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			CHAPTER 1

			The door was mine. On the frosted glass, in neat Roman letters, was my name: STEVE CONACHER, and in smaller type, Private. But I stood there, as jittery as a bug on a griddle, looking in at my little nest. There was a woman inside.

			She was naked, on the floor.

			And she wasn’t moving!

			She could have been an artist’s model, taking a pose. Or a woman who had fainted on the way to her bath. Or a girl on the beach, giving herself up to the sun in an attitude of casual relaxation. Her arms were spread out, as if she had reached for something before she fell. Her face was turned down and buried under a wealth of yellow hair that swept over her shoulders and stirred in the slight draft from the open window. She had a svelte torso. There was whiteness around her molded hips and, up higher, another pale patch where she once tied a bra. But the rest of her was tanned by the sun and her skin was unmarked by any blemishes. The scene was staged by an idiot, a macabre joke, a mad dream, calculated to bring a gasp to my throat.

			I said, “What the hell kind of a gag is this?”

			She didn’t answer. I knelt at her side and touched her shoulder. One touch was enough. She was cold. She was as stiff and frigid as an iced chicken, set out to thaw in the sun.

			“Liz!” I shouted.

			I heard Liz Abbott’s high heels click through the reception room and into the little hall outside. Then she was in the door way, her hand at her mouth, gawking down at the nude body and mouthing thin squeals of surprise. A piece of stationery dropped from her fingers and floated lazily down to the rug. I crumpled it in my fist and heaved it into the basket.

			“An early morning customer,” I said.

			“Is she—?”

			I nodded. “She’s been napping here for quite some time, Liz. Anybody you know?”

			“I was about to ask you that question.”

			“A good question,” I said. I leaned over the body and lifted the swirl of curls away from her face so that I could examine her profile. She was pretty. She had delicate features of the classic type, painted lips and mascaraed eyes and penciled brows, all of which might have lit up her face when she lived, but gave her now the appearance of a Benda mask, without expression and accented in bold lines and bright colors.

			I said, “I never knew a blonde this pretty.” 

			“She was beautiful. How was she killed, Steve?”

			“I’m not turning her over. She was either shot or stabbed—but on the other side. You never saw her before?”

			“Never.”

			“Think. She might have come into the office.” 

			“Never,” Liz said again. “I never forget a face, Steve, especially that type.”

			“What type?”

			“Chorus girl, maybe. Hat check girl.”

			“You’ve been seeing too many movies, Liz.”

			Liz was staring down at the blonde, with one hand at her throat and a look in her eyes I had never seen before. She was scared right down to her pretty ankles. She was swallowing hard, as pale as the prelude to an upchuck. I got off my knees and went to her and held her shoulders, shaking her gently.

			“Are you going to be sick, Liz?”

			“I could be persuaded.” 

			“Not in here, please. There’s enough debris on the floor.”

			“It’ll pass, Steve.” She rallied a bit when she took her eyes off the floor and tried to think. “It doesn’t make sense. When was she killed?” 

			“It must have been after you locked the office. What time was that?”

			“You know me, Steve. I walked out of here at a few minutes after five. Always the little office machine” 

			“You locked the door?”

			“I always lock the door.”

			“Somebody picked it,” I said. “Some bastard used our place for a knifing brawl.” 

			Her galloping brain must have begun to picture the slaughter, because she got pale again and started for the door.

			“Maybe I’d better get some coffee.”

			“A good idea.”

			“And maybe I’d better call Sam Doughty?”

			“The hell with Sam Doughty for a while. I need time to think.”

			She went out in a hurry, and the silence closed in on me. It was too early in the morning for heavy thought. Through the window, the sun highlighted the big clock on the Paramount Tower. It was ten-fifteen, the usual time for my routine second breakfast and a short session with the sporting pages. Outside, the dull hum of New York traffic rolled and mumbled along the streets. I opened the window wider and let the racket in. It helped. The muffled background, the discord of horns and whistles, all of this was a tonic for me. The sights and sounds of the city always stimulated me.

			The city was my business. The little people who wandered among the canyons were my meat and fish. You don’t become a missing persons specialist without reacting to the pressure of crowds on highways, without finding a challenge in the millions of small windows around and about you. I breathed in the ripe fall air and let it go to work on my inner man. This was a moment for clear thinking, a moment for waking up. And fast. Someone, some small crumb out in those streets had entered my office last night. Someone had picked my personal cave, out of all the thousands of offices in New York City, as a cute spot for knifing a blonde. Someone, somewhere in a hidden nook, was quietly laughing over his beer while I squirmed.

			But who? Who among my select list of enemies would choose my office for such a chore? I crossed them off my mental list, one by one, until there was nothing left for me, no one to suspect. It made me boil up inside. And the challenge lay out there, out the window, among the ten million residents of the big town. I pulled down the black shade and tried to wipe away the challenge. But it stayed with me. It was in the room, on the floor. I turned away from the window, muttering a few choice phrases to the body at my feet.

			I began to search the room.

			Whoever had done the job was neat and prim about it. He must have waited for her behind the door. She probably walked in, after he called her, and she was facing my desk, waiting for him in the darkness. It would be dark in here at five-thirty. The surrounding canyons were deep pits of shadow so late in the day, and if the shade was half drawn on the lone window, she must have wandered inside with her pretty eyes blinking. He must have killed her as she turned to him, one deep thrust. She may have gasped a bit, but there would be no real sound, nothing to disturb anybody who might have been working late on the floor. She would fall almost exactly where she was now, turning slightly, perhaps, because her head was facing the window. Or did he adjust her body that way after he had disrobed her?

			I saw him as a strong man. It would not be easy to undress a corpse. Once, on a police deal over in Westchester, I saw them trying to take the clothes off a young lady who had been killed on the way home from the movies. The attacker had thrown her body into a gully, and the coroner was trying to pull off her dry, undamaged clothes. It took an assistant to complete the job. And this blonde was no lightweight. I saw the murderer struggling over her inert figure, a sweating killer wrestling a macabre bout with a wooden woman, rapidly growing cold and stiff. 

			And what had happened after he pulled the clothing off her? Where had he thrown the stuff? I searched the desk top, looking for the tiny items, the possible pins, bits of material, clips, threads or beads, but found nothing. I scanned the rug, the basket, the window ledge. The office was clean. 

			Liz came in. “Are you getting anywhere?”

			“The bastard who killed her stripped everything.”

			“Everything?”

			“I’ve been over the office, Liz. Not even a hairpin around.”

			“She’s not the type for hairpins.”

			I got down on my knees again and pointed to the fourth finger on the blonde’s left hand. “She was wearing a ring on this finger. See the mark? But our murdering friend managed to work it off. He must have used some of our soap to do the job. That ring was on tight.”

			“But why?” Liz asked herself.

			“A dead-end job. A stab at murder without identification.”

			I broke it down for her. “Sam Doughty has these all the time, but not all of them clueless like this. You read about them in the newspapers every once in a while: Unidentified Man Found in Culvert, or, Body Discovered in Park. Sam arrives with his photographers and his medical men and they take pictures and then haul the stiff down to headquarters and begin a systematic breakdown of the clothing and the dentures and the obvious marks of identification. Sometimes they get a clue and track down the origin of the corpse. But lots of times they wind up just where they started, with a body marked ‘Nameless’ on a slab in the morgue. They’re tough to wrap up, Liz, especially this type.”

			“I still don’t understand it,” Liz said. “Why in your office, of all places?”

			“Why not? The character who did the job must have cased our place.”

			“You mean he’s in this building?”

			“I wish I knew.” I sipped the coffee, and it was bitter, as strong as the rising bile of my anger when I thought of the louse who had arranged this deal for me. “It would be easy for him to pick our lock and walk in here just after five. He made a date with her and sat behind my desk and picked his teeth and just waited. After that, it was easy. He knifed her at his leisure, and if she yelled, it couldn’t have carried any further than the Ladies’ Room outside in the corridor.”

			“The elevator boy must have seen her come up.”

			“So what? He probably carried over a dozen blondes last night. Max Erlock is open late, remember? And so is the other booking agency on the tenth floor.”

			My office was located on the ninth floor of The Cronner Building, an ancient rat’s nest on Forty-fifth Street, out of the high rent district, but still kept in a decent state of repair. It housed an assortment of businesses, from lawyers to stamp dealers and employment agencies, no more than sixty or seventy tenants, all of them friendly people who considered themselves part of a large family, a situation brought about because there were only two small elevators—and washrooms on every other floor. My little cave was large enough for two offices, a reception room able to house three thin clients, plus Liz Abbott’s tiny desk. She had decorated it in good taste shortly after she came to work for me, three years ago, and the midget lobby added a note of warmth and charm to a business well known for its lack of soul. There is no glamour in missing persons. My customers walked through a door marked STEVE CONACHER, and nothing more. It was Liz Abbott who interviewed them on the outside, taking down all important data on large blue index cards, which were later passed on to me for approval or rejection. But such visitors were rare. The bulk of my business came from steady customers who used my talents to track down the vagrant dead-beats, the purposefully missing persons who disappeared to avoid the payment of debts. All this was routine, but occasionally my work was spiced by a spirited quest for a missing husband, or a wife who fled her home for sex or seclusion.

			“You’re not going to question the elevator boy?”

			“I’ll leave that chore for Sam Doughty.”

			“Shall I call him now?”

			“You’re rushing me.”

			“Sam’s going to burn a bit.”

			“He’s burned before.”

			I needed time to think. But Liz was right, of course. Sam Doughty would come in with his boys and call me names for delaying his entrance. It would take him time to cool off, because he was a fiend for order in police business. He had made a name for himself in Homicide, and his reputation included a roaring temperament that was likely to explode in the face of minor obstacles or obvious delays. I had seen him, bloody-fisted, standing over a Yorkville hoodlum who attempted to toy with him after a domestic Nazi street stabbing. I had seen him scream and shout at a murder witness until his victim began to whimper like a small child. Doughty was violent when he had to be. He had the frame for violence, over six feet of towering hulk, and a face that gave him a head start over all opposition. He was an ugly-looking swine, and I didn’t relish facing up to him. Maybe I’m a little shy of the big boys because of my modest size. Maybe my subconscious was playing tricks with me again and warming me up for my bout with Sam Doughty. What the hell—I had nothing to fear from him. I didn’t kill the blonde, after all.

			Liz said, “Why don’t you call Abe Feldman?”

			“I was thinking of it.”

			“You want me to get him?”

			“Why not? But tell him to come up in about two hours. By that time Sam Doughty will be out of here. In the meantime, tell Abe all about the girl inside. Start him checking the hotels for a lead to her. You never know where you’ll find something.”

			“You’re stabbing.”

			“What the hell else can I do? She might have checked in at a hotel.”

			“Don’t get mad,” Liz said. “You frighten me when you look like that, Steve. You look exactly like Jimmy Cagney.”

			“Nuts!” I said, and walked out of there and into my private office, on fire now. Liz was doing it on purpose, of course. She was aware that I do my best thinking when I’m angry, that I blow and bluster the most when I’m on the ball. She had teased me about my size before, but only for utilitarian purposes. Little men have big tempers, built out of hesitant egos. I let myself burn now, at summer temperature, while I sat at my desk listening to the hammering of a small bludgeon deep inside my head, the pounding of my intellect as it groped for a clue. Something. Anything.

			Liz popped her head in. “Do I call Sam Doughty now?”

			“You’ve got a one-track mind,” I said, and threw the latest copy of The New Yorker at her head. “Call him.”

			“Temper,” said Liz.

			CHAPTER 2

			Sam Doughty was finished with the routine business of the police. His photographers had taken their pictures and the fingerprint men had tried for something on the desk, the doorknob and the chairs. The medical examiner was finished with the body, temporarily. He was a little man named Doctor Millett, a new one on the force. He coughed and blew his nose over the figure, shaking his head occasionally as he pondered over his private theories. There was a soft, self-conscious cough from the big cop in the corner of the room, who blushed and gawked at the smooth symmetry of the corpse. She was horribly lifelike now on her back, because the knife wound was visible, high on her chest where no knife should ever be stuck. Sam Doughty batted his hat back on his head and scowled down at her, sucking at his lip and making no comment.

			Doctor Millett reached for his bag, finally. “I think Conacher’s right about her, Lieutenant,” he said. “She’s cold enough to have been killed some time last night, early. I’ll check it downtown, but you can work along with the fact that she was stabbed yesterday evening.”

			“What about the body?” Doughty asked. “Can you tell—?”

			“You mean rape? I doubt it.”

			“But you’re not sure?”

			“She’s not the type,” Doctor Millett said. “I’m only guessing, of course, but she doesn’t impress me as the sort of girl who died fighting for her honor. There would be bruises on her—”

			“Skip it. You don’t know a thing until you look her over downtown. I want a complete check on her, especially the teeth, understand? And quick.”

			Doctor Millett wilted. He scooted out, and Sam looked at me as though I was a bowl of garbage. He said nothing at all while the men took the body away. A detective came in and sat down on my desk and pulled out a small black book. Then he glanced over at Sam and waited for the nod, and when Sam nodded, the detective began to read, in a flat, dry voice, like a schoolboy on graduation day. 

			“The elevator boy is a nut,” he began. “He knows from nothing. Nothing at all. He says the girl might have come up at any time after five, but he wouldn’t have noticed her on account of Max Erlock, upstairs.” 

			“Break it down,” Doughty said. “Who is Erlock?”

			“He’s got a two-bit booking agency upstairs. You know the kind—stags and lodge stuff. Max is all the time booking girls up there. He gets plenty of blondes, on account of they’re so popular at the stags. Erlock verified the fact that he had plenty of them up in his dump yesterday afternoon—all afternoon.”

			“Even after five?”

			“That’s what Erlock said. He was booking a chorus line for some kind of fraternal order in Brooklyn, plus about ten girls for a thing called the Bop Friends—out in Merrick, Long Island. Max will be glad to take a trip downtown for a squint at the dead woman, but he insists he probably don’t know her, on account of all the girls he had on his list showed up.”

			“That’s just dandy,” Doughty said. “He’ll come downtown, anyhow. Anything else, Hess?”

			“I went down the hall trying to make a locate on a few people who maybe worked last night up here.” 

			“Did you get anything?”

			“I got nothing,” said Hess. “They all went home at five or before.”

			“How about the cleaning women?”

			“They do this floor every other day. They’re due here tonight.”

			“All the breaks,” Doughty said. “How about the street?”

			“There was only one place open, a little beanery up at the corner, but I drew a blank there. It’s too near Sixth Avenue, too many people walking around on the street.”

			“Keep digging, Hess,” Doughty said, and waved the detective out of the room with a big hand. He lit his mutilated cigar again and stood at the window staring out at a mysterious and distant object somewhere beyond the Paramount Building. 

			“And now you,” he said to the Paramount Building.

			“Not to your back, Doughty,” I said. He was deliberately irritating me, showing me his beefy backside, impressing me with the length and breadth of his figure. It was always that way with big men, somehow. I had an ingrown hatred for the whole tribe of them, the monster boys with the monster bodies. He turned my way slowly, but his fixed and phony grin didn’t do anything for my percolating stomach.

			“Pardon me, little man,” Doughty said.

			Worse, and more of it. He wanted me to walk over to him and measure him, perhaps. He wanted me to come a bit closer so that he could level me from his high perch, maybe two feet above my head. He was asking for a show of spleen from me, worrying me with his big black eyes and the foolish grin that did not sit right on his fare. He was a technician, Doughty was, but I welcomed the challenge and smiled back at him. I sat on my desk and tapped a pencil on my desk lamp and just grinned at him until he came over to me and dropped to my level by sitting down. 

			Then I said. “You’re slipping, Doughty. You don’t really think I knocked that girl off, not in my own office?”

			“Why not? What do I know about your sex life?”

			I laughed in his face. “What do you want to know?”

			“Let’s keep it clean. Did you ever see this blonde before?”

			“Not before this morning.”

			“How about your girl? The one in the reception room, maybe she knows her?”

			“Liz doesn’t know her either.” 

			“What makes you so sure? Has Liz introduced you to all her friends?”

			“Most of them,” I said.

			“And Liz—does she know all of your lady friends?”

			“She doesn’t give a damn about my lady friends.”

			“Sure, sure,” said Doughty. “But suppose she did. Conacher. You little guys get around and also get in. Maybe Liz got a bit jealous, like they show in the movies.”

			“You’ve been seeing the wrong movies.”

			“Maybe Liz invited this friend of yours up here and then stuck a knife into her. It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

			“It’s a hot plot,” I laughed. “But it’s strictly for the B picture trade.”

			“I like the plot,” said Doughty. “Who else but a jealous woman would stab another where that one got stabbed?”

			“A jealous man.”

			“Don’t be funny,” said Doughty. “A man now, he’d stab her in the back, the orthodox way, wouldn’t he?” 

			“I didn’t know there was a book of etiquette on stabbing.”

			“Stop trying to be clever, Conacher,” Doughty said. “Take you, for instance. Where would you put the knife if you wanted to rub out a woman?”

			“I wouldn’t know. The last woman I stabbed I used a tack and it was smack in the seat of her pants, because I was in the third grade at the time.”

			“Always the comedian,” Doughty said, studying his cigar without emotion. “Tell me a little something about your love life, Mr. Funnyman. You know any other blondes?”

			“You’re not getting anywhere,” I said. “You want a few phone numbers?” 

			“I’ll break it down for you,” said Doughty. “You got a little black book?”

			I opened my drawer and pulled out my address book. I tossed it to him, and he caught it easily and studied it for a minute before stuffing it away in his jacket. He got off the desk and returned to the window. 

			“Who do you know that might have pulled this one up here in your office?” he asked.

			“Now you’re getting somewhere,” I said. “Nobody—even my best enemies don’t go in for this kind of practical joke.”

			“Then how do you figure it? An accident? You think somebody just picked your office for the ball?”

			“That’s as far as I’ve gotten with it,” I said. “But I’m going to get much further, believe me. I’m going to find the crud who did this and when I get him I’m going to bring him downtown to you in small pieces.”

			“Now that’s a nice sensible attitude,” Doughty said. “How do you figure you’ll find the nasty man?”

			“I’ve found men before.” 

			Sam Doughty nodded to his cigar. It was beginning to make some sense to him, in the way that I had made sense to the Police Department on other occasions. Doughty was well aware of my reputation in certain offices close to his Headquarters. Not long ago I had worked with Biberman down there when there was a hue and cry for a maggoty little tailor in Flatbush who had butchered two small girls in Prospect Park and then disappeared in the void that was Brooklyn. Biberman had called me in for that one because I knew Brooklyn and was considered an expert in the missing persons business. I found the tailor for the tin badge boys. I tracked him from Flatbush to Bensonhurst and back again to the Red Hook section where he had found employment in a pants factory. It was a long and intricate chase that took most of my spare time, but the rewards were gratifying. The publicity boosted my stock as a private investigator and I earned the lifelong affection of Biberman, which gave me a good friend in a top seat in the New York Police Department.

			“So you have,” Doughty said. “I got to hand it to you, Conacher, you’re talented.”

			“Gosh,” I said. “Thank you very kindly.”

			“Don’t get your bowels in an uproar again. Stop pushing your personality at me. Maybe I was a bit upset when I walked in here. A character like you with such a combination of talents, sometimes he gets pretty confusing.”

			“You’re oiling me, Doughty.”

			“So I’m oiling you.” He was staring up at a fancy calendar over my desk, a picture of a girl on the beach in a bathing suit of the Bikini type. He squinted at her, smiled at her and addressed his dialogue to her. “I got to admit you get around with your type of talent, Conacher—a talent like that could tie up nicely with knifing one of them.”

			“You’ve got a one-track mind,” I said.

			He held up both hands and waved them at the ceiling. “Not that it adds up, mind you, but murder never really adds up. A fit of temper and a handy knife—and phooey! Then what have you got? You’ve got a hot-tempered crime, a crime of passion like they say over in Paris, France. And you got to admit you have the temper for it, Conacher.”

			“I never hit a girl in my life,” I said, “not with my hands, that is.”

			“Of course you didn’t, it’s just that you look like you might. What the hell are you looking so mad about?”

			“You’re no tonic, Doughty.”

			“You mad at me?”

			“I can live without you,” I said. “You bother me.”

			“That’s what I mean,” Doughty said. “You little guys are always bracing yourselves for some sort of a hit in the head. It’s all over your face, as plain as pimples.” He came back to me and sat down again, as slowly as a grandmother at a picnic, dropping his big tail delicately on my desk top. He lifted a finger and poked me gently, over the heart. “Relax, Conacher. You want to learn to take it easy. My boys will find the lug who dropped the blonde in your office.”

			“I can’t wait.”

			“You don’t want to get jumpy about a thing like this.”

			“I’m starting to jump at this end,” I said. “Me and Abe Feldman.”

			“A good man,” Doughty said. “A nice, quiet man.” He got up and jerked his head to hawk into the basket, and wiped his fat lips with a hairy wrist. “But you don’t want to leave town with Abe, now, do you?”

			“I’m not asking you for expense money.”

			“There you go again. Touchy.” He waggled a finger at me. “You leave town and I’ll come after you—but fast.”

			“If you can find me, Doughty.”

			He was standing only a few feet away from me, but his back was to the window and the huge bulk of him was almost silhouetted against the drab line of buildings outside. In that pose his physical being irritated me again. He stared at me and ran his tongue over his lower lip once, then his mouth hardened into a tight line. I watched his lumpy hands knot into fists. He came over to me and put a big ham on my shoulder. He let me feel the full weight of it before he added the other hand. He slipped both hands down and caught my lapels in his fat fingers. And squeezed.

			“You can play games, Conacher,” he said, “but you play them all right here in town, where I can find you. Is that clear?”

			“I don’t hear well when my pleats are ruffled.”

			He was pulling my jacket up higher, and he was close enough for me to smell the dying fumes of his dead cigar. He had large and dirty pores on his nose and there was a little scar I had never noticed before, running down his jaw from his left ear. I didn’t enjoy the close-up. 

			I said, “Let go of my jacket or you’ll find a knee in your gut, Doughty.”

			The tension went out of his hairy hands and he let me go, respectful of the weight of my command. I would have sunk my knee in his groin up to his navel. And he knew it. 

			He chuckled and reached for his hat and said, “Jesus, but you got a bad temper, Conacher. A guy like you could get into a lot of trouble with a temper like that. Now you do as I say and we won’t have any trouble downtown.”

			I allowed Doughty the last word and watched him walk out, and when the door closed I spat at it, high and hard, so that the gob hit the spot where his dirty nose would have been.

			It was a pleasure to know that my aim was still good.

			CHAPTER 3

			I finished telling Abe Feldman the story.

			“It’s much too early to check the hotels,” Abe said. “When Liz phoned me, I figured you must be all upset about this thing, so I came up. But I didn’t bother with the hotels, Steve. Not yet, not yet.”

			“You’re right, Abe. If she checked in anywhere, it’d be at least a day or so before they found her among the missing.” 

			“Sometimes even a week, depending on the hotel. You know that.”

			Abe was right, of course. Abe was always right. And I never argued with him. You couldn’t argue with Abe Feldman. He had a soft, pleasant face, creased with a perpetual smile, warm and friendly. He spoke quietly and without effort or emotion, with the voice and manner of a sage. He radiated a certain homeliness found only in a special breed among the middle-aged, but he could discuss modern painting or how to manufacture bouillabaisse, if the occasion arose. He wore glasses that masked the hidden sharpness in his blue eyes. He was as faceless as the man on the street. He was a butcher, a baker, a candlestick maker, doctor, lawyer or high school teacher. He was everything and nothing, which made him perfect for the line of work he pursued. He was one of the best skip-trace experts in the city of New York. When Abe Feldman followed you on a busy street, he was only a man in a crowd. And Abe usually caught what he followed.

			“Tell me more about the girl,” Abe said quietly.

			“Nothing. She was as nude as a lox.”

			“Jewelry?”

			“She had a ring mark, fourth finger, left hand, married.”

			“That might be important,” Abe said.

			“It would be the payoff,” I said. “If we had the ring. But whoever did the job, did it thoroughly. She was stripped clean—ring, hairpins and everything else that might have given us a lead.”

			“How about her feet?” Abe asked.

			“She had two of them,” I said.

			“I mean the toes, the toenails. I was thinking whether maybe they had some paint on them.”

			“They were unpainted,” I said.

			“That’s too bad,” Abe said. “We might have traced her to a beach somewhere if the nails had been colored up. Some women like to fiddle with their toes when they live near a beach for long periods or even short ones.”

			“She was near a beach all right,” I said. “She was brown as burned toast. I figure she was lying under the sun for a long stretch, from the shade of tan she sported. She must have been the type who loved showing her shanks to the passing beach wolves, Abe, but you’ll see what I mean when I take you down to the morgue to look at her chassis.”

			“How about her face?”

			“She was beautiful.”

			“We’ll need a few pictures of her,” said Abe. “We’ll have to show her face around, it always helps.”

			Liz came in, smiling like a cat that has just finished a small meal of canaries. She had a tabloid in her hand and she held it up for me.

			“You’re headline news,” she said. “We’re going to need a switchboard out in the hall in another few hours. So far I’ve listed ten calls from a variety of idiots, six of them from crackpots with zany assignments. Then there was a man from the television show who wanted you to appear for an interview, during which you would draw diagrams and also draw conclusions.”

			I threw the tabloid into the basket. “Tell them all to go to hell.”

			“How about this one?” Liz asked. She waved a small yellow sheet of paper in my face. “Another lady client for the great detective. Hold your breath, Steve; this is a big lady client and just your type.”

			“Stop with the guessing games, who is it?”

			“It’s Alice V. Christie.”

			Abe whistled. “Alice V. Christie. That could be big money, Steve. That could be a cash account, a nice fat deposit in the savings bank.”

			I whistled along with him. “Let’s stop making corny jokes. A deal with Alice V. Christie would mean plenty, Abe. She could be an important customer.”

			Liz said, “She wasn’t fooling, Steve, and I’ll tell you why. The last time you worked for her one of her flunkies made the phone call to get you over there. But this time it’s different, this time Alice V. called herself. I told her you were too busy to talk to her, but she left this message: she wants you to come over to her place late this afternoon. She said she’s got a case for you. She also said that it’s urgent and she needs you badly. How does it feel to be a notorious detective?”

			“I’ll let you know when I get finished with her,” I said. “From what I’ve heard about her, I should have a peachy time.”

			Liz lifted an eyebrow at me to tell me what she thought of me and flounced out.

			Abe said, “There goes a nice little girl. It must be difficult for you to leave your office for outside work, eh, Steve?” 

			“I don’t mind staying in.”

			“Liz is a good worker, no?”

			“We work well together.”

			“And why not? She seems to have lots of talent.” He chuckled softly. “You did a job for Alice V. Christie before this?”

			“I did a skip trace for her two years ago but I never got past that pansy secretary of hers.”

			“Ashforth?”

			“The same. She called me in on a collection case but she kept her distance on that one all the way. I only saw her once, but that was a fast shot of her back crossing the hall outside of Ashforth’s office. I had to make my reports to Ashforth, and working with him was like getting sick on sweet liquor. Have you ever seen him?”

			“I’ve heard some stories about him.”

			I made a face at my memory of Ashforth. “He’s like something out of a bad dream, that character, as blowzy as my Aunt Bertha, and just as coy. You never quite know whether he’s leveling or getting ready to make a pass at you. The two weeks I worked with him made my ulcers jump.” 

			“I know what you mean, but maybe it will be different this time. Maybe Alice V. Christie will see you personally.” 

			“She’d better, or I won’t play,” I said. “Not for any price.” 

			I was in no hurry to see Alice V. Christie. Abe and I grabbed a fast lunch and then went downtown to look at the blonde. We wangled a few police photos of her from a cooperative clerk and studied them at a convenient bar.

			In repose, her face was more beautiful than it had seemed against the background of my dirty rug. She had a quiet charm that came through even in the flat and lifeless photography of the police. The picture should have been lewd and evil, because of her nudity and the awful scar between her breasts. But, somehow, the face alone held your eyes. It stirred your imagination. You thought of the man who married her, and where they might have lived, and the friends they had, and their life at home. It could have been a good life. If you forgot the history of this woman, and why she came to a strange office, and the sudden thrust of a sharp blade and her death cries as she sank to the floor. I couldn’t forget. And the sight of her moved me again, and I was angry once more, angrier than I had been when Sam Doughty grabbed me.

			I ordered another hooker of Scotch and turned to Abe. 

			“We’ve got to grab the bastard who killed her,” I said. “I’ve got a hunch it all began in my building.”

			“You could be right. Do you want me to stay there?”

			“Why not? Dig around.”

			“I’ll dig.”

			CHAPTER 4

			I took a cab uptown to the Park Avenue establishment of Alice V. Christie, a modern building nestling close to the heart of the upper-class arty section, where galleries line the streets and mink-clothed minxes window-shop for caviar and Cadillacs. You felt the change of atmosphere as the cab rushed uptown. This was the big money area of the big town. The lobby of Alice V. Christie’s building was a symphony of elegant marble cut in simple lines, calculated to arrest the eye and lull the sensibilities of all who trafficked within these lush walls. This was the high-fee zone, the zone of deep and soft carpeting, and dignified discussions, of whispering receptionists and suave executives. Even the elevator boys were garbed investments befitting the State Department, and the machinery that moved me to the thirty-fifth floor performed its mechanical ritual with only a faint sighing of doors, a humming of deep-hidden gears. It was class, all the way up. 

			The girl behind the glass in Alice V. Christie’s office remembered me.

			She said, “You wanted to see Mr. Ashforth?”

			“In the pig’s clavicle,” I said. “I’ve got a date with the queen today.”

			“The queen?” She smiled under her teeth. “Are you referring to Miss Christie?”

			“A good guess.”

			“I have no record of such an appointment,” she said, recovering her usual icy indifference. “I’m afraid—”

			“Don’t be afraid, sister. Either I see the queen, or she gets herself another boy. Now you just pick up that gimmick and tell Alice I’m here.”

			She slammed the glass door in my face and fiddled with her telephone connections. She spoke briefly to somebody, hung up and motioned me to a chair without a word. Or a smile.

			I pulled the glass door open and stuck my head inside the aperture, scowling at her in my schoolboy manner.

			“If Ashforth comes out, I’m going to bite your pretty little pink ears off.”

			“You’re cute, Mr. Conacher. You can’t scare me.”

			There was a discreet cough behind me and I turned around to find Ashforth beaming at me from the far door.

			“Mr. Conacher,” he said, eyeing me with obvious relish. “So we meet again?”

			“Oh no we don’t,” I said, moving for the exit and slapping my hat on my head.

			He minced after me, crossing the room with the agility of an emotional elephant, but fast enough to touch my arm before I reached the door. 

			“Please,” he said. “I’ve only come to take you to Alice V.”

			“Lead on,” I said.

			“You might at least be more friendly, Mr. Conacher. It’s been a long time.”

			“I didn’t keep a record of it,” I said.

			I couldn’t see his face as he marched ahead of me, but I knew he was coloring up because of the rosy tint on the back of his neck. He kept spouting a steady line of chatter.

			“Busy. We’ve been so damnably busy here. Busiest damned office I ever saw in all my life. Look at these cubbyholes, Mr. Conacher. A legal brain in each of them. They perspire all day, and all for Alice. Loyalty. My, how that woman commands loyalty. I’ve seen some of these little worms staying on until the wee hours. Just for Alice.” We were moving through a broad hall, through a narrow hall, around several corners and up to an oversized door of some sort of polished wood of a unique quality. The name ALICE V. CHRISTIE was in the dead center of the panel, in simple gilt letters.

			“Amazing woman,” Ashforth was saying. He had stopped before the door and now he took a deep breath and knocked twice, gently, as though too much pressure on the wood might collapse the entire building.

			There was a throaty “Come” from somewhere inside. Ashforth stepped forward daintily and pushed the door open for me, and I was inside. The door closed silently behind me. 

			Alice V. sat behind a desk across the room from me, a mile or so away. It was a tremendous desk of the modern variety, sporting a profusion of ledges, ridges, niches and cubbyholes, on which a variety of art objects was displayed. The room itself was done in shades of blue and gray, a scheme that sang of coldness and formality. But the sun lit up the place, through a large window behind Alice. 

			And the sun lit Alice, too.

			She stood up to greet me, and standing, she was just my size, short and straight, but with important structural differences. She had ink-black, hair, a figure that showed promise in the right places, and a face to match, a round and almost girlish head with burning eyes, not black, not brown, but somewhere in the subtle range between the extremes. Her eyes gave her away. They were tired, those eyes. She could have bluffed at being twenty-five if her inner juices had fed those eyes with innocence and youthful bounce. But somehow, sometime long ago, the bright and girlish glow had faded from her optics. There were little wrinkles in the corners, built of the sweat and strain of study. And above the eyes, her brows seemed always ready for frowning, the habitual curve of intelligence; the reflex born of deep and fancy thinking.

			She wore a summery blouse—tailored in a masculine fashion, but designed to feature the firm crest of her ample breasts. She was a little dumpy, pleasantly hipped and curved. She must have been a butterball of delight about ten years ago. And even now she radiated a refined fragrance, an odor that had undertones of musk and bit gently into my libido.

			She pressed a button somewhere on the panel before her, and reached into a small bar and produced glasses and a good Scotch, holding it up for me and waiting for my nod. She poured herself a jot of Drambuie and pushed a leather cigarette case my way. She had a newspaper on her desk, a tabloid, and it was folded back so that I could see the featured picture of Sam Doughty, snapped by the lens hound this morning. 

			She put a manicured nail on the headline.

			“You’re getting to be quite a celebrity in town, Mr. Conacher. It isn’t every detective who can make the front page of a tabloid.”

			“It was nothing,” I said. “I give my press agent all the credit.”

			“An interesting case. Was she pretty?”

			“Very.” I swallowed the yen for laughter. “Why is it you women all react to a dead blonde in the same way? Nine out of ten ask the same question. What the hell difference does it make whether she was pretty? The point is she’s dead. Stone cold.” 

			“And blonde,” added Alice V., folding away the paper and sipping her drink delicately. “It’s good to meet you, Conacher. Ashforth was telling me we used you some time ago, probably before you established yourself as top man in the missing persons business. It’s pleasant to think that we may have been responsible, in some small way, for helping you make headway in your trade. Ashforth turned in an excellent report on you.”

			“Well now, that was just peachy of him.”

			“Ashforth is a very discerning man,” Alice V. said.

			“Is that what you call it?”

			“And he’s full of respect for you, Conacher.”

			“Let’s forget about Ashforth,” I said.

			“What I mean is, he has confidence in you.”

			“Bully for him. I, too, have confidence in him. That makes us even.”

			“He saved the report on your last job for us,” Alice V. said. She was fiddling with the yellow sheets I had shipped them to close the case. She was gazing at them fondly. “A mighty good job.”

			“Oh, stuff it,” I said. “That deal was only a simple skip trace. That’s a long haul from missing persons.”

