
        
            
                
            
        

    

It was growing dark…


The sleek black Continental came whispering up to my back door and I knew my visitor wanted privacy.

I recognized her the minute she got out of the car — the wealthy burnished widow of Dennis Greene.

I opened the door. “Has something happened, Mrs. Greene?”

“Nothing. Aren’t you going to invite me in for a drink?”

“Of course. It all goes on the expense account anyway, Mrs. Greene.”

“You may call me Mona,” she said.

“Oh?”

She turned to face me squarely. “I was informed by a former client of yours, Joe — a feminine client — that you offer complete service for single women. Well, I’m single now, finally.”

I nearly choked. That was putting it rather crudely. I said, “That’s putting it rather crudely.”

She gave me one of these low-down, woman-to-man looks and said softly, “Not crudely, Joe. Just frankly.”
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Chapter One

THE GIRL was a friend of an attorney I knew, an attorney who had some unusual friends. This one was about thirty-five, though she looked younger. She looked all right; I would judge her as 34-24-34. Her eyes were a bright and piercing blue and though her hair was fraudulently blonde, it had been changed by an expert.

Her name was Carol Destry and she lived in San Valdesto. In case you’re not familiar with this area, San Valdesto is a town about ninety miles up the coast from Los Angeles. It was originally composed of millionaires and those who served them.

A middle class is starting to infiltrate the town now, but that has nothing to do with Carol Destry. She deserted the middle class when she left college and went to work (?) for Dennis Greene. Greene had been a wealthy producer-director and there are those who say he was a good one. I never liked his pictures, but what’s one man’s opinion?

Anyway, Greene was fifty-three when he hired Carol Destry and he was sixty-eight when he died, leaving an estate of two million — which means that she had been his so-called secretary for fifteen years and that he had been careful with his money.

There was an estranged wife in the background he had never got around to divorcing and some nephews and nieces who claimed to have been very close to him. Natch. Miss Destry then made her pitch. She filed suit in Superior Court to the effect that nobody, but nobody, had been as close to Dennis Greene as she had for fifteen loyal years.

She had been his secretary, his nurse, his housekeeper, his shield against the vulgar and inartistic world. Her complaint went on to state that he had promised she would never want for anything but him after his death.

What she wanted now was half a million. Because he hadn’t bequeathed her a dime.

She had been at his bedside when he died; his wife had been in Bermuda. His wife hadn’t lived with him for fourteen years. She had, as a matter of fact, signed some kind of separate property agreement twelve years back but the validity of that was now being questioned by her attorney.

Miss Destry was still staying at the Greene home, a simple California cottage of six bedrooms and seven baths on a summit overlooking the ocean. It was in a wooded area known as Halcyon Heights, a real estate development designed to assure its residents they would never be troubled with a proximity of Mexicans or Democrats.

I couldn’t understand why Miss Destry would need my services, but my lawyer friend assured me my trip would be paid for and perhaps the lady would find something that needed doing in my line.

So I drove up to San Valdesto.

• • •

She was in simple yellow linen, looking slim but adequate, when I steered the Plymouth up the climbing drive that led to the Greene home. She was sitting on the house-long, lawn-level front porch reading Time. She was wearing horn-rimmed glasses for this, and a thoughtful expression.

She rose and smiled at me as I walked over from the parking area. “Mr. Puma?” she asked.

“At your service,” I answered.

“I’m so glad to see you,” she said wearily. “It’s been a bad time, a frightful time.”

I said nothing. She nodded toward a wrought iron chair nearby and I sat down.

She sat down and looked out over the restricted hills. “They hate me here.”

“Who hates you, Miss Destry?” She waved. “All of them, all the snobs in this dull town. I’m an — intruder.”

“Maybe the citizens are more friendly outside of Halcyon Heights. Have you tried them?”

She stared at me thoughtfully. “I was told you were often sarcastic.”

“I’m not trying to be. A development like this is based on snobbery; it helps to keep the real estate values up. It protects your — or Mr. Greene’s — considerable investment. That isn’t necessarily wrong, is it?”

“I suppose not,” she admitted after a moment. “Would you like a drink?”

“I guess. It’s been a hot drive. Beer, if you have it.”

She rose and went toward the front door. Then she turned. “Oh, have you had lunch?” I shook my head.

“We can eat in back,” she said. “Pool-side. It’s too nice a day to eat indoors.” She went through the doorway.

No matter how long some people hang around the money, they can’t get over vulgarisms like “pool-side.” I pictured her without the yellow linen dress on, an adolescent habit of mine. She had seemed friendly. I wrenched my mind from that and tried to look professional. But behind my bland, professional look I was wondering what good a woman like that would do a sixty-eight-year-old man. It was a waste, a shameful waste.

Of course, he had been fifty-three when he met her and there are some amazingly virile men of fifty-three.

She brought a glass and bottle of Einlicher with her when she returned. She also brought something that looked like a Tom Collins for herself.

We settled down again and she nodded toward the window behind her. “What do you think of that?”

I looked and saw a shattered pane in the leaded, diamopd-paned window. I said, “It looks like a hole.”

“Made with a rock,” she said. “A big rock, about eleven-thirty last night, while I was sitting not ten feet from the window.”

“Kids?” I suggested.

“I doubt it. And it wasn’t thrown from the road. The road’s too far away. It was thrown by someone standing on my — on this property.”

“A kid with a real good arm could make it from the road,” I said. “Was it an isolated incident, or has something like this happened before?”

“It wasn’t — I mean nothing this definite has happened before. But there have been prowlers. The servants left after Mr. Greene died and I was alone until this morning, when I hired a housekeeper. I was frightened.”

“I see.” I sipped my beer. “Uh, how does it happen that you’re still here? Is the house in your name?”

She looked at me steadily and suspiciously. “Mr. Greene’s attorney wants me to stay here until the estate is settled and the house disposed of. Why did you ask that?”

“I’m trying to get the picture,” I explained. “The attorney who sent me up here, Mr. Darbo, didn’t really seem to know why you needed me.”

“I need you as a bodyguard,” she said. “For protection.”

“You could buy that cheaper. I’m rather expensive for guard work.”

“I was aware of your rates. As a matter of fact it wasn’t only Mr. Darbo who recommended you. Franklyn Jeswald also thought you were the ideal man for the job.”

Jeswald was an assistant D.A. in Los Angeles and I had done the only divorce job I’d ever handled for him. And I’d done that only because he was a nice guy and his wife a bitch. She was also a whore, but I’ve got nothing against them.

“What are you thinking about, if it’s not personal?” Carol Destry asked.

“Frank Jeswald’s wife.” She smiled. “Some girl. I understand she’s now selling what she used to give away.”

“I didn’t hear that.” I sipped my beer and looked at Miss Destry. “A good-looking woman can always make out, can’t she?”

Her chin lifted. “A good looking, smart woman can. Were you being personal, Mr. Puma?”

“Not consciously. I will be, for a moment. Do you think you really have a case against the Greene estate?”

She nodded. I asked, “Is Jack Darbo your attorney?”

“He’s going to be. He’s taking over. The one who originally started the suit is a little stuffy, a local man.”

I smiled. “Is ‘stuffy’ the proper word? Did you maybe mean ‘ethical’?”

She looked at me frowningly. “Mr. Puma, you’re here as a prospective employee, not as a friend. I will not tolerate insolence from an employee.”

“I’m sorry. As soon as I finish this beer, I’ll leave. I am what I am, Miss Destry, and I don’t intend to change my character for day wages.”

Her frown deepened, but she said, “Aren’t you going to wait for lunch? I asked the housekeeper to set two places.”

“All right.” I grinned down at her. “Why don’t we get along? We’re both middle-class.”

“I’m not middle-class,” she said. “My father was a wealthy man.”

“No, he wasn’t. He was a clubman and he lived well. He was a charming and knowing man, but he was never actually wealthy.”

She stared at me.

“I didn’t come up here blind and deaf,” I explained. “I like to get the background of any case I go into. And I like to get the facts from my client when I do accept a job. I’ve a feeling you haven’t been honest with me.” I nodded toward the broken window. “Was that really done with a rock?”

She continued to stare. Finally she nodded, but it seemed like a lying nod to me, the stubborn lie of a child.

“You could be frightened,” I said, “but not of anyone who only throws rocks.”

She licked her lower lip. “How bright of you! Stay for lunch, anyway. It’s cheaper than buying one.”

“You hit me where I live,” I answered, and sat down again. “Is there another bottle of that Einlicher around?”

She brought me one and then it was time for lunch. It was a fine lunch. While we ate we talked, and I tried to learn exactly why she had sent for me.

I didn’t learn anything. She had lived by her wits, her charm and her body too long to be vulnerable to the clumsy probings of Joe Puma. We were drinking iced coffee when Jack Darbo came out from the house and over to where we sat.

He was a man of about forty, tall and dark, a solemn man and an able attorney. He smiled at both of us and asked, “Come to terms?”

“Not yet,” I said. “I can’t seem to get the picture.” He sat down on an aluminum chaise longue near us. “I was in town to see Winters, so I thought I’d drop over.” He looked at Miss Destry. “I have a feeling he considers our claim almost reasonable.”

“Is Winters the executor?” I asked. He nodded at me and continued to look at Carol Destry. “Has anything happened since you phoned about the window?

She shook her head. He looked at me. “You said something about not getting the picture. What did that mean, Joe?”

“I can’t understand a client sending all the way to Los Angeles and paying a hundred dollars a day for work she could probably get done locally for thirty dollars a day.”

He smiled gravely. “We didn’t set your rates. Would you feel better about it if we only paid you thirty dollars a day?” I didn’t answer.

“Don’t take the job, Joe,” he said mildly, “if you feel there’s anything doubtful about it.”

“If I followed that philosophy,” I told him, “I’d starve to death. Consider me hired.”

Darbo left in a few minutes and I poured myself more iced coffee. I had brought clothes, expecting to stay in a motel overnight if the job had required more than a few hours, so there was nothing for me to do now but stay close to Carol Destry.

It was phony as hell to me, but I couldn’t figure why else she had sent for me. If she was looking for a patsy, it might figure I would make a good one, but that didn’t make sense to me.

What then? Why then?

“You’re brooding again,” she said.

“I was quietly admiring the scenery,” I lied. “Darbo seems to think you have a case, huh?”

“Mmmm-hmmm. Don’t you?”

“I’ve no idea. I’m not a lawyer.” She stared at me for seconds and then said stiffly, “I usually swim and sun-bathe this time of day. You may wait here. Or if you’ve brought swimming trunks, you may use the pool. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

“I’ll just sit,” I said. “I didn’t bring any swim trunks.” As it happened, I didn’t just sit. Two bottles of Einlicher and three glasses of iced coffee prevented that. A few minutes after she went into the house, I followed, expecting to ask the housekeeper where the bathroom was.

I came in through the doorway to the den and heard Miss Destry on the phone in the next room. I heard her say, “Now, everything is going to be all right. And please don’t come around for a few days. People are sure to talk.”

I waited quietly where I was until I heard her talking to the housekeeper in the kitchen. Then I went directly there. By the time I got to the kitchen, Miss Destry was no longer there, but the housekeeper knew where all the bathrooms were and she steered me to one of the smaller ones.

When I came out again, I picked up a couple of copies of Life from the den. I was back in my original chair, reading, when Miss Destry came out in a simple black lastex swimming suit.

High breasts, slim legs, beautiful shoulders — all this and two million dollars Dennis Greene had owned and left behind.

She went down the steps into the shallow end of the pool and began to immerse herself slowly. I went back to the dull pages of Life.

About ten minutes later she’d had enough of swimming and had stretched out on a pad on the far side of the pool from me. I heard footsteps from behind, coming along the patio, and they sounded like a man’s footsteps. Alert and reliable, I turned quickly to check on our visitor.

He was a lot of man, tall, bronzed, with thick hair the color of wheat and with the shoulders of a weight-lifter. Miss Destry looked up and I thought annoyance showed briefly on her face. I wondered if this was the person she had warned to stay away.

“Hello, everybody,” he said jovially, and grinned at the girl. “I had no idea you had company.”

“Didn’t you see his car?” she asked coolly.

“I thought it was the housekeeper’s,” he said cheerily. “You told me you hired one.” He grinned at me. “No offense, old man.”

“I’m not old,” I said. He came over and held out a hand. “Of course not. A figure of speech. I guess Carol isn’t going to introduce us. My name’s David Hawley.”

I stood up and shook his strong hand. I thought he gave it a little more pressure than was absolutely necessary. I said, “Alex Bell is my name, Alex G. Bell.”

He chuckled. “No kidding. No relation to Don Ameche, I suppose?”

“None,” I said. “Are you a friend of Ameche’s?” He stared at me a second and then the joviality returned. “A kidder from left field, huh?” He looked at Carol. “A relative, maybe?”

She shook her head, saying nothing. I sat down again and pretended to be interested in Life.

There was a silence of perhaps five seconds, but silences were plainly abhorrent to smiling Dave Hawley. He called to Carol, “I thought we could go over to the Club. Some of the gang are there. We could have dinner there.”

She yawned and shook her head. Another five-second silence and then David Hawley’s voice was less genial. “We had a date for dinner, I hope you remember.”

She nodded. “I’ll be waiting. Pick me up about seven. Is it all right if I rest, just for one afternoon?”

“Sure,” he said, after a second. “Of course. I’m sorry, Carol. I didn’t mean to come — I mean — well, sure, seven o’clock.” He glanced at me. “Glad to have met you, Mr. Bell.”

I nodded and smiled, and he went back from whence he came.

A little later, I heard the snort of a semi-muffled engine and the squeal of accelerating tires. Then silence again descended.

From the other side of the pool, Miss Destry asked, “Do you have any cigarettes? I forgot to bring any out.”

“Yes’m,” I said, and started to get up.

“Don’t bring them,” she said. “I’m coming over to the shade, anyway.”

She brought the pad along and flopped down on it in the shade of the lucite shelter. I lighted a cigarette and handed it down to her.

She said, “That Hawley man is indefatigable. Three sets of tennis, a two mile swim, eighteen holes of golf and dancing all night are his idea of a well-spent day.”

“The dancing would be enough for me,” I said. “I’ve done that for a solid five hour stretch. But I was never an athlete, thank God.”

“Honestly? You look like an athlete.”

“No I don’t. I look like a big, over-sexed and underpaid wop and that’s what I am.”

‘‘What’s wrong with athletes?” she asked.

“They never grow up. They stay exactly the age they were when they scored their last touchdown, hit their last homer or ran their fastest mile. They live and die adolescents.”

She chuckled. “You have just described David Hawley. He’s a hopeless adolescent and over thirty. But I like him, for some reason.”

“What did Mr. Greene think of him?” I asked. Another of our many silences. Then she asked quietly, “Exactly what did that mean?”

“If I were over sixty,” I said, “and you were — well, working for me, I would take a very dim view of gents like Hawley hanging around.”

“Are you implying, Mr. Puma, that my relationship with Mr. Greene went beyond an employee-employer relationship?”

“I’m inferring it,” I explained. “You implied it by suing for half a million dollars. Let us be realistic; ordinary employees don’t sue.”

“I wasn’t ordinary. I was a very important spiritual solace to Dennis Greene.”

“Okay,” I said agreeably. “Pardon my dirty mind.” She sat up and put her cigarette out. She looked at me and smiled. “We’re going to get along, aren’t we? I really need you.”

“We’re going to get along,” I assured her, “but why you need me is the question that gives me goose pimples.”

She continued to smile. “You know, I think there’s a pair of trunks in the house that would fit you. Are you sure you don’t want to enjoy the pool?”

“You’ve sold me,” I said. The way I figured it, maybe if she got a look at my fine non-athletic body, this Hawley wouldn’t seem like such a fireball any more. Not that I was planning anything in the adultery line, you understand, but there was a possibility I’d be needed for a considerable time. And San Valdesto had a reputation as being a very dull town.

Let her size me up; she was paying for it. We splashed around and traded some banter. The sun got lower in the sky and it got a little chilly, up there with all those woods around.

And she said she had to go in and get ready for her dinner engagement. She said, smiling, “I must be clean and sweet for David Hawley, mustn’t I?”

I held her gaze and nodded. I asked, “Do I go along or won’t you need a bodyguard with him?”

“I won’t need you,” she said. “The housekeeper will fix your dinner and show you your room. When I’m alone is when I’ll need you.”

That last remark could be read more ways than one, but I read it the clean way. I showered and went into the breakfast room for dinner while she made herself ready for Hawley.

The housekeeper was a sourpuss about fifty and she had no dialogue as she served me, though I gave her a few openings. A little later, I heard that throaty engine outside again, and a few minutes after that, I heard the front door close. She hadn’t even stopped in to say “good night.”

I sat out in front after dinner, watching the big red sun set over the oaks and the sycamores, the dark green pines and the tall eucalypti. Around this house, and below it, were all the expensive homes of the truly rich, the rich who didn’t have to go to the office every day to stay rich.

You’d think, in an area that fancy, the odor coming to me across the rich, dark green pines would be Chanel #5.

But it was sewerage I smelled; somebody’s septic tank was acting up.





Chapter Two

THE EVENING grew colder, but I still stayed out in front, looking at the lights and the stars. About nine o’clock I heard a noise behind me and turned to see the housekeeper in a car coat, standing in the open doorway.

“Aren’t you cold?” she asked hesitantly. I rose. “No. Come out and sit. It’s a beautiful, clear night.” She came out and sat in a plastic-upholstered chair in the shadows to the right of the window behind us. “I got a creepy feeling in there,” she said quietly. “Are you a detective, Mr. Puma?”

“Yes. Why did you get a creepy feeling?”

“I don’t know. Mr. Greene died in there, but it wasn’t that. I’ve been in plenty of houses where people died.”

“His death was natural, wasn’t it? There wasn’t any gossip about it being anything else, was there?”

“None I heard, but I’m not much for gossip. Wasn’t it natural?”

“So far as I know. Are you a local resident, Miss — ?”

“Mrs,” she corrected me. “Mrs. Harold Trapp, widow. I’ve been a local resident for twenty-five years; came from Nebraska.”

“When you were just a girl, eh?” I said.

“Thank you, but I was considerably more than that.”

“Sort of a quiet town, isn’t it?”

“I like it. Since some of this Los Angeles trash moved up here, it’s been spoiled a little, but it’s still a nice enough town for me.”

“By Los Angeles trash, do you mean Miss Destry and Mr. Greene?”

“Of course not, Mr. Puma, and I consider the question an impertinence.”

“I apologize,” I said humbly.

“I meant those research people,” she went on, “those high-living young couples with all their kids. This was a town for retired people, before they came, for mannerly people.” I wanted to tell her that the world changes and with it, San Valdesto, but if she hadn’t learned that in all her years, how could I explain it? We sat without speaking, looking at the stars.

From the road below a spotlight flashed suddenly and blindingly our way and some startled exclamation came from Mrs. Trapp. Then it went out and a little later the headlights of a car came around the bend of the climbing driveway. It was a black Chevy two-door sedan.

“Elmer Duggan,” Mrs. Trapp said. “He’s the special policeman for Halcyon Heights.” She stood up as he came over from his parked car.

When he was within earshot, she said, “Who do you think you are, flashing that spotlight in our faces?”

A thin, tall young man with a narrow face smiled at her in the light from the living-room window. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Trapp. I didn’t know you were working here now.” He nodded at me. “Is he a friend of yours?”

“I’m a friend of Miss Destry’s,” I said. “Would you like to see my driver’s license?”

“He’s a detective,” Mrs. Trapp said acidly, “and we can use one, the protection we get from you, Elmer Duggan.”

He grinned at her. “Why, ma’am, you’re getting San Valdesto protection now; you’re getting the best. Halcyon Heights was annexed to the city over a month ago.” He stepped up onto the porch. “I’ll take a look at your identification.”

“Are you on the San Valdesto Force now?” I asked. He stared at me and shook his head. “The local people wanted to keep me on. My authority comes from them.”

“Not legally,” I said. “Not since this area was annexed.”

He studied me and smiled. “You want to make an issue of it? I can have a prowl car here in five minutes. I can have a State Trooper here in three. Their headquarters is a mile right up the highway.”

He was as tall as I was but at least eighty pounds lighter. I could have thrown him halfway to the road. I considered all the angles and took out my driver’s license and the photostate of my investigator’s license. I handed them over with a semi-smile. He brought them closer to the living-room window so he could read them. Then he looked up. “Gee, whyn’t you tell me you were Joe Puma?”

“I didn’t know you’d be interested,” I said tolerantly. “Things pretty quiet tonight?”

He shrugged like one professional to another. “Quiet enough. Things usually are, around here. How about Los Angeles?”

“Quiet,” I said. “How old are you, Elmer?”

“Twenty-one,” he said. “Why?”

“I wondered. You seemed young. Sit down and tell us what’s going on around Halcyon Heights.”

His grin was a little nervous. “You’re kidding me, huh?”

“Only a little,” I assured him. “Mrs. Trapp and I seem to have run out of conversation and it’s too early to go to bed. I thought we could talk.”

He shook his head sadly. “I’d like to, Mr. Puma, but the people around here like to see my car on the road. Maybe tomorrow? I only work nights.”

“Drop around,” I said. “If Miss Destry doesn’t mind, we can chew the fat.”

“Sure thing, Mr. Puma,” he said. “Good night. Good night, Mrs. Trapp.”

‘Good night,” she said. “You keep that spotlight off us.”

The Chevy went away and Mrs. Trapp sighed. “Silly boy, that Elmer Duggan. I thought he would amount to something. It’s those comic books and television that put him wrong, I’ll bet you.”

“Wrong?”

“Isn’t that a silly job for a twenty-one-year-old boy, playing detective?”

“Mrs. Trapp,” I said profoundly, “all kids play cops and robbers. I don’t worry about the ones who grow up wanting to play cop; it’s the boys who insist on playing robber that bother me.”

“Well, if you ask me,” she said nasally, “there’s not a lot to choose between them.”

I didn’t answer. It always annoys me when these great and fundamental truths I occasionally utter are not intelligently received.

Where were Carol and David, I wondered? Were they dancing somewhere? Were they necking? David Hawley was out with that ripe and ready lovely and Joe Puma was sitting here with Mrs. Trapp. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair.

Mrs. Trapp said, “It’s getting cold. Aren’t you coming in?”

I shook my head. “I think I’ll wait up for Miss Destry.”

“You could wait inside.” I didn’t want to go in but if she was nervous it seemed only courteous for me to stay in the house with her. I am often rude but rarely discourteous.

So we went in. She went into the den to watch television and I sat in the enormous living room reading a Mark Harris book I hadn’t read before.

About ten, I heard the television cease and soon after that heard some noise in the bathroom, so I assumed she was going to bed. About ten-fifteen, the front-door chime sounded.

There was no indication of stirring from the other part of the house, so I went to the door after the second summons.

A man of about thirty-five stood there, a man almost as big as I am. He was a symphony in blue, with a pale blue shirt and a silver striped tie and a blue flannel suit that had never come off the shelf, real custom tailoring. In this getup I had to assume he wasn’t what he looked like. He looked like a cop.

“I’d like to speak with Miss Destry,” he said.

“She isn’t home,” I answered. “Would you like to leave a message?”

He looked at me belligerently. “Who are you?”

“Miss Destry’s message-taker. Wait’ll I get a pencil and piece of paper.”

“Don’t be flippant,” he said. “I’m Sergeant Purvis of the San Valdesto Police.” He showed me his badge. “Who are you?”

“My name is Puma,” I said. “Joseph Puma. I live in Westwood.”

His eyes narrowed. “Puma? The private investigator?”

“Yes, Sergeant.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I’ve been reading Letter From A Seamstitch, Sergeant,” I answered humbly. “Have you read it?”

He said ominously, “I’ve heard about you and about your lip. Puma, you’re not in Los Angeles now. Keep that in mind every second you’re up here. Now, well start over. Why are you here?”

“Miss Destry hired me,” I said. I nodded toward the broken window. “Somebody did that with a rock last night and it made Miss Destry nervous. So she sent down to Los Angeles for the name of a competent private man to act as bodyguard and here I am.”

He took a breath, studying me. “I saw some lights in the west wing of the house. Miss Destry is home, isn’t she?”

“No, Sergeant,” I said. “A Mrs. Trapp is here. She was hired by Miss Destry as a housekeeper only this morning.”

“I see,” he said quietly. “And do you know where Miss Destry is?”

“Quite possibly at some country club or other,” I answered. “She went there for dinner with a Mr. David Hawley.”

He stared at me for a few seconds.

“Is there any message?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said, after a few more seconds. “You may tell her it’s possible I have some information about the person who threw that rock. I’ll phone her tomorrow.”

“I’ll tell her.” He continued to stare at me. “And keep your nose clean while you’re in this town, Puma.”

“Absolutely, Sergeant,” I said earnestly. “Good night.” He left and I went back to Mr. Harris. But the magic was gone; resentment simmered in me and I couldn’t keep my mind on the story.

I went to the window and looked out, but there was nothing to see. I went to the kitchen and found some Oregon cheese and a loaf of delicatessen rye bread. I made three small sandwiches and washed them down with a bottle of beer.

I was trying to concentrate when I heard the growl of that lightly muffled engine again and the squeal of tires, the trademark of playboy Dave Hawley.

Miss Destry came in with Hawley right behind her. They were both laughing. She stopped when she saw me and said, “Migawd, he reads, just like a human being.” I looked up blandly. “A Sergeant Purvis was here. About the window. He’ll phone tomorrow.”

“How sweet of him,” she said. “And what have you been doing — making time with Mrs. Trapp?”

They were both a little drunk, I saw now. I said, “I looked at the stars for a while and talked with Elmer Duggan and Sergeant Purvis. Did you have a nice time?”

“We always have a nice time,” she said. “Don’t we, Dave?” She patted his cheek and he leered at her. She looked back at me. “We discussed you. We decided you’re a hedonist. Do you know what a hedonist is?”

“Yes,” I said, “and you’re a hundred per cent right. Though I never had enough money to properly pursue the philosophy.”

Hawley said smilingly, “I think he’s the wrong man to leave you with overnight. I think I should stay to protect you.”

“I’m hungry,” she said. She patted his cheek again. “Aren’t you hungry, athlete?”

“Famished,” he said, and leered some more. What is more boring to a sober man than the coyness of drunks? I smiled politely and watched them as they went off in their festive way to the kitchen.

The visit of Sergeant Purvis hadn’t registered with her. And yet, he had come to talk about the broken window and it was that incident that had prompted her to send for me. What made it suddenly unimportant? Alcohol, maybe.

They were laughing in the kitchen. For fifteen years, Miss Destry had been the companion ‘of a man almost thirty-five years her senior and perhaps she had some laughs coming.

The laughing stopped, after a while, and I read on in peace.

In half an hour, they came through the living room again, and she went with him out to his car. She stayed out there for what seemed like a long time to me.

When she came in again, she asked, “Was it your sense of duty that made you wait up for me?”

“What else, Miss Destry? Are you going to phone Sergeant Purvis? He said he had some information about the person who might have thrown that rock. He also said he would phone you tomorrow about it, but I imagine he’s still on duty. He was here after ten o’clock.”

“Tomorrow will be soon enough,” she said. “You’re still doubtful about that broken window, aren’t you?”

I smiled. “I’m not here to doubt, only to protect you, Miss Destry.”

She sat down across from me and lighted a cigarette. “Did Elmer Duggan come with the sergeant, or did he come alone?”

“He was alone. He was making his rounds and he saw Mrs. Trapp and me sitting out in front, so he came up to check us. He’s pretty young for a job like his, isn’t he?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t hire him. Anything else happen?”

“Nothing. Are you still nervous?”

“Not still,” she said. “Again. I never seem to worry about anything when I’m with Dave Hawley.” I said nothing. She said, “You don’t like him, do you?” I smiled. “I don’t know him.” She blew smoke at me. “You’re a strange man. Sometimes you talk too much and other times you don’t talk enough.”

“I’m sober,” I explained. “You’re all wound up from your festive evening and it only seems like I’m taciturn at the moment. It was probably a good thing for you to get out of the house for an evening.”

She nodded gravely. “I needed it. Hawley was good for me.” She crushed out her cigarette. “Well, I suppose I had better get to bed. Did Mrs. Trapp show you which room would be yours?”

“Yes’m. I think I’ll finish this book.” She grimaced. “That one? I have some screen-writer friends who tell me Mark Harris is a fine writer, but I certainly can’t see it.”

“I wouldn’t know, ma’am,” I said. “I’m not literary. I just read for pleasure.”

“Don’t call me ma’am. You sneer when you say it.” I didn’t answer her. At that second, I heard what sounded like a moan from outside and then something scratched at the door.

Carol Destry stared at me, her mouth open. I rose and went to the door as she whispered hoarsely, “Be careful.”

I didn’t have my gun on me but it didn’t seem likely that I would need it. I heard another moan as I started to open the door, and down at the threshold, I saw a reaching, scratching hand as the light from behind me flooded out.

There was a man there, lying on his stomach, his left hand reaching out for the door. I couldn’t see any blood on him, but there was blood on the driveway behind him and it looked to me like he had crawled to this door.

For a second his head lifted, and I saw it was Elmer Duggan. His eyes grew wide and then a great shudder shook him as I bent over.

