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To Bob Jr.






This town can be murdered and it’d be worse than homicide. Death of civic pride which is the same thing as death of responsibility. Well, here we got a night for our memory books. Did we sit around and show off our red tape and our cute personalities — or did we take a crack at that first bad apple? It’s only one corrupt item now, it’s vulnerable. Later on, if we let this town get killed as a decent place, there’ll be no primary source to hang the rap on. Except maybe us.

– AUSTIN CLAPP








CHAPTER 1

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 10, 7:00 P.M.

A cool clear November evening in Southern California, no smell of flowers in the air. On the six lanes of El Cajon Boulevard — Highway 80, the asphalt artery that bee-lined through East San Diego and toward the desert cities to the east — automobiles hurried and some of them caused quick whishing noises against the sedan parked at the curb.

Two persons waited in the sedan. The bigger person in the back seat growled. “That picture — let’s see it again,” and the driver smiled and passed it over to him for the fourth time. The man in back shielded a small flashlight and clicked it on the snapshot. Reflections glowed in the steel of the automatic shotgun across his lap.

“The one on the left, yeah,” the man with the shotgun stated. “Funny, keep thinking of every face but that one.”

“Yes.”

Neither of the two was nervous; both were keyed up, but the shotgun lay quietly like death after a full meal. The man in back chewed tobacco and occasionally spit out of the rolled-down curbside window or on the car floor. He studied the picture.

The snapshot was stiffly posed and typical. In the background the glaring sunlit wall of an anonymous white building. A tip of palm frond. In the foreground two men whose white suits and panama hats made their faces hang in midair. The man on the left was tall and lean with a mustache. His teeth were bared in a mirthless camera grin.

The man in the back killed the flashlight and sighed and passed the picture forward to the driver again. Nobody said anything for a while. Then, after a curt spit of tobacco, “What’s keeping him?”

“I don’t know. He’s a dresser.”

The sedan engine idled, like an animal noise in both their tense throats. They watched the building that loomed over them at curbside.

With its huge portico supported by tall white pillars, it might have been Hollywood’s idea of a southern plantation house. But it was a hotel, the Manor, San Diego’s newest, and part of the Hilton chain. Its gay red brick and blue-gray stucco fronted an entire boulevard block from Mississippi Street to Louisiana Street. Principally three-storied — although the clock tower and neon roof-signs achieved five — the Manor’s façade basked in its own floodlights, a sophisticated mother to its brood of apartment houses that filled the block to the rear. Life seemed bright and careless.

But the sedan idled and the pair waited. The shotgun waited. They were parked at the west end of the hotel, by the red canvas marquee of the Mississippi Room. A party, two women and a man in evening clothes, passed under the marquee, disappeared within, a snatch of music happening as the doors swung. The man in the back seat spit his entire cud after them reflectively.

“Cold, yeah. This early in November.”

“Winters are getting colder. Something about the Japanese current.”

“Like to roll up the window but …”

He shrugged, fretted a fresh plug of tobacco out of his coat pocket, bit off a corner. His jaws began to move again in slow rhythm. He hummed the rest of the piece of music he’d heard. He was heavy-set and unshaven and grimy-looking without being dirty. He wore a gray sweatshirt under his double-breasted blue suit coat.

The driver was a shadow, watching, drumming fingers on the steering wheel. “Pictures don’t lie. At least that one better not.” And again, a muttered, “Come on … come on …” born of impatience.

The man in back began drumming too, the same rhythm on the shotgun. He said simply, “I got to go.”

A taut chuckle came from the front seat. “You can pick the times. He’ll show in a minute.”

“Yeah, what if he doesn’t?”

“It’s set up. He’ll show.”

A clash of metal from the shotgun and the driver turned around quickly. “What’s wrong? What’s gone wrong?”

The man in back closed the gun’s magazine again. “Nothing. You know how it is. All at once I couldn’t remember loading.”

“Well?”

“Don’t worry. Five rounds. More than we’ll need.” The driver faced forward again. A convertible had pulled into the shallow curve of driveway in front of the Manor. Another sleek group came through the lobby’s glass doors, down the wide concrete steps and into the car and off to pleasure. The heavy-set man grunted as if he hated handsome people and continued his thoughts. “Deer shot.”