			She leveled a smile at me. “You have a bad, bad temper, Conacher. You mustn’t get so upset. I didn’t mean to antagonize you.”

			“Touché,” I said. “But it’s just that I’m a little bit ashamed of some of the stuff out of the dim and distant past. It was corn, Miss Christie.”

			“You’re modest, Conacher. After all, I read about you after you worked for us. It was in all the papers, the job you did for Biberman over in Brooklyn. I followed that manhunt and it had all the fascination of a movie thriller. You know your stuff, my lad.”

			Now I was her lad. The thin smile never left her mouth—the poor man’s Mona Lisa, complete with legal services. But for a fee.

			“How can a busy barrister like you find time for tabloid tales like that Brooklyn rat race?”

			“It concerned an ingenious killer, and killers are my bread and butter.”

			She wasn’t kidding. She was licking her well-chiseled chops over a homicidal maniac, the sort of brute she defended every other Monday in the law courts. She had an ingenious reputation and was said to make guarantees in certain cases, based on her skill at the bar, plus the sense of hot theatrical and dramatic effects to be used before juries. She had no end of assistants grubbing their legalistic way through the law journals, in research of precedent and procedure. She was a thorough craftsman at her art, and nine out of ten of her masculine competitors at the bench would wilt and groan whenever they faced her. Her artifices were legion. And she had the face and figure to promote lust or sympathy in the eyes of any twelve good men and true.

			“Not even Alice V. Christie could have saved that nut over in Flatbush,” I said. “You didn’t take the case?”

			“I never take a case unless I can win it.”

			“A good system.”

			“A lady in law must have foolproof systems, Conacher. You boys rarely make it easy for our sex.”

			“Now you’re generalizing. I can think of times.”

			She let it lay where I dropped it. “But you’re good, Conacher. You’re very good. It was a pleasure to watch the way you nailed that killer. A genuine pleasure.”

			“I was lucky on the Biberman deal,” I said. “There have been others since then that came off better. The really good stuff never gets into the newspapers, Miss Christie.”

			“Tell me about them.”

			“I don’t tell stories.”

			“Oh, come now, you’re being a bad boy,” she said. She had an eye on my glass, and when I put it down, she filled it immediately and slid her chair over to my corner of the desk. I moved back and away. Not much and not deliberately, but enough to get the range on her. She was doing too well on one small jigger of Drambuie. If her eyes could ignite on so small a dose, I wondered what would happen if she ever really swallowed some liquor. “I’m curious,” she said. “I’ve always been interested in the way you detectives work. I usually labor for the people you chase, you know.”

			“I didn’t know,” I lied. Alice V. Christie had the biggest and dirtiest list of underworld clients in the city of New York. Everybody in or near the law courts knew her reputation. I knew it. But I didn’t want her to feel good now. 

			“You don’t look that dumb,” she said sweetly.

			“It’s just a pose with me.”

			“You can call me Alice.”

			“Why?”

			“Why not? My people are all good friends of mine. Everybody in this office calls me Alice. I like it.” She smiled at me with an eagerness that made me understand why masculine juries drooled out the decisions in her favor. Words were little helpmates for Alice V. She used them with the skill of a scientist. “You can’t work for me and dislike me. I just won’t have it.” 

			“Sold.”

			“You’re a cynic, Conacher. You buy too easily.”

			“I have no sales resistance,” I said. “I like all my customers, Alice. I like you fine.”

			“That’s better.”

			She was pouring again, but her eyes never left mine for the flick of an instant. Her aim was good and the liquor splashed neatly in the glass and I had the feeling that she had gone through this routine over and over again. She handled it too nicely. The look in her eyes was loaded with something that should have spelled mystery, or glamour, or yearning, but maybe I was sitting too close for an accurate judgment. To me it seemed that this was Act One, Scene One, of her personal production. She had played it with variations, before. It was an interesting drama, something that would probably have its climax in a bedroom Third Act curtain, but I felt ill at ease as her leading man. Her free hand crawled slowly over the desk top and came to rest on my wrist. Her finger tips were iced and they only touched me lightly.

			But somebody ruined her scenario. There was a knock on the door, gently. And then another knock.

			Alice V. pulled away from me. Her eyes snapped back to their former focus, all business again. She straightened in her chair and scowled at the door and said, “Come!” The word was crisp and curt, carrying the undertones of anger, and she drummed her little fingers on the green blotter impatiently.

			It was Ashforth. He stood in the doorway, frozen, probably affected by the timbre of her sharp command. His eyes skittered my way, briefly, and a suggestion of a pout flickered on his face.

			“What is it, for God’s sake?” Alice V. snapped. “Don’t stand there like a dummy. Has she arrived?”

			“Yes,” said Ashforth. “Mrs. Masterson is waiting in the reception room.”

			“You could have phoned the message in. I told you not to disturb me, didn’t I?”

			“Yes,” said Ashforth, and he was having trouble with the little muscles around his mouth again. I got up and walked to the window and looked out, not wanting to suffer the impact of his eyes on me.

			“Well, get her, get her, get her,” Alice V. said.

			“Yes,” said Ashforth. “At once.”

			The door clicked shut. Alice V. eased alongside me at the window, close enough so that I could feel the heat of her. She handed me my glass, full again, and swallowed her hooker of Drambuie in one unladylike swig. She began to talk fast now. She gave me the dope on Mrs. Masterson quickly. Mrs. Masterson was a divorce case. Mrs. Masterson was searching for a runaway husband. Alice V. had recommended me to her client as the champ missing persons hound in the city. I would get a good fee for, the job. Mrs. Masterson was loaded with cabbage. And did I understand?

			I had no time to answer. There was the same slow double knock on the door, the same brusque command, but when the door opened, something different was added to the broth.

			“This is Grace Masterson,” Alice V. said. “Mr. Conacher.”

			I nodded to Grace, and when she smiled her teeth were bright white against her tanned face. Her smile was automatic and hesitant, on broad, ripe lips that caught the light from the window and made each movement of her mouth noticeable and important. She only said, “Hello,” but there was enough sound and breath in the word to tell me that her voice was pleasant. Her eyes were pale blue, and against the shine and glisten of her blonde hair their color seemed vague and lost and intangible.

			She took my hand briefly and without pressure and passed before me on the way to the other side of Alice V.’s desk. I was able to observe, in the few seconds involved in this movement, that she had enough grace to be a dancer or a singer or a burlesque queen, for the subtle tilt of her hips as she advanced was an educated rhythm that few women can carry off successfully. She slid into the brown leather chair and lazily lit a cigarette. She used a holder, not too long and not too fancy. She handled her smoke with the seasoned gestures of a veteran tobacco fiend. She inhaled hard and let it pour out in a slow cloud, so that you felt that she was enjoying it and not just blowing for effect.

			There were other things about her that smacked against the hard wall of my intellect and kept bouncing; her legs and her knees and the costume she wore, stylish and not loud, but tailored in the uptown manner by some specialist in design.

			“What Grace has is right up your alley, Conacher,” Alice V. was saying. “We can talk freely, Grace, because whatever Conacher hears in this room will get no further. A detective never divulges his client’s problems. Is that right, Conacher?”

			“But of course.”

			“Don’t be impatient with me,” Alice V. said. “I wanted Grace to hear you say it because she’s nervous as a cat about this thing. I want her to understand that this sort of thing is routine for me and you, too. Husbands do run off and lose themselves, and wives must find them. Sometimes the hunt is successful, sometimes not. But we’re going to find your husband for you, Grace, because we’ve got the best man in town for the job.”

			I said, “Thanks. But you may be building Mrs. Masterson up for a big letdown. Don’t make it sound too easy.”

			“Oh, it won’t be easy,” Alice V. said. “It never is easy, even on the simplest cases. A search may take time, Grace. But I have a feeling—call it womanly intuition—that Conacher will come through.”

			She was making it sound like button, button, who’s got the button. Jump down to Broadway and start shouting for Mr. Masterson.

			“I make no guarantees,” I said.

			“Naturally,” Alice V. said. She arose suddenly and stared at her memo pad and pulled at her blouse. “And now, if you two will excuse me, I’m going to take you into the library where you can talk. You’ll forgive me for being abrupt, Grace—but there’s an important client due in here very shortly.”

			I said, “Haven’t you forgotten something?”

			“Have I? If I have, Grace will give you the information.”

			“Will she?” I stayed put, rubbing two fingers together and holding them up for her to see. “Or do you and I arrange the fee?”

			Alice V. laughed with the crisp and meaningless titter of a lady listening to an ugly joke. She was at the library door, on the other side of the room, but her impatience with me was as obvious as a poke in the ribs.

			“I have a reputation for being pretty generous, Conacher.”

			“I appreciate that, and my hat is off to you. But I’ve always found that a small preliminary skirmish about the loot saves many a hard word after the case is closed.” 

			“A sensible approach,” Alice V. agreed, returning to the arena of combat, close to her friend. “And Grace is willing to pay you well for your time.”

			I nodded Grace’s way and was rewarded by a teasing curl of her lush lips, without any sound effects.

			I said, “Namely?”

			“What’s your price?”

			“It’ll run pretty high these days. You know my business, Alice. It takes a lot of walking and talking on a missing persons deal. New York City is a crowded town, full of quiet corners. It may take a major investment to locate Mr. Masterson.”

			“Will fifty a day do it?”

			“Plus expenses,” I said. “And a small bonus for the locate.”

			“A bonus?” Alice V. asked. “How much?”

			“Say a thousand.”

			“That’s a hard price to enunciate. Make it five hundred.”

			“I don’t bargain. One thousand and I’m your man, ladies.” 

			“You’re a robber,” Alice V. said easily, “but we’ll use you. Is that price all right with you, Grace?”

			Mrs. Masterson only nodded and stood up and put out her cigarette. Alice V. piloted us through the door into a cozy library, ceiling-high with law books. She opened a tiny bar at the corner near the window and revealed an array of bottles and glasses and a tray of ice cubes.

			“Make yourselves comfortable,” said Alice V. “If you need anything, just ring for Ashforth and he’ll replenish the bar.” 

			She shook my hand with a meaningful pressure and prepared to leave. “Sorry I can’t stay. There’ll be a check for an advance on this thing, Steve, out at the switchboard. I’ll write it out for two-fifty. Enough?”

			“Enough for a starter,” I said, and watched her walk away. She turned once, just before I closed the door. She looked back at me and she was grinning again. And winking. 

			When I faced back into the library, Grace Masterson was bending over the bar, mixing two tall drinks.

			CHAPTER 5

			“Is it strong enough?” Grace Masterson asked.

			“I’m not fussy.”

			“It’s funny, the ideas you get about detectives,” she said. She had seated herself on the small couch against the long wall, crossed her long legs and adjusted her body for our conference. She was making an obvious play for conversation that would open the subject easily for her. “I always thought you fellows were big, husky men.”

			“Movies,” I said. “Detectives are type cast.”

			I stood at the window, looking down at her, a good spot for me because I could watch her closely, while she could see nothing of what went on with me because my head was in shadow. I told her a few educational items about my business and then swung back on a quick detour to Alice V. and the case at hand. I have a clean and orderly mind in conversational bouts of this kind and arranged my brief lecture so that it ended where she began it.

			“The big, strong, gut bucket detectives are a dime a dozen,” I said. “And sometimes they have an advantage when fisticuffs are in order. You don’t think your husband will get violent when and if I locate him?”

			“Oh, no. Frank will come willingly, I’m sure. You see, I don’t think he knows that I want the divorce.”

			“You’d better break it down. Start from the beginning.”

			She spelled it out for me. She outlined her husband’s history with a fine show of control, but her efforts to remain calm and unemotional about her past soon began to show. The plot was of the standard brand. Her husband, Frank Masterson, had walked out of their Miami nest about a week ago. And for the usual reason—another woman. He had been consorting with women in the past and flitted from one to the other with no conscience. Grace had warned him that she would divorce him if he continued playing Casanova, but he disregarded her threat and began to pursue a young lady singer. Grace accused him of infidelity and there was a bad fight and his next move was to leave home. But Grace had prepared herself for his expected exit. She had assigned a private detective to follow him. The trail led north. But the young flame that Frank had wooed still sang in Miami. This element baffled Grace for a time, but after talking to the gal, she assumed that there was still another enamorata in Frank’s life—somebody in New York. The detective trailed Frank to a backstreet hotel on the east side of town—The DeGraw. And there the trail died.

			Her story was simple and straightforward and she seemed glad to have told it coherently. Her gestures of nervousness faded and by the time she had finished her monologue had the feeling that she was at her ease. She had started her yarn with all the obvious signs of the jitters. She had held the usual handkerchief and mangled it in her fingers in the usual way. She had chain-smoked. She had contrived to use her eyebrows at dramatic intervals.

			But it was all gone now. And it had been cut off too casually, so that the origin of her emotional upset seemed strained. And somehow phony.

			I said, “Have you got a picture of your husband?”

			She fumbled with her bag and produced a small snapshot. “It’s not very good of him,” she said. “Frank is much better looking than that.”

			Frank Masterson had a dull face, maybe forty, maybe older. He had tired eyes, well bagged and heavy-lidded, the eyes of a turtle on a log. His mouth was surly and his smile cracked and forced. He wore a bow tie, an obvious bid for the youthful touch, but on him it looked incongruous. He had all his hair, parted on the right side and slicked back so that the highlights shone in the little photo. His nose was long and sharp, and underneath it there was a thin line of mustache, of the common, or Broadway Snake, variety. His face reflected a certain tightness, an eagerness or nervousness or tension found commonly on personalities who worried themselves into ulcers. He had weak eyes. I couldn’t warm up to Frank Masterson.

			“How tall is he?” I asked.

			“Just average.”

			“Average like me?”

			“Oh, no. Taller.”

			“Businessman?”

			Grace Masterson stirred in her chair, enough to recross her legs and show me that she was making an honest effort to recall the elements of her husband’s business. There was a suggestion of befuddlement in her pale eyes as she studied the cigarette holder. The rings on her fingers broke the light into a thousand sparkles, dull orange and white because the sun was hanging low over the ridge of the Palisades.

			Her voice came with a hesitant whisper. “I really know very little about Frank’s business. Is that believable? I don’t suppose so, but it’s true, Mr. Conacher. I married Frank and we lived in comparative luxury down in Miami for two years. He never explained what he did. I only recall asking him once, when he was courting me. He told me that he was retired.”

			“Retired from what?” 

			“I don’t know.” She shrugged in discomfort. “I really haven’t the faintest idea.” 

			She was as helpful as a longhair violinist at a jam session. I didn’t like it. You can’t ferret out a missing man by using your nose only. It takes brains and thinking and the small, significant signposts to the subject’s background and habits. It would have been different if Frank Masterson were an ordinary deadbeat, a cutie who had tried to skip out on a bill or flee with merchandise. There are systems for tracking down such renegades because you can count on them to repeat their mistakes sooner or later. But a missing person is another problem. He is cunning. He is tricky. He covers his tracks with animal skill. He plans his hideaway with great care, defying the detectives to dig him out. He will root himself in a new neighborhood, under a new name. He will began a new business, earning the respect of his neighbors and townsfolk. He will walk the streets brazenly, challenging the searcher to identify him. He will grow a mustache or a beard or don spectacles or get married to confuse and confound his pursuers. 

			The odds against locating such a character pile up in the big towns. In New York they could be eight or nine million to one. Unless you discovered a crumb of information, the one small thread of direction that may lead you to the purposeful wanderer. 

			I said, “Who does he know in town?”

			“Nobody at all.” 

			“He must have some friends.”

			“Not Frank. Unless he found another one of those—”

			She began to sob gently, in quiet gasps, the dignified blubbering of a woman of good taste. 

			“You know of another woman?”

			“Oh, no. I’m just guessing, Mr. Conacher.” 

			And more tears. Plus a bit of nose-blowing, heaving and dabbing at the eyes so that she ran the gamut of emotional disquiet, like a ham actress trying out for something out of her league. She just didn’t make the grade with her little act. She was too suddenly soupy, too quickly moved to tears. She was battling to build sympathy, and I went to the bar and refueled her glass. She took it from me with faltering fingers. She sipped it with tentative, uncertain gulps. The sun was gone now, under the vermilion and graying raft of cirrostratus clouds on the horizon, and the library lay in deep shadow. It was getting late and I was impatient, suddenly weary of the conversational badminton we were playing. I lit the parchment lamp and waited for her to look up at me. 

			I said, “We’re a long way from first base, Mrs. Masterson. Maybe you’d better think this thing over and call me when you’re in the mood for talk.”

			“It isn’t easy for me.”

			“That makes us even.”

			“I guess you must think me a little crazy,” she said, “not being able to answer the simplest questions.”

			“I don’t think, you’re crazy at all. I think you’re holding back. I can’t find your husband unless you give me all the information you’ve got.” I loaded it with a fillip of impatience, enough to make her study me and stop her stalling. “I have the feeling you’re playing guessing games with me.”

			“That isn’t so, Mr. Conacher. Please be patient—”

			“Nuts. Did you tell Alice V. this same song and dance?”

			Her eyes lost their befuddlement and now opened wide with surprise. “But of course.”

			“That’s a laugh—Alice V. swallowing this routine.”

			“Routine?”

			Her college girl incredulity made me mad. “You’re lousing up the deal with lies, Mrs. Masterson. I react with nausea to tales spun by the fireside for visiting detectives. It’s like going to your doctor with a gut ache and making him guess where it hurts. I couldn’t find a missing cooch dancer in a masculine Turkish bath without a few clues to guide me. You can skip all the trivia you just gave me and start all over again. It’s either that, or I’ll bid you good day.”

			I went back to the bar and filled our glasses again, watching her as I fiddled with the bottle. She was staring at me. Hard. The liquor had loosened her a bit, but her eyes were full of some secret struggle, a decision she had to make. She was doing things with her handkerchief one again, twisting it and stretching it as though there were hidden juices to be squeezed out of it. I could see her clearly in the darkened window, a pale reflection, on her feet now and coming my way.

			And then she was at my side. 

			“I don’t want you to leave, Steve.”

			Now it was Steve. I handed her the glass and said, “You’re ready to tell me the truth?” 

			“It isn’t going to be easy.”

			“Maybe I can help you.”

			“I’m sure you can,” she said quickly. “But you must promise me that you won’t tell Alice V.”

			“She’s the boss. She hired me.”

			“No! I hired you!” Mrs. Masterson lifted her voice, not in anger, but with a petulant, positive air. “I’m paying the bill, remember?”

			“You have a point there.”

			“Then you promise that whatever I tell you will remain our secret, that you’ll never violate my confidence?” 

			“You can talk freely.”

			She began to talk. She got a good head start on her drink and walked back to the couch and started her monologue. I sat down beside her and listened. It was a shocker, from the very, beginning. She introduced me to her problem by a tender description of Frank Masterson, who now came to life as a charming citizen. Frank loved his wife. They had always been happy. He was the manager of a department in Flaubert’s emporium in Miami, one of the swankiest of the old line jewelry joints down there, the Tiffany of the Southland. Frank had worked for them many years. He had a responsible post, the manager of the specialty section, the exclusive bauble bureau that catered to the whims and fancies of millionaires. Frank was usually a quiet, calm, steady sort of man. Frank was serious about his work. He had an open admiration for his boss, Adrian Flaubert, who had pioneered in Miami and raised the prestige of his store from a common, gold watch and engagement ring operation, to the elegant reputation it now enjoyed. Frank had regular habits. He went to work on time and came home when the chops were sizzling in the pan. But, recently, his habits began to change. He would keep her waiting for supper. He would bark and blow at her. His nervousness and irritability grew by leaps and bounds, until it seemed to Grace Masterson that his personality had changed completely.

			“I couldn’t make up my mind what was causing his restlessness,” Grace Masterson said. “I decided, finally, that it might be due to a change of luck at the track, or in the casinos. Frank loved to gamble, and we spent a lot of time at the tables. He didn’t do badly, however, and never seemed to worry about his hobby too much. Yet, his nervousness continued to get worse and worse. Then, one day, it happened. Frank vanished.”

			She took a deep breath, fortifying herself for what had to follow next. Her eyes were shut. Up close, I could see the pulse beat in a smooth spot, low on her neck. Her breasts rose and fell in a quickened rhythm, moved by the drama in her story.

			“I read all about it in the evening papers,” she continued. “Frank had become a jewelry thief. He had taken almost a million dollars’ worth of gems from the Flaubert vaults.” She opened her eyes and studied her fingers on the glass. “You probably have heard of the Vree pendant?”

			I whistled. “That bauble is as famous as Lana Turner.”

			The Vree pendant had gripped the public imagination ever since Simon Gournette told the tale of its discovery in Paris, after the first World War. It was originally one of the stockpile of gems in the Czar’s collection, an item designed by a relatively unknown Italian in the sixteenth century. The Russian Czar, expecting the loss of his head at any moment, shipped the stones out of Moscow by a roundabout route that involved a few slayings and assorted sluggings along the way. After the revolution, the Vree stones were gone—into the void of mystery that engulfed many of the fabulous treasures of the royal family. But, ten years later, a man walked into the office of Simon Gournette in Paris, and let them go for two hundred thousand dollars. After which the little man vanished in a cloud of smoke—never to be seen again. Gournette sold the gems to a Dutchman named Hans Vree. The cluster was designed and put together by Vree, who settled in New York after the last war and sold his treasure to a local millionaire. He had consigned it to Flaubert’s for a special exhibition of diamonds in their small gallery. It was a well-publicized exhibit.

			I said, “Your husband must be a dashing character. He certainly took a crack at the jackpot when he lifted the Vree cluster.”

			“You know about the robbery?”

			“It was a national event. The New York papers didn’t feature it, but news of that kind of heist travels fast. Your hubby made himself a celebrity overnight, Mrs. Masterson. He can’t hope to get away with it, unless he has a background of larceny. Has he ever tried it before?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“He couldn’t have done it alone. Who were his friends?”

			Her face hardened under the impact of a disturbing memory, a brief and flickering reaction to the immediate past. But she managed to bury it quickly. I caught a hint of something resembling stubbornness when she turned her face my way.

			“None of his friends were gangsters, if that’s what you mean.”

			“That’s what I mean, all right. Maybe you’d better think a bit deeper.”

			She thought it through, on her feet now, struggling with the inner questions that were disturbing her. She paused once, to measure me with her eye, weighing me and finding me wanting.

			I said, “Stop fighting me. If he had nasty friends, I want to know about them. Now.”

			“There was only one man who might have been in it with him,” she said at last. “Gus Bryant.”

			“Gus Bryant?” I put down my glass and gagged on my last swallow. “Are you sure?”

			“I’m sure.”

			She shivered when she said the name. I didn’t blame her. 

			“Do you know who Gus Bryant is?” I asked.

			“Only vaguely.

			I told her about him. Gus Bryant was a playboy in the field of organized larceny, a planner, a contriver of schemes, a strategist who created fresh green dollars where none had ever sprouted before; not counterfeiting or murder, but any and every racket, pitch, enterprise and business that lay within the edge of the shadow of the law. Gus Bryant was known to me through his publicity pictures which showed occasionally in the news columns without benefit of any paid press agent. Gus Bryant was his own press agent. He was the pushy type, tall and husky, with a face that was hard and yet mobile, square and ruddy and a little bit like a hero out of an adventure movie. You knew him in a crowd because you knew his smile, the crisp, broad, all white grin of an eager college boy. You knew him in a crowd because he had developed the personality tags all celebrities use to their own advantage; the perpetually clipped crew cut; the inevitable bow tie; the go-to-hell jackets scientifically sewed to give his shoulders the fashionable droop; the sharp black pins for eyes under a heavy brow and a small aggressive nose and the disarming dimples.

			It all added up to what Gus Bryant reckoned a suitable sum—he was an acceptable figure in all types of gatherings, from beach parties on the Southampton shores to appearances at ringside, or at the track. Gus. Bryant was the bon vivant of the underworld. He was the prettiest crook on earth.

			Legally, he was in the oil business, having bought an interest in a California oil well long ago. You could see Gus Bryant at The Mocambo or La Fourchette’s, always up front where the cameras could find him, with the perpetual glamour babe on his strong right arm. He would be smiling into the lenses with his sly and cocky grin, so that the little eyes were hidden under the flesh and he looked for all the world like the perennial college boy, out for a peachy time with his latest flame. There had been much talk about Gus Bryant over the years, and many legends built up around his source of income. He had gone up and down the social ladder with the skill of an artist. He had the quality of cool detachment that most actors kill themselves to develop. He was at home among stevedores and society swains, beer guzzlers and Bacardi sniffers, cabbages or kings. 

			“Did you ever meet Gus Bryant?” I asked.

			“He came to me once,” she said. She shivered again, a tremor that came through to me as sharply as an electric shock. “How can a man be so—attractive—and so cruel? I can’t describe the feeling of loathing I got when I met him.”

			“He’s supposed to be a devil with the girls. Are you sure it was Gus Bryant you met, and not one of his henchmen?”

			“It was Gus Bryant. He threatened me. He told me that unless I gave him Frank’s address immediately, he’d have Frank killed when he found him.”

			“You mean your husband was in on the deal with Gus Bryant?”

			“I assume so. That’s why I’m here, don’t you see? Unless I find Frank before Bryant does, he’ll be murdered!” 

			She held my arm. The pressure of both hands bit into me and softened me. I couldn’t help but react to her play for sympathy. Suddenly Frank Masterson was the fall guy, the stooge, the little man on a string, running for his life from the man with the whip. I went to the window and looked down at the city, searching for an answer in the dull shadows and the brightening windows. The buildings were silhouetted against the sky now, agleam with a thousand lights, yellow squares in the black caverns, and below the higher peaks were the endless rooftops of the brownstones and the tenements and the apartments and, the flitting headlights of the cars, trapped in traffic or moving slowly down the canyoned side-streets.

			New York! 

			A man could hide behind a thousand doors in a thousand offices, or hole himself away in one of a thousand smaller dwellings or in a little room in’ a little hotel or creep away beyond the ridge of the city line, into the suburbs, Westchester or Connecticut or Long Island or Jersey. One small soul. Among ten million. And catch me, if you can.

			I said, “No. This is out of my line. Private detectives don’t stay in business long when they mix in police affairs. This is one for the squads. I’d suggest you take it downtown to a man named Biberman and tell it to him just the way you told it to me. Biberman will find your husband for you.”

			She was alongside me at the window. I couldn’t see her because my eyes were aimed over the rooftops, but I could feel her there, and smell her breath coming fitfully and the odor of her personal perfume around her and the slightest touch of her arm against mine and then her hand, tentative and light on my elbow. 

			“I can’t do that, Steve. I want to save Frank.”

			“No dice. He can’t be saved.”

			“Listen, suppose I tell you he’ll return those jewels?”

			“How do you know?”

			“He’ll do it for me.”

			“Did he steal for you?”

			“I’m sure he did. He must have.” 

			I turned her way and we were too close for conversation, on the broad seat near the window, knee to knee. And she was, talking out of her desperation, coaxing me with her eyes and her body and the note of pleading in her voice.

			“You must help me,” she said. “I’ll pay you well. Don’t give me your final decision. Think about it a bit and let me know.”

			“I’ll think about it,” I said. 

			She shook my hand with a purposeful pressure and showed me with her smile that there was something between us now, a common secret that bound me to her. She did not move. In the split second of leave-taking, I resisted the urge to grab her and make another type of deal. But it could wait.

			“Let me know soon?” she asked.

			“Where are you staying?”

			“The Maisonette. Room seven-oh-five.”

			“You’ll be in tonight?” 

			“I’ll be waiting for you.”

			“I’ll be there, early,” I said.

			CHAPTER 6

			John Biberman put down his great pipe when I walked in. He kicked the chair into place for me and waved me into it pleasantly. 

			“Killer Conacher,” he said. “The man with the dead blonde.”

			“The knife fiend,” I added. “Anything new on my victim?”

			“Very little, Steve. The knife wound was beautiful, the sort of stab only a maniac or a seasoned blade man would make. She was killed the way Doctor Millett figured it—around five or six last night.”

			“Rape?”

			“She wasn’t touched,” John said. “Not last night, at any rate.”

			“Before that?”

			“Plenty. She was no lily.” 

			“Anything on her background?”

			“We’ve got a general search going, Steve. But you know how much time they take.” 

			“Nothing on her body at all?”

			“You saw her first.” John smiled softly. “Ring mark, on the fourth finger, left hand. White patches from sunbathing. Naturally blonde hair. We’ll follow through on her teeth, of course, but we won’t get far. She had molars like you see in the toothpaste ads—perfect.” He shrugged and tucked the record away in a file envelope. “Your guess is as good as ours—if not better.” 

			A big cop came in and put some more papers on Biberman’s desk. He apologized to me with his eyes and gave himself up to their perusal. Putting his horn-rimmed glasses on, so that he looked like a pudgy, studious professor checking a student’s homework. The cop waited patiently, blowing a tuneless whistle between his teeth, self-conscious in the presence of one of the greatest brains on the force. Biberman sighed and handed back the papers and the cop went out. 

			“It was probably one of the mobs,” he said, “or an idiot murder, Steve. I can’t begin to figure it any other way, nor should you. I was talking to Sam Doughty and he went over it with me. He agrees. Somebody simply used your office for a slaughterhouse.”

			“I’m going to find him, John.”

			“Possibly, possibly. But why get your glands in an uproar?”

			“Because it stinks. I want to grab the man who thought of it.”

			“You should have been a cop, Steve,” he said. He leaned back in his swivel chair and clamped his pipe in his mouth and blew smoke at the dirty ceiling. “How did you do with Alice V. Christie?”

			“Jesus, you know everything!”

			“She called me this morning. She’s a pretty clever lawyer, you know. Wanted to check up on you, your reputation and your skill. Said she had a difficult case for you. Did you get it? I gave you a big build-up.”

			“I have it. If I want it.”

			“I thought Alice V. was a big spender?”

			“The money is fine, John. It’s the pitch I don’t care for. I came in to talk to you about it.”

			“Talk away.” 

			I summed it up for Biberman, giving him the whole deal, just as I had heard it from Grace Masterson’s fruity lips. I played it straight and included every angle. I showed no eagerness for the chore. John Biberman heard me out without any interruptions, and when it was all over he sighed and clasped his hands on the blotter.

			“You’re making it tough for me, Steve. The return of the Vree pendant is strictly for the police.” 

			“That’s what I told the lady.”

			“At the same time, the hunt for Masterson could be interpreted as a missing persons deal—between you and a private client.”

			“I figured that, too.”

			“And suppose you make the locate on Masterson? What then?”

			“My client insists that she will convince her husband to relinquish the loot. All I promised to do was make the locate. If it’s possible.”

			“You’re modest. Her odds go down with you on the case.” He smacked the dead ashes from his pipe in the knubbly ashtray. “Then you’re after a deal with me?”

			“I don’t take her on unless you say so.”

			“What’s in it for us?”

			“That’s the question I was about to ask you,” I said.

			Biberman thought about it for a while. “If I tell you to go ahead I should have a guarantee that the Vree cluster will be returned to me.”

			“Is that your only worry?”

			“That’s part of my worry,” he said. “I can satisfy my flat-foot conscience that I’ve recovered the stolen property and fulfilled my duty to the commissioner, the trusting public and the Florida brethren in the police.”

			“And how about Masterson?” I asked.

			“That’s the rest of the problem. Should you let him go, people in high places would be out to slice me in small pieces.”

			“You’re making it tough for me,” I said. “You want the works.”

			Biberman nodded regretfully. “That’s about it, Steve, the works.” 

			“My client won’t buy it,” I said.

			“I’m not in business down here to make bargains,” said Biberman. “I’m a cop.”

			“But you can take gifts,” I said. “Suppose I walked in here with the Vree stones, only the stones?”

			“That would be very nice for you. Did you know there’s a reward for their return? Flaubert’s is offering five grand.”

			He showed me a printed circular issued in Miami. I whistled at it. I said, “That’s a lot of money.” 

			“You’ll have to work fast to earn it. It’s my theory that you won’t find the pendant at the end of the line. It was stolen to be broken up. The only chance for picking it up in one piece comes out of the fact that Masterson is an amateur. He has no standing in the field of larceny. It’s possible that he’s hiding in some dark corner, paralyzed with fright and too scared to make a move outside for a middleman.”

			“He has no record?”

			“We’ve checked him pretty carefully. He’s a brand new boy in the heist business.” Biberman shuffled through his papers. He pulled out a yellow sheet and studied it casually. “They sent two crack men up here from Florida. The best in the state for this sort of thing. They got as far as The DeGraw Hotel. They came down here to chew the fat about their progress with me. They reported they were stuck, but bad.”

			“How long ago was this?”

			“Within the last few days.”

			“Are you going to stay with it?” I asked.

			“In a city this size you can’t spread your staff too thin, Steve. We’re loaded down with stuff in this office and I need every man I can muster for routine jobs. Why should I knock my boys out when there are two Florida men on the case?” He looked half asleep now, puffing lazily again, the pipe setting up an asthmatic wheeze as he sucked and blew. The big clock on the wall near the window said seven-two and the ticking sounded loud and clear in the silence.

			“So you’re willing to let it die with the Florida boys?”

			Biberman smiled up at me. “It won’t die now that you’re on it.”

			“What are you trying to do, make me a deputy?”

			“Deputy, shmeputy,” said Biberman. “Did I ever tell you about Dan McQueen?”

			“I’ve read the name in the public prints, but not lately.”

			“Let me tell you about him then. McQueen was a private investigator in Brooklyn, oh, maybe ten years ago. He was a great lad, clever and with a strong conscience. Do you know that McQueen used to handle his stuff with the same point of view as any of the local badges? It was wonderful the way his mind worked. He made his own decisions and lit out in his own way, but when the chips were down you could depend on McQueen to come through with a legalistic ritual of behavior. I’d venture to say that this McQueen never did an unlawful thing in his entire career. Matter of fact, he died on a roof under the Williamsburg Bridge where he had tailed two gunmen for reasons of his own. But he died in the line of duty, just like a good cop would have done. It was too bad that he had to go, but he did so much for us that the City of New York voted special money for his widow. A great character, McQueen. You remind me of him in many ways, Steve.”

			“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll try to keep off the rooftops.”

			“Maybe you’re even a little smarter than McQueen,” said Biberman.

			There was no need for further chit-chat. There was a knock on the door and two plainclothesmen came in and squatted in the far corner, eyeing me out of the room. John Biberman got up and reached his hand across for me to grab.

			I shook it firmly and walked out of there.

			CHAPTER 7

			The Maisonette was an incongruous hostel, wedged between two giant apartment houses along the quiet reaches of Central Park West. It was a few steps in from the busy traffic on the road that rimmed the park, a gray and dusky street abounding in brownstones and ancient mansions, long since given over to the boarding-house trade.

