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One

The tune is nostalgic and familiar. The old recording by Crosby. They play it before the first and after the last race. It’s corny and it gets you.


Where the turf meets the surf

Down at old Del Mar,

Take a plane, take a train, take a car;

There’s a smile on every face

And a winner in each race

Where the turf meets the surf at Del Mar.



I was there on Labor Day along with about thirty thousand dedicated track nuts. They were running the Princess Stakes. For three-year-olds and up, fillies and mares. Six furlongs for $100,000.

Willie Rich had called me the night before to tell me he was riding Calamity. She was a good filly and that would be the next to closing race on the card, the eighth. I got there earlier because Del Mar is the kind of track that looks good even without the horses running. It’s flat, set in the bowl of a pretty valley rimmed by purple mountains, caressed by soft sea breezes. No one hurries around the grounds. It’s all relaxed and easy, the way people and horse racing used to be.

Saratoga, old and venerable, was where the better two-year-olds were sent to prove themselves in the East. Old Del Mar, not as old and gracious as its big sister, does the same for the young hopefuls in the West. Most of them are maidens or unraced, and only their trainers and owners know how fast they are. It’s one of the tougher tracks to handicap.

The Del Mar season opens late July and runs through early September. They run a few tune-up races for the major stake events. There’s the Futurity for colts and geldings. The Debutante for fillies. The one that brought me out — the Princess Stakes.

The architecture around the track puts you back into the romantic era of old Spanish missions and California ranchos. You think of dons and doñas, hidalgos, gentle priests and Indians. You can get murdered trying to pick a winner and it’s like having it happen to you in a church or cathedral. It’s a hundred miles back to Los Angeles, but you can see the ocean most of the way. Del Mar comforts its losers.

I sat looking down over the freshly painted green seats at the colorful moving crowd. The infield was raked and immaculate. The hills beyond were peaceful, rolling gently above the valley. The sun was warm, the skies blue. Willie Rich hadn’t bothered with any of the details the night before, when he called me in Santa Monica.

His voice filtered through his typical tough gravel, no giveaway that he was a little man. “What’s with you lately?” he had asked. “You don’t follow the ponies any more?”

“It’s a hobby I can’t afford lately, Willie. I read about them the morning after, in the sports pages.”

“I’m riding a good filly tomorrow, Max.”

“That wouldn’t be Calamity?”

He laughed. “So you can still read. Why don’t you take a ride down and see us go?” He sensed my hesitation and added quickly, “It’s the eighth race. Post time for the opener is two. You’ve got plenty of time to be there.” Then, “Besides, I want to talk to you.”

“Anything special?”

“It’ll keep. You coming?”

“I’ll be there.”

“Right on. I’ll make it worth the trip.”

“Any time you’re on a good one, Willie, it’s worth the trip. By the way, how’s married life?”

“Remind me to tell you about it. How are things with you? You still looking for people?”

“Only when they kill people.”

“That’s the best way to go. I’ll see you, Max.”

The Labor Day crowd was on its feet for the Princess Stakes, screaming and shouting. Pretty little things punched their consorts on the arm, jumped up and down and squealed excitedly.

Calamity broke well out of the starting gate heading for the inside rail. Willie Rich placed her just off the brisk early pace to the far turn, some three lengths in front of the tightly packed field. Willie touched the pretty filly and Calamity had the lead when the pacesetter and favorite, Humble Hilda, hung. Calamity held off a challenge by Sister Sally at the top of the stretch, and pulled away from the pregnant mare to win by a length. The time was 1:08 — only one-fifth off Crazy Kid’s track record.

The crowd went wild. It’s always nice to win and I felt good inside. It was a big win all around. For Calamity, for the Black Oak stable of owner Tyler Clayton, for trainer Cap Abbott, and a bigger one for Willie. He now had 547 career stake wins, only seven away from the all-time record of Eddie Arcaro’s posted 554.

