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Killers on the Loose!

A hardboiled ex-con and a blonde who looks like a voluptuous burlesque queen are out to get their hands on a million and a quarter bucks—suddenly inherited by a poor Mexican grocer. They carry out the most vicious crime in the books to get at it … and they’re almost successful!

In this tough, action-packed thriller, never-say-die Police Detective Sammy Golden and the rugged parish priest, Father Joe Shanley, team up again and run a gamut of ruffians, thieves, gunmen and deadly dolls to crack a violent case where death comes closer with every passing second.

“… a taut suspense story … tremendous tension.”—Buffalo Courier Express

“… a savage and exciting story …”

—Detroit News

“… a mixture of toughness and pity … unusual twists in the plot.”

—San Francisco Chronicle
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“… like to him that catcheth at a shadow and followeth after the wind.”

ECCLESIASTICUS XXXIV
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for Jan and ‘Flip’ Phillips

“Those friends thou hast, and their adoption tried …”





Her skin was like the dusky Virgin’s at Tepeyac and she had eyes as softly dark as the glove-gray dove’s. Her name was Teresa Bienvenida, and she had been playing with three small dolls in the shade of a pepper tree before the one-story frame house of her father, Pablo, when the “snatch” was made.

The men who stole her wanted a quarter-of-a-million dollars.

In the 1952 green Oldsmobile sedan with the two kidnapers was a blonde woman. Solid of flesh, brassy, close to forty. Handsome in that hard-polished, tightly drawn fashion, she had been a dancer once, and, like a professional athlete, she didn’t dare let herself go. The intended ransom, like the man called Harry, was for the woman, the very last of the stuff from which dreams are made. Her name was Dolly, but no one had put the “y” on it for a long time. Too long a time if you were to ask her.

Call her Doll.

The driver of the car was Frankie Ortega.

The snatch was made at four thirty o’clock in the afternoon on Thursday, the nineteenth of August. The temperature out in the Royal Heights area was eighty-eight, and the smog was enough to make you weep. Nobody was on the street, and most of the blinds, tattered against sunburned, flimsy curtains, were pulled to cut down the murky, unpleasant glare. All of these things were on the side of Harry and Doll and Frankie Ortega when they chose to deal the first hand.

The same four thirty o’clock in the afternoon, Teresa’s father, Pablo Bienvenida, was in the Do-Drop-Inn just five-and-one-half miles from his home on Napoleon. The fact that he was there was due to the cunning and initiative of the individual who sat across from him in the corner booth and who, in the half-light of the shabby little neighborhood bar, looked more like a brooding, unhappy brown vulture than he did like a human being.

Tom Meigs had started his newspaper work in Chicago three years after “Mademoiselle from Armentières” and “Keep the Home Fires Burning” stopped racking them up on the turntables and the top disk jockey in this fair land was a black and white fox terrier with a perceptive ear cocked toward his master’s voice. Now a top-flight editor on the Harmon chain, Meigs still couldn’t believe in the new era where reporters shared and shared alike, whether the handouts came from the President of the United States or the head of a gambling syndicate. So, with the biggest human interest story of the year having broken in this morning’s editions, Meigs had the subject of that story half full of brandy and cornered in a bar far enough from homebase to keep the story exclusive with the Times-Herald.

Pablo Bienvenida was a fat man with warm, friendly eyes and a shock of black, unruly hair. Now that he was over the astonishment of drinking on the afternoon of a normal working day, he chuckled and said, “I tell you, even after a year of waiting, of knowing, I cannot believe it. How would it look in silver dollars? All in one pile in my backyard? For Teresa to play in like a sandpile.” He roared with laughter at the picture he had made. “A pile of silver dollars greater than a mountain!” He shook his full-moon head, unbelieving.

Meigs grinned. “According to our financial editor, even after taxes, you’re going to start with a million and a quarter.”

The big man showed a dozen strong white animal teeth. “A million dollars and one lousy two-bits. That, my friend, I give to you, the lousy two-bits.”

“Wish you would.” Meigs’s grin expanded. “The quarter to which I was referring is a quarter of a million, two-hundred-and-fifty-thousand bucks. If that’s the quarter you want to give me, I accept it.”

“Wow!” said Pablo Bienvenida. “No, excuse it, please, that two-bits I keep for Teresa.”

The amused grin on the newsman’s face turned into a smile. “You’re pretty crazy about your daughter.”

“Crazy?” Pablo leaned across the table and caught Meigs’s wrist in a callused hand. “Listen, my friend, she is my sun and my moon, a saint and an angel. This I ask you, why do you think no other woman has been in my house since her mother died? A woman who might be nice to Pablo. A common woman. Bah! Such a woman for my daughter to see, maybe to want to be like with too much paint on the face, too much movement with the hips, too much cheap jewelry in the ears. Never! Nunca, nunca, nunca!”

Pablo released his wrist and Meigs was surprised how painful the grip had grown. He changed the subject. “This land that was your brother’s, how did he get it?” While he was speaking, Meigs raised his arm and signaled the bartender. This Bienvenida was a natural, a widower wrapped up in a single child, a produce grocer from a Market-Day supermarket who had inherited more than a million bucks from a brother he admittedly hadn’t seen in twenty years. This was the big dream, the uncle from Australia, the something-for-nothing dream, the kind of story that could boost circulation for a week or more if it was properly milked.