Behind me, Carol Destry gasped and said quickly, “Don’t try to move him. I’ll phone for a doctor.”

“Phone,” I said. “Though I think it’s too late for a doctor to do him any good.”





Chapter Three

LIEUTENANT ORTEGA was a soft-voiced, mahogany-skinned gentleman quite different from Sergeant Purvis. He questioned me in the den while Purvis talked with Mrs. Trapp and Miss Destry in the living room. I told him everything from the moment I first talked with Miss Destry, everything that seemed important.

He asked, “You heard a moan? He was still alive, then, when you opened the door?”

“Yes, Lieutenant.”

“Didn’t he say anything, or try to say anything?”

“He may have tried, but he didn’t say anything. Have you found his car, Lieutenant?”

He nodded. “Almost half a mile from here. It doesn’t seem logical he could have crawled that far. The doctor didn’t think so. I suppose an autopsy will tell us more about his condition at the time. Of course, he may not have been killed in the car. We haven’t found any blood in it yet.”

“Do you think,” I suggested, “he might have been snooping around here and somebody got to him close to the house?”

He looked at me levelly. “Why? What reason would he have to snoop around here?”

“I’ve no idea. I don’t know his reputation.” He smiled. “Were you thinking he might be a voyeur, Mr. Puma?”

“Not exactly. But maybe he thought the kid who threw the rock through that window might be back. Or he got some crazy idea of staking out in the woods to watch the house.”

Ortega’s eyes were reminiscent. “We teased him a lot, down at the station, but Elmer had some first-rate investigative abilities. It’s my opinion he learned something he shouldn’t have.” He looked at me thoughtfully. “Would you have any idea what that might have been?”

“None, Lieutenant. You have my complete story.”

“What time did Mrs. Trapp go to bed?”

“About ten o’clock.”

“And Miss Destry came home at what time?”

“Around midnight.”

“You have no one to vouch for you, then, between ten o’clock and midnight?”

“Sergeant Purvis was here from ten-fifteen to ten-thirty.”

“Yes, you told me that. From ten-thirty, then, until midnight, you were unobserved?”

“So far as I know. Unless Elmer Duggan was watching me. I have a number of people who will vouch for me in the Los Angeles, Beverly Hills and Culver City Police Departments, though, Lieutenant.”

He nodded. “I’ll want some of those names. Now, when Miss Destry and Mr. Hawley went outside, were they out there long?”

“I thought so at the time, though I couldn’t judge how long. It simply seemed to me they were out there longer than it would take to say good night. Of course, I have no way of knowing how they usually say good night.”

He didn’t smile. “She’s your client, isn’t she?”

“Yes, Lieutenant. But in a murder case I have learned, painfully, that it’s best to tell the police everything.”

He said nothing, staring at me thoughtfully. I asked, “How was he Killed? I never did turn him over.”

“Stabbed,” the lieutenant said. “Stabbed three times with a screwdriver. It appears he was slugged first. Now, about those police department references — ”

After that he went in to talk with Mrs. Trapp and Miss Destry; Sergeant Purvis came out to the kitchen, where I was making some instant coffee.

“Want a cup?” I asked. He didn’t answer me. “How come the cases you get involved in always wind up in murder?”

“Ninety per cent of them don’t,” I said, “but the murder cases always make the newspapers.”

“Well, in this town,” he told me, “private investigators stay the hell out of all murder cases.”

“As soon as Lieutenant Ortega tells me that, I’ll leave for home,” I promised. “Or anybody else at his level, or above.”

“I’m telling you now,” he said harshly.

“I heard you. Do you want some coffee or don’t you?” His eyes flared and he seemed to be holding himself rigidly in check. “Don’t get cute with me, Puma. I’ll make you wish you were never born.”

I turned around and met his stare. “I’m not getting cute. And don’t try to scare me, Sergeant. Neither hoodlums nor policeman nor politicians nor anything else that walks on two legs frightens me. I’m the last of the unfrightened men. You should take a lesson in courtesy from Lieutenant Ortega.”

“That spick,” he said. “Your kind, eh?” I smiled. “I’ll tell him you said that. And when I drop in to see the chief, I’ll mention it, too. Get real smart, Sergeant. Now, do you want a cup of coffee?”

He stood and glared at me, as rigid as a cigar store Indian. I sat down and sipped the coffee and looked at him impersonally. He must have been holding his breath, because he expelled it noisily, turned, and went out.

Lieutenant Ortega came in with Carol Destry. She said, “I could use some coffee, too. How about you, Lieutenant?”

“Thank you,” he said. “I certainly could. Perhaps Sergeant Purvis, too, if you wouldn’t mind — ”

“Of course,” she said. I said, “He just called you a spick, Lieutenant.” The flare in his brown eyes was dim and brief. He looked at me again in his thoughtful way. “Did you enjoy repeating that, Mr. Puma? You’re Italian, aren’t you?”

I nodded, suddenly shamed. Then I smiled. “Okay. But I don’t want the bastard in here. He already refused a cup of coffee.”

“I don’t want him in here, either,” Carol Destry said. “Sugar, Lieutenant? Cream?”

“Black, please,” he said. He sat down, sighed, and looked at me. “Have you always been arrogant?”

I nodded. “I was a runt as a kid. I guess I have to get even for all the lickings I took then.”

He sighed again. “Well, take it easy with Sergeant Purvis, if you stay around town. He has a number of important connections. I got the job he thought was due

“I never look for trouble, Lieutenant,” I said mildly. “But it certainly looks for me.” I asked Miss Destry, “Where’s Mrs. Trapp?”

“She went to bed. The doctor gave her a sedative.” A uniformed man came in and asked, “Could I speak with you for a moment, Lieutenant?”

Ortega got up and went into the living room with the officer.

Carol Destry asked, “Why couldn’t they talk in here?”

“Because we’re suspects,” I said, “you and I and Mrs. Trapp and Dave Hawley.”

She stared at me. “We — ? Now, why — ?”

“Because we were in the area. Everybody in the area will be under temporary suspicion.” I drank some coffee. “Am I still working for you?”

“Well, I should hope so. Now more than ever. God, what a jolt that was, seeing Elmer there.”

“Did you know him very well?” I asked.

“Mr. Greene did. He took an interest in Elmer, let him use the pool, borrow books. I’m sure he lent him money a few times, too.”

“I see. He was more a friend of Mr. Greene’s than of yours, then?”

She looked at me wonderingly. “That’s right. You make it sound wrong. Are you suspicious of me, Mr. Puma? Try to remember I’m your client.”

“I’ll keep reminding myself,” I promised her. Ortega came back into the room and sat down at the table again. He looked at me, started to say something and said nothing.

“Give, Lieutenant,” I said. “What did you learn?” His smile was slight. “I learned you might have made a good guess. It appears Mr. Duggan was watching the house. At least, the blood trail we’ve managed to trace indicates he was standing in some shrubbery where he had a good view of the house, front and rear.”

“And then — ?” I asked. He frowned. “Then what?”

“And then somebody came along and killed him. Why?”

“I have no idea,” he answered. “You were the one who guessed he might have been watching the house. Perhaps you can tell us why he was killed.”

“Perhaps,” Carol added, “someone can tell me why he was watching the house?”

The lieutenant shrugged and looked at me. “When a man is killed with a screwdriver, what does it mean to you, Mr. Puma?”

“That the murder wasn’t planned. Have you established the ownership of the screwdriver?”

“Of course not. Or we wouldn’t be sitting here, drinking coffee. I’m sure, however, we’ll know a lot more as soon as the technical men are finished.”

I’d had a hunch about Elmer watching the house and I had another one now; I had a hunch the screwdriver would turn out to be his.

They all left, finally, and we went to bed. Ortega had told us to come down to Headquarters late the next morning and we were already well into next morning before we hit the pad. I didn’t think I’d sleep, but I did.

In the morning Mrs. Trapp was still with us, another eventuality I hadn’t expected to see. She was grim and a little pale as she served us in the breakfast room, but Miss Destry told me she hadn’t given notice.

We were on the coffee when Jack Darbo came. He had driven up from Los Angeles immediately after reading about the murder. He asked Miss Destry why she hadn’t phoned.

She looked at him in surprise. “Why should I?”

“Don’t you think you need an attorney at a time like this? Or have you retained a local man?”

“Jack, you’re being absurd. I’m not under suspicion.” He sat down and poured himself a cup of coffee, as smug and snug as the lord of the manor. “In this town? Carol, Winters is on our side, and he’s probably the only person you can bank on to be on our side. We don’t want to lose him with unfortunate publicity.”

“What difference does it make to him?” I asked. “He’s simply the executor or administrator, isn’t he?”

“And Mr. Greene’s attorney,” Darbo told me. “And he has told me, in confidence, the plans Mr. Greene had for rewarding Miss Destry.”

“Does that give you a case? It seems to me that — ” He held up a hand. “Mr. Puma, you’re here as a bodyguard, not a legal advisor. It’s an extremely complicated case, involving comity because of a possible established relationship in Arizona and — ”

“Comity?” I asked. “Because of perhaps a common law marriage in Arizona?”

Carol Destry flushed. Jack Darbo glared at me.

“Common law marriages aren’t recognized in California,” I said, “but comity would mean that California recognizes a common law relationship established in Arizona. Am I right?”

Jack Darbo said coldly. “That will be enough from you.”

“I didn’t see anything in the paper about a common law marriage,” I went on stubbornly. “Is that the blackjack you’re holding over poor Mr. Winters’ respectable head?”

Darbo said, “I warned you, Puma — ”

“Because,” I went on in my bull-headed way, “Dennis Greene had an undivorced wife and you would have one hell of a time proving a common law claim against an already married man.”

Carol was staring at Jack Darbo now. He was glaring at me. It was possible I had revealed an angle to her he had forgotten to mention. It was also possible he had less of a legal than a scandal claim against the estate of the late Dennis Greene.

Carol asked, “Is he making sense, Jack?”

“He’s making layman’s sense. The law is more complicated than he’s trained to understand.”

Complicated was the word he used to mean tricky. I sighed and said, “If I’ve been out of line, I apologise. But when Miss Destry hired me, she became my client. And her interests became mine so long as they weren’t in violation of the law.”

Darbo said stiffly, “Are you suggesting I would advise her to violate the law?”

“It would be alien to what I have learned of your reputation,” I admitted, “but I don’t really know you too well.”

Miss Destry said quietly, “This is all very embarassing to me. I suggest we talk about something else.” We hardly talked at all. My impertinence had miffed Jack Darbo and he sulked. Miss Destry appeared lost in thought. I was quiet as penance for having already talked too much about something I didn’t clearly understand.

When I’d finished my second cup of coffee and the local sport page, Miss Destry said, “Perhaps you’d like to use the pool again, Mr. Puma? Mr. Darbo and I have something to discuss.”

“I’ll go sit in the sun,” I said. Darbo had brought a Los Angeles Times with him and I took that along with me out to the patio. The way this job was shaping up, I’d be getting a lot of reading done. I could use it.

The Times, in its thorough way, had given a detailed account of the Elmer Duggan murder. Duggan had left only one sister as a close survivor, I read, a lady of twenty-four. His parents had died three years ago in a collision of their car with a bus. His sister was identified as a former actress, now employed by a San Valdesto travel bureau.

Any eighty dollar bit part establishes the girl as an actress in this area. The unemployed are called writers. Thirty dollar extras are called starlets. Until they reach fifty-five.

The screwdriver had been identified as one belonging to Elmer Duggan and that had prompted a possible suicide theory. However, the wounds had been made right through Elmer’s shirt and for some reason most suicides bare their anatomy before puncturing themselves, so this theory was not too substantial.

Killed with his own screwdriver. And what in hell was Elmer Duggan doing at that vantage point where he could watch the house, what in hell was he doing up there with a screwdriver?

If the killer saw him there and clubbed him before stabbing him, would he stab him with his own screwdriver? A real dandy, this one was.

I heard the scrape of a heel on concrete and looked up, startled. Jack Darbo stood there, smiling down at me with that solemn smile of his.

“Talk over?” I asked. He nodded. “Miss Destry has asked me to tell you that your services will be no longer required.”

“Why can’t she tell me?”

“She seems a little embarrassed about it. However, I assure you, it was entirely her decision.” He looked past me at the pool. “She won’t be seeing you again, but wanted me to assure you that your services were entirely satisfactory.”

“She’ll be seeing me again,” I said. “We have to make out our statements for Lieutenant Ortega down at Headquarters.”





Chapter Four

I WAS directed to a room that was supposed to house Lieutenant Ortega and opened the door to learn it was inhabited by Sergeant Purvis. I started to back out, but he called, “Come in, come in. Ortega will be here in a minute.”

I came in and took the chair he pointed at. He was wearing a cheaper and older suit today, but his face was as unpleasant as ever. It was a handsome face, for those who like excessively virile faces, but it was also a mean face and I could never see myself getting used to it.

“Well,” he said, “I hear you got the bounce.”

“News travels fast in this town,” I said. “It only happened half an hour ago.” I took a breath. “Where did you hear it, Sergeant?”

He smiled. “It’s a small town.”

“Where did you hear it, Sergeant?” I repeated.

“Don’t crowd me, Puma. My temper isn’t too good this morning.”

I said, “Will you tell the chief I’d like to speak with him?”

“Relax,” he said. “You’re not in Los Angeles now. I phoned Miss Destry to ask when you were coming in, and her lawyer told me you were no longer working for her. He asked if she could come in this afternoon. Is there some reason why she wants to avoid you?”

“None I know of.” I leaned back in my chair and lighted a cigarette.

He leaned back in his and looked at me contemptuously. “Have you figured out the kill yet? I should think by this time you’d have the killer in jail and your picture in all the newspapers.”

“I don’t like to solve ‘em in these one-paper towns,” I said. “Not enough ink. And there isn’t enough for the local force to do, anyway, in a small town. I wouldn’t want to increase the unemployment.”

He chuckled and shook his head. “You think you’re something, don’t you?”

‘Why not?” I said candidly. “I am.” The door opened then, and Lieutenant Ortega came in. He looked briefly at Purvis and nodded at me. He turned back to Purvis and said, “Have Officer Braham come in or Sergeant Daniel — whoever is available for dictation.”

Purvis stood up and said, “Yes, Lieutenant” in a very dead and somehow insulting voice.

The dim light flickered briefly again in the lieutenant’s brown eyes. The door closed and he turned to smile at me.

“Count ten,” I kidded him. He took a breath. “I expected Miss Destry would come with you.”

“I’m no longer employed by Miss Destry. Sergeant Purvis phoned the house this morning and Miss Destry’s attorney asked if she couldn’t come in this afternoon. Didn’t the sergeant tell you that?”

He shook his head. “You enjoy trouble, don’t you, Mr. Puma?”

“Maybe,” I said honestly. “I don’t know, Lieutenant. I guess I’m not a hundred per cent mature, but who is?”

The officer came in then and I dictated my statement. He took it out to type it up. Lieutenant Ortega leaned back and seemed to be doing some heavy thinking.

Finally he said, “I wasn’t going to tell you this, but Mrs. Greene was in here this morning, asking about you.”

I frowned. “Mrs. Greene? Mrs. Dennis Greene? His widow? Is she in town? I read she was in Bermuda.”

“She was in Bermuda when her husband died. They hadn’t lived together for years, you know. At any rate, she wanted a character reference from me — on you.”

I smiled. “What did you tell her?”

“I told her I didn’t know you. I gave her the names of the officers that you gave me last night. I have a feeling she wants to hire you for some purpose.”

“Didn’t she know I was working for Miss Destry?”

“She did. But she was sure that wouldn’t last long. And she said she had heard about you from a friend of hers in Los Angeles, a Mrs. Witherspoon.” He paused. “Are those the Pasadena Witherspoons?”

“None other,” I answered. “I sure get the carriage trade, don’t I, Lieutenant?” He smiled and said nothing.

“Did she leave an address where she could be reached?” I asked.

He nodded and stared at his desk.

“Maybe she wants me to investigate the murder of Elmer Duggan,” I said. “Maybe she has a theory on that which might jeopardize Miss Destry’s claim against the estate.”

“It’s entirely possible,” he admitted.

“And maybe,” I went on, “you’re sitting there thinking you don’t want a troublemaker like Joe Puma messing around a murder case in this town.”

“It’s entirely possible,” he said again.

“I’m arrogant, Lieutenant,” I said softly. “I’m insolent and mouthy. But every intelligent police officer I ever worked with will tell you I’m honest.”

He met my gaze. “I believe that.”

“You’re thinking of Sergeant Purvis and probably of a couple more like him on the Force?”

“This is a small town,” he said. “In many ways an insulated town. Some very important people live here.”

“I know that. But I can be polite. I can be so polite it’s painful.”

He chewed his lower lip and stared at his desk. Finally he looked up. “I’ll talk it over with the chief. You go and see Mrs. Greene. Perhaps she doesn’t want you to investigate anything, in which case there will be no problem. If she does want you to stay here, phone me. I’ll have talked with the chief by that time.”

He gave me her address, a luxury hotel on the south end of town. Then the officer brought my typed statement and I signed it.

It was a little past noon when I arrived at the plush Montevista Hotel. The tanned and amiable clerk told me Mrs. Greene was in.

At room 312, a maid answered the door and said, “This way, please.”

I followed her through the enormous living room of the suite out to a balustraded porch three stories above the ocean. A woman sat here, eating her lunch, a woman younger than I had expected to meet.

She wasn’t much older than Carol Destry, a dark-haired, blue-eyed, highly attractive and beautifully burnished lady.

“Sit down, Mr. Puma,” she said. “Why are you staring?”

“You look so young,” I explained.

“Well, I’m under eighty. What did you expect me to be?”

“You’ve been separated from Mr. Greene for fourteen years. That, in itself, is quite a span.”

“I was with him for three years before that. I married him when I was twenty. How’s your arithmetic, Mr. Puma?”

“You’re thirty-seven,” I said. “You look twenty-three.” She smiled at me blandly. “Thank you. Have you had lunch?”

“I had a late breakfast.”

“How about a drink?”

“I could use a bottle of beer.” The maid was still standing there. She nodded, and left. I sat down.

The elegant Mrs. Dennis Greene said, “Mrs. Witherspoon seems to think you’re some kind of space age Sherlock Holmes. Are you really as successful as your publicity man claims?”

“I have no publicity man, Mrs. Greene. I’ve been lucky lately.”

“She also said you’re quite often insolent. I won’t stand for anything like that, you understand.”

“I charge ten dollars a day extra for the non-insolent service,” I told her. “Why did you want to see me, Mrs. Greene?”

“I wanted you to check into the death of my husband,” she said calmly.

Once more I stared at her. She said, “Doctor West, who signed his death certificate, is undoubtedly senile by now and even in his prime he was an extremely incompetent and careless man.”

“If you believe that, Mrs. Greene, why didn’t you ask for an autopsy?”

“Because, at the time he died, it didn’t matter to me. We weren’t close, of course, you must realize. Since his death, certain actions of interested parties have given me a new interest in the situation.”

“Are you suggesting Miss Destry might have killed him?”

She smiled and said nothing.

“Why don’t you openly ask for an autopsy now? It could be done.”

“It — would be in — bad taste. If his death proved to be natural, it could also be cause for legal action against me, don’t you believe? From Miss Destry and Doctor West?”

“I don’t know. A lawyer could tell you. But about the bad taste — isn’t hiring me the same thing?”

“One is public bad taste and the other private,” she said. “I’m sure practically everyone is guilty of private bad taste.”

A cool one. I stared at her, thinking of nothing. The maid brought my beer and a glass to pour it in. I poured slowly and thoughtfully, like a space age Sherlock Holmes.

Finally, I said, “You don’t really care how your husband died, do you? All you want to do is discredit Miss Destry.”

“She has discredited herself. I only want to make sure she doesn’t profit from it.”

“why?”

“For personal reasons — for which I’m willing to pay.”

“You signed a separate property agreement some years ago, didn’t you?”

She smiled. “Mr. Puma, when I married Dennis Greene, he was fifty-one years old and earning three hundred dollars a week as a director. I financed his first independent production. There wouldn’t be any property nor any estate today if he hadn’t married me. I hope you don’t believe what you read in the Los Angeles movie columns.”

I said nothing for seconds and then said, “He must have been a very charming man.”

She shook her head. “He was attractive to me, but only because I thought him a replica of my father, a pose I later learned he had gone to great trouble to learn. It took an expensive psychiatrist two years to cure me of my Dennis Greene complex.”

“And even after that you didn’t divorce him,” I pointed out.

“That’s right. Do you want me to explain that?”

“If you want to.”

“Marriage would bore me. After three months, any man bores me silly.”

I smiled. “So Dennis Greene was your out. And why didn’t he divorce you?”

“For the same reason. No attractive woman ever bored Dennis, but the thought of marriage did. He could always explain to the poor girl that I refused to give him a divorce. He relished the spiciness of the extra-marital relationship.”

“Miss Destry was with him for fifteen years.”

“Not as a wife. And not in any position to complain if he courted other women. All she had was a job, you see, and she was free to quit it any time she desired.”

“He was old,” I protested. “My God, he was fifty-three when he met Miss Destry. What interest could women have for him?”

She lighted a cigarette and poured herself a cup of coffee. “Mr. Puma, at what age do you imagine you will no longer be interested in women?”

I thought about it as honestly as I could. And then said, “I guess you’re right. I guess no red-blooded man ever lived that long, did he?”

“Not even Methuselah,” she said.

A cool one, I thought again. A scrambler, without emotion or compassion.

“I suppose,” she said quietly, “you’re sitting there and thinking that I’m a very cold fish.”

I looked up, startled. “Why — uh — not exactly.”

“I’m not,” she said simply. “If it wasn’t in bad taste, I could offer you any number of testimonials to the contrary.”

“Like the Salvation Army and the Community Fund?” I asked.

She shook her head, her eyes musing. “Not at all like that,” she said. “Well, Mr. Puma, what are your rates?”

“For the insolent or non-insolent service?”

“Your lowest rate. I can stand insolence if it’s coupled with efficiency.”

“You have no job for an honest operator,” I said. “Without an autopsy, where can I start? I’d be wasting your money.”

“You can start with the death of this Duggan boy,” she said. “I’m sure if you get to the bottom of that, there’ll be no need for an autopsy on Dennis Greene. Because personally, I don’t give a damn how he died.”

‘Why, then, do you want me to investigate Miss Destry? Certainly you don’t need the share of the estate she’s suing for.”

“And neither does she,” Mrs. Greene said. “Dennis was very generous with her. Miss Destry is already a wealthy woman. I’ve got proof of that.”

“You don’t mean wealthy by your standards.”

“No. I mean wealthy by hers.”

“I guess, if the local police don’t object, I could investigate the death of Elmer Duggan, I’d kind of like to do that; Elmer was one of my fans.” I stood up. “But first, I have to talk with Lieutenant Ortega. Could I use your phone?”

She nodded and I went into the living room to phone the lieutenant. I caught him in. He had already talked with the chief.

“It’s okay,” he told me, “but you’ll have to make daily reports for us and omit nothing.”

“I’ll omit nothing pertinent,” I agreed, “but I’d be typing all night if I put in all the tedious details of one of my days.”

“Okay, Puma, we’ll go along on faith and an honest daily report.”

I thanked him and went back to the porch to haggle out terms with Mrs. Dennis Greene.





Chapter Five

THE MOTEL I picked was on the north side of town, not too far from Halcyon Heights but in a slightly lower rent district. I took a unit in the rear near the pool, then I drove over to Halcyon Heights. There were a number of rubber-neckers in the area and a policeman guarding the entrance to the three acres of the Greene estate. I passed the spot where Elmer’s car had been found and noticed it was the closest spot he could park and still be out of sight of the house.

At the foot of the Greene driveway, the uniformed officer stopped me as I started to turn in. He was a young and earnest man and he listened to my explanation courteously.

When I’d finished, he said, “You’re a friend of Miss Destry’s, then?”

“Not exactly. I worked for her until this morning. Now Lieutenant Ortega steered me onto a better job.”

He hesitated. “Okay. I guess it will be all right. You don’t plan to question her, do you?”

“No, I only want to check the path from Elmer’s car to the place where he watched the house.” I looked profound. “It’s for a theory I intend to substantiate.”

He smiled and said, “You don’t have to swear.” He waved me through.

I went up the driveway and parked some distance from the house. A uniformed man with a camera was coming down the path from the knoll and I told him, “Lieutenant Ortega sent me out. Would you show me the spot where the blood was found, where Duggan was attacked?”

“We’re not positive Duggan was attacked there,” he said. “It’s only a theory we’re trying to substantiate.”

“You don’t have to swear,” I said. “Lead the way.” He showed me the place and there was dried blood all over it. I said, “The killer must have hit an artery.”

He shrugged. “He fought like a tiger; the underbrush shows that.” He nodded toward the house. “And then he crawled all the way down there. I’d say he died hard, wouldn’t you?”

“I thought the theory was that he was knocked out and then stabbed.”

“He was slugged twice. Between the first and second blow is the time he must have fought. Then the killer thought he was a goner, and left. He should have been dead right then. Any normal man would have been, according to Doc Christie.”

I stood on the knoll and saw it was well screened from the road but afforded a complete view of three-quarters of the house, including all the doorways.

The officer said, “I guess you don’t need me any more, do you?”

“Not any more. Thank you very much for your courtesy, officer.”

He went back toward the house and I followed a hardly discernible path through the trees on the reverse slope, a path that led to the road not far from where Elmer had parked his car.

What had he hoped to see? Me necking with Mrs. Trapp? The return to the house of Miss Destry and David Hawley? I came back to the top and saw there was another house over the crest of the rear slope. It was the only other house in view. From its rear yard, a pair of boxers looked at me doubtfully, their great jaws slobbering. I was glad the fence that separated us was six feet high. Dogs resent my animal magnetism.

I saw Elmer again, admiring me with his eyes. I heard him say, “Gee, whyn’t you tell me you were Joe Puma?” I went down the path to the house.

David Hawley stood waiting for me in the parking area. He was frowning and trying to appear dominant, but he couldn’t hide what he was — an idiot athlete.

“What are you doing here?” he asked sternly. “I thought you were fired.”

“I’m working with the San Valdesto Police on the death of Elmer Duggan,” I said ponderously. “And some other matters. You may call the chief and check that if you want to.”

“I certainly will,” he said.

“Buy the place, Mr. Hawley?” I asked. “Get a bargain?”

“Don’t be insolent. I’m watching out for Miss Destry’s interests.”

“Isn’t that sweet? Is she around at the moment?”

“Get out of here,” he said. He took a step toward me, one hand clenched.

From behind him, the well modulated voice of Carol Destry called, “Who is that, David? What’s the argument about?”

I looked toward the house and saw her in Bermuda shorts and turtle-neck sweater. She had it. I smiled at her and waved.

“Puma,” she said, and came over, smiling. “I’m sorry about this morning. It was Mr. Darbo’s idea. Did you come for your pay?”

“No’m,” I said politely. “I have a new client.” Hawley said heatedly, “I thought you said you were working for the San Valdesto Police?”

I shook my head. “I said I was working with them. I’m working with the police and for an interested party.”

“I’ll bet,” he said scornfully.

“Will you? Mouth bet or cash? Only cash from you, Hawley.”

Carol Destry said, “Stop it, both of you! How about a bottle of beer, Joe?”

“Why not?” I said, and followed her, crowding Hawley only a little as I brushed past him.

We went to our old trysting spot — the rear patio — and Carol called through an open doorway for Mrs. Trapp to bring the beer. I waited until Hawley sat down and then sat as far as possible from him. Carol stretched out on a chaise longue between us.

I asked her, “Get a new bodyguard yet? Or aren’t you nervous any more?”

“I figured,” she said, “as long as Dave was here night and day, anyway, I might as well rely on him. He’s free, unlike you, Puma.”

Mrs. Trapp came out with the beer. She brightened when she saw me. “Are you back to stay, Mr. Puma?”

“No ma’am,” I said. “I was out this way on business and dropped in. Do you miss me, Mrs. Trapp?” She colored and then smiled. She said, “You’re pretty fair company — for a man.”

“Carol Destry laughed. Hawley grimaced. I said,

“Thank you, Mrs. Trapp. I enjoyed our talk last night, too.” Mrs. Trapp went back to the house and Carol said too casually, “What in the world could a pair as unmatched as you two find to talk about?”

I stretched and sipped the beer. I wiped my mouth and said, “Oh, local mores and customs and attitudes and relationships. A town this size has some interesting patterns in it, usually, and I like to look for patterns.”

“Try McCalls,” Hawley said. “I’ve always found their patterns the nicest.”

Carol laughed.

“Aren’t we cozy,” I said caustically, “sitting here with the gags and the beer? And poor Elmer Duggan not even in the ground yet.”

“I’m sorry about that,” Carol Destry said, “but he was never a very close friend of mine. And as for the patterns in this town, just call it provincial and snobbish and petty and mean.”

“You don’t plan to stay here, then?”

“Fooey,” she said. I drank some more beer. “First you told me it was Darbo’s idea to fire me and now you say it was yours. Which was it?”

“It was his, first. Now it’s mine. But I could be wrong. Who are you working for, Puma?”

“An interested party.”

“Secretive, aren’t you?” I didn’t answer. I lighted a cigarette and looked at the trees on the slope behind us.