“What’d you say?”

“Deer shot. I was talking about what I loaded. Forty-five slugs cut in half and packed in the regular 12-guage shells. Accurate up to thirty, forty yards.”

“It better do the work.”

“Ask Neddie Herbert. It’s what he got.”

“I’m asking you.”

“Yeah and I’m telling you. Don’t you start worrying. Now’s no time.”

The driver snapped, “I’m not the worrying one. Who’s been sitting back there chewing like a horse? Who’s the one who said he had to go so bad?”

“I didn’t say so bad. All I said was — ”

Terrified silence suddenly. A black-and-white prowl car drifted by and the cop gave them a bored glance. They sat stiffly while the police car lazed east, halted at the Texas Street signals, climbed the boulevard hill beyond to vanish over the crest. The traffic lights two blocks away continued to blink monotonously from yellow to red to green, as if nothing had happened.

The pair in the sedan breathed again and the driver chuckled and the man gripping the shotgun sighed, “Yeah.”

“You can plan every last detail in this business. You can get it down to a science but if you don’t have luck too, all your organization doesn’t amount to — ”

Talk stopped again. A checkered taxi wheeled past their sedan, slanting into the hotel driveway. It stopped below the front entrance of the hotel. The cabbie got out and went around to open up his vehicle.

At the same moment the glass doors of the Manor parted and a man sauntered out. He wore an expensive plaid suit and a sporty snapbrim hat. He was tall and lean with a black mustache.

“Here we go,” said the driver of the sedan. Gears clicked, the idling engine took hold, the car lurched forward.

Under the floodlighted portico of the Manor, the plaid suit stood between the tall whiteness of the two central pillars. Seen from the boulevard the top of the taxi cut off the trousers’ view only, leaving everything above the coat tail in plain sight.

“Hurry, hurry!” snarled the man in the back of the sedan, pleading. He thrust the automatic shotgun out the rolled-down window, steadying its heavy muzzle on the sill, jamming the stock into his shoulder. The sedan sped up, then slowed, slightly, opposite the taxi and the plaid-suited man under the portico. The man had come from between the huge pillars and was starting down the steps.

Explosion, three hammering blasts. The racket seemed everywhere among the boulevard traffic and in the night sky. The man in the plaid suit staggered backward, up the single step he’d taken. His shoulders collided with the plate-glass doors and he sagged to the porch, arms spread out. The cabbie stood staring amazed at his passenger and then plunged to the pavement, scrambling wildly under his taxi.

The sedan caught swiftly at high gear, rocketed east, swung left at the Texas Street signals and raced north toward the darkness of Mission Valley. There was no pursuit.

The man in back rubbed his whiskery jaw and shifted around from his watch out the rear window. He put the shotgun on the floor and rested his feet on it. He spit out the right-hand window once more before he rolled it up.

“Guess that’s the end of Mr. Harry Blue,” he said.

The driver nodded, eyes glued to the gloomy twisting road that descended toward the valley. “The beginning for us.”

The other glanced behind again, casually now, and grinned contentedly as he chewed. “Yeah, we got everything now. It’s all ours — and luck too. Luck! Did you notice? We even caught that stop signal right.”






CHAPTER 2

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 10, 10:30 P.M.

“Evening’s sure turned cool all of a sudden,” Merle murmured. “This early in November too.” After a lazy silence, she bounced her hips gently on the studio couch, joggling the man’s head in her lap.

“I’m awake,” Thursday sighed. “Don’t get violent.”

“Not violent, just erotic. At least pretend to listen.”

He chuckled. “Yes ma’am, the weather’s cool. Winters are getting colder every year. Maybe because we’re getting older.”

Merle groaned. “Speak for yourself, darling. Leave me my last illusion — that I am timeless.” She bowed her head, frowning, and moved her fingers through his coarse black hair. She stopped searching as soon as she found a gray one in the clipped bristles on his temple.

Max Thursday was in his middle thirties. Only a woman in love — Merle — could have called him handsome. Not a soft line showed in his gaunt rugged face, even at rest. His eyes were sharp blue, eyebrows heavy, nose prominent and arched; his mouth — half-smiling now — could turn cruel easily. Not a friendly face unless he deliberately made it so. His outstretched body, long and lean, seemed like the face to be all tense angles of bone and muscle.