I collected my winnings and went up to the Turf Club bar. I had a drink and waited for Willie. I waited, had a few more. He still didn’t show. They were lining them up for the nightcap ninth and I was still alone. I knew Willie didn’t have a mount, was through for the day. I went down to find out why he was stiffing me.

A lot of played-out birds were sprawled on the grass working on their forms and charts. The turf handicappers were busy inside their vans printing up the cards listing their winners for the day. I went over to the jock club building and braced the big tough security guard hanging outside.

“I’m looking for Willie Rich.”

He looked me over slowly, shook his head. “Sorry, Mac. You’re too late.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“About fifteen minutes ago,” he said. “He left.”

“Left? Left where?”

He wagged his thumb toward the parking lot beyond the paddock. “He left the park. Right after the eighth. He weighed in with his saddle, came back, showered, got dressed and left.”

“Anybody with him?”

“Nope.”

I felt let down. “My name’s Roper. Did he leave any message?”

His lips pursed and he looked regretful. “Sorry, Mac. He didn’t tell me nothing. Just left, like I said.”

I found my heap in the lot and tootled back to L.A. through heavy traffic. I’d won a bundle on the classy filly Calamity and regretted not having been able to celebrate it properly with Willie. He hadn’t stressed any urgency about our getting together, he was a very popular jock, and I could imagine a great many reasons for his cutting out so abruptly and not meeting me. But the Del Mar season had a lot to run yet and I knew we’d get together easily enough before it was over.

I couldn’t believe it when I got a call about two in the morning from Allie Riegel, another old friend, who handles the track-security detail for Del Mar. He put it to me right on the nose. They had just found Willie Rich floating in his swimming pool at his home in Escondido. He wasn’t wearing swim trunks. He was dead, of course.

It seemed a hell of a way to celebrate such a nice winning day.





Two

The next morning was hot and humid and my jaws ached. I drove the San Diego Freeway south mechanically, my mind circling the fact of Willie Rich’s death endlessly without resolution. We had seen little of each other the past few years, and although we had spoken and exchanged brief sallies, there were too many gaps between for anything but futile conjecture. Two hours later, I wheeled into the Del Mar official parking lot across from the old Bing Crosby Hall memorial building, hoping for facts.

It was too early for track activity. I could feel the pall hanging over the jock club quarter. State troopers and local fuzz were beating down the hay in stalls and paddocks. A group of well-dressed and solemn bigwigs filed out of Allie’s office.

Allie Riegel had been a top government agent. As chief of the Del Mar Thoroughbred security, he was as tough as a man given that slot could be and still remain human. He stood big as a mountain and wasn’t any more corruptible. He was balder than I remembered him, his deeply tanned face lined with worry.

He didn’t smile when I came in or say hello and I didn’t expect him to. We looked each other over stonily, a couple of emotionally bankrupt cases.

His office was quiet and cool, far removed from the hay burners at the far end. A lot of paper work littered his desk, but he didn’t have to look at any notes to fill me in.

“Penny found him,” he said for openers.

That would be Penny Rich. Mrs. Willie Rich.

“I don’t think it’s been too good there,” Allie added.

Willie hadn’t asked me when he married her two years earlier. She was young and pretty without a brain in her little head but the kind of figure to help you forget it. Willie had been riding hard for twenty years and for him, I suppose, she was a teeny-bopper delight, worth all the grief she had to give him.

“She got home a little after midnight,” Allie was saying. “She said she’d had a few drinks and thought it would be fun to take a dip in the pool before retiring. She went in with all her clothes on. She came up out of her dive and found Willie at the other end of the pool. He still had his clothes on, too, and she thought it was a gag and pretty funny, at first. Then, after she saw he was dead and had stopped screaming, she called me.

“I got there with our track physician, Dr. Taniguchi, at one. He figured Willie was dead two hours. Roughly, between ten and eleven. No visible marks of violence.”

Allie bit the end off a fresh cigar, spat it out and looked up at me.

“You don’t need any,” I said.

Allie lit up, blew smoke and rubbed his bald dome.

“You don’t need any if you can hold a man’s head under water,” I said.

“You’re saying somebody did it to Willie?”