“It must be somebody in this town,” she said, “and I can guess why they hired you. You’re to investigate me, I’ll bet.”

“Only incidentally,” I said. “Is it true that you’re wealthy in your own right, Miss Destry, that you don’t actually need the money you’re suing for?”

There was one of those silences often described as pregnant. I couldn’t be positive whether this one was or not, but when Miss Destry spoke, I thought she spoke very carefully. “I’m not wealthy. Did your question mean more than that?”

“No.”

“Who told you I was wealthy?”

“A private source of information. A highly respected person.”

“I see. Did you sell yourself to this new client? Did you convince him that you knew something about me worth investigating?”

“Of course not,” I answered. “I’ve a number of objectionable traits, Miss Destry, but malice isn’t one of them.”

“But you are going to investigate me?”

“I’m going to investigate a death. I have no way of knowing if you are involved in it or not.”

Another of those perhaps meaningful silences and then her careful voice again. “A death? Whose death?”

I paused for a second before saying, “Elmer Duggan’s.” Maybe I imagined it, but I thought there was a lessening of tension, a sense of relief in the air. Could that mean the death of Dennis Greene disturbed her, that she might be involved legally in that? Why had she asked “whose death?” Was one more important than the other? And why had David Hawley seemed relieved, too?

“Another bottle of beer?” she asked. I stood up. “No, thanks. I’ve a big job ahead.” Hawley grimaced again but said nothing. Why did he envy me? Why was he bitter? I looked at him pityingly — an athlete, a play-boy — but getting into Miss Destry, I would bet. The pity left my eyes and now I was the envious one.

Hawley said, “You’re a strange man, Joseph Puma.”

“So I’ve been told. Well, thanks for the beer. Have fun, kids.”

“We always do,” he said, and Carol smiled good-by and I went out to the dirty Plymouth, feeling crummy.

I stopped at the branch post office on the north end of town and dropped a card to the manager of my apartment building, telling him which of my few clothes to ship me.

Then I drove downtown to the office of Winters, Delamater, Hartford and Smith. It was a law office and the girl in the reception room rang Mr. Winters for me. He was available.

Mr. Winters was a white-haired man, trim and thin and fairly tall. The walls of his office were covered with pictures of racing cars, going back to the old Marmons and Stutz’s. He said, “I’ve heard of you, Mr. Puma. I followed your last case with great interest. I had no idea you were this big.”

I smiled. “I need to be this big. Is that a Marmon behind you? My rich uncle had a Marmon.”

He nodded. “That’s the Marmon Ray Harroun drove to victory at Indianapolis in 1911.”

“Dawson finished in a Marmon, too, that year, didn’t he? Didn’t he finish in the first ten?”

Winters nodded. “In a four cylinder Marmon. He finished fifth.” He shook his head. “You share my interest, I see. You’re well informed.”

“Not really,” I admitted. “Just on Marmons. You see, we thought this uncle might leave me his money, so I listened to him by the hour about the marvelous Marmon. And then he went and left his money to Loyola University.”

Mr. Winters chuckled, nodded to a chair, and waited until I was seated before he sat down. Then he asked genially, “Well, now what can I do for you?”

“You can tell me about Dennis Greene,” I said. He frowned and caution seemed to creep into the office. “About Mr. Greene — ? What do you want to know about him?”

“If you have the time, about his life and his death, his wife and his secretary.”

His frown deepened. “You’re being facetious, of course. Is there anything particular you want to know about Mr. Greene, anything I could ethically tell you?”

“Could you ethically tell me how competent the doctor was who signed his death certificate?”

“Doctor West?” He stared at me. “Has someone doubted his competence?”

“Not yet, I guess. Frankly, I’m just fishing, Mr. Winters.”

He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “For some reason I had the idea you were sent here by Mr. Darbo. I realize you didn’t state that, but I knew he had recommended you to Miss Destry.”

“I wasn’t sent here by Mr. Darbo,” I answered. “And Miss Destry terminated our contract this morning.”

“Then who is your client, Mr. Puma?”

“An interested party. I’m working with the local police force, with their permission and cooperation, I mean.”

“Chief Slauson sent you over here?”

“No. I haven’t met the chief yet, though he sent word to me, through Lieutenant Ortega that I be permitted to investigate.”

“Ortega? He gave you permission to investigate Mr. Greene’s death?”

“No,” I answered. “Elmer Duggan’s death.” Mr. Winters took a deep breath and leaned forward. He laced his hands together on the desk in front of him and said earnestly, “Try to be coherent, Mr. Puma. You started this conversation asking about Mr. Greene and now tell me you are investigating the death of young Duggan. Are you trying to imply there is some connection between Mr. Greene’s death and young Duggan’s?”

“Do I have to? It would be stretching the long arm of coincidence right out of its socket to assume there wasn’t a connection. I hope we’re both intelligent enough to see that, Mr. Winters.”

He stared at me, honestly perplexed. I said, “Even granting that Mr. Greene’s death was due to natural causes, that rock through the window two nights ago and the murder of Elmer Duggan last night would indicate that Greene’s death unleashed certain violent forces, wouldn’t they?”

“Not to me,” he said. “But I’ve been trained to think logically and perhaps that isn’t an advantage in your profession, Mr. Puma.”

“Touché,” I said. “Okay, let’s get to Doctor West. Both you and he have been residents here a long time. You should know about his reputation.”

“His reputation, so far as I know, is unassailable. His competence is something you would have to ask the County Medical Board about.”

“A lot of good that would do me,” I said. “You know how those doctors stick together.”

I stood up, and he said, “I have a feeling you’re not telling me all you know, Mr. Puma.”

I smiled down at him. “Damnedest thing, I have the same feeling about you. Well, thanks for your time.”

He nodded and I went out. I could have gone to see Doctor West, but I decided I would wait until I knew more about the doctor, first.

I went to a supermarket and stocked up on steak and frozen vegetables to cook in my tiny kitchenette. By the time I had finished my steak, it was growing dark.

I have some pleasant superstitions and one of them is my belief that I have an often uncertain but occasionally sound gift of prescience. Now, tonight, as it grew darker outside, I had a feeling I was about to greet a visitor.

I had a further feeling that it would not be a casual visit and that it could turn out to be rather pleasant. I don’t know why I should assume it would be a visit from Carol Destry.

Because it wasn’t. About a quarter to nine, a sleek, black Continental came whispering to my rear door, the one that opened on the parking area.

The front door was visible from the pool and there were still some people sitting around the pool. This visitor wanted privacy.

When she got out of the car, I could see her hair was black. I recognized her then. Her eyes, I remembered, were blue and she was highly attractive, this wealthy and burnished widow of Dennis Greene.

I stepped away from the rear window as she came toward the rear door of my unit. I mixed another drink and waited for her to knock.

When she did, I opened the door and smiled. I asked, “Has something happened, Mrs. Greene?”

“Nothing,” she said calmly. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

I stood aside. “Of course. Drink?”

“Please.” She came in and looked around. “You didn’t take the cheapest unit by any means, did you?”

“I never do. It all goes on the expense account. You wouldn’t want a representative of yours to haggle, would you, Mrs. Greene?”

“You may call me Mona,” she said, and turned to face me squarely. “I was informed by a former client of yours, Joe, a feminine client, that you offer a complete service for single women. I’m single now, finally.”

I gulped. That was putting it rather crudely. I said, “That’s putting it rather crudely.”

“Frankly,” she said. “Not crudely. Aren’t you going to mix my drink?”

“Hell yes, Mona,” I said. “Glad to be of service.”

“Take your time,” she said. “I know you Latins. Remember, I’m thirty-seven.”

“So many of my clients are,” I said. “That’s the best age.”





Chapter Six

LATER, as we lay on the bed in the dark room, looking out at the people splashing in the flood-lighted pool, I said, “You have been more or less faithful to Dennis Greene, I would guess.”

“How could you guess that? Oh, I see. That was discreetly put. Dennis Greene had nothing to do with it; I was simply not indiscriminately wanton.”

“Why, then, from nowhere, this sudden lust for Joe Puma?”

“I’ve been wondering about that,” she said thoughtfully. “Your animal magnetism is very high, of course. But it wasn’t only that. I think I’m a snob, though I fight it, and you are an employee, more or less, and so the surrender is yours, you see, not mine.”

“A very adult attitude,” I said. “I wish more of the girls would see it that way. I surrender much more easily than they do.”

“Don’t talk that way,” she said. “Not tonight. I need the illusion.”

“How about another belt of that booze?” I suggested.

“Stop it,” she said sharply. “Don’t be excessively virile. Just ask me if I want another drink.” I chuckled. She sat up, naked and indignant. I said, “Don’t lecture me. You came here, remember. Would you like another drink, Mrs. Greene?”

She sat there looking down at me. She had a fine firm body and a true appreciation of the bed and a first-rate mind. She was a vintage partner and I hoped she wouldn’t go complex on me.

Finally, in the reflected light, she smiled. “You’re for rent, but not for sale, is that it?”

“Just about. I’m probably for sale, too, but nobody has ever come up with the price. Let me mix you a cold, strong drink, Mona Greene, and we can talk about the life and death of Dennis Greene. Mr. Winters wouldn’t talk about it this afternoon.”

I climbed out of bed and put a robe on. I went over to pull the drapes across the windows and then turned on a dim light.

I was mixing the drinks when she said, “You went to see Winters? You didn’t tell him you were working for me, did you?”

“No. I don’t plan to tell anyone that, though Lieutenant Ortega will know it, of course.”

“And Chief Slauson?”

“Yes. Do you know him?”

“I know him. I lived here for ten years.”

“Honest man?” I brought her her drink. She nodded her thanks and said, “I don’t know. There’s never been any scandal about him.”

I sat on the bed next to her. “I once knew a racketeer, a smooth and wealthy homo named Dennis Greene. Your late husband wasn’t related to him, was he?”

“Not that I know of I remember that other man when he appeared before one of those Congressional Committees. But I was separated from my husband by then, so I never did ask him.”

“All right,” I said, ‘let’s get to Carol Destry. How did your husband happen to meet her?”

“He knew her father. Her father was a real nothing, all front and gentle manners and not a dollar to his name. Then little Carol moved in and her papa didn’t seem to mind. Maybe he was naïve, but I don’t think so. Miss Destry moved in and I began to hate her, and we had a showdown, finally, Dennis and I.”

“I didn’t think you cared that much.”

“I cared about appearances. I still do and always will. I didn’t care what he did, so long as he was discreet.”

“Brother!” I said. “There’s a new morality for you. Manners are everything.”

“Aren’t they? Think now, aren’t they?”

“No,” I said. “Though they are important. Go on, so you moved out and then what?”

“And then I stayed on here in town for a few years and finally grew bored and began to travel.”

“And then,” I added for her, “while you were sunning yourself in Bermuda, Dennis Greene died and left a couple million and it bothered you. You had no idea he was that wealthy, did you?”

“Of course I did. Mr. Puma, I’m wealthier than that. I told you I was the person who financed his first picture-”

“You’re wealthier than that?” I interrupted. “Then you don’t really need any share of your late husband’s estate?”

“I wish you would stop calling him my late husband. And I didn’t hire you to investigate his death, remember; I hired you to investigate the death of Elmer Duggan.”

“Not really,” I said. “You hired me, I’m sure, to discredit Carol Destry.”

She stretched her slim body. She was still naked. She sipped her drink and said, “It must be the whisky.”

“What must?”

“The whisky must be responsible for this new desire growing in me. It’s absurd. Ye gods, I’m thirty-seven.”

“Let it grow,” I said. “I’m only thirty-two.”

• • •

She left while I was asleep, some time after two o’clock. I loved her. I love them all, before and after the act. I love them when they’re too young to know about the act and too old to remember it. I guess it’s been said before but it is important to understand, because otherwise I would appear immoral and that is one thing I am not.

I wakened around eight-thirty and lay in bed thinking about all of them, even Winters. Then I thought about Doctor West. I hadn’t met him yet, but I decided it was about time I did.

There was a restaurant a block away that sold nothing but pancakes, dozens of different kinds of pancakes. Being a conformist, I had potato pancakes and apple sauce and little pork sausages and bacon and eggs. And three cups of coffee.

• • •

Doctor Alvin West didn’t put on too much front.

He wore an ancient bathrobe over khaki dungarees and a dirty white collarless shirt. His hair was whiter than his shirt. His fierce blue eyes glared at me through steel-rimmed spectacles.

“What the hell do you want, Mr. Puma?”

“Some information, sir, if it’s possible — and convenient.”

“Well, it’s sure as hell not convenient this morning. What kind of information?”

“Information about the death of Dennis Greene.” His face stiffened and he sat more erectly in his wicker armchair. ‘Who gave you the authority to bring a request like that here, Pumar?”

“I’m working for an interested party and with the sanction of the San Valdesto Police Department,” I answered.

“Dallas, I’ll bet. Was he the one told you to come up here?”

I shook my head. “Don’t you want to talk about Mr. Greene’s death, Doctor?”

‘What if I don’t? Don’t threaten me with the County Medical Board; I’ve tangled with them before.” He paused. “And won.”

“I didn’t intend to threaten you with anything, Doctor. I’m sorry if I’ve intruded.” I turned, pretending to go.

“Don’t go racing off,” he said. “I’m not finished.” I turned back and put my patient look onto my face.

“Superior bastard, aren’t you?” he said. I shook my head, saying nothing. He scratched his chest thoughtfully. Then, “The man had cancer. He was in the damnedest kind of pain you can imagine for his last two years.”

“I didn’t see that in the papers, I mentioned.

“Jesus Christ, man, how old are you? You’re certainly not young enough to believe anything you read in the papers.”

“I believe the baseball scores.” He glared at me. Then he sighed and shook his head. “Pretty fine man for a movie maker. Always paid on the dot. So he had cancer and he died. And I signed the death certificate. And now you’re here to make trouble?”

“Why should I be? I’m not the police, Doctor West. I work with them, but not for them.”

His glare was suspicious. “You trying to tell me something?”

I smiled. “You’re certainly not trying to tell me anything.”

“All right.” He took a breath. “There was a profound circulatory collapse, low blood pressure, shallow respiration. It looked to me like an attack on the central nervous system, particularly the medullary centers. Does that make any sense to you?”

“No, sir.”

“But there was no gastrointestinal irritation. What would that indicate?”

“I have no idea, unless it would indicate he wasn’t poisoned.”

“It wouldn’t indicate that at all. He could have been poisoned, but not slowly. With the picture I’ve given you, he could have poisoned himself with a walloping dose of arsenic.”

“That’s a medical estimate. The fact that he poisoned himself is a layman’s opinion. Those are the kind of opinions the police should make.”

“You’re being ridiculous. A man with cancer isn’t going to be poisoned by anyone who can profit from it, is he? All they have to do is wait and avoid the gas chamber.”

“Under special conditions, Doctor, a man who is going to die in two hours might be murdered in the first five minutes of it.”

“That’s absurd, Puma, and you know it.”

“Maybe. And then, out of deference to the reputation of Dennis Greene, you signed the death certificate without mentioning the possibility of poison? Because you thought he might have committed suicide?”

“Did I say that?”

“Almost.” He scratched himself some more. He didn’t look quite as fierce. “Stop and think a minute, Puma. A man is in horrible pain and he’s got a week or two to live, a month at the outside. He’s got a good name and all those close to him know he’s going to die soon. If he was poisoned, and I’m not saying he was, what could it be but suicide?”

“It could be murder,” I said.

“You’re crazy,” he said. “You’re trying to stir up some trouble and make a job for yourself. Well, there won’t be any trouble without an autopsy, and who’s going to order that now?” Some of his glare was back. “Who’s got the authority to order the body exhumed?”

“Mrs. Greene has.” He snorted. “Her? What does she care about him; what did she ever care about him? She wasn’t even here for the funeral. She’s lying around Bermuda, soaking up the sun.”

“Are you sure?” His face tightened again. “Isn’t she? Where is she, if she isn’t in Bermuda?”

“Call Chief Slauson and ask him,” I said.

“Slauson?” Some apprehension in the glaring eyes now. “He sent you here — the Chief of Police?”

“No. I came of my own volition. I came up here originally to work for Miss Destry as a bodyguard, but she fired me yesterday.”

“And now you’re trying to pin something on her?”

“Now what kind of a statement is that, Doctor? You make her sound like a murderess.”

“Listen,” he said hoarsely, “I’ve had enough of your impertinence. We’re civilized people up here and we can get along very well without your kind of trash from Los Angeles. You be a smart boy now, and forget your grievance against Miss Destry. You get on your little horse and go back to Smogtown and your smart-aleck friends.”

“Okay, Doc,” I said. “Sorry if I stepped up your blood pressure.”

“Get out of here,” he said, “before I phone the police.”

“I’m going,” I told him. “I’ll see you at the autopsy.” I walked along in the warm sun, down the quiet street to my car. And then I stopped.

There was a highly polished ten-year-old Mercury parked behind my dusty Plymouth, its front bumper tight up against mine. It had obviously pushed my car up a few feet before parking. Because the Plymouth was now jammed tight up against the car ahead.

It was some Merc, chopped, channeled, customized and gleaming in the morning sun.

Three teen-agers stood silently on the parkway next to the Merc. One of them was Mexican, the others looked like Anglos. All of them wore tight T-shirts and tighter blue jeans; all of them were looking at me.

They were skinny, but they were young and two of them were tall. The hair bristled on the back of my neck and I could feel a drop of perspiration running along the inside of my forearm.

I stopped, as I said, and I nodded at the Merc. “Your car, boys?”

“Mine,” the tallest one said.

“Could you back it up? I’m kind of jammed in.” The tallest boy shook his head and smiled. It wasn’t the kind of smile I liked to see on the face of a teenager.

I said, “I’m working with the San Valdesto Police Department at the moment, son, and they might be displeased at your lack of cooperation. Now, let’s not have any trouble.”

The tallest boy said nothing. The short one said, “We like trouble.” He looked at the taller boys. “That’s what we’re here for, right?”

They smiled. I said, “Unless that car is stolen, I’ll have a lead to all of you. And you’ll be in more trouble than you want. Now, back that heap out; I’ve got work to do.” I took a step toward my car.

They all three moved over to stand in front of me. The tallest boy said, “We’re friends of Elmer Duggan’s.”

“So was I, for a few minutes night before last. Elmer and I had a date set up for the next morning. He tried to crawl to me before he died. He tried to get to me for help.”

The smallest boy used a word I’d rather not repeat. It is used by farmers as fertilizer. Also by city people for their lawns.

“Easy,” I said. “There are three of you, but I must weigh as much as your total tonnage. And the law’s on my side. You’re just heading for more trouble than you can handle, boys.”

The tallest one began to grin then, and his hand came out from behind him and there was a piece of three-quarter inch galvanized pipe in his hand, a piece about a foot long.

“The old equalizer,” he said. I could see both hands of the other two boys and there was nothing in their hands and they were making no moves toward their pockets. If they had weapons in their pockets, they would have them out by now.

The tallest one was the one I’d need to watch. The others could slug me, but he had the pipe. I looked around at all the houses in the neighborhood but nobody was in sight. A block away a man was watering his lawn, and I considered shouting at him. I said shakily, “One last chance. I was a friend, briefly, of Elmer Duggan’s and I am currently investigating his death. I can prove that.”

“Scared, buddy?” the shortest one said. “Your voice is shaky.”

“I’m scared, kid,” I admitted, “but I’m not running. Start coming, punks.”

The one with the pipe took a step toward me, paused, still smiling, but doubtfully. The other two began to fan out.

I said to the tallest, “Why stop? Yellow? Isn’t the equalizer enough? You need help, gutless?”

He came in, his smile gone, some apprehension in his young eyes. I thought of kicking him in the groin, but decided against it. I moved toward him as he moved toward me.

I swerved as we came abreast and reached for his right hand, the hand that held the pipe.

I missed the hand, and somebody tackled me from the side, and I went down and they came swarming.

I rolled over on my back quickly and bent my legs and threw the right foot at the first chest I saw. One of them said “oof” and the chest went out of my line of vision and then the pipe caught me across the left hand and that hand would be no good to me today.

I saw the pipe in the air, outlined against the clear blue sky and twisted my head and rolled and heard the “clang” of the pipe as it crashed the concrete of the sidewalk.

I rolled and achieved my footing and one of them was still down and close and, God forgive me, I kicked him heavily in the ribs. Who can win, fighting kids? Even if you win, can you live with yourself?

The tallest one was up and circling and I took the offensive, full of good Italian fury and lacking any sense at the moment. He lifted the pipe, but I moved to his left, away from it. Now I had his Adam’s apple in my big right hand, and I squeezed.

The pipe fell from his hand and he gagged and went to his knees, both of his hands tearing at my hand on his throat. I knew he was in agony and for the moment relished it.

The smaller boy came in low, trying to tackle me again, but I caught him in the stomach with my right foot and he went rolling, groaning and whimpering.

The boy under my hand was almost unconscious now. I dropped him and he crumpled, clawing at the grass, fighting for air. I went over to pick up the pipe and Shorty came back at me, diving again, shouting in Spanish and undoubtedly cursing.

I turned and put a knee smack into the middle of his onrushing face. I was as sick as he must have been as his nose erupted blood.

The boy I had kicked in the chest was on his knees, watching us with a kind of remote wonder in his eyes, like a man in shock.

The boy I had kneed in the face was on all fours like a dog and he looked up at me, blood dripping down from his smashed nose, his eyes sick, but still full of anger. He began to crawl toward me.

In the street a cab stopped and the cabbie leaned out to call, “What the hell’s going on here?”

“Get to a phone,” I shouted, “and call the police. Hurry, hurry, hurry — ” He gunned away.

The littlest bandit was still laboriously and painfully crawling toward me. I lifted the pipe. I said weakly, “Everybody lie belly-down on the grass there, or so help me, I’ll kill you all.”

Writing it now, I’m ashamed to admit it, but that’s exactly what I said.





Chapter Seven

CHIEF ANDREW SLAUSON didn’t look like any kind of police officer I had ever seen before. He was thin and tall and his hair was gray, parted straight down the middle. His face was intelligent, alert and genial and he smiled easily. He said, “We don’t have much juvenile delinquency up here, Mr. Puma. I suppose it would be unkind of me to suggest you might have triggered some sort of response from these kids.”

“It would be unkind and idiotic,” I answered. “I never saw them before and I doubt if they had ever seen me. But the tallest of the crew was carrying a foot-long hunk of three-quarter inch pipe. Was he, by chance, also carrying a plumber’s union card?”

He smiled. “You maintain your humor, I see, despite that hand.”

My left hand was now the size of a cantaloupe. It was reclining in a pan of water on the chief’s desk. I looked at it briefly and back at him.

I said, “Who told them about me, that’s what I can’t figure. Who gave them my license number or told them where I was staying?”

He shrugged. “They were friends of Elmer Duggan’s, and they undoubtedly have picked up a few of his investigative techniques. You know, we used to rag Elmer, but he had the ingredients for a first-rate investigative officer.”

“So I’ve been told,” I said. “But who told the kids I wasn’t a friend of Elmer’s? Who conned them?”

He frowned. “Were you a friend of Elmer’s?”

“I wasn’t an enemy. And he was in my fan club. If he would have lived, I imagine we’d have become friends. We still haven’t cracked the big nut, though. Who told them about me? Only you and Lieutenant Ortega and Mrs. Greene know I am investigating Elmer’s death.”

He shook his head. “Mr. Winters knows about it because he called here to ask about your visit to him yesterday.

And now Doctor West knows. And didn’t you tell Miss Destry that yesterday?” I nodded.

“So that adds her to the list of the knowing, and also Mr. Hawley. And also Mrs. Trapp, probably. If Mrs. Trapp knows, I think it’s safe to guess about thirty-five per cent of the town’s population will know by the end of the day.”

“Well,” I said, “yes — ” I tried to flex my hand. He said nothing, staring thoughtfully into space. With the Hoover haircomb and the thoughtful look, he could easily have passed for an atomic age scientist.

Finally, he said, “Do you want to prefer charges against those kids?”

“It’s up to you, Chief. Maybe if I don’t I can get some information out of them. I’d like to know who put them on to me.”

“I’ll hold them for a while,” he said. “I’ll talk with them. One of the boys is the son of a leading citizen. I’ll talk with him, too.”

“Softly?” I asked. “Tactfully?” He shook his head and looked at me fully. “I probably haven’t impressed you much, Mr. Puma, but be assured I am the Chief of Police in this town and all the citizens accept that.”

“You’ve impressed me, Chief,” I said honestly. “I have a loose tongue.”

“I’m glad we understand each other,” he said. “Make your reports complete and factual and mail us our copy every morning about the previous day’s activity.” He shook his head and looked wonderingly at my swollen hand. “I hope you get paid well for that Kind of service.”

“I get paid well,” I assured him, “one way or another.

I said good-by to him and went down the long hallway and out to the street. The sun was still warm and the town still apparently peaceful. It was almost noon and I was hungry; I drove over to the Montevista Hotel. I had to steer with my right hand.

From the lobby phone, I got the maid and she told me Mrs. Greene was about to order lunch and I could come up and eat with her if I so desired.

She was on the balcony again, having a pre-lunch drink. She smiled at me and then she saw the swollen hand. Her smile faded. “Migawd, what happened to that?”

“It was hit by a pipe.” I sat down at the table across from her and told her about the young hoodlums, while the maid mixed me a bourbon and water.

When I’d finished, Mona Greene looked pale. “What — who could have told them about you?”

“That’s what I hope to find out.” I went on and told her about my conversation with Doctor Alvin West.

She asked, “He admitted, then, that Dennis had been poisoned?”

“Not exactly. He left that impression with me and also seemed certain that if that was so, it was suicide.”

“Suicide? Dennis Greene? Never!”

“In pain, remember, and knowing his time was limited. Why not?”

She shook her head. “Not Dennis. I don’t know why I know, but I’m sure. If he was brought back and an autopsy ordered, would it still be possible to prove he’d been poisoned?”

“I have no idea. We could get a medical opinion on it. Would you authorize it?”

“Openly? So the newspapers would have it?”

“That would probably be the only way possible.” She was thoughtfully quiet, frowning at her drink. “Let’s wait. Let’s stick with this Elmer Duggan business for a day or so. We always have the other, don’t we? A few days aren’t going to make any difference there.”

“Doctor West has been warned,” I pointed out. “If he’s in cahoots with Miss Destry, it gives them time to plan some shenanigans.”

“He’s incompetent and dirty,” she said, “but I’m sure he’s not consciously dishonest. I’m sure he feels that Dennis committed suicide. Don’t you think he does?”

I nodded. My left hand throbbed and I took a big swallow of my drink. Below us, off to the right, a fishing boat headed out from the pier. Along the beach, the sun-bathers lolled and the athletes played volley ball and the swimmers swam. Somewhere out of sight, the body of Elmer Duggan was cold and still.

“Moody,” she said. “Pensive, if a word like that can be used for a man of your size.”

I smiled at her. “Have fun last night?” She nodded, blushing faintly. “Why did you ask that?”

“I was thinking it’s a short life. Somebody, somewhere, said most people live lives of quiet desperation. Who said that?”

“I’ve forgotten. Puma, we’re still reasonably young. Death won’t look so grim when we’re eighty.”

“I think it will. Do I have to interrogate people nights, too? I don’t like to work all the time.”

“I’ll try to get over,” she promised. “Ye gods, you make me feel like a whore.”

“A wanton, but not a whore. And what’s wrong with that? Do you know any better games?”

“Bridge,” she said, “with the right people for high stakes. The kick is almost as great and it lasts longer.”

I shook my head. “Could I have another drink? I’d like to get about half plastered. This hand is murdering me.”

“Drink all you want. I suppose you didn’t show it to a doctor?”

“I avoid doctors as much as possible.”

“A true peasant,” she said, “aren’t you? And a hedonist.”

“Both,” I agreed. “Miss Destry called me a hedonist, too.”

The blue eyes of Mona Green flared and her voice was low. “Really! And what prompted that remark? you — uh — were familiar with her, were you?”

“Familiar enough,” I answered. “I didn’t kiss her or anything, if that’s what you meant. She and David Hawley discussed me and came to that conclusion. I’m sure Miss Destry is getting all the loving she can handle from that idiot athlete.”

“Let’s keep it that way. Okay, Puma? You’re on my payroll, now.”

“Yes’m,” I said. “At your service, ma’am. But you don’t have to make me feel like a whore.”

The eyes were cold for seconds and then they twinkled and she started to laugh. “Oh, Puma, you’re well worth the money. Let’s eat. Pick up that phone and call room service, lover boy.”

By one-thirty, my hand felt a lot better but my vision was a little hazy. The urge to sit and soak in the sun and the booze was strong, but I am a man of great moral fibre. I rose resolutely and announced it was time to get back to work. She commended me for my attitude. She kissed me and wished me well and sent me out into the working-man’s world again.

I had to walk carefully, my vision being what it was. It seemed logical to guess that it wasn’t only the liquor that had unnerved me; I was finally getting a reaction from this morning’s violence.

I walked carefully and with dignity through the hotel’s impressive lobby and out to my weary car. And there stood one of my assailants. He wasn’t the boy with the pipe, nor the short Spanish-American; he was the middle boy, not as tall as the tallest nor as dark as the shortest.

“Again?” I asked warily. “I’m weak, boy. Take it easy.”