“My brother, Enrique,” Pablo began, “was crazy. Not like you say about the way I feel for Teresa, but crazy with an idea. You see, Enrique wanted land. More than money, more than wife and family, more maybe even than heaven, he wanted land. For twenty-five years, he worked for a Mr. Flake in Texas. Not for wages. For board and keep, and each year a piece of land. In his own name, he was going to have a ranch. His own ranch. His own cattle. No gringo for a boss. No gringo cattle to work for someone else. He even had made his own brand, hammered and forged it for himself. From our own name, Mr. Meigs, bien venida. Do you know what that means?”

The newspaperman shook his head.

“It is not easy to say exactly.” Pablo shrugged. “A good coming. No, there is a better word. A good arrival. That is it more nearly. So he made a brand in the shape of a sail. A square sail on a tall mast. The mast of such a ship as brought our people here a long time ago when they came as conquerors.” Pablo paused and sighed, accepting the fresh drink the barkeep had delivered. “It did not matter to Enrique that this Mr. Flake was giving him no-good land, lean land. It was the acres that counted. He wanted a big ranch, a great ranch. Farther than a man could see from the top of a hill. He was a dreamer, my brother.”

“That was crazy?” Meigs glanced up from his scribbled notes.

“I have not made myself clear.” Pablo frowned. “All this land, bad land. Mesquite, cactus, rattlesnakes and jackrabbits. What could he hope to do with such a land?”

“Oil,” Meigs said softly. “A million in oil. More to come. No end to your money. Not till the wells run dry.”

Once again, Pablo sighed. “That was not his luck, Mr. Meigs. Not even his dream. That was my luck. When the oil came, his luck was finished. He died. Forty-six years old. A young man with an old heart.” Pablo snapped his fingers. “Dead, like that.”

“How’s your heart?” Meigs wanted to know.

“Mine?” Pablo laughed and thumped his chest hard. “Don’t forget,” he said, “I have Teresa to keep my heart good.”

The green sedan was away from Royal Heights and on one of the west roads to the beach. Behind the wheel, the shoulders of Frankie Ortega sloped more easy than they had during the first tense twenty minutes. He was still scared, damned scared, but he had confidence in Harry. And he, too, had the dream, the big dream, as stereotyped for him as a class-B movie with lush, exotic setting and bevies of tawny, supple girls, not all together, but one at a time, until he was tired of them, one after the other. The long run, the total escape, the short life and the merry one. Not only generals died in bed; Frankie had some ideas along that line himself. Nor would it be a long time between drinks.

Doll said, “That gag, Harry, it’s hurting the kid.” She was staring at the quiet figure on the floor, crowding their feet, seeing the pain and the silent tears.

“She’ll live,” Harry growled. “This ain’t no picnic.” He had stopped looking over his shoulder now and was staring straight ahead. He did not look at the child, saying instead to Frankie, “We’ll paint the car tonight and change the plates. You got the paint?”

The driver nodded. “Black like you told me. Quick drying. It’s in the garage.”

“A home-painted car looks like hell.” That was from Doll.

Harry thought it over. “Not enough to attract attention,” he decided.

“Nobody seen us,” Doll persisted.

“You never can tell. All them windows. Some old biddy, looking out.”

“I don’t like black. A black car’s like a hearse.”

“Shut up,” Harry told her. “Next month you can have a Caddy. Yellow if you want it with a gold-plated spot. Let me think.”

They came up over a bridge spanning the Coast Highway and dropped down it toward the sea, coming up fast on a solitary store to the left. The sign on the store read Sand Dune Liquors. “Pull her over,” Harry said.

Frankie slid the car onto the dirt shoulder between the road and the curb.

“While we got the kid?” Doll demanded.

Harry reached down and flipped the blanket up from Teresa’s shoulders and over her face. “Give me some money,” he said to the woman.

Doll opened her purse and removed the outside bill from a thin roll. “Take it easy,” she warned. “We’re getting low.” She handed him the twenty.

He opened the door, stepped from the rear of the car and slammed the door quickly behind him. He waited for a British sports car to sweep past, the driver and the girl alongside wearing identical checked caps and colored glasses and that special go-to-hell attitude that comes with every MG, and went on across into the liquor store. He selected a cheap blended bourbon and waited while the redhead rang up the sale. She had direct, friendly eyes, freckles from the sun and a kind of beach-easy naturalness that did not interest Harry at all.

Across the road, in front of the Olds, a trio of horsemen came off the dirt drive leading to a riding academy and swung around the car to cross the highway. Harry felt every inch of his body grow rigid. He had not figured on anyone’s passing the sedan at that angle and height. Anyone of the three could look down onto the floor of the car between the front and rear seat, and if the kid was squirming!

The redhead behind him said, “Here’s your change.” It was the third time she had said it and, when he accepted the bills and the coins, he observed that her eyes were frankly curious and not so friendly. He went out of the store, forcing himself to walk slowly. The riders had passed on across the road and were moving along the edge of the highway on the same side as he. They were laughing and talking together. Harry relaxed.

When he entered the car, Frankie was taking the dull gray, flat automatic pistol from under his knee on the seat and slipping it back into the holster under his left arm. “You damned fool,” Harry said savagely, “what would you have done?”

Doll said, “That was close, lover.”

“Let’s get going,” Harry said. He pushed the mouth of the sack away from the neck of the bottle and was working at tape over the cap with a hard, square thumbnail.