He winced as she peremptorily removed the short gray hair. “You know, I didn’t come up those three flights of condemned staircase for a beauty treatment.”

“I didn’t know!” Merle mocked him. Her brown eyes were round, the brows very faint. She bugged her eyes at him because she knew he didn’t like it. “Come to think of it, darned if I know why you do bother to call on me.”

He leered and clamped his hand around her bare ankle below the lace of her negligee. Then she winced and said, “While you’re down there, friend, pass up the refreshments.”

He handed up the rest of her highball from where it sat on the carpet, a drab defeated put-upon carpet at home in any downtown residential hotel. He took another swallow of his own beer, closed his eyes peacefully, then blinked them open again in an effort not to drift off. Merle chuckled, watching him.

He said, “Well, what happened to you today? Something must have happened to somebody.”

“Not me, sleepy. One of those days that you wonder why they put out a paper. When I couldn’t drum up anything at headquarters, I poked around the courthouse all day on the chance of some human interest. No go.”

“What’s happened to The Sentinel’s policy? You used to make up stuff.”

“Please — just varnish is all we do. I’ll admit our code isn’t as lofty as — ” she pretended deep thought “ — say, that of a certain dormant private cop, naming no names. But I couldn’t bring myself to do the same old Danger To Our Youth! feature with the couple kids they had up for smoking marijuana sticks. So a sandwich at five, back to the office and painted my nails until ten. Home again, home again, jiggety jog. And I got paid for all that.” She tossed off her drink neatly.

Merle Osborn had taken over The Sentinel’s police beat during the man shortage. She had kept it despite her sex, even working up to ten dollars more per week than any other reporter on the strident low-paying paper. On duty she wore flat heels and severe not-too-neat suits, her hair skinned back unbecomingly. Tonight the hair was down, a light-brown cloud that made her knowing face more feminine. She was a tall woman; the intricate negligee (a week’s pay) praised the full curves her work clothes hid.

“One of those days, I guess,” Thursday mused. “Must be in the weather.”

“No work?”

“Oh, I worked. Run of the mill, though. You know, that client that came in yesterday. The friend of Meier’s. The biggest job was convincing him that I was just a duly licensed private investigator, not a blackmailer.”

“So?”

“So he has a daughter. So it was another fiancé investigation. The boy in question is an out-of-towner, up San Leandro way. He gave the girl a big story about owning a radio station up there once, being quite the executive. But he just worked at the station. Nothing malicious that I could see — only trying to impress the girlfriend. His credit standing seems all right.”

Merle said, “I’m glad.”

“I wasn’t. I felt mean today. I wanted complications, stretched out the fee. As it was, I got the whole works without leaving the office — except for a cup of coffee to keep me awake.”

“Well, what happens to the engagement?”

Thursday shrugged. “I typed up my report and put it in the mail. Case closed.”

She slapped his cheek lightly, “Boy, what a romantic I picked!”

“You’re sure in a mauling mood tonight.” He gazed at his tweed coat hanging on the back of a chair, his tie draped over it listlessly. “Let’s see what’s on at the shows. I’m restless.”

“Not on your life.” Merle slid out from under his head, planted the beer bottle in his hand. “Here, finish your beer. I’ll be back.”

He grinned up at her. He caught her wrist and pulled her down until he could bite her neck. She nuzzled happily for a second, then broke away and padded barefoot into the bathroom.

Thursday got to his feet. He drained the rest of the bottle and carried it out to the kitchen. He came back and stood in the center of the room and stretched. The apartment — just the one big room with a wall bed, kitchen and bath — didn’t deserve the furniture Merle had put in it. He wondered if she’d like a decent carpet for her birthday — and if so, would she rather pick it out herself or have him surprise her. He grunted a little helplessly, appraised the studio couch, then the antique chairs, then the demitasse cups on the wall and the prints of Rouault’s sad-faced clowns. What was a new carpet supposed to match? He decided Merle would have to pick it out herself. He commenced to put down the wall bed.

The telephone rang.

He called, “Want me to get it?” The murmur from the bathroom sounded affirmative, so he broke in on the second ring and said hello.