			The Maisonette had a weathered front, sadly in need of a sand massage, but the stonework still had a certain charm and the entrance hall reflected a dignity that had once been splendor when the city was young. Nobody had bothered to modernize the lobby, and the ancient trappings still spelled out upper-bracket refinement and easy living. A few assorted people sat around on velvet chairs, old and stiff and curious about me over the edges of their newspapers. The desk man was as aged as the rugs, a wizened clerk who directed me to the nearest elevator with a polite gesture.

			The elevator took me to the seventh floor and I walked down the hall to seven-oh-five, at the far end of the red carpet, a buff door in a wall of buff. Mrs. Masterson was at the door a long minute after I pressed the buzzer.

			She appeared breathless as she showed me in, through a small doorway and into the archaic little sitting room.

			“I’m so glad you came, Steve,” she said.

			Glad? She was on fire. Her costume, against the conservative décor of the room, was a little more than startling. It had the effect of making me pause and fumble my purpose. She wore yellow silk slacks, topped by a red blouse that left little to the imagination.

			She exchanged pleasantries as she mixed our drinks, allowing me enough time to work her over in my imagination. Her costume would have been more appropriate in a modern flat, on a gay settee or a squarish chair, surrounded by the trappings of up-to-date living. Frank Masterson must have kept her in fine style. She was built for the creature comforts, and decorated to raise the blood pressure of any man, of any type. She had piled her hair on the top of her head and added a small flower, low over her left ear, a rose as red as her blouse. She sat tensely on the small couch, her posture tentative, as though she would spring my way if I pressed the right button. She was nervous. She was jumpy. And I wondered why.

			“You’ve made up your mind?” she asked hopefully.

			“Not quite.” 

			The rug was dark green. There was a small white oak coffee table, on which two ashtrays sat. They were chrome, yet unpolished. Somebody had been using them recently. Somebody had emptied them. 

			“I don’t understand. I assumed that if you came up—”

			“You’re half right. I didn’t come up to reject the job. Still, I can’t take it on the terms we talked this afternoon.”

			“Terms?”

			“The wind-up. The finish.”

			There, was a book on the coffee table, Troubled Spring, by John Brick, featuring a tall and busty female calculated to convince all purchasers that this was an historical novel. She hadn’t gotten very far into it. On the floor, near her feet, a small piece of cellophane, with the thin red ribbon still attached. Her foot was moving on the rug, backward and forward. There was a long ash, only a fraction of an inch to the left of where she rubbed. It was a cigar ash.

			“I’ll have to turn your husband over to the police. If I find him.”

			“Oh? Must you?”

			“I can’t fight the police.”

			“But if Frank gives back the jewels?”

			“They want Frank, too. He’s a bad boy.”

			The foot moved out to the left and it was still rubbing the rug. The cigar ash, now under the sole, disintegrated. She kept moving the foot easily, as though it were only a casual and habitual business. But she was rubbing away the man who had dropped that ash.

			“I don’t know what to say to you,” she sighed. When she bit her lower lip, the effort at a decision began to show. She put down her glass and walked to the window, fingering the drapes with hard hands. “I must think this thing through. I must make the right decision, do the right thing for Frank.”

			“If he gives himself up, he might get a light sentence.”

			“There’s no other way?”

			“Not with this boy. If I can find him, can’t you convince him to take the rap and come out clean?”

			“I’m sure I can.” She looked hopeful now. “It’s the only way, after all. It’s the only honest, good way.” 

			The decision seemed to quiet her nerves. She mixed me another one, stiffer this time, and took a hooker for herself, neat. She wanted to talk about Frank, and I gave her her head. What kind of a man was Frank? She broke him down for me; a quiet chap, a sensible husband of regular habits and good tastes. He enjoyed good food. Which type? Any type, but especially Italian, of the northern flavor, highly spiced and seasoned. He loved sports, favoring the betting varieties, horse racing, hound racing, and trotting. He dressed conservatively. He was in good health. He had been troubled with bad teeth, but now wore false uppers. He had a nice voice, revealing his breeding and good education. He was mild and quiet. He smoked cigars, always of the two-bit variety. He was generous. He was sober. People liked him. Especially women.

			The stockpile of odds and ends mounted, and slowly Frank Masterson emerged as a personality. There was a definite pattern taking shape out of her quick description, a character and temperament that gave me pause. She was resting on the sofa in a languorous pose, talking on and on about her husband. But my eyes were wide open. I saw her in her full dimensions, as seductive a babe as I could ever hope to nuzzle. I imagined her on the street with Frank Masterson, or in a restaurant, or at home in their apartment. He would be incongruous alongside her. She was too young, too fresh, too ripe, too much alive for a forty-five-year-old jewelry manager. She would be fun at night or at a beach or in a casino or on a soft bed, the type of woman who could pick and choose from among the muscled wolves along the Miami beaches. She was physical.

			I said, “I suppose you miss your husband a lot?”

			“Terribly,” she said. “I can’t begin to tell you.”

			“Tell me.”

			She looked at me from over her glass. “We were very happy.”

			“The stuff you gave me about his chasing the dames. It wasn’t true? You got along all right that way?”

			“What do you think?”

			“You want the truth?”

			“You’re getting awfully serious,” she said. She dropped it with a thin smile and I wondered how much the liquor was eating into her sensibilities. “When you frown that way, you’re a little bit frightening, Steve.” 

			“Who was here before me?” I asked. “The cigar smoker.”

			She put down her glass and worked me over with her eyes.

			“You sound almost jealous, Steve.” 

			“We’re not supposed to have secrets,” I said. “I wasn’t aware that you knew any men in New York.” 

			“You didn’t ask me. Suppose I know a man or two?”

			“Maybe that man would be a friend of your husband’s?” 

			“Oh, no. Guess again.”

			“I told you I don’t play guessing games.”

			“You are angry,” she said. She let the silence build for a long moment, teasing me with her smile. “And you’re right, Steve. We shouldn’t hold secrets from each other. I did see a man up here—about a half hour before you came. It was Mr. Ashforth. Feel better now?”

			“Ashforth smokes cigars? He looked more like the reefer type to me.”

			“Mr. Ashforth smokes good cigars,” she said. “Really manly cigars.” 

			“Incredible. And what was he doing up here?”

			“Not what you think he was,” she laughed. “Or do you have any special theories about Ashforth?” 

			“Ashforth isn’t man enough to do what I suspected. But why did he come up?”

			“My lipstick and cigarette case,” she said. “I had left them in Alice V.’s office. Ashforth was nice enough to bring them here. Any more questions?”

			She had her eyes closed now. She put her arms up and clasped her hands behind her head, a gesture that pulled the blouse tight in the right places. She was mysterious and all-knowing now, smiling at some small idea that seemed to amuse her. 

			And then she said, “You must have some more questions, Steve.”

			“You,” I said. “You’re a good question.”

			“Am I? What’s bothering you?”

			“I’ll break it down for you,” I said. “You’ve thrown a lot of stuff at me but some of it doesn’t make sense. You’re a beautiful woman with a nice disposition. Why did your husband beat it away from you?”

			“You’ll have to ask Frank that question when you find him.”

			“Maybe he won’t know the answer. What was wrong with him?”

			“Wrong? I haven’t said there was anything wrong.”

			“Then he must be out of his mind,” I said. “No man with all his buttons would walk away from a dish like you.” 

			She smiled and closed her eyes.

			And when she opened them again, I watched for a sign from her. It came almost at once, a long and well-modulated sigh. I crossed from my chair and went to the couch but she didn’t open her eyes nor did she stir when I sat down beside her, close enough to count her eyelashes. She moved her head only in my direction so that it was easy to kiss her. Her mouth was soft and she had an experienced tongue. There was a strong odor of liquor around and about her, but I didn’t mind it at all. She might have had a couple before I arrived. She must have had a couple with Ashforth. Poor Ashforth. I was almost inspired to sudden laughter but the pressure of her lips gave me no chance for a change of plans. She rolled her long body into mine and then her arms were around me and her nails bit deep into my shoulders and my last flickering thought was about her husband and what a damn fool he must be. Only an idiot would have run away from Grace Masterson.

			I didn’t run.

			CHAPTER 8

			I phoned Abe Feldman later, and told him to meet me at The DeGraw.

			It was a crumbling dump, sporting an ancient outdoor sign, loose and narrow, with a black background that was no longer black, but dirty gray and rust-flecked by the assaults of wind and rain. The rococo architecture now lay here buried in the heavy shadows of the ill-smelling street, locked in by the towering factories and office buildings. The steel canopy threw a feeble-glow on the pavement, and around the entrance a variety of characters stood in various poses of idleness or oral activity. There was a delicatessen on the left side of the entrance, a dull and lifeless window adorned by a galaxy of beer bottles and suspended salamis, swaying slowly in the gust of air from a small fan, hidden among the rolls and bagels. Two men leaned against the glass, their mouths moving in animated discourse. There was a third man in the shadows.

			It was Abe Feldman, on schedule.

			I said, “Did you dig up anything back at the office?”

			“Just twenty minutes ago,” Abe said. “I waited around for the cleaning women to report on your floor. There was a big cop up with me, for the same reason. Anyhow, we talked to both the old ladies who were one flight down when the job was done in your office. One of them reported seeing a man come running down the fire stairs, at just about the time when that blonde was killed.”

			“What kind of a man?”

			“That’s just it.” Abe threw out his hands hopelessly. “No description.”

			“None at all?”

			“They heard him more than they saw him. You know the stair landing, Steve. It’s dark as the inside of your hat, even at night when they turn on the little lights. The ladies said that they heard this man come running down the stairs. They saw him only for a split second when he made the turn into the corridor. But it wasn’t enough time for any identifying deal. Besides, they are pretty old, the two women. The only thing we got was the fact that he had hard heels on. They said he made a pretty loud noise coming down stairs.” 

			“That’s just peachy. There must be at least two million men in town who wear hard heels.”

			“And a hat,” Abe laughed. “They were both sure he was wearing a hat.” He looked briefly inside the lobby of The DeGraw. “You have a lead to this dump?”

			I shook my head and told him about the Alice V. Christie case, bringing him up to date on my recent visit to Mrs. Masterson’s flat, with only a few details missing. 

			“Mrs. Masterson turned out all right?” he asked.

			“Mrs. Masterson is well turned out.”

			“So I see. Wipe the lipstick off your chin, Steve.”

			“I left in a hurry.”

			“You certainly give your clients the complete service.”

			“Only when they ask for it.”

			“But it doesn’t make sense,” Abe said, serious now. “If she’s so anxious to find her husband, if she loves him so much, how does it happen that you can make time with her?”

			“You’d have to see her to understand, Abe.”

			“She must be something special.”

			“She’s quite a bundle. She’s the sort of package that would hold any normal man to his soft chair and carpet slippers at the fireside. I can’t understand why her husband grabbed the boodle and ran away from her.” 

			“A good-looking body doesn’t mean a good-looking brain,” Abe said. “Didn’t she prove I’m right when she let you play games with her?”

			“I wouldn’t say that. Sometimes a dame like Grace Masterson has to have what she needs for purely physiological reasons. Like eating enough.”

			Abe shook his head sadly. “I’ve heard of such women, of course.”

			“You’ll agree that I’m right when you meet her,” I said.

			“Shall we go inside?”

			“Not yet. I want to tell you something about this place.”

			“The delicatessen?” 

			“The delicatessen I could tell you a lot about,” Abe smiled. “It is run by a friend of mine, Herman Gurian, and he serves a fine hot pastrami sandwich, but I was referring to The DeGraw Hotel. I got here a bit early and went inside for a package of cigarettes. The man at the desk inside—I know him.”

			“Will he talk?”

			“He isn’t going to be easy. I met him when he used to work over at The Linton Hotel on the other side of town. Once I happened to need some information from him on a skip trace when the subject was housed at his particular place but he turned out to be a twenty-dollar type character.”

			“We’ll cut him down,” I said.

			We crossed the lobby, a musty cavern smelling of stale coffee and badly rotted wood. The DeGraw had fallen on evil days long ago when vaudeville was the rage and the cheap hoofers and grind gals made this place their rendezvous. Now it was frequented by an assortment of pimps and tarts, bookies and minor gangland boys, all of whom added nothing to its fading prestige.

			The clerk at the desk was a pimply youth with a shock of reddish hair and a sleepy eye, wide and sneaky and as appraising as an insurance investigator after a two-alarm fire. He was thumbing a dirty finger over a racing journal, gnawing a pencil and making vague faces at the list of nags. He almost raised his eyes as we approached, but not quite.

			Abe said, “Aha—we meet again, sonny.” 

			“Do we?” asked sonny.

			“You’re Rickert, aren’t you? I never forget a face. I remember you from The Linton.”

			“I’m Harry S. Truman, bug face.”

			“A funny fellow,” Abe said.

			“Scram, kike,” said Sonny.

			I reached out across the desk for him and he straightened out to his full height, a tall and bony crumb. I caught him by his painted necktie and turned the screws on him, twisting his tie until he clawed out at me. I put my free fist in his navel and his tongue dropped out and his eyes started to follow as he gurgled and spluttered and folded up like a diver with the heaves. There was a fine crimson flush galloping down his jaw, more colorful than the army of purplish pimples gathered on his weak chin. The sweat came and he began to cough. 

			“Apologize,” I said.

			“You son of a bitch,” sonny said.

			I yanked the tie and his head came with it. When it was with in hitting distance, I bumped him twice. Hard. Against the counter, nose first, until he screamed with the pain. When I let him up there was a small stream of blood threading its way down his mouth and into the groove in his chin.

			“Apologize, pretty please,” I said.

			He spluttered a garbled apology and I let the tie go and he fell back against the letter slots, pale again and panting. He bunged his eyes at me and muttered a quiet, ingrown curse, and began to mop the blood off his face.

			Abe said, “Thanks, Steve. I’m getting too old for that kind of stuff. Maybe we can get some information from Mr. Rickert now?”

			I flipped the register around face-forward and thumbed down the page. There were only a dozen entries, dating back from the start of the week. My finger paused at the name Fred Morris. I said, “Let’s talk about this Fred Morris character.”

			“I don’t know him,” Rickert said. “He checked out.”

			“You were here when he checked out?”

			“Sure I was here.”

			“What did he look like?”

			“Jesus, am I supposed to remember every customer in this dump? This is a hotel, not a call house.”

			“That’s one man’s opinion,” I said. Abe nudged me and I reached into my pants and produced a fin. I held it up to the light, studying it. I let it slide down to the desk on a small downdraft. Rickert’s hand snaked out to cover it, but I got there first, smacking my palm down on the bill. “What did he look like, Rickert?”

			“A little guy, with glasses.” He had his eye on my hand, admiring the corner of green that showed through my fingers. “A stupid-looking jerk, kind of nervous and jumpy.”

			“He stayed two days?”

			“That’s all.” The bill was loose now and he took it and stuffed it away in his shirt pocket. “And I don’t know where he went.”

			“I didn’t expect you to know. Did he have any visitors?”

			“I don’t remember.”

			“Give him another bill,” Abe said genially. “Rickert likes to squeeze for money, don’t you, sonny?”

			“It helps,” Rickert said.

			I gave him another fin and most of the antagonism ran out of his face. Sometimes the sight of cabbage will make even a skunk sweet. He licked his lips and smiled a tenuous smile at me, caught up now by the feel of the government paper in his thin hand.

			“He had one visitor, both nights,” Rickert said. “A dame. All I know is she looked like a hot number. She was big and hippy, with black hair and sort of a pasty face. She only said a few words to me, but from the way she talked, I figured her for German maybe, anyhow, somewhere from Europe, but I couldn’t exactly place her.” 

			“She stayed with him?”

			“You got me. If he let her go, he must have been loonier than I figured him. But I couldn’t say, on account of I took off both those nights. The trotters out in Westbury. You ever been there? They’re as easy as getting a piece on Sixth Avenue. Not like the flats at all—”

			“You’ve got an eight-track mind,” I said. “To hell with the nags. You’ve had other guys in here asking about Fred Morris, haven’t you?”

			“He’s keeping me in bookie money. You’re the third.”

			“Who were the others?”

			“Coax me again.” 

			“The hell you say. I don’t give a goddam who they were.”

			“That suits me fine. Only one of the guys could be worth something to you.” He leaned over the racing manual and ran his finger down the starters at Jamaica, blowing a tuneless whistle through his yellowed teeth. “Now here’s a real funny one—Black Bourbon, in the fifth. How the hell do you suppose they pick the names for these stiffs?”

			I said, “This is your last fin, Rickert. Spill.”

			“Vincetti,” he said, kissing the greenback as though it were a girl’s chin, delicately and fondly. “Hands Vincetti.”

			“Well, what do you know about that?” Abe said. “Don’t tell me that Hands told you his name?” 

			“I know him like I know my bookie,” Rickert sneered. “You don’t have to sleep with Hands Vincetti to know who he is around this street.”

			“When was he here last?” I asked.

			“Tonight. Maybe an hour before you got here.”

			“And where can we find him?” Abe asked. “If he hangs around this street, he must have a special spot.”

			“The Fan Club. On the corner.”

			“Get over there, Abe. I’ll meet you there later,” I said, and I watched him start for the street. When he had gone, I turned back to Rickert and pulled the racing journal from under his nose. He reacted with disdain. The lanky louse knew that he had me where he wanted me. And he wanted me in a financial way. His leer combined the twitch of caution with the yen for more loot. I laughed out loud as I remembered Abe Feldman’s estimate of the cost to bribe Rickert. I put down the five-dollar bill that would make his take an even twenty.

			“I want the key to Fred Morris’ room,” I said.

			“You want to rent the room?”

			“I wouldn’t rent a room in this trap if my life depended on it, Rickert. The five is for you. I only want to look around.”

			“That sounds like a deal,” he said, and reached up to pluck the key off the wall and throw it my way. “The elevator is down the hall. You want any more questions answered, mister, I’m your boy.”

			The hall was narrow and dark and papered with a decorative wallpaper that resembled blistered boils on the neck of a corpse. Through the dismal corridor I could catch the faint light from a store window on the next street. A long time ago this had been a popular architectural pastime, arranging hotel passages so that the clients could, approach and enter from either of two avenues. It occurred to me that Fred Morris might have had more visitors than Rickert knew. It would be simple to walk in from the opposite end of the catacomb, board the elevator and go upstairs. 

			I laughed lightly at the unskilled subterfuge Frank Masterson had used. It is the habit of the common, untutored dead beat to manufacture a name made up of his original initials. This saves throwing away luggage, personal jewelry, and any other article of personal belonging that might arouse suspicion. Fred Morris had to be Frank Masterson. It was as simple as one and one.

			The elevator lifted me to the fifth floor, where the corridor downstairs was repeated in the all-over scheme of the hotel layout. The key was number 509, and the door to the room lay at the dead end of the hall, on the right side.

			It was a dank and airless cell, with one window facing a court. There was an old iron bed, a chest of drawers, a chair, a night table and a closet door. The closet was empty. I searched the room thoroughly, looking for everything and nothing, trying for a small lead to the man who had left it so suddenly. The light bulb hung from the ceiling, under a green glass shade, so that the edges of the room were in half shadow when I moved out of range. There was another door, leading to a midget john, unventilated and an affront to the nostrils. I fumbled for the light switch, and when I couldn’t find it, I reached back to swing the door open at a wider angle. Enough light entered the cubicle for me to examine the medicine chest over the sink. There were a few rusty blades, one of them of recent vintage. I pocketed it and ran my fingers along the upper shelves, searching for other toilet articles. 

			I was on my toes when something hit me.

			It was a vicious swipe, behind my right ear. The pain of it sang in my head and I went down, grabbing the sink as I fell. And then another blow, this one close to my chin, jerking my head to the side with a violence that almost paralyzed me. My eyes opened briefly and I caught the dark shape of a figure, ready to swing again.

			It was a woman. I saw her arm come up. She was a quick silhouette against the light from the bedroom. Her arm swung down and whatever she had in her hand hit me again. The green shade swirled out and up and a thousand pinpoints of pain beat against me and killed the breath in my throat. I fell forward, not knowing it, but moving down in the way a fighter goes down after a good punch, the floor rising to meet me. I reached out at her in a convulsive gesture. But she must have been ten miles away by that time.

			I was reaching out in my sleep.

			CHAPTER 9

			I was deep in a Technicolor dream, in which an energetic blonde dressed in her natural underwear chased me through a palm grove, swinging at me viciously with the side of a building. She was running fast, and I galloped over the edge of a small abyss and began to fall, gently, with the wind whistling in my ears. Then it began to ran, ice-cold drops, slapping at me with an eerie splat. I tried to pull the jacket of my dream suit up and over my head. I twisted and turned. But Abe Feldman shook me awake and stopped batting my face with the wet towel.

			“Don’t say ‘Where am I?’” Abe said. “You’re still in The DeGraw Hotel, room 509, and somebody tried to knock your head off your shoulders. Anyone I know?”

			“I didn’t see her. It was a woman with enough stuff in her right arm to fight a war. What did she hit me with?” 

			Abe held up the small bronze lamp that had been sitting on the night table when I walked in. The bitch had swung it hard enough to murder me, but I had saved myself by falling. It was a blessing to be undersized at a moment like this. If I had been taller, she would have been able to level off at me; she would have opened my skull and left the meat splattered all over the floor. As it was, she had been forced to swing down, and the angle of her blows saved my aching head.

			“The time?” I asked.

			“You’ve been out for almost an hour, Steve. I made the locate on Hands Vincetti. He’s over at The Fan Club, drinking beer and talking to one of the strippers. He’ll be there for a while. I got worried when you didn’t show up and figured I’d better check. Did you get anything here?”

			I fished in my pocket and produced the razor blade. “Only this. But I wanted to make a real fix on Fred Morris. If Frank Masterson used a Gem razor, we can be sure he’s Morris. It isn’t much, but it’ll do.”

			“It wasn’t worth the headache you got,” Abe said. “Still, it gives you another angle to worry about. The woman who hit you, I mean.” 

			“She made an impression on me, Abe.” I got up and waited for the marrow to harden in my knees and the small birds to stop their internal music up around my ears. She had knocked the starch out of me and it took a few moments to feel human again. I examined my head in the bathroom mirror. I was all right except for a broad welt on my chin and a growing lump behind my ear that hammered with violence and vigor. I sat down on the toilet bowl and meditated. “What was her angle, Abe? I can’t understand why she slugged me.”

			“The neighborhood is full of them,” Abe said. “Have you counted your dough? There are women on this street who would fracture their grandmothers for six bits. Or is that an element of feminine behavior you haven’t yet put down in your book, Steve?”

			I got off the john and fumbled through my pockets, taking a quick inventory. She hadn’t put a finger on me. My wallet was intact. “She didn’t touch anything but my head. She must have been looking for something in this room.”

			“The toilet?” Abe laughed. “Maybe she was caught short and this was the nearest one and you were in her way, so she slugged you and only moved her bowels?”

			“Very funny.”

			I found the wall switch in the tiny toilet. The bare bulb flooded the room with sharp and probing light, so that Abe and I blinked together.

			“You looking for something in here?” Abe asked.

			“Why the hell not? I went over the bedroom with my eye an inch from every stick of furniture in there, including the rug. If she wanted something in there, she could have taken it and gone home, without beating my brains in, because I wouldn’t have heard her. But she didn’t want anything in the bedroom, Abe. She saw me in the john and she got frantic with worry. She figured that I was about to lift whatever it was she came in here for. So she slugged me, hard. Then she danced over my body and took whatever it was brought her here.” 

			We went back to the bedroom and I phoned Rickert. I asked him who had tenanted the room immediately after Morris. “A dame named Zelda. She’s got a snake act at Coney Island. She moved out this afternoon. Took her goddam snakes and beat it to Brooklyn, where she belongs.”

			I gave Abe the name and he made a note of it. He said, “Maybe we better see a doctor with that cheek of yours, Steve. It hurt?”

			“It’ll be all right. I keep thinking of this lousy toilet, Abe.”

			I was taking a lonely walk now, into the can again on my own, and I couldn’t blame Abe for staying out in the bedroom, where the air was more palatable. I flipped the light switch again and looked around. The medicine cabinet yielded the same goose egg I found there before. On the right, the bathtub, grimy, and sporting a dirt ring that had been graven into the enamel over a fifty-year period. I stared hard at the toilet itself, the seat, the tank; the stains along the bowl.

			Then I saw it.

			There were drops of water, only a few of them, along the edge of the tank. I rubbed my hand along the side, and when I brought it away, my fingers were wet.

			“Abe!” I yelled.

			He came in and I showed him the dampness. He ran his hand where my hand had been, but most of the drippage was gone now.

			“Thought it might just be sweating,” Abe said.

			I lifted the oblong lid off the tank and looked inside. I lit a match and groped around, but my search yielded nothing more than a small length of whitish string. I held it up to the light and we glowered at it.

			Abe took it. “I’ll give it the treatment, Steve. It may be something. Something you can use later.”

			“The old can deal. She came back because somebody had hidden something in the squat room.”

			“Don’t set it up so strong. You’ve got other possibilities. She could have been a whack. Or she might have been one of the women who tries a stickup for the first time, gets scared, and runs from fright. Let’s not go on the deep end, Steve. Let it simmer.”

			“It’s simmering,” I said. “Now suppose we get out of this cesspool, before I spill a small segment of my guts.”

			We stopped at a convenient bar on the way to The Fan Club. I felt better after a double Scotch, but I stayed on for an encore, until the throbbing behind my ear faded to a dull drumbeat. We made small talk with the bartender, asking him cute questions about the little man we knew was Frank Masterson. Inquiries sometimes pay off. You never know where a lead will pop up. But the bartender was a sturdy and senseless man, who had a memory that reached back only as far as the last clang of his cash register.

			We walked down the street and paused across from the orange and purple canopy of The Fan Club.

			“I’m going in, Abe. You do a search on this street. Maybe you can pick up a lead on Masterson from the restaurants, the local gentry or the corner saloons.”

			“You feeling all right?”

			“I’m ripe now. I feel fine.” 

			“You going to stay with Vincetti?”

			“Whither he goes, there go I.”

			“Where do you think Vincetti will take you?”

			“I can’t wait to find out,” I said. “But I don’t quite see him having fun in a dump like The Fan Club. It’s a culture group hangout, Abe, a nest for musicians, really.”

			“Maybe Vincetti plays the piccolo.”

			“This I’ve got to hear.” The cool fall air was doing me good, and the little drums behind my ear were fading to a duller beat. The sting was gone now and nothing hurt too much except my chin, an intermittent flash of pain high on the jaw. A little too much had happened too soon, but I tried for the sifting and sorting of the vagrant ideas that buzzed around under my hat. I backtracked to the start of it, remembering the figure on my office rug, the intimate details of her delightful body. And the memory of her clawed at my guts, reviving the sudden anger I had felt less than twelve hours ago. 

			Abe was in tune with my intellect.

			“I was thinking maybe you don’t need me here, Steve,” he said. “I could be doing something back in your office. I could be following up a couple of ideas I have, about the blonde. Erlock, for instance. I’d like to talk to this Max Erlock character. A few questions, perhaps. Or did you see him down at Biberman’s?”

			“I didn’t see him, Abe. And you won’t find him in his office this late.”

			“Naturally.” Abe laughed gently. “I don’t expect to find him in his office. But his files, Steve. He doesn’t take his files out of the building when he goes home, does he?”

			“Where will his files get you? If he had her picture in his cabinets, he probably ripped it up.”

			“An office is an office. There might be other little things laying around up there. Odds and ends.”

			“Where will you go after Max Erlock’s?”

			“You have a soft couch in your office, Steve. Maybe I’ll take myself a small nap for a while. I do some good thinking on office furniture, sometimes my very best. You’ll call me there?”

			“Later,” I said. “After I finish with Vincetti.”

			“Be careful,” Abe said and waved me goodbye and walked slowly off toward The DeGraw, the picture of a middle-aged businessman, taking a casual stroll.

			CHAPTER 10

			I crossed the street and entered The Fan Club. It was a smoke-filled trap, built in the usual style for night clubs of the intimate, or belch-over-my shoulder type. Which meant that it was small and crowded and reeking of the smell of tired and perfumed bodies, combined with the stale stench of bar slops and dead cigarettes.

			The Fan Club was a popular bistro, however, brought about by Jeff Eames, a colored youth, who had all the charm of a virtuoso and the versatility of a genius at the keyboard. His boogie-woogie was well known in town, ever since a wandering reporter from The New Yorker had happened along, listened and looked, and promoted the fact that all the music-making maestros in the jump and jive industry congregated at The Fan Club regularly to hear Jeff Eames beat out his improvised rhythms.

			Eames was a tall, spare young man, who closed his eyes and flashed his enamel-white smile at the audience as he played. He was playing now, a tinkling adaptation of The Third Man Theme. I slid inside the entrance, past the crowded bar, and toward the wall, where the little tables were lined. There was an empty one near the Exit door. I sneaked my way toward it, careful to avoid knocking drinks out of the customers’ hands on the way. I was about midway to my destination when I felt a tug on my arm and heard a familiar voice. 

			“The cute little detective,” the voice said. “Come over to mamma, Stevie boy.”

			Mamma was Alice V. Christie, and she was as tight as the seams on a ballerina’s leotards. There was a man with her, only he wasn’t working at it too much. The man was Ashforth, and he almost spilled his Daiquiri on the uptake as he arose to greet me. His little eyes danced with delight and he reached out a fleshy hand to clutch mine. I didn’t see it, and he sat down with a jolt and a growing pout.

			“What a charming, charming surprise,” he said tenderly.

			“What are you drinking, dream boy?” Alice V. asked.

			“Sheep dip,” I said.

			“Domestic or imported?”

			“Pure grain, Kentucky sheep dip.”

			“Isn’t he just too mad?” Ashforth asked himself, clapping his hands in unfettered merriment and rolling and bobbing on his chair.

			Alice V. was leaning my way and she had her arm over mine, so that I was locked close to her. She was wearing an evening gown, of the latest fashion, designed to evoke male hoots and hollers.

			She whispered at me, her eyes no duller than when I had seen her last. If she was drunk, she was pushing it hard. The only sign of it came through in her voice, a little less sharp now, a little deeper and huskier. I managed to pull my arm away when the waiter brought my drink, but she still kept in close touch with me, her fingers on, my sleeve, her eyes as hungry as a snake over a rabbit.

			“This is Ashforth’s idea of a good time,” she whispered. “He was having a heavy romance with that fat man at the bar when you walked in. Let’s you and I leave.”

			“I like it here.” Over her shoulder there was a small knot of people gathering around Jeff Eames, an assortment of gals and guys who were pressing him for their favorite numbers. I caught the heads of several popular bandleaders. The girls were all worth a second look, but I eased my eyes away from them, making a grand tour of the club, prowling slowly for a sight of Hands Vincetti. I found him just beyond the corner of the bar. He was sitting with an underclad chorus girl, who must have been a particular friend of his. They were folded up together in a private huddle and he had an arm over her shoulder. Even from where I sat, a good forty feet from him, it was possible to appreciate the reason for his name. He had giant hands, square and hairy hands, hands that were all out of proportion. They were out of place on his body. He wasn’t a big man. He was short and muscular, thick-necked and bull-faced. He had a broken nose under bushed black brows. And when he smiled, two or three of his uppers glistened and gleamed with a golden glow. 

			“I know better places,” Alice V. was saying.

			“Snob,” said Ashforth, bending our way with pursed lips. “I think this club is simply divine, don’t you, Mr. Conacher?”

			“Peachy,” I said.

			“Have you done anything for Grace Masterson yet?” Alice V. asked.

			“Nothing much.”

			“She’s very fond of you.”

			“I manage to keep my clients happy.”

			“She trusts you,” Alice V. said. “Implicitly. Grace is convinced you’ll locate her husband soon.”

			“She’s whistling in the dark. I didn’t make any promises.”

			“But you’re on the job. I’ll bet you came here on a lead, didn’t you?”

			“You flatter me. I came here to listen to Jeff Eames.”

			“You’re not listening. You’re looking.”

			“Who can fool a lawyer?” I asked.

			“Are you really hunting for him here?” Ashforth asked, jumping with excitement. “What a dreadfully obvious place for a man to hide.”

			“Men hide in much more obvious places,” I said. “I once knew a character who worked for a lawyer and tried to hide in a client’s living room. But he queered himself by leaving a big clue behind. He dropped his cigar ashes all over the rug.”

			Ashforth was all atremble. He sipped his drink but it didn’t go down smoothly. He began to cough and splutter, holding a handkerchief to his dainty lips.

			Alice V. said, “Oh, no. Not you, Ashforth? Not you.”

			“What were you doing up there?” I asked. “You got a yen for Grace Masterson?”

			“I only went up to return her lipstick and her cigarette case. She had left them in the office, you see. But I’m dreadfully confused. Really I am.” He mopped his brow and blew a sigh at us. “I honestly can’t remember smoking a cigar up there. Did I? You are clever, Mr. Conacher. How terribly, terribly clever you detectives are.”

			“You do smoke cigars?”

			“Indeed I do. Antony and Cleopatra, a delightful smoke.”

			“How the hell can you smoke such dandy cigars and fail to remember when you puff them?”

			“Oh, my. You confuse me now. Can you remember every time you smoke a cigarette? Answer me that.”

			I let it pass. Ashforth was too rich for my blood, worse than a woman when it came to an exchange of words. He continued to discuss the relative merits of cigars versus cigarettes with Alice V. Their voices were easy to lose under the steady upbeat from Jeff Eames’s piano. Somebody began to add words to his orchestration and the chorus of drunks and fools around him picked it up and converted it into a symphony of discord. I watched Hands Vincetti.

			“There’s a much cuter dive over on Lexington Avenue,” Alice V. said. “Less noise and a cozier atmosphere.”

			“I like it fine here,” I said.

			“The other place is near my apartment.”

			“That should make it convenient for you.”

			“It makes it convenient for all my friends. You’d love my flat, detective. Ever been to Sutton Place?”

			“I have no social life. I live in a cave.”

			“I like cave men,” she said. “I have a terrace, with a view of the river and an outdoor garden. There’s a new kind of hammock I’ve got there, just built for lying around—”

			Hands Vincetti was whispering a message into the girl’s pink ear. She giggled, throwing her head back and giving herself up to laughter. He put his large paw under her chin and waggled it. She said something pleasant to him and he waggled it again. It was a chin made for waggling, a girlish chin, a chin too soft and youthful for the unhealthy paw of Hands Vincetti. 

			Jeff Eames was playing a duet with the drummer, and I caught the familiar head of Monk Fleming, sweating over his skins as he riffled a triple beat against the boogie-woogie melody.

			Monk was an old friend of mine, a boyhood chum out of my youthful hunting expeditions in the upper reaches of New York State. He had left the farm to beat his drums in the county fairs, a hayseed with a talent for upbeat. I had seen him come into the big town ten years ago, a rawboned kid from the pine forests who yearned to add his talents to a jive combine. I had helped him join the Eddie Leck group, where he killed the customers in the minor downtown bistros. 