They did not have far to go. Passing the palisades on the left, they turned down the beach road to the north, passing over a small bridge and alongside a narrow lagoon. Oil derricks rose between the salt-eaten beach houses and cottages beyond. Frankie swung into a narrow lane, flanked by two creaking pumps and derricks, and turned into an open, clapboard garage as gray and weather-worn as a gull’s wing. The house beside the garage had drawn blinds.

Joseph Shanley stood under the big, old-fashioned shower head and danced a bit against the needle coldness of the spray. It was a great feeling, and the Spartan temperature of the water was reviving both body and spirits. Had a stranger observed him, dancing under the cold flood there in the stall, his hair beginning to curl about the edges, the sparkle coming back into his bright, dark blue eyes, his shoulders strong and sloping with the water marbling their fairness, his arms muscular, tapering to fine wrists, the depth of his chest and the flatness of his belly as taut and disciplined as a fighter’s, that observing stranger would have been far more likely to guess he was watching an athlete shower after a strenuous workout in the gym than that he was watching a Roman Catholic priest take a quick shower after a long Thursday afternoon of visiting his parishioners.

Although the afternoon had been tedious in a fashion, replete with warmed-over coffee and little plates heaped with the too-sweet confections which suited the Latin taste, it had been a pleasant time. Pleasant in the sense that he had been welcomed both as a man of God and a friend they loved. He had a good flock and an honest one, Christian in spirit and abiding in their love and fear of their Lord. Poor in purse his parish might be, but wealth they had in other things, more important things….

As he reached out around the door of the shower stall for his towel laid across the clothes hamper, Father Shanley frowned. It had been odd when he passed the home of Pablo Bienvenida. The front door open, and the gate, and no one around. Little things to be sure, careless and perhaps unimportant. But unlike Pablo and Teresa. Had the coming of so much money done that, meant that the little things were no longer important?

Was that what a million dollars could do?

And what did it profit a man if he gained the whole world?

And lost his own soul!

Father Shanley dried between his toes carefully and reached the tin of powder from the tiles beside the bowl to dust each toe thoroughly. He must see Pablo tonight, he decided. So much money, becoming a reality, could infect in the same manner as a mortal disease.

Pablo Bienvenida was a good man.

He must stay so.

Gently, gently, he should be helped.

Alone, he would not have the strength of our Lord when he walked with the Devil.

The decision made, Father Shanley felt better. When he went down the stairs to eat the solitary cold supper Mrs. Mulvaney had left for him this early Thursday evening, he was thinking about what the morning paper had said! “An expert estimate has ascertained that Bienvenida will receive more than a million dollars after taxes have been deducted.”

He carried a conversation with himself into supper. Tonight, his alter ego took on the voice and manners of Rudy Caputo, Pvt 1st Class, Company K, with those wonderful Second Marines. Rudy Caputo of Brooklyn: “What would you do, hey, wid a million bucks? Huh, padre, one million smackers? Come on, now, don’t think about it. Use your subconscience.”

Father Shanley smiled. For a man of frugal habits such an answer wasn’t easy. And Rudy with his inevitable malapropism had come closer to the truth than he knew when he used the flagrant thought of money and “subconscience” in the same question.

A good word, subconscience, something he would have to save Pablo from.

Bureau of Missing Persons got the report at eight thirty that evening. It was telephoned in by Father Shanley. He did not explain that he was doing the phoning because a combination of fear, alcohol and remorse had reduced Pablo Bienvenida to an almost hysterical state.

At the phone, Officer Schiner made rapid notes, silently thanking his lucky stars that it was not one of the family who was making the call. He seldom got the pertinent data as concisely as it was being delivered by the priest. It would be a cinch to fill in a form and get the calls out to the cars in the area. He did not think that an all-points was necessary with a Mexican child lost in a Mexican neighborhood. One thing you could say for the Spanish-Americans, they took care of their kids. Likely as not, this Bienvenida girl had been taken home by one of the neighbors, fed and put to bed when her father didn’t show up. Also, this kid was ten years old. At that age, these people were pretty self-possessed. Schiner knew; he had ridden the Royal Heights district in a radio car when he was a rookie.

He concluded his conversation with the priest, saying, “Now, Father, you can expect one of our patrol cars to drop by within the next half hour. Meanwhile, you tell this Teresa’s father that his kid’s probably with one of the neighbors you’ve not got around to asking. And don’t you let him scare himself to death thinking about an accident. You make sure he understands that if his kid had been hurt and taken to the hospital, we’d have been hunting him a long time before he came looking for us.”

Down the hall from the Missing Persons Bureau, in the big room behind the opaque glass door gilt with the legend HOMICIDE DIVISION, two sergeants of detectives were playing cribbage.

Nine o’clock Thursday evening, standby on the night watch was a dull hour. Too early for any drunks to beat each other to death with bar stools or the broken ends of beer bottles, or too early for any wino on Fifth or on Center to reach for his clasp knife in hope of raising the price of a bottle. Even the young punks would still need some time before the junk would work them up to a state both high and homicidal.

So they played cribbage.

Lean, angular, redheaded Dan Adams, and stocky, dark-haired Sammy Golden, two young men, working their way through their middle thirties, nice guys, the kind you’d like for a neighbor whether like Adams you had a pretty wife, a couple of kids, and a veteran’s loan on three bedrooms, one-and-one-quarter baths, and just enough lawn to keep you busy on your day off, or whether, like Golden, you walked alone, three flights up to a bachelor apartment. Two personable young men well on their way to becoming experts in violent death.