“Why should he take himself out? He had Longden’s record for career wins and was only seven short of Arcaro’s record for stakes. I thought he always wanted that one, too.”

Allie looked at the ash on his long stogy. “Anything you know?”

“He stiffed me yesterday. Called me the night before the Princess Stakes and told me he was riding a good filly. He said he wanted to talk to me about something, but it would keep. I had a few drinks at the Turf Club bar after the eighth and waited, but Willie never showed. That’s been our usual meeting place. I checked with your security guard outside the jock club and he said Willie had gone. He didn’t leave word for me. They were running the ninth when I left.”

Allie shook off the question in my eyes. “I didn’t see him take off and don’t know where he went.”

“Probably not home,” I said. “I’ve had the feeling you mention, that all was not well there with him and Penny.”

Allie sighed. “You feel good,” he said.

I studied my watch. “The ninth went off at six. You found Willie at one, less two hours of life. All we need — five hours to fill in. Somebody must have seen him.”

“Sure. The guy at his swimming pool who watched Willie drown.”

“You’re buying that?”

“Well, why the hell do you think I brought you into it?” Allie snapped.

“I liked Willie,” I said. “You didn’t bring me into anything, Al. You only told me about what happened.”

“Okay, okay. So we both liked Willie. A lot of others did, too. What we need is a line on those who didn’t.”

“I’ve been out of touch lately,” I said. “The mob never could reach Willie and they knew it. Let’s start with around here. Track personnel. The other jocks, trainers, owners, the lot.”

Allie handed me a sheet of paper off his desk. He added three more stapled sheets. “You’ll find everybody there who works or breathes at Del Mar, including me.”

I looked it over briefly. “Including transients? Don’t you have a lot of out-of-towners now for the season?”

Allie scowled. “They’re down there, too. Only not in the same detail. You can start by looking them over. If you want more, we’ll get it for you.”

I nodded. “Let’s see if we agree about some of the group around him. Was Penny giving him hell?”

Allie rubbed his jaw. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

“But he wouldn’t kill himself over that. I can’t see Penny wanting him out of the way either. He let her roam, didn’t he? And he was always worth more booting home the winners. Why would she want him dead?”

“Maybe she wanted the pool all to herself when she got home late at night,” Allie suggested.

I turned the page. “Tyler Clayton. He owns Calamity and several others. I’ve heard he’s a very wealthy man. Anything else you can tell me about him?”

“He got me my spot here. I run security. Apart from that example of clearheaded rational thinking, Clayton’s a mean, tough, pigheaded man. Wants what he wants when he wants it.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “Do you give it to him?”

“He’d throw me out on my ear if I did. That’s the way he operates, Max. Hot and cold.”

“Willie been his rider for long?”

“About five years.”

“So he made a lot of money for Clayton.”

“Sure. But we already agreed Clayton doesn’t need it.”

“I think I’ll run over and see Clayton. Maybe I’ll find out what a very rich man like that really needs.”

Allie scratched his ear with his telephone. “You starting with him? I’ll let him know I sent you.”

“No,” I said. “With Penny.”

He put the phone back. “Okay, sport. Offhand, though, I figure Penny doesn’t need anything either.”

“I know,” I said. “But I’ve seen pictures of Tyler Clayton. Penny is a lot easier on the eyes.”

“There’s just one thing,” Allie said.

I walked back and waited.

“Clayton’s daughter is missing,” he said.

“Missing since when?”

His shrug was negligible. “Yesterday.”

“What time yesterday?”

“Noon.”

“How old would that daughter be?”

“Over twenty-one,” Allie said. “Maybe twenty-two.”

“They do that at that age, I hear,” I said. “Is Clayton worried?”

Allie looked out his window and showed me his profile. “Not too much.”

“You want me to be?” I asked.

Allie stretched and yawned. He’d probably been up all night. “You know horse racing.”

“The sport of kings,” I said. “Tell me, is this missing heiress pretty?”

“Name me one who isn’t.”