			Monk Fleming started to climb the ladder, but he stumbled on the second rung, the day somebody introduced him to a rye highball. He would have been great if he hadn’t married Old Lady Rum. Now there were rumors around town that Monk was a member of Alcoholics Anonymous. The rumors might be true, from the way he was backing up Jeff Fames. I got off my tail and excused myself. I crossed the room and passed Hands Vincetti and his girl. Up close, she was a choice morsel. They were an incongruous couple—beauty and the baboon. But Beauty was laughing it up for Mr. Baboon.

			Monk Fleming finished the duet with a burst of fancy rifflery and an underbeat on the big drum. He was sweating beautifully as he rose to acknowledge the big hand from the audience. He saw me and greeted me with his usual sad smile, tugging me over to a small table behind the bandstand. He waved me into a seat and then sat down himself and began to gnaw on a mangled straw set in a Pepsi-Cola bottle.

			I said “You knocked them, Monk. Your stuff is great again, just the way it was ten years ago. What did it for you, the Pepsi?”

			“Detective,” Monk said. He had a flat and soulless voice, as deadpan as his face. You caught the humor by way of his eyes, a subtle glow that lit them feebly when he was enjoying himself. “I haven’t touched a drop in the last four months, Steve.”

			“On you it looks good, and sounds better. You and Jeff Eames doing a steady double?”

			“We’ve been together for the last year. It was Jeff’s idea to organize the combine, and it pays off well in places like this. It doesn’t draw much from the street trade but we fill the place every night with show folks. And they eat up our act.”

			“How long have you been playing this dive?”

			“This is the fourth week,” Monk said. “We came in here on a one-week deal but we’ve been jamming the place since the very first night. They love us in this part of town. We may be here for a real long stand.”

			“How are the girls?” I asked. “Anything around worth developing?”

			“We’ve got a pretty good dance group and our singer is Bess Leary. There’s only one specialty dancer, a gal named Patty Price.” Monk whistled and tilted his head toward the little wren who was talking to Hands Vincetti. “How do you like them apples?”

			“That one looks ripe for plucking.”

			Monk sucked up a mouthful of fizz water. “Are you in here for pleasure, Steve? Or working on something special tonight?”

			“I’m on a deal, but I’d give it all up to work on her for a while.”

			“Lay off her. That’s Patty Price.”

			“Laying off a doll like that is nothing to dream about. She looks like a special fruit.”

			“She was fruit—but no more. Vincetti owns the tree now.”

			“How well do you know her?”

			Monk smiled at some secret memory that pleased him. “Patty and I have been, well, a bit on the cozy side. I met her when she was just stepping out of the amateur contests, when she needed a lift to get in at The Oasis, on the other side of town. She’s a pretty talented little dancer, so I gave her the lift. It was a pleasure helping her in those days.”

			“I can imagine.”

			“You don’t know the half of it.” Monk sighed. “She was so appreciative. She paid me what she owed me and when she finished her two weeks over at The Oasis, maybe I owed her a little change. She’s a good performer, Steve, one of the best.”

			“She has the hips for it,” I said.

			“Ah, yes. Patty and I made wonderful cadenzas together, but that was in the good old days.”

			“And the good old days—are they gone forever?”

			“She doesn’t play games with anybody but the ape now.”

			“They don’t make a very appetizing couple. He must be paying her plenty.”

			“Vincetti is loaded,” Monk said. “He’s been buying her off for the past two weeks. He’s been taking the play away from a couple of guys I know who thought they had the inside track with her. Vincetti is hot as hell about her and she’s letting him sweat it out. Patty’s a cute wench. She looks like something fresh out of high school, but she’s as hard as my bunions underneath. She gives out a cute routine—but for a price. She’s playing footie with him now.”

			“Only footie?”

			“I suppose so but who am I to keep track of Patty anymore? From what I know of Vincetti, he may be a tough nut outside, but he’s Mr. Hiram Q Sucker as soon as he lays eyes on little Patty.”

			“How much has he invested?”

			“It’s a pretty big deal. He came in last week with a box full of furs for Patty’s lily-white shoulders, all mink and a yard wide. Patty must have let him touch her knees for those skins.”

			“She’s got high-priced knees.”

			“She’ll empty his till before she lets him go any higher on her shanks,” Monk said. “She’ll bleed him white before she asks him up to her flat for more intimate parlor games. Patty knows how. She’s gifted.”

			Across the room, Vincetti was still frozen in the same position. He was leaning over her, while she batted her high voltage orbs at him, giving him the full two hundred volts. 

			“Gifted is the word,” I said. “The way she looks at the gorilla, he could be Errol Flynn. Is this a steady diet for her? Is he in here every night?”

			“Vincetti is here as often as Patty shakes her cute can on this stage. That means seven nights a week.” 

			“What gives on the outside?” I asked.

			“I wouldn’t know,” Monk said. “But I can find out, if it’s important to you, Steve.”

			“I’ll tell you a secret, Monk. In my business we never know what we can get out of a dame like Patty Price. But sometimes it’s fun to try, even if we’re going up a blind alley. I need some stuff on Vincetti—and she might be the girl to hand it to me.”

			“You’ll never get it unless you beat his price,” Monk said. “And you’ll have to pay through the nose to beat him. He’s loaded her up with furs, orchids, and last night even a diamond ring—a real hunk of ice, worth a couple of grand.”

			I laughed out loud. “Maybe the poor nut wants to marry her.”

			“Whatever he wants, he certainly wants it bad. A character like Hands Vincetti doesn’t throw rings around just for the laughs. One of these days Patty will have to face reality. And it isn’t going to be pleasant, because she hates men with hair on their arms.”

			“Maybe you’re idealizing her, Monk,” I suggested. “She might be quite serious about the lug. Lots of times these showgirl characters disappear from the hot spots, and when you find them, they’re living out in the suburbs, in a vine-covered cottage in Jersey or Westchester or Long Island, with husbands snagged from the cloak and suit business, or upper-class gangland boys like Hands Vincetti. It could be that you don’t know her well. Maybe Patty yearns for the domestic life—and it also could be that Hands Vincetti is her idea of a perfect spouse.” 

			“Don’t make me laugh,” said Monk, laughing hilariously. “That may go for some of the others, but you don’t know Patty.” 

			“When can it be arranged?”

			“Are you serious? You going to buck the gorilla?”

			“Vincetti doesn’t have to know a thing about it, Monk. What would happen if I came back here after closing?”

			“I could arrange it for you. I could introduce you.”

			“I don’t want to keep you here late on my account, after your sweat session with the drums,” I said. “How would it be if I just walked in on her?”

			Monk finished his Pepsi and surveyed me gloomily, shaking his head at me with the sadness of a grave attendant. “It’s like I said, Steve. You just don’t know Patty. Patty isn’t easy to make. She has her own ideas about the social graces. And she operates as formally as a prima donna most of the time. You can’t just walk up to her and date her. It’s a crazy thing, because she breaks all the rules the other way. Around the dressing rooms, she’s a run-of-the-mill chorus girl, and you can find her strolling through the corridors like she figures her frame is God’s gift to the on-looking male. You can make all sorts of passes at her with your eye, but just try to approach her and give her a fast hello. She’ll put the freeze on you and cut you dead. So if you want to meet her, I’d better be around when you stroll in. This joint is open until four, Steve.” 

			“Must it be here?” I asked. “Why can’t I talk to her in her flat?”

			“Jesus, but you’ve got confidence, brother. I know at least two dozen guys who would make a long-term project out of getting into Patty’s flat. Do you think she’s going to let you in just because I introduce you? What’ll I tell her? You’ve got to have an angle with her.”

			“Tell her I’m a Hollywood scout. You know the pitch.”

			“You mean you’re looking for the usual? A big contract in pictures? A hot deal in exchange for rehearsals on a studio couch?”

			“Why not? She’ll give her all for a chance out on the coast. Tell her I’m looking for a fresh type who can shake her behind in South American style. If she’s a normal chorus girl, that ought to knock her over easily.”

			“It might warm her up,” Monk said, “but it’ll take more than that kind of double-talk to knock her over.”

			Jeff Eames was coming back to the piano and Monk readied himself for the next number. I said goodbye and skirted the other side of the bistro and returned to my seat at Alice V.’s table, She frowned up at me, scolding me with her eyes. There was another fresh drink at the table, awaiting me, as though she had timed my return carefully.

			I wondered whether she had been watching me with Monk Fleming. She must have observed me stand up at the end of our chit-chat a few minutes ago, because the drink was fresh and unwatered. Alice V. was sipping hers and studying me over the edge of her glass, her eyes half closed now, but with little sleep in them. She was on fire with something, an idea that gnawed away at her and wouldn’t let her rest. 

			“You’re a bad, bad boy,” Alice V. said. “What has that drummer man got that I haven’t got?”

			“Drums.” 

			“You like drums?” Ashforth asked. “Now that’s an odd one. People who play drums are supposed to be psychologically unhinged. Drummers are usually mental cases. You take—”

			“Stop with the Freud,” Alice V. said, withering him with her burning eyes. She tugged my arm again and pulled herself closer so that I caught the elegance of her perfumery. “Steve is probably just a music lover. I’m crazy about drummers myself. Got a whole rack of recordings up at my place, all the best of them, Krupa, and the others. How would you like to hear them, detective?”

			“Not tonight,” I said. “Monk Fleming is enough for me.”

			“She really has a charming little place, Conacher,” Ashforth said. “You’d love it.”

			“Are you selling for her?”

			“Don’t pick on Ashy,” Alice V. said.

			Now it was Ashy. Something about these two was beginning to make my skin prickle, like a sudden visit to a deep-freeze. The Scotch had made inroads into my patience and it would not take much for me to blow off at them. Especially Ashforth. It might be better if I got out of there. Fast. If Hands Vincetti got out first.

			Across the room, Vincetti still charmed Patty Price. But now somebody was calling her, from up near the bandstand. She got up in a hurry and shook her cute little can at him and blew him a kiss with her whole hand. He waved at her and started away, toward the bar.

			I said, “I’ll take a raincheck on that terrace of yours, Alice. Goodbye now, Ashy. Keep your chin dry.”

			Ashforth didn’t answer. He was aimed at the bar, making pretty faces at the fat man. I did a slow crawl to the street, watching Hands Vincetti start away toward The DeGraw, moving slowly, his body swaying as he walked, in the stiff and measured pace of the professional wrestler.

			I gave him a half-block lead and followed slowly.

			CHAPTER 11

			Hands Vincetti did not pause at The DeGraw Hotel. He continued across town, as casual as a man out walking his dog. He was an easy man to tail, a moving bright spot of color. He was sporting a plaid topcoat, done in large and flashy squares of a bluish cast. He wore a green felt hat and light, fawn-colored slacks, so that when he drifted into the shadows I could follow him by way of his legs, two animated strips of movement against the duller background.

			He was heading west, across Fifth Avenue at Fifty-Seventh Street, pausing in some of the brighter windows for a glimpse at this and that. He turned uptown at Broadway and drifted through Columbus Circle to the park, where he continued his march in the deeper shadows of the trees that lined Central Park.

			I knew his destination. He was undoubtedly on his way to report to Gus Bryant. Hands had been Bryant’s first lieutenant for the past fifteen years, ever since the lucky day when Bryant found him out on the Coast, wrestling pipe for one of the minor oil companies. Before that, Hands had done some amateur wrestling, but he had discontinued his interest in the sport when he accidentally broke an opponent’s neck in a competition at Mesa Verde. Aside from this mishap (which certain police officials on the West Coast were convinced was an act of deliberate manslaughter) Hands had never been brought to any recorded conviction. The headquarters men were never able to pin any rap, large or small, on the apelike Vincetti, and his distinguished record was considered a feather in the cap of Gus Bryant himself, who was reputed to do all the thinking for at least three other hairy henchmen of Vincetti’s type.

			Hands crossed the street to the deluxe doorway of The Harrington, an old-line apartment hotel that was well known as the residence of Gus Bryant and a few hundred other tenants, all of whom were well salted down with lucre and had moved in years ago. Most of them would never move out until the long black wagon took them to the permanent sod. 

			I remained on the park side of the broad avenue, a good half block from the entrance. I smoked four cigarettes before Gus Bryant came out.

			Bryant loped for the curb, as spry as a Harvard boy, and dressed for the part. He wore no hat, as usual, so that his crew cut gave him an air of agelessness, a deliberate fraud, for he must have been in his middle thirties. His tailor had spun him a tweed coat, cut along the lines of the upper-crust British fashionable, so that his shoulders drooped in a natural way. He sported his perpetual bow tie and suede shoes. He moved the shoes now, out into the street to hail a cab.

			I grabbed a yellow on the run, no more than a minute behind him. We snaked in and out of traffic, on a long ride, far downtown and to the east side, along Second Avenue and then a left turn to the river. I pulled my cab up and got out as Bryant bounded out of his and held up a finger to tell his cabby to wait. He was entering a brownstone, one of a long string of old houses that had not yet given way to the march of progress in this area.

			I waltzed down the block, spotting the number of the brownstone—357, with a small silver slab on the right side of the door, but too far away for me to make out the letters on it. I retraced my steps to the drugstore, on the far corner. Bryant took his time.

			He came out twelve minutes later, by the clock. He looked up and down the street casually, lit a cigar, puffed it, flipped the match away and entered his cab. I waited until the rear lights blinked red at the traffic signal on First Avenue, and when the cab turned uptown, I started for the brownstone. 

			The name on the silver plate was Paul Simoneck, gracefully engraved in a flowing script and festooned with the curlicue decorative flourishes that smacked of Old Country class. Simoneck! It rang a small and distant bell in my brain. It was a name I had heard somewhere before. I repeated the name to my inner man, turning it over in my mind as I pressed the bell in the ball and waited.

			Nobody answered the ring. I stepped out on the small stone porch and looked at the house. There was a thin lace curtain stretched over the old-fashioned bay window. Through the webbing I could see a small section of the living room where a feeble reddish glow showed over a desk. I returned to the hall and rapped on the glass door. I rapped again and then I turned the knob and walked in.

			The living room was something out of middle Europe. The little parlor was a picture of middle-class comfort, out of the styles and customs of the foreign born. There were moss-backed chairs with ornate legs and carved embellishments on the arms and backs. The curtains at the street windows were of the delicate lace found only among the rich abroad, and against the pattern of filigreed handwork there were broad velvet drapes hanging low enough so that you might trip over them. There was an assortment of archaic lamps, some of them Chinese, others porcelain and metal, but only one of these was lit, the little one on the mahogany table. 

			It threw just enough light to show me the soles of the man who was lying on the floor, his head pale and waxen save for the fresh flow of blood from his mouth.

			I pulled him into the light and sat him up. Now I knew why the name on the plate outside was familiar. The bloody face before me was Paul Simoneck. The little goatee on the receding jaw stamped him forever in my memory as the man who was the world’s leading gem expert. I remembered from years before the newspaper shots of him coming off the boat, when he had left his fatherland for the safer shores of Manhattan. He had fled Vienna just before the Nazis took over his gem business, along with the rest of Austria. At that time his fame was world-wide. He was welcomed by a delegation of diamond merchants, who hailed him as the most talented man in his field.

			But that was a long time ago. Now he was only an old man, a badly hurt old man. I ran to the table at the window and poured some schnapps from the amber decanter and forced a trickle of it down his throat. He spluttered and gurgled but did not open his eyes. I carried him to the couch and put a pillow behind his head and began to wipe some of the blood off his face.

			I was playing young Doctor Kildare when something hit me flat on the top of my head. It knocked my hat off and sent me to my knees, bobbling my head at the rug.

			“Get up!” somebody said. “Quickly!”

			I said, “I’ll get up, but I won’t promise to stand.”

			“Up! Get up!”

			I lifted myself slowly. Somebody had removed the bones from my legs. I grabbed hold of the couch and turned my body and there was a woman standing over me and she had a small automatic in one hand and a heavy book in the other. She held the automatic firmly, pointing it at the ticklish spot where my eyebrows were raised in incredulity.

			Then she slapped me with the book across the face so that I went spinning backward and down again.

			“Get up!” she said. 

			“You play too rough,” I said. “If you want to hit me, come down here. I’m sick of falling.”

			“Schwein!” she said, and ran quickly to Paul Simoneck, kneeling at his head and cooing strange foreign endearments over him. With her free hand she flipped open her bag and began to mop blood where I had begun the good work. She jumped to her feet and came toward me suddenly, the gun trembling in her hand.

			“I shall kill you for this!” she whispered. “I shall kill you.”

			“Take it easy. I didn’t slug the old guy.”

			“Get up, you beast!”

			“Oh no, lady. Like I said, I’m not playing anymore.”

			“Schwein!” 

			Her lip curled over the dirty word. She had a broad and sensuous mouth, and the bright lipstick on her lips exaggerated it. Her face was pale and bloodless, much too sick and white for a woman of her size, as though she had ducked it into a barrel of powder and forgot to rub off the residue. She had flashing black eyes, as dark as the bottom of a well. She blinked them at me, breathing hard, her whole giant figure alive with the effort of breathing, like a channel swimmer on the last gasp for shore. There was a slight noise from the old man, and she wheeled to stare at him. It was only a minor gesture. But it was enough for me. I bounded up at her, reaching for that gun.

			I caught the gun and wrenched it out of her hand, but it fell away from us as we struggled. She was bigger and heavier than I thought, a mountain of a girl, as hard and tough as any man. She rubbed up against me, but I felt no yen in the rubbing. She made me feel foolish wrestling her around. But she was forcing the fight. She caught me under the heart with a right, almost making me scream with the pain of her fist. I yanked hard at her free hand and worked it around so that I was behind her. She groaned and blubbered at me in a series of European curses. I pushed up on the arm and she yelped with pain. But she wasn’t licked. Not yet. She heaved me to the floor and put a knee in my groin, an unladylike pose, but there was enough avoirdupois behind that knee to take my appendix out. I kicked up at her, measuring the round curve of her buttocks for the effort. She was making me sore. So sore that I missed her elegant can. But I had the range now and it was becoming increasingly more important to injure her. Before she squeezed the tongue out of my mouth.

			Then she froze.

			The old man was on his feet. “Stop,” he said. “Lisa, stop. This man has done nothing to me.” 

			The tableau was laughable. Lisa lay all over me. I had her caught in a scissors that barely reached around her solid waist. I released the pressure on her torso and she unhinged her muscles. She was top lady in a wrestling act. But I was no opponent. Her head was down close to mine and her hair fell over her pallid face and she had both hands on my throat. The pressure went out of them and she was limp and motionless now. She pulled herself off me and adjusted her skirts on the way up. One of her stockings was ripped clear up to her thighs. She went over to the couch and began to whimper in a high, girlish crescendo of sadness. Paul Simoneck put a thin arm around her and patted her gently.

			“Lisa thought you had done this to me,” he said. 

			“Lisa has a bad temper.”

			“Oh, not at all, not at all. But I cannot blame her for what she did. I have been bothered …” He caught himself, his hand to his mouth, as though his uppers might be on the way out.

			I said, “You’ve been bothered by Bryant before?”

			Lisa sat up stiffly and burned her eyes into me. “You know him?”

			“I know his reputation. I saw him come in here.”

			“He is a brutal fellow,” Paul Simoneck said. “It reminded me of other brutes I’ve known—in Vienna. There was no need for him to strike an old man. Such violence, it is hateful. If I were only a little younger, I would have handled him myself.”

			“What did he want, Mr. Simoneck?”

			“Ah, you know my name?” His high forehead filled with a long row of corrugations. He took off his glasses and puffed at them and polished them, the kind of lenses that make a man’s eyes bung. He had on a pale vest, complete with large onyx ornament dangling on a silver chain. He was wearing a broad-striped shirt and a heavy stickpin, some kind of a scarab, with small red stones and bright gold. He stared at me with the open-eyed curiosity of a cow over a daisy. “Do I know you, sir? I am afraid not.”

			“I know you. Paul Simoneck is a famous name in the jewelry business, sir. Especially diamonds.” 

			I got no rise out of him.

			“Yes, a long time ago,” he said. “But they have forgotten me now.” He accepted a beaker of schnapps from Lisa. She handed me a twin, but she didn’t look at me when she gave it to me. She returned to the couch and clasped her hands over her knees and gave them her full attention. Paul Simoneck emptied his glass and put it down. “You have something for me? Some business?”

			“Maybe. Maybe I have bad news for you.”

			“Bad news?” He had a quick eye, over expressive and adjusted to complement his European accent. “What would that be?”

			“Gus Bryant.”

			I was watching the girl. Her hands knotted tighter on her knees as I said the name. She glared up at me sharply and did things to her lower lip, the way a small animal would gnaw on a slice of lettuce. Only it was her lips she was gnawing. 

			“You know him?” Paul Simoneck asked.

			“Well enough.”

			“I do not understand,” Paul Simoneck said, filling his face full of incredulity and then letting it change to caution that bordered on fear. “You are not another one of his—his men?”

			Lisa was on her feet. “Let us get him out of here, Uncle. Let us get rid of him, now, before it is too late.”

			I disregarded her. I gave her my back and continued my little exchange with her uncle. “You mean some of his boys have been down here, too? Which one? Vincetti?”

			“I did not say that.”

			“You hinted, Uncle. You thought I was another one of Bryant’s men, didn’t you? That means you’ve already been contacted by one. And the only really efficient contact man he has is Hands Vincetti.” Lisa had stepped out from behind me and was now hovering around her uncle, in the manner of a great protective bird who circles her nest. But if she was a bird at all, she was some sort of marauding raven, black and sharp and equipped with digging talons. I said, “Better tell Lisa to sit down, Uncle. She’s knocking herself out trying to scare me, but I don’t scare easily.”

			Paul Simoneck muttered something to her in a foreign tongue, a quick and sibilant order. She took up her perch on the edge of the couch again, as stony-eyed as a lynx over a hamburger.

			I said, “Let’s lay it on the line, Simoneck. Bryant came down here for a lead on the Vree pendant. Check?”

			“The Vree pendant?”

			He was a good actor. His pale face mirrored only befuddlement, accented by the movement of his eyebrows, up high along the corrugations on his pate. But I wasn’t watching Paul Simoneck. Lisa would be the true reflex in this scene. Over his shoulder. Six feet away. Something moved on her face, a little tic, an uncontrolled muscle close to her broad lower lip. In the electric moment, she caught me measuring her, and she lowered her eyes and began to chew that lip again, fighting for control. It came through in her hands. They were tightly knotted now, the big bones showing clearly, as though she were trying to squeeze the marrow out of her fingers.

			“The Vree pendant,” I said. “You know it?”

			“Oh, but of course,” he breathed. “Who does not know of such a famous jewel? But of course.”

			“Stop playing cute, Simoneck. Gus Bryant almost beat your brains in because of the Vree pendant, didn’t he?”

			“That is not true.”

			“Then break it down for me. Why did Bryant come down here?”

			“You go too far,” Paul Simoneck said, almost apologetically. “I am not forced to answer your questions. Who are you? And what do you want?”

			“That is better,” Lisa said, on her feet again.

			“My name is Conacher, and I’m a private investigator, and unless you tell your niece to sit down, I’m going to trip her again and squat all over her, Uncle. She bothers me.” She had her eye on the gun now. I could see her licking her lips over her little secret. The gun was over near the window. “Do we play nice, or must I show her a couple of judo holds?”

			She started for the window, as quick as a snake. But I dove down ahead of her and made the gun before her third stride. I sat there, feeling stupid but much more comfortable with the little automatic in my hand. I pointed it up at her, aimed at her nasty teeth, and she took a step backward and another one, until she was close to Uncle again. I got up and walked into her, letting her feel the nose of it in her navel.

			She sat down without a word. But there was mayhem in her eyes. She glared at the rug and then spat with precision, not two inches from my shoes.

			“Now we’ll begin it all over again,” I said. “I know why Gus Bryant came down here, Simoneck.”

			The girl pulled at his sleeve. “Do not talk to him,” she said. “Do not answer him at all, Uncle.”

			Simoneck removed her hand gently. “It is all right, Lisa. Everything will be all right.”

			I said, “Gus Bryant walked in here and asked you to spill what you knew about the Vree pendant—is that it, Simoneck?”

			“Why do you listen to him?” the girl insisted. “Tell him to leave at once. You could call the police and put him out.”

			“But you must have told Bryant that you didn’t know anything,” I continued, “and he didn’t believe you. Why should he? You’re pretty well known as the best gem expert in New York. You’re an old pro at breaking up clusters like the Vree piece.”

			“Am I?” Simoneck asked. “Is that my reputation?”

			“I’ve heard your name around town,” I said. “A couple of years ago you made the newspapers, but the city dicks didn’t quite grab you, did they, Simoneck?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He shrugged.

			“I’ll break it down for you. The last time I heard your name mentioned, it was in connection with the Gargan stones. A couple of fancy boys pulled a fancy job over at The Waldorf, and Mrs. Mortimer Gargan lost a pretty valuable necklace. It was big time stuff, almost as big as the Vree cluster. There was a lot of soft talk around town about a certain refugee gem expert who had done a fantastically quick job on the Gargan stones. The boys down at Headquarters had all sorts of clues on that case, and one or two stray leads pointed downtown, in your direction. But they never quite made anything of it because you were wise enough to keep your nose clean down here. You took the work out, somehow. You fooled them neatly, Simoneck. But maybe you won’t fool them again. I’ll tell you a little secret, my friend—they’re watching you. One of these days you’re going to make a slight misstep and the boys in blue will be down here and they’ll nail you for it.” 

			Simoneck shrugged and smiled and cracked his knuckles. “The police are always good at making theoretical moves,” he said. “They are also experts at assembling dossiers about people whom they suspect. But I do not worry about them. I have done nothing wrong, ever since I arrived in this country.”

			“Let it pass,” I said. “I’m doing you a favor, whether you like it or not. If you’re in on this Vree deal, you can let your conscience be your guide. What you do about those stones doesn’t concern me.”

			“You honestly do not care about the Vree jewels?”

			“I’m only interested in what Gus Bryant might have done when he came down here to see you.”

			“You are a clever man,” said Simoneck.

			“I’m just stabbing,” I said. “The way I figure it, Gus Bryant came down here and asked you nicely at first. All he wanted to know was whether you had worked on the Vree job, whether you had broken it up. What did you tell him?”

			“You are doing fairly well without any help from me,” said Simoneck. “What do you imagine that I told him?”

			“I imagine you told him that you didn’t know a thing about it. And that must have made him boil up a bit, so he began to smack you around, figuring you’d spill your guts after a few pokes in the mush. But Bryant forgot that you’ve had experience with strong-arm boys across the water. He forgot you’ve handled bigger brutes than he is—the Hitler Storm Troop goniffs. So he slapped you once and he slapped you again, until you were out cold. But you didn’t spill.”

			“Are you quite sure?”

			“I’m positive,” I said. “You don’t react to violence, isn’t that it?”

			He was listening to me with a half-smile, an almost tender enjoyment on his thin lips, the way papa listens to a small boy reciting the Gettysburg Address.

			“You are right,” he said. “I do not react favorably to the methods Herr Bryant used.”

			“And before Bryant—didn’t Hands Vincetti come down here to annoy you?”

			“I do not recall the name.”

			“But you’ll recall the face and the figure,” I said. “A big man—a man who looks like an animal?”

			“That was Vincetti?”

			“The same,” I said. “He gave you a going-over?”

			“He was worse than Bryant.” He nodded. His eyes were closed and the horror in his mental image of Vincetti brought out the wrinkles on his brow. It took a long moment for his pinched old face to return to normal. Then he opened his eyes and surveyed me with a shrewdness that was not unfriendly. “And what about you, my friend?”

			“My pitch is different,” I said. “I don’t go in for muscle-man routines—maybe because I haven’t got the lard for it. Maybe I’m down here to help you.”

			“How do you know that I need help?” he asked.

			“You’re going to need help before this Vree deal is finished,” I said.

			“So? But why should you help me?”

			“Helping you is taking no skin off my teeth. We can do things for each other.”

			“Can we? Or are you here because you want the Vree jewels—and think that I have them hidden somewhere in my home?”

			“I don’t give a hoot in hell for the Vree cluster!”

			Lisa had lit a cigarette and was puffing it madly. She smoked fanatically, the cigarette shoved a good half inch into her lips, as though she might chew it and gulp it at any moment. Now she took it out of her mouth and exhaled a high pressure burst of smoke, and stopped to look up at me, caught and held by my last remark.

			“He lies,” she said.

			“Please, Lisa,” said Paul Simoneck, impatient with her now. “I must ask you to be quiet.”

			“But he is bad, I tell you. As bad as the others.”

			“Oh, I’m a bad, bad boy,” I said.

			“You must forgive Lisa,” Paul Simoneck said. “You should try to remember that Lisa, too, went through the same experience that I did, Herr Conacher. But she was such a young child when it happened. It has made an indelible mark on her—on her personality. She was subjected to violences that children in this great country never experience, thank the Lord. It will take much time for her to forget.” He turned to her and shook his head. “If she will ever forget at all, my poor Lisa.”

			She began to weep now, burying her face in her hands, the way a kid does. He went to her and patted her but the sobbing did not let up, great heaves of emotion that shook her all the way along the line of her big frame. He began to whisper to her, gently, but with a certain amount of force, until the racking sobs died away and she turned her white face up to him. There were reddish rims around her eyes now and the blubbering had upset her mouth make-up. He helped her to her feet and led her off through the dining room. I saw him give her a final pat out in the hall as she started up the stairs.

			“She will take a sleeping tablet and rest now,” Paul Simoneck said sadly. “It is a tragic thing with her, Herr Conacher. A ruined child is a ruined woman, nein?” He filled our glasses with another drink of schnapps. He lifted his liquor in an unspoken toast and downed it in one slick swallow, smacking his lips and licking at them with a delicate tongue. “And now? You were saying?”

			“I was saying that I don’t give a hoot in hell for the Vree pendant, remember?”

			“So? And yet you are a private investigator?”

			“Want to see my papers?”

			He waved the idea away. “Who is your client?”

			“Don’t let my wild, laughing eyes deceive you, Simoneck. You don’t think I’d be sucker enough to tell you who hired me?”

			“And why not?”

			“Private detectives just don’t play that way.”

			“Ah? So? Ethics?”

			“Ethics,” I said. “Just like the ethics that kept your lip zippered when Gus Bryant tried to make you tell the customer who ordered you to break up the Vree cluster.”

			He shrugged that one away, too. “I have not admitted that fact, Herr Conacher.”

			“You don’t have to admit it. Not to me.”

			“I am beginning to understand.”

			“Good. Maybe we can do business. Maybe we can get somewhere if you forget about the pendant.”

			“It is forgotten,” Paul Simoneck agreed. “And now?”

			“I just have one question, Simoneck. You see, my client is interested only in Gus Bryant.” I threw it at him and let it ride around in his intellect for a while. He took it and it seemed to sit well with him. I said, “You wouldn’t resent my asking you a few questions about Bryant, would you? It could be that your answers might put the fix on Bryant.”

			“The fix?”

			“Jail,” I said. “It might be pretty cute if you helped me just enough so that Bryant could be sent up.”

			The prospect warmed Paul Simoneck’s face. “That would be an undeniable pleasure, Herr Conacher. But how can you be helped by me?”

			“I need background on Bryant. My client wants to know something about Bryant’s operations in the past—during the last five years or so. My client wants to know, for instance, whether Bryant ever came to you with any jewelry problems.”

			“And such information would help you?”

			“It might put the fix on Bryant.”

			“The answer, Herr Conacher, is yes.” He said it flatly and honestly, but with an obvious finality, brought about by his immediate rise from his chair to indicate that our charming tête-á-tête was at an end. “More than that, I would not tell anybody on earth, nor do I wish to be quoted. But, since you seem straightforward and frank, and promise some punishment for the beast, I have given you what you asked for. And now I must go upstairs and see how Lisa is doing. I bid you good night, and good luck.”

			He came to the door with me and bowed me out. I had only a quick interval, a fleeting second, during which I looked up the narrow stairway. There was a dull red light burning up there, on the upstairs landing. But I could have sworn I saw the pale and mask-like face of Lisa, staring down, her eyes riveted on me.

			And then the door closed behind me and I was out on the street again.

			CHAPTER 12

			The sleepy-eyed druggist in the corner store sold me a pack of Chesterfields and did not mind when I held him at the counter, making small talk. It was already close to midnight, but I was in no hurry. Neighborhood stores are always of interest to the lone operator. Neighborhood stores cater to neighborhood people, and drugstores can be mines of undug information, since the family druggist holds the key to many intimate secrets. Of all the merchandise marts, the local pill and powder emporiums are man’s most true and faithful servants. They toil as shopkeepers, from early morning until the world is asleep, ever on the alert for the jangle of the phone, the important prescription or the wandering Willie in search of a pack of butts.

			This store was well situated for me. Over the druggist’s shoulder, through the neon-lit window, I could see down the block, to the lamppost standing not too far away from Paul Simoneck’s shadowed doorway. The street was empty.

			I said, “So you know Paul Simoneck? Nice guy.”

			“Not bad, for a refugee. But he ain’t exactly healthy.”

			“He didn’t look so well tonight.”

			“Another one of his spells? I sell him a lot of kidney stuff.”

			“Well, he’s an old man,” I said. “And he’s got his problems. Take that Lisa broad. I’ll bet she’s no tonic for him.”

			“A dizzy dame.”

			“I’ll bet you sell her a lot of Benzedrine.”

			“I sell her nothing but cigarettes,” the druggist said. “What a bundle of woman. Jesus, I wouldn’t like to be married to a big one like that. A guy would have to own an iron backbone to keep her happy.”

			I laughed out loud at his joke. He enjoyed my laughter. He began to build the gag, the way all amateur comics play up an accident of humor. It was important to keep him laughing, so I joined him in the crescendo of hilarity, until his pale face filled with the blood of his amusement.

			“What does she do for a living?” I asked. “I figured her for a lady wrestler.”

			“You could be right. She could murder a man with her right arm.” A customer came in and he moved away to distill a Coca-Cola. He mopped the fountain quickly and came back with all the laughter gone out of him. “Coca-Cola, Coca-Cola. This is strictly a nickel and dime neighborhood. God, my mother warned me I should take up plumbing. Even plumbing would be better than this. What were we talking about?”

			“Simoneck’s niece. You were saying that she has some kind of a job?”

			“I was?” He began to smile again, remembering his one great joke of the evening. But it faded soon and he sank back into his accustomed groove, his vacant contemplation of nothing at all. “I really don’t know. She’s not around here very much.”

			“I thought she lived with the old man.”

			“Listen,” he whispered, tapping the words out on my jacket, “if she lived with Simoneck for one week, one week I say, you know what would happen? They’d be carrying him out in a box. She’s nuts, you understand? She lost all her marbles, somewhere over in Europe.”