Dan said, “I’ve asked Bill to get me off the night watch as soon as he can. Next week I hope.”

“Helen?” Sammy shuffled the cards.

Adams nodded. “Any time now. She was seven months last week, and Doc doesn’t want to fool around. Not after losing the one last year.”

Sammy dealt six cards apiece. “I’ve heard something about that. Seven months being better than eight. Eight months being the bad time.”

“Oh, for the love of Pete!” Adams exploded. He laid his cards face down on the table.

His partner glanced up surprised.

“How in the devil,” Red Adams demanded, “do you suppose a thing like that gets started?”

“A thing like what?”

“That eight months crap. Same thing worries Helen. All her girl friends, too. I asked Doc about it. Absolute nonsense.”

“I didn’t know that,” Sammy said.

Red grinned. “Why don’t you get married and find out?”

“Who’d marry a face like mine?” Golden dropped a pair of nines into the crib.

“A good question.” Adams discarded a jack and six face down on the nines, then cut the deck to reveal a king of clubs and followed by playing an eight of diamonds on his side of the board.

Sammy showed a seven, saying, “Fifteen, two.” He pegged the count. The humor about his bachelorhood hadn’t come off. There’d been a note from Nell in the mail this morning. From Chicago this time. He could tell by the way she moved around that she hadn’t found it, either. And, after reading the letter, he had said to the photograph on the bureau, “Why don’t you drop back here, baby? Maybe that’s where you left it?”

They went on with their cribbage, talking only the points of the game. Playing automatically.

The door behind them burst open and Tom Meigs swung through it with all the poise of an irritated cinnamon bear walking on its hind legs.

“Cribbage,” he growled. “That all you two have to do?”

“Hello, Tom. What brings you?” Sammy grinned. “We haven’t had a newsworthy body for hours.” He winked at his companion. “What did you do with the last one, Red?”

Adams said, “You remember, it wasn’t cold yet. I had to arrange it in an incriminating position.”

“That’s the way it goes,” Sammy said, “some people arrange flowers. With us, it’s bodies.”

“Cut it out,” Meigs said. “There’s something rotten or I wouldn’t be busting in on you like this.”

“Have a chair,” Red suggested. “What’s on your mind, Mr. Meigs?”

“Teresa Bienvenida. She’s disappeared.”

Golden shook his head. “Bienvenida. Doesn’t mean a thing to me, unless …” He scowled at the natural connection of such a name with his friend, Father Shanley, and the parish he called his own. He forced himself to discard the thought. “What do you mean, disappeared?”

“Exactly that.” Meigs straddled a chair, facing the two across the corner of the table, resting his long, awkward arms on the straight chair back. “She was last seen this afternoon, playing with some dolls under the pepper tree in her dad’s front yard. The dolls are still there. She’s gone.”

“Sounds like a job for Missing Persons,” Red said mildly.

Meigs shook his head. “Father Shanley’s taken care of that. I don’t think that’s enough. I don’t think she walked away and left her toys.”

Sammy thought, Here we go again! He said, “Back off, Tom, and start over. What’s the story?”

“Don’t you guys read the paper?” Meigs demanded.

Sammy said, “I think Dick Tracy’s in over his head this time, and as for that poor lug in Mary Worth’s family—”

“Great!” Meigs exploded. He glanced at Adams.

Red said apologetically, “I had to fix Helen’s breakfast this morning. Then, I had to drive her to the doctor’s. I seem to remember glancing at the sports page.”

“Oh, hell,” Meigs shouted. “Biggest story since Uncle Bim joined the Gumps and you don’t even see it!”

“See what?” Golden asked him.

Tom Meigs glowered at him. “Pablo Bienvenida, a produce grocer in Royal Heights, just inherited more than a million bucks from a brother in Texas he hasn’t seen for twenty years. The money’s from oil, and before he dies he may have ten times that much. He’s a widower and Teresa’s his only daughter. For the first time in her ten years, she disappears from home. Would you think she’s run away?”

“How are you in on all this?” Sammy asked suspiciously.

The newsman frowned. “Because I feel responsible,” he admitted. “The story was so good I wanted to handle it myself. I got hold of Pablo and bought him a few drinks. I wanted the story I got. I didn’t even think about the kid until I took him home and she wasn’t there.”

Adams said, “Then you really don’t know that anything’s wrong except that the girl’s gone.”

“What do you think?”

Sammy pushed back his chair. “Let me talk to Missing Persons.”

They watched him as he crossed the room and picked up a phone from the nearest desk. The switchboard connected him with Officer Schiner.

When he replaced the phone, his face was grave. He said, “Schiner notified the cars in the area after Father Shanley called. The car in the district was Number Seventy-eight, Savage and Gault in it. They checked at the parish house and then took Father and Bienvenida over to his house. Poking around, they found the dolls you mentioned, two of them under the pepper tree. There was also a third doll. It was halfway between the trunk of the tree and the gate to the picket fence. The doll’s china head had been smashed. A couple of boys are on their way out from the crime lab.”

Meigs raised his smoldering, bloodshot eyes and asked automatically, “How about it, Sammy, can I phone that one in?”