“Max?” It was an authoritative voice, not really asking a question. “I knew I’d catch you there.” The voice belonged to Lieutenant Austin Clapp, head of the San Diego police homicide bureau.

“Hi. Goes to show you what being a detective — ”

Clapp cut in, “Maybe you better not use my name.”

Thursday laughed. “If Merle doesn’t mind my language, why — ”

“Skip the banter, Max. Get down here to County Hospital right away. On the double. You’re free to come, aren’t you?”

The smile slipped slowly from Thursday’s face. What was left was its usual impassive expression, hard, almost lifeless. “I’m free. Who got hurt? One of your men?”

“No, didn’t mean to give that impression. Something else entirely. I don’t want to talk over the phone. Get down here and I’ll meet you around back. There’s a door marked Receiving.”

“Okay.”

“And don’t tell anybody I called or where you’re going. Not even Osborn. In fact, particularly not Osborn.”

“Well, that’s kind of an inconvenient thing to — ”

“Do it for me, anyway. Tell you when you get here.” Clapp sounded as if he were about to hang up, then his voice came back stronger. “And don’t shave.” This time he did hang up.

Thursday put the receiver down carefully. “Don’t shave,” he repeated blankly. He reached for his tie, had it knotted when Merle Osborn came out of the bathroom. He said, “Got to go out for a while.”

At first she didn’t believe him. Then she swore delicately. Then she flopped down on the couch, scowling. “Who was it on the phone?”

He rolled down his shirt sleeves, slipped into his coat. “A rival for your affections.” He grinned but it didn’t go over so well. He bent and made her kiss him. “Wait up for me, honey. I’ll be right back.”

“You’ve got a key. Darned if I’m going to lose sleep over a bad penny like you.”

He tried another grin. She didn’t. He went out.






CHAPTER 3

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 10, 11:15 P.M.

A fast ten-minute drive from downtown to where County Hospital perched on the rim of Mission Valley. First a meaningless pattern of still-lit windows against the sky; then, as Thursday approached, the pattern resolved into a big four-winged ochre-colored building. He followed the ambulance drive around the east wing and parked his Oldsmobile near the door where a pale sign said RECEIVING.

Clapp was waiting just inside the door. Both men said, “Hi,” and the detective lieutenant turned and led the way down a freshly scrubbed concrete corridor, reeking with disinfectant. Clapp was Thursday’s height but heavier, his brown ready-made suit comfortably filled out with middle age. His brown hair was sprinkled with gray; his square face was carved with deep lines. That came from twenty years of watching people at their bloodiest. But his shrewd gray eyes seemed always to be searching for something better, something hopeful.

He walked lightly tonight, as if he’d found it, Thursday noticed.

They met no one in the still corridor. Clapp opened the door of a little anteroom and let Thursday enter first. The room was sterile white, windowless, of no apparent purpose. Two men waited inside on folding metal chairs and when Clapp closed the door the place was crowded.

The seated pair Thursday knew well. They both knew him well, too, but they both eyed him keenly, appraising him as he entered. He couldn’t understand it but none of them — including Clapp — were men who gave out answers until they were ready. There was an inexplicable tautness underlying the hospital quiet. Then Maslar broke it by kicking forward one of the metal chairs and they all exchanged nods and short greetings.

Joseph Maslar chain-smoked. His mouth and cigarette were relaxed under his crisp graying mustache. He was the San Diego FBI, Special Agent-in-charge. Younger than Clapp, the identical lines were beginning to appear across his forehead. The cop look, although he wore it more debonairly than the homicide chief or Thursday. Maslar put out his cigarette on the floor and asked, not much wanting to know, “How’s every little thing in your business, Max?”

“Fine,” said Thursday and sat down. He felt like a specimen.

A knock sounded at the door. Clapp opened up and pulled in a hospital cart with a beaker of coffee and some heavy white cups on it. There was no glimpse of whoever had brought it to the door, only the sound of heels going off down the corridor. “Anybody who doesn’t take it black is out of luck,” Clapp muttered.

