Jackson, lately with the jukebox racket in Cleveland. You ever hear of either of them?”

“Why should I?”

“The tall, thin man,” Golden continued, “was wearing glasses. He used a sawed-off twelve-gauge shotgun at close quarters.”

“In his pajamas?” Luis’s voice was uncertain. His dark glance was trying to read some foolishness into the detective’s story.

“Apparently,” Sammy said drily. “It’s a new M.O. to us. Fit anybody you know?”

“You kidding?”

Sammy shook his head. “We know you’re clean. There wasn’t even a chance for you to make a phone call before the job was done.” He chose the softly rounded divan and dropped onto it, hunting for cigarettes. “Still, you’ve been around. You’ve got a lot of friends. Your boss, Orestes, has a lot more. I thought it wouldn’t hurt to ask. I’m here on my own, by the way. I don’t check in downtown until eight.”

He used his lighter and then moved an ash tray so it would be more convenient on the kidney-shaped cocktail table. The finish on the table matched the piano. Both were black. He thought of his own slip-shod furnishing of the place down on Kelp. Nothing matching anything except the two slip covers Liz Songer had done for him. But he wouldn’t have traded.

Luis Cervantes took a chair so that the left side of his face was toward the detective. “These two men,” he asked, “how do you know they were the ones?” His thin, strong fingers were interlaced.

“Jackson had bad burns on hands and arms, acid burns, same as your grandfather’s. You think it was coincidental?”

Cervantes separated his fingers and rubbed his temples. In profile, he was handsome as hell. Sammy thought about the brunette with the poodle. He wondered if she ever dropped in to borrow an ice cube or two.

“Acid,” Luis said. He thought about the single bitter word he had formed.

Sammy waited.

“What were they after?” Luis asked.

“Chemicals. Quite an assortment. Acids among them. Some specific purpose. We don’t know it yet.”

“Why do you tell me these things?” Cervantes’ eyes were unnaturally bright. His voice was suspicious.

“So you won’t go hunting dead men.” Sammy told him.

“No,” the young man told him softly, “I won’t hunt dead men.”

Sammy rose. “Take care of the old man.”

“Sure. The best doctor there is. A room for himself. Already, you know.”

“I mean give him some time. Your time. Have you ever been alone in the dark, Cervantes? In the dark with no way to turn on the light.”

He found his own way to the door. Outside, the brunette was coming up the walk with the poodle. The girl smiled at him as they passed. The dog also looked as though it wanted to play. Sammy paid them no attention. By the time he reached his car, the piano was going again. Blue piano, moody, thoughtful. Overhead was the promise of more rain. Across the street in the park, gulls had gathered on the lawn. They were a long way from home. He wondered if it would work, if he had played it right. He didn’t worry it too much. There was nothing now to do but wait.

Moonlight from the troubled soul of that man they had called Beethoven calmed Luis Cervantes, let him gather his thoughts and project them like an arrow. He did not trust the detective, Golden, yet he believed him. And believing him, he knew now that the road would be longer, harder, more dangerous. And the last was not a thing to bother him at all. For the blood in him was an old blood almost as ancient as stones, and there was that within which savored darkness so that the gall of revenge was not bitter, but sweet.

That two men had died meant not that they had paid for the thing which had been done to his grandfather, but rather that they had bungled, that above and beyond their deaths were the men, was the man he must seek, must find, must destroy.

So, when the therapy had come enough from his fingers, he quit the piano and reached the phone. He dialed the number quickly, automatically.

“Orestes,” he said to the voice at the other end and waited.

Then, “George? … Luis … Listen, a tall man, thin, wears glasses. Sawed-off shotgun at close range…. Yeah, yeah, that’s right. Fillmore Hotel. You got an idea? You got a name?”

He listened, smiling briefly so that his crooked face was not a good thing to see.

“Okay, George….

“Yes, about three days….

“I will make it up.” He smiled again. “That’s right. As of a vacation….

“Thanks, George…. Same to you.”

He cradled the phone and went into the bedroom to pack a bag.

She lay for a long time in the long, delicate hall between sleeping and waking and her features were soft with hardness put aside. She looked very sweet and very vulnerable. And there was no one to see her except for the little girl who was in her dream, the dream she could not, would not, leave. The child was a pretty child, not doll-like, but firmly fleshed with bright laughing eyes, and she was with her and there was grass down the long hall as green soft as new clover, and sunlight, and they were together, and no one, nothing, could separate them, nothing but the hard fact she would not face with the simple act of waking and rising and meeting another day.
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