Golden’s glance leveled on the editor. “You know better than that, Tom. If the doll was smashed by the heel of a shoe, it may be damned important that the bum wearing that shoe isn’t told by three-inch headlines that the time has come to burn old leather.”

Doll came into the garage. She had changed to gray sharkskin slacks and a white pull-over sweater. She had a fine, hard figure and she wasn’t inclined to drape it loosely. Frankie Ortega was in faded green army fatigues. Crouched on his heels, he was smoking a cigarette. Harry had on a pair of swimming trunks and blue-canvas, crepe-soled shoes. He was reading the instructions unfolded from a brand-new spraygun kit.

She said, “Before you get started on the car, I think we’d better get a couple of more bottles.”

“I thought you said we were low on cash.” That was from Harry.

Frankie said nothing. He was watching Doll. He was watching her from neck to ankles.

“Short on cash,” Doll said, “high on nerves.” She held out her hand. “Here’s ten bucks.”

“How’s the kid?” Harry asked.

“Fixed her some food. She ate it. She wanted to phone her father, didn’t want him to worry. I told her I would.”

“That’s a laugh.” He took the bill from her, folded it twice and snapped it toward Frankie. “Go get a couple of fifths,” he ordered, naming the brand.

“You took the keys to the car,” the slim young man told him.

“Walk.”

“But if they see me?”

“Take one of the fishpoles. Who’ll notice you? Stop on the bridge and ask about the fishing.”

“You crazy?”

“Blend,” Harry said patiently, “you got to blend not to be noticed.” The whole thing had gone better than he had dared hope. And, then, there had been the first bottle. He was feeling good, confident.

It infected Frankie. “O.K.,” he agreed. He got up, crossing in front of the car to lift a pole and reel from a shelf on the side of the garage. The fishing equipment was new. It had been purchased after they rented the house.

Frankie slipped out the side door of the garage, closing it after him. He was close enough to Doll to get the impact of her perfume. He went out into the darkness, thinking about her as he had not thought about her before. It was a part of being very nervous. Doll said carefully, “She’s a real sweet kid, Harry. We’re not going to hurt her, are we?”

Harry stood. He came across the concrete floor, cat-quiet on his soft soles. Big-chested and lean, with light-blue eyes as hot as a gas flame, he frightened the woman. And because she was the sort she was, Doll came toward him instead of backing away.

He caught her roughly, holding her at arm’s length as he spoke. His voice was quiet and deadly, halfway between a threat and a promise. “Don’t you worry about her,” he said. “They play square and we play square. It’s up to them. But don’t you forget,” he added, “the cards are dealt and we’ve made our bet. How the hand’s played will be up to them.”

“Them?” The basic fear in her didn’t contradict the facts as she knew them. Part of the sense of the gamble came from the fact that the girl had no mother.

“Her father,” Harry said. “But a thing like this can hit him too hard. Maybe a friend will have to deliver the goods.”

“When are you going to call?” Doll asked.

He let go of her arms then, reaching a package of cigarettes from the fender of the car. “I’ve been thinking about that,” he said. “I’ve changed my mind about tonight.”

“Changed your mind!”

“Yeah.”

“But, lover!”

“Look, Doll, this is it. Nothing or everything. We can’t muck it up by rushing things. The kid’s gone. A Mexican kid in a lousy neighborhood. Today her father’s a rich man. Tomorrow, the next day, everybody’s going to think about a snatch. Next week, the cops are going to begin to wonder. They’ll keep her on the missing persons bulletins, but they’re not going to be too sure she didn’t get herself lost, they’re not going to be too sure she didn’t get hit by a hit-and-run driver who picked up the body and hid it somewhere, or one of these perverts who got scared and killed her.”

Doll shuddered.

Harry grinned. “You see how good it is? Whoever heard of waiting until the second week after a snatch before making the first contact?”

“Two weeks, oh, lover!” Doll’s bright eyes were immense. Now she was truly scared.

“Sure,” Harry chuckled. “We’re on vacation. We’ll go to the beach every day. We’ll get damned good tans. We’ll fish. Who’ll give us a second thought?” His hard face sobered. “We’ve waited a whole damned year,” he said, “another two weeks ain’t going to hurt us.”

“We got to eat,” Doll said.

“We’ll get some more money,” Harry said. His light blue eyes were shining. “Besides, we’ve got to be sure he has the money. That’s when we’ve got to move fast, when he’s got it where we can get it.”

“Frankie’s pretty nervous,” Doll said.

“Don’t you worry about Frankie.”

“He was good today,” she admitted.

“Sure, he was good,” Harry agreed.

“About those two weeks,” Doll asked tentatively, “will he look like he belonged with us?” She was thinking about their bigness and their blondness and how would you explain his tight, small darkness?

“Don’t you worry about Frankie,” Harry repeated. “We need him. He’s our insurance. Look, Doll, what you said about him looking so Mexican. What if there should be a slip-up and somebody sees the kid? Just us around, they’re going to wonder. With Frankie here, he could be her father, her older brother, whatever they want to think.”

“That’s smart.”

“Sure it’s smart. I’ll tell you something else. When the time comes, Frankie’s going to pick up the dough. That’s more insurance. For you and me, that’s the big insurance.” He laughed softly. “The double indemnity clause,” he said.

“Give me a cigarette.”

He held the pack to her. “You got none in the house?”