I shook my head. “I didn’t come down here to find a missing heiress, no matter how pretty. I’m wound up about Willie.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s why I fed you a little more. Cherchez la femme.”

“Was there a threat, Allie? Did Willie have to throw it or else?”

He pretended to look at his notes. “I don’t have that information here.”

I tried to remember the card in the eighth. “Who was the mare that ran second? She went off at thirty to one, didn’t she?”

“Sister Sally. That’s Mrs. Clayton’s horse.”

I stared at him stupidly. “Mrs. Clayton’s mare was running against her husband’s filly Calamity, with Willie up?”

Allie nodded and riffled through his desk papers looking for his lighter. “I was hoping that would strike you as odd.”

“It’s not odd, it’s fishy.” I tried a few mental exercises that led me farther afield. “Was Mrs. Clayton’s daughter here yesterday for the Princess?”

“I don’t know,” Allie said. He found his lighter and relit his cigar. “Incidentally, Pam Clayton is Tyler’s daughter, not the present Mrs. Clayton’s.”

“Pam is the missing heiress?”

“Very pretty, too,” Allie said. “A knockout. You look pretty mad now but I’ll bet you wind up thanking me.”

“You mean, if she’s still alive.”

Allie threw his hands apart. “That’s what I meant when I said — ”

“Cherchez la femme.”

“Keep in touch,” Allie said as I stomped out.





Three

The narrow winding tarback curves of Black Mountain Road threading around Gonzales Canyon permitted occasional glimpses of stately white houses behind the lush avocado and citrus ranches. The gentle rolling hills of Escondido were a quiet contrast to the screaming Labor Day turnout the previous day at old Del Mar.

Willie’s spread was at the end of a humpbacked dirt and gravel lane. It looked expensive and it was. But winning jocks ride for ten percent of the take and Willie had booted home many millions for his owners over the years, and could afford the layout. I couldn’t tell how happy he’d been there, and maybe if he hadn’t swallowed too much water, I might have known.

The flashy little blonde at the far end of the pool wearing very little of a strawberry bikini was the other expensive bit of the landscaping. She was sitting under a colorful poolside umbrella sipping out of a tall frosted glass. She was wearing dark tinted sunglasses and looking out toward the mountains. She was smoking a joint and I couldn’t tell if she was happy or sad.

“Mrs. Rich,” I said. “My name’s Max Roper. Maybe Willie mentioned my name. We were friends.”

The dark glasses reluctantly left the distant hills and swung in my direction. She nodded coolly without expression. “Christ! Everybody that calls says he was a friend of Willie’s.”

“Sounds reasonable,” I said. “He was a popular guy.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I’ll remind him when he comes in.”

She looked like a shapely little girl and her voice had that same odd singsong quality, but she packed her own kind of venom, flat and purposeful. Either it was there all the time hidden under the soft, cuddly bunny cover, or a little too much living had rubbed her raw.

“Can you tell me anything about it?” I asked.

“What’s to tell? He’s dead.” She extended a shapely tanned leg and kicked it toward the pool. “Drowned in his own goddam swimming pool, for Christ’s sake.”

I pulled out a chair and covered it. “Allie Riegel told me. We’re trying to find out who had it in for Willie.”

She tilted her cute little head. “Why? Is somebody offering a reward?”

I nodded to the smoking joint in her fingers. “Maybe if you put that away, you’ll be able to talk sense. I imagine the police have been out here asking you the same questions.”

She took another bite out of it, held it deep, and let it out slowly. “So what?” she said scornfully. “They’re fuzz. Who the hell are you?”

I flipped open my wallet. “I’m a private investigator. Riegel wants me to do the job for the Del Mar Club. I’m in it because Willie was a friend and I want who knocked him off.”

She laughed. “That’s a crock. For all anybody knows, Willie did it himself.”

“Drowned himself? Why would he do that?”

She shook her head slowly and giggled. “It sure beats me. Why don’t you ask him?”

“Too much grieving isn’t healthy,” I said. “You ought to get your mind off it. Do you really think Willie drowned himself?”