His smile was slight and apologetic. “I’m sorry, Mr. Puma. I told those other guys that. I’m not making excuses, but I’m sorry.”

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s shake hands.” We did, and then I asked, “Are you the boy whose father is a prominent citizen?”

He shrugged. “I guess. Don Malcolm’s my name. Donald MacGregor Malcolm, Jr. My father donated the stadium to the city.”

“He sounds like a public-spirited man, Donald. What made you go sour?”

He colored. “I — Gee, Mr. Puma, don’t rub it in. I’m not usually like that. I mean, we were all worked up about what happened to Elmer and the way we heard it, you were mixed up in that, and — 

“The way you heard it where, Don?” I interrupted. “Who told you I was mixed up in the death of your friend?”

“I got it from Lenny. He’s that tall boy, the one with the pipe.”

“And where did Lenny get this misinformation?”

“From his uncle.”

“The uncle has a name, has he?” Donald MacGregor Malcolm, Jr. nodded. “Uncle Dave. David Hawley, that’s his name.”

Well — Well, well, well. Playboy David Hawley, instigator of attempted mayhem, a new role for the well-muscled nothing. Maybe he wasn’t a nothing; maybe under the muscle there was some hidden, some obscure meaning to the man. I said, “Thank you for the name, Donald. You could get way out in left field by trusting any information you might get from David Hawley.”

He nodded. “That’s what I told Lenny. But Lenny thinks his Uncle Dave is really something, just because he played basketball at UCLA.”

“I see. And Lenny’s a good friend of yours, is he?” He paused before he nodded. I said, “That was a doubtful nod. Lenny scare you today?”

He nodded again. “Some.”

“Don, how would you like to help me? I’m trying to find out who killed Elmer Duggan. I’m being paid to find out.”

“I’d like to help,” he said quietly.

“Fine. Do you know his sister very well?” Don nodded. “I spent a lot of time at Elm’s house. The three of us were good friends.”

“Would you tell her about me? Would you explain that I don’t like to come to her with questions at a time like this, but it’s a part of my job and my job is to find Elmer’s murderer? Could you explain that to her gently?”

“I can try,” he said. “I will.” So we arranged it; he was to go there now and talk with her and I was to follow in half an hour or less. The key to Elmer Duggan’s death would have to be found in his life and Don Malcolm was the first person I had met so far who was close to Elmer Duggan.

He took off in his Thunderbird and I sat in my heap, idly watching the sidewalk traffic.

I waited for twenty minutes and then headed for an area known as the Table, a mesa between the mountains and the sea. It was an area of inexpensive homes with spectacular views; some subdivider had goofed. The lots were worth more than the homes.

The address of Elmer Duggan was distinguished from its neighbors on all sides by a greener lawn and a different series of digits on the address plate. Otherwise, it was almost identical with the others.

The Thunderbird was in front and Elmer’s Chevy was on the driveway. A chill passed through me as I looked at the Chevy and realized the kid would never drive it again.

Don Malcolm was waiting for me at the open front door. “It’s okay,” he whispered. “She’s coming out of it. I’ll take off, huh?”

“That might be best,” I agreed. “Thanks, Don. Hope your chest isn’t damaged where I kicked you.”

He winked and went past me to his car. Patricia Duggan was waiting for me in the living room and it was good to see a natural product for a change, a neat, sweet and pretty All-American middle-class girl. Hanging around with the likes of Carol Destry and Mona Greene had almost made a cynic out of me.

She had brown hair in a short cut and brown eyes and a firm but feminine handclasp. She said evenly, “Elmer used to read about you in the Los Angeles papers.”

“They don’t always paint an accurate picture of a man,” I said.

“Don’t I know it?” she said acidly. “I lived in that absurd town for two years.” She indicated a chair.

I sat down and smiled at her. “Los Angeles isn’t any one thing. You saw the Hollywood side of it and that can be depressing.”

“Is there another side?” she asked. “Where else in America do hamburger stands use anti-aircraft searchlights for their openings?”

“It’s a promotion town,” I admitted. “Mr. Greene got you your start down there, I understand.”

She nodded. “He was a very good friend to Elmer and to me. I could have made a lot of money, I’m sure, if I had honored the contract he arranged for me.” She took a deep breath. “But the — people I had to — deal with!”

“You probably took them seriously,” I said. “The thing you must remember about meaningless people is not to take them seriously.”

“They’re cruel and vulgar.” I shrugged. “Most frightened people are cruel. And vulgarity is comparative. Did Elmer ever live down there?”

“No. But he wanted to. And it was a constant source of friction between us.” Her chin quivered and some moisture appeared in her eyes.

I said quickly, “How do you feel about the death of Mr. Greene? Do you think it was a natural death?”

She shook her head. “The strongest rumor is that it was suicide. Elmer thought it was worse than that.”

“I see. Did he have any favorite suspect?” Patricia Duggan stared at me quietly.

“Miss Destry?” I asked. She nodded. I took a breath. “Elmer and Mr. Greene were good friends?”

“Elm worshipped him. Mr. Greene lent him books and let him use the pool and talked with him by the hour and saw to it that he was paid well by the Halcyon Heights Association. He was a regular father to Elm.” The chin quivered again.

“But Elmer never got along with Miss Destry?”

“I would say it was just the other way around.”

“Really? Now, why should she dislike him?”

“Maybe because he knew what she was and could guess what she planned to do.”

“Planned to do? What was the need of doing anything? Mr. Greene had cancer, Miss Duggan.”

“According to Doctor West. And even if it was true, maybe Miss Destry was impatient. She’s the impatient type, isn’t she?”

“No. She lived with him too long to make that accusation just. And there’s another point — how could she be sure she’d benefit from his death?”

“Maybe she made a mistake about that. Maybe there was a will, and she didn’t know it had been changed.” A pause. “Or destroyed.”

I looked at her closely. “Do you — ?”

“No. No, of course not. But ever since Mr. Greene died, I’ve been thinking about him. Elmer used to talk about it all the time. He didn’t trust her. He never trusted her, even before he knew she disliked him.”

“Maybe that was why she disliked him.” Patricia Duggan said nothing, staring at the window that looked out to the sea.

“Do you know Mr. Greene’s wife?” I asked her. She shook her head. She looked at me. “I understand you know her very well.”

I didn’t answer that directly. I said, “News travels fast in these small towns, doesn’t it?”

“Don told me you were working for her, Don Malcolm.”

“And who told Don?” She shrugged. “Didn’t you?”

“No. I tell you, this town is like a goldfish bowl. I wouldn’t be surprised if the locals know what move I’m going to make before I do.”

She said stiffly. “We don’t keep track of each other. Only strangers.”

I thought, Elmer kept an eye on the locals, and look what happened to him. That wasn’t a thought I could voice here. I rose and looked down at her.

“Is there anything else you can think of, Miss Duggan, anything that might help me find a murderer?”

She shook her head. “You stick with that Carol Destry. Everything seems to revolve around her.”

That had been my own thought, yesterday. But if she had reason to kill Elmer Duggan, would she do it with a screwdriver? That wasn’t a woman’s kind of operation and I felt sure she was innocent of that murder. And what motive could she have for the death of Greene, assuming it hadn’t been a natural death?

“Carol Destry,” Miss Duggan repeated. “There’s the person you’re looking for.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Chin up, Miss Duggan.” I left her, thinking of her as something a little less than the All-American girl I had first imagined her.

If Dennis Greene had died of arsenic and Doctor West had suspected it, why hadn’t he checked to see if Greene had purchased any arsenic, one way or another? Because if Greene hadn’t, the suicide theory was absurd.

But what other theory would support an unnatural death? Who would have reason to kill a dying man? Miss Destry was not that impatient; her fifteen years of servitude was proof of that.

I went down to Headquarters, but neither Chief Slauson nor Lieutenant Ortega were in. So I was steered to Sergeant Purvis, an unmixed displeasure.

“What’s on your mind, Sherlock?” he wanted to know.

“A number of things,” I told him. “The integrity of Doctor Alvin West, the strange death of Dennis Greene and the remarkable telepathic powers of the local citizenry.”

“And what was strange about Greene’s death?”

“There seems to be a strong possibility that he was poisoned.”

“Doctor West didn’t state that in his certificate. Your beef would be with him, if you have reason to doubt his judgment.”

“Are you telling me the Police Department wouldn’t be interested in the theory?”

“No.” He studied me a few seconds. “You know, Puma, a town like this is run by the wealthy Democrats at times and at other times by the wealthy Republicans. But it’s always run by the money. Maybe you don’t think much of that idea, but we’ve got a well-run town. A guy like you comes up for a day or two and we have a murder and an outbreak of juvenile delinquency. Now, is the town to blame for that?”

“You’re talking nonsense,” I said. “As usual. You’re the first police officer I ever met who talks like the cops in the Grade ? movies. Is that where you got your police training?”

He colored. “If I wasn’t wearing a badge, you’d be spitting teeth about now.”

“Cut it out,” I said mildly. “If you want to fight, start. If you want to argue, hire a hall. But don’t try to scare me with your mouth.”

He sat very quietly for seconds, glaring at me. Then he said, “You’ve brown-nosed the chief and Ortega so you think you’re sitting pretty. But I know some people in this town bigger than either of them.”

I smiled. “You’d like to think so. Let me tell you something, Sergeant. In my two days here, there’s been only one man I’ve met I’d be afraid to tangle with and that’s your Chief Slauson. And he doesn’t own a muscle worth the name. If there’s anybody bigger or sharper in town, I’d like to meet him.”

“Go home,” he said. “Get smart and go back to phony-town where your name means something to the punks.”

I smiled at him and pitied him. I would like to have seen how long this pathetic man would have lasted around the L.A. sharpies, but he wasn’t stupid enough to ever go down there. He knew he was at his best in the tall grass. I said quietly, “It’s one of your unreasonable days, isn’t it, Sergeant? Sorry if I’ve been rude.”

I gave him my broad and contemptuous back and went out.





Chapter Eight

MRS. TRAPP actually smiled when she opened the door and saw me standing there. “Well, Mr. Puma, you’re a sight for weary eyes.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Trapp. It’s a pleasure to see you again. Is Miss Destry around?”

“She’s back on the patio, talking to that lawyer. Do you want to go right back?”

“What lawyer, Winters or Darbo?”

“Darbo. You can go through the house here or around the side if you prefer to.”

“Perhaps you’d better announce me first. Just to be on the safe side.”

“No need,” she said stiffly. “You go right back. You’re the kind of man she needs around, Mr. Puma.”

I went through the house to the patio wondering if there had been any sexual connotation to Mrs. Trapp’s remark. I decided there wasn’t, not from a nice old lady from Nebraska. Though you never can tell.

Carol Destry looked at me in surprise and Jack Darbo in annoyance as I came out to the patio. I smiled in my winning way and said, “Mrs. Trapp thought it would be all right.”

Carol Destry smiled in return and said nothing. Jack Darbo didn’t smile. He said. “What was your idea in going to see Winters yesterday?”

“It was exactly that,” I said, “my idea. I’m no longer employed by Miss Destry, you know.”

He said, “I’m well aware of that. And I assure you none of my clients will ever employ you again.”

“That’s life,” I said sadly. “Miss Destry tells me you fired me and you tell me she did. Now that we’re all here together, why don’t we get to the truth?”

“Neither of us have anything to say to you,” he answered.

I looked at Miss Destry. She shrugged. I looked at Jack Darbo. He glared. I said, “I also talked with Doctor Alvin West, for your information. Some quack, that one.”

Darbo stiffened and continued to glare. Miss Destry looked at me wonderingly. Finally, she said, “I guess we’re talked out, Jack. I’ll keep in touch with you.

He frowned. “If you intend talking with this man, I want to warn you that I advise against it.”

“Okay,” she said. “You warned me. Drink, Puma?” I smiled at the glowering Darbo. “Honey, that’s what does it, not vinegar. Didn’t they teach you that in law school?”

“Good day,” he said stiffly. “Good day to both of you.”

“And to you, Jack Armstrong,” I said. “Carry on.” He left, and I sat down on the edge of a chaise longue. I said, “He’s an honest man, isn’t he? Now to what use do you put honest men?”

“Don’t be insolent. I asked if you wanted a drink.”

“I could use a bottle of beer.” She rang a bell that was on a table nearby and leaned back and sighed. Mrs. Trapp came out and Miss Destry asked her to bring two bottles of beer. Mrs. Trapp smiled at me knowingly and went to get them.

“Insufferable woman,” Carol Destry said, “I don’t know why I tolerate her.”

“Maybe you like insufferable people. David Hawley is a prime example.”

“You don’t know him,” she said, “or you wouldn’t say that. You don’t know him like I do.”

A quick answer came to my mind, but it was pornographic and I didn’t voice it. I said, “Where is laughing David now?”

“I have no idea. Fishing, swimming, playing golf or tennis or handball or volley ball — something active.”

Mrs. Trapp brought the beer and smiled and went away again. I took a good long swallow and stared at the pool.

“You’ve been a busy little bee, yourself, haven’t you?” Carol Destry asked casually.

“I’ve been here and there. What was Jack Darbo’s beef about me?”

“You went and got Mr. Winters all nervous and fretful. You’ve made him suspicious of me.”

“Suspicious of you — ? A loyal, thoughtful woman like you? How could Mr. Winters be that cruel?”

She looked at me coolly. “You’re such an oafish clown, it’s easy to underestimate you, isn’t it, Mr. Puma?”

“That,” I explained, “goes back to the days when I was a runt. I used to pretend to be weaker than I was so I could spring a surprise once the bigger boy had me down.”

She sipped her beer and looked up at the hills. “I made a mistake, letting you go. You’re a man I’d like to have on my side.”

“Are there sides? Who’s fighting whom?”

“I’m fighting the Greene heirs, the phony heirs. You know that. And his cold-blooded widow.”

I said nothing. She drank some more beer, still looking at the hills. “And you’re working for her, aren’t you?”

“Possibly. Who told you that?”

“It doesn’t matter.” She took her gaze from the hills to give me the full wattage of her soft eyes. “Why are you persecuting me, Mr. Puma?”

I stared at her. “Brother — ! Little theater at its worst. Honey, yes, but not treacle, Miss Destry.”

She grinned. “I thought I’d try. You and Mrs. Greene getting along, are you?”

“Let’s talk about something else,” I said. “Let’s talk about Doctor West.”

She studied me. She looked at me from top to bottom and then her glance came back to fasten on my swollen hand. “My God, what happened to that?”

“I ran into some adolescent hoodlums. They attacked me. One of them was fun-loving Dave Hawley’s nephew. And I learned that Hawley had told the kids I was mixed up in Elmer Duggan’s death. What do you think of your playmate now?”

She said evenly, “He has his idiotic moments, as we both know. Were you mixed up in Elmer Duggan’s death?”

“No,” I said. “Were you?”

“You know I wasn’t. I was with David Hawley all evening and when he left, I was with you.”

“You and he stayed out at the car a long time. Incidentally, I’ve told the police that.”

She stared at me and I sensed she was a little frightened. She took a deep breath and said, “Doctor West phoned me this afternoon.”

I said nothing.

“He was worried,” she went on. “He was worried about his professional reputation.” I didnt interrupt. She took another breath. “He said there was a possibility Mr. Greene was poisoned but if that were true, it was obviously suicide.”

“Then Doctor West shouldn’t worry about his professional reputation,” I said, “because if he has any, it’s unearned.”

“He’s an old man,” she said. “He’s a lifetime resident of this town and he admired Mr. Greene.”

“He explained that,” I said. “Mr. Greene always paid promptly on the first of the month. Those are the kind of patients Doctor West would admire.”

“That was rotten,” she said, “Typical Puma cynicism.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” I said, “let’s face a few facts. Doctor Alvin West is a dirty old man and Dennis Greene was nothing but a cheap director until he met Mrs. Greene when he was fifty-one years old and going slowly nowhere. You moved in and she moved out and all of a sudden Doctor West becomes the beloved country doctor and Dennis Greene some kind of paternalistic old-money art patron. My God, because a man doesn’t accept this soap opera front you’ve been running, you call him a cynic. Miss Destry, if the truth is in you, and won’t send you to the gas chamber, could we come down to some plateau near the truth?” She stared at me coldly.

“Think of me any way you want to,” I went on, “but try to think of me as a professional, at least.”

“I will,” she said. “I certainly will. And how will you think of me?”

“As another professional,” I assured her, “at the very least.”

“Go on,” she said.

“As a girl,” I went on, “whose father taught her a few manners and how to get along with the right people, but who learned from her father’s mistakes that just getting along with the right people wouldn’t ever make her rich. But getting into their homes as secretary or whatever way was possible and then trying to marry one of them might be a businesslike approach.”

“And why then, didn’t I marry Dennis Greene?”

“Because he wouldn’t marry you. It’s the reason he didn’t divorce his wife, so he could have her as an out with those predatory females who sought the security of marriage.”

“Well, well, well — you’re leaving the facts, now, Puma. It was Mrs. Greene who wouldn’t give Dennis the divorce.”

“That’s what he told you,” I said. And then I added, “Among others.”

“Others — ? Could you name me one?”

“I could but I won’t. What you learned, I will bet, in the fifteen loyal years was that Dennis Greene was a very careful man with a dollar and so were his wealthy friends.”

She finished her beer and smiled at me sadly. “I guess we’ve reached the point I reached with Mr. Darbo.”

“What point?”

“We’re talked out, you and I. Drive carefully on the way home, won’t you?”

I finished my beer and stood up. I said, “Insular, aren’t you? You think living in Halcyon Heights makes you invulnerable, even though you don’t belong here?”

“It has so far,” she said boredly. “Take care of that hand, Mr. Puma.”

My Latin temper began to simmer as I glared down at her. I had hit her with everything but the beer bottle and she had come up off the canvas smiling and indifferent. It was possible that she had underestimated me but I had underestimated her more. And though she wasn’t fully accepted by the town, I was sure she was accepted by it more than I was.

And I didn’t have her build, a potent weapon. She looked up at me and said, “A nickel for your black thoughts.”

“I wish you were a man so I could hit you,” I told her. She smiled. “Hit Dave Hawley, if you have to hit somebody. I’d like to be there to see that. I’d like to see you crawling for a change.”

“Like you saw Elmer Duggan?” I asked. “Don’t you think you’ve over-reached yourself when you get cute with murder?”

“Good-by,” she said. “Be a good loser and go, please. I’ve a date for dinner.”

I had lost a battle; that much seemed plain. Would I lose the war? I thanked her for the beer and went around the side of the house to where my car was parked.

The sun was low on the hills to the west and not a moving thing was in sight in Halcyon Heights. Far off on the highway, traffic moved normally and above a jet plane climbed on its tail. But in Halcyon Heights, nothing moved. This was the pause before cocktail time.

Insular? Oh, yes. But subject, I hoped, to the same laws that governed the unwashed. Better lawyers and more polite police officers and a few connections with the prominent members of the judiciary, but this was still America. I hoped I would never get cynical enough to think it wasn’t. I hoped I would never get as cynical as Patricia Duggan or Carol Destry — or Doctor Alvin West.

I was going down the winding road that led to the highway when I heard a blast from a horn behind. I pulled over quickly. The customized Merc gunned past me, tires squealing, with the tall boy called Lenny behind the wheel. Next to him, the Mexican lad turned around in his seat and shook his fist at me. They were both laughing.

Kids. At the crossroads. No, beyond it a little, on the wrong road. And whose fault was that? Examine yourself; what have you done to change it? I was glad Donald Malcolm wasn’t with them.

Doctor West was worrying, but Carol Destry didn’t seem to be. Why should she worry: he had signed the death certificate. And it was rather late to be looking for purchasers of arsenic now.

My job was to get everybody worried, everyone who was involved. Because that would instigate a move from them and when they began to make moves, they would begin to show patterns.

All this thinking made me hungry, and not for my own cooking. I found a first-class restaurant about half a mile from the motel and treated myself to a T-bone. It was dusk when I left the restaurant and went back to the motel. It had brought the evening chill with it, but the pool was heated and I needed the exercise.

I swam for an hour and then went in to take a shower and check the ice cubes. She hadn’t definitely promised to come, but my prescience told me she would.

I was almost through with my reports for the day when she came.

“You bastard,” she said, “you do have a strong magnetism, don’t you?”

“Mix yourself a drink,” I told her. “I’m almost through here.” I went back to the typewriter.

When I’d finished, I turned around and saw that she had done more than merely mix a drink. She was sitting on the bed, stark naked, a highball in her hand.

“What’s your hurry?” I asked. “I thought you were thirty-seven?”

“Not tonight,” she said. “You’re an unusual man, Joe Puma.”

“Thank you,” I said, and heard the shakiness in my voice.

The pressure grew in me and my knees wobbled a little as I stood up. Her blue eyes mocked me, her dark hair glistened in the reflected light from the bathroom.

I took a step toward the bed — and my damned phone rang.

“Don’t answer it,” she whispered. “Don’t answer it now!”

It was an absurd time to answer a phone, but that old prescience was still strong in me and I fought my way over there and managed to pick it up.

And Donald Malcolm’s hushed voice said, “If you’ve got a babe in there, Joe, get rid of her. The law is on the way over right now.”

“Thanks,” I said, and hung up. I turned to Mona. “The police are on the way over here right now. How fast can you get dressed?”

It was less than a minute, I would bet. Of course, she put on only her shoes and the dress; her stockings, slip, bra and panties she carried.

I stood in the back doorway, watching her drive away, and then slipped into my swimming trunks, leaving the robe on. I was back at the typewriter by the time they came. It was real cute, Ortega at the front door and Purvis at the rear. I decided the decent officer would automatically go to the front door, so that was the summons I answered.

“Busy, Mr. Puma?” he asked politely.

“I’ve just finished my reports,” I told him, “and in a couple minutes I’ll be watching Playhouse 90, but I can give you until then. Come in, come in.” I opened the door wide, and switched on the overhead light.

He came in, looked briefly around and said, “Could I use your bathroom?”

“Hell, yes,” I said. “Look in the closet, too, while you’re at it.”

He stared at me. “What did you mean by that?” I didn’t have time to answer. My back doorbell rang and I went to answer it.

Sergeant Purvis started to come in and I put a hand on his chest. “Wait for an invitation, mister.”

He stood there quietly. I could feel him tremble against the palm of my hand.

I said, “I’m right on the edge of doing something violent and stupid. Don’t make the mistake of triggering me.”

Behind me, Ortega said, “Take it easy, Puma. Nobody’s pushing you.”

Purvis said tightly, “May I come in?” I took my hand from his chest and stepped aside. He came in and said to Ortega, “She must be around here somewhere.”

“Who is ‘she’?” I asked. “What is this, a vice squad raid?”

Ortega went to the bathroom and the kitchenette and the closet. He finished, and stared at Purvis.

“Will somebody start making sense?” I asked. “What’s going on?”

Purvis said, “This is a moral town. We try to keep it that way.”

“Come off it,” I said. “This is a resort town and morality would put eighty per cent of the motels out of business. I’m being persecuted.”

“Sign off, Puma,” Ortega said. “If I want a speech, I’ll attend a lecture. Was Mrs. Greene here tonight?”

“Yes. For a minute. She wanted to talk about this case.”

“You’re slipperier than I thought, Mr. Puma,” Ortega said.

“I’m an honest man, Lieutenant,” I said quietly.

“And a stud,” he added calmly. “It was all in the reports we got on you.”

“Okay,” I said irritably, “Okay! And what in hell has my private sex life got to do with the investigation of a double murder?”

“In San Valdesto,” he answered, “we don’t consider murder the only immorality. This is a mission town, Mr. Puma. And personally, I take a stricter view of morality than you do. I haven’t left the church.”

I said nothing. He said, “What did you mean — double murder?”

“I was speaking of Dennis Greene,” I said, “and my conversation with Doctor Alvin West this morning.” I pointed at my reports. “The story of it is right there. You may take the carbon along and save me postage, if you want to.”

Purvis said, “Doctor West is one of the old-timers, Puma, a highly respected name in this town.”

“That’s the town’s mistake, not mine.” Ortega said, “Careful, Mr. Puma. Doctor West delivered all of my children. I think I’m more familiar with his reputation than you are.”

“Don’t let sentiment warp your judgment,” I said. “The story is there.”

They left without saying good-by and I waited until they were out on the highway before going to the phone.

Mona said, “God, I feel — cheap. Running out like some — ”

“Don’t say it. You’re not one of those, honey. You’re thirty-seven and afraid you might have missed something. It makes you a little desperate, but you’re certainly not cheap.”

“Keep talking, Puma.”

“Why? You can’t come back now; they’ll have an eye on the place.”

“Keep talking anyway; you have a nice voice.”

“Gee, I’d like to,” I said, “but I don’t want to miss Playhouse 90.”

She called me a name I’d rather not repeat and hung up.





Chapter Nine

IN THE MORNING the wind had shifted and the dry, hot air was coming from inland and off the mountains. My sinuses nagged at me, but I knew a cup of coffee would cure that. I made my own in my little kitchenette and scrambled four eggs with bacon and made some toast. The local paper had been delivered, compliments of the house, and the news of Elmer Duggan’s death had been demoted to the fourth page.

I sat at the little table with my third cup of coffee and looked back on my adventures up to now. I had learned some things about the death of Dennis Greene, but nothing about the death of Elmer Duggan. And it was Duggan’s death I was being paid to investigate.

To me, it seemed an eighty per cent certainty that Dennis Greene had been poisoned and a sixty-five percent certainty that he had been poisoned by Carol Destry. And a hundred per cent certainty, that if he had been poisoned, it had been done with her full knowledge and consent. But that would be something to prove, doctors being what they were, highly conservative when it came to dangerous decisions. So where was I? I was nowhere with Greene and nowhere with Duggan, but it seemed like a logical course to investigate both in the hope of finding the truth about one. They were connected, sequential; they had to be. This was a quiet town and murder almost a stranger here.

• • •

I drove over to Headquarters. Ortega was in Slauson’s office and the man at the desk in the outer office of the chief told me to go right in.

I thought Chief Slauson looked at me coldly when I entered. Ortega looked as he usually did, politely interested but never committed, a first-class police officer.

Slauson said, “This arsenic theme of yours could cause a lot of rumbles around town and disturb some armed alliances. Is Mrs. Greene going to push it?”

“She told me yesterday she’s saving it until we’re sure I can get nowhere on the Duggan murder. Is Doctor West that well thought of in town?”

“There is a sharp and heated difference of opinion in this town about Doctor Alvin West, Mr. Puma. About half the people who know him swear by him and the other half at him. He’s not a personal favorite of mine, I don’t mind telling you.”

I looked meaningly at Ortega and his face stiffened. Slauson drawled, “Don’t be cryptic, Mr. Puma. Exactly what did that glance mean?”

I shrugged. Ortega said evenly, “I told him last night that Doctor West had delivered all of my children.” He colored faintly and addressed me. “Doctor West is revered by the Spanish-Americans in this town and not too well thought of by most of the Anglos.”

“Dennis Greene wasn’t Mexican,” I said. Ortega looked at me steadily, thoughtfully. Slauson said, “This much I feel sure of — if Doctor West suspected or knew Greene had been poisoned, he must have felt certain it was suicide.”

“I believe that,” I said. “But that determination isn’t his to make. The least he could have done was inform you quietly.”

Ortega said, “So who orders the exhumation and starts the pot boiling? Who brings all the quiet resentments out into the open?” He looked at me. “Mrs. Greene?”

“Not yet,” I said. “And something else — my shoulders are broad and my skin thick. And I have no stake in the town. Why don’t you give me the names of those servants who left when Miss Destry took over the house? If anybody gets indignant, I’ll be the target.”

Slauson shook his head. “That wouldn’t be fair.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I’m not expecting equity, not until I start working for the same salary as the municipal man.”

Slauson frowned. I said, “And what about this attorney, Winters? He lets Miss Destry stay on at the house. He gives her attorney reason to think she has a case. What about that old Marmon-lover?”

“An irreproachably ethical man,” Slauson said. “You can forget him.’’

Ortega frowned. “Ethical in many ways. And old, of course. But until only recently possessed of a reputation as a — a woman chaser.”

I thought Slauson smiled. I said, “Lieutenant, there are a number of intelligent people who consider adultery a much less serious moral offense than bingo. Perhaps you’re a little narrow on that one subject.”

He looked at me coldly. “Perhaps.” A uniformed man stuck his head through the doorway to say, “Mrs. Mendez is here now, Lieutenant.”

He nodded, and looked at Slauson. Slauson said, “You may go. I’ll decide about Puma.”

After Ortega had closed the door behind him, the chief said, “He told me about his visit to you last night. Don’t rag him about his moral standards. I don’t feel that they are anything you’re qualified to sneer at.”

“Maybe not. It has always been my belief that the devil doesn’t need murder if poker will do it.”

“That’s sophistry, Mr. Puma. You have some holes in your education.”

I didn’t say anything, starting to burn a little. For the first time in our relationship, I resented him.

He smiled. “I’m glad I’m a Chief of Police. If I weren’t, you’d have swung at me by now, wouldn’t you?”

I shook my head.

“Shall I go?” I asked.

“Not until I apologize,” he said. “Sergeant Dallas, out in my waiting room, will give you the names of Mr. Greene’s former servants. They all still live in town. Who can blame them, with a town as lovely as this one? Right, Mr. Puma?”

