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Prologue

A shot rang out. Years of experience as a private eye had taught me, Dick DeWitt, that this meant trouble, and trouble is my middle name. Well, not really. It's Egbert, but that's a long story—and trouble too.

Hollywood. Home of the silver screen. Home of a thousand dreams and nine hundred and ninety-nine broken hearts. And for God's sake, home of Rin Tin Tin! That awful guy Hitler is making a lot of noise and threats across the Atlantic, but who would have thought that Tinseltown, right here in America, could be so rough on one's health? But there you have it, and there I was, right where I should not have been. All those bullets that go whizzing by in the Westerns are blanks, they tell me. But the one that I heard was the real McCoy.

I should have stayed at home. Should have, could have. Yeah, now I tell myself.







Chapter 1

I once heard about some poet whining that April was the cruelest month, or some such rot. Clearly the guy had never visited my city during the winter months, or he would have known better. He should be here when the white stuff makes it hard to see who you're bumping into, and the wind slices through you like a knife cuts through butter, which not all of us can afford during these dark days of the depression. Yeah, he should be here and trudge to work when it's colder than a witch's you know what, and when you return to your flat you learn that the cheapskate landlord isn't giving heat until all the tenants ante up their monthly rent. (I'll never forgive the bastard for posting a note of late-paying tenants in our lobby, especially since the only name on the list was mine.) Yeah, winter is lots of fun in my city.

But it wasn't only the weather that was getting to me. Not even mostly the weather. I had been suffering from a bad case of the blues

ever since I solved the Black Llama caper in early December. Okay, I did get some help from my buddy, the retired cop Philip “Polish Phil” Mazurki, and the Llama did manage to escape and vow revenge. But I rescued my dodo secretary Dotty, although at times I've come close to regretting it. Why the blues, you ask? You don't? Well, I'll tell you anyway.

I spent Christmas alone. Polish Phil and his lovely cousin Louise Prima had invited me for dinner, but both came down with the flu and had to cancel. I called Mom to wish her a merry Christmas and to ask how she liked the can opener I sent her. She told me that she'd like it best if I took it back and shoved it. Good old Mom. I didn't have a date for New Year's Eve, although Sadie Plotz suggested that I could join her and her latest squeeze, the Rabbi Gershom Gomorrah, for some dancing in her apartment. I asked her what kind of music she'd have. “Who needs music?” she replied.

A week later I went to my local neighborhood saloon, The Slippery Elbow, where I had spent many a jolly evening, and many a miserable one, too. My New Year's Eve foray to the Elbow fell into the second category. Gus the bartender was in a foul mood, even for him. It seems his mother-in-law had returned home, and now Gus had to vacate the living room couch and go back to his bed with his missus. The venerable dispenser of bracing libations also informed me that poor Light Fingers

Louie, my favorite snitch, was hiding from the coppers and a warrant for

his arrest. It didn't do much for my mood either to see Southpaw Sammy Stickit still moaning that he could have gone to the major leagues if a lousy ump and equally lousy minor league commissioner hadn't banned him from baseball for a minor episode. Worst of all was encountering woeful Gardenia Gertie, whose budding romance with that other loser, Hyman the Hebe, had gone on the rocks ever since Hyman's wife said that she'd forgive him and take him back. Poor Gertie. Seems that she can never really catch a break, although quite a few men, I've heard, have managed to catch something from her. Just before I left the Elbow, she sauntered over to me and said that this would be a good time to see her apartment. I was so down in the dumps that I nearly accepted. Helped by the thought of later needing the treatment of Dr. Erlich's “magic bullet” for you know what, I resisted temptation. I returned to my heatless place well before midnight, made a New Year's resolution never to make a New Year's resolution, had a quick snort of rotgut, and went to bed.

The first two weeks of 1938 didn't help my spirits, although I swilled more spirits than usual. The owner of my office building did correct the sign on my office door—and about time—but that hadn't started a stampede of clients. I got a couple of nibbles for some work, but nothing panned out. Sitting there every day watching Dotty munching on her fingernails and cuticles and having to drink her lousy coffee was a downer; so was listening to her guffawing over one book or another, especially the one where some poor schmuck turns into an insect. Why Dotty found this so hilarious, I'll never understand, but then there's so much else that I'll never fathom about my zany but zaftig Gal Friday.

After one such dreary mid-January day at the office, I stopped at my familiar eating haunt, Ma's Diner, and supped on what had to be a poor excuse for food for all except the most starved Armenians. Betty the waitress was there, of course, cracking her gum and cracking nasty remarks to yours truly. I felt like throwing the slop from my plate onto her apron, but the uniform already sported so many stains that it wouldn't have made a difference. I tried to make nice by asking how the new year was treating her. She sneered and said that it would be treating her better if she had refined customers. I left a tip of a good-sized piece of lint that had been crowding the pocket of my brown, poorly creased trousers.