“How the hell should I know?” she said. “He didn’t tell me what went on in his mind. He didn’t tell me nothing. Like he knew everything and I was the world’s prize dope. Like I hardly ever saw him except in the sack, and not too damn much of that, either, if you want to know.” She tittered and added in a cockney bit, “If you ask me, dearie, ‘e lost it all on the ‘orses, ‘e did.”

I leaned toward her. “Okay, so you had differences. A man doesn’t kill himself just because he’s got a rotten marriage, not anybody who was top of his field like Willie. If he wanted out, he could have afforded a divorce, no matter how much your lawyers wanted.”

“What’s it to you?” she said. “What’s in it for you? You private eyes work for money, don’t you? Well, it’s not worth a dime to me, how it happened or who did it to who.” She rubbed her joint out savagely in the ashtray. “For all I know, the little bastard had it coming. Do me a favor, will you, and get lost.”

I stood up. “Maybe I’ll drop in on you again when you’re over your grief. I was hoping you might give me a line on Willie’s enemies. Maybe somebody was trying to pressure him into something. Maybe they were worrying him.”

“‘They’? Who’s ‘they’?”

“I was hoping you’d tell me, Mrs. Rich.”

“All I can tell you is get lost,” she said.

“I’ll find out who did it and how it happened,” I said. “It’ll do your heart good.”

“Go to hell.” She pushed her sunglasses back and her blue eyes squinted angrily at me. “And don’t bother coming back. I got enough headaches without you.”

I walked back the same way I’d come in, following the pool terrace to my car. I glanced quickly at the end of the pool where she claimed to have found Willie. It looked peaceful and innocent. As I approached my car, a man was just getting out of his, parked alongside. He was husky, dark-haired and pallid, nicely dressed, wearing an open shirt and silk bandanna, Hollywood style. His features were rough and crude but didn’t come anywhere near his real personality. I knew him as a hood called Johnny Cashio. He was a reliable enforcer for the mob, very cute with the knife. He worked free-lance, and like Willie Rich, Cashio was offered big percentages and payoffs.

We didn’t know each other on sight. Cashio brushed shoulders with me as he walked by and flipped his hand in salute. I was relieved to notice there wasn’t a knife in it.





Four

The Black Mountain Road looped around southwest to Rancho Santa Fe, a serene valley catering to the extreme tastes of millionaires who liked their furbishings on the dull side. A lot of horse people lived there, many of them the true-lovers-of-the-thoroughbred breed who liked their pictures taken in the winner’s circle. Tyler C. Clayton was the one I wanted to see. He was the owner of a twelve-horse stable which included the filly, Calamity, Willie had brought home for his last race, a successful participant in the sport of racing thoroughbreds. He had made it in oil, as good a way as any of assuring one’s life style would never be circumscribed by lack of funds. His winning stable, the Black Oak Farm, brought him an extra few million a year, which, as Allie Riegel had admitted, Clayton didn’t really need.

I parked my heap in a driveway big enough to be called a parking lot and walked up some stone steps and lifted the heavy bronze door knocker and let it fall.

A slim, pretty dark-haired girl in a domestic’s shift opened the big heavy door. “Is Mr. Clayton home?” I asked.

She looked me over and smiled and didn’t ask me what I was selling. She stepped back gracefully. “Come in. Who shall I say, please?” Her accent sounded Scandinavian but her roots looked solid brunette. I told her who I was and mentioned Allie Riegel’s name. She smiled again, and nodded. “Oh, yes. Just a moment, if you please, I’ll see.”

The hall was high with a cool tile flooring and good dark wood on the walls. The furnishings looked elegant but I liked better the way the Scandinavian maid walked.

She returned in a moment beckoning. “Please, this way.”

“Thank you, Pauli,” a heavy voice boomed. I stepped into a light spacious book-lined study. “Yes, Mr. Roper. What can I do for you?”

I blinked in the dazzling morning light and then smiled when I saw him. He was simply too big to be missed in any-size room. He stood an easy six five or six and would have brought the needle of any scale to its knees close to two five oh. The walls were covered with delicate prints of horses, and there were small sculptured equine figurines all along the borders of his bookcase and on his desk and end tables.