			He continued to talk about her, but my ears were out of touch with him now. I had my lead. There was a chance that she might come out now, a long shot, but well worth the playing. My business is compounded of long and watchful gaps, moments when the eye takes up the sentinel watch while the brain is lost in theory and speculation. The street was almost all asleep now, only a few yellowed windows glimmering in the gray and black background of the night. A lone policeman hove into view and swung out along the pavement, passing through the small circle of light under the street lamp, his head raised, whistling a tune to warm his lonely beat. A man with a lunch bucket followed him through the shadows. From somewhere far uptown, the blare of an impatient horn howled and hooted. A baby wailed a thin and high-pitched whimper, upstairs, through many walls. 

			And then a crack of light showed in Simoneck’s doorway.

			And she was out on the street.

			She paused to wrap her raincoat firmly around her great body, and put her hand to her mouth and studied the block, looking both ways, slowly. She pulled up her collar and rammed her hands into her pockets and began to walk, at a goodly clip, toward the west. She hesitated on the corner, running her eyes uptown and down, probably hunting a taxi. She found none and crossed to the opposite corner. I gave her enough room for comfort and left the drugstore.

			It was a bad time of night for playing games. She would see me if I got too close, because of the hour, because of the dead streets, because of the flat and empty area of town through which we moved, across toward Broadway. This was the manufacturing neighborhood, the section of the city where commerce filled the streets during the day. At night only the cats prowled these ugly canyons. She moved, far ahead of me now, in a steady rhythm, her high heels clacking and echoing in the tight silences between the main arteries of traffic. She was headed for Greenwich Village and I closed the distance between us, so that I would not lose her when we reached the lighted area beyond Fifth Avenue.

			She slowed perceptibly as she mingled with the pedestrian ebb and flow. And when she slowed, I felt the first prickle of unease.

			Somebody was following me.

			The nerve-end vibrations of some buried instinct told me so. I heard no sound of him, I saw no sign of him, yet my brain translated the feel of him into dead certainty. Once, long ago, on a wooded slope in France, I had scouted a patrol alone, crossing under the dark trees until I stood in an open clearing. There were two ways through the forest, and one way led over a ridge and past a deserted farm. Across the meadow, from some distant pit, our machine guns spat and hummed, setting up a background of chatter as I circled the farm, half crouched and moving with caution. And suddenly the music of the bullets ceased. And suddenly I knew that he was behind me, off to the left, crawling my way for a shot at me. I was on my belly before the first shot whistled over my head. I fell abruptly, as though some mysterious hand had pushed my body to the earth. And then I squirmed around and faced him, watching the soft silhouette of the slope for a sign of movement. He moved once, to cock his gun. He never moved again. Because I caught him as he stood against, the sky, trapping him out of the reflexes of the mysterious force that sometimes warns a man of his pursuer.

			But this was different. I was moving in a well-lighted area, in the tide of late pedestrians who always haunt the Village pavements until the wee hours. It was difficult to turn and measure him. He walked somewhere behind me, I knew. He had been walking behind me for some time now, through the deserted streets on the way across town. It would have been easy to spot him, if I weren’t following Lisa Simoneck. For a small moment I weighed the value of my purpose. But the figure of Lisa, a half block away, held me to my course. 

			She took me on a tour of the Village. She piloted me teasingly through the crooked streets, slowing once to light a cigarette. It began to rain, a chilling drizzle, not hard, but damp enough to wet my face and make me yearn for my topcoat. We were passing along Bleecker Street now. She turned left and strolled down a darkened side street, lined with an assortment of squat buildings, ancient barns now converted to studios and apartments for the Bohemian gentry. She was home. She ducked into a doorway and I heard the hinges squeal and the sound of the latch clicking in the silence.

			I gave her five minutes, pausing under a sheltering doorway and squinting back at the edge of the lighted street through which we had passed. There was a small restaurant on the corner, a red neon sign a-flicker in the gloomy mist. An old awning hung over the store front and there was a fogged shadow under it, an area of inkish gray, a void that taxed my eyes as I stared. Something moved there. I saw the vague shape of a man, an ordinary man of average height, a man who wore a gray hat and sucked at a cigarette, because a tiny spark of light, a red pin-point, brightened as he dragged. I strained to identify him, hating myself for my speculation. He might have been a passerby, someone who had stepped out of the drizzle for a casual butt. Or, could he be the other one—the man who had followed me from Simoneck’s?

			The cigarette sailed through the air in a straight line for the curbing, and the little light went out as the rain engulfed it. The man had moved back and away now, off-stage, to the front of the restaurant, which was around the corner. It was an effort to fight down the urge to move up there and face him. But the prickling tickle of my curiosity died when I thought of Lisa.

			I crossed the street and opened the door that she had opened.

			The hallway was a dark black square of nothing at all but smell and silence. There was a door on the right because the thin light from the street picked up the shape and substance of the doorknob, so that it glimmered weakly in the gloom. I lit a match and examined the black bell dots on the left wall. There were three of them in a line, with letter boxes underneath them. But there were no names under the buttons. Eenie-meenie-minie, but no moe. I pressed eenie, and stood back to wait the door clicker. Nothing. I pressed meenie. Almost immediately the buzzer sounded and the door swung open under my hand and I was in a narrow hall and staring upstairs at a man with a beard.

			“Jake?” he yelled. “Look, kids, it’s good old Jake, home from the wars at last. Come on up, Jake. Come on up, the whole goddam gang is here.”

			A woman came out to join him. She was holding a tall glass and peering down at me through the gloom and singing something in French. Behind them, I caught the sound of a party, slipping into high, a surge of noise after she had opened the door. I started up the stairs, whistling merrily. 

			“Jake!” the man with the beard said, and clapped me on the shoulder, leaning all over me, as heavy as a bundle of concrete. “You old son of a bitch,” he said, spewing a damp spray in my ear. “When did you roll in?”

			“Easy,” I told him. “You’re fracturing my shoulder, old horse.”

			“Good old Jake,” he muttered.

			“Who said Jake?” somebody shouted. They were piling out on the landing, surrounding me. “Where the hell is the old bastard?”

			The French cutie pulled me onward. She had me by the hand and was massaging it gently, in the manner of somebody’s mother petting somebody’s child. She nuzzled her cheek up against me and led me into the room. There were about ten of them inside, all of them staring at me, all of them as loaded as bar rags. The French girl stepped back to look at me. She batted her pretty green eyes at me and began to laugh in a high, incredulous giggle.

			“But this ees not Jake, after all,” she yelped.

			“Is so Jake,” the man with the beard said. “Guess I know Jake when I see him. Just Jake’s size.”

			“Is not,” somebody else said, another doll, but not as pretty as the French one. She came close and squinted at me and shook her head. “Is not Jake. But he’s cute, he’s real nice. Give him a drink, Leo. He’s even nicer than Jake.”

			“Tell that bitch you’re Jake,” the bearded man pleaded.

			“No dice,” I said. I took off my hat and scratched my head, playing it the way it would appeal to them. “Jesus! I’m in the wrong flat.”

			“Nonsense, Jake.” Somebody laughed.

			“Why the hell don’t you admit you’re Jake?” big beard asked petulantly. “Am I asking too much?”

			“Give him a drink.” The French wench tittered. “One beeg drink, Leo, and he will be Jake. Correct, mon ami?”

			“One big drink,” I said. “And I will even be Herbert Q. Hoover.”

			Big beard said, “Good old Jake. Always did have a sense of humor.”

			“Ask him if he wants a drink,” somebody said. “Maybe Jake wants a drink.”

			It was a large room, a studio barn with a broad window on the backyard end. There were sackcloth drapes from the ceiling to the floor and a profusion of furniture from every period known to man. There weren’t enough seats to go around and some of the party people were squatting on the floor in various poses of informality. On the street side, a couple squirmed on a wide couch, playing wrestling games. It was catch-as-catch-can between a small well-molded girl and a character in plaid shirt who had long arms and an expert’s reach. They were going through an assortment of sinful emotions, paying no regard to the rest of the people in the room. She squealed and giggled but you couldn’t hear her because the noise rose and fell in a wild cacophony from an uptuned record player in the corner. The loud speaker blatted out the latest in bop, so loud that you couldn’t hear the melody.

			On the far side of the room a door was open, wide enough so that you could see it was the john. You could also see the girl who sat on the throne, but it wasn’t Lisa. I wondered where the kitchen was.

			I said, “You bet I want a drink. Lead me to it.”

			“You want some special stuff?” the French gal asked. “Gigi will find it for you.”

			She tugged me through the open door, and before I knew it, we were crossing in front of the seated queen who waved to us drunkenly as we passed before her; through another door and into a long and narrow kitchen, as neat as a city garbage dump.

			“American homes, she are stupid,” sang the French bird at my elbow. “Where else have you ever see a water closet made up for a hallway to the kitchen? Ah, strange, strange America!”

			“You don’t like it here?”

			“Mais, oui.” She plucked a few invisible threads from my lapel. “Especially the American man, I am of great admiration.”

			“I’ll take Scotch, lady.”

			“But in Paree ees altogether different,” she sang on. “Have you ever—?”

			“Is there another room in this hole?” I asked.

			“What for you want another room?”

			“A bedroom maybe?”

			She tittered all over me. “So soon, petit chou-fleur?”

			“Why not?” 

			“But we have only just met.”

			“Maybe it’s love at first sight,” I said.

			“You Americans, how bold, how sure, especially the little ones like you. What ees it with you?”

			“L’amour,” I lisped in my lousy French. “How about the bedroom?”

			“But there ees none, cheri.”

			“There must be one somewhere around here. Where does Leo play his personal games?”

			“There is only the couch in the studio.”

			“The studio is too busy, lady,” I said. “And I don’t like to perform in public.”

			She giggled some more. “For this, I do not blame you. Even in Paris we do not behave ourselves this way. There are places where for a small sum, one may go and see such things, but never do we do such before other people.”

			I said, “You’re sure there isn’t a small quiet room up here? You’re sure it’s only a three room dump?”

			“I am positive,” she cooed. “I have been here before, often, but if you like, I have a cozy place not far from here. We have but to go uptown on Fifth Avenue to my room.”

			“Not tonight, Josephine.”

			I did not have time. We backed out of there, and when we walked through the water closet, the queen was gone. I took the French girl off into a corner and sat there nodding at her and squeezing her hand while she gushed and rambled. Her name was Gigi and she was a Parisian model who had exported herself into the big-time posing industry in New York. She had worked in the French Underground, she told me, and lifted her skirt to show me a scar on her thigh where a German grenade had wounded her. She went into great detail explaining what happened to her when the Nazis brought her in to a Hun doctor for general repairs. She had crossed the ocean after the war and had appeared on several magazine covers, the head only, because her figure was too busty for the boys in the censorship bureau. She was anxious to find out what I did and I told her I was in the picture department of Life magazine. She almost pushed her womanly charms in my face. Around us the party yowled and squealed, with a few new participants arriving to join the melee.

			I said, “Don’t these bums ever go home and go to bed?”

			“You are a sad type,” Gigi said. “Eees it that you do not enjoy the party?”

			“It is that I have the headache,” I said. “The mal de tête.”

			“I have a method for curing such an ailment.”

			“I can imagine.”

			“Do not laugh at Gigi. Let me massage your scalp, cheri.”

			“Not tonight. It won’t work tonight.”

			“With Gigi it always works.”

			“You have customers?”

			“Ask Leo,” she said. “For him I have done it.”

			“The beard? Does he own this dump?”

			“But of course. You have not heard of Leo Bellaman? You have not seen his paintings, perhaps?”

			“Perhaps I have not.”

			She pulled me to my feet, hell-bent for the far side of the room and the easel. They had backed the art equipment into the corner, but there was a big picture on the stand a nicely handled head and shoulders deal, done with a smooth, sure technique. It was Gigi, smiling out at me in full color. She stood back to admire her likeness and I gurgled the expected phrases of approval.

			“He did you proud, Gigi. But he should have posed you in the raw—you would have shaped up into a fine picture, I’ll bet.”

			“He will do me, cheri. Leo has done everything. You like the nudities?”

			“I adore the nudities.”

			She pulled me again, this time to a closet at the other end of the big window. Leo stored his finished pictures inside and she plucked them out, one by one, for a private showing. There were an assortment of studies, all of them done with the same slick finish; brilliant bowls of fruit, atmospheric landscapes and all sorts of nudes. She was flipping them fast, but I caught her hand and held it on one picture. It was a larger canvas than the rest. There was a woman asprawl a yellow-draped couch, asleep. Her head lay on the ridge of a fleshy arm and her ebony hair poured over her shoulder and swirled against the canary coverlet in starting contrast. She was completely nude, painted in soft pinks and fleshy highlights, in the manner of Renoir, a French artist who always made a woman’s skin a thing of beauty. She held a red rose in one hand, dropped in a coy position, below the navel and hiding a small section of anatomy. But the real interest lay in the head and torso. This was a big woman, big all over. Yet she was proportioned in the classic measurements. Her breasts were firm and fresh and the little shadows along her rump and thighs were handled with the master’s touch. It was her head that fascinated me, however. I had seen her before. Her face was down-tilted and her attitude seemed to symbolize repose, but something in the cut of her lips and eyes held me and wouldn’t let go. It could be the color of her face, the subdued whiteness of it, in contrast to the delightfully ripe tones of the rest of her body. I had seen such a face not too long ago. I had seen that face twisted with hate and scorn. I had seen that mouth spit. 

			It was Lisa Simoneck!

			I turned to Gigi and patted her where it would feel good. “Put them away. I’ve seen enough art for this night. Listen, do you want to do me a real favor?”

			“You want to come to my place?”

			“I want to talk to Leo. Get him for me.”

			“Eees that all you wish?” she pouted. “Perhaps you will be putting his pictures in your magazine instead of Gigi—ees that it?”

			“Listen, sweety, you get me Leo and I promise you a real layout, complete with captions. A deal?”

			“Liar,” she said but started across the room for Leo, anyhow.

			I went back to the closet and pulled out the painting of Lisa. I stood it up against the wall and went through the motions of art appreciation, laying on with the gestures as I saw Leo approaching from across the room. He was clutching Gigi’s arm and making a brave show of walking a straight line. When he arrived, she shifted the load and I gave him my shoulder to lean on.

			“My good old frien’, Jake,” he said. “You happy, Jake?”

			“Like a lark,” I said, and jerked him around so that he faced the picture. “This painting, Leo. Marvelous. Best thing of its kind I’ve ever seen.”

			“Oh, nuts, Jake. Oh, double nuts!”

			“You’re hiding your light under a bushel, Leo. This is a minor masterpiece.”

			“Good old Jake,” he said affectionately. “Stop goosing me, Jake old man.” 

			“He means eet,” Gigi said. “Also, his name eet ees not Jake.”

			“Jake,” he said. “Always was a lying dog. Good old Jake.”

			“When are you going to show this stuff?” I asked.

			“Watch for it, Jake. One-man show, coming up. Got the men’s room in Grand Central Station booked for it. I’ll wow ’em, Jake.”

			I said, “I could do you a big favor with this nude, Leo.”

			“Cute, isn’t she, Jake? A really fine piece.”

			“I mean it, Leo. This one could break into print. I can get her into the magazine for you,” I said. “But it’d have to be a story, Leo. If I could snap the model in a couple of poses and build her up a bit, maybe it would fit into a picture deal at Life.”

			“You see, Leo?” Gigi pinched him on the cheek. “Was I making the joke about this man? Answer him. Be nice to him. He can do you the big favors.”

			“My friend Jake,” Leo insisted, slobbering on me affectionately. “God’s answer to the downtrodden artist.”

			“Who is the model?” I asked. “Where can I locate her?”

			“Stoneface. Best goddam model in the Village, Jake old son. Holds a pose like a slice of granite. Never moves. Even when you make a pass at her, she doesn’t. Queer girl.”

			“Her name?”

			“Lisa Somethingorother.”

			“Simoneck?”

			“On the nose, Jake. On the old nose.”

			“You know her?” Gigi asked.

			“I’ve heard of her,” I said. “Where does she live, Leo?”

			“Ask me the easy ones, old friend. Last time I heard, she was using Chet Cutler’s place while he was out of town. Chet’s diggings are downstairs.”

			“I’m going down to get her,” I said, urgently now, putting on a show of business drive. “This could make me a big man up at the office.”

			“You must go?” Gigi asked. She stayed with me to the doorway, working hard to break my arm. “You will come back?”

			“Sure, baby, sure. Now you just sit here and wait for me.”

			“Gigi ees fond of you. Gigi will be most jealous.”

			“Lisa isn’t my type, sugar. Too big to handle. You’re my dish. You and I can knock out beautiful cadenzas together. I’ll be back in two shakes.”

			“Save the shakes for Gigi,” she said, and waved me goodbye on the stair landing.

			I climbed down and turned right and I was under the shadow of the stairway, standing in front of a door marked CHET CUTLER, Ceramics. There was no point in knocking or ringing. I slid the knob around in my fingers and it moved easily. I pushed the door open and I was inside.

			CHAPTER 13

			Two o’clock.

			A melodic timepiece from somewhere inside Chet Cutler’s flat chimed the hour as I closed the door behind me. The small hallway in which I stood was illuminated by the thin flame from my cigarette lighter as I searched for the wall switch. I lit the lights and the place came into focus. There was a large room straight ahead of me, cluttered with a hundred samples of the ceramic art, a show-place for the handiwork of Cutler. A long table sat against the wall, on which a galaxy of ashtrays, pots, vases, plaques and gewgaws was displayed, the bright colors startling against the background of dull gray wall. On the floor, in odd places, other samples of his talent spread around as though the moving men had set them down only a little while ago.

			There was a wall full of good pictures at the other end of the studio, some of them distinctive abstractions, signed with a spidery signature: C. Cutler. To the rear, against the studio window, there was an oversized easel and the added equipment of the working artist: tabouret and large vases for brushes. The smell of turpentine, not fresh, but cloying, mingled with the dank odor of neglect. I walked to the tabouret and lifted the palette, fingering the paint and finding it crusted and ancient. The paint rag, too, had not been used for many a week. Chet Cutler would be a sloppy artist, the type with temperament. There was a charcoal sketch of a girl’s head on the canvas, but Cutler had rendered it worthless by running hard black lines, in a crazy-quilt pattern, over the original sketch, so that the original drawing was hidden forever under the welter of scrawls and scratches. 

			The apartment was a duplicate of Leo’s, upstairs. I walked through the bathroom and into the kitchen. Here was chaos. The sink was loaded with dishes, pots, pans and cutlery, all unwashed and setting up a dank and putrid stench. Along the wooden work-shelf an array of glasses and cups added to the confusion, surrounded by fizz bottles and a half dozen dead soldiers from the liquor battalions. Under the sink I searched and groped for something of importance, any small lead, a crumb of direction amid the debris. I found nothing. I opened the garbage can and held my breath against the upsurge of stink that tore into my nostrils.

			I plucked the cans out and examined them, one by one. Somebody had eaten well, recently. The labels told me a story of their own. Whoever emptied these cans had the taste of a gourmet, had dined on an assortment of delicate concoctions—the sort of food usually found in the specialty shops: mushroomed spaghetti, truffles, trout, and a variety of Italian antipasto and spiced niceties. I kicked the garbage can over and studied the mess, observing the abundance of cigarette butts, all of them reddened with lipstick. I poked deeper into the filth, turning up the unsavory litter. There were a few mangled cigar ends, with bands that sported two bit brand names. There were several candy wrappers: Babe Ruth and Mounds and Hershey bars. There were steak bones and chicken legs.

			The little refrigerator held a slab of butter and a container of cream, stale and sour. There was a raw veal cutlet on a plate, flattened thin and ready for cooking. Somebody had meant to eat this meat. A week ago. I slammed the door shut and went out of there.

			The studio couch was covered with a gray throw, decorated with a fancy needlework design. I pulled it off and examined the sheets and pillowcases underneath. The bedclothes were well wrinkled and ruffled, and on the pillow I caught the faint smell of pomade, a masculine varnish used by the flat-top variety of male who favored a polish and shine for his hair. 

			I turned to the closet across the room. Chet Cutler’s meager wardrobe hung on the rack: a tweedy suit, a pair of old jeans well stained with paint. But there was a topcoat behind these things, hung on a nail. It was a blue trench coat, much too large for a man of Cutler’s size. This was a coat built for a big person. A big girl, perhaps.

			A girl like Lisa Simoneck?

			I stood there, holding the coat away from me and staring at it, as studiously as the men’s wear buyer at Macy’s. I waited for it to talk to me. It was mute. I reached into the pockets and ferreted through them eagerly. I discovered a few toothpicks, a mangled package of Chesterfields, a small comb—and a matchbox.

			The mind of a detective is a sieve, a trap, a filter through which the odds and ends of information must flow to be sifted. You look and stare and wonder. You smell the package of cigarettes. Fresh and good. You light one and puff one to check on the age of the weed. Fresh and good. A day old, maybe two. You stare at a comb and picture the woman who used it. You examine a book of matches and slowly it becomes a fire that burns through your head. It is a small lead that ripens into an itch, a hunch, an area of probability that can lead you up the high road to success, or down the dead-end alley of despair. But everything and anything becomes important when the strain of the hunt begins to tell. And now my hands were hot on the matchbox.

			My eyes were eating the advertising message:

			GINO’S FOR SPAGHETTI

			The Best Italian

			Cooking in Coney Island

			The matchbox was singing to me. I picked up the phone and called Gino’s. I told the man at the other end that I had a big crowd of spaghetti slurpers who wanted to pay him a call. Was he open at this late hour? He was open much later. Would he have some fresh pizza on hand? His pizza factory was still producing. All night? Gino’s was open day and night, all year around. The Best Italian Cooking in Coney Island, the man said, sounding off like an Italian-American commercial on the radio.

			Why would Lisa go to Gino’s? The inner gears of my factual foundry whirred and hummed, backtracking into the odds and ends of information that Grace Masterson had given me. Frank Masterson was a lover of exotic foods, especially the Italian. Lisa had brought him to Cutler’s place and fed him on canned antipasto and other delicacies. If she had moved him to Coney Island, he might be near Gino’s. It was worth the trip.

			I phoned the office, listening to the buzz on the other end. Abe would still be in Max Erlock’s place, exploring the files for something on the blonde.

			I phoned Biberman, but he was out. His assistant had no news for me, and he was pessimistic about the immediate future. There would be one dead end after another, tracking her down through the routine system for identifying unmarked corpses.

			“Nothing at all on her body?” I asked.

			“Nothing but skin.”

			“The teeth?”

			“Not yet,” he said, yawning loud enough to discourage me. “Why don’t you call back in a couple of days, Conacher? You’re rushing us.”

			“Was Erlock downtown?” 

			“You’re damned right he was. But he didn’t know her.”

			“How about the other bookers?”

			“Relax. We’ll get to them.”

			I slapped the phone down and called it a dirty name, frustrated by the office louse at the other end. It was an effort to forget about the blonde completely, to shut her out of my mind so that I could concentrate my limited mental energy on the case at hand. She would continue to bother me for a long time. She would bother me forever, until I could track down the reason for her body in my office, the bothersome image of the madman who had killed her there.

			I walked into the kitchen and found a bottle of Scotch, up high on the grocery shelf, where Cutler had hidden it from the foraging eyes of Lisa Simoneck. I toyed with the idea of going back to Paul Simoneck’s. She could have led me up the garden path to this retreat and then doubled back to her uncle’s place. She might be clever enough to go through the motions of innocence for me, knowing that I followed her, knowing that I would be sidetracked in this studio.

			CHAPTER 14

			I was reaching for the phone, about to call my office again, when something happened behind me. I heard the faint click of the door latch. I heard the sound of footsteps. And when I turned toward the door, Paul Simoneck faced me.

			He said, “The detective again. Well, well.”

			He was as nervous as an idler outside a maternity ward. His little face twitched with worry and seemed ten shades lighter than when I last saw it. His eyes were blinking at me, tortured by a personal upset that almost made him a sympathetic character. Almost, but not quite. Because he was holding an automatic in his right hand, carrying it low, but aiming it for a vulnerable spot close to my eyebrows. His old hand trembled as it held the rod.

			I said, “I thought we were friends, Simoneck.”

			“Do not move,” he said. “Stand where you are.”

			“I’m not moving. What’s the gimmick? Were you following me across town? Were you the guy I saw up at the corner?” 

			He shook his head slowly. “I did not follow you.” He was making a feeble effort at casing the room. He was bracing himself for some sort of shock, as though he expected Lisa to walk out of the bathroom, naked, at any moment. He said, “What have you done with Lisa?”

			“Are you kidding? You don’t think that I could do anything with your niece?”

			“You followed her here?”

			“So what? Once I was assigned to follow a racehorse. Does that mean that I bedded down with the nag?”

			“You arrested her,” he said. “Is that it?”

			“I told you I was no city dick, Simoneck.”

			“Then where did she go?”

			“A dandy question. I wish I could give you the answer.”

			“You must tell me. At once.”

			His attempt at strength and power was pitiful and I could not hold back the reflex gurgle of amusement. The gun was strange in his hands. These were delicate fingers, accustomed to handling precious stones, but nervous and uneasy on the trigger of an automatic. My burst of laughter made him wince and he fell apart suddenly, lowering the gun and just standing there, awkward and embarrassed by his own histrionics. 

			I said, “Put the popgun away, Simoneck. You’ll do better without it.”

			He let himself drop into a chair and the breath went out of him. His shoulders drooped and he gave himself up to sadness.

			“I should apologize. I have made a fool of myself.”

			“Forget it,” I said. “What’s eating you?”

			“Lisa,” he sighed. “Ach, she is a great worry, that girl.”

			“She’s a big one.”

			“I do not understand her.”

			“What worries you?”

			“Her life, her poor unfortunate life, my friend. It is sad, so sad.”

			“It’s going to be a lot sadder, if she doesn’t behave herself.”

			“You know what she has done?”

			“I’ve been putting the pieces together.”

			“You know,” he said. “You are a clever man.”

			“Any halfwit could have figured it,” I said. “She’s been playing games with Masterson. Why didn’t you stop it?”

			“Stop Lisa?” He shrugged hopelessly. “No one can stop Lisa. I could do nothing to prevent it.”

			“How long has Masterson been seeing her? How did they meet?”

			“It was my fault,” he said. There was a building sadness in him now, coming through to add sudden gasps and gulps of sorrow to his dialogue. “It was I who introduced her to him, when he came to visit me, after he arrived in New York. He seemed to like her at once, and that was all she needed, the poor girl. You can imagine how starved she was for such affection.” He lowered his head and seemed to be telling it all to the rug, sobbing it out in a rush of words. “I did my best to stop it. I warned her about him, but of course she did not listen to me. She is a strange girl, an unfortunate child, really.”

			I said, “Well, she’s flown this little nest with him now.”

			“You are looking for her?”

			“I’m looking for Masterson.”

			“But no harm will come to her?” He was on his feet now, begging me for something that I could not give him. “The police will not arrest poor Lisa? That would be the end of everything for her, Mr. Conacher.” 

			“The police won’t touch her if she hasn’t stuck her neck out.”

			“But you—you are not from the police,” he said, clutching my sleeve in a fit of desperation. “You can, perhaps, save her for me? I would pay you. I would pay you well.”

			“I’m sorry, Simoneck. There’s nothing I can do for her unless she’s got a clean nose. But I’m afraid that she’ll get some sort of sentence if they catch her. She’s been helping a fleeing criminal and there are rules for citizens about that.”

			“Ach, but can’t you warn her?” He was about to cry again. 

			I said, “Maybe. If you can get me to her in time. Where did she take Masterson from here?”

			“But I do not know. I wish I did.”

			“What about Coney Island? Does she know anybody there?”

			He shook his head at it. “Lisa has never mentioned knowing friends in Coney Island.”

			“A restaurant? Gino’s?”

			He did not know Gino’s. “I do not understand, who is Gino? A friend of hers, perhaps?”

			Paul Simoneck was coming into focus for me. He was nothing more than a tired old man playing a game that was way out of his league. He sat down on the couch and tried to light a cigarette, shaking so violently that his trembling fingers could not start the spark in his lighter. I sat down beside him and helped him. He inhaled hungrily only once and then snuffed out the butt and put his hands over his face and began to sob hysterically.

			I said, “Why don’t you stop worrying about Lisa? She’s a big girl now and she knows what she is doing. Maybe it’s all for the best that she beat it with Masterson, because they’re going to catch her and when the police get a good gander at her, it won’t take them long to understand what they must do with her. Lisa is sick, Mr. Simoneck. She’s sick in the brain department.”

			“What will they do with her?”

			“They’ll help her in a way that you never could. They’ll send her away to an institution and the doctors will examine her and prescribe treatment for her. After a while they’ll get her to talk, they’ll get her to remember what started the unrest in her mind. It should be easy for them after that. She’ll have to serve some time, but she’s young enough to afford it and when she comes out she’ll be a healthier girl. Take my word for it.” 

			“Why do you tell me this?” he asked.

			“Because I’m a damn fool,” I said. “Because it breaks me up when I see a man cry.”

			“You are very kind.”

			“I’m going to be a bit kinder,” I said. I waited for him to lift his head and stare at me. The sadness was gone now and in its place I saw the rekindling of the original spark of shrewdness I had first observed when I met him. “Maybe it’s time you started worrying about yourself, Mr. Simoneck. You’ve been in this country for a long time and I have no memory of a police file on you, but this Masterson thing could be the beginning of the end for you. You’ve been playing around with some pretty bad boys. You’ve been visited by Gus Bryant and Hands Vincetti, two characters who can’t possibly do you any good. Because they’re fruit for the police department, both of them.”

			“I do not know what you mean,” he said. “Is it my fault that they came to bother me?”

			“I’m not going to argue that point with you. I’ll let the city dicks do the arguing. They’re going to show up in your living room one of these days and ask you a lot of annoying questions, but I can sidetrack them if you cooperate. I have the feeling that you’re just an outsider on this deal. Am I right?”

			“You are absolutely right.”

			“Then you want me to assume that you never handled the Vree pendant? You want me to deduce that Masterson still has it, wherever he is?”

			“That is exactly correct,” said Simoneck. “What I have told you about Lisa is the truth. I know the Vree pendant only by reputation. I have never seen it. You must believe me.”

			“I believe you,” I said. “Now I’m going to give you some free advice. Forget about Lisa. I know it isn’t going to be easy, but you must go home now and put her out of your mind completely. I have connections with the police department. I promise to let you know when she is found, and if I find her first, I also promise that no harm will come to her. But I want a promise from you in exchange for these guarantees. I want you to promise me that you’ll go home and do as I say. Is it a deal?”

			He gave me his lean and bony hand. We left the studio and I watched him walk slowly off into the shadows. I had done my good deed for the day. I could look forward now to a merit badge for my Boy Scout conscience. Or a good stiff kick in the pants from Paul Simoneck if I was wrong about him.

			The street was empty when I started away, on the run now toward the busy lanes of traffic on Seventh Avenue. It was a short trip, but my mind buzzed with the old feeling, the queasy suspicion that the man in the gray hat still ran behind me. I fought down the impulse to turn and examine the shadows back there. I pressed forward and when I arrived at Seventh Avenue a convenient cab drifted my way. We roared downtown and through the Battery Tunnel to the broad road that skirts the edges of the Brooklyn and hugs the shoreline to the bright purlieus of Coney Island. 

			Gino’s glimmered in the section beyond the amusements, a festive front of neon trimmings, yellow and brilliant blue against the background of the night. I told the cabby to pull up a half block before the entrance. If Lisa was inside, I wanted her to move freely. She could have arrived here over an hour ago if she left at the moment when I entered the studio party above Chet Cutler’s place. She could be inside. Or she could be home in bed.

			I strolled among the shadows across the street from Gino’s, observing the surge of activity around and about the place. Gino’s was a popular night spot. A profusion of private cars lined the streets, and through the open windows I caught the whining strains of an accordion backed up by an inexperienced pianist, banging out the cliché songs of early morning revelry: Santa Lucia, ululating through the misted street, to lose itself in the salted air. I pulled my hat down over my eyes, feeling as stupid as a story-book dick. I crossed the street and minced slowly before the little windows of Gino’s, sneaking a furtive look inside. Lisa was there.

			She was sitting at the bar and I knew her figure in a moment. She leaned on both elbows, examining her drink as though it was a dose of poison. I did not pause to look for long. It was enough that she was here. The rest would come, sooner or later.

			It came much later. Through the side door.

			Lisa emerged carrying a paper bag of the grocery store variety, hugging it close to her breast as she walked off. She was moving quickly, taking great strides, her body bent forward in her haste, her white face tense and tight. 

			I gave her headway because she would be easy now. There were a few wanderers along Surf Avenue at this hour. A trio of roisterers barged out of a saloon and swayed crazily as she approached them, shouting pleasant vulgarities at her as she slid to the right and into the street to avoid them. When she crossed the avenue I heard her shout a Germanic oath at them, just before she ducked into an alley that led to the center of the amusement section. Here the narrow corridor between the ancient buildings was as dark as an eight-ball. Her hurrying feet echoed through the lane of crowded buildings and then she was out in the haze again.

			She slowed here and lit a cigarette, a gesture devised for the purpose of examining the corridor down which she had just traveled. I pushed back into a doorway and flattened. She waited a long moment, turning her head this way and that before starting away again. She did not hurry now.

			Up ahead were a variety of amusements, closed a month ago and now asleep for the winter, robed in canvas and boarded against the exploits of juvenile marauders. Lisa entered one of the gates down the line, pausing again to look up, briefly, as though she expected a plane out of the southern sky. Then she was gone, through the gate and into the fenced area beyond. 

			I was close enough to see that she walked directly to a small house, a tiny watchmen’s shack that squatted alongside the giant Ferris wheel. And I watched her open-mouthed, swallowing the laughter generated by my surprise.

			I had come a long way, by a devious route. Was this the end of the line?

			The answer came as I hugged the wall of an adjoining building and listened to a sudden whirring noise, the language of the great gears of the big wheel, turning slowly now in the dark ness, a dull rumble in the night. The little houses began to tremble up there and then they swung and slid gently on the perimeter as the wheel made a slow half revolution. And the motor died and I heard a fresh noise, the opening of a door, a metal door, clanking as it was swung against another metal surface.

			They were talking back there!

			They were lost to me, somewhere in the inky void between the house and the wheel, but I could hear three voices, half whispers, but urgent. There was an exchange, during which the feminine timbre of Lisa’s dialogue rose above the others. And, after that, silence.

			In another minute the sound of the motors came again, and the axle turned slowly and the little houses swayed and slid against the sky, up, up, for only a half turn of the monster wheel. They stopped then. For a small moment each suspended cabin floated on its bearings, squealing gently until all movement ended up there.

			The drizzle had died and the moon shone vaguely through the thin bank of clouds over the ocean, so that the scene was something out of a stage set, a dramatic silhouette. I stared up at the filigreed steel network of the circle, and gulped hard to swallow the delight that bubbled up in my throat. It was a moment of elation. It was the time for my ego to blossom. For I knew where my man was hiding now.

			Frank Masterson was on the wheel!