Returning to my apartment, I found a telegram lodged under the door. I was glad that I had not been around for its delivery, for a tip would have been in order, and I had already depleted my stock of lint. Who could be telegraphing me I wondered. With the way things had been going, I thought it might be a threat from the Black Llama. Instead, it was from Marty “Mumbles” Hardy, a private eye with whom I had worked a few cases and who had left town in a hurry a couple of years ago. Word had it that he had taken a few compromising photos of a cheating husband and had then suggested that the man might wish to compensate him for his time and trouble, especially since his wife might be a wee bit pissed off upon seeing the snaps. Some people might have blamed Mumbles for his dubious ethics; more could have blamed him for failing to note that the husband in question was one of our city's assistant district attorneys. Anyway, it was only a rumor, and knowing Mumbles…well, let's leave it at that.

“Get off butt and get here,” the telegram read. “Great weather, good jobs, crop of luscious tomatoes.” That did it. Our lousy weather was getting to me, and my career as a dick needed a jump start. But most of all it was the thought of luscious tomatoes. I was drooling already. Let's face it: you can't find luscious tomatoes here in grocery stores this time of year.

Mumbles had sent me pretty much the same message in a letter just before Christmas. But that was then and this was now. Time had helped to place things in perspective. On a cold, heartless January night in a year-round cold, heartless city I made a big decision, one that would change my life for better or for worse. I resolved to take Horace Greedy's advice to go West. I downed a couple of shots of Jack Daniel's to celebrate, went to bed, and fell asleep almost immediately. No need to count sheep…or llamas.

The sun paid an unexpected but welcome visit to the city in the morning, and, for once, I was eager to greet the day with a smile. Breakfast, when I bothered, consisted of whatever was at hand. Now I took pains, fixed some tuna fish, garnished it with catsup and horseradish, and washed it down with a cup of freshly made Maxwell House. Figuring I'd need a clear head and full stomach to plot my move, I added two cupcakes, which had been hanging around the apartment for a while.

Maybe I had added too much horseradish to the tuna or hadn't scraped off all the green from the cupcakes, but it suddenly hit me that heading west was a big deal. I had never been west of Weehawken, New Jersey, and then it was only on a junior high school class trip to see where Aaron Burr had pumped some lead into Alexander Hamilton. Hell, I hadn't the foggiest notion of how I was going to get to what Mumbles called the City of Angels. I knew it was near Los Angeles, but how near I wondered. And how would I get there? I sure as hell wasn't going by airplane. I didn't have the big bucks for that, and besides, I was afraid of heights. I had what I think is called “pedophilia.” (Big words are my fort, ever since I took Vinnie the Vocabulary Man's Thirty Days to a Bigger Mouth course a few years ago.) I knew how to drive a car but didn't own and couldn't afford one. I thought long and hard about the matter until my gumshoe's training led me to a solution: I'd take a train. But which one? I vaguely had heard of the Atchison Topeka and Santa Fe, but which of them went to the City of Angels? And were they the only iron engines that paddled their canoes from here to there? I drank another cup of java before one of Mr. Edison's light bulbs flashed and told me to contact a travel agent.

But before contacting a travel agent I had to figure out how to lay my paws on enough cash to get me to California and to let me figure out how long I wanted to stay. I had laid away some simoleons, thanks to the fee I had received from Uneeda Baker and the Black Llama caper, but most had gone with the wind, so to speak. The depression had been going on for nearly a decade now, and still no end in sight. What would it take to end this nightmare? A war? Meanwhile I figured that I needed enough green ones to keep me on the West Coast for at least two or three months. That meant I needed to cover the rent for my apartment, office, and alimony checks to the witch who had been my wife, in addition to what I would need to live on there.

I reviewed the situation and concluded that I knew only two people who had the means and, I hoped, the willingness to tide me over. Figuring that blood is thicker than water, although I've never measured it, I first called Mom and asked for a loan. Before slamming the receiver down, she suggested that I take back the can openers I had given her last year for Mother's Day and Christmas and try pawning them. I should get at least a quarter for each one, she suggested. Good old Mom. I'm afraid that age is playing games with her mind. I guess she didn't know that I would need much more than two quarters for my trip.

I hit the jackpot with my friend Polish Phil, however, who said that he could and would loan me the dough and could and would gladly wire me more if I needed it when on the Coast. I asked about the lovely Louise and learned that she would soon return to her miserable husband in Chicago to try to patch up their wreck of a marriage. “Why couldn't she just be miserable with me instead of him?” I thought but said nothing.

With my finances looking better than they had in months—make that years—I scanned the Yellow Pages for “travel agents” and settled on one several blocks away. It was nearly noon by the time I left my apartment. The sun was shining brighter than ever.

The Get Away From It All Travel Agency had seen better days and probably better clients. Nobody that morning seemed to be trying to get away. In fact, although it was noon, I was the only one in the place, save for a dumpy, fiftyish broad wearing a big smile on her over-painted face and two pencils in her henna-dyed hair.

“Can I help you to get away?” she asked, as she motioned for me to take a seat across from her. “How about a weekend in the Catskills? Saskatchewan? The Everglades? Buenos Aires? Peoria? Just name it and we'll get you there.”