It’s a pippin, Chief,” I said. He smiled. “There are a lot of motels beyond the city limits, Mr. Puma. And the county police officers have no Lieutenant Ortega to keep them as narrowly moral. Good luck.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “And for the record, I’m not a sophist; I’m a hedonist.”

“It’s possible to be both,” he told me. “It’s impossible to be the last without being the first, as a matter of fact. Carry on.” It was too nice a day to stand inside and argue; I said good-by to him and went out. The sergeant in the outer office gave me the names and addresses of the former servants. Sergeant Purvis was coming up the hallway as I came down it. He smiled and said, “Good morning, Romeo. Sleep well?”

“Like a tiger,” I assured him, and went past without stopping.

• • •

The first servant I interviewed was one Mary Valdez, maid. She was a dark and attractive girl in her thirties who lived with her mother on the south end of town. I caught her at home.

If she knew anything, she wasn’t revealing it to Joe Puma this warm morning. Mr. Greene had paid her adequately and promptly and given her six months salary as terminal leave bonus. Miss Destry, according to Miss Valdez, had run the house efficiently and treated the servants humanely. Mr. Greene had thought very highly of Miss Destry. Yes, Mr. Hawley had been a frequent visitor and Mr. Greene hadn’t seemed to dislike him.

The girl was so obviously a Carol Destry fan that I didn’t go into the arsenic motive at all. I told her I was merely checking for the State Employment Board and thanked her for nothing.

There had been two other servants in the house at the same time, a married couple. The wife had been housekeeper and cook, the husband gardener and chauffeur and handyman. Their names were Mr. and Mrs. Paul Martino.

Paisans, both of them, and much more co-operative than Miss Valdez had been. They lived in a hill-top house above the Table, not more than three or four blocks from the Duggan cottage.

They were both over fifty, though they weren’t the kind who would ever act old. Paul was in front, cutting the lawn with a small power mower when I drove up.

I told him who I was and what I was doing and he told me to come out to the back yard where his wife was sunning herself.

Their opinion of Carol Destry differed sharply from the maid’s. Mrs. Martino said, “She knew all the gimmicks and she handled all the household money. I’d make out a list for whatever food was needed, and she’d order it. The same thing with Paul. She ordered the fertilizer and plants and told him what garage to take the cars to.”

“And the merchants would kick back to her?” I asked.

Mrs. Martino shrugged. “I couldn’t prove it — but what else?”

Paul winked at me. “My wife is bitter; usually all the kickbacks come to the housekeeper.”

I said, “I don’t suppose it would do any good to interrogate some of the merchants?”

He shook his head. “It was petty thievery, but common practice and they’d be insulted if you questioned them.”

“I’ve heard somewhere,” I told them, “that Miss Destry has stashed quite a bundle. But she certainly didn’t make it with this kind of petty larceny.”

“I don’t know what you call a bundle,” Paul answered, “but figure fifteen years of that.” He shook his head. “I wish I had it; I’d buy this whole damned mountain.”

“And,” Mrs. Martino added, “remember that Mr. Greene was in pain and under narcotics for a long time before the end. And getting senile. For the last three months before he died, he simply signed a handful of blank checks and Miss Destry used them without being checked. She could have milked plenty more those last few months.’“

There was a silence. This would make her look bad, but less of a murderer. Who would kill a goose that was spewing golden eggs?

Paul said quietly, “You’re not checking her financially anyway, are you?”

“Why not?” He smiled at me. “You’re wondering if she killed him, or you’re being paid to investigate by somebody who is wondering.”

I smiled back at him. “What gave you that idea? Do you think she killed him?”

“I wouldn’t want to say. It would only be a guess, and that wouldn’t be fair to her. Actually, we might dislike her only because she took away our chance of stealing a few dollars for ourselves.” Mrs. Martino sniffed.

“I’ll take your guess for what it is, simply a guess,” I said.

Paul Martino looked at his wife and back at me. “I think she could, if there was a dollar in it, some way. I think she could have figured she was in the will and she knew wills could be changed.”

“That’s a complicated guess,” I said. “Did you people know Elmer Duggan?”

They both nodded and Paul said, “Good kid. Mr. Greene thought the world and all of him.”

“Don’t you think there’s a sound possibility his death could be connected with Mr. Greene’s?”

They both nodded. Neither said anything. I asked, “Was there ever any poison around the house?”

“Nicotine,” Paul said, “and arsenic. But Doc West would have caught that, wouldn’t he?”

“Maybe. How else could he be murdered without a doctor getting wise to it?”

“I understand he had a heart condition. He could have been shocked, some way, couldn’t he?”

“Maybe. What was the nicotine and arsenic used for?”

“The nicotine for the roses and the arsenic for snails and the garden.”

“Wouldn’t you be in charge of that?” He nodded.

“Did you miss any?” He shook his head. “And to tell you the truth, I watched it real close.”

“Because you suspected Miss Destry might try something?”

Again, Paul Martino looked at his wife. There was a silence, which she broke. “Not Paul so much. I told him to watch the poison. I lived in that house with that woman for nine years, Mr. Puma.”

Paul grinned. “Honey, she wasn’t ever as bad as you thought her. No woman ever was.”

I asked lightly, “She never made a pitch for you, did she, Paul?”

“Hell, no,” he said. “And I wasn’t a bad-looking gent five or six years ago. Joe, that dame isn’t going to do any wooing among the lower classes. Any time she puts out, you can be damned sure she’s got a reason for it.”

“How about this Hawley?” I asked. “Is he loaded?”

“A phony,” Paul said. “He’s not getting in there. Anyway, he wasn’t before Mr. Greene died. Old Carol probably did a Dunn and Bradstreet on him and just used him for laughs after that. You have to remember that Greene wasn’t about to marry her, and Hawley was a handy man to take her out where she might meet somebody just as rich and single.”

“Hawley seems kind of important to her now,” I said. “That’s the impression I got, anyway.”

“Then there’s a reason,” he said. “Maybe he knows something that could hurt her.”

“Mary Valdez got terminal pay,” I said. “How about you two?”

Paul shook his head. “Mary left before he died, and Mr. Greene insisted on her getting the six months. We left after he died, and old man Winters never thought of terminal pay. That’s too modern for him.”

“Outside of that, what do you think of Winters? Did you know him?”

Paul shook his head again. “I’ve seen him at the house, but always as the servant. I guess he’s all right. Used to be quite a woman-chaser, I’ve heard.”

“I’ve heard that to. That’s a sad line, isn’t it, about the saddest in the language?”

He frowned. “What is?”

“That a man used to be a woman-chaser. I hope I step off before they use the past tense on me.”

Paul laughed and his wife sniffed and that’s the way I left them. I told them I’d be back if any other questions came to me, and they said that would be all right.





Chapter Ten

I ATE LUNCH DOWNTOWN in a lofty, ancient building that looked like adobe but probably wasn’t. It was now a cafeteria and a good one, complete with a string trio playing Spanish music. The Martinos hadn’t told me anything I hadn’t suspected, but their voicing of it had stimulated the old cerebrum regarding motivation for the murder of Dennis Greene. I had said to Doctor West that a man due to die in two hours might be killed in the first five minutes of it, but those had just been words and I had been trying ever since to imagine such a situation. I thought I had it now. A lead to it, at least. But going up against Carol Destry with accusations was a chore I had labored at yesterday to no avail. It didn’t figure that I’d be any more successful today. What then? A link in the motivation I might get from Winters, assuming I could get anything out of that old fox. I decided it was worth a try.

• • •

Winters had the same gentle smile on his refined face when I entered his office, but now I thought I noticed a new twinkle in his eye. Perhaps I was looking for it this time, because of his reputation. A man may lose his virility but never the twinkle the virile ones have.

“We meet again,” he said rather hammily and waved me to a chair.

“Against a background of new knowledge,” I added, and sat down.

He sat down, studying me, saying nothing.

“Miss Destry tells me you’re worried and fretful,” I said.

He frowned. “Concerned would be a better word. Have you been inquiring about my reputation, Mr. Puma?”

“Not specifically,” I said. “A number of people have volunteered the information that you were quite a ladies’ man in your time.” I thought he colored. His head went back a little. “The phrase I resent the most in that statement was the implication that my time was past.”

I chuckled. “I’m sure you’ve kept up. I’m sure you don’t call for them in a Marmon.”

He smiled thinly. “To get back to your original remark, my concern has to do with the doubt that seems to have been raised lately about the manner of Mr. Greene’s death.”

“That figures. Go on.” His eyes bored into me. “I trust you don’t feel that I’ve become emotionally involved with Miss Destry?”

“I never gave it more than a passing thought,” I consoled him. “Though I’m sure she has considered it. You’re undoubtedly wealthy, and Miss Destry is not age-conscious.”

He opened his mouth and stared at me. “I can do without the impertinence.”

“I’m sorry. It’s a natural attitude of mine, not based on malice.”

He paused for a moment before continuing. “I became concerned about this recent revelation, because I felt I had co-operated perhaps a little too much with Mr. Darbo in his documentation of the claim that Mr. Greene fully intended that Miss Destry should share in the estate. Mr. Greene and I were rather intimate and he had told me privately many times of his plans for Miss Destry.”

“I see. Actually then, there would be no reason for her to think she wouldn’t profit from his death?”

“That was prejudicially worded,” he said stiffly.

“All right, I’ll word it this way: She had shown she had patience by living with him for fifteen years. She could assume he would reward her in his will. He was due to die soon. She would have absolutely no reason to murder him, would she?”

It was quiet in the office. He stared at me in shock. Dimly I heard the sound of a typewriter from the outer office.

“Murder?” he asked hoarsely. “Miss Destry? You can’t be serious, Mr. Puma!”

“About murder,” I told him, “I’m always serious. Was there any indication, shortly before his death, that Mr. Greene had in any way changed his opinion of Miss Destry?”

“None,” he said firmly. “At any rate, no change that he voiced to me.”

“Okay,” I said. “I guess I can believe everything a man of your reputation would tell me, sir. Thanks.” I rose.

He said, “I assure you I would withhold nothing that might reveal truth, Mr. Puma. My reputation is the most important thing to me in this world.”

“Not quite,” I said. “Both of us know what the most important thing is. That’s one place where you and I are in complete agreement.”

“And what is that, sir?” he asked me.

“Women,” I told him, and smiled a good-by. Outside, some overcast had come in from the sea and the sun was blanketed. The day was gloomier and it matched my mood. I was a lot closer to the truth regarding the death of Dennis Greene than I had been on arriving in town, but to what purpose could I put the knowledge? Knowledge alone is never enough; courts demand proof. And many juries aren’t even convinced by proof. Proof, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder.

So what did I have but the knowledge in my own mind that Miss Destry was implicated in murder? So where could I head for but Halcyon Heights? I wish now I had picked a different time.

Because as I came around the second of the big curves that climbed to the Greene estate, I saw the three cars parked just off the road on the high grass.

One was Lenny’s Merc and one was Hawley’s Aston-Martin and the third was Don Malcolm’s slick T-bird. Lenny and Hawley weren’t in their cars; they were standing next to Don who was still in his.

The scene looked like it held some belligerence and it was really none of my business. Except that Don was my friend and he might be in trouble. My Plymouth joined its illustrious contemporaries at the side of the road and I walked back.

Don was looking white and scared, though not quite as scared after he saw me. Lenny and his Uncle Dave didn’t look scared at all when they saw me, but that was an error in judgment.

Hawley said, “Little private conference, Puma. Run along.”

I ignored him. I said to Don, “Trouble, kid?” He looked at me and gulped, neither nodding nor shaking his head, nor saying anything. Lenny said, “Beat it, crumb.” I looked at him and said calmly, “One more word out of you, gutless, and I’ll take your skinny body up in my two impressive hands and break your spine over my knee. Now, shut your silly mouth!”

Hawley smiled and said, “Talk to me that way, Puma.”

“In a minute,” I told him. I looked at Don. “Can you keep the mosquito out of my hair while I talk to Hawley, or should I backhand him to death?”

Don said, “I can take care of him and he knows it. They claim I told you something I wasn’t supposed to, Joe.”

“I can guess what that is,” I said. ‘Which one threw the rock through Miss Destry’s front window?”

Hawley said quickly, “When are you going to start talking to me, Puma?”

“Now,” I said, and turned to face him. “I’ve checked you, brown-nose. You’re a toadie and you’ve got muscles in your head and a big yellow streak down your back. I hope to have you in jail before the end of the week.”

“You — ” he said, and his right hand moved up. It was about a foot from my jaw when I caught him in the mouth, with my left. I could just have well popped him on the button, but I wanted to mark him a little first. It seemed important at the time.

The bastard pulled a cutie, then, one I would never expect from an idiot athlete, with their standards of fair play and all. He caught me in the shins with a heavy shoe.

That brought it down to my level and relieved my conscience. Frankly, I was a little leary of him in a fair, gentlemanly fight. I stepped on his foot and put the top of my head into his teeth. I wrestled him toward the car and managed to get my left hand on his throat. I drew the right back — and Lenny grabbed my arm.

I turned to give Lenny some attention as Don climbed out of his car on the other side. And while Lenny diverted me, Hawley threw the big right hand.

It was on target and I went down, my brain rattling. In my whirling vision, I saw Don going after Lenny and Hawley coming for me. He was coming for me through the air, his knees aimed at my chest. I was too dazed to crawl; I tried to roll. One knee caught me in the side, but I was lucky. His other knee hit the grass, and there was a rock in the grass and he yelled in pain as he hit. I rolled some more, hoping the bad knee would give me a moment’s respite.

I was on my knees and still shaky by the time he got up and came my way again, limping. His foot went back, and I could guess he would aim a big kick at my vulnerable face.

But he made a mistake. He drew back the foot of the leg that hadn’t been injured and that put all his weight on his bad knee. The leg crumpled as I crawled toward him.

He rolled and managed to get to his feet. My brain was clearing fast. I got up before he could come for me, and we circled, looking for an opening.

Behind me, I could hear Lenny cursing, but not a word from Don. I couldn’t afford to look around to see how they were doing.

Then, once again, Smiling Dave Hawley threw the right hand, and this time I didn’t try to mark him. I put the left inside the arc of his right and put my weight into it.

It caught him flush and he went down, cold as an ice cube. He hadn’t been down two seconds before a skinny body went hurtling past me and the boy named Lenny finally came to rest on the body of his unconscious uncle.

I turned to see Donald MacGregor Malcolm, Jr. licking the bleeding knuckles of his bony and patrician right hand: He grinned at me weakly.

“I’m glad we didn’t lose,” I said. “I feel sick enough as a winner. You know, that idiot athlete almost did it? I’d never be able to live down the shame of that.”

He took a deep breath and went over to lean against his car.

I followed him over. “What was their beef with you?” He flushed. “The night before last, Lenny and I watched your motel and saw Mrs. Greene come in. Then, last night, Lenny and Juan must have been watching, and Lenny phoned me to tell me to come over and watch the fun. They were going to call the police and tell them Mrs. Greene was there.”

“So you phoned me and they found out?”

“Lenny must have guessed. When he asked me today, I didn’t deny it. Then his uncle came along and Lenny flagged him down, and about ten seconds after that, you came along.”

“And what were you doing up here?”

“I live up here, three houses above Greene’s.

“I see. And did one of you kids throw that rock through the window, the rock that scared Miss Destry?”

Don stared at me, saying nothing.

“If you’ve some adolescent antipathy about informing,” I told him sternly, “now would be a time to grow up. There’s a murder involved in this, possibly two murders.”

“I’m not sure,” he said finally, “but I think Lenny threw that rock through her window. And I think she asked him to do it.”

“Miss Destry-?” He nodded. “Lenny never openly admitted it, but he kind of kidded around about it to Juan and me.”

“And still, knowing that, you thought I might be involved in Elmer Duggan’s death? Wouldn’t Miss Destry be a more likely suspect?”

“Sure. But you were working for her. Anyway, we thought you were. You were staying there.”

“I had been fired by her before I ever met you kids.”

“We didn’t know that. Anyway, I didn’t.”

“I’ve got a hunch Lenny did, though. I’ve got a hunch Lenny Knows a lot of things he doesn’t tell you and Juan.”

Don nodded agreement, saying nothing. He sucked at a knuckle and spit blood onto the dry grass.

I said, “We’d better get out of here. One of the neighbors might have called the police.”

He nodded again and looked at me questioningly. “Who do you think killed Elmer Duggan, Joe?”

“I have no idea,” I said. “If we find out Mr. Greene was murdered and Miss Destry was in on it, we should find out who killed Elmer.” I looked at the pair still unconscious on the ground and back at Don. “Are you going to be all right? Are you scared?”

“Of them? He shook his head. “If I learn anything, I’ll phone you. I want to help.”

“All right. But be careful, boy. Be very careful.” The pair on the ground were stirring as Don took off. They were both on their feet by the time I started the Plymouth up the hill again. They were walking toward their cars as I went around the curve, out of sight.

At the Greene home, Mrs. Trapp told me Miss Destry was in town, shopping, and was there any message?

I told her there was none and was walking back to my car when a new Olds pulled in with Jack Darbo behind the wheel. He called to me as I was getting into my car.

I waited for him. He didn’t look happy as he walked over toward me but he didn’t look angry either, as he had the last few times we’d met. He simply looked worried.

He said, “I just left Winters’ office.”

“What a coincidence,” I said. “So did I.”

“I know. I saw you leave as I was parking. Joe, what are you trying to do?”

“I’m trying to find a murderer,” I said. “To tell you the truth, your client is beginning to look more like one every hour.”

He stared at me. “That’s strong and irresponsible language.”

“I’m telling you what I think.” I said. “I don’t know what you’ve got on Winters, or whether you have got anything on him, but there have been a hell of a lot of shenanigans going on around this house that you should be aware of, if you’re half as bright as you like to consider yourself.”

“Take it easy,” he said. “Don’t get righteous with me, Joe Puma. I know your reputation and you know mine. And if you think you have something for the Grievance Committee of the Bar Association, I am here and now begging you to take it to them.”

“Your career isn’t that important to me. But consider this — Miss Destry told me she fired the lawyer who preceded you because she thought he was too stuffy. In her lexicon, that could mean ethical.”

He took a deep breath and continued to stare.


“Think, think, think, think — ” I said, and left him with that sage advice.

Maybe it wasn’t so sage. I had thought, thought, thought and thought, and where was I? Riding down a quiet residential road in my dusty Plymouth, that’s where I was, a bruised and aching man going nowhere.

The road turned, circling the small lake at the bottom of the hill. This was on the Halcyon Country Club property and a foursome was coming along the fairway that bordered the lake. And off the side of the road here, a Continental was parked and a woman who looked like Mona Greene was out on the pier talking with a man who looked, from this distance, an awful lot like Chief Slauson.

That could be; they were probably both members of the club. I wasn’t. I drove on toward the motel.

I was still sore from my pugilistic exertion and my brain retained a few rattles. A hot shower and a jolt of bourbon made my body less sore and my brain less rattled.

I sat down with the typewriter after that. I added today’s adventures to the rest and they totaled futility. Unless Mona Greene insisted on exhumation, we weren’t going to get anywhere. And even if she did, how far would we get?

Doctor West might be in trouble with the County Medical Society, but arsenic wouldn’t prove murder. I wondered if that had been Chief Slauson Mona Greene was talking to on the pier. And I wondered if she was talking about her late husband with him.

I went out to the pool for a while and soaked in the warm afternoon sun. Guilt nagged me; I was loafing on Mrs. Greene’s time, but I needed peace of mind enough to consider this case rationally.

It didn’t seem logical to me that Carol Destry or Hawley had been able to kill Elmer Duggan in the length of time they had stayed out at the car that night. Of course, they could have stabbed him before they came home.

That was highly doubtful, though. Unless Lieutenant Ortega was a lot less efficient than I believed him to be, Hawley and Miss Destry had been checked in detail for their actions of that evening.

I picked up some groceries at the supermarket and made my own dinner. I was reading a Los Angeles paper I had bought when Mona Greene phoned.

“Hello,” I said cheerfully. “Was that your car I saw over near the country club?”

“It was. Why?”

“I just wondered. You were out on the pier talking to Slauson, weren’t you?”

“I was. Are you checking me?”

“No. Was your conversation with the chief anything I should know about?”

“I don’t know. I can tell you this, though. He is also president of the Halcyon Country Club and they’ve been leasing the land from me and he wanted to know if they could buy it now. I guess the club is finally solvent.”

“I see,” I said. “What are you doing?”

“At the moment, I’m talking to you. I’ve just finished a dull book. Why do you ask?”

“Oh, I’m bored.”

“So am I,” she said. “Why do you think I phoned?” I felt less bored. I said nothing. She said, “I’ve let the maid use my car to go into Ventura to see some relatives. She’ll be back around two o’clock. I told her not to come back any earlier than that.”

“I’m on the way,” I told her. When I got there, she was on the balcony looking out at the ocean. Beyond the ocean, the hills were beginning to hide the setting sun.

“Mix us a pair of drinks,” she said, “and come out here and tell me about your day.”

I did as she suggested. When I’d finished telling her about my day, she said, “You really didn’t have much fun until you fought with this Hawley person, did you?”

“I wouldn’t call that fun,” I said. She chuckled. “Not for a reasonable human being. But I’ll bet you enjoyed every second of it, particularly when you hit him.”

“Get off my back,” I said. “Nobody’s perfect. Do you know young Malcolm?”

“I know his father very well. They’re a fine family. So his son was one of those three hoodlums?”

“He’s a good kid. That Lenny punk, Hawley’s nephew, had young Malcolm on the wrong road for a while, but he’s off it now. I don’t suppose you know Hawley? Even if he belonged to the right clubs, he’d be out of your clique.”

“I don’t belong to any clique, Mr. Puma. Anyone who was friendly with Carol Destry would naturally be outside my circle of acquaintanceship.”

“Naturally,” I said wearily. “Why don’t you call me Mr. Puma when we’re making love?”

She stared at me, the blue eyes frigid. “Why don’t you get off the vulgarity kick for one evening?”

“You bring it out of me,” I said. “You and your everything for appearances. For an intelligent, communicative woman, you can occasionally get unbearably stuffy.”

She continued to stare at me. Then the eyes softened. “I’ve been told almost exactly that before.” She paused. “By another man, a man I knew long ago.”

“Dennis Greene?” She shook her head. She stared out at the water.

“I like you,” I said. “I think a lot of you and think of you a lot. But you should be married.”

She smiled sadly. “Is that an offer?” I shook my head. “I could never marry a rich woman. It would destroy me.” I finished my drink and stood up.

Maybe it was the memory of that other man, the man who had made her sad, but she was a tiger that night. Demanding, active, artful, noisy and writhing, insatiable and full of physical fury.

It was almost as much fun as fighting Hawley. I won’t lie; it was more.

And when we’d finished, she asked a strange thing. She asked, “Do you love me, Joe Puma?”

“Now I do. Right now and ever since we finished that drink. But I love easily; I love at the drop of an eyelid, so maybe my loving you now isn’t much of a compliment.

“Now’s enough for now.” She smiled, and then began to cry a little.

“What was he like?” I asked her, “this man who told you almost exactly what I did?”

“Don’t pry,” she said. “Don’t be a detective when you’re off duty.”

Something clicked in my mind, fighting for cognizance. I reached for it mentally and it disappeared. I said, “I wasn’t being a detective. It’s one-thirty, Mona. The maid will be back soon.” She nodded. “You’d better go. And Joe, don’t be disheartened about your apparent lack of success. You’ve learned a lot and you’ll learn more.”

• • •

I was back at the motel in ten minutes and sound asleep five minutes after that. And it seemed like ten minutes after that when somebody rang my front doorbell, incessantly and insistently.

I got up swearing and stubbed my toe before I could find the light switch. I stumbled to the door and opened it.

And there stood Sergeant Purvis. The silly son-of-a-bitch had a mean smile on his face and a gun pointed right at my belly.

“Get some clothes on,” he said. “I’ve finally got you where I want you.”





Chapter Eleven

AND WHERE IS THAT?” I asked him mildly.

“In front of my gun. Come on, move! You’re on your way to Headquarters.”

“Why?”

“So you can be charged with murder and held for trial.”

“Take it easy,” I said. “Come in; I’m getting cold.” He came in, the gun steady in his hand. He closed the door behind him without turning around.

“Let’s make some sense,” I said. “If I’m to be charged with suspicion of murder, I’d like to know which murder.”

“Don’t talk, he said, “Just get dressed. Don’t stall or talk or make any unnecessary moves or I’ll consider it resisting arrest.” His voice was trembling.

The bastard wanted to shoot me; it hadn’t been fear that had made his voice tremble. I dressed without talking or stalling or making any unnecessary moves, and went out with him to the car.

Another officer was in the car, a uniformed man. He drove, and I sat in back with Purvis, saying nothing, trying to imagine which murder he could possibly connect me with. It had to be Elmer Duggan’s.

When we came into the station, I said to the man at the desk, “I would like to talk with the man in charge.”

The man at the desk smiled. “You’re with him, Mr. Puma. He brought you in.”

Some town, a lousy sergeant in charge at night. Some town.

Purvis said, “This way, Puma.”

“I’d like to make phone call,” I said. “I’m permitted to make one call, am I not?”

“Later,” Purvis said. “Are you coming?” His voice trembled.

“Here I come,” I said lightly, “ready or not.”

“And keep some respect in your voice,” he said. “Is that clear?”

I nodded and followed him down the hall. At the far end, he opened a door to his right, and we went into a small and lighted and occupied room.

The occupant was a uniformed man. But he didn’t have his jacket on. He was a big man, an ugly man, pockmarked and slope-shouldered and in need of a shave — a sloppy cop. A sloppy, mean cop, I would guess.

There was a small table in the room and a couple of straight-backed chairs and one stiff, wooden chair with arms and a high back. The unshaded 250-watt bulb was above this and slightly in front of it.

“Sit there,” Purvis said, “and start talking.” He pointed at the chair with arms.

The fat officer moved it back a few inches, so the light would be more directly in my face.

I sat down and looked between them. Fatso licked his lips like a hungry cat. I looked at the floor.

Purvis said, “We’re waiting.”

“I don’t know what to talk about,” I said. “This sort of thing might be okay in Georgia or Miami, Sergeant, but Chief Slauson won’t stand still for it.”

“What sort of thing?” he asked quietly.

“Threatening me. Trying to pull a fast one with lard-ass here in the middle of the night, just because you’re in charge. You won’t get away with it.”

The fat man moved over to stand directly in front of me. “What did you call me?”

I looked up at him. “Nothing. Do you want to identify yourself? We might meet again.”

The back of his hand came around and caught me high on the cheek. My head thudded against the hard back of the chair and I started to get up.

“Don’t move,” Purvis said. “Don’t move a muscle.” I stopped, half in, half out of the chair. I stared at the gun in his hand and sat back quietly. I said softly, “I want a lawyer. I don’t know what you’re trying to pull and I’m not going to say anything until I get a lawyer.”

The fat man said, “Just tell us where you were between midnight and one o’clock. Just tell us that and we’ll check it and maybe you won’t need a lawyer.”

Between midnight and one o’clock. So that was Purvis’ game. He must have known where I was and wanted to discredit me and smear her and completely alienate Lieutenant Ortega. I asked, “Tonight? What difference does it make where I was between midnight and one o’clock tonight? What happened then?”

“You know what happened,” Purvis said.

“A lot of things might have happened. But when you picked me up, you said the charge was suspicion of murder.”

He nodded. “Tell us about it.”

“I’ll try to,” I said, “if you’ll tell me which murder you’re talking about, Greene’s or Duggan’s.”

“I’m not talking about Greene or Duggan,” he said, “and you know it. I’m talking about the murder Doc West said took place between midnight and one o’clock tonight.”

“It’s the first I’ve heard of it,” I said. “Who was killed?”

“Don’t lie to us,” Fatso said. “There’s been nothing but trouble in this town since you came. Start talking and save yourself some lumps.”

I said nothing. Somewhere a switch clicked and there was the whirring sound of a fan. The room was already hot; I assumed it wasn’t the heating system fan.

“Lost your tongue?” Purvis asked.

“Not my tongue, my mind,” I told him. “This whole scene is ridiculous. I must be dreaming.”

“It’s simple enough,” he said. “We just want to know where you were tonight.”

“Get me a stenographer,” I said, “and let me phone a lawyer and we can all get together for a statement.”

I could feel the draft of the blower now, and it had been a heating fan. Warm air poured into the hot room. It had been a debilitating evening and a short sleep; nausea stirred faintly in my stomach.

Fatso said quietly, “He wants to play it cool, Sergeant. He’s stalling. He’s tricky.”

Sergeant Purvis nodded. He smiled and pulled one of the other chairs over closer to mine.

I said, “Could I have a drink of water? I’m a little nauseous.”

He nodded and went out. Fatso moved closer and I could smell his B.O. now. My nausea grew.

He said, “The sergeant is trying to be a gentleman. I don’t figure a police officer has to be a gentleman around a crummy shamus.”

“You’ve got a point there,” I said politely. “As soon as I’m properly represented by an attorney, I’ll tell you anything he advises me to tell you. Phone Mr. Winters of Winters, Delamater, Hartford and Smith. Or let me phone him.”