The fourth man didn’t take any; it kept him awake nights. He sat precisely as he always did, hands folded in lap, clothes perfect. When his yellowish eyes met Thursday’s, a faint glare of disapproval appeared. He didn’t like private detectives in general and Thursday in particular. Leslie Benedict, district attorney — he was the only man present without some trace of the cop look. Benedict was a bureaucrat, a codifier, a man-trapper rather than a man-hunter. His long deeply tanned face with its short mouth always reminded Thursday of Humpty Dumpty. But he knew his end of the enforcement business and his honesty was sometimes terrifying.

The coffee smell enriched the too-clean room, made it more human. The hot stuff tasted good to Thursday. But he felt uncomfortable, waiting the others out. Each seemed to be pondering secretly. It was Benedict’s cool dry voice which finally said, “Let’s not string this out any longer than necessary.”

Clapp was apparently the spokesman. He took another gulp of coffee, smacked his lips and asked, “Max, tell us what you know about a guy named Harry Blue.”

“Harry Blue.” Thursday didn’t know what he’d been expecting but this wasn’t it. “I don’t recall much, hardly anything. Rackets, isn’t he? Eastern boy — somebody’s fingerman — New York stuff. Why? Should I know?”

Clapp didn’t say. Instead he looked at Maslar. “Joe — you’re the authority. Fill in Max with the poop on Blue.”

“Sure thing.” Maslar concentrated on starting another cigarette. “This is necessarily rough, Max, because I haven’t had time to co-ordinate with Washington. Harry Blue, Big Blue, some other assorted names. You called him a fingerman. That’s not quite the concept we have of him, not as a fingerman in the sense of a gunboy or killer.”

“Well, it was just my impression.”

“I don’t know that his job has any real title. Let’s call him an advance man, like the fellow who comes to town before the circus does. Sort of a prospector for the Eastern syndicate or syndicates. Blue’s been around for a little better than twenty years, always moving with the top men. No record, though plenty of praiseworthy people have tried their best to fit one on him. Show Max the early picture, Austin.”

Clapp passed over a mounted photograph, three-by-five glossy, unflattering police camera work. Thursday examined the front view and profile of a thin-faced bright-eyed youngster with a large nose.

Maslar said, “That’s the first and only time the law ever got next to Blue. He was eighteen, nineteen at the time. He was Henry Bluemeister then. Concealed weapons, Chicago, 1928. After that, no arrests, no convictions, no nothing.”

“You seem to have your suspicions,” said Thursday mildly. He was still waiting for the talk to get closer.

“Twenty years’ worth. In Chicago, Harry Blue was one of Johnny Torrio’s star pupils. He went with Torrio to Atlantic City in 1929 for the underworld conference. He’s been connected one way or another with Capone, Luciano, Jake Guzik — well, you name ‘em. We’ve noticed he floats around a lot, all over the map. And wherever he shows up, trouble happens — then or right after.” Maslar spread his hands, shrugged. “Gentlemen, is that enough background?”

An exchange of deciding glances between Clapp and Benedict. Clapp said, “Okay, I’ll take it from there.”

“The D.A. is interested. Police homicide is interested,” said Thursday. “What’s the local tie-up? I assume Harry Blue has floated into our town.”

“Yes,” said Benedict.

Clapp said, “Blue flew in this afternoon — two P.M. via Western Airlines from Los Angeles. We haven’t traced him back any further than L.A. yet. He had reservations at the Hotel Manor. A local outgoing call was recorded by the hotel switchboard at three-twelve P.M. Shortly after, he went out for a while by taxi. We haven’t located the taxi yet. He may have made other calls from a pay phone that we don’t know of. Remember, all this was gathered after the fact.”

“What fact?” said Thursday.

“Keep your pants on. Blue returned to his room, took a local incoming call at around five. That’s switchboard memory, no record. He didn’t eat dinner so it might have been a dinner date. Got another cab and started out a little before seven-thirty.”

Thursday grinned. “You’re a thorough dog, Clapp. Anybody count the cigarettes he smoked?”

“No,” said Clapp soberly. “We’ve been too busy counting the slugs in him. As he stepped out of the Manor a shotgun leveled him. There’s your fact.”

“Dead?”

“Not yet. He just came off the operating table upstairs — ” he consulted his wristwatch “ — forty minutes ago. Doc Stein calls it even money. Blue lost a lot of blood before we got him here.”