“It’s about Willie Rich. I’m a private investigator. Willie was a friend of mine. I’d like to find out what happened.”

His grip did justice to his bulk. “So would I, dammit. So would I. Riegel sent you over, did he? That’s fine, sir. I’ll be happy to help you any way I can. I liked Willie. Goddam good jockey, too. You just ask what you want. Don’t cut any corners here. I’m grateful to you for coming, sir.”

He asked me what I drank, turned to a sideboard, splashed it into a large glass, and put it in my hand. He then poured himself one and lifted his glass to me. I returned his salute and we stood fixed for a moment with arms outstretched like men at some crazy ritual. I gave it all the moment called for and then let it into my throat and he did the same. He whipped open a fancy cigar box lined with copper and I picked out a slim long panetella. I bit off the end, he had the flame ready, and I took two long gentle puffs and was convinced I liked his style, his courtesy and his stock. He indicated a soft chair and I let myself sink into it and had another belt while I looked him over.

Tyler Clayton looked to be in his sixties, a rough-looking man who appeared still able to hold his own with any of the roustabouts in the oil-rigging game. A lot of good rough-and-tumble fighters come out of the oil fields, hard men with big hands and heavily muscled bodies. Clayton had probably put on some weight but was deep-chested and big enough to carry it well. His voice traced a pattern I couldn’t get a fix on. He sounded like a Deep Southern gentleman, with some Texas panhandle rubbed on. I guessed he’d moved around when he was growing up and assimilated whatever each neighborhood offered.

I explained about missing Willie the previous day and asked if he’d seen him. He shook his big head regretfully. “Not after we posed for the picture in the winner’s circle, son,” he rumbled. “Willie still had to go back and weigh in, and that was the last I saw of him. I left immediately after, myself; didn’t have anything going in the ninth.”

“Do you think Willie drowned himself, Mr. Clayton?”

“Hell, no! Why would he do a thing like that? He was still a winning rider, good for a lot of years, making big money.”

“That’s the way I see it,” I said. “I’ve just been over to see Mrs. Rich.”

“Oh?”

“She wasn’t helpful. I suppose you know it wasn’t exactly a happy marriage.”

His shaking head rejected the idea. “Now, hold on, son. I don’t know if I’d go that far. I’ve seen them together. Maybe it wasn’t the best for each of them, but I don’t know if it was all that bad. Least I never heard Willie complain.”

I lifted my glass. “Talk to Penny. Maybe she’ll make it up for him and help you change your mind.”

He shook his grizzled head again. “No, doggone it. I can’t do that. It’s not my business to pry and stir up troubled feelings. Now, you’re a professional. If you say it seemed that way, then I’ll be of an open mind and listen. But what’s done is done, and you can see that.”

I stared, surprised to find him so pliable. “Okay, it’s done. Maybe you can give me a line on some of Willie’s enemies.”

His sad slate eyes were blank. “Enemies? Why, Willie didn’t have a one! Everybody liked Willie — everybody!”

“Not everybody, Mr. Clayton. If Willie didn’t commit suicide, there has to be the guy who held his head under water. I don’t think he’d qualify as a friend.”

Clayton ironed some creases off the back of his thick neck with one large hand. “I’ve been over it with the police. Whoever did this terrible thing wasn’t seen, apparently. He didn’t leave any tracks. I couldn’t think of a motive for them, and I can’t do any better for you. I’m sorry.”

“We’ll get one,” I said. “Have you received any threats about Calamity — any of your horses?”

He looked surprised. “Threats?” It must have been a word with which he was very unfamiliar.

“Gamblers. Coercion. Sometimes they want to pick their own horse to win.”