He laughed quietly. “Winters? He wouldn’t be seen in the same room with a slob like you, Puma. Who you trying to kid?”

“Phone him,” I said. “Or get Lieutenant Ortega or Chief Slauson. They should be down here, anyway, if there’s been another murder. Haven’t they been notified?”

“Sergeant Purvis is in charge,” he said softly.

“Okay. Throw me into a cell, then, and I’ll wait for them. Or a lawyer. I didn’t kill anybody and I think you both know it. I want to go to sleep. I’m tired and I’m sick.” Sweat ran down my chest.

“You can get sicker,” he said. Then Sergeant Purvis came in with a big paper cup full of water and I drank it down without stopping.

And knew as I finished that it had held something besides water. Anger moved through me, and I fought it, knowing it was the drug that was killing my caution. My hands began to tremble violently.

I took a firm grip on the arms of the chair and said evenly, “I need a doctor. Please! Quick!”

Fatso laughed and came over to slap my face. The world exploded into a red flame and I was up and out of the chair, reaching for his fat neck.

He hadn’t expected that quick a reaction; he stumbled, trying to back up and my right hand found his neck and my knee found his groin. He went down and I was on top of him.

And in that second, I thought of Purvis standing over both of us, an armed Purvis. And though it was usually an advantage, being on top of a man, I didn’t think it was an advantage at the moment. I rolled to the right as Fatso got halfway up.

The bulk of him must have been between Purvis and me, though I couldn’t see either of them clearly. But I heard Purvis shout, “Out of the way, Schultz!”

But Schultz had been kneed in the groin and choked and he wasn’t thinking too well at the moment. Rage had replaced whatever reason he normally operated on. The bulk of him was shadowed by the big bulb overhead as he closed in on me.

I was up against the wall and my knees were starting to bend and only the wall was holding me now. Schultz came in and something smashed against the side of my face and my head bounced against the wall and I groped at it futilely, scratching the smooth plaster with my fingernails, fighting for any support that would keep me aloft and functioning.

Then I was down and he was booting me in the ribs. And just before the darkness came, I thought I heard someone shout, “Stop that! God damn it, stop that!”

And it didn’t seem to be Purvis’ voice but maybe it was only a hallucination, the wishful dreams of a doomed man. The night came down like thunder.

• • •

The hospital was north, on the highway leading out of town. It was in the real country and I could see the hills to the north and east through my window and a new housing development that had sprung up around the new school to the north.

Four ribs had been broken and one of them had bothered the head staff man here; they had thought it might have pierced my lung. But it hadn’t, and I was alive and almost human. I was glad of that, and surprised, too.

The first time I came to, Ortega was there. He told me who had died. Hawley. He had been found in the lake on the Halcyon Country Club property, his feet above the surface, strange as that may seem, and his head in the mud at the shallow end of the lake. There had been a rock tied around his neck.

A real rational killer. First a screwdriver and then this.

Ortega said, “Naturally, considering the fight you had with him in the afternoon that the Devlin boy told us about, Purvis went directly to your motel to pick you up.”

“Don’t say naturally, Lieutenant. And who is the Devlin boy?”

“Hawley’s nephew.”

“Oh yes, Lenny.” He nodded. “And why shouldn’t I call it natural?”

“Because there’s nothing natural about your sweet Sergeant Purvis. He’s a sick man, Lieutenant.”

“You could have saved yourself a lot of trouble by simply telling them where you were between midnight and one o’clock.”

“No, I couldn’t.”

“Do you want to tell me where you were then?” I shook my head. “I want to tell Chief Slauson. Would you tell him I’d like to speak with him? Would you tell him he’s the only man from the San Valdesto Police Department that I’ll ever talk to?”

He flushed. “It might interest you to know that both Sergeant Purvis and Officer Schultz are under temporary suspension. It might interest you to know that if I hadn’t come down to Headquarters when I did, Schultz might have done you a lot more damage.”

“I can believe,” I said evenly, “that Chief Slauson suspended Schultz and Purvis. But you didn’t save my life; Schultz did.”

He stared at me, frowning. “You’re still not well, are you?”

“No, I’m not. And if you don’t mind, I’d like to be alone.”

He colored again. The light of resentment was once again in his eyes.

He said, “I’ll tell the chief you want to see him. I’m sorry you feel about me as you do.”

I closed my eyes. It was a number of seconds after that when I heard my door close.

Chief Slauson came that afternoon, the man who was built like Gregory Peck and combed his hair like Herbert Hoover. He smiled and said I was looking better than he had expected I would.

I said, “Do you want me to tell you where I was between midnight and one o’clock of the fateful night?”

“I already know,” he said. “Mrs. Greene came in and talked with me, and I believe her implicitly, of course.”

“Of course,” I said. “But would you believe her just as implicitly if she didn’t own the land your lousy country club was on?”

He smiled. “I see you’re not a golfer.”

“What you see is that I’m a poor man. I guess you can’t help that; it was a thing you were automatically conditioned to notice.”

He took a deep breath and stared at me. He sat down in the straight chair and said quietly. “Let’s get to the beginning of this new attitude. When did it start?”

“It started on the first day, when I drove up to Halcyon Heights to see Miss Destry. It was buttressed by Ortega warning me that Purvis had some big connections in this town, by your admission that too much trouble would be caused by an exhumation of Dennis Green’s body, by Ortega’s regard for Doctor West, by all the pussyfooting that has been going on ever since — ” I stopped and put a hand to my head. “You’re giving me a headache.”

“And if you’ll pardon the vulgarism, you’re giving me a pain in the ass,” he said. “Because two officers, now suspended, got out of line, you think it’s grounds for one of your phony lectures. You’re hurt and you’re hurting, but you don’t know the first damned thing about running a police department and you’d make a bad officer, I don’t mind telling you. My department serves every citizen in this town fairly and adequately without thought to their station in life, their politics or their various religions. I don’t care if you believe that or not but don’t you ever lecture me! You’re not morally or technically qualified for that.”

“Okay,” I said. “Good afternoon, Chief.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “We understand each other now.” He paused. “And I can use your help.”

“My help? I thought I’d make a bad officer?”

“You would. But you make a very effective private investigator and I don’t mind admitting that you’ve been a big help.” He chuckled. “Ye gods, are you sensitive, too, a man with your arrogance?”

“It’s my sensitivity that makes me arrogant, Chief. And my ribs are making me unreasonable. Don’t crowd me; I’ll go quietly.”

“Go? Go where?”

“Back to the Los Angeles lambs, back to the corn-belt refugees. Your tigers have torn out my guts. “I’ve had it, Chief. I’m sick and defeated; I’m going home.”

“Don’t con me,” he said. “Tell the others anything you want to, but don’t try it with me.” He stood up. “You get in touch with me as soon as you find a new place.” Right from the start the bastard could read my mind. I looked at him steadily and said, “I’m going home. Spread the word and put the murders into the forgotten file; all will be serene again.”

He smiled. “Rest and get well. When you’re in the new place, let me know. I think we can work together.”

The man not only refused to pity me; he refused me the solace of self-pity. He left and the nurse came in.

“Get the doctor,” I told her. “I’m getting bored on my back. I want to get out of here.”





Chapter Twelve

THE PLACE I FOUND wasn’t much more than a one-room cabin, though not in any sense Ozarkian. It was furnished beautifully; it had been an artist’s home for six years. It was high above the city, behind the Mission, deep in the hills, my nearest neighbor almost three blocks away. I put the car in the garage and kept the garage door closed.

I poached four eggs and ate them on toast with three glasses of warm milk. I cleaned my .38 and went out onto the back patio to watch the sun go down.

When it got dark I phoned Mona Greene.

“What happened to you?” she asked me. “I went to the hospital and they told me you had left. I went to the motel and they told me you had checked out and gone back to Los Angeles.”

“If anybody should ask you,” I said, “that’s what happened.”

“And where the devil are you?”

“In a lonesome cabin. It belongs to an artist, a man named Hockins.”

“I know him and I know the place,” she said. “Is he there, too?”

“No. I’m alone.”

“And lonesome,” she said. “Well, for your information, no sex tonight.”

“What do you think I am, insatiable? I’m sick, lady.”

“I’ll come up there,” she said. “I don’t want to talk too much over the phone.”

“Come up the back way,” I said, “past the reservoir.”

“For heaven’s sake, why?”

“Never mind why. With three men dead, would I have trivial reasons?”

“I guess not. All right, Joe. I’m on the way. I’ll bring some oysters or something and we can light a fire in that big fireplace and sit around like virgins.”

Why was she so damned rich? And thirty-seven? She would have made the kind of wife I had always wanted. In the big fireplace, the fire was already laid, with kindling beneath and two big oak logs on top. Below, all the lights of the city were visible and the lights of the cars on the through highway, west of town. She brought smoked oysters and delicatessen rye bread and kosher corned beef and likewise pickles and some deluxe coffee she liked that cost two dollars and a half a pound.

Brother, it was better than necking, almost. And she talked about the town. Before she had lived here she had visited here every summer and she knew the people and their tangled lines of influence and animosity. And after we talked and ate and watched the fire, it was time for Oscar Levant, who was running a local TV show from Los Angeles.

She left soon after. I kissed her lightly and watched her black Continental prowl along the back road to town until her headlights were out of sight.

My clothes had come while I had been in the hospital and I put on a heavy corduroy car coat and my .38 and got into the Plymouth. The car was cold and my ribs were sore and if the anger still hadn’t burned in me, I wouldn’t have gone out on such a cold night. But to leave this town without vengeance for my night of indignity would be unthinkable. I headed for Halcyon Heights.

I went past the lake where Smiling Dave Hawley had died with his head in the mud. I went up past the glade where Don Malcolm and I had won a major victory. I drove past the house where Dennis Greene had died and around the turn.

I found some tire tracks in the grass where lovers had undoubtedly driven up into the live oaks and shrubbery that would screen them from the road. Now, why hadn’t Elmer Duggan pulled in here, out of sight? There was a semi-clue.

I parked and walked up the path to the spot where Elmer had been stabbed with his own screwdriver. I remembered the huge boxers who had slobbered at me from behind the galvanized wire fence, but there was no sound from them tonight. Maybe they were accustomed to spooners coming up here or maybe they were kept in the house nights.

There was a car parked in the Greene parking area and though it was near the overhead floodlight, I couldn’t see the license number from where I stood. I edged closer, keeping to the shadows of the bushes along the slope.

It was a Buick hardtop and the license number was now readable. I put it into my notebook and retreated up the slope into the shadowed vantage point. It was a car I hadn’t remembered seeing before, but the woman must have had a lot of friends I had never seen.

It was cold on the knoll, a damp cold from the ocean, and this could be a pointless vigil I was keeping. But everything had revolved around her; she was the hub in this wheel of violence.

To the east, headlights moved along the highway and above them, a single pair of headlights was coming down the winding narrow road through the pass. The stars were clear and the moon a sharp sliver in the black night sky.

Carol Destry was a poised girl. She was a real hard-shelled cutie and it figured she hadn’t broken down over the death of David Hawley. There would be little point in going up against her again; she was undoubtedly covered all the way.

Another car came up the driveway now, Jack Darbo’s Olds. It pulled next to the Buick and Darbo got out. I thought he studied the Buick for a minute or so before going up to the front door.

I stayed where I was, the cold seeping into my bones and my ribs beginning to ache in a pulsating pain, tuned to the beat of my heart. From some house within hearing distance, I heard the grind of an automobile starter and the voices of guests saying good night.

All I had to keep me warm was my resentment and that was cooling. I wanted a cigarette but feared to light a match.

It seemed like an hour later, but could have been much sooner, when the front door of the Greene house opened and a man came out. I heard him say, “We’ll talk again, Mr. Darbo, but frankly, the events of the last few days — ”

From within the house, a man’s voice answered and I had to assume it was Darbo’s though I couldn’t recognize it. The door closed and the man who had come out headed for the Buick. It was Mr. Winters, and that was one license number I didn’t have to look up.
 
The Buick went away and there was no activity in sight again. I sat down and lighted a cigarette under the shelter of my car coat. The ground was cold but no colder than my rump. I continued to sit.

And now another car came up the Greene driveway and I soon saw it was a Cadillac. It parked next to the Olds and a tall, slim man in a topcoat got out. A General Motors show, we were having.

The tall man, as though prescient, stood for a moment under the glare of the floodlight, looking directly at me, not moving a muscle. I was glad I had finished the cigarette. I wondered if any of its smoke had drifted down that way.

He turned, then, and as he turned, I saw his profile. It was Chief Slauson. He headed for the house.

 What was cute Miss Carol doing, repairing all her fences? Or perhaps holding a stockholders’ meeting? She had not spent the fifteen years in vain; she had learned to be represented by counsel when conferring with the law.

On the road below, a car moved blaringly, its tires squealing, and Slauson turned to look that way as he stood in front of the door. It passed under a street lamp and I saw it was Lenny Devlin’s souped-up Mercury.

I could understand now why Elmer Duggan had chosen to stand here; the whole neighborhood was visible to some degree and the road that serviced most of the houses. And above him was the house of his friend, Donald Malcolm. Tomorrow, I would phone Don.

Chief Slauson went into the house and now another car came up the driveway. I had hit a jackpot night. This was an ancient Studebaker, as dusty as my Plymouth.

This one parked in the shadows, but the driver would have to walk past the floodlight to get to the front door. And when he did, I saw it was Doctor West.

A statement for the press; was that the reason for this confab? Were they all getting together in their San Valdesto way to agree on the lies the papers would be told?

Easy, Puma, I told myself. Slauson would have no part of that. And neither, I was sure, would Jack Darbo. He was representing his client fully, but his co-operation would stop short of protecting a murderess.

But was she a murderess? What did I have on her? Nothing but the suspicions of my resentful mind.

Elmer Duggan, too, had been suspicious of her. And he had stood where I now stood, watching, waiting for any visitor that might give him a lead to her allies. Who had stood with him? Who had found him here, after seeing his car on the road and guessing that Elmer was up here spying on Miss Destry? But if Elmer had come up here with his killer, it was logical to guess he had thought the killer a friend.

Lenny Devlin? Juan? Don Malcolm? I winced at the thought. I don’t like to think of kids as killers, though newspapers will show the fallacy in that almost any day.

My teeth began to chatter but I waited another half an hour before I decided no more visitors were coming.

At the cabin, the fire was still glowing in the huge fireplace and I killed my chill with a hot toddy. Mona had brought the papers when she came, but they would still be readable tomorrow. I could enjoy them with my leisurely breakfast, like a country gentleman.

As I undressed, I thought of the fat Schultz. He, too, was a part of the town. His wife was Doctor West’s niece. If there is anything smaller than a small world, it is a small town.

I slept without dreams, my resentment seeping out of me; my resolve holding firm.

In the morning, I had the sniffles, but I had earned them. I made a pitcher of hot lemonade and ate a light breakfast while I read the local and Los Angeles newspapers Mona had brought.

I was getting more ink than I deserved, particularly in the local sheet which unfairly emphasized that San Valdesto hadn’t had an Anglo murder for eleven months before my unfortunate appearance on the scene. Now they’d had two in less than a week. It was a good thing, the paper stated, that I had left town.

Evidently the paper hadn’t been informed of the possibility that Dennis Greene’s death had been a murder. The higher echelon that had met with Carol Destry last night had decided to withhold that information for a while, apparently.

I washed my dishes and went out into the sun of the rear yard with the field glasses I had found in the cabin. I sat where I wasn’t too obviously prying, and aimed the glasses on my rural neighbor, two sharp turns of the road below. There was a Chevy in the parking area in front of the garage and it looked to me like Elmer Duggan’s car. Was it possible that Patricia Duggan had taken the day off from the travel bureau to visit my neighbor?

I was about to put the glasses down when a man came out from the side door of the house and climbed into the Chevy.

It wasn’t quite a man; it was a boy. It was Juan. It could still be Elmer’s car. If Patricia Duggan didn’t drive, she might be using Juan as a chauffeur and letting him use the car as recompense for the service.

I waited to see if anyone else would come out, but no one did. I went into the house and wrote down the license number. Then I phoned the Malcolm home.

Donald Jr. was out, some woman informed me, but was there a message?

“None,” I told her. “When could I catch him in?”

“At lunch time,” she said. “He’s taking a summer course at San Valdesto Junior College, but he’ll be home for lunch.” She would be glad to tell him I called, if I would leave my name.

I told her I would call again at lunch, that I was a friend of a friend of his and my name would have no meaning for him.

I hung up and Mona phoned almost immediately. She told me, “I’ve just had a visit from Chief Slauson. He doesn’t believe you’ve left town.”

“He’s a smart one. What did you tell him?”

“I told him he had better watch his tongue, or I’d run the price of that country club land to twenty thousand an acre. I told him if you contacted me, I’d be sure to let him know. You’re not contacting me like you used to, Puma.”

“No, but I’d like to. When do you think I can again?”

“About Wednesday. Wasn’t it nice last night, wasn’t it fun?” I told her it had been. And I told her, “Chief Slauson was over to see Miss Destry last night.” I told her of the others who had been there.

“My!” she said. “The old town hall meeting. You were prowling last night, after I left, were you?”

“I thought nights would be best. There’s less chance of being recognized at night, or for my car to be identified from any distance. I imagine there are a number of citizens eager to take pot-shots at me about now.”

“I suppose. Are you frightened?”

“A little.”

“Couldn’t I bring dinner over around, say six o’clock?”

“Of course.”

“I’ll do that, then. Isn’t it fun, playing virgin?” I told her it was more fun than chess. I had never liked chess. I reminded her to use the back road. Then I went out in the yard again to check and see if my neighbor had a dog.

At half an hour past noon, I phoned Don again and this time he was home. I told him, “You’re one of two people who know I’m in town, now. I don’t want it to go any further. Could I see you some time this afternoon?”

He told me he’d be up in an hour and I told him to use the back road so he wouldn’t be driving past the home of my neighbor.

I was just finishing lunch when he came. He seemed nervous to me.

“Trouble?” I asked him. “From the family, maybe?” He shook his head. “No. They haven’t given me any trouble since the day we ganged you. I’m worried about Lenny.”

“The way you handled him the other day, you shouldn’t be.”

“I’m thinking of you,” he explained. “Lenny swears he’ll kill you if he runs into you. He doesn’t believe you went back to Los Angeles.”

“And what’s his beef with me?” Don gulped. “He thinks you killed his uncle.”

“The kid’s crazy. First Elmer and now his uncle-where is he getting all this misinformation?”

Don shrugged and went over to a window to look down at the city. With his back to me, he said, “If Lenny thought I was working with you, I don’t know what he’d do. I’ve got a fifteen-year-old sister, Joe, and a thirteen-year-old brother.”

“Maybe you’d better not help me, then,” I said. “So long, Don.”

He turned around. “Elm was my friend. What did you want me to do?”

I gave him the list of names I had typed. “I want you to find out what kind of cars these people drive and what the license numbers are.”

He looked at the list. “I can do that easily enough.” He looked up at me again. “Joe, you weren’t involved in any way with Elmer’s death, were you?”

“I swear to you that I wasn’t, Don. And I think I can promise you that I’ll know the killer before I leave town, and so will the police.”

He brightened. “You’ve got a lead?”

“A dim one. Don, don’t be too friendly with Juan or with Lenny, will you? They’re getting bad advice from someone.”

“I’ll be careful,” he promised. He looked at the list again. “I think I see a pattern.”

“You’d make a good cop,” I told him. “Patterns, those are what we look for.”

He looked at the list for a third time and his voice was low. “Lenny, Lenny, Lenny — he’s a wild one. He’s crazy, that kid.”

“And Juan could be as dangerous. Does he carry a knife?”

Don nodded. “And when he isn’t carrying that, he’s got this gadget he made, a screwdriver with the blade filed down to a needle point.”

There was a silence. He looked uncomfortable and I looked at him.

Finally, he said, “He didn’t used to be that way. Lenny, either. It’s just in the last couple months — ”

“You grew up,” I explained, “and they didn’t. Okay, Don, you check on those license numbers if you think you can do it without getting involved in violence.”

“It’s a breeze,” he said. “Don’t call me; I’ll call you.” He left and I washed the lunch dishes and stretched out for a little nap. There was work to be done tonight and I still hadn’t completely recuperated from my beating.

It was a troubled sleep. Once I thought I heard a hotrod thunder past outside and another time I was sure I heard footsteps on the driveway. The principals in the action of the last few days moved through my half-dreams and the figure of Juan kept recurring on the scene. I wondered who he was related to. Or, for the sake of grammar, to whom he was related.
 
At four o’clock I rose, wet with perspiration, and my sinus headache back to nag me. I bathed carefully around my taped ribs so as not to loosen the adhesive. The doctor at the hospital had warned me the bandaging should be changed soon, but perhaps I’d be able to come out of hiding in time.

At five o’clock, I was out in the back yard when the Cadillac drove up to my neighbor’s house. It stayed there a long time.

By six o’clock, when Mona came, the Martinis had been in the refrigerator for two hours, with the glasses. And the salad I had made with my tender touch was keeping crisp there too.

“My,” she said, “aren’t you the thoughtful one?” I kissed her forehead. She stepped back to study me. “You don’t look right, Joe. Are you feeling all right?”

“I’ve a headache and my ribs are bothering me. Don’t worry about me.”

She asked softly, “Does anybody?” I shook my head. “How about you?”

“Nobody worries about me, either,” she said. She expelled her breath and smiled at me. “Shall we welter in a little private orgy of self-pity?”

“You should be married,” I said.

“So you’ve said before.” She poured us a pair of Martinis and sat next to me on the twelve-foot davenport. “This gentlemen I mentioned before, he was Italian, too.”

“A local?”

“Oh, no. I met him in Naples. He’s still there. A — a charming man.”

“And,’ I guessed, “though he rang some bells in you, you couldn’t help thinking that underneath all the charm he was simply a foreign fortune-hunter.”

She stared at me. “How did you know that?”

“Because it’s so standard,” I said. “And so many of your attitudes are, too. You’ve been rich too long to properly enjoy life.”

“I’ve been rich long enough to know the money alone is lure enough for most men.

“So okay, stay single. Greene soured you for any genuine men.”

She said nothing, turning her drink in her hand and staring into space.

I said, “You’re thirty-seven. At thirty-seven, you aren’t as likely to get bored with marriage as you were at twenty-five. At thirty-seven the froth is gone and so is the need for the lace valentines. You’re mature enough to adjust to the lack of freedom.”

“In that little speech,” she pointed out, “you used the figure ‘thirty-seven’ three times. Take it easy; it isn’t a figure I enjoy hearing.”

I lifted her hand and kissed the back of it.

“Don’t,” she said absently.

“A continental habit of mine,” I explained. “Did it remind you of somebody?”

She made a face at me. “The space age Sherlock Holmes. Jean Witherspoon certainly pegged you properly.”

She got up to get the Martini pitcher. She nodded at the papers she’d brought. “There isn’t anything in there to indicate you’re still in town. And yet, I’m sure Chief Slauson knows you are.”

“I’m sure he knows it, too. And when he’s ready to tell the newspapers that, he will.”

She came over to replenish my drink. “What do you think of him?”

“He’s a first-class police executive. There aren’t many towns this size that lucky.”

“I understand he doesn’t even accept his salary. He’s very wealthy, you know.”

“I guessed as much.” She said thoughtfully, “And he couldn’t abide Dennis. Do you think that’s one of the reasons Doctor West’s report wasn’t doubted?”

“No. The chief is all cop.” She finished her drink and stood up. “I brought an apron. You sit right where you are. I’ll show you I can cook well enough to be a poor man’s wife.”

I didn’t even flinch. For the first time in years a woman had mentioned marriage in my presence without making me flinch. I watched her move as she worked, a lovely, luscious child of thirty-seven.

We didn’t talk about the murders at dinner. We talked about a number of things; she was a remarkably well informed woman. It seemed to me she talked too much about Naples, but maybe I was only jealous.

When she left, it was growing dark. She told me to be careful. She kissed me gently and said it had been a good thing for her, meeting me. I took it as a compliment at the time, and perhaps it was, but later I was to regret the connotation.

The shaded side of the hills were black; in a cleft the sun still showed the grass as green. She had washed the dishes; I sat near the sliding glass door at the rear of the room, looking over toward my neighbor I couldn’t see all of the house from here, but I could see the road.

Lights were going on now, revealing the houses in the hills. A man can live in the Bronx all his life but he will get view-conscious as soon as he moves to California. The only view most of them had for the first fifty years of their lives was the house across the street. Now they all had to be up in the air, higher than their neighbors, looking down on everybody. Keeping above the Joneses, to paraphrase.

And now it was dark and I saw headlights swinging out of my neighbor’s driveway and heading toward town. I got my car coat and a putty knife and a screwdriver. And a flashlight.

It was getting cold as I went down the hill, keeping hidden as well as I could in the chaparral.





Chapter Thirteen

IT’S CALLED breaking and entering and it’s against the law as any fool knows, but it is one of the advantages a man in my profession employs that the municipal man doesn’t have. I mean breaking the law. And the philosophy that covers it is wrong; one needs to believe that the end justifies the means and it never does. But I was not a philosopher, I was a man of action. The law had been getting steadily nowhere while the bodies chilled in the ground and if there is one thing I can’t stomach it is the thought of a murderer breathing the free air.

Headlights from a car on the road swung in a wide arc, and I crouched in the high grass until they passed over me. Next to me, something slithered menacingly and I froze, snake-conscious, the faint taste of bile in my mouth.

Snakes don’t come out at night, I’d heard, not rattlers. It was only a thing I’d heard and it hadn’t been told to me by a snake. They give me the unholy shivers, perhaps because of their phallic symbolism.

No sound came; nothing moved. The stars overhead looked down without interest. Far below, a car made the last big turn before coming out onto the highway. I moved slowly, half-crouched, wary and fearful. Dry glass brushed my hands and a small rock clattered down the hill, dislodged by my heel.

There was no light in the house below. I had not seen a dog in my previous observation of the place. I could be shot, legally shot, if apprehended by the tenant, I could be attacked legally with any weapon the tenant chose to use.

It was a rectangular house, plain but not humdrum, genuine ranch in tradition, not expensive and not cheap. The rooms would be in a row, running the length of the house. I hoped I wouldn’t have to break any glass in order to get in.

I swung around toward the protection of the car port, watching for headlights. From the latticed side of that, I moved quietly around to the rear of the house. There was a sliding glass door here, looking out on the hills and it had always been my experience that sliding doors are the least likely to be locked in a house. This one was locked, but poorly. I slipped the putty knife through the crack at the edge of the door and lifted the latch easily. I took a deep breath and waited a few seconds before sliding the door open.

At the far end of the wide stretch of glass, something moved and I froze. But then I saw it was only the drape at that end, stirred by the night breeze.

No dog growled and nobody asked “Who’s there?” I left the sliding door open far enough to permit me a hasty exit, if that should be necessary. My flashlight showed me the entrance to the hall that served the other rooms.

It must have been my imagination but I could swear there was an odor of lavender in the bedroom. There was a detailed miniature racing yawl on the double dresser and an autographed picture from some former cinema star I had better not mention.

I went through the dresser drawers, one by one, carefully. I put each article back just exactly the way it had been previously. I didn’t find what I was looking for there and had rather hoped that I wouldn’t.

From there, I went to the closet and on one of the clothes hangers in the closet, I found the name of a local dry cleaner. I wrote it in my notebook. Here, too, I didn’t find what I was looking for and it only served to strengthen my theory.

In the den, in a desk that could be locked, but wasn’t, I found a little pearl-handled .25 revolver. It wasn’t much of a weapon but even a .22 is lethal. Even a screwdriver is, properly used.

None of the other rooms yielded me any information in my search. I was heading for the still open glass door when headlights turned into the driveway from the road and flashed across the living room.

I was out and down the slope below the house by the time the sound of the car’s engine stopped. I stayed there, below the house, protected by an eroded overhang, until I could be sure the lights soon to go on in the house would not illuminate the route I must take to get back to my place. Now I saw light on the far side of the house and realized it must be the outside floodlight that was fastened to the car port. I kept to the shadows of the overhang and began to work toward the road below.

Going up the hill would put me into too much light; I had to risk the chance of discovery on the road. It was the long way home, a full three blocks, but traffic might be light.

When I came around the first turn, I could see the other side of my neighbor’s house and the Buick parked there under the floodlight.

I was going around the second turn when I saw the headlights of another car going up my neighbor’s driveway. It, too, came to park under the floodlight. It was Doctor Alvin West’s ancient Studebaker. Doctor West, like Carol Destry, was out mending his fences.

I was half a block from my place, now, and ahead of me, off the road, a car was parked. It was the gleaming, souped-up Merc of Lenny Devlin. I stopped and then walked off the side of the road into the tall grass.

It didn’t seem logical that Lenny could have found me and not Chief Slauson. I crouched lower in the grass and tried to get closer to the car, to see if it was occupied.

I could see nobody, but then I heard the giggle of a girl and the command, “Lenny, stop that! How many times do I have to tell — ”

Necking. But coincidence that he should have picked this place within view of my cabin? It could be. It wasn’t a well traveled road and the view was impressive. All the lights of the city were visible from where he sat.

I squatted in the grass, unable to travel any further toward the cabin without being seen by the young lovers. It galled me, this furtive creeping about at night I was a man who liked to work in the sunlight.