“Yeah,” Doll said. “Only I thought I’d like to stay here with you awhile.”

Harry’s eyes hardened. “You got to stay in the house,” he said. “I don’t like the kid alone in there.”

“She’s tied.”

“Some kids can squirm like worms. Some kids are regular Houdinis. You get back in the house.”

“Sure, Harry, all right.” She turned toward the door, then turned a half circle more and came back toward him fast, pressing against him with her arms around him. “Hold me tight,” she whispered. “Oh God, lover, hold me tight.”

Frankie Ortega did not take the highway to the bridge. Like the creature of the night he was, he chose instead the narrow lane which ran along the beach, a straight and narrow road dark enough now to be suitable for Frankie. Only the pumps of the wells were speaking, the pumps and the restless, eternal voice of the sea beyond. Nerve-wracking sounds for a city-bred kid, mysterious and primordial.

The highway a short block away would have been a more comfortable walk. The whisper of automobiles moving fast, the rumble of trucks, the blare of a horn, the squeal of brakes, these were familiar things. Even a city toward dawn was not without them.

But there were lights along the highway. Lights were knowledge, the knowledge of a face seen and remembered. Though he would have to cross the bridge on the highway and come to the highway again as he approached the liquor store, he stayed clear of it while he could.

In his left hand, the pole and reel felt awkward. He did not like them there. The fishing tackle he had to carry made it much the same as having one hand tied behind you. But Harry had said he should take the stuff with him. And Harry knew best. Harry was smart.

One thing was bad, though, and Harry should have known it. Harry’s woman. That tight sweater, those tight pants, the perfume on her. Couldn’t Harry smell trouble? She had been all right today. He had to admit that. But how would she be when the big clinch came? The pay-off. The touch-and-go time when everything had to click. How would it be to have a woman along then? In the darkness, Frankie shook his head.

At the end of, the next block, the narrow road swung left away from the beach and followed along the rock-built jetty that marked the mouth of La Ballona Creek. Except for the action of the tide, there was little enough water in the bed, but now, with the tide coming in strong, Frankie could see the white curl of the turbulent water as it flowed between the banks of rock. People were fishing along the jetties and for the first time, Frankie felt good about the pole in his hand.

With it swinging stiffly to the movement of his arm, he turned onto the highway and started up the short approach to the bridge. There were fishermen on both sides of the structure, leaning out over the concrete rails, dipping down into the active stream with baited hooks and weighted snag lines. A gleaming few inches of silver flashed here and there along the narrow walk of the bridge. Some fish were being caught.

A big man, broad-faced under a lopsided canvas hat, turned his head and called to Frankie as he went by. “Hey, fella, you going up to the bait shop at Del Rey?”

“No.” Frankie kept walking.

From the opposite direction, two cars came up the approach to the bridge, one trying to pass the other, the one on the outside forced against the low curb. Frankie jumped. The man who had called to him flung out a ham of a hand and drew him to safety. The cars flew past.

“Stupid jerks!” the big man shouted.

Frankie Ortega found his breath. He began to swear methodically and efficiently.

“Watch your language,” the big man said. “There’s some women on down the walk.”

“You shut up!”

The enormous hand that had saved Frankie jumped forward again, pulled in a fistful of jacket front and raised Ortega to the balls of his feet. “I said watch your language,” the big man repeated.

Frankie opened his mouth and let out a stream of filth. Half of it was in Spanish. The other half, the big man understood. He used his free hand to slap the young man across the mouth. Ortega’s head snapped back with the impact. He dropped the pole and it clattered off the curb into the road. “You let me go,” he whispered.

“You keep your dirty mouth shut,” the big man said. He let go of the jacket. Frankie came down on his feet flat. He stood there with them slightly parted, drawing his breath through open lips. At a distance it looked as if he were smiling. The big man wasn’t that far away. He could feel the palms of his hands; they were sweating. He thanked God for the little crowd of fishermen who were gathering around them.

Ortega turned slowly and bent to pick up the rod and reel from the curb. He walked away without looking back. A couple of the others said something to the big man. He didn’t hear what they said and didn’t try to answer. Once Ortega was on down the bridge he had turned his back and leaned on the rail. The water below him was uneasy and foam tipped. Only he knew how frightened he had been when he pulled that old fatigue jacket tight about the kid’s body and had seen the grim, square outline of gun butt and holster under the left arm. A kid whose popped eyes shined in the lamplight and showed he was hopped to the gills on tea if not something more.

Tom Meigs kept the confidence required of him within the limits of his own definition. Not one word about the broken doll, nor the subsequent discovery of a partial heelprint, crept into the Times-Herald coverage of Teresa Bienvenida’s disappearance. But Meigs was too much of a newspaperman not to go the limit with his exclusive.

He boxed the sunrise edition in an Extra format and slashed across the face of it with banner headlines:

GANGBUSTING PRIEST COMFORTS FATHER FBI & POLICE HUNT MISSING HEIRESS!