He grinned wildly and rubbed his short-cropped grizzled hair. “That’d be the day, son. I’d like to see them try it.” He clapped his big hands together and rubbed them, then broke off and leveled a thick forefinger at me. “Del Mar is a clean track, son, and we aim to keep it that way. I’ve been around horses a long time. I know all about that hanky-panky. That’s why I brought Allie Riegel in, if you’re interested. He’s a mighty tough customer, I’ll tell you. Sure we got gamblers. That’s what horse racing is all about. But we run a clean operation and nobody cuts himself in. I mean nobody.”

I shrugged it off. “Jockeys can be reached and tapped. Not every owner and trainer is as big and tough and rich as you. It’s been done before.”

I wondered what business Johnny Cashio had with Penny Rich. Given his connections, it didn’t look right. Especially so soon after Willie’s death.

Clayton was on his feet giving a pretty good imitation of an angry bear. I was hoping he didn’t get himself too worked up and throw me through some of that expensive woodwork. He stalked the room cocking his head at each classy thoroughbred hanging on his walls. He ground to a halt finally and stared out the picture window.

“Maybe,” he said gruffly. “I’ll give you that. Sure as hell it’s happened. Everybody wants money and can be reached for a killing. I’m no fool. But that’s history. It doesn’t tie up with Willie. He rode ten winners the past week. All pretty good horses. Nobody stumbled at the gate for him or lagged out or pulled up. Nobody made a killing on anything under him. He lost a few, too, and those were expected. He got beat by better horses. We run a lot of two-year-olds here at Del Mar and there isn’t much of a line on them. Some of the better three-year-old fillies and colts are still maidens, too, and can bring a pretty good price. But there hasn’t been any big jump in the tote board odds and far as we know there hasn’t been any killing.”

“You left out one,” I said. “Willie’s.”

He relit his long cigar and eyed me sideways as he clamped down on it. “You know,” he said, “you kind of remind me of myself. Like you’re used to trouble. Used to handling it, I mean.”

“I’ve had my lumps,” I said.

“I’m talking about trouble,” Clayton said. “Real trouble. You’re not a family man, I take it.”

“Never touch the stuff.”

A woman appeared in the open doorway. She was a strawberry blonde in her late thirties or slightly past, quite beautiful, wearing expensive casual threads. She hesitated when she saw Clayton had company.

The ex-roustabout looked up politely. “Yes, Monica?”

Her voice was a whiskey growl, low and urgent. “I’ll wait until you’re through, Tyler. I didn’t know you had a visitor.”

“It’s all right, my dear.” He extended his arm and gently tugged her in. “My wife, Mr. Roper.” He turned to her. “Mr. Roper is a private detective investigating Willie’s death. Allie Reigel sent him over.”

She nodded, then put her hand gracefully to her throat. It was a small gesture, but that involuntary move suddenly sent me chasing along the wheels of memory. I was certain I knew her.

“Perhaps we should speak to Mr. Roper, Tyler, since he’s here now. And if Mr. Riegel recommended him.”

Clayton scowled and waved his big hands. “Now, Monica. Hold on. I don’t think there’s any need.”

Her head tilted back and her green eyes glowed. “I’m sorry to disagree, darling. But she is your daughter and I’m worried.”

I managed to look blankly from one to the other. Clayton stood rigid and uncomfortable.

“Please, Tyler,” she said softly. “Surely it can’t hurt.”

He chewed on his lip for a while, and then suddenly his pique dissolved. The whole scene looked phony as hell.

“Okay,” he growled. “Go ahead, if you feel you have to. Go on. Spill it.”

I gave Mrs. Clayton my gentle reassuring level-with-me look.

“It’s Tyler’s daughter, Pamela,” she said huskily. “She’s missing.”

I looked surprised. “Missing? Since when?”

She glanced at Clayton. He frowned, shook her off, and let her carry the ball. “Since yesterday.”

I said how sorry I was to hear that and asked how old the missing girl was, and she told me. Twenty-two.

Clayton shrugged and got back into the act. “Just turned twenty-two. June.”

“Do you have any idea where she was going?”

It was Monica Clayton’s turn to hesitate and think. She did it more gracefully than I. “She had a beauty parlor appointment yesterday. That’s all I can tell you.”