I heard Lenny laugh and the girl squeal and then Lenny stopped laughing and the girl said, “Damn it, don’t do that!”

I was glad to hear it; in less than a minute the souped-up engine growled into life and then the car was gunning down the winding road. I would hate to be the father of a teen-age daughter today. Back at the cabin, I could hear my phone ring as I unlocked the front door. By the time I had got to it, the line was dead.

I was tired, despite the nap I’d had this afternoon. I sat in the big room with the lights off, looking down on the two cars below.

There was a possibility Don Malcolm knew some things about his playmates he hadn’t mentioned to me. There was a possibility he was involved in the adventures he hadn’t mentioned and that had been the reason for his reticence.

So where was I — one man against a town? Who would co-operate with me? There were too many pressures on all of them; their guilts and their loyalties were rocks on the road to truth.

I worried too much. Tomorrow was another day and I was being paid by the day. I turned on the TV set. I was sitting there, bemused by the belligerence of Duggan, when my door chime sounded.

My .38 was in my hand when I went to the door. Before opening it, I asked, “Who’s there?”

“Slauson.” I should have known. I opened the door and said, “I should have known. Come in, Chief.”

He smiled and came in. He looked around and said, “Nice place.” He walked over to the davenport and sat down.

“I’ve been thinking about you,” I told him. “I need an ally.”

“Isn’t Mrs. Greene enough?” I didn’t answer.

“In the hospital,” he said, “I told you to call me when you found a place.”

“I know you did. Who told you I was here — Lenny Devlin?”

He frowned. “Who’s Lenny Devlin?”

“A friend of a friend of yours. He was the tallest of those three hoodlums who attacked me. He is a nephew of the late David Hawley’s.”

“Oh, yes,” he said. “I’d forgotten his name. Why didn’t you phone me?”

Again, I didn’t answer.

“Don’t you trust me, Mr. Puma?”

“I don’t completely trust anyone but myself, Chief.” He nodded. “I believe that. What have you learned, if anything?”

“Nothing I could take into court, nothing a prosecutor would get excited about.”

“But you must have a theory.” I nodded. He looked at his hands. “Patricia Duggan was in to register a complaint this afternoon. She thinks I ran you out of town.”

“Maybe she does and maybe she doesn’t. Maybe she was only fishing.”

He frowned. “Fishing?”

“Maybe she wanted you to deny it and also deny that I had left town. Maybe she wanted to learn where I was. It should be simple enough for anyone to learn I’m not back at my Los Angeles apartment.”

“It was simple enough for me,” he admitted. “And a check with the local realtors on recent rentals gave me the rest, not this Lenny Devlin. Incidentally, I didn’t tell Lieutenant Ortega I had learned that. I wouldn’t want to be responsible for any lapse in your love life.”

“Thank you,” I said. His face was grave. “You’re unusually taciturn this evening, aren’t you?”

“I’m wary,” I explained. “This town is strange to me and I’m not sure who my friends are.”

“Neither am I,” he said, “and I’ve lived in the town most of my life. That doesn’t make the town unique.”

I said nothing.

“Damn it, man,” he said, “I’m a police officer and I can’t afford to be too friendly with anyone. But certainly you must know I wouldn’t do anything dishonest.”

“I’m sure of one thing — you would hesitate to do anything impolitic.”

His face stiffened. “Careful, now. I don’t need the job, Mr. Puma.”

“Yes you do. Not financially. But you need the job to feed your ego.”

He was silent, glaring at me. I said, “I could do both of us more good if I stayed out of sight.”

He shook his head. “That won’t be possible. Both Officer Schultz and Sergeant Purvis are entitled to hearings and you’ll be there if I have to subpoena you.” He stood up. I said, “Do you really want to trap the killer, Chief, no matter who it is and who gets hurt?”

“I give you my word of honor that I do.”

“Okay,” I said. “Here’s what you can do for me — ”





Chapter Fourteen

HE WENT along with it. I had no way of knowing why or when he would turn on me, but I had very little chance of success without some trained help and I had to trust him. I had, frankly, more reason to trust him than he had to trust me. Private operatives at any level aren’t the most substantial citizens around and at the one-man-agency level, they are an uncommonly tricky lot.

What empathy Slauson and I enjoyed was based on mutual motives and (I like to think) mutual admiration. The best kind of alliance is that based on mutual preservation. Here he had the edge; he could live without me. And I could live without him — but not as well. The municipal man gets paid according to his seniority, not his success or lack of it.

I would stay in hiding while he personally checked the dry cleaners around town and the activities of Juan and Lenny. He would use Sergeant Dallas if he couldn’t handle it alone; Dallas was a man he could trust implicitly to keep our secret.

When he left, I stood by the open door, watching the fog outside. The air was damp; the night breeze was blowing the misty air up the canyons from the sea.

The TV was still on, showing a streaming American flag while the speaker bellowed the National Anthem. Channel Thirteen was signing off for the night. There were other channels still operating but I was back in business and needed no distractions.

I turned off the set and sat down with a pad of paper, adding the items that gave weight to my theory and writing down the investigation that would be needed to find motive.

Motive, means and opportunity — without them there is no murder. Opportunity and means the murderer had, but motive?

At my neighbor’s house, the floodlight was still on and Doctor West’s car was gone. In the space next to the Buick there was now an Olds like Darbo’s in everything but color. This seemed to be a General Motors town. The proximity of the cars could indicate a motive but not a motive strong enough for murder, only a motive strong enough to help hide a murderer.

They were all doing their bit to help the murderer, some in innocence and some in guilt. I undressed and went to bed.

In my dream, Carol said, “Keep me out of it and you’ll never have reason to regret it, Joe. You haven’t lived until you’ve slept with me, Puma.” She began to take off her sweater.

Slauson was right; I’d make a bad police officer. I was too vulnerable to certain kinds of bribery. I mean, a certain kind.

• • •

The morning dawned hot and clear. I looked out at the quiet hills and down at the white city and thought of Mona Greene. I thought of how it would be, settled down with her in a town like this and decided it would be all right. Dennis Greene had been an idiot.

The adhesive holding my bandages itched and my ribs ached. I made only coffee this morning, nothing solid. I had been too inactive and my appetite was suffering.

It bothered me, the way my thoughts kept returning to Mona Greene every time they left the murders. She was becoming frighteningly important to me; my freedom was being threatened.

And any man, she had said, would bore her after three months. I must try to think of her as a less permanent friend.

I turned the radio on to the local news after breakfast and learned that David Hawley hadn’t left much money but he had carried an unusual amount of insurance for a man of his station. He had carried over a hundred thousand dollars worth, all term.

His sister, Mrs. Daniel Devlin, was the sole beneficiary.

I was doing the dishes when Don Malcolm came with his list of license numbers. He said, “I parked pretty far away from here. Lenny’s out prowling and he knows my car.

“Prowling? Around here?”

“Maybe not around here this second, but he could be, any time. This isn’t a very big town, you know.”

“I’ve noticed that. As a matter of fact, Lenny was parked about a hundred yards up the road last night.”

Don stared at me.

“I’m sure it was a coincidence,” I said. “He had a girl with him. It sounded like he was trying to — kiss her or something.”

Don went over to the sink. He drank almost three glasses of water, watching the road through the window over the sink.

I said, “This will be all I’ll need from you, Don. I certainly don’t want to give Lenny any reason to hate you.”

He looked at me with relief. “Good. I don’t worry about myself so much. But my kid brother and little sister — ” He stood where he could watch the road through the living room window. “How do you know he had a girl with him? Could you see them from in here?”

“No. I happened to have been outside.” He stared at me, a question in his eyes.

“The less you know, the better,” I said. “Tell me, have you any idea why Lenny’s Uncle David carried so much insurance?”

He nodded. “Lenny told me about it. His uncle was trying to promote a real estate development north of the Heights, there in the hills, and he got a good loan on it. But the bank insisted he carry the insurance for the duration of the loan.”

“So he bought the cheapest — term insurance?”

“I suppose. I don’t know much about insurance.” He took a breath. “Joe, don’t you really need me any more? Or are you just letting me off the hook because of Lenny?”

“Why? What difference does it make?”

“Because if you need me, I’m not going to chicken out.”

“I don’t need you,” I said. “I shouldn’t tell you why, but I’m going to — Chief Slauson is working with me now. That isn’t to be told to anyone in town. Understand?”

He nodded. “The chief is quite a man, isn’t he?”

“A very good man. He’s not quite as bright as he thinks he is but nobody ever is.” He grinned. “Was he too bright for you, Joe? He found you, didn’t he?”

“More or less. Now remember, not a word about me to anyone, and not a word about the chief. It’s very important, Don.”

He promised me he wouldn’t breathe a word to anyone. He wished me luck and went out, I watched him walk down the road and I watched the road for minutes after he was out of sight.

At ten o’clock, Mona phoned. She asked, “What’s this new theory the police are investigating? Do you think it’s anything more substantial than newspaper bilge?”

“I don’t know. How did you sleep, darling?”

“I slept well, sweetie! Why the dulcet tones? They don’t go with your character.”

“You know me better than that. Did you — ah — dream of your Neapolitan last night?”

“I — ah — did not. Heavens, Puma, you can’t be jealous. Mister, you’re not going grave on me, are you?”

“It must be a fever, because of the ribs,” I explained. “I keep thinking of you.”

“I’ll bet. And I’ll bet I know how you keep thinking of me. Now, let’s get back into character, cynic. Love is not for you, not true and permanent love.”

“Maybe. I mean — how many girls are there like you in the world. I mean — ”

“You take a cold shower,” she said. “I’ll phone again later.” She hung up.

Her money, that’s what it was. I attracted her, all right; she had admitted that a number of times. But now she thought I wanted to marry her money. We could talk that out; we could arrange a separate property agreement.

Where was I heading? What was happening to me? I stood there, staring at the dead phone. I was standing there when I heard the crash of glass and a rock came hurtling through the big window at the far end of the room.

The hills were still quiet, the city below still peaceful, the sun still hot and clear. Nothing moved in the high grass of the slope I could see from where I stood.

The rock was only that, a rock from the field below. No note. A hanging bit of glass dangled, swung and finally fell to the floor with a clink. I got my .38 and shoved it into the waistband of my trousers. I stayed out of the range of the windows as I moved over to the door on the far side of the house from where the rock had been thrown.

It opened onto a small patio behind the garage. From here, I intended to skirt the garage and go down the right side of the road, where the view of the road from the field would be obscured by the overhang of the cut on that side.

I had no intention of getting too close to my intruder. My ribs made me too vulnerable to risk a hand-to-hand encounter, even with one of the punks.

Perspiration ran down my neck and my mouth was drier than it should have been. What did I have to fear from a rock-thrower? This much — the odds were he was either Lenny or Juan and kids are hard to figure, particularly when emotionally disturbed, as Lenny was now. A gun doesn’t always impress them as it does a more reasonable adult.

I kept to the protection of the overhanging cut and moved down the road toward the place where the cut ended and I would have a view of the field. And then, as I came to the crest of the hill in the middle of the cut, I saw the road below leading into town and I saw the car.

It was the customized Merc, and it was parked on the other side of the road from me, facing this way. It was about two blocks away and in full view of anyone on this side of the hill.

I couldn’t get to it by way of the road without being seen. I hesitated, and then moved to the other side and into the high grass along that slope.

If I could keep low enough, there was a possibility I could remain hidden all the way to the car. It was worth a try; he would have to come back to the car eventually.

I crouched and moved through the grass like a marauding Indian, feeling no sillier than any grown man would feel creeping up on a hot-rodder with a .38.

To my left, a rabbit scurried in fright and I stopped, my heart pounding, my perspiration increasing. When a man is frightened by rabbits and hot-rodders, he is getting old. I crouched, breathing deeply.

The air was hot and still, the grass dry and dusty. I moved on, unable to see the car now, hoping I would get to it before Lenny returned.

I was in luck. When I came even with the live oak tree next to which it was parked, I rose enough to permit me a quick look and it was still there, and deserted. I crouched again and sought the shelter of the tree.

From here I could see all of the field below the cabin and nobody was visible over there. I couldn’t see my neighbors house.

I waited, hot and nervous. From behind me, I heard the sound of an engine and I turned to see a panel truck coming up the road from town. It went past without slowing. L. Shirvanian and Sons, Oriental Rugs. In how many towns were there still oriental rug dealers? Who bought oriental rugs today? Just the old money, living in another age.

And now, on the far side of the road, the grass stirred. I took my gun from my waistband and waited.

And now he stood erectly and started walking boldly toward his car and I still waited behind what coverage the tree afforded. It was Lenny Devlin, as I’d suspected.

I heard his footsteps on the gravel of the road and counted to three before stepping out from behind the tree.

He was almost across the road when he saw me. He froze, his glance going from the gun to my face.

“Keep coming,” I said. “Turn and run and I’ll shoot you in the back. Keep coming.”

His voice was low. “You wouldn’t shoot me. You’d go to the gas chamber if you shot me.”

“No, I wouldn’t. I was a legal tenant in that house you just threw the rock at. And I wouldn’t shoot to kill. I’d shoot for your knee. That’s where it hurts the most, Lenny.”

“I didn’t throw no rock,” he said.

“Keep coming. Move!” He hesitated and then started slowly toward his car. I said, “Face the car and put your hands on the top of it. Keep your back to me, monkey.” He hesitated once more and then did what I’d asked. I took the keys to his car from one pocket and a narrow switch-blade knife from another. I said, “Now go to the other side of the road and start walking up toward the cabin. Maybe there’s still some sanity left in you and I can get to it.”

“With your lies? Huh!” I said, “You’ve been on the wrong road so long, you wouldn’t recognize the truth if it bit you. Start walking, punk.” I prodded his spine with the .38.

He walked slowly and I could guess he was hoping a car would come along. He couldn’t be sure what my intentions were regarding him and he probably thought an outsider would be an ally in the present situation.

I said, to his back, “You’ve been conned good by somebody. Whatever gave you the idea I was involved in Elmer Duggan’s death?”

“You worked for that Destry dame, didn’t you? Elmer had her number.”

“Did he? Why didn’t he take it to the police?”

“In this town? You think the cops would bother anybody from Halcyon Heights in this town?”

“She doesn’t belong there,” I said. “That’s Dennis Greene’s house she’s living in. The department would be very much concerned if they thought he had been murdered.”

“Huh!” he said again.

“You’re not open to reason, Lenny. The Chief of Police knows where I am. I’m not hiding from him.” He said nothing. I said, “I worked for Miss Destry only until she thought I, too, might be getting wise to her. And then she fired me.”

“Yuh? Why are you in town, then? Who’s paying you?”

“Mrs. Dennis Greene,” I said. “His widow. She’s staying at the Montevista Hotel.” A silence. Then, “You’re lying.” We were at the cabin now. I said, “Go in. You can phone her at the hotel. She’ll bear me out.”

We went in. He looked around. He looked at the rock on the floor, the broken window and back at me.

“You’re pretty good with a rock, aren’t you?” I said.

“Who paid you to break the window in Greene’s house?”

“Nobody,” he said. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He walked over to the rear window and looked down on my neighbor.

I said, “Miss Destry was there last night. She stayed for a long time. That was dangerous of her, wasn’t it?”

His head jerked back and he stared at me. “That’s a lie. You’re lying again.” He looked shocked.

“Sure. Every time you hear something you don’t want to hear, it’s a lie. Lenny, for heaven’s sake, start thinking. You’ve got a better future now. Your mother just came into a hundred thousand dollars and now would be a stupid time for you to go to jail.”

“I’m not going to any jail,” he said. “Don’t worry about me.”

“Why not? Don’t your folks worry about you?” His face stiffened and he glared at me. My phone rang. I held the gun on Lenny while I answered it. It was Chief Slauson. He said, “Sergeant Dallas is on the way up there with some information. You look more intelligent every hour, Joe.”

“I’m glad you’re finally on my side,” I said. “I have a boy here the sergeant can take back with him.”

A boy?”

“Lenny Devlin. He threw a rock through my window and I took a knife off of him. I’m not sure whether I’m going to make a formal complaint, but I think you’d better hold him for a while.”

“Absolutely,” he said. “Dallas should be there any minute.”

When I hung up, Lenny said, “You can’t prove I threw any rock. You can’t prove anything.”

I nodded. “That’s pretty close to the truth. Even though I know who killed Elmer and probably your uncle, I can’t prove it.” I looked at him steadily. “Without your help.”

“You’re lying,” he said, and then stared, his mouth open.

“Will you get off that kick?” I said impatiently. “Will you, for the first time in your life, start thinking?”

“You’re crazy,” he said hoarsely. “If I thought you were right, I’d — ” He broke off, breathing heavily.

“You’d do something violent,” I finished for him, “in your stupid way. Is violence your only answer to every problem, Lenny?”

“Look who’s talking,” he said.

“Touché,” I said. “Okay, we’ll wait for Sergeant Dallas. Do you want to phone Mrs. Greene at the Montevista Hotel?”

He said nothing, staring at me. For the first time, I thought I saw doubt on his young face.

I said quietly, “Lenny, I am licensed by the Attorney General of the State of California. Do you think he’s a crook, too?”

He stared and stared. Finally, he said, “I want a glass of water.”

I waved toward the sink. “Help yourself.” He was on his second glass when Dallas came. Dallas looked at him doubtfully and then at me.

“The chief just phoned,” I said. “He wants you to take Lenny back with you. The kid threw a rock through my window over there.”

Dallas looked at the window and shook his head. I handed him the keys and the knife. I said, “I took these off of him. You probably passed his car, coming up.”

Dallas nodded and took a deep breath. “Jesus! Where are they heading, Puma? These punks, I mean?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Lenny can still be saved, once he starts to think.

“I hate crooks,” he said. “I hate ‘em at all ages.” Lenny was silent, a new role for him. I could hope that indicated he was beginning to think.

Dallas said, “Here’s the stuff the chief sent up. Your theory keeps getting better and better. Call him when you’ve read it.”

“I will. Did you get to the cleaners in time?”

“Not quite. We got there before the spotter went to work, though. Doc Christie is running a guaiacum and some others, I guess.”

“And the arsenic?”

“We’re still checking.” He looked at Lenny. “Let’s go, boy.”

Lenny said stiffly, “I want to make a phone call, first.”

“To Mrs. Greene?” I asked him. He shook his head.

“Your folks?” Dallas asked.
 
Lenny shook his head again. “I want to phone my lawyer.”

Dallas stared. “No kidding! And who’s your lawyer?”

“Byron Smith,” he answered, “of Winters, Delamater, Hartford and Smith.”

Dallas stared at me. “It’s a small world, isn’t it? Brother!”

“It’s worse than that,” I answered. “It’s a small town.”





Chapter Fifteen

I ATE LUNCH and thought of my morning. The case was building; the noose was tightening. And all of it revolved around the lady who had sent for me, who had brought me to this town. The mid-day news report on the radio was concerned with other things. They were keeping a tight lid on this case down at Headquarters. It could crack at any time.

And how about the lady? Was she cracking? Was that poise of hers showing any signs of disintegration? I thought of her in the yellow linen dress in which I had first glimpsed her. I thought of her in that black lastex swim suit and saw again the long legs, the high breasts, the beautiful shoulders.

Would Destry ever ride again — in some other swain’s sport car, on some other millionaire’s gaited horse, high and wide and proud and available?

I had to know. Maybe a little pressure now would crack it all wide open and the boys at Headquarters would have more luck with the pros in the case. Carol Destry might have professional qualifications in some lines, but I was sure murder wasn’t one of them.

I looked down at my neighbor’s house and saw the car in the parking area. I climbed into the Plymouth and drove over to Halcyon Heights.

She came to the door herself in a terry-cloth robe that ended a few inches above the knees. It was the kind of robe designed to be worn over a wet swim suit, but I had the damnedest feeling it was currently being worn over no more than the tanned, firm body of Miss Carol Destry.

“You — ” she said. I smiled. “Mrs. Trapp around?” Her chin lifted. “No. She’s deserted me. Everybody’s deserted me.”

“Even Dave Hawley,” I said. “He did it the hard way, didn’t he?”

The lifted chin quivered. “Why are you here? Did you come here to taunt me? I’m defenseless now. Do you revel in that?” I said softly, “Believe me, I don’t. I thought it might be the right time for you to turn completely honest — and save what you can.”

She stared at me, doubt and a small hope showing in her eyes. Some moisture showed there, then, and she said quietly, “Come in.”

The house was dim, all the drapes drawn against the mid-day sun. There was a hint of her perfume in the still, warm air and a sense of emotional imminence in the house.

I said, “I think I’ve discovered who threw the rock through your window. He threw one through mine this morning.

“Sit down,” she said. “Beer? Something else?” As she turned, the terry-cloth robe swirled and her firm thigh was momentarily visible.

She didn’t need a gun or a knife or arsenic or a screwdriver. She had herself.

I said, “Oh, maybe a bourbon and water? Because this could be the last time we would meet as friends.”

She went over to a liquor cabinet. Her back was to me and even the backs of her knees looked good. She said, “It wouldn’t have to be. That Mona Green has you in a swizzle at the moment.” She turned, my drink in her hand and faced me candidly. “About her, I would just like to make one observation — Dennis Greene knew her in her vintage years. She was a virgin when they married and he was a man who knew women.” She came over to hand me my drink. “And he left her — for me.”

Pressure mounted in me. I managed to say, “That isn’t how I heard it.” My voice shook.

She sat down next to me on the long davenport and said, “That’s exactly the way it was. Have you ever thought of trying out for the major leagues, Joe Puma?”

I took a long swallow and kept my eyes to the front. “I came here to talk about a murder.”

Her poise was back and her voice was mocking. “Are you sure that’s what you came for? Examine yourself, Puma.” She stretched one slim leg out and studied the gilded toe-nails. “We’re not children, Joe.”

She was right about that. I had passed puberty. I though of Mona and it steadied me. Tonight, I would be with Mona. Carol could low-rate her, but I had better information. Tonight, I would be with Mona, and I must save myself for her. I would need my all.

“I need someone,” Carol went on. “I need someone to protect me. David tried. He died trying. I can’t fight evil, Puma, not professional evil.”

“Tell me about it,” I suggested. “Tell me what you think your out is.”

Her voice was a whisper. “Not until I know you’re on my side.”

I thought of Mona. I hung onto my remembrance of her like a shipwrecked sailor hangs onto a life preserver. I said, “I’m always on the side of the law, Carol, that’s always where I wind up.”

The chuckle again. She leaned forward to take a cigarette from the coffee table and I saw that her proud breasts were coral-tipped. The room began to revolve slowly. Mona, I thought, Mona, Mona, Mona… .

My voice seemed to be coming from the other side of the room. “I’ve got a girl. Damn it, I’ve got a girl!”

“You’ve got a reject,” she said. “More whisky?” She leaned toward me, looking at my empty glass. She looked up. “You guessed right before, Puma. I’m not poor. Together, we’ll never be poor. We’re too bright for that, aren’t we?” Her perfume came in waves now and I seemed to be drowning in her eyes. Mona, I thought, Mona, Mona, Mona… . I must have voiced what I was thinking, because Carol said, “She’ll never stay with you. She never stayed with anyone. You’ll have no hold on her. You know it. You know where your best future lies. Why fight it?” Her voice was urgent. “Damn it, Joe, I need you!”

“To protect yourself against a killer?” I asked hoarsely. “And after that — why would you need me?” I looked at her fully.

The robe was off her shoulders and awry in front. She was wearing no swim suit, just as I had imagined. She was ready and I was Latin and — the thought of Mona was all that kept me on the right side of the law.

I said firmly, “I would hate like hell to think of myself as a mere substitute for Dave Hawley. I’m sure you’re willing to rent what you have, but not on a long-term lease.” I stood up. “Kid, you had little Joe in this house all alone that first night. Why didn’t you need me then?” Her face stiffened and her eyes searched mine. “Mrs. Trapp was here. Damn you, what’s your angle? Why are you here?”

I said gently, “I was hoping you’d turn honest and give me a murderer. I was hoping you would take whatever lumps the law had in store for you. Then, if you’re still young when you get out of jail, then we can plan our future. I could watch your money while you’re away.”

She sat there rigidly, her face stone. And then her mouth opened and the most horrible string of obscenities flowed out and her eyes burned in that rigid, masked face.

And I stumbled out, the spell broken, thinking of Mona and tonight, building it in my mind as an antidote, the only possible kind of antidote for the poison I had just refused.

I don’t even remember driving back to the cabin. I remember her obscenities and I remember the shower I took as soon as I got to the cabin, but to this day, I don’t remember driving home.

Later, Doctor West came to check me over and I learned that he had gone to Headquarters to volunteer the information that he might have made a mistake in diagnosing the death of Dennis Greene.

Doctor West left and I took my nap. I dreamed of Carol Destry and wakened, sweating. It was possible I had a little fever. If I was in love with Mona, why should I dream of Carol?

I fell asleep again and dreamed of Mona. It was late afternoon when I wakened and a slight ocean breeze was bulging the drape over the broken window. I washed my face and mixed a drink and sat by the rear window, looking down at my neighbor.

The car was gone. I wearied of looking toward the rear so I mixed another drink and sat where I could stare out the front window at the white town. I was beginning to like this town. I could see why the locals resented the immigrants from the south, bringing industry and traffic and smog with them.

At six o’clock, I phoned Mona and asked, “Aren’t you going to bring me my dinner tonight?”

“Joe — did you expect me to? I’m sorry. I’m having dinner with some friends in Lolita. Did I promise to bring your dinner?”

“No.”

“How are you feeling? Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m feeling lonely.”

“Now, Joe, let’s not get sentimental. A lark is a lark, and we mustn’t give it too much meaning.”

“It’s not your money,” I explained. “Honest. It’s you.”

“I’ll send a doctor over to take your temperature, one we can trust.”

“I’ve had a doctor. My temperature is normal. Why fight it, Mona? Let’s face it.”

“Be a good boy,” she said. “Don’t get all wrought up. I’ll phone you tomorrow.” She hung up.

Frightened, that’s the way she’d sounded. And who could blame her — all the men who must have been after her money? How could she know I’d love her as much if she didn’t have a dime? It would take time to convince her of that. I would need patience.

I made my own dinner. I re-read the reports that Sergeant Dallas had brought and saw the pattern of money and lust that had led to murder.

Maybe, between them, Doc West and Lennie Devlin could fashion a case that would look like murder even to a jury. And maybe not. Perhaps Carol Destry, in trying to get off the hook, would reveal enough to make the case solid. And again perhaps not. Miss Destry was a cool one and she knew who her allies were and how far she could trust them. She had never been completely accepted by this town.

 Patricia Duggan, too, she should know some things that might help, once the finger was pointed and the pattern revealed. It would put a new focus on the people she knew and give new meaning to the lies they had undoubtedly told her.

It was getting dark outside and I was finishing up the dishes when Chief Slauson phoned. He said, “Be careful, Joe. We’ve almost got a case, now, but it looks like our bird might have flown the coop.”

“Dandy,” I said sarcastically. “And I’m the pigeon?”

“Just be careful. Things are getting hotter every second.”

“Too hot for me to expect a little police protection?” He chuckled. “A big brute like you? You’re not serious.”

“I’m weak and sick. I just got out of the hospital.”

“Relax. I’m simply being extra careful. The chances are your presence in town is still a fairly well-kept secret. Lenny hasn’t been in contact with anyone. He’s staying right here for a while. His folks agreed to it.”

“Okay, okay. Thanks for calling, Chief.” It was dark now. The night breeze was slight but steady, bulging the drape again over the broken window. The lights of the town seemed very far away.

On the road in front, I heard the engine of a car. It slowed, almost stopped, and then went on. I put my .38 into the waistband of my trousers again and put on my car coat. A jacket would be too short to hide the gun.

Lenny might be incommunicado now but he hadn’t been before throwing that rock. And what he knew, his supposed friend might know, and his friend would carry something more lethal than a rock.

A plane droned overhead and the kitchen faucet went drip, drip, drip, drip. The sound of the plane pulsated, growing and dimming, and perspiration broke out on the backs of my knees.

I don’t like the dark. I never did. I like sunlight and a clear view in all directions. I am leary of people who like the dark, people who use it. I will qualify that; I like the dark only when I’m horizontal.

The drape bulged. My fault. I should have had a glazier up here this afternoon. Of course, the way labor is today, the bastard would have stalled me for a couple of days, anyway, so it really wasn’t my fault that the window was still open to the night air. Damn that glazier!

Outside, I thought I heard the scrape of a foot, and I stiffened, motionless and tense. No further sound came and I sat at a small dining table and dealt out a hand of solitaire, a stiff jolt of bourbon over ice within reach.

I was playing a red jack on a black queen when I heard the footsteps outside again. I sat where I was. My door chime sounded, and I called, “Who’s there?”

“The law, Puma. Open up.”

“The door’s unlocked,” I called. “Come in.” He came in. It was Sergeant Purvis. I said, “You’re not the law, not at the moment.”

“Yes, I am. I was reinstated this afternoon.”

“Oh? The bottle’s on the drainboard next to the sink, Sergeant. Pour yourself a jolt and sit down.” I found a black ten for the red jack. My hand trembled as I played it.

He poured half a tumbler of whisky and dropped two ice cubes into it. He came over to sit opposite me at the small dining table.

He said, “According to the paper, you were supposed to be back in Los Angeles.”