			And Lisa Simoneck was up there with him!

			CHAPTER 15

			Eight hours!

			It was all over in eight hours!

			I sat in the cab and laughed myself silly, so that the cabby turned around to measure me with his weary eye. 

			“Whatsamatter, bub? You crazy or somethin’?”

			“Keep your eye on the road,” I said. “I’m going home from an opium party and I always laugh out loud after a dose of the weed, see?”

			He shrugged me off and added some pressure to the gas pedal, probably anxious to get me uptown and out of his hack. It was a delicious moment for me, the time of enjoyment; the high spot at the end of the chase. My mind backtracked to the start of the hunt, from the moment I had left Grace Masterson’s hotel room, a little more than eight hours ago. The game was over and the chips were down and I burned with the yen to boast a bit into an appreciative ear. I was on my way back to Abe Feldman so that I could spill my yarn to him, complete with all the deductive stratagems that led me down the long road to Coney Island.

			The pieces fitted neatly now. They were compounded of conjecture but I knew that each theory would hold up under scrutiny. The rest of the deal would be as simple as checking the answers in a crossword puzzle. It was a moment for back-slapping, for honest enjoyment. I sat back and closed my eyes and added it up, all the way down the line.

			Frank Masterson had fled The DeGraw Hotel, probably the second day after his arrival. He had been visited by Lisa Simoneck, who had fallen for him the first time she saw him in her uncle’s house. Frank must have made a few passes at her and bedded down for a while with the big babe, because she was strictly on his team after that. She arranged for him to move into Chet Cutler’s flat, remaining there with him to do his cooking and attend his wants. They must have made a strange couple, the runt who was Masterson, alongside the Amazon, Lisa. He must have explained his fear of Gus Bryant to her, so that she arranged to move him once again, this time to the delightful hideout in Coney Island. I saw him storing the Vree cluster in the toilet trap at The DeGraw Hotel room, before he left for Chet Cutler’s. He could have been a bit worried about Lisa at that time. It might have been that she proved her undying love to him on the studio couch at Cutler’s place. After that, he must have decided to send her up to his room at The DeGraw, to collect those gems.

			Lisa Would have killed a half dozen men to get those jewels for her lover boy. But when she walked in on a lady snake charmer, complete with snakes, Lisa’s womanly instincts weakened her. She must have left in a hurry, watching the hotel for the day when Zelda would depart. But when Lisa came up for the cluster, little Steve Conacher was there, with his head in the medicine cabinet, ripe for the beaning. So she slugged me and reached into the flush box and regained the stones for Frankie.

			That was why she went half mad when she spotted me in her uncle’s living room! That was why she broke up completely under the strain of the dramatic moments that followed. It was all pretty pat and I gurgled over her cleverness and the masterful thinking of Masterson. The wheel was a perfect hiding place for a refugee from the law and the hot guns of Gus Bryant’s henchmen. So long as the old man was paid off, that little cabin could be kept up in the air, away from all scrutiny until the small moment when food and drink were passed to the lone rider in the sky.

			It was after three when I entered the lobby and rang the night bell for our rheumy-eyed building watchman. I pranced around the hall, listening to the corny tap dance my feet were knocking out on the marble floor. I was still dancing when the elevator came up from the basement and the night man swung open the door and showed me the half-moon smile in his good-natured jaw.

			I said, “This is a big night, George. Is Abe Feldman still up in my office?”

			“He surely is, Mister Conacher. I didn’t take nobody down from the ninth yet.”

			“Good. Shoot me upstairs quick. I’ve got hot news for him.”

			“You surely look happy. You just finish up some of that detecting stuff?”

			“I just beat the record on a locate, George. That means I made the nab, put the finger on the pigeon, caught the cuckoo, if you get what I mean.”

			“I surely do, Mister Conacher. Surely do.”

			I bounded down the hall of the ninth floor. The lights were on in the cave and I pushed the door open with a fine show of energy. I yammered: “Shake hands with Mister Quick, Abe!”

			I was talking to myself. Abe wasn’t in the reception room. And the silence pushed in on me as I looked down at the floor and saw his hat in the corner of the room. As though somebody had stepped on it. Or knocked it off his head, because Abe Feldman always wore his hat at this time of night. It was a personal habit, a fixture, a symbol of Abe Feldman at work. I yelled his name again and listened to the dull echo sing back at me from my cubicle, and the sound of the silence was a torture to me and a growing fear.

			And I walked quickly into my private office.

			Abe Feldman was on the floor, his figure half turned toward the window, his head tilted at a zany angle, as though he might be trying to see over the edge of the sill. But he wasn’t looking at anything. His eyes were closed and there was a bad wound over his right ear, a sickening welt of blood that had spread down along his cheek and dripped over his collar and on the rug.

			I ran to him and leaned over him. He was breathing, the rumbling, throaty gasps of pain that spell shock and weakness. Some skulking bastard had slugged him!

			And I could not fight down the rash of anger that tore at my heart and made the sweat boil over me.

			I ran back to the washroom, skidding and slipping on the marble floor out in the hall. I carried back a glass of water and held it to his lips, the sick and pounding torment that made me mutter the violent words. He would not take the water. I climbed off my knees and got him the bottle of Bourbon from my desk drawer, and forced a bit of it into his mouth.

			“Who did it, Abe? Who was the son of a bitch?”

			He opened his eyes, slowly, and something like a smile stole over his face, the hint of it around the faltering mouth. I had his hand in mine and was pressing it, squeezing it, alive with a pressure I could not control. The sight of Abe Feldman was tearing me apart, turning me into an idiot. I should have grabbed a phone and called an ambulance, so that he could be taken away for some help. But something held me at his side. Something warned me that he was going fast, that no hospital on earth could save him now. And it might be too late, soon, for him to tell me what I had to know.

			“Who, Abe?”

			I was shouting now, almost screaming at him, working to pierce the cloud of coma through which he saw me and felt me. I gave his lips the liquor again, but he did not swallow. I began to plead with him, unable to fight back the sobbing sorrow in my voice, unable to control the desperate tears that fogged my eyes.

			Abe went limp in my arms and I put him down gently, not able to look at him anymore, because of the weakening shock of sadness that overcame me.

			Abe Feldman was dead.

			I sat there on the floor alongside him, asking myself a thousand questions, struggling to think the thing through clearly, to kill the confusion brought on by the last few hectic moments. Who had come here? Who had crept behind Abe to surprise him, to throttle him, to maul him, to beat the breath out of the gentlest guy on earth? Had somebody followed him from Erlock’s office? My head pounded with a desperate fury. But no answer came to salve my anger.

			I opened my eyes. I had been sitting in semi-darkness. The lights were out in my little cubicle, because I had never turned them on. I had rushed in to Abe, but the room was lit only by the glow of reflected light in the hall. I got off my knees and stood, feeling the stiffness in my legs, the tension brought on by sudden fatigue, the weariness of frustration. I turned on the light and gawked at my office.

			The room was completely wrecked!

			Somebody had played a lunatic’s game with my belongings. My desk blotter lay on the floor, rumpled and dirtied by a web of footprints, none of which was clear enough for identification. The wastepaper basket sat on its side, my office debris around and about it. My chair was uptilted in the corner, the upholstery ripped and slashed, and the cotton stuffing hanging out. My bookcase lay upended on the rug, my meager library of tomes spewed in several directions, with most of the volumes trampled and ruined. I cursed the marauders as I fumbled among the wreckage. My desk was a masterpiece of confusion, the drawers jerked out, my papers scattered over the office rug, along with my desk-top gimmicks. 

			I kicked at an ink bottle, watching it crash against the far wall in a burst of glass, the blue ink spreading against the buff background, an angry blob, as maniac as the man who kicked it there.

			I forced my eyes back to Abe Feldman, standing over him, trying to overcome the sickening horror his figure inspired. He had been living and breathing only a few minutes ago. And before that? An hour ago? What creeping ghoul had wrecked the little guy? I kneeled to examine the wound above his ear. He had been slugged savagely, but he had fought back. There were other welts around the side of his face, evidence of a valiant struggle against an overpowering force. 

			Whoever his assailant was, he must have been possessed of oxlike strength. There were marks of the strangler around Abe’s throat, thin signals of an attempt at strangulation. Abe’s collar was ripped, and his jacket, too, showed the maniac effect of tremendous energy, unleashed for the purpose of mutilation. Only an attacker who had practiced mayhem could rip and tear a man like Abe apart. Abe had been well schooled in all the protective gymnastics. Abe had fought back at the monster, to die at last when the brute struck out with an iron hand.

			A hand?

			A man with iron hands?

			Something snapped inside me and I stepped away from Abe’s body and walked to the window and let my mind run free. And when I closed my eye on it, only one name burned before me. There could be but one great apelike goon for this type of murder, one ape of a man who killed with his fists. 

			I picked up the phone and called homicide. I said, “There’s been a murder committed in room 918 of The Cronner Building. This is Steve Conacher phoning it in. The dead man is Abe Feldman.”

			The cop at the other end knew me. He said, “What the hell! Who did this one, Conacher?”

			“I’ll let you know when I find him.”

			I hung up and walked back to the reception room. I took my gun from Liz’s middle drawer, where I always kept it. 

			Then I ran out of there.

			And I knew where I was going.

			CHAPTER 16

			I arrived at the Fan Club just as the weary doorman was putting the lock on the door. The bar was closed and only a small light burned in the front of the place where two waiters were stacking the chairs and tables and a fat scrub woman was slapping a mop on the floor around the bar. The back of the place was dim and dead except for a small spotlight that still glowed near the bandstand. Monk Fleming sat in the circle of light, tickling his drums in a few rumbling riffles. From somewhere through the walls, I heard the sound of girlish laughter. Some of the chorus line, probably, rubbing their faces with cold cream.

			Monk looked up at me when I stood over him. He did not stop drumming, tapping a beat with his sensitive fingers, as skittery as the distant rustle of leaves in the wind.

			I said, “Am I too late for Patty?”

			“Jesus, Steve, she really hit you hard, didn’t she?”

			“You don’t know the half of it. Where is she?”

			“She’s back there taking the slop off her face,” Monk said. “Why don’t you relax? You look mad enough to spit.”

			“I’ll spit hard if I find the target,” I said. “Did Hands Vincetti come back here after I left?”

			“Maybe he did. Maybe he didn’t.”

			“Stop with the drumsticks and listen to me,” I yelled at him. “This is important. Did you see him come back?”

			“Put your pratt down and relax, Steve. Give me a chance to remember. I was busy as hell after you left, murdering a few specialty numbers that Jeff Eames arranged for me, solos on the drums, mister, and when you’re working a solo on the skins you don’t get a chance to look around and count the house. Maybe he did come in and I didn’t see him. Listen, the next time you want information in a dump like this, it might be a good idea to come supplied with your own stooges.”

			“What about Patty Price? Is she still here?”

			“I didn’t see her walk out. What’s up? You’ve got rape in your eyes.” 

			“That’s not rape, Monk; it’s murder.”

			He licked his chops at the idea. “Don’t tell me you’ve got something on pretty Patty. This I would enjoy.”

			“Show me the way to her room. You may be in for the time of your life.”

			He got off his stool and started me back through the curtains that separated the dressing rooms from the cabaret. There was a narrow hall with a door on the end where some joker had stuck a sign: LADIES ONLY—MEN SOMETIMES. Monk pushed the door open and there was a rising flood of girlish dialogue, brisk and gay. We walked between the dressing tables to another corridor in which there were two more doors. There was a small and ragged silver star glued on one of them and then the name Patty Price written in chalk, probably by her own hand. Here Monk knocked and waited for the feminine welcome, a shrill “Okay, cookie.”

			Patty Price sat at the dresser, her shapely torso covered with a white mesh gown, as opaque as a store window. She played with her face, rubbing on fresh lips and making womanly passes at herself in the mirror. She shot her eyebrows up at us with a show of surprise, as though somebody else was supposed to come in when she yelled “Cookie.” She did not turn her beautiful body our way, nor did she discontinue her cosmetic contortions.

			She said, “Squat, fellows. I’ll be with you in a jiff.”

			“I want you to meet a friend of mine,” Monk said.

			“I can’t wait,” she said, squinting at me prettily in the mirror. “Who’s the cute little lad?”

			“This is John Sebastian Zanuck,” Monk said. “He’s from Hollywood, Patty.”

			“Don’t tell me he’s looking for talent,” she cooed.

			“He liked your routine,” Monk said.

			She paused in her facial decorations. From where I stood, she was no longer the cute babe I had seen with Hands Vincetti. She knew too many of the tricks. She was firm in the flesh but old in the head, a common type of wren in the show business. Her penciled brows wavered on her colorful face as she made up her mind about me. She could begin to like me soon. 

			“John is scouting for Fox,” Monk said.

			“Kill it,” I said. “That Hollywood deal is stiff, Monk.”

			I waited for the confusion to leave her pretty puss. She was running over me and making the circuit in record time, casing me, measuring me, estimating my size and putting me down in her private ledger I said, “My name isn’t Zanuck, sweetie, and I don’t come from Hollywood. I was born in Brooklyn and I work in New York and my name is Steve Conacher.”

			“That makes us soulmates,” she said. “I was born in Brooklyn, too.”

			“Some of my best friends come from Brooklyn,” I said. “I got around a lot over there. I’m a detective.”

			She let the powder puff fall from her fingers and worried her eyes over Monk. She got angry quickly. “What the hell kind of a gag is this?” she asked. “I’m too busy for games, Monk.”

			“Give him a break, Patty. He’s a good pal of mine.”

			“I don’t fiddle with dicks,” she shouted.

			I said, “I didn’t come here to fiddle.”

			“Beat it.”

			“I’m in no hurry,” I said. “You and I have got to talk a bit. A few questions.”

			The anger was building in her. Her face soured and her smile was crooked and she put her hands on her hips and glowered at me. “Listen to the cocky little bastard. What makes you think I’ll play?”

			“You’d do good in the legit stuff,” I said. “You have a great gift for drama. I can see you doing a long run on Broadway. I can also see you playing ball with me.”

			“In the pig’s crotch,” said Patty, returning to her eyebrow pencil and lipstick.

			“Steve’s a good friend of mine,” Monk said. “He’s an okay guy, Patty.”

			“I don’t care if he’s General Ignatz MacArthur,” she said. “Tell him to shake his little pants out of here. He bothers me and I don’t like to be bothered after a hard day’s work because when I bother I begin to shake and I’m tired of shaking. I’ve been shaking out there for the past five hours. Now scram.” 

			“No dice,” I said, and sat down. “I’m staying and we’re making nice talk together.”

			“Go to hell,” she said. “You bother me.”

			“I’ll do that later, lady.” My anger hit her and turned her around to me, on her feet now so that the diaphanous gown fell away from her completely. She made no move to tighten the gown around her. She was standing there with a small gun in her dainty fingers and it was aimed at my nose and she looked as though she had played with guns before because her fingers did not quiver on the trigger.

			She made a pretty picture but not the calendar type. The gun was incongruous in her little hand but her face was adjusted for the pose. She was calm and cool as she faced me. Her eyes snapped fire and when she talked her voice was as hard as the voice of doom.

			“Out!” she said.

			“Maybe we’d better leave,” Monk said, viewing her with a sad eye. “I thought Patty was still a pal of mine.”

			“Times have changed,” Patty said, “Now get the hell out of here, both of you, and make it snappy.”

			I was watching her eyes as she addressed him and when the time was ripe I stepped forward and slapped it away from her, up and out of her reach, against the wall. It fell with a bump on the dresser, upsetting a few oversized bottles of perfume in a tinkling spatter of glass. Patty viewed the debris angrily. I had her hand in mine and I was squeezing it. I squeezed it harder and she yelped under the pressure and lashed out at me with the manicured talons of her free hand. She lunged for my eyes in a practiced gesture. She missed me completely and ducked her head and opened her mouth to bite my wrist. Her timing was all off. I pulled her down on the couch and rolled her back until her head cracked against the wall. The mesh gown was trapped behind her now. I put a leg over her thighs to control her because she was trying to kick my groin out.

			“You lousy crumb!” she yelped. “You’re breaking my hand.”

			“And you’re breaking my heart, Patty. Do we play nice, or must I slap you around?”

			“You two-bit little shill,” she cried. “I wouldn’t play with you if you paid off in ten-grand notes.”

			Monk stood at the door. “I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone. You seem to be making progress now.”

			“We’ll get along,” I said.

			She stared at the door as though she meant to bore a hole in it. She worked her shiny white teeth on her lower lip, as evil as a small and vicious animal. I released the pressure on her hand and she rubbed at it feverishly, saying quick things in a masculine tempo that I could understand, a muttered, half-whispered flood of violence that spewed out of her in a rush of invective. I waited her out, listening to her uninhibited observations on the character of all detectives. I was watching her right hand, following the sparkle of a jeweled finger. She was wearing a gold ring on her pinky, a masterpiece of the jeweler’s art; a thin-banded item featuring a stone that shot off pinpoint sparks when it caught the light. It was a brilliant gem. There was only a dim and feeble glow from the lamp on her dressing table, but it was enough to show off the bright radiance of the stone.

			“What are you fighting for?” I asked. “Are you and Hands Vincetti getting married? Or do you always wrestle this way?”

			She stopped squirming and let her head rest against the wall. She frowned at me. “What do you know about Hands Vincetti? Who the hell shot his big fat mouth off? Monk?”

			“What if he did? Everybody in the club knows you’re playing him, lady.”

			“You’ve got a nasty mouth.”

			“Flattery will get you nowhere. What’s your pitch with Hands?”

			“I don’t have to answer your questions, little man.”

			“I’m asking them nicely,” I said. “How would you like to go down to the cops and sit under a light? How would you like to play guessing games with Sam Doughty?”

			“You’re frightening me to death,” she said with an attempt at laughter. “You’re no city dick.”

			“Some of my best friends are city dicks, Patty. Maybe I’d be a lot smarter taking you down to their little sweat room.” I let it sink in for a minute, studying her reaction, the sudden confusion building in her eyes now. I released her legs, but I caught her hands and gave them some fresh pressure. “Put your duds on and come along with me, lady. You’ll spill your guts for Doughty. And I’ll be standing by, getting what I want, the easy way.”

			Something was happening to her face. She pulled against me now, her hands a little shaky in mine. She didn’t want to get up. She was beginning to break. I didn’t give her time for reviving her confidence. I pulled her to her feet and she stumbled on her high heels and swayed against me, yelping a little because I was hurting her now. 

			“Get dressed,” I said. “And no tricks, or I’ll slap your tail around until you can’t wiggle it for the boys out front.”

			“Wait,” she said. “Listen. Hands Vincetti and me are nothing. All I give him is encouragement.”

			“Your duds. Get them on.”

			“Don’t take me down there,” she pleaded. “A thing like that could ruin me in show business. I’m on the way up. It’ll kill me if I go downtown.”

			“Why didn’t you think of that when you began to play goosey with Hands Vincetti?”

			“I didn’t play,” she said. “Honest. Hands and me are nothing, like I said. Maybe he thinks—”

			“He’s paying off, isn’t he?”

			“So what? That doesn’t mean he’s my dream boat.”

			“You’ve been around with him.”

			“I’ve been around with plenty of them,” she said. “Didn’t Monk tell you?”

			“Monk told me. But Monk isn’t a murderer.”

			It was enough to wilt her. She slid down into a convenient chair and sat there, trembling now, kneading her hands and trying for control of the little muscles around her mouth. I didn’t push it. I stood over her and let her see that this was no parlor game. She avoided my eyes and began to mutter and moan to the rug.

			“Murder?” she asked herself. “Jesus, no.”

			“Does it surprise you? What makes you so sure your little boy friend wouldn’t murder?”

			“Please,” she said. “He’s not my boy friend.”

			“That will make it easier for you when you go to his funeral, lady. Because he is going to fry for it.”

			“Who did he kill? Who was it?”

			“Nobody you know,” I said. I put my head down close to hers and spat the words at her. “But the man he killed was my best friend. Do you understand? And I don’t like gorillas who hurt little people, any more than I like cold-bottomed tarts who play around with apes like Hands Vincetti. You made your bed, lady, and now you’ve got to bounce in it.”

			“No, no,” she wailed. “You’re wrong about me. We weren’t that close.”

			“You were close enough to keep him interested. A crud like Vincetti gets soft and babyish with a frail like you. Sometimes maybe he gets liquored up and begins to talk from deep down around his inner man. And you could make him talk plenty. You could know all about his comings and goings, his latest deals.”

			She covered her eyes with her hands. She was a little girl now and I had taken away her lollipop. “You’ve got to believe me,” she said. “He was nothing to me, nothing at all.”

			“He was sucker bait for you, and that’s plenty. For one look at your gams, he’d murder his grandmother. He’d tell you the story of his life. And you gave him more than a gander, sister. Enough to get the minks out of him and to soften him up for the big money stuff.”

			I pulled away from her and tried to quiet the rip of temper that was making me scream at her. I listened for the sounds of the girls outside, but they were no longer in the big dressing room. We were alone and there was no noise in our room except the noise of her sobbing. Honest tears now, perhaps because the mascara was running down her cheeks and staining her make-up, a thin coat of black over the loud cherry color.

			“Which is it going to be?” I asked. “Do I listen here or do we go down to Doughty?”

			“Doughty?”

			“A police dick,” I said. “And one of the toughest on the force. Doughty will take you downtown and put you under the lights and sweat what he wants out of you. He’s a conscientious dick and he has no imagination at all. Do you follow me? A witness is a witness for Doughty and his special weakness is women. He has a sadistic streak in him. He loves to torture them, especially the pretty ones. He’ll lather you up down there all right. He’ll take twenty pounds off that slick chassis of yours.”

			“Please,” she pleaded. “I tell you you’re all wrong about me and Hands.”

			“So I’m all wrong. Break it down for me.”

			“There was nothing. He didn’t tell me a thing. He’s just a stupid jerk, I tell you, and I was playing him for the laughs. You’ve got to believe me. You can’t take me downtown.” 

			“You were with him last night. What were you talking about?”

			“Talk? He only had one thing on his mind.”

			“When did he come in?” 

			“About ten. He always came in at the same time.”

			“Every night?”

			“Every night.” She squirmed in her chair, uncomfortable now, as though the memories of her friendship with him were eating at her mind, reminding her of his repulsive figure. “God, maybe you hit it on the nose when you called me names, detective. How could I take it?”

			“He paid off.” I was sitting alongside her now, close enough to lift her hand and rub the ring around on her finger. It didn’t fit well. It rolled easily. “When did he give you this item?”

			“Yesterday.”

			“Take that ring off,” I said. “Or would you rather hand it to Sam Doughty?” 

			“What for?”

			“Evidence, lady.” I reached down and slipped it off her finger. She made a feeble stab at grabbing it from me, but changed her mind and shrugged and sat there, showing me her befuddlement.

			“I never liked it anyhow,” she said.

			She lied like hell. The ring was a large diamond, set in a masterfully designed cup, the work of the type of craftsman who labors for the upper-bracket jewelry customers. I lifted it and studied the band, turning it up to the light so that I could read the delicate italics on the inner side. The initials G.M. were engraved there, and when I saw them I sucked air and stared at the ring as though it would take off and fly out of my hand. For a quick and jittery instant Patty Price was lost to me. The sight of the diamond registered against the background of the last eight hours, talking to me, telling me things that I had wanted to know a long time. I was lost in a miasma of speculation, when Patty broke through to me.

			“You look like you just saw a ghost,” she was saying.

			“I saw one, all right. Put your clothes on. You’re coming with me.”

			“Downtown?”

			“You guessed it.” 

			“Oh, please,” she said, adjusting her voice to suit her posture. “Must you be so tough?”

			She slid in closer to me. She was breathing heavily, her eyes closed, her face against mine, close enough so that I could see her moistened lips and the whiteness of her predatory teeth. She began to pull my head down, awaiting my lips impatiently.

			I pulled away. I said, “Get dressed, sister. I’m taking you back to your apartment, but not for mattress exercises. You’re going to call your boy friend, Vincetti. You’re going to set up a date with him. Now.”

			She got up, pouting.

			She went behind a screen in the corner of the room and started to dress. She was pulling a pair of stockings from the dresser drawer when I heard the noise. Somewhere through the walls, a door had slammed shut. Patty heard the sound when I did and she froze, her hands still holding the nylons, her head turned toward the door, listening. There was a hint of a smile on the edges of her sharp little mouth, the suggestion that she knew who was coming. I reached for her hands again and she dropped the stockings and tore out at me. I slapped her across the face, hard, so that she staggered back and showed me the fear in her eyes.

			I said, “Keep quiet, or I’ll break every bone in your head.”

			There were footsteps outside, in the big dressing room a heavy tread, a hard-heeled stride. Then the knock came, too gentle and controlled for the man who owned the fist. I had Patty by the mouth, behind the door. He would come in slowly. He would take two steps forward, toward the dressing table. 

			He came in, operating as I imagined he would. His eyes were wide open, puzzled by the empty seat at the dressing table. Then I was behind him, my gun in his back.

			I said, “Over to the wall. You, too, Patty.”

			His arms went up and he backed into the wall. He grinned at me, as tolerant as a parent observing an eight-year-old Hopalong Cassidy.

			He said, “Jesus! A big man with a gun.”

			I was in no mood for dialogue. I slapped him across the jaw with the butt of the automatic. Hard. Hard enough to bring him to his knees, muttering hoarse oaths at the floor. He began to lift his head, and when I saw the movement, I kicked him in the groin, doubling him up, folding him in a bundle on the dirty rug. 

			I waited for him to unbend and he came back to a seated position slowly, his animal eyes fogged and hurt by my sudden assault, but still alive with a burning cunning that might do me damage. I grabbed him by his oily hair and shook his head back against the wall.

			“Why did you kill Abe Feldman?” I asked.

			“Crazy,” he said. “You’re nuts, brother.”

			“You killed him,” I said. “Admit it.”

			His head wobbled and bobbled as I cracked it against the wall. I continued to slam it into the plaster. He fell forward heavily when I released him, shaking his head at my shoes. I kicked up at him, aiming my toe at the pit of his stomach and making contact with his gut at a point just below the navel. He sagged and went down, flat on his face. I kicked out at him again, high on the head this time, near the ear. Patty Price leaped at me from behind, kicking and screaming as she came. I caught her before she kicked me the second time. I spun her around and hit her again, on the nose. She grabbed for it as though I had blown it off her face. She sat down alongside Hands Vincetti, blubbering and drooling as the blood streaked down her cheek. He was getting up again, on one elbow, moving with the slow reflexes of a wounded beast. It hurt me to see him still squirming around. I found myself kicking out at him again, all the heat of my anger released in one final effort. I caught his chin with my toe and he sagged, his filthy hands clutching her legs. But Patty Price was in no position to brush them off. She had fainted a few minutes ago.

			I said, “She’s all yours, Vincetti.”

			Nobody answered. Nobody would answer anybody in this room for a long time.

			I got out of there. I never did enjoy talking to myself.

			CHAPTER 17

			The Maisonette was a gloomy pile, asleep in the early morning mist. The lobby was deserted, save for the old bird at the desk who slept now, his head cradled in his arms, snoring lightly. I stood at the door, looking in, hidden by a sheltering abutment in the hall. It would be easy to enter the place, but I wasn’t ready for it yet. I held my position in the darkness, so that I could see into the street, up toward Central Park. I was waiting for the cab that followed me. I was anxious to see whether this was the man in the gray hat, the same tail who had followed me when I moved after Lisa Simoneck. But no cab made the swing into the side street. No footsteps sounded outside. Yet, whoever he was, he could be standing up at the corner, under the trees across the street, or sitting in the cab, waiting for me to come out. I moved toward the street door, aroused by a fresh rash of curiosity. Then I muttered a quick curse and gave up the idea. To hell with him. 

			I had more important business upstairs, with Grace Masterson.

			Nobody stopped me in the hall. I crossed before the sleeping desk man and entered the elevator and rode it to the seventh floor.

			She must have been asleep, because it took a few minutes for her to respond to my hand on the bell. And when she opened the door, she was yawning and rubbing her eyes at me. She still looked good to me, even without the make-up. Too good. I pushed past her before she could greet me. I sat down on the little couch and watched her walk in, as graceful in slippers as she was in high heels. She stretched as she came, favoring me with the smile I had enjoyed last night.

			“Do you always wake your clients so early in the morning, Steve?” she asked, a make-believe petulance in her voice.

			“When it’s important.”

			“You don’t mean to tell me you’re here on business?”

			“That’s exactly it. I’ve found your husband.”

			It broke her up. It brushed the sleep out of her eyes and opened them wide with shock and disbelief. She came over to me on the couch, all a-twitter again, the way I had first seen her in Alice V.’s office.

			“But that’s miraculous! I thought you said it would take lots of time? I was prepared to wait for weeks and weeks. And now you’ve done it in less than a day.”

			“It was an easy locate.”

			“Easy? How on earth did you do it?”

			“Your husband isn’t as clever as he thinks. I caught him on the first lead.”

			“But where? Where did you find him?”

			I let the silence grow around her question. She was uncomfortable in the gap of quiet, unable to keep her face in order. It was a pleasant scene for me, watching her squirm, playing to her anxiety in the clutch. She couldn’t hold her pose for long. She reached for the cigarette box on the table and fumbled one out of it and lit it with a great effort, a gesture that betrayed the inner upheaval that was shaking her. Her hands trembled and she could do nothing to hide her nervousness from me. Something was happening to upset her and I knew what it was. And I relished watching it.

			I said, “I know where I can put my finger on him. And he won’t move until I get there.”

			“Is he far away?”

			“Far enough.”

			“You mean we can get there—now?”

			“In less than an hour,” I said.

			“Then we must go at once.” She was glad of the chance to stand and move around again. She had been sitting on the edge of the couch as jittery as a Communist in the State Department. But the bounce to her feet was a sudden gesture, stiff and phony. “Right away, Steve. I’ll get dressed in a jiffy and then we can go to him.”

			“You’ll get dressed, maybe. But we won’t go to him.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“We’re not seeing him yet.”

			“Why not?”

			“Money,” I said. “I want my money. Now.”

			She smiled at me nervously. “But that’s silly. What’s happened to you? I’ll pay you tomorrow, as soon as I can get the money. Or you can get it from Alice V. I don’t think I have enough here in the apartment now, or I’d—”

			“I know you haven’t got enough.” I waited for her to register more shock and surprise as she sat down again. “You haven’t got enough because I just raised my rates.”

			“You’re joking.”

			“It’s too early in the morning for Smart patter. My rates have gone up. Period.”

			“But why? Why?”

			“I’m temperamental.”

			“Please, Steve.” 

			“I’ll give it to you in easy stages. I found your husband. You want me to tell you where he is. I’ll lead you to him for a price. Times are tough all over. Inflation. I’ve raised my rates. You get him for ten thousand bucks.”

			“You’re being unreasonable.”

			“You’d better take it at ten grand,” I said. “I’m getting moody. It always upsets me to haggle over money. Too much smart talk will raise it to fifteen thousand.”

			She took a step away from me suddenly, as though small pox had just broken out on my rosy cheeks. I was reaching her now. She was having trouble with her lip, working her tongue over it, and then nibbling it nervously.

			“You can’t do this to me,” she pleaded. “You made a promise to Alice V. You can’t change your fee now.”

			“I’m changing it.”

			“It will ruin you if this gets out. It will ruin your business.”

			“Don’t fret about my business,” I said. “Just concentrate on the ten grand. It isn’t much, not too much for a cute little husband.”

			“Where can I possibly get that kind of money?”

			“Ask me the easy questions.”

			“I don’t understand what’s happened to you,” she said. She was coming my way now, trying the routine I expected, adjusting herself so that I could enjoy her fruity figure, sitting close to me and softening her eyes so that I would remember last night. She moved in closer to me, giving me enough of the close-up to convert me to a change of plans. She was all a-quiver, breathing hard. I let her have her fun, feeling her cold hand on mine, not iced, but sweaty-cold, out of the nervousness that propelled her my way. 

			“What’s happened, Steve?” she whispered. “We were so right for each other, such a little while ago. And now you act as though I’m your personal poison.”

			“No games. Either you get me the ten grand or I forget all about little Frankie. It’s as simple as that.”

			“I believe you really mean it.”

			“We’re making progress.”

			“Ten thousand dollars,” she said to the wall, striking a dramatic pose, not professional but with undertones of a suburban type of talent, like a schoolteacher on the opening night of a village play. “How on earth can I get it? You’re asking the impossible, the impossible.”

			I said, “Louder and funnier.”

			“You’re cruel,” she told me. “I should have known better than to trust you. You’re taking advantage of me because I’m helpless. I’m going to tell Alice V.”

			“A good idea. Maybe she’ll give you the dough.”

			“I couldn’t ask her.”

			“Squeeze a little. She’ll come through for you.”

			“I can’t impose on her friendship. Not for that kind of money.”

			“She’s loaded with loot. It won’t mean a thing to her.”

			“Are you crazy?” she asked, not looking at me anymore. She stood at the window and clutched the drapes, her fingers hard on the folds, her knuckles white. “How on earth can I go to a good friend and bother her with this sort of a request? Put yourself in my place, Steve. For heaven’s sake, try to be a bit more sympathetic, will you?”

			“You’re breaking my heart,” I said. I got up and reached for my hat and started for the door, watching her react to the new action in our little playlet. She ran across the room and stopped me before I made the hall. She held me tight.

			“Wait, Steve. You’re not giving me a chance.”

			“I’ll wait. I’ll wait for exactly five hours, plenty of time for you to raise the wad for me. If you don’t have it in my office by breakfast time, you can forget all about your little husband. Because he’s going to fly the coop in a day or so—maybe sooner.”

			“Oh, he mustn’t, Steve.”

			“He’s a jittery boy. The last time I saw him he was in no mood for sitting around and knitting doilies. He’s going to leave his present hideaway and run for cover again, quick like a bunny. People who hide don’t stay in one hole unless they’re damned sure they’re in a permanent hiding place, away from all prying eyes. They get smarter as they run, some of them, so that it becomes more and more difficult to track them down. They learn new tricks, cute gimmicks to confuse and confound the jerks who play hide and seek with them. Your husband is of the clever breed. He’s smart enough to fool the best missing persons experts, if he’s given a reasonable head- start. If I were you, I’d raise that money. And fast.”

			I left her to munch on my last sentence. I saw her as I walked away, her face alive with surprise and the beginnings of decision. She was worried and desperate, exactly the way I knew she would wind up after our session together. She remained at the doorway until I reached the elevator. I was aware of her presence behind me, staring at me as I walked down the hall, riveting me with her frustrated eyes as I pressed the button. Then I heard the door slam shut. And I began to laugh, unable to control the merriment that welled up in me, the slow, bitter laughter of relief after a sweaty victory. She had played the scene as I expected she would, with just the right amount of corn. It was as though I had written the play myself, testing the dramatic impact with an actress who would pay off in the right emotional spots. It was an ad lib horse opera, created out of the purpose that drove me now, the last desperate push to the wire, the end, the climax that would finish the drama, with all the important players on stage. 