Thursday mused, “Haven’t had any gang trouble here for a good long while. This sounds more like L.A. fun. Think somebody followed him down here to do the job in more peaceful surroundings?”

Benedict shook his egglike head. “That’s not our hypothesis. But we don’t know.”

“No reason for the Eastern group to send Blue out here to blast him,” Clapp said. “And we’re pretty sure he was sent, the way he’s sent everywhere. It adds up to local friction or jealousy to me.”

“Friction with who?”

“Don’t know. Blue represents New York, Cleveland, Miami interests. You can bet he was here for some reason. Our guess is that some local talent didn’t like what Blue had in mind.” Clapp stared thoughtfully at his empty coffee mug, set it on the cart and sighed. “Now that’s pretty sketchy, you’ll admit.”

“I’ll admit it.”

“We want to know — we’ve got to know exactly what Blue came to San Diego for. Who did he see this afternoon and who was he going to see this evening. And, above all, who disliked Blue’s plans so much that the shotgun just naturally went off.” Clapp grimaced distastefully. “All that could add up to some mighty important answers for this town.”

“Preventative police work,” said Benedict crisply in the momentary silence. “That’s the primary aim of every worthwhile enforcement agency in the country. Prevent the fact before it occurs. That, Thursday, is what concerns Lieutenant Clapp and me. Maslar was called in because of the evident federal implications.”

“We’re always interested in Harry Blue,” said Maslar softly.

“Uh-huh. Fine.” Thursday cleared his throat, sat up straighter on the hard chair. “I certainly appreciate the problem — and its possibilities, faint as they might be. I know you’ve all got a lot you haven’t bothered to tell me. That’s the point. You’ve all got something to contribute. I haven’t. I’m just a private businessman. I’m the guy who comes to your various offices for information. So why ring in my kind of small fry?”

“Don’t ever think it was my idea,” said Benedict.

Thursday was too curious to stand up and walk out, much as he wanted to. And Clapp said quickly, “Here’s the only other picture of Blue that’s ever been in circulation.”

It was an ordinary snapshot: two men in white suits and panama hats against a white building side. Both grinned and squinted into the sun. “FBI doesn’t know who’s the guy on the right,” Clapp said. “Blue’s the one on the left.” Thursday studied the tall thin figure with the dark mustache. He didn’t look much like the youngster of the earlier police photo.

“That was taken in Puerto Rico a few months ago,” Maslar put in. “Our agents there managed to get hold of it. The picture got around other places. I guess there’s a print loose in San Diego if we’re right in thinking the gunning was a local job. Blue wouldn’t be known otherwise here.”

Thursday turned the snap over, looking for something more relevant. Not finding it, he eyed the other three. “Must be past my bedtime. I just don’t get it — what you fellows consider my connection is with this high-powered stuff.”

As if on signal, they rose, glancing at him a little uncertainly. Maslar held out his hand for the pictures and Thursday gave them to him and got up too. Clapp opened the door and looked into the corridor. “All clear.” He led the way along the hall to a self-service elevator. They crowded into it and Clapp started the cage ascending.

At the fifth floor — the top floor of the east wing — the elevator stopped and Clapp reconnoitered again. Then they filed after him again past neatly numbered doors, mostly closed. Thursday, wrinkling his nose at the strong hospital odor, sighted a familiar white-haired man at the far end of the spotless hall. He was sitting in a chair by a closed door there and he got up when he saw the newcomers.

He was cop-size but spare. He wore a black double-breasted suit, slightly shiny. His name was Jim Crane; he was a detective sergeant, Clapp’s right hand. He traded winks with Thursday as Clapp asked, “Where’s Stein?”

“Inside. With the would-be body.” Crane opened the door to the sick room for them and they all trailed inside. Crane stayed on guard.

Stein, the police surgeon, was on his way out. He was small, dark, sudden of movement. Without a question being asked, he said, yawning, “No. He’s still out and probably will be till morning. Hi, Thursday.”

“How bad?” Thursday said. His voice lowered instinctively in the presence of the motionless figure in the high white hospital bed.