“A paper that size can’t know everything,” I told him, “What’s on your mind, Sergeant?”

“You,” he said. I stopped playing and looked up. “How did you find me?”

“I saw you up here. I live right below you, in that house you can see from the back yard.”

“Oh? I didn’t know that.”

“Yes you did. And I’d like to know what you’re doing here.”

“I’m sitting here playing solitaire. I’m sitting here and wondering what I’m going to do with this sound theory I’ve come up with.”

“Let’s have the theory,” he said calmly. “Maybe I can help. I’m not quite as inefficient as you like to think I am, Puma.”

I sipped a little booze and turned over an ace to lay out. I said, “It all revolves around Miss Carol Destry. The girl had been doing pretty well, robbing the household accounts and milking her charge accounts, but she went too far when Greene began to get sicker and less perceptive. And he finally got suspicious.”

“You know this to be true?”

“I’m guessing. I suppose some digging would document it. So he phoned an officer he personally admired down at Headquarters and the officer came out and Greene told him of his suspicions.”

“What officer was sent out?”

“You tell me, Sergeant.” He glared, his face reddening.

“Mr. Greene,” I went on, “may also have told Elmer Duggan of his suspicions, though that will be hard to check, won’t it? Anyway, Elmer had always been suspicious of Carol Destry. He knew the town and he probably got a lot of the local merchant’s scuttle-butt.”

Purvis sipped his drink. “You can play that black five.”

I played it. I said, “This officer was attracted to Miss Destry, and who can blame him? She knows how to use her body to the best advantage.” I looked at him steadily. “Right?”

“Watch your tongue,” he said. “You’re suspicious of me, aren’t you?”

“A little. The first time we met, you were wearing that beautiful blue flannel suit and that lovely pale blue shirt and that tricky tie. I haven’t seen any of those clothes since.”

His voice was low. “So?”

“So, I realized those weren’t your working clothes. You were off duty that night you came up there, weren’t you? You were seeing Miss Destry socially, or hoping to.”

“You’re crazy,” he said.

“Maybe. You phoned her that afternoon and she told you to stay away, people would get suspicious. A police sergeant is a little out of his element in Halcyon Heights, isn’t he?”

“I came to see about that rock she’d complained about.”

“I don’t think so. I think you had that rock thrown through the window so you would have an excuse to be seen around there. You told me that you had some information about it, but you never offered it to Headquarters, I’ll bet.”

“You’re out in left field,” he said. “We still haven’t finished with Dennis Greene’s suspicions.”

“It’s rather macabre,” I said. “Greene suspicious and Miss Destry afraid she would lose her promised slice of the estate and you now under her control. Did you buy the arsenic, or did she?”

He stared. “Arsenic? Who can prove that?”

“Any competent medical man. That would eliminate Doctor West. And who conned that poor quack, you or Miss Destry?”

He said nothing. I got out the two, three and four of clubs and looked up at him. He was staring at me in a mixture of wonder and hate.

I sipped my drink and said, “Motive, means and opportunity, Sergeant. You were in the neighborhood the night Elmer died, that’s the opportunity. You weren’t armed, being off duty and a bad cop, but you found a screwdriver in his glove compartment and went up the path and killed him with that — the means. The motive was your knowing that Elmer was suspicious of Mrs. Greene and was watching her again that night. It was a good time to kill him, with me in the house — an outsider — and Miss Destry out somewhere with Hawley, perhaps some place where they couldn’t be checked, maybe necking?”

He drank. His hand trembled.

“Elmer would have got to Doctor West eventaully,” I said, “and noticed you sniffing around Miss Destry constantly and put two and two together.”

“You’re trying to frame me,” he said. “Because I was always wise to you and because I pulled you in the other night.”

“If I was trying to get you, Sergeant, would I be here, playing solitaire? I’d be down at Headquarters right now.”

He looked at me doubtfully, trying to read my mind. “Is there more, Puma?”

“Yes, and it makes me want to run down to Headquarters. You sent those young punks after me, didn’t you? You worked through Lenny. And when Lenny told you about my — romantic interest, you talked Lieutenant Ortega into going along, because you knew about his rigid moral standards and you wanted to get him off my bandwagon. And then, after you killed Hawley, you thought of the perfect way to get rid of me. You had been told by Lenny about my fight with Hawley that afternoon, and that was enough excuse to pick me up. With Schultz to trigger me into violent action, you planned to kill me in that room, kill me right at Headquarters acting as an officer of the law.”

“You’re so far off base, Puma,” he said quietly, “you make me laugh.”

I played a seven on an eight. “You’re not laughing.”

“Use your head,” he said. “Why would Miss Destry send to Los Angeles for a private operative?’’

“Because you began to scare her. Maybe you wanted to move in there more than she wanted you to. She couldn’t be protected from you by the law, nor probably by a local private man. So she sent for a man outside your sphere of influence.”

“Mouth,” he said. “Mouth, mouth, mouth, mouth — that’s all you are.”

“You could be right, Sergeant. I wouldn’t argue with you. You convinced me of the danger of that in that room at Headquarters.” I got out a new king to head a column with.

“Stop playing that damned silly game,” he said hoarsely, “and look at me like a man.”

I looked at him like a man.

“Why was Hawley killed?” he asked.

“Because you were jealous of him. Miss Destry seemed to show a preference for him and hoped to use him to protect herself against you. Or maybe Hawley realized you had killed Duggan and threatened to tell the police unless you kept away from Miss Destry.”

“You must be drunk. You’re not talking like a sober man, Puma.”

“I’m sober. After I run down to Headquarters, I might look more solid. Because they can check that beautiful flannel suit of yours and the shirt you wore that night and the tie. Elmer bled badly. And Mrs. Green can order her husband’s body exhumed and that will give the local law a reason to go into all the deaths from a different angle.”

He finished his drink. “I guess you know I never liked you and never trusted you.”

I went back to the solitaire. “You’ve hinted at it, from time to time.”

“Look at me, damn it!” I looked up once more. I looked at his empty glass and the hand that was near it, the shaking hand. I looked into his eyes and shivered.

I said, “You’ve been drinking before you got here.”

“So what?” I shrugged. I looked at the cards and back at him. “You’re not here officially, are you? Did you come as an emissary of Miss Destry?”

“Maybe I did, originally. She’s innocent of anything wrong, but she certainly doesn’t want even a fraudulent investigation started while she’s trying to get her rightful share of the estate.”

I smiled. “Come on, Sergeant, put your cards on the table alongside mine.”

“I don’t trust you, Puma. I came here prepared to trust you, but I know your kind too well.”

“Then you are here officially,” I said. “Phone the chief and tell him you’ve found me.” I took my hands from the table and put them in my lap.

“I don’t have to phone the chief,” he said. “I’m taking you in. Come on, my car’s right outside.”

“Who’s in it?” I asked. “Lenny? Who’s going to help you? You wouldn’t want to risk bringing a dangerous man like me in all alone, would you?”

His hand went under the breast of his jacket and came out holding a .38 something like mine. It was pointed at my chest.

“If you’re here officially,” I said, ‘What’s wrong with phoning Headquarters? Maybe you lied to me. Maybe you weren’t reinstated this afternoon.”

I couldn’t be sure, but it looked to me like his trigger finger was tightening. I decided I couldn’t wait to be too sure.

The sound of the .38 was like a cannon in the room. Luckily, it was the sound of my .38.

Shooting blind like that, from under the table, I couldn’t be sure where I would hit him, but the blast should be enough to throw him off.

He went back, screaming, as the chair went over with the spasmodic reflex of his body. He was on the floor, still screaming, his gun ten feet away when I kicked it even further away and went to the phone.

It had been a blind shot but I was glad it had hit him in the knee. That’s where it hurts the most.

Ortega stood by the window in the small room, looking out at the dark night. Chief Slauson came in and said, “Miss Destry is talking more to my taste, now. She must think she can pin all of it on Purvis simply because he bought the arsenic.”

“Do you know he bought it?”

“Damned near. A garden supply shop proprietor near Ojai will swear he sold some to Purvis about that time. Of course, with juries what they are — ” Ortega turned from the window. “The shirt he buried in the slope below his house should be enough to get him for the Duggan murder. He can only be executed once.”

“I like a clean file, Lieutenant,” Slauson said. Ortega nodded sadly. “A crooked cop — of all the crooks, the worst is a crooked cop.”

“There aren’t many of them,” I said. “Not in California.”

“One’s too many,” Ortega said bitterly. His hot eyes turned toward me. “And do you realize what corrupted him? Adultery, that’s what corrupted him. It killed Elmer and Hawley, too, his lust for this woman.”

I nodded seriously. “That’s why it is very important, Lieutenant, to sleep only with women of the highest moral character.”

He glared at me and Slauson said, “That remark wasn’t necessary, Mr. Puma. I’ve warned you before about baiting Lieutenant Ortega.”

“Get him out of my hair, then. If he stops lecturing me, I’ll stop baiting him.”

An officer came in and said, “Miss Destry is changing her story a little, Chief.”

Slauson raised an eyebrow. “And what’s the new line?”

“She claims Purvis poisoned Greene because he was jealous of him. Jealous of a sixty-eight year old invalid — that’s a new one, eh, Chief?”

Slauson shook his head. I stood up. “Well, I guess you won’t need me any more tonight, will you? Would it be all right for me to put your name into my file of friendly references, Chief? You may not believe it, but I can use all the police references I can get.”

Slauson nodded and smiled. “I’ll be glad to give you any kind of reference you want at any time, Joe. And thank you very much for all you’ve done up here.”

He went out with the officer and Ortega still stood by the window. I said, “Good-by, Lieutenant. Good luck.”

He turned and looked at me silently. Then he came over to shake my hand. “Good-by, Mr. Puma. I think you are a fine and honest investigator. I wish you would try to be a better man.”

“I am one of the better men,” I said. “Lieutenant, what you object to is my being a happier man. Can you honestly and objectively think of me as immoral?”

“Yes,” he said. “But good-by and good luck.” I went out and into the dark night. And fifty feet from the entrance to Headquarters, I saw this black car parked, this sleek Continental.

My lady had sought me out. My lady of the highest moral character had come over here to tell me that the money didn’t matter; all that mattered was our love for each other.

Her horn tooted quietly and she flicked the lights, and I turned that way, desire growing in me, the pressure building up. What a life we would have… .

She leaned over to open the door on the curb side as I drew close. She said, “Get in, Joe. I want to talk with you.”

“I knew you’d come around,” I said. “I knew you’d realize that I was different.”

“Different?” she asked. “How?” I sat down and closed the door. “Honest. Not after your money. I have this honest passion for you, this thing the magazines call love.”

“That isn’t what I wanted to talk about,” she said. “I wanted to say I think you’re wonderful. You’ve showed me that all men aren’t after my money. You’ve made me believe that.”

“I’m glad,” I said. “We can do something about the money. We can establish an untouchable trust or something and — ”

“And because you made me believe that,” she went on, “I’m here to say good-by.”

I stared at her in the dark. “Good-by?”

“That’s right. Thank you and good-by.” She put a piece of paper in my hand. “Here’s a check that will more than cover your bill, I’m sure. I’m driving to Los Angeles tonight, and taking a plane to New York tomorrow.”

“Why, why, why?”

“Because,” she said, “I had a letter from a man this morning, a man far away.”

“The Neapolitan,” I guessed. “You got a letter from Naples.”

“That’s right. And I’m flying to him. I never should have gone away from him. You proved that to me.”

I tried to keep my voice casual. “So, good luck, kid. So it’s been a great lark, like you said. Okay, so good-by.” I opened the door quickly and stumbled out.

“Joe,” she called, but I didn’t look back. “Joe, please — ”she called, but I kept walking into the dark.

The bastard, I thought. The crummy, fortune-hunting, Neapolitan bastard. The dirty, lousy wop. I kept walking.

THE END
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ONE

JAN, ALONE, is usually more woman than an ordinary man can cope with, unreasonably mercurial, occasionally snobbish and always vocal. Jan in tandem with my Aunt Sheila is enough to make all sane citizens head for the cyclone cellars.

My Aunt Sheila is skinny and long-legged, with a firm bust for her age and a great appeal for men of money and appetite. She claims to be thirty-seven, but I happen to know she’s forty-three. She has been married three times, courted often and conned never. Too many grass widows are overwhelmed with the appearance of wealth in a prospect; Aunt Sheila knows how to get a credit report.

Well, anyway, she had been living rather quietly in La Jolla for a couple of years, an area as alien to her temperament as any I could imagine. Even Pasadena is livelier than La Jolla.

And at a party up there one fine spring evening, she ran into Homer Gallup. Now what the hell Homer was doing in La Jolla is a question that will probably bother anthropologists for another century.

Because Homer is a Texan, and almost exactly in the stereotyped tradition of the moneyed Texan, big, bluff and vocal. La Jolla is not hospitable to the type.

I met him for the first time on a smog-saturated April morning in my office. I was sitting there moodily, balancing my accounts receivable against my accounts payable, a sad reckoning.

The door to the hall was open and Aunt Sheila’s voice has remarkable carrying power. I heard her say, “It’s right along here somewhere, cheap little office — Poor Brock, he hasn’t a smidgen of business sense. Ah, here it is!”

And she was standing in the open doorway, tall and trim and dressed in a light-yellow linen sheath. Her hair was more blond than orange this year.

“Brock, baby — !” she squealed, and charged me.

I stood up, clear of the desk, and opened my arms.

I encased her skinniness in my impressive arms and a faintly incestuous urge glimmered briefly and was drowned in my more familiar emotions.

She pulled away finally and turned to the man who had followed her in. “Didn’t I tell you he was handsome, Homer?”

The man called Homer was about my size, range-tanned and Texas-tailored, a genial white-haired man. He nodded smilingly.

“You also said I didn’t have a smidgen of business sense,” I said to Aunt Sheila. “Because I heard it and so did everybody else on this floor.” I came around to be introduced to her companion.

“You haven’t,” she said. “Jan has — but you — ugh!” She took a breath. “This is Homer Gallup, Brock. We were married in Las Vegas, Thursday.”

I shook their hands, at a loss for words. I kissed Aunt Sheila once more. Then she stood more erectly and patted her flat tummy. “How about that?”

“Some girdle,” I commented.

“Girdle, hell!” she said. “That’s belly, boy, as we say in the Panhandle. Right, Homer?”

My aunt has a great gift of acclimation, a cunning, chameleon ability to be one thing to each one, the thing he wants most. With most men, that’s easy.

Homer nodded in agreement, a little abashed at the terminology.

Aunt Sheila gushed on. “That’s what two years in La Jolla can do for you — starve you. Best damned town in the world for starving.”

“Auntie,” I said patiently, “you were never fat.”

“No, but I had some sag. Look at me now — thirty-seven years old and I wear a size ten.”

“Shoe?” I asked.

Homer laughed.

And stopped laughing. Aunt Sheila does have rather large feet. Fashionably and aristocratically narrow — but long. She stared at Homer.

He gulped.

She said sweetly, “Tell Brock the remark you made about my feet last night, Homer.”

“Naw,” he said. “Let’s forget it.”

She turned to me. “He told me my feet were just right for stamping out grass fires.”

I laughed.

I had laughed alone. In the uncomfortable silence, I asked, “Staying in town long?”

“We planned to,” my aunt said. “We thought we’d like Beverly Hills — until we drove into this smog this morning.”

“We thought we’d buy a place,” Homer contributed, “and that girl friend of yours could help us pick furniture and we’d kind of get the feel of the town.”

“Well,” I said. “Well, well, well-”

My aunt looked at me suspiciously. “You don’t want me around, do you? One of my few living relatives and you don’t want me around.”

“I love you,” I said. “I want you around. Look, it’s almost lunchtime — why don’t I phone Jan and we can have lunch together?”

That started our afternoon. Jan said “Eeeee — yippee!” when I told her Aunt Sheila was in town. We arranged to meet her at Cini’s.

There we floated a full Italian lunch on a sea of Martinis (for the girls), whiskey (for Homer) and two sedate beers for yours truly.

Jan and my aunt chatted as they always did when together, Homer chuckled genially and I watched Jan carefully.

She is an interior decorator, my Jan, and like my apparently giddy Aunt Sheila, she has a solid and active concern for the profit potential.

Don’t get me wrong; I don’t consider it a flaw. It is a sense I lack, this instinct for the maximum dollar, but I don’t consider myself nobler because of it. Like the rest of us, Jan has to eat.

Aunt Sheila had already told her that Jan “of course” would decorate any house the newly weds bought. Okay, there was my darling’s profit — promised. For me, that would be enough.

But then they got to talking about houses and Jan said quite firmly, “There’s only one realtor in Beverly Hills who really knows the area.”

I smiled. Jan caught the smile but didn’t blush. She looked at Homer levelly, all business, and went on. “I’ll call him as soon as we ‘re through eating and he can pick us up here.”

Split commission, I thought. Jan doesn’t advertise it, but she also holds a real estate broker’s license. She would make a mint on the kind of decorating Aunt Sheila would order with that Texas money behind her. Was that enough for my Jan? No. There was a realtor’s commission waiting to be split.

I said calmly, “Why don’t we look around for a house that isn’t listed? Why pay a five per cent bonus to some realtor?”

Aunt Sheila shook her head. “It never works. I tried that in La Jolla. It’s always better, all around, to go through a broker.”

Jan said sweetly and patronizingly, “You mustn’t listen to Brock, Homer. Brock is hopelessly naive when it comes to business.”

Homer smiled in his genial way and said, “I’m like Brock. Business bores me. But I should think a girl in your profession would hold a real estate broker’s license. They aren’t hard to get.”

A silence. Sheila was eating, Jan was staring at Homer doubtfully, Homer was grinning — and I was gloating.

Jan looked at me and back at Homer. Sheila asked, “Why the sudden silence? What’s happened? Homer, did you say something rude again?”

He shook his head, smiling.

I said, “Homer has just given Jan some sound advice and she’s digesting it.”

Aunt Sheila’s voice was ice. “I want to know what’s going on. Homer, I want to know right now!

Jan’s chin lifted, but she said nothing.

Homer appealed to me. “Did I say something wrong?”

“Nope.”

Jan took a deep breath. “But I did, I guess.” She looked at Sheila. “I was — crowding him. I’m ashamed of myself.”

For a moment, the formerly festive spirit was dampened.

And then Homer said, “Nothing of the sort. You call that house-peddler friend of yours and have him here when we’re finished eating.” He grinned all around. “C’mon, one more drink won’t hurt us.” He winked at me. “And I don’t mean beer.”

Well, the hard stuff is not usually for me, but there was still a trace of coolness in the air and I owed it to Jan to help dispel what I could of that.

So I ordered a double bourbon and raised my voice a little. By the time Jan’s broker friend arrived, we were almost back to our pre-lunch abandon.

His name was Wallace Darrow, a rather handsome gent around forty, smooth and genial. He insisted on buying another round of drinks before we left. It was almost three o’clock before we floated out to find the newlyweds a home.

It was a montage to me from there on, a confused memory of glass and redwood, Lannon stone and glass, fieldstone and redwood and glass, but always glass, glass, glass” ….

Until Homer complained. “We’re not goldfish, Mr. Darrow.”

Darrow sighed. “You’re not going to get away from a lot of glass, not in the new homes, Mr. Gallup.”

“So show us some older homes then,” Homer ordered.

Jan flinched and Aunt Sheila frowned. Wallace Darrow looked thoughtful, waiting for one of the girls to protest.

Aunt Sheila was now looking speculative. Aunt Sheila, experienced in male attitudes and mores, was holding back her protest. My Jan, however, was looking sly.

She smiled and said to winsome Wallace Darrow, “How about the Mary Mae Milgrim place, Wally?”

“Mary Mae Milgrim — ?” Homer asked in awed wonder. “Is her house for sale?”

Darrow nodded and his glance matched my aunt’s speculative look.

I said, “It’s probably been for sale for thirty years, huh, Wallace?”

He looked at me coolly. “Not quite.”

“Twenty-five?” I suggested. “When was her last picture?”

Wallace pretended he hadn’t heard. Homer said nostalgically, “Mary Mae Milgrim — there’ll never be another like her. I saw every picture she was ever in.”

Jan said, “You could phone her, Wally, to find out if it’s possible to see the house today.”

He nodded and smiled knowingly at Jan as Homer went over to inspect the view from the home we were standing in.

Sheila said softly, “What’s going on?”

Jan said, “Once he sees this monstrosity, he’ll stop talking about ‘older homes.’ It’s the most grotesque thing south of San Simeon.”

“Girls,” I warned them quietly, “no shenanigans. I don’t want any manipulation of my old buddy Homer Gallup.”

My Aunt Sheila said coolly, “We intend to protect him from himself. Stay out of this, Rockhead.”

Homer turned from looking out the huge window and surveyed us all. “Where’d that peddler go?”

Jan said, “He went to phone Mary Mae Milgrim.”

“Great,” Homer said. He looked around the immense living room we were standing in. “What’s a lean-to like this go for?”

“It’s listed at a hundred and ten thousand,” Jan said, “but I’m sure it’s open to an offer.”

Homer laughed. “I’ll bet it is. Cripes, he can’t have more than two and a half acres here, and most of that hillside.” He shook his head sadly.

Jan and Aunt Sheila exchanged scheming feminine glances and said nothing.

Then Darrow came back, all smiles, and said Miss Mary Mae Milgrim would be delighted to show us her house.

After all the yacking of the afternoon, this trip was comparatively quiet. Aunt Sheila and Jan were undoubtedly smirking inwardly, Homer looked adolescently expectant, and only another realtor would be able to guess what Darrow was thinking about.

Off one of Sunset’s big turns, a pair of stone pillars flanked a driveway that led up towards the hills. We turned in and wound along a gravel driveway bordered by Lombardy poplars.

And then, suddenly ahead, the Mary Mae Milgrim mansion was in sight. I’ll tell you no lie — it had pennants flying from its turrets. It had all the “B’s”: Battlements and balconies with balustrades. On the faded pennants, the proud “M” for Mary Mae Milgrim was still faintly visible.

Jan looked at Aunt Sheila and Aunt Sheila looked sick. Wallace Darrow looked smug — and Homer looked at me.

“Well, Brock-?” he said.

“Terrific,” I said. “Magnificent. Worthy of the name of Milgrim.”

“Ye gods,” Aunt Sheila whispered hoarsely. “It even has a moat!”

The moat was dry and the chains connected to the timbered bridge were rusty, if immense.

“I wonder if the bridge lifts?” Homer said wonderingly.

Darrow coughed discreetly. “I — uh — believe it’s inoperative at the moment. But I’m sure it can be repaired.”

Jan looked at Darrow suspiciously. She and Aunt Sheila were losing an ally. For Mr. Wallace Darrow was not in the business to sell the customer what he liked, but only what the customer would like — and buy. A sale is a sale is a sale, and when you sell a white elephant, it’s a supersale.

I chuckled.

Aunt Sheila asked, “What’s so damned funny, Tasteless? I always knew you favored your father’s side of the family.”

Aunt Sheila was my mother’s brother’s wife. He had died young and released her for greener pastures. I said nothing.

Homer said, “Look at that construction. Solid stone. By golly, this place isn’t all glass.”

“There is some glass, Homer,” Jan said meekly. “There are a lot of windows and some of them are almost eighteen inches wide.”

Homer laughed. “Oh, you young ones — Glass, glass, glass. All glass is good for is wrapping whiskey in.”

And we laughed, Homer and I, as the car stopped in the courtyard, in the cobbled courtyard, and we got out.

“Authentic,” Homer said. “Authentic as hell, by golly.”

“Authentic Chas Addams,” Jan agreed. “Where would a decorator start, with a place like this?”

“You’d have to start with dynamite and a bulldozer,” my Aunt Sheila said. “Level it, I say.”

Homer stiffened and swiveled slowly to stare at his bride. She lifted her chin and returned the stare.

Homer asked politely, softly, “Don’t you even want to see the inside?”

A pause, and then she said quietly, “If you do, I do.”

Nobody had any further comments to offer as we walked along toward the high, broad, brass-studded front door.

The door opened before we had a chance to ring the bell and a woman stood there, waiting for us to identify ourselves.

It wasn’t Mary Mae. This girl was around thirty, black-haired, blue-eyed, slim and serene.

Wallace said, “I phoned Miss Milgrim about fifteen minutes ago. I’m Wallace Darrow.”

“Come in,” the girl said. “I’m Joyce Thorne, Miss Milgrim’s secretary.”

We came into a lofty, musty entry hall, complete with lances, tapestries and an enormous medallion set into one wall, a huge scarlet-enameled “M” set into a background of peeling gilt. The alliteration of Mary Mae Milgrim was apparently symbolic to her.

“Authentic,” Homer said again in admiration.

“Genuine early Pathé,” Jan admitted. “A grand house for orgies.”

Homer looked at her skeptically and then Miss Thorne said, “This way, please.”

We went through a high, narrow archway into a room two stories high, with a beamed ceiling. It was dim in here, damp and cool. A fireplace big enough to roast an elephant divided the long wall, and the furniture was solid oak early mission. The drapes over the narrow windows were maroon velvet and they were closed this smoggy April day. Consequently, the room was dark enough so that the illusion at the far end of the room was adequate for devoted Mary Mae Milgrim fans.

For the lady stood there, slim and proud in black velvet, not a wrinkle visible from this distance, the creamy white skin flawless in the shadowed room. One hand rested lightly on the back of a refectory chair as she smiled at us graciously.

“Good afternoon, guests,” she said melodiously. “Which one is Mr. Wallace?”

“Mr. Darrow,” Wallace corrected her. “Wallace Darrow, Miss Milgrim, of Darrow, Weldon and Lutz.” And then he introduced us.

When it was Homer’s turn, he bowed with true Texas courtliness, and said warmly, “I consider this, Miss Milgrim, the high point of my life. You will always be the greatest of them all to me.”

There was a momentary silence after that tribute.

And then Miss Milgrim nodded acknowledgment to Homer and said to Darrow, “I’m not sure if you’re familiar with the house. Miss Thorne will be your guide.”

This much I’ll say for the place: it had a lot of rooms. The servants’ rooms were small and the other rooms were large, but all of them had narrow windows and high ceilings.

Both Homer and Jan were shaking their heads as we went from room to room, but I am sure their thoughts were not the same.

Eventually we came back to the big, dim room where Miss Milgrim waited. Homer, I could see, was ripe for the harpoon, and it seemed certain that Darrow would know it if I did. Jan seemed resigned, though she is unpredictable. My Aunt Sheila was looking thoughtful, glancing at Homer constantly, as though appraising him.

Miss Milgrim was sitting in the refectory chair, back straight, chin well lifted, in an admirable attempt at gracious poise. There weren’t many people who would be anxious to buy this mausoleum; she couldn’t afford to look too hungry.

Homer said, “It’s a wonderful house, Miss Milgrim. In perfect taste.”

Jan blanched. Aunt Sheila kept her face carefully blank. Darrow glanced between Homer and Miss Milgrim and there were dollar signs in his eyes.

Miss Milgrim said, “Thank you, Mr. Gallup. I doubt if you’ll find many houses as soundly constructed in this town.”

There was some scorn in her voice. This was the town that had forgotten Mary Mae Milgrim.

The ringmaster, Darrow, looked around at all of us and came up with the cliché I was waiting for. He said earnestly, “They just don’t build them like this any more.”

Next to me, Jan whispered, “Thank God!”

Miss Milgrim said, “I’m sure you’ll want to talk with your clients in private. I’ll expect to hear from you, Mr. Darrow.”

That was our dismissal. Homer once again told Miss Milgrim what a wonderful house she had and the five of us went out to Darrow’s car.

There, Homer asked, “How much?”

“It’s listed at a hundred and forty thousand,” Darrow said. “The land alone should be worth that.”

Homer looked at his bride, “Well, Sheila-?”

Aunt Sheila hesitated, looking at Jan. Jan made no comment. Aunt Sheila said softly, “You love the place, don’t you, Homer?”

He nodded, and his face was a little boy’s. “I guess it’s kind of old-fashioned, huh? But Jan could fix that up, couldn’t she?”

Jan looked at the cobblestones in the courtyard and didn’t answer. Aunt Sheila said, “If anyone could, Jan could. Homer, it’s your money and I’m happy any place where you’re happy.”

Darrow was busily leafing through his book, getting the details on the house. He said, “A hundred and forty thousand is the asking price, Mr. Gallup. I’m sure it’s open to an offer.”

Homer shook his head. “If Miss Milgrim wants a hundred and forty thousand, that’s what she’ll get. We don’t chisel Miss Mary Mae Milgrim, not on any deal where I’m involved.”

Darrow shrugged and continued to look through the listing. Then he said, “There’s a rather strange condition to any sale, I see. “He frowned. “Perhaps Miss Milgrim would be willing to waive it.”

“What is it?” Aunt Sheila asked hopefully.

“There’s a servants’ cottage over at the north end of the property,” Darrow explained, “of three bedrooms and a bath and a half. Miss Milgrim wants to retain the right to live in it, rent free, for the rest of her life.”

Sheila frowned, waiting a reaction from Homer. Jan looked hopeful.

But Homer took a deep breath and studied his future home with the look of a lad viewing his first Christmas tree. “Wonderful,” he said rapturously. “All this — and Mary Mae Milgrim too!”
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