			I had lit the fire under Grace Masterson. From here on out she would be moving quickly.

			I stood on a plant across the street from The Maisonette. Standing on a plant does not mean treading a vegetable. It means planting your feet in one spot for a spell of watching and waiting. You move your chessman and wait for the first reaction from the opponent at the other side of the board. You use strategy, subterfuge and skill, screening your play to the best of your ability. You drop back into the shadows and wait for the puppet to react to the pull of the string, to operate out of the reflexes of his own devising, the mechanics of his part of the plot, the deal, the scheme, the well-laid plan. You smoke a cigarette and stare up at the building across the street, imagining the walls made of cellophane, so that you can jump, by way of your speculation, through the barrier of brick, and into the small room where your quarry stirs about. She would be dressing quickly now. She would be making up her pretty face in a hurry, rushing to get into a dress, to get out of there. She would be running. She would come sailing out of the lobby and into the street and up to the corner, where two cabs were parked close to the end of The Maisonette. It would happen soon.

			In ten minutes.

			In five minutes.

			In one minute.

			Now!

			Grace Masterson came out, hugging a sport coat around her. Her face was pale in the faded light under the canopy. She had left without prettying up, a symptom of her purpose, the pressure of the emergency I had created for her. She ran to the corner, her high heels setting up a faint echo in the canyoned street. I gave her enough time to slip into the first taxi.

			But I was in the second cab before her driver had turned the corner.

			She headed downtown, through Broadway, strangely alive with skittering taxicabs because of a dying affair at an uptown hotel. We entered a sea of cabs, but she was easy to follow because of her lunatic driver. She must have told him to drive fast. He sailed out into the left side of the street, cutting around the swarms of slow-moving cabs around the hotel, his tires screaming. My man accepted the challenge and took up the pursuit, neatly screened by three other mad cabbies who had entered the marathon. The five cars plummeted down Broadway, and there were others behind us when we slipped past Times Square and stalled because of the arresting traffic lights. I looked behind me. Two cabs now hung back, a block in the rear, impatient to continue the fevered run through the early morning emptiness of New York. I wondered vaguely whether the man in the gray hat sat in one of those cabs, whether my imagined tail still followed me. The quick frustration I had experienced before rose once again to annoy me. I would have enjoyed stopping my cab, suddenly, to watch what might happen back there. Would his cab stop? Or was I fogbound by the force of a hallucination that I could not kill?

			There was little time for further thought. Grace Masterson’s taxi swung to the east and headed for the dignified area of private dwellings in the middle thirties, just off Madison Avenue. I tapped my cabby and brought him to a halt when I saw her bounce out of her cab and run to a doorway, an open doorway, because she did not bother to ring, but entered immediately. Her driver did not pull away. She had instructed him to wait. I got out and moved into a convenient alley, on the prowl for a quick look at the address.

			I had no time for exploration. She came out almost immediately.

			And Ashforth was with her!

			CHAPTER 18

			Sutton Place is a barren concrete corridor in the small hours of the morning. The residential activity is at its lowest ebb, the parties finished, the night clubbers bedded down, the slick and snobbish cars tucked away in convenient garages. A few lights were yet burning, dotting the stone piles with occasional oblongs of yellow, the high-class insomniacs still stirring in their lush cubicles.

			I had walked quickly from the corner, but there was no need for speed. I knew where Ashforth and Grace Masterson were bound. They had disappeared into the modern fastness that was Alice V.’s duplex. The façade or her notorious nest was well known to me, along with thousands of other New Yorkers who found some interest in the magazines of house and garden. Alice V.’s place had been an architect’s dream of delight. Crunzi, the imported playboy among the avant garde builders, had been hired by Alice V. to convert an old brownstone into a modern masterpiece. He had done well by her. The entire front of the old house had been ripped away, to be replaced by the smoothly swank surfaced slate that gave the place the air of a museum, with immense picture windows on each floor, each of them draped against the prying eye. But there was light behind the big window on the second floor. There were people up there. People I had to see. 

			I crossed the street and examined the long car parked at the curbing. It was a Caddy, of the latest vintage, a roadster that featured zebra seat covers and enough chrome to blind an astigmatic driver. On the door, in aristocratic paint, a decorative chunk of heraldry insinuated the owner’s classic background: a griffon and a bear rampant on a field of crimson. I resisted the urge to poke around inside. There wasn’t too much time.

			Alice V. was expecting company. The fancy door was unlocked and nobody bothered me when I stepped inside and through another door and into a foyer. It was dimly lit, a decorator’s delight, compounded of offshade blues and subtle greens, as warm as the bottom of a herring’s behind. The rug was deep and lush, a gray carpet of silence as I stepped along and off to the right, where the stairway beckoned. From somewhere up above, the distant buzz of voices sounded through the walls, only a murmur from where I stood. 

			The stairs ended in another small anteroom, completely dark save for the beam of light from the room beyond, a narrow slice of brightness that I avoided. I stood listening and the voices were close at hand now, rising and falling in the heat of a dramatic exchange, four voices, three of them familiar. The fourth I knew only by a reputation, but the sound of it was enough to start my stomach heaving and bring back the flood of hate and anger that made me toy with the automatic in my right jacket pocket. My fingers were sweating as I listened. It would be good to cock that gun from here, to shoot out, only once, and watch his face twitch with the sickness of the bullet in his guts. It would be good to shoot him again, this time in the head, in the spot where he had mortally wounded Abe Feldman. But I pulled my hand away, rubbing the itch off on my pants. I would save that piece of business for later. This moment called for a simpler pitch.

			I stepped forward into the living room.

			I was aware of Ashforth’s uninhibited scream as I walked in. I did not walk too far. I advanced less than a half dozen steps and slightly to the right, so that I could see them all and also see the doorway. I did not want anybody behind me.

			“For the Lord’s sake,” said Ashforth. “Just look who’s here!”

			Alice V. Christie put down the drink she was sipping. She dropped it with a flat slap on the coffee table, as though it might have fallen to the floor if the table hadn’t been there. 

			“What a delightful surprise,” she said. “What on earth brings you here at this hour?”

			“Maybe he came up to hear your record collection,” Ashforth giggled.

			I let it pass. I was too busy watching Gus Bryant on the long couch at the window, close to where Grace Masterson was sitting. He straightened up, smiling like an amateur comic before the hook falls around his neck. His lips curled with what was supposed to convey lightness and insouciance: his camera smile, the old college try. He had handed Grace Masterson his drink and now he was on his feet, his hands in his pants, rocking a little.

			“I thought you said this was a private party, Alice?” he asked. His voice was level and cool and he kept his eyes on her, as though I might have been a delivery boy, up from the corner delicatessen store with some sandwiches and pickles. 

			She introduced us with the unruffled poise of a hostess at a tea party. “This is Steve Conacher,” she said. “You know who he is, Gus.”

			“Is this the Conacher you were talking about?”

			“The same,” said Alice. “Mr. Conacher is a detective, a private investigator.”

			“I don’t like private eyes,” Gus said. “Their noses are too long—and they smell bad.”

			“Mr. Conacher is one of the finer varieties,” Alice V. said. “To know him is to love him.”

			“He’s perfectly charming,” Ashforth said. “Not at all like the run-of-the-mill detectives. Little Stevie is clever, real clever. I do believe that he’s one of the smartest of his species I’ve ever encountered.”

			“They’re all alike,” said Gus Bryant. “I can smell them from two miles off on a clear day.”

			I only half heard his nasty dialogue. I was too busy watching Grace Masterson. There was something in the scene that didn’t sit well with her. Her eyes were doing a travelogue, from Alice V. to Ashforth and back to the edge of her knees, where her hands clutched the two glasses. The whiteness of her knuckles was visible from all the way across the room and she was chewing her lip again.

			“Well,” said Alice V. “Grace tells me that this detective is worth knowing, Gus. Even you could use him, I’ll bet.”

			She came my way and put her hand on my arm. It was an affectionate gesture that made my flesh crawl, like the touch of a cobra around a rabbit. She must have felt my arm go tight under the pressure, because she let go of me. “This man is a genius at tracking down missing persons,” she said. “I never dreamed any detective could do what he did, until Grace walked in here a few minutes ago. He tracked down her husband in less than a day—a fantastic record.”

			“Positively fabulous,” said Ashforth. “How on earth did you ever manage it, Conacher?”

			“I can manage anything for money.”

			“And he’s modest,” laughed Alice V. “The first modest detective I’ve ever met. Even though he is the hungriest for money, too.”

			“An unhealthy combination,” said Gus Bryant.

			“Not for me,” I said. “Give me enough loot and I don’t need vitamins.”

			“Isn’t he the funniest?” said Ashforth, chuckling in his high falsetto, a yelp of delight. “He positively leaves me limp.”

			Alice V. closed her eyes on that one, smiling a stiff little smile. She said, “His humor is sometimes a little forced, however. And his ethics are a bit queer. He forgets that when a man makes a contract, he must live up to it.”

			I waited for her to open her eyes and then I said, “I have a bad memory for contracts. Especially with lady lawyers.”

			“You don’t really mean that,” Alice V. said. She was as cool as her highball glass. “I am at a complete loss to understand your conduct, Steve. After all, we made a friendly deal, didn’t we?”

			“Maybe we were friends when we made it.”

			“But were still friends. I don’t object to your trying for a holdup on this case. Business is business, and even detectives can learn the commercial tricks. But you don’t expect Grace to up your price to ten thousand dollars, for God’s sake. It isn’t human.”

			She was talking it out to Gus Bryant, really. And, the tableau was set for high comedy, from the way he nodded at her, bobbing his crew cut in the manner of a sage, as though they were discussing the misadventures of a bad schoolboy. The sound of her voice, droning along in a legalistic argument, was as out of place as a crooner selling bagels on a street corner. The scene was beginning to wear on me. Alice V. was dressed for solitude. She must have been startled when Grace Masterson phoned that she was on the way over. She must have been too startled to sit for long over the make-up table. She had neglected her face and without the powder and paint her years came through and the little wrinkles alongside her eyes robbed her of her cosmetic perfection. She was only a fading matron now, without the girdle on. She had flung a house coat over her nightie, but the bulges were visible. Her mouth, without the accustomed lipstick smear, was thin-lipped and mean, the hard cruel lines of a frustrated virago. 

			I said, “Mrs. Masterson has told you what I expect. Do I get the dough, or do you want me to waltz out of here? Frank Masterson will be crawling out of his current hole sooner than you expect. If you want him, you’ll pay for him. And you’ll pay my price.”

			“Oh, come now,” Alice V. said. “Be reasonable, Steve. You’ll settle for less, won’t you?”

			“My price is still ten grand.”

			“Will you take five?”

			“I won’t take nine ninety-nine, ninety-nine.”

			“We’ll go seventy-five hundred, but not a cent more.”

			“I’ll tell you a little secret,” I said. “You’ll go ten grand, and you’ll get it up now, or I’ll be bidding you good morning.”

			The silence blossomed around me. There was a quick exchange between Alice V. and Gus Bryant, an eye flick that meant something I wasn’t supposed to understand. But I caught it, despite the fact that I was watching Grace Masterson, waiting for her to raise her head and say something, anything, some little paragraph that I could pick up and spit back in her face. She said nothing. Nor did she join the optic parley. Her face was a shade pinker than it should have been, like a small girl caught stealing soap in the little boys’ room.

			“This is a bit out of my league,” Alice V. was saying. “What would you do if you were me, Gus?”

			“Ten grand is a lot of loot for less than a day’s work,” Gus said. “Once I paid out a bit more than that for a job done in less time, Conacher. But the guy who got the dough didn’t live long to spend it. He started sliding. He got bad habits and slid so fast and so deep that they found him out off Freeport in Great South Bay one sunny afternoon. A character in a fishing boat pulled him out and he looked awfully tired. Somebody had tied a load of dead weights to his ankles. Somebody had filled his fat gut full of lead and dropped him over board for the fishes to nibble at.” He sighed loudly. “Sometimes ten grand is just too much dough for a man your size.”

			“I’m a growing boy,” I said. “And I like pretty things.”

			“You don’t want to stunt your growth.”

			I shrugged it off, not wanting to let go of myself with him. Not yet. There would be time for him later, after the money was on the table. He was staring at me with his chin out, waiting for the next line in our tête-á-tête. I allowed him to burn on a slow fire, enjoying his restlessness. He had his bands out of his pockets and was cracking his knuckles at me. Alice V. was at the bar, mixing a drink. She waved me to a seat.

			I said, “Pretty soon it’ll be light and Frank Masterson will get up and begin twitching. I’m not making any guarantees unless the dough is in my hand before the sun comes up.” 

			Alice V. gave me my drink. I stood it on the edge of the mantel, under a picture of a flying virgin pursued by seven satyrs, all of them leaping with lust in their eyes. There was a little clock on the ledge, a French timepiece. It began to bong. Five times. The long window behind Grace Masterson was starting to gray up, the hint of morning lightening the edges of the silhouetted buildings beyond.

			Alice V. said, “I’m glad you dropped up, Gus. I don’t know what I’d have done without you. Mr. Conacher has got me over a barrel and I’m afraid I’ll have to pay off. That is, if you have that much money on you.”

			“I have it,” Gus Bryant said.

			“Count it out,” I said. “On the coffee table.”

			“Ten thousand dollars,” Ashforth whispered to his fingers. “What a horribly fabulous amount of money.”

			Gus Bryant had his wallet out. He slapped it in his palm, scowling at me. He continued to slap it as he talked. “How do we know this character won’t slip you a Mickey on the deal? He did it before. Maybe he’ll do it again. I don’t trust the short pants operators, Alice. If I were you, I’d make damned sure you’re going to get what you’re paying for.”

			I said, “What’s the matter, Bryant? You worried that she won’t pay you back? Why don’t you mind your own business and lend the lady the money?”

			“You’re talking too big for your britches,” Bryant said. He had the money out. It was in his hand and he was flapping it around. But he wasn’t counting. Not yet. I had stung him and his pin-point black eyes were burning mad. He said, “If this was my deal, I’d push your pretty face in, Conacher.”

			“Let’s call it your deal.”

			Alice V. stepped between us. She said, “Boys, boys, boys. We can conduct this business, without getting emotional. What’s bothering you, Steve?”

			I said, “Maybe it’s your choice of friends. I didn’t expect to find Bryant here.”

			“Gus and I have known each other for years and years,” she smiled. “Perhaps you remember the Gregg case, way back in the middle thirties? I defended Gus in that trial, and we’ve been good friends ever since. When Grace Masterson called me and told me the fee you wanted, I phoned Gus immediately, because he’s the only man I know in New York who would possibly have that much money in cold cash.” She was singing it out nicely, in the tone of voice she used to sway jurors. It came through in smooth, well-mouthed syllables, and when it was all over she was watching me to observe the effect of her monologue. She said, “Now let’s get this business over with, before our little bird has flown his coop.”

			“Now you’re talking sense,” I said.

			Gus Bryant seemed to lose his bumptiousness after her brief oiling. He sat down and leaned over the coffee table, counting out the money. It would take time. Ten thousand dollars is a wad of century notes, and he handled them with great delicacy, riffling each of them, fingering them, dropping them in a measured beat. The air was tight around him. Ashforth stood at the other end of the couch, his dumpy frame half bent, his eyes wide with wonder as he licked his lips over the growing stacks of green stuff. Grace Masterson left her seat at the window. She gave me her back, staring out at the skyline as though she expected the man from Mars. Alice V. had returned to the bar, where she filled her glass again and now sipped her drink with an air of detachment, her body loose and well poised. It was a moment of building tension. In another moment, he would be handing me the collected piles of loot. It would be time for the pay-off. The back of my mouth felt suddenly dry and I adjusted my hand so that I could feel the hard and reassuring lump of automatic in my pocket.

			And then Gus Bryant looked up at me.

			“There’s your dough, laughing boy,” he said. “Ten thousand bucks in century notes. Or do you want me to hire a teller to count them?”

			“Tellers don’t get up this early,” I said. “Or I would have brought one with me.”

			I reached for the bills and began to stuff them away in my suit. Grace Masterson was watching me now. Alice V. put down her whisky glass. Ashforth stepped back, his cute mouth pursed in a pretty pout.

			“Now then, where is Frank Masterson?” Alice V. asked.

			I had the last bundle in my hand, stuffing it into my inside jacket pocket. The gun was in there. I put my fingers around it tenderly. I brought it out and showed it to them, taking three steps backward as I made the gesture.

			I said, “Over to the window, all four of you!”

			“The dirty little bastard!” Gus Bryant said. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Alice.” 

			“What’s the meaning of this routine, Steve?” Alice V. asked. 

			“Over to the window,” I said. “And keep your arms up, all of you. This popgun will go off at the slightest provocation.”

			I made them backstep, pushing the rod into Ashforth’s soft groin, so that he sucked in air like a blowfish out of water. I frisked him quickly and did the same with Bryant. There were no guns on them. I stepped back to the center of the room and surveyed my handiwork. There were running sparks of angered surprise in Alice V.’s eyes, but what I saw in Bryant’s piglike optics almost made me laugh out loud. He was scared. He was as white as Monday’s wash. The arrogance had fled his face and something nameless but sickening was taking command of his entire body. He would be fidgeting soon. I looked forward to the pastime I would have with him the final second when I would lash out at him and level him. The way he had leveled Abe Feldman.

			I said, “Scared, Bryant? You’re shaking like Patty Price on opening night.”

			“What the hell are you talking about?” he asked.

			“I’m not really talking yet. I’m thinking. I’m thinking of what I’m going to do to your dandy little collegiate puss.”

			“What goes on with you?” Alice V. said. “You’ve got your money. What’s eating you, Steve?”

			“Conacher,” I said. “From here on out it’ll be Conacher to you, sister.”

			“I do believe the man has gone mad,” Ashforth said. “Stark, raving mad.”

			I ignored him. I said, “What were you doing in my office, Bryant?”

			“You’re nuts. I don’t even know where your office is.”

			“Hands Vincetti must have told you. You and Hands were up there together, only a few hours ago. Why?”

			He flicked his eyes nervously at Alice V., but there was no answering flash in her dirty frown. She was brushing him off. She was signaling to him that he was on his own now, the way I expected she would. The pieces were fitting in place neatly, all my theories about her bearing fruit. Gus Bryant was struggling for direction, for the legalistic approach to this situation. He would have liked her to prime him for the scene. But Alice V. was giving him nothing. Nothing at all.

			I said, “Don’t look at her, Bryant. She’s giving you the brush. She’s beginning to hate you for what you did in my office. Maybe she’s hating you for other reasons. Shall I tell you a few of them?”

			“Double talk,” said Bryant.

			“Is it? Why don’t we begin with Hands Vincetti? Where is your dear old pal, Hands? This is his kind of party. Why isn’t he here?”

			“Who the hell knows where he is? And who gives a damn?”

			“You do. And I know where he is. I left him only a little while ago. Shall I tell you where?”

			“Drop dead,” Bryant said.

			“I’ll tell you where Hands is. What the hell, I’ll make the locate for free, just because you paid me off so well. You’ll find Hands Vincetti in one of the dressing rooms of The Fan Club, flat on his foul kisser, as stiff as the floor he’s lying on. And do you know who flattened him? I did. Ask me why.”

			He didn’t ask me, so I told him. I said, “I beat his apish face in because he killed my old friend Abe Feldman. That’s why I’m going to give you a workout soon, Bryant. Because you were with him when Abe was killed.”

			Again the flick to Alice V., and this time her eyes lit up. But she wasn’t returning a signal he wanted. She was lousing him up with her baleful stare. She was as friendly as a Turk at an American tea party. He cringed and kept his face aimed the other way.

			“You’ve got stones in your head,” he said, without conviction. “You can’t prove any of this tripe.”

			“That’s where you made your big mistake,” I said. “Because I can prove every word of it. It all goes back to the dead blonde in my office, the girl who was stabbed and stripped.”

			I dropped it and stood back to watch again. Grace Masterson was reacting now. She was quivering, out of control. Her hands were clenched and she worked them strenuously, her knotted fingers a-tremble as she struggled for calm. Something about the way she twitched in the face made me feel sorry for her. Almost. And then she stepped forward toward me. 

			“I don’t see that this concerns me, Steve. I wish you’d let me go home. This is upsetting, very upsetting.”

			“Back,” I said. “Back where you were, actress.”

			“You’re cruel. I don’t know why you’re subjecting me to this.”

			“You’ll know soon enough, Sarah Bernhardt.” I turned to Alice V. “Where did you pick her up for the job? Where did you find her? I’d like to know the name of the booking agent who got her this assignment. She didn’t read her lines right, Alice. She was too amateurish for the deal, the poor kid. You needed a pro for a chore like this, somebody like Fontaine or Chatterton or Cummings, an actress who could really live the part of Frank Masterson’s wife. This kid was off the beam, from the moment she let me bounce into bed alongside her. It was the beginning of the end for your whole pitch, Alice. It bothered me, all the way down the line while I searched for Frankie. Why would his ever-loving wife let a strange dick climb on her mattress and play games? It didn’t make sense. You shouldn’t have picked a nymph for a straight role, Alice.”

			Alice V. wasn’t buying any of it. But the girl who had played Grace Masterson was cracking up. She was crying her eyes out. She was emptying herself of the first burst of genuine emotion since the start of the caper. She had no courage for facing up to this kind of drama. She would be hysterical soon.

			I said, “Don’t let it bother you too much, lady. Your rap will be nothing, compared to what the law will do to your friends here.”

			“You’re talking nonsense,” Alice V. said. “Utter rot.”

			“I’ll break it down for you, in easy stages. It all began when Frank Masterson’s wife walked into your office looking for help. She came to you because you were a woman attorney and she thought you’d be sympathetic. She told you her story—all about how her husband had robbed the Vree cluster. It must have hit you like a falling building. It must have floored you. The cute little blonde was practically asking you to help yourself to a half million in loot.”

			“Clever boy,” said Alice V., starting for the bar. “Tell me more.”

			“Stand where you are.”

			“I only wanted another drink.”

			“Back,” I said. “Back with your playmates.”

			She shrugged and moved over with the others. “A glass of Scotch would have helped, detective. Your fairy tale is boring.”

			“It gets better as I go along. After the blonde told you her yarn, you phoned Gus Bryant immediately. You were aware of his part in the heist down in Florida, because Gus is an old buddy of yours. So you decided to substitute an actress for the real Mrs. Masterson—and have the original bumped off in my office. It was a simple deal, because she practically asked for it. She wanted a detective. You gave her my name and sent her up after closing time. But instead of seeing me, Hands Vincetti was waiting for her. And he was waiting with a knife!” 

			They were frozen now, all of them. The expressions on their faces were graven out of the same mold, in varying degrees of tension. I was reaching them, jabbing the needle where it hurt. But Gus Bryant registered the most pain. He had developed a tic, suddenly, a quick ripple of the muscles around his mouth, the prelude to complete breakdown. On him it looked good. I went over to him and slapped out at it and my open hand caught the side of his jaw and brought some crimson to his lips.

			I said, “Or were you with him, Bryant? Maybe it was you who killed the blonde?”

			He spat at me, a gob of blood that almost made my shoe. I hit him again, this time with my fist. 

			“Let’s say that it was Hands who did the job,” I continued. “It would have to be Hands, because of the business with the dead girl’s ring. Hands was instructed to strip her clean. He was told to deliver the duds to Alice V. How do I know it was Alice who examined the personal effects? Because somebody noticed that the blonde had been wearing a ring. I assume that only a woman would observe a detail of that type. I also assume that Alice did not find that ring among the blonde’s personal effects. Alice became alarmed and told you about it, Bryant. And you confronted Hands with the problem. Vincetti, of course, denied that there had been a ring. How could he admit that he had violated your instructions and given the ring to Patty Price? He couldn’t. So he convinced you that the two of you had better go back to my office and search for the ring. It was too important to remain lost. And when you went up to my place to make the search, you found Abe Feldman there and you beat him to death.”

			I was talking fast and loud, overpowered by the heat of my memories. My emotional upheaval sharpened my tongue, so that I mouthed my phrases in a crescendo of mounting anger. I stood over Gus Bryant, leveling my wrath at him, my hand on his collar, so that I could jerk him around, so that I could louse him up because he was the only foil for my muscles. Slapping women around was never my forte. And I thought all the others were women at this brawl. Because I forgot about Ashforth. I concentrated on shaking Bryant as I talked, holding the gun close to his eyes until he closed them and shuddered with each sentence. And the words poured out of me, aimed into his ear. And I forgot the rest of my audience. I lost my head.

			But Ashforth found it.

			Ashforth hit me with a pudgy fist.

			He was behind me when the blow came and I swung at him, bringing the gun around as I turned. But it was too late. He had me where he wanted me. And he wanted me cold.

			I fell down and away, hit for the second time by something harder than a fist. He had moved behind me skillfully, grabbing for a weapon as he came. He must have found a convenient ton of lead.

			Because that’s what it felt like as I fell to the floor.

			CHAPTER 19

			Someone was slapping me awake with a wet rag. He was using it in the way you slap at a fly, sharp flat smacks against my jaw. He brought his hand back in a great arc and let the rag swing out at me, a towel, rough surfaced and heavy with the weight of the water it held. He hit me again, across the eyes, so that the balls of light in my brain turned vivid crimson. The pain was driving me nuts. So I opened my eyes. 

			He hit me again.

			Then there was a woman’s voice, and Alice V. said, “That’s enough, Gus. You’ll put him away if you keep that up. We can’t use him cold.”

			“The son of a bitch!” Gus Bryant said.

			And he hit me again.

			“There isn’t much time for indoor sports,” Alice V. was saying. Her voice was low pitched and hoarse now, suddenly strange, the voice of another woman. She was almost a mile away from me, through the fog of mist that screened me from the world of reality. And she was saying, “Put down the towel, you idiot!”

			I saw them again, cleaner now, the violent face of Gus Bryant so close that I could feel his breathing. And behind him, Alice V., only her head and shoulders, leaning forward and scowling at me. In the middle distance, as though set there by a skillful stage director, was Ashforth, his whole body visible because he stood at the wall, against the pale yellow décor, a monument of menace, grinning at me with an unhealthy interest. I wondered vaguely where the actress was.

			‘Where is Masterson?” Gus Bryant said.

			I said, “I need a drink.”

			And he hit me again. The room spun out and away from me, the walls rubbered and willowy, the lights drizzly and diffused with a strange and elusive quality, blobs of pale yellow and white. There was movement in the miasma, a confusion of shapes scurrying back and forth. There was sound, too, a woman’s voice again, low and then high and then low. Through the scattered shadows, Alice V. came into focus. She was handing a tall glass to Gus Bryant. He was holding it. And throwing it at me, a wall of liquid that splashed into my eyes and dripped and ran down my cheeks—a shower of Scotch, a wave of alcohol. A high thread of noise came at me and it was seconds before I caught the timbre of it and recognized Alice V.’s husky-throated accents.

			“Leave him alone, you goddamned idiot!” she shouted. “You can kill him later, after we get Masterson and that pendant.”

			“I’d like to break his cute little head,” Gus Bryant said. 

			“Save it. He’ll talk.”

			She had another glass of liquor now and was holding it to my mouth. I slurped at it hungrily, feeling the stiff dose of Scotch burn down into my gut, tasting the weight of it behind my ears. Because I was beginning to think clearly, I was searching for an out, praying for a small opening out of the moment at hand. She was shaking me now, gently but firmly. She was waiting for me to open my eyes so that she could ask me again where Masterson was. I weighed the advantages of sitting here and having my head bashed in. I toyed with the immediate future, juggling the possibilities for release from Gus Bryant. But the situation was his. In this room, I would be forever powerless against him. 

			I said, “I’ll take you there.”

			“To hell with that,” Gus Bryant said. “Tell us where it is. We don’t need you.”

			“You’ll never find it without me.”

			“You want me to slap you around some more?”

			“I’ve had enough.”

			“Then talk!” He had me by the throat and was squeezing. I began to cough. He was digging his nails in my neck. 

			“Let him take you,” Alice V. said. “I’m sick of looking at him.”

			He pulled me to my feet and the blood started down my legs as Ashforth pushed me forward. I was rocky and weak, my legs as rubbery as licorice sticks. Somebody slapped my hat on my head and I was moving down the stairs into the foyer and through the door to the street. The black roadster was warming up and Gus Bryant sat behind the wheel. Ashforth pushed me again, into the rear seat. He eased his fat frame alongside me and shoved a gun in my ribs.

			And said, “No tricks now, Conacher.”

			“The girls are going to be shocked when they hear about you,” I said. “You’re frightening, Ashforth. You’re a big bad brute.”

			“Which way?” Gus Bryant asked.

			“Over the Brooklyn Bridge,” I said.

			I chose the long way. The tires hummed and sang as we raced downtown through the deserted streets. The city still slept soundly, enjoying the deepest slumber, the short hour just before dawn. They must have revived me quickly after Ashforth put me out. They must have slapped me plenty with the towel. Because it was still only faintly light in the east, not yet rosy with the promise of solid sunlight. We sailed down through lower Fourth Avenue and entered the thin traffic of Canal Street, the trickle of trucks and vans that heralded the confusion soon to come through the Holland Tunnel. Gus Bryant drove well. He gauged the traffic lights with skill and made good time over the bridge. He was doing an even forty down Flatbush Avenue and I prayed for a fly cop to slide out and after us from some side street. But the fly cops were all home in bed. I was taking a ride to the cemetery, a one-way jaunt to a coffin.

			Ashforth said nothing, eyeing me with the restrained good humor of a chaperon surveying a sub-deb on her first date. He came alive only when we were racing down Surf Avenue, entering the main street of Coney Island.

			“Fun,” he said. “I’ve always dreamed of visiting Coney. This is my maiden trip.”

			“You should visit it in season, when the freaks are here.”

			Gus Bryant said, “What part of Coney Island, Conacher?”

			“Gino’s,” I said. “A spaghetti dump.”

			“He’s in there?”

			“He’s in that neighborhood.”

			He slowed the car, studying me in the mirror. He said, “I know Gino’s. It’s about three blocks from here. This is close enough.”

			He swung into a side street and parked near the corner. Ashforth prodded me with his automatic and I stepped out and looked around. The air was heavy with an early morning fog, a salted pall that was blowing in from the ocean. The sky was a dark and dirty gray, carrying the promise of the day to come, dismal and clouded. I shivered with the cold and the dampness. Or it could have been Ashforth’s insistent gun that raised the sandpaper on my shanks.

			“Walk,” said Bryant. “And no tricks.”

			We crossed the street. They had me step ahead of them, leading the small idiotic parade. Bryant was flourishing his gun now, holding it brazenly because we were marching through a skein of gloom, invisible to anybody outside the radius of a six-foot circle. The thick fog swirled round us as I led them through the alley and into the heart of the amusement section. From somewhere in the unmeasured distance, a buoy sang out a lonely note, rising and falling in the thick silence. We emerged from the alley and I stopped them there. The big wheel lay straight ahead of us.

			I said, “This is it.”

			“Where?” Bryant asked.

			“Straight ahead. The wheel.”

			“In the house, you mean?”

			“The wheel,” I said. “He’s on the wheel.”

			“How did he get up there?”

			“There was a man in that house last night. He let Masterson up.”

			“You saw it?”

			“I saw it.”

			Gus Bryant squinted up into the gloom, making up his mind about me. The upper edges of the circle were invisible, bathed in the higher reaches of the encircling mist. The perimeter of the wheel faded and died into nothingness up there, above the middle of the fretwork. It was as though somebody had erased the top of the circle completely. Bryant pushed himself close to me and I felt the extra gun in my right side.

			“What do you think, Ashforth?” he asked

			“It sounds positively fantastic,” Ashforth whispered. 

			Bryant pressed me forward again. We stepped into the area beyond the fence and approached the house. There was no light inside and the door was locked. Bryant opened a window and let us in. It was a barren room, a simple layout, big enough to hold a cot, a table and two chairs. Bryant had a small flashlight and he swung it around the room. There was a big switchbox on the far wall. He flipped the lid and studied the line-up of mechanical gimmicks.

			“How do we know this bastard isn’t lying?” Bryant said,

			“Where will it get him?” Ashforth laughed. “We can check easily enough. Let’s turn the wheel.”

			“You’re out of your mind. Masterson has a gun. He’ll kill anybody he sees down here, once that wheel starts moving.”

			“Exactly,” said Ashforth. “But why not let him shoot at Conacher? Why not have Conacher wait for him at the landing over there? Then, while Masterson is busy with Conacher, you can approach from the other side of the wheel and control the situation.”

			“Clever boy,” I said.

			“Jesus, you’ve got something, Ashforth,” Bryant said. “We can’t miss doing it that way.”

			“Get him outside,” said Ashforth, beaming at me. “I’m going to enjoy seeing him cut down. He’s too precious to live, really. Goodbye, dear boy.”

			I had nothing to say to him. My mind was alive with a confusion of ideas. But they were small and insignificant in the growing pressure of the immediate present. My feet were in motion, propelling me toward the door of the shack, and the hard muzzle of Gus Bryant’s gun stabbed into my back. I was moving into a dead end. I was headed for the last quick moment of breath and life. He would stand me before the landing platform, the spot where the little houses on the wheel came to rest to unload their passengers. And the wheel would spin and Masterson would awaken up there. He would reach for his gun and wait for the iron wheel to swing him down. They would slip slowly around through the fog and then Lisa would see me and scream her alarm. And Masterson would shoot. And he wouldn’t miss.

			Ashforth stood in the doorway, smiling at me for a moment. Then he was gone. He was back inside, ready to throw the switch that would turn the wheel.

			Gus Bryant halted me on the landing and walked ahead, through the wheel to the other side. He held his gun lightly, aiming it my way. I heard him whistle, a soft note, low and flat, the signal for Ashforth to start the machinery. 

			The rumble came. There was a humming whir and after that a higher and deeper grumbling, the noise of the gears taking hold. I stared ahead of me, fascinated by the tableau. The wheel turned, slowly. And there was a flick of a second when one of the tiny cabins rolled down and swung over the landing. And in that second, my brain erupted with an idea. 

			Gus Bryant was hidden from me when that last cabin came down.

			He would be hidden from me again, in another few seconds.

			I counted the seconds away. And when the next cabin lowered itself between us, I moved.

			I ran forward, taking advantage of the barrier between Bryant and me. I grabbed hold of the metal crossbar alongside the cabin and pulled myself up. I was being lifted. But slowly, almost too slowly. In the next moment, Bryant saw me moving away from him and I watched his gun go up. He had lost his head. A shot sounded and I jumped from my perch and flattened myself against the roof of the cabin. 

			Then hell broke loose.