Alerted by famous, crime-cracking Father Joseph Shanley, local police and members of the Federal Bureau of Investigation began a search last night for ten-year-old Teresa Bienvenida who disappeared yesterday afternoon from the small home she and her father shared in the Royal Heights district. Seizure of the child, it is believed, could have come about as the result of an inheritance of more than one million dollars in Texas oil money realized yesterday by her father, Pablo Bienvenida, a produce grocer for the Market-Day Stores. Bienvenida, a parishioner of Father Shanley’s, turned to the well-known young priest when he discovered his daughter was missing. Father Joseph Shanley, it will be recalled, was instrumental in destruction of the Sandoe mob here in the city, three years ago, the singlehanded capture of narcotics ringleader and murderer, Gerald Dempsy, two years ago, and last year catapulted once more into prominence when he grappled with a Hillton gangster and saved the lives of city detective Sergeant Samuel Golden and Elizabeth Songer …

Meigs, Sammy decided, should be boiled in oil. He scowled his way through the story in the early extra over a bottle of beer at five in the morning in his own apartment. Picking up the paper as he came off duty, he had refused to deal with the yarn until he had got home, into his pyjamas and had settled into the old easy chair which had come to be the same shape he was.

In the first place, Tom Meigs was a liar. It was Tom who had roused the police into action, who had heard Sammy call the Bureau. All Father Shanley had done was call Missing Persons on behalf of the kid’s father. And now, it was Meigs who was crying havoc and letting the big cat out of the bag. Letting the kidnapers know the chase was on, narrowing the margin of safety for a helpless child, the margin of error permitted as the police began groping.

Where did you begin? Not the routine, not the leg work and the questions; that would be done and it was the best hope, that and the always possible chance of à sharp eyed, conscientious witness. But what was the premise in this case that would make it unique? He hooked one leg over the arm of the chair and regarded his half-full bottle of beer as though it were a crystal ball.

The obvious unusual factor was the child’s complexion and coloring. She could not be seen even for a moment in the company of fair-skinned persons without attracting attention. So that either posed a particular problem for her captors, or the kidnapers were themselves of Spanish-American or Mexican descent.

This last, he doubted. It didn’t fit. Call it a hunch, or call it the truth, it was a thing he’d bet on.

Then getting away from the hunch, because hunches were things he did not believe in, even his own, Sammy went back to what they knew and suddenly came up with a start. The unusual factor in this case wasn’t so much Teresa’s racial background as it was the timing. According to Tom Meigs, the story of Bienvenida’s inheritance had appeared in this morning’s, all right, be technical, yesterday morning’s paper. It had been so hot that Tom, himself, had driven out for an interview. Hot? The detective frowned. Could be Meigs had simply wanted an excuse to get out of the office and bend his elbow. Knowing Tom Meigs …

He set his empty beer bottle on the floor, reached and lifted the phone from the cradle. He dialed the Times-Herald. The girl at the switchboard connected him with a girl upstairs. The girl upstairs said Meigs had left the building.

Obtaining his notebook, Sammy flipped through it to the editor’s unlisted number and dialed briskly. He knew how Tom drank and how he slept. This time he would enjoy waking the dead.

“Meigs here.” The voice at the other end of the line was a grizzly bear’s growling out of hibernation.

“Sammy Golden, Tom.”

“Something break, Sammy?” Meigs was wide awake in an instant.

“No. A couple of questions.”

“At five in the morning, you go to hell!”

“Listen, this may be important. You said last night that the story of Bienvenida’s inheritance broke in yesterday’s paper. That right?”

“Right.”

“Any paper carry the story before that?”

“What do you mean?”

“About getting the money?”

“How could they? He didn’t get it until yesterday. We wouldn’t have known ourselves if a guy in the bank hadn’t tipped us off.”

“Then nobody knew he was getting the money until yesterday?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“But, Tom—”

“Look, Sammy, use your head. You know how long it takes for a big inheritance to go through the courts. We ran a preliminary story on the inheritance a year ago, maybe more. So did a lot of newspapers, here, Texas, all over the country. The exclusive I’ve been talking about was the follow-up we ran yesterday. Not the expectation of a million bucks, but how it feels to be a produce grocer at seventy-two a week yesterday and have over a million dollars today. Get it? That’s the dream come true!”

“Yeah, I got it. Thanks, Tom.” Sammy hung up the phone. When he’d thought time factor, he’d thought right. This was no caper that had been planned in a day. This was a thing they could have planned on for a year.

On that happy thought, he carried his empty beer bottle into the kitchen, rinsed it and set it on the sink, turned off the radio and the two lamps and went to bed. Tomorrow would be another day. Tomorrow, something had to happen.

There was nothing to it, truly.

Four million people in the county. Two or more of them were kidnapers. Go get them.

Oddly enough, he fell to sleep at once.

At a little after eight o’clock the next morning, Friday, the big man who had been fishing off the bridge at Ballona Creek the night before climbed from bed and via a short detour through the bathroom arrived in the kitchen still wearing his pyjama trousers. His wife, a dozen years younger, standing before the small gas range, was working with bacon in a skillet.

She was a small brunette with soft brown hair curling loose to her shoulders. Smooth skinned, with an even cocoa tan, she had covered a minimum amount of amazing figure with a one-piece red swimsuit and a kitchen apron.

With casual and ever-present affection, the big man patted her and kissed the back of her neck. Without looking up from the bacon, she said, “Hi honey, how did the fishing go?”

“We still eat hamburgers,” he chuckled. “You sure were sawing ‘em off when I came in.”

She pushed some loose hair from a damp brow. “I waited up till midnight. After a day on the beach, that wasn’t easy. When I got too sleepy to read, I went to bed. You must have stopped for a nightcap.” There was neither rancor nor accusation in her voice, which was warm from long practice—not always with him.