I had pencil and notebook at the ready. “Where?”

“It’s a beauty and health spa — in Poway.”

“The name of the place?”

She cleared her throat. “The Gilded Cuckoo.”

I wrote it down. “What time was her appointment?”

“Ten-thirty yesterday morning.”

“Did she keep it?”

She hesitated and did magic ninja finger exercises, the kuji-kiri. “I’m not sure. I know she left early enough.”

“Did you check with them — at the Gilded Cuckoo?”

“Yes. They said she never arrived.”

“Have you notified the police?”

She looked at Clayton. A lot of the ruddiness had seeped out of his face, exposing deep furrows. He stared out his window. She shook her head negative.

“Any particular reason, Mrs. Clayton?”

Her green eyes were haunted, holding a lot of trouble. She looked at me mute and helplessly. My mind was still back-pedaling for her, but she wasn’t where I was looking.

I turned over my wrist watch. “It’s only twenty-four hours. She’s over twenty-one. She might walk in the door any minute with a reasonable explanation.”

“Yes — I suppose — ”

“Young girls,” I said lightly, “they like to worry their parents.”

They accepted the statement.

“A lot of them these days are on drugs,” I said.

A repressed growl was winning over Clayton’s throat.

“Any particular reason you’re not telling the police, Mr. Clayton?” I asked.

He shook his head, stone-faced.

I remembered Willie Rich had ridden for this man for a few years. Daughters of the very rich are not supposed to play with the hired help. “Do you think there’s any tie-up?” I asked. “I mean, your daughter disappearing on the same day Willie Rich got murdered?”

Tyler Clayton was bent over his desk, arms out and braced wide apart, his deeply trenched face bleak and forbidding.

“What’s that you’re saying, mister?” he growled.

I looked into his narrowed glinting eyes, searching for a ray of good will without luck. “I’m not trying to worry you,” I said. “But that’s the line the police would take. They’d be looking for some tie-up. A threat maybe if Willie didn’t pull a horse when he was told to.” I put my cigar down next to his in the big ashtray. “But you’d have had some warning, I imagine, if they were trying that kind of coercion. You’re telling me nothing happened, is that correct?”

Clayton’s jaw sagged as if I’d hit him with one of my better punches. “Are you suggesting — are you saying my kid’s been snatched — kidnapped?”

I waved my hands soothingly. “No. But it’s the line the police might take.”

He pushed himself off the desk and straightened up. “Just find her,” he said, breathing hard, “and stop asking so many goddam fool questions.” His hard eyes raked me. “I don’t believe a damn word you’re saying, and that’s the last you’ll get out of me.”

Instead of throwing me out, he went himself.

I watched him go and then turned to the gracefully swaying strawberry-blond matron. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Do you have a picture of the girl?”

She smiled gently, pointing past my head. “She’s over there.”

I turned, puzzled, seeing nothing. There was a soft murmur and she was gliding past me in a smooth sinuous motion, brushing by so closely that her delicate perfume was strong in my nostrils. I tingled where she had touched the fibers of my suit.

“Here.” She had picked a silver frame off the large desk. The girl in the picture didn’t look very much like Tyler Clayton’s daughter. She was fresh-looking, smiling, blue-eyed and beautiful. All you’d ever want to see in a blonde.

I remembered Allie Riegel’s summation. A knockout.

When I looked up, Monica Clayton was studying my face, her eyes hooded, expressionless. There seemed more behind it than a casual appraisal, but I couldn’t figure it out any more than I could get over the strong feeling I had that we’d met somewhere.

“I’ll try to find her,” I said. She bowed her head. “By the way, was that your mare Sister Sally who got beat by Calamity, your husband’s filly?”

Her voice was husky and mocking. “Calamity didn’t beat her. Willie did.”

“But that wasn’t reason enough for you to kill him,” I said.

“No, it wasn’t,” she said.

The dark-haired Scandinavian maid let me out. I didn’t ask her any questions because she smelled strongly of soap and water and I wanted to hold that scent of delicate perfume in my nostrils a little longer.
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