			Masterson had seen me from up above. His gun went off and a bullet whined over my head. And another, splatting against the wall of the cabin, and zinging off into the surrounding gloom. Down below, Ashforth and Bryant were exchanging frenzied words, and I knew what they were deciding to do. They would bring the wheel around again, a full circle, until I arrived at the landing platform. They would sit down there and wait for me to come their way. They would get rid of me first, before handling Masterson. I was on my way up to the top. I would be turning soon and coming down. I was on a merry-go-round. And sudden death was waiting for me at the end of the first revolution of my zany ride. The wheel swung me up and the cabin shook under me and I felt the fresh burst of a breeze as I arrived at the top of the circle. Then I was coming down through the fog, into the area of visibility, within range of Gus Bryant’s gun. There was only one way out for me. I saw his figure moving into position down there. I saw him taking aim. I would be a sitting duck for him, lower now, and still lower.

			I jumped.

			I jumped out and away, aiming my body at his head. There was the sound of a gun, a blast that seemed to come from inside my head, loud and echoing, the noise of a violent thunder. And something burned in my shoulder. He had winged me and I was falling into a void, traveling with mad speed, down, down, and in a line with Bryant’s upturned face, startled and frightened as I plummeted his way. I didn’t see him after that. I felt the collision, the impact of hurt and shock as I hit him. But he had softened my landing. A stab of pain shot through me and I closed my eyes against the skittering light. Then we were wrestling.

			He didn’t have the gun anymore. And without the gun, he was meat for me. I had stunned him badly and his fists were weak against me. I used my legs against him, kicking out blindly, aiming low. He screamed with pain as we writhed in the dirt, grabbing for my throat. I rolled away and let him come to me, and when he was close enough. I kicked again. His body sagged and he went limp. I started away from him, crawling along the ground, aimed for the watchman’s shack. Above me, the great wheel spun in the fog. Ashforth had decided to put it into high. I saw him come through the door of the shack, headed my way.

			I froze. I played dead.

			He pranced toward me until he saw my stiffness and I caught a nervous giggle as he fumbled in his jacket pocket. Then he had the gun out and was mincing cautiously in my direction, approaching me with the movement of a startled female observing a wounded mouse. His jittery eyes skipped beyond me and absorbed the rest of the scene, Bryant’s body in the dust near the fence. Ashforth shivered and whispered a vague word of encouragement to himself, caught in a climax he could not expect. I made my move.

			I caught him in a low tackle, bringing him down in a puffing heap, but not easily. He was heavier than I thought, and agile as a cat. He reached for my face and clawed out at me, scratching my jaws with his well-manicured fingers. The gun was gone, dropped as I made my leap at him. He was too strong for me because I was fighting with only one arm. My left arm was dead, all the way down from my shoulder. It was a zany match, a handicap wrestling bout, a rolling battle with a tub of butter. His rage came through to me in a series of uncontrolled yelps and giggles, half hysteria, half enjoyment, but the pressure of his pudgy body sickened me. He was too close for comfort, so close that I was able to whiff the cloying sweetness of his personal perfume. I worked him around desperately. I caught him off balance and kicked him away from me. Then I clawed out feeling the earth for a weapon. And the earth was good to me. I had a rock in my fist now, large enough to flatten him in one last blow.

			I brought the rock down on his forehead, between the eyes. His head fell back and his eyes closed and I heard him scream, high and thin, the sound of a woman in mortal pain.

			I rolled away from him and spilled my guts against the fence.

			Above me, the sound of the wheel swelled against my ears, the movement of the great gears; the noise of the sliding cars alive on the ungreased tracks. I lay there and looked up at the mad scene. Masterson and Lisa were up there, in one of the revolving cars, swinging around the circle at top speed. They would continue to swing that way until somebody entered the watchman’s shack and killed the motor. The fog rolled around the heights of the wheel, screening it with impenetrable grayness. I began to laugh at it all, overcome by the tableau around me. Then I got off my back and stood up and started for the shack. I stumbled inside and managed to get a nickel out of my pants and dialed Headquarters.

			“Come on down to Coney Island,” I mumbled. “The Ferris wheel. But don’t bring the kiddies. Tell Biberman—”

			But I didn’t finish the sentence. I was out cold before I could mouth the last few words.

			CHAPTER 20

			The first thing I saw was a white patch of light, between two darker patches, blurred and distant.

			The three shapes remained stationary and then the white one moved forward and I saw that he was a little man—an interne. He put his hand on my shoulder and shook me gently and said a few words to me. I tried to answer him, but my voice was coming from somewhere around my heels, as fuzzed and distant as a weak whisper. I forced my eyes open and he came into focus slowly, a smallish man, a blur of movement at first. Then the light caught his glasses and there was a highlighted reflection in them.

			I closed my eyes and bobbled my head to shake the cobwebs away. 

			The little man was saying, “He’ll be out of it in a minute. He’s suffering a bit from shock, but it isn’t serious.”

			Somebody else said, “How about the shoulder?”

			“Nothing to worry about.”

			Their voices were coming through to me clearly now and I knew that I was on the cot, in the watchman’s shack. I opened my eyes again, but the little room was still swimming around me and the figures of the two men were still hazy and indistinct, somewhere beyond my reach.

			Somebody opened the door and a gust of cool sea air swam into the tiny cubicle, followed by another man, who said, “Carson just came back from the station. He reports that they found the stones. Masterson broke down completely when we booked him. He admitted that he threw the cluster away, the minute he saw us coming in to grab him. He threw them off the wheel and they landed over there, on the roof of that building. One of our boys just picked them up.”

			“Masterson cracked, eh?”

			“He went to hell in a hurry, almost from the minute he stepped inside the precinct door.”

			“How about the big dame?”

			“She’s going to be trouble. She almost murdered the matron when she tried to take her to her cell.”

			I struggled to a sitting position and leaned my head back against the wall and said, “What happened to Bryant?”

			Somebody said, “He’ll live.”

			“He’ll live to burn,” I said. “And the fat man?”

			“Concussion. What did you hit him with, Steve—the side of a building? He looked as though the Ferris wheel had fallen on his kisser.

			I recognized the laughter, and when he came into my range of vision, I saw that it was Biberman. He shook my hand affectionately and sat down. There was a small clock on the wall behind him. I squinted at it. It was almost seven o’clock.

			“You got here fast,” I said. 

			“I was right behind you, almost all the way,” Biberman said.

			“Behind me?”

			“Didn’t you know?”

			I said, “Break it down for me.”

			“You’re slipping, Steve.”

			“I’ve slipped. And I didn’t bounce.”

			“Lucky for me you didn’t. You did me a big favor on this deal.”

			“You haven’t answered my question,” I said. “How did you know I was down here at the wheel? How did you get down here so fast?”

			Biberman got up and went to the door. He shouted to somebody outside and a man came in behind him, an average-sized character, but he was wearing a gray hat.

			Biberman smiled and said, “Recognize this lad?”

			“Should I?”

			“He was on your tail all the way down the line. His name is French and I assigned him to cover you from the moment you left my office yesterday.”

			I leaned on my good elbow, enjoying the sight of the man named French. He was vaguely familiar. He was the man I had spotted under the awning—the moment before I entered the mad party at Leo’s.

			“What happened, French?” I asked. “Lose me?”

			“I lost you after you took the cab from The Maisonette. My hack stalled when you headed east off Broadway. But I was behind you before that for the rest of it. I tailed you down here early this morning, but I hung back on Surf Avenue because I knew you’d spot me if I followed you into the amusement section back here. So when I lost you after The Maisonette, I called the boss and told him what happened. He figured you must be here, so we beat it down.”

			Biberman grinned modestly. “It was a long shot, Steve. When French reported that he lost you, I admit I was confused. You certainly moved around a lot in a few hours. But French’s report seemed to indicate that you found something when you came down here early this morning. The fact that you headed back to your office suggested that you might have wound up the locate on Masterson.”

			“You guessed right,” I said. “I was burning with joy. I wanted to tell Abe about it. Poor Abe. It was because of him that I was able to muddle through. But he had to die to push me along to Hands Vincetti. Before that, I was on a merry-go-round, believe me.”

			“I believe you,” French said. “You did a lot of legwork, Conacher.”

			“I did a lot of all kinds of work. You missed most of the fun. You should have seen me at Alice V. Christie’s dump. I was terrific.”

			Biberman whistled. “Alice V. Christie, the lady lawyer?”

			“The same.” I broke it down for Biberman, in small slices, so that he could digest the yarn easily. He heard me out and then bounded to the phone and put through a call uptown. They would grab Alice V. without trouble. She would be sitting in her Sutton Place perch, drinking her highball and waiting for the return of Ashforth and Bryant. She would be feeling secure until two of Biberman’s boys would ring the bell and take her away to a small square cell, to convert her into a prize client for one of her colleagues in the legal business. I saw her sitting in the witness chair, her glib mouth silenced, her anxious eyes surveying the twelve good men and true who would send her where she belonged.

			Biberman put down the phone. “She’ll never worm her way out of this one, Steve. She’ll get the works.”

			“How about the blonde? The actress?”

			“Hard to say. All she did was impersonate a corpse. And she might have been innocent of any knowledge of the murder of Masterson’s wife.”

			“I hope you’re right,” I said. “She was too good for solitary confinement.”

			“You should know.”

			“I know.”

			French laughed. “I caught a quick look at her when she left The Maisonette. She was solid.”

			“You should have walked up to me and told me who you were,” I said. “There were times when I could have used some help.”

			“He had to do it the quiet way,” Biberman explained. “I was worried about you, Steve, because you were fiddling with Bryant, working against him in a race to locate Masterson. I didn’t want you damaged. Like I said before—you were really doing a job for me—for the New York Police. You remember the story I told you about a guy named McQueen? You remember the way I felt about him? Well, you always hit me the same way. And I don’t like to see a talent like yours get shot up by anybody like Gus Bryant.”

			“Bryant was only a bit player in this deal,” I said. “Wait’ll you get a medical report on Vincetti.” 

			I got up and tested my legs again. They had ripped my coat off to get at my shoulder, and now Biberman held it up, smiling at it sadly. I took it from him and the weight of it startled me and I stood there laughing at it, high and loud.

			“What’s so funny?” Biberman asked.

			I said, “It just occurred to me that I have a problem, a unique problem for an honest detective. What happens when a phony clients pay off for a locate? Do I keep the fee?”

			“Why not? You did your job for them. You led them to Masterson, the way you promised.”

			“I made them pay through the nose for him.”

			“It’s no concern of the Police Department how much they paid you,” said Biberman. “After all, they were helping to pay for our share of the locate.” 

			“Bryant paid off in blue chips.”

			“He can afford it. You’re going to be rolling in dough, Steve. You’ll get the reward from Flaubert’s for this deal, too.”

			“Not me,” I said. “The wad goes to Abe Feldman’s widow—all of it, plus half of what I got from Gus Bryant.”

			“Whatever you say,” said Biberman. “You feeling all right now? Let’s get out of here and have some breakfast. You look as though you could use some ham and eggs.”

			I took the whole squad out for ham and eggs. After all, I could afford it. I had come to the end of the line with only a few curable bruises. But I had plenty of Gus Bryant’s dough stuffed away in my haberdashery.

			And it was a pleasure to fatten the police on Bryant’s money.
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			CHAPTER 1

			It was a little after eight and I was glued to my usual stool in Tim Coogan’s bar, an establishment located only a few short steps from my office on Forty-fifth Street. It was too hot to move. I moved only my elbow, sipping my whiskey sour as I watched Tim Coogan’s television screen. A horse-faced detective was sweating through a corn opus involving a heavily bosomed blonde, a dope peddler, a maniac, a flat-nosed hood and an ingénue out of the comic book school of acting. The characters operated against a waterfront background, created out of the whimsical imagination of some schoolboy script writer. A few of Tim Coogan’s regulars sat around me watching the drama unfold and making interesting comments about the blonde. She was aiming a small automatic at the detective’s midriff and promising to kill him, while he stood his ground, grinning at her pleasantly and mouthing snappy banter before slapping the nasty gun out of her hand. I turned away from the visual stew and signaled Tim to refill my glass.

			He was working over it at the other end of the bar when the girl walked in. She came in tentatively, taking delicate steps, like a small girl about to enter a roomful of strange adults. She approached Tim and asked him a question. He looked up at her and then slid his eyes my way, giving me his usual dead-eye wink, as meaningful as a slap in the face. He jerked his thumb my way and she followed it. She moved gracefully, stepping forward with the easy poise of a show girl.

			She slid alongside me and sat on the next stool and studied my face in the mirror opposite.

			“You’re Steve Conacher?” she asked the mirror.

			I nodded at the glass. “Who wants to know?”

			She turned her pretty face my way and showed me her clean white teeth. “My name is Joy Marsh. Mary Ray said I’d find you here.”

			“Mary has a good memory.”

			“She sent me over for you.”

			“Not tonight, lady. Tell Mary I appreciate her thoughtfulness, but I’m not in the mood for it.”

			I was lying like hell. The girl at my side was a picture book girl, a calendar girl, a girl of infinite beauty. Her blonde hair was cut short and the roots were as clean as the ends—a natural tint, a combination of yellow and silver that sparkled even in the dusty interior of Tim Coogan’s. It was a Scandinavian hue, as honest as the color of her eyes. She had a soft, round face, delicately rouged, so that the crystal blue of her eyes shone out at you. The effect was dazzling. The effect was startling. She would not be easy to forget.

			“You don’t understand,” she said. “Mary wants to see you.”

			“And I want to see Mary. But I also want to finish my drink. It’s a great night for finishing drinks.” I leaned into her and let her feel the pressure of my shoulder. “What sort of drink would you like to finish, Joy?”

			“You’re very nice, but I really don’t want anything.”

			“Don’t let Tim hear you say it. He considers it a personal affront if you walk out of here without sampling his Tom Collins.”

			“I’ll have some ginger ale, if you insist.”

			“On the wagon?”

			“Call it that.”

			She said it to the bar, in the manner of a bashful co-ed, nervous and worried because she was afraid that mamma might smell the liquor on her breath when she got home. The way she said it was unbecoming to any gal from Mary Ray’s establishment. She mouthed it with a naïve smile, hesitant and ingrown; and loaded with a personal worry. She was avoiding my eyes, staring up at the video screen at some distant picture she alone could see. Her nervousness came through to her fingers, tapping gently on the bar. She had long red nails and wore a small ruby ring on her left hand, as girlish as a graduation present. She was wearing a peasant outfit, a full black skirt and a low-cut silk blouse. She didn’t look hard. She looked as if she had been around, but not in the right places and not with the right people.

			“How is Mary?” I asked. “I haven’t seen her in quite some time.”

			“Mary is all right.”

			“You’re a friend of hers?”

			“I know her well,” she said.

			“What does she want to see me about?”

			Joy sipped her ginger ale, attacking it as though it were a large dose of cod liver oil. “I really don’t know.”

			“That’s fine and dandy,” I said. “I was hoping it wasn’t urgent. How would you like to take a ride with me, out to Jones Beach? It’s a great night for counting the sea gulls. Did you ever count sea gulls?”

			“Not recently.”

			I went to work on her, challenged by her quiet sadness, trying to build something with her because she appealed to me. I had met the type before at Mary’s, sweetly provocative, with the big wet eyes and the subdued girlishness. But the others were always deliberately mysterious, so that you could recognize the pitch and chalk it up to good acting. Joy Marsh projected warmth and intelligence along with her gentle beauty. She was making me jump the gun to date her.

			I said, “What are we waiting for?”

			She came alive at my question. “I couldn’t, Steve. Not tonight.”

			“Why not tonight?”

			“Because you must go over to Mary’s right away. It’s urgent, believe me.”

			“Urgent serious, or urgent happy?”

			“Right away. She wants you right away.”

			“I’ll call her and postpone it.”

			“Please don’t,” she said. She put a hand on my arm and told me by her gentle pressure that she was serious. “Even if she didn’t want you to come over now, I couldn’t see you tonight. Not tonight.”

			She was on her feet, saying goodbye to me with her eyes. Over her shoulder, the street door opened and a man walked in. He was a mammoth character dressed in a monkey suit, the all-black variety sported by fancy chauffeurs. He was a stony-faced lug with little pig eyes and a square chin. He moved slowly toward the seat near the wall and said something to Tim. Tim brought him a beer and he took a long swallow from his glass and wiped his lips with the back of his hand, taking his time about it. He pulled a folded Racing Form from his inside pocket and lit a cigarette and made a big thing out of figuring the latest dope at Belmont. He held the paper at eye level, but his eyes weren’t on it. He was drilling his optics into Joy’s back, casing her with the impersonal coldness of an undertaker over a corpse. I resisted the urge to march his way and lay one on his lantern jaw.

			And then Joy saw him. She froze, stiffening as she took a step my way. She gave him her back and fumbled with her bag. She kept her eyes down on the bag and talked to it. It was a secret she had for the bag, a personal item spoken loud enough so only the bag and I could hear it.

			“Please,” she whispered. “Mary wants you now. Will you promise to go over there at once?”

			“Let’s go back together.”

			“Oh, no. I’ve got to run.”

			“Uptown?” I asked. “I’ll drop you off.”

			“I’m not going that way, Steve.”

			Wherever she was going, she was in a hurry to get there. She took the side door out of Coogan’s, on the run. She went out so fast that she left the door wide open behind her. I watched her legs scooting away, and after that the upper part of her body outside the window, headed west. She was chewing her lower lip, as scared as a rabbit running before the beagles. 

			When I turned back to the bar to finish my drink, the chauffeur was on his feet and moving for the street door. I stepped up to him and stood in his way, fumbling for the doorknob, so that he bumped me. Hard.

			I said, “Stop pushing, chum.”

			“Out of my way,” he said. He put a big lean hand on my elbow and pulled me back. He had a hot arm, as strong as a steel cable. I followed the arm, but when I came his way I managed to kick him, just below the knee. He jerked me around, holding me upright by the lapels. The ease of his movements irritated me, pushing the sweat to my collar. Big men bring out the bile in me.

			I kicked him in the groin.

			“You big guys always play too rough,” I said. 

			He folded, but his right arm caught me on the way down. He hit me on the side of the face and snapped my head back.

			“You little bastard,” he said, addressing me in the tone of voice a man uses to ask the time of day. “Get the hell away from me before I murder you.”

			I fell against the table in the corner, but he didn’t bother to finish me. He stood there for an extra second, making up his mind about me. He spat down at me. His aim was good. I swore and dove for his legs, but the door was open now and I caught nothing but the back of his heel, going away, through the door.

			Tim Coogan helped me up and dusted me off.

			“Why don’t you pick on a guy your size, Steve?” he asked. “Us little characters don’t ever make the grade when we’re outweighed.”

			“The bigger they come, the harder I fall,” I said, massaging my aching shank. “Maybe I’m ripe for a few sessions on a psychiatrist’s couch, Tim, but the big and dirty ones always work on my blood pressure. I would have given my right arm to slap him down.”

			“He would have taken your right arm.” Tim laughed. “He was solid. That ape would have butchered you if he hadn’t been in a hurry.”

			“Maybe I’ll slow him down next time with a quick fist in his gut. Who was he?”

			“Nobody I’ve seen before—and nobody I want to know. What started the brawl?” 

			“I did. I had an idea he was after the cute girl who was sipping ginger ale.”

			“You and your ideas,” Tim said. “Who was she?”

			“She was one of Mary Ray’s girls,” I said. “Or maybe she wasn’t.”

			“That makes sense. Don’t tell me you were making a play for one of Mary Ray’s hustlers?”

			“You bartenders are all alike,” I said. “You see a girl at the bar and automatically file her away in your own index system. Were you ever wrong?”

			“Girls who come into bars by themselves ask for a quick opinion,” Tim said. “She looked like a chippy to me.”

			“You’ve got astigmatism.”

			Tim shrugged and went back to his customers. I left his place and wandered around Forty-fifth Street for a while, hoping to get another chance at the big chauffeur. There were plenty of cars on the block, but none of them ritzy enough for a man in uniform.

			I took a cab uptown, into the brownstone belt on the East Side, in the middle Fifties.

			New York City has thousands of brownstone houses, relics of the first great building boom in the metropolis, when the century was young and architects masters of monotonous design. You can find them in all sections of town, some of them quietly rotting away in the slum areas, others remodeled and modern, featuring clean and bright fronts. The house of Mary Ray was of the latter variety, a quiet domicile on a quiet street in the high rent area just west of Sutton Place.

			Mary Ray’s brownstone still had its original façade, a smooth stone wall, recently painted a dull shade of gray, with windows clean and shining, as prim as they might have been in the Victorian era. There was a small oblong of neglected lawn, a tiny patch on which a dwarfed but struggling maple had been planted a few years ago. The doorway was done in a middling blue, and the door itself sported an antique brass knocker that gleamed and glistened in the dim light. The upstairs windows were tall and graceful, decorated with a good lace that added a note of ancient charm. 

			All in all, the house of Mary Ray sang with the muted notes of honorable respectability.

			And that was the aim and purpose of Mary Ray. Because it was Mary’s business to run a house of refinement. And this was a dignified house, the most elegant of its type in the city.

			But it was a brothel, nevertheless.

			CHAPTER 2

			I crossed the street, wondering why a respectable madame like Mary Ray would have need of me again. I stood in the doorway, studying the neat silver plate above the knocker. It was engraved in fine italics: 

			Mary Ray—Interiors

			The man in the street would observe the flowery script and believe that this was the abode of an uptown decorator, a specialist in feminine interiors. But this was a sop to Mary’s sense of humor. She always had an eye for a good gag and was well known for her witty patter in the days when she was doing her bumps and grinds at the old Olympic Burlesque, down near Fourteenth Street. 

			She made a big name for herself then as a perfectionist in the art of shimmy and shake, until an overemotional member of the bald pate brigade pulled her over the runway one night in an affectionate embrace. He broke her right leg. This was a serious blow to Mary. 

			Mary Ray brooded over her accident, but not for long. She had learned frugality by way of her Irish and French ancestry. She had saved most of her money during the days when she was shaking her delectable frame up the ladder of success. She invested her boodle in a dress shop, one of the fancier varieties hard by Fifty-Seventh Street, where she tried for a long time to crack the upper-class trade with her exotic designs. But she became weary of the strain of catering to a mess of women for whom she had no real respect. She had always preferred the company of men. And when the right man came along, Mary stayed with the old bird until she had wheedled this very brownstone out of him. 

			He was a rich and old member of the New York café set, but he died before he could make Mary his wife. Rumor had it that it was his death that sent Mary into the arms of the first pursuing male to come along. She married Sam Hestie after that. And when Sam ran off with most of her dough, she opened her house to harlotry, wooed by the promise of protection from King Barchy, the tycoon of the vice business in New York City. She had opened for business seven years before, skillfully screened from the prying eyes of the Vice Squad—a hostess who catered only to select callers. An uncrowned queen of the Bagnios. 

			I rapped discreetly on the brass knocker, and after a while the door opened a crack and a girl appraised me with a sharp and seasoned eye. She wore an evening gown cut low in the right places. A big white flower blossomed in her red hair. Her eyes were as soft as flint. She wore her make-up with the aplomb of a model, but the cigarette she puffed made her blink too often.

			“Yes?” she inquired, as though I were a brush salesman working his way through prep school. “What can I do for you?”

			“I have several ideas,” I said, “but they can wait until later… Mary Ray sent for me.”

			“Really?” Her eyebrows shot up, two thin lines of incredulity. “Miss Ray didn’t inform me that she was expecting anyone tonight.”

			“Perhaps Mary forgot.”

			“Miss Ray rarely forgets an appointment.”

			“What gives?” I asked. “Don’t tell me Mary Ray has a private secretary these days? Business must be booming.”

			“I’m usually told of Miss Ray’s appointments,” said the redhead, as calmly as a receptionist in a Radio City office. “All of them—even with book salesmen.”

			I said, “Look, I’m an old friend of Mary’s—not a customer or a salesman. She sent a special messenger over to Tim Coogan’s bar to get me over here. Does that make you any happier?”

			“Frankly, no, blue eyes.” She studied me for a quick second. “I can’t let you in.”

			She was a big girl. She moved her body in against the door and began to press it shut. But I had my shoe in the gap and held it there, as stubborn as an encyclopedia salesman. She was alarmed to find that the door would not shut me out. I pulled my wallet out and extended my business card, holding it flush to her nose. Her eyes popped into incredulous circles.

			“A detective?” she asked herself. “What kind of a gag is this?”

			“You’re raising my blood pressure,” I told her angrily. “Pull the catch off the door before I lean into it and break it. Mary wouldn’t like that, sister. You’ll be back on the street for keeping me out of here.”

			She opened the door. I smiled her back into the hall, and she retreated before me as though I meant to strangle her.

			I grinned up at her and said, “You do your job well. You’re strictly business on that door.” 

			She frowned. “You have a big fat mouth for a little guy.”

			“I love you, too. Do you work on the door exclusively, or are you on the payroll?”

			“That’s none of your business, lover boy.”

			“Don’t fight me so hard.” I smiled. “You and I could establish a beautiful friendship from here on out.”

			“Over my dead body.”

			“I wouldn’t care for it that way.”

			“A little joke man,” she grinned. “You don’t look like a Kinsey interviewer to me.”

			“Right now I want to see Mary. Waltz upstairs and tell her I’m here—and stop trying to figure me out. I’m not a city dick. I’m a private investigator, remember?”

			“You’re squeezing my arm like a city dick.”

			“I’m squeezing your arm because it feels good. Whose arm am I squeezing, by the way?”

			“You can call me Tiny.”

			“You’re pretty big for the moniker. You’re the tallest Tiny I’ve ever met.”

			“That makes us even,” she said. “You’re the smallest Steve.”

			She led me into the living room. It was a long, cool room, with the restful air of a place designed for the better things in life. There was a Steinway in the corner near the far wall, a blond mahogany job of the latest vintage. There were modern prints on the wall, well framed and in a variety of techniques. I recognized a couple of them that were reproduced from originals in the Modern Museum: Picasso’s “Three Musicians” and Klee’s “Around the Fish” and a few large and colorful originals by an abstractionist whose work I had never seen before. The furniture was selected to add comfort and extra livability to the place—broad couches made up of sectional slices, large blond coffee tables and occasional chairs molded out of God-knows-what to fit God-knows-who. The large bay was draped in a garish print that sang against the grayish wall. The entire ensemble spelled out charm and refinement—a room built for comfort, a front calculated to welcome the man in the street and woo him into a mood of respectful expectancy. 

			Tiny left me here. Time was sliding by. Outside, the sporadic hiss and stutter of traffic rolled westward, the noise of the tires muffled through the wall. Somewhere a horn blared impatiently. There was an answering hoot from far off in the invisible distances, and then the silence closed in. It was too early for business here. In another hour or so gentlemen callers would be arriving in respectable groups, to be ushered into this room and from here to another room where they would select their playmates, order their drinks and retire upstairs for further pleasures.

			I sat in one of the great modern chairs, admiring the room, not as a reception hall in a deluxe bordello, but because the place sang of Mary Ray’s personality.

			Mary Ray was unique, a contradiction of all the fact and fiction concerning harlotry. She was wise and good. She carried herself with obvious poise and dignity. Her body was trim and svelte and it would remain that way for years to come, as carefully tended as a ballerina’s. And she had brains. Mary was aware of the history of her profession because she had dipped deep into the lore and legend of prostitution. But she also knew its sociological implications and could argue the value of her trade with such men as Herbert Kincaid and Tom Webster, expounding on the background of harlotry from the Bible to Broadway. She could quote Westermarck and Krama and, in the next breath, Winchell and Lyons. She considered her business a necessary evil in the hurly-burly of life.

			I had been here before, in the recent past, to socialize with Mary. This was her parlor. Here she entertained an intimate group of friends, culled from the lively arts in the midtown area: actors, musicians, comedians, writers, artists, and even an occasional highbrow visitor from the critical world. Mary was well known for her cozy soirees, sessions that always began after midnight, on special nights when her house was closed to business and all her girls away. Mary was a gracious hostess, a woman of infinite charm, who made friends easily and kept them forever.

			I had met her seven years before when she assigned me the chore of locating her husband, the hoofer Sam Hestie, who had abandoned her and fled to Miami. I made the locate on Sam in a little under two months, a feat that astonished Mary and earned me her everlasting friendship. She divorced him immediately and played the field after that. It was her last permanent attachment. Rumor had it that her current flame was Haskell Moore, a painter of some reputation in Greenwich Village.

			I crossed to the far end of the room where a new painting hung in the illuminated niche. It was a giant opus, the figure of a woman painted in shimmering flesh tones, in the style of Renoir. The name Haskell Moore was signed in the lower right-hand corner in bold, sure strokes. The nude lay on a yellow throw, leaning on one elbow and staring out at her audience in an impudent pose. She had an hourglass figure, young and firm and unwrinkled. Something about her eyes held me. 

			Was this Mary?

			I was shaking my head at the idea when I heard the scream. I started for the hall, but Tiny was already halfway down the stairs when I arrived. She was still yammering as she almost tripped on the last step and came flying toward me, hanging there, her head upraised and her eyes wet with unfeigned horror, a surge of tears shaking her as she clung to me.

			I said, “What’s the trouble, Tiny?”

			She pointed upstairs, her arm trembling. 

			“Mary!” she gasped. “She’s hurt up there!”

			CHAPTER 3

			Mary Ray’s bedroom was a symphony of French color, chosen to create the illusion of quiet charm and elegant living. The place sang of womanhood, from the broad, well-cushioned bed to the dainty furniture, lightly designed on the arms and backs and placed in just-so positions to blend with the décor of the walls. The carpet was wine-colored and soft underfoot. It was a picture book room, a haven of subdued charm, if you could keep your eyes on the furniture and fixtures. But that was impossible. The center of interest lay on the floor, on the carpet.

			The center of interest was Mary Ray.

			Because Mary Ray was obviously dead.

			She lay on her back, near the bed, her arms raised over her long and flowing hair, as though reaching out for an impossible goal. She was wearing a black evening gown, strapless and low cut, but somebody had mutilated the original line above the bodice. Somebody had ripped it away, tearing it as it was pulled, so that it hung on her torso like a rag.

			And under her dress, her right breast was smeared with a crimson stain. I kneeled to feel her pulse, knowing that she was dead before I touched her wrist.

			Tiny was standing in the hallway, her head buried in her hands. She was trembling with a violent grief, a combination of shock and terror and sadness. The sound of her sobbing did things to my reflexes, holding me at Mary’s side in an attitude of mourning. The sight of her ripped at my stomach, reviving the good memories of the past, recalling to me the many facets of her personality—her essential kindness, her goodness, her genuine friendliness. And kneeling there, I felt the sorrow dry my throat. And after that, anger came to take its place. 

			I got off my knees and went to Tiny. I grabbed her hands and jerked them away from her face.

			“Who killed her?” I shouted. “Who was the bastard that knifed her?”

			“I don’t know,” Tiny said. Her face clouded with pain. “Please, I don’t know.”

			“Think! Stop your goddam blubbering and think. Now! Because you’re going to have to do it for the dicks.”

			“I don’t know,” she said again.

			“I’ll give you a minute to remember,” I said. “Start remembering what happened during the past few hours.” 

			She sat down in the little chair near the door, still sobbing quietly into her hands. I crossed the room to the chaise longue and stood over the small French desk near it. The top drawer was open. There were a few papers exposed, bills and letters. There was a wire brassiere and a small jewel box, unopened. I called Tiny over to me.

			I said, “Is this where Mary kept her valuables?”

			Tiny shook her head. “No, she didn’t. She always talked about her bank vault.”

			“That’s better. She had no other hiding places in the house? Nothing tricky, like wall safes?”

			“Nothing that I know about.”

			“What was she wearing tonight, the last time you saw her? Close your eyes and think.”

			Tiny thought, a long and studious moment. “She had her bracelet on.”

			“Important jewelry?”

			“It was her best, her very best. She always told us that it was worth a lot of money. Something she got from an old beau who was nuts about her—I can’t think of his name, but you probably know who I mean… The one she almost married.”

			“A diamond bracelet?”

			“A beautiful thing.”

			“It’s not on her wrist now,” I said. “The bastard who killed her did it for the bracelet. It must have been worth plenty of loot.”

			“Mary once said that she could get fifty grand for it.” 

			“Mary never lied,” I said. “Where’s the telephone.”

			“There’s only one phone, downstairs, in the room we call the butler’s pantry.”

			“Get down there now and call the police.”

			She ran out and I returned to the body of Mary Ray, shaking my head at her, trying to fight down the sickness that was building inside me. The sight of her was a torture to me. The horror of the blood-red stain against her pale and elegant skin made me turn away from her, while my subconscious annoyed me with crazy questions.

			I began to search for the skivvy, but the anger didn’t drain out of me. I scampered around the room, looking for everything and anything, my mind alerted with the idea that there must be something important in the room for me. But the carpet was clean.

			I went back to the door and let my imagination play games with me. I struggled to kill the anger now, to think clearly and reasonably. Nothing came but an annoying itch to return to the little French desk. So I re-crossed the room and bent to examine the open drawer. I looked but I did not touch.

			Sam Doughty would break my back if he came up here with his homicide boys and found that I had handled anything. The contents of the drawer were in disorder. On the right side, a few filigreed French handkerchiefs were fluffed up and unfolded, as though somebody had run through them quickly. Underneath them I saw traces of bright yellow silk, probably a brassiere or a neckerchief or some other item of feminine apparel. In the middle section there were a few garters, bright red and light blue, festooned with decorative bows. The jewelry box was made of leather and the top was tooled in a masterful design, dotted with small artificial stones, brilliantly colored and shimmering in the light. And on the other side of the jewel box, something caught my eye. 

			It was a small book, bound in green leather—not really a book, but a tiny pad, the sort of midget volume most women carry around in their bags for addresses and phone numbers. My hands burned with the yen to finger this tiny volume, to open it up and read a few of the names inside. This would be a collector’s item, a gimmick that might cause lots of people lots of trouble with the police department. I reached gingerly past the jewel box and my fingers closed over it. I was being a bad boy. I was setting myself up for Sam Doughty. But this was something I had to do. The little book could speak to me, it could tell me much about Mary Ray’s life, things that I had to know now. 

			Because I had made up my mind to catch the bastard who had butchered her.

			My hand lifted the little green book, and I watched it come my way, as though the hand that clutched it belonged to somebody else. I was bending low over the desk drawer. I was concentrating on lifting the little green book when somebody hit me.

			It was a shattering smack, a flat blow behind the ears that staggered me and shook me and threw me off balance; I fell to the right, but tried to turn as I fell. Then it hit me again, something harder than a fist, something made of metal. The impact caught me as I turned, and my eyes fogged with a gray mist that became suddenly black and filled itself with a thousand whirling spheres of light, a miasma of technicolored dots in which I began to spin on a mad merry-go-round ride. And I began to fall, not to my knees, but through the floor and into the cellar, and beyond the cellar into a pit, a deep black hole that seemed to be bottomless.

			Then a crazy wind sang in my ears and I knew that I was no longer in Mary Ray’s bedroom.

			Buy Murder for Madame Now!
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