“The one through the left shoulder let out the most blood,” said Stein with no concern. “Another hit the upper left lumbar region. Another in the groin, a couple more in the fatty part of the thigh, also on the left side.” He looked at Clapp. “Boss man, I’m going home for sleep. He’ll do without me for a while. See you in the morning.”

“Don’t talk about it,” Clapp warned.

“Me?” asked Stein, surprised. He left.

The four men grouped themselves around the bed, gazing down at the unconscious gangster, no one speaking. Thursday studied the pallid face of Harry Blue, innocent at rest, wondering what was vaguely familiar about it. The gaunt features, the hawk nose — he decided his memory came from the snapshot he’d seen downstairs. Yet …

“There he lies, Max,” Clapp murmured finally. “Harry Blue, a human question mark as far as this town’s concerned. Whether he lives or dies, he won’t be leaving this bed for a few days.”

“And?” Thursday asked. He sensed that Clapp had left a lot unsaid.

“Well, even if he does live he won’t talk. He’ll never tell us what we’ve got to know. If there were a way to find out …”

Thursday looked up from Blue’s face to find all three men staring at him. He was suddenly irritated. “Hey, what is all this? Quit beating around the bush and say it.”

“I thought you’d see it. Maybe you’re too close to it. There lies Harry Blue — tall and skinny with black hair and a hook nose and a mustache. And here are you — tall and skinny with black hair and a hook nose. All you lack is the mustache and that can be grown.” Clapp took a deep breath. “Max — how’d you like to take his place?”






CHAPTER 4

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 10, 11:45 P.M.

They went downstairs again, leaving Crane at his post, and sat in silence in the same little anteroom. The coffee was lukewarm by now but drinkable and everybody except Benedict had another cup, waiting for Thursday to speak. He fondled his cup and stared at the blank white wall and thought hard. Eventually one hand wandered up to his face, felt the arch of his nose. He muttered, “No.”

Clapp said anxiously, “You mean no, you won’t do it.”

“I mean no, it won’t work.”

“Why not?”

“Well, for the main thing. I don’t look too much like Blue. Oh, we’re the same general build, the same kind of face and all — but anybody who’s ever met him would see through me in a minute. It’s not a case of Siamese twins, the way you people seem to think.”

Clapp started to say something but Maslar held up his hand, leaned forward. “He’s right. You’re right, Max. We won’t argue that at all. Anybody who knows Harry Blue would spot you. Okay, granted. But our big point is that you won’t meet anybody here who knows Blue.”

“You’re just guessing,” Thursday said. “You can’t be sure.”

“Yes, we’re just guessing. That’s what all of us — except Benedict — do for a living. It’s a risk, a calculated risk. But I personally call the odds good, considering everything. And you’re not a nervous character who gets scared off by a little risk.”

“Flattery,” said Thursday, grinning, “will get you nowhere, Joe. It’s friendly of you to sit over cold coffee talking about good odds and calculated risks. But it’s me who’s being invited to take those risks and it’s my tail gets wrung when the guesses don’t pan out.”

Maslar looked at Clapp and Benedict, and shrugged. “Touching but true.”

Benedict rose briskly, a tinge of relief and I-told-you-so in his voice, “Well, since that is that — ”

“On the other hand,” Thursday said quickly. Benedict sat down again. “Joe’s been hinting at my true nature — a sucker who doesn’t have sense enough to keep his head covered. Sure, I’m just dumb enough to be interested.”

Clapp said, “I’m not trying to talk you into anything, Max.”

“The heck you’re not.”

“I’ll admit it started as my idea — when Blue put me in mind of you and when I established identification. So I got Joe and Benedict over here.”

“And me last of all. Well, let’s hear the whole pitch.”

Clapp got out his pipe, tamped it full. Maslar lit a new cigarette from the old. Smoke eddied gracefully. Clapp said, “The story we’ll give out to the newspapers is that Blue isn’t shot up too bad, only enough to keep him in the hospital a couple days. You’ll move in here tonight, nobody knowing. The rooms around Blue on the fifth floor are empty and we’ll keep them that way. Just you and Blue, side by side. As soon as you’ve got enough on your upper lip to pass as a mustache, you’ll check out. You’ll go home to Blue’s suite at the Manor and take up his life where it left off. Then we’ll see what happens to the new Harry Blue. Maybe nothing. Maybe you’ll wear out your thumbs, twiddling.”