The big man grinned. “One for my lady,” he said, “one for the road.” He poured a cup of coffee and carried it to the kitchen table, using his free hand to scratch a big-barreled, grizzled chest.

At the stove, her face still turned away from him, the girl half smiled. After three days in the sun on the beach, her nerves were soft and mellow. He was a good man and he tried to be good to her. You had to give him credit, he never stopped trying. Even when she wasn’t easy, he never stopped trying. “Lady,” yet! “One for my lady,” that was nice. “I wasn’t really worried,” she said. “Carrying a ten-foot fishpole, you couldn’t get into very much trouble.”

He had intended to tell her what happened on the bridge, but then he opened the paper folded beside his plate and started to read the story about Teresa Bienvenida.

The girl removed the dripping bacon onto a paper towel and broke three eggs into the skillet, stepping back a little so the hot grease could not spatter onto her bare legs. All of these things she did a little awkwardly, as though the act of cooking was not something automatic but something hard and determinedly come by late in a young life.

She asked, “You coming to the beach today?”

Busy with the paper, he did not answer.

She turned her head and repeated the question.

“Beach?” He took his mind from the story, thought about what she had said, and replied, “After a while. You go on down when we get through breakfast. I’ll clean up the kitchen. Then there’s a couple of things I got to do.”

“About the kitchen”—her smile was all for him, now—“I don’t mind. Honest, I don’t.”

“We’re on vacation,” he told her. “Yours as well as mine. For you it’s ixnay on the kitchen. Two weeks won’t give me dishpan hands. Housemaid’s knee, either,” he added.

They both laughed, and there was warmth in the glance that passed between them.

She brought the eggs and bacon to the table, going back for the toast which had been in the oven under a low flame with the butter on it until it was a dark, golden brown. It was the way he had said once he liked his toast and she was trying very hard to do things the way he liked them. Afterwards, she got her fresh cup of coffee from the electric percolator they had brought down from town with them and joined him at the table.

He separated the parts of the paper, passing her the second and third sections. The comics would be there, and the moving picture news, and that was what she had learned to read with her breakfast. And now, he had decided not to tell her about the business on the bridge last night, not to tell anyone. At least, not yet. The kid had been a Mexican, he was sure of that. And afterwards, after he had grabbed him out of the way of the car, the kid had come back across the bridge, walking furtively on the other side, still carrying the fishpole, and a paper sack, bottled goods by the shape of the bag. So, where had this kid been going with his liquor, his gun, and his brand-new, unused fishing rod? Somewhere this direction. Somewhere within walking distance.

And now there was this story about a girl being kidnaped, a Mexican girl from Royal Heights. A kid whose old man had inherited a million bucks.

You figure it out.

He read the story again, glancing across the table at the girl opposite. Lord, she was a lovely thing! She felt the impact of his gaze and raised her eyes, smiling. It was something new he had to give, something she had never had before, something very wonderful in spite of or because of the difference in their ages and the things they had been.

Teresa Bienvenida awoke from a dream of love. When you are very young and very tired, not even bonds at your wrists and ankles and a gag in your mouth will prevent the wonderful and necessary benison of sleep. More than that, the strange lady had been kind. When the men had slept, heavy snoring after the big talk, the lady had crept into her room. And in the dark had loosened the twine, first at her ankles, and then above her hands.

“Shssh, kid, hush,” the lady had whispered, adjusting the rough rag in her mouth so it did not cut so painfully across the hurt corners of her lips. “Now, don’t cry, will you, or try to move around, or it’ll go hard with both of us.”

She had wished the cloth was gone from her mouth entirely so she could have promised, “No, I won’t cry,” and said, “Thank you very much,” and asked, “Did you call Papa?” But the lady had gone as quietly as she had come and Teresa slept.

Slept and dreamed, a marvelous dream in which another Lady had come, tawny of skin and with soft, blessed hands. A Lady who had said very many of the words she had heard from Father Joseph and who had looked like the most holy Virgin of Guadalupe except that such a One would never come to her, to Teresa Bienvenida, no matter how she prayed and wished and dreamed….

Only now it was morning, and the dream was gone, and the blond man was there, standing beside the cot looking down at her with the other lady beside him.

He said, “It’s going to be a long haul, kid, and the way you’ll be treated is up to you.”

Teresa’s soft brown eyes stared at him without blinking.

“Do you hear me?” he demanded.

The child nodded.

“That’s better. When I ask you something, you answer me. Do you understand?”

She nodded again, desperately afraid once more, this time because of the badness which was in his eyes. She thought, When Papa comes to get me, I will not care what they do to this man. He is bad, bad, bad! Not bad as Teresa was when she crept into bed instead of staying on her knees to say her evening prayers or when she did not wash her hands before preparing her own lunch, but the other kind of badness such as when you did not go to church or did not believe in God, and she turned her head to peep fearfully over the edge of the bed to see if the blond man cast a shadow on the bare floor of the room.

The woman said, “We can’t keep her tied and gagged all the time, lover. We do and we’ve got a sick kid on our hands.”

Rubbing his rough chin thoughtfully, Harry decided. “O.K., when one of us is with her, the gag can be off.” He slid his glance down hard to meet Teresa’s. “We’re going to take your gag off,” he told her, “but one peep out of you when you’re not spoken to and we’ll slap you silly. Do you understand?”
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