“The thing likeliest to happen is for somebody to empty the other barrel at me,” said Thursday. “I’ll be just as dead with a mustache.”

Clapp laughed. “You worried, son? The fellow’s a lousy shot.”

“Maybe he gets better with practice.”

Only Benedict remained unjoking. He had no grim humor to add, nothing to help cloak the deadly serious problem that dominated the room.

Maslar said, “Oh, we’ll see that your precious body gets a guard. Federal men.”

Clapp lost some of his geniality. “I think my boys will be able to handle any trouble that arises.” Maslar was careful not to say anything and after a moment the homicide chief continued, “Well, that’s by the way. What’s important is that you’ll be well covered. Naturally, this impersonation can’t last very long. Maybe only a day, two days.”

“That makes sense.”

“As soon as you get a line on what we want to know, Max, you can fade out of the picture. And Blue — if he lives — will never know exactly what happened while he was out of circulation.”

“Of course, we’ll fill you in on Blue’s background and habits and so on before you leave the hospital,” Maslar put in. “This taking Blue’s place wouldn’t require an acting job or anything like that. But you would have to know where he’s been and what he’s done — what little we know.”

“Your biggest chance of upset,” Clapp said, “when it comes right down to it, is running across people here in San Diego who know you, not as Blue but as yourself. Still, it’s a big city and you can dodge your friends’ haunts. When it comes to undesirables who know you we’ll help out where we can too. Might even be able to jug some people a few days on some charge or other.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Thursday got up hesitantly, commenced pacing around as much as the tiny room permitted. The others watched. “I’m tempted, don’t think I’m not,” he muttered. “Nevertheless …” They waited on him, not pushing him. He said, “Funny, nobody’s mentioned the legal aspect, the matter of ethics. Are we avoiding the topic?”

Nobody offered a word.

“I guess we are, then. We all understand the scheme is illegal, whether it’s preventative police work or not. The trick is to try to do some good without getting caught at it. Which brings up another question. I’ve heard from homicide and the FBI but no opinion from Benedict, yea or nay.”

Benedict straightened the trouser crease on his knee. He said slowly, “Yes, there is the question of responsibility.”

“I’ll take the responsibility,” Clapp said immediately.

Thursday shook his head. “I doubt if you can, Clapp, if there should be a showdown. I got a hunch the chief hasn’t heard about this.”

“That’s right. If he did, he’d have to veto.” Under his breath he added something about the City Council.

“On top of that, this isn’t even a homicide job — yet. It’s vice squad stuff, Lieutenant Richards. Wasn’t he invited?”

“No reflection on Richards but the fewer people know, the better. The safer for you. Besides, Richards is still on leave — won’t be back till Monday.”

“Let’s put it another way,” Thursday said. “Who’s hiring me?”

Benedict’s small mouth puckered scornfully. “Rather mercenary attitude, it strikes me.”

“Uh-huh. If you’re thinking that I’d expect to be paid for having this target painted on my back, you’re right. At my regular rates. But what I meant, Benedict, was — who’s my boss? Who am I responsible to? And who is responsible for my actions?”

The district attorney’s tan was darkening. “Since the primary problem is the city’s for the time being, that leaves Mr. Maslar out, except as a source of manpower and information. Lieutenant Clapp, as you say, has incomplete jurisdiction and no fund to tap. So it seems that any expense would have to be borne by my office’s budget. The special agent fund.”

“Fine. So there’s money available. But will you back me up?”

Benedict gave him a cool direct stare. “To a point. To the point where you are always tempted to be a law unto yourself.”

“Don’t ever try to be a salesman, Benedict. You’d starve.”

Clapp rumbled nervously, “Now, gentlemen — ”

“No go, Clapp. Not on terms like that.” Thursday buttoned his coat and nodded goodbyes. “The job’s chancy enough without having to worry all the time about having the rope cut. I’d be just left hanging, right where the D.A. wants me.”

Benedict popped up, eyes icy. “Please don’t attribute your own guilty conscience to my — ”

“Forget it, Benedict. You don’t like me, you never have and you probably never will. I’m just not going to put my business reputation in your keeping.”
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