When I told her that I wanted to go to the City of Angels, she put on a worried face and told me that I shouldn't think such thoughts, that I was far too young to die. Then I explained to this travel professional that we were talking about a city that was near Los Angeles.

“Oh,” she cooed, “why didn't you say that it the first place? Los Angeles is a wonderful town. Say, are you going to make a picture in Hollywood? You know, people tell me that I'm a dead ringer for Mae West, and if you could put in a few good words for me, well I'd be…”

I cut her short and, to make a long story short, she suggested that I take the Twentieth Century Limited, a classy train for a classy gent like me. She asked if I would like a sleeper, but I said that I hardly knew her. This time she cut me short.

When I left the agency the sun was shining brighter than before. I had no idea at the time that the City of Angels would be the City of Shadows…and Murder.







Chapter 2

“California, Here I Come,” as Al Jolson sings. In the week after my visit to the travel agency I made my final arrangements. Dotty was tearful when I told her that I was heading west but said that she would keep an eye on the office and would let me know if anything important happened. I shuddered to think what my secretary would consider important or unimportant but had about as much choice in the matter as Bruno Hauptmann did when he faced charges of having kidnapped the Lindbergh kid. I paid her salary two months in advance and gave her postdated checks for the rent on both my office and apartment. I also gave her Marty Hardy's address to use until I found my own quarters. And yes, Dotty did ask why I was looking for quarters rather than bucks.

Next came the task of informing Mom and my ex about what was happening. Mom didn't exactly wish me well, but she did ask me not to send her a can opener. Poor Mom. She already had forgotten that I had sent her two of them in the past year alone. My ex didn't exactly wish me well either. “Don't forget the alimony checks or else,” she warned before slamming down the phone receiver. And to think that I had at one time loved, bedded, and wedded this woman.

I couldn't leave the city without one last visit to The Slippery Elbow, which had provided almost a second home for me and where I knew I'd be missed. I admit that after years of frequenting the Elbow I couldn't tell for sure if Gus the bartender truly liked me, but when I told him my plans, he grasped my hands with great feeling. “I'll miss you, too, you big gorilla,” I said to him as I tried to hold back a bit of moisture in my eyes. “You ain't going no place, DeWitt, until you settle your tab,” he groused. So much for the warmth of comrades.

A few of the regulars whom I had also known for years—Southpaw Sammy Stickit, Tony “Two-Fingers” Mangiamangia, and Curly Bupkis—grunted a few words when I told them about California and then went back to their drinks. Gardenia Gertie, on the other hand, began to wail like a banshee. “You're the best friend a girl could ask for,” she informed me. But when she asked to go back with me to my place I had had enough with my good-byes to the Elbow.

The Big Day finally arrived. I toted my suitcase to Grand Central Station, gulped down a cup of java, and boarded my train. It did look classy, as the travel agent said, despite so many darkies running around in white uniforms. They seemed like a pretty good sort, but I was glad that I had brought along my Smith & Wesson .38 special and blackjack. Never can tell when one of them gets uppity or goes nuts and starts wielding a straight razor. Of course the way they've been treated for all this time you can sort of understand. Sort of. In any case, I told a couple of them that it was real white of them to have such good manners.

The trip lasted a couple of days and bored the bejeezus out of me. Nothing but scenery and then more scenery flitting by. To make it worse, along the way I caught sight of several hobo camps filled with shanties and tents and sad people, and figured that the depression still had a long way to go. The passengers on the train didn't bother me much, except for a snot-nosed kid who kept running back and forth in the aisle until I tripped him and gave him a good lesson in annoyance avoidance. He bawled pretty loud, and his ma came over to complain. I told her to get back to her seat or I'd give her something to cry about, too. That worked. I passed some of the long, weary hours reading. I had bought a couple of Black Mask mystery magazines and enjoyed their stories. Can't say the same for a writer called Dashiell Hammett and his damned fool novel called The Maltese Falcon. I don't know who'd ever want to read that crap, and was sore that I had wasted my dough on it. I went to the dining car for coffee and a couple of meals. Pretty good stuff but pricey. I was glad that I had packed several sardine and Limberger cheese sandwiches for the trip. They tasted and smelled good except for those I ate after Chicago.

Chicago. Yeah. I'm not a sentimental sap, but when the New York Central reached the Windy City, I wanted so bad to call Louise. Just can't get her out of my mind. Don't really want to either, and much of the trip after we left Chicago found me thinking of her and picturing how happy we could be together.

The conductor broke one of these reveries by yelling, “Los Angeles, Los Angeles, everyone off. Use all doors.” I was saddle-sore from too much sitting and regretted not having spent some of my wad of cash for a sleeping car berth. But here I was at last, ready and eager to find a new job and excitement. I grabbed my suitcase, shoved a few people aside, including the obnoxious kid and his obnoxious mother, and found myself in the land of bright sunshine and brighter dreams.

Trouble was that some moron forgot to tell Mother Nature to hang out the sunshine. Instead, the old bitch had provided enough rain to turn the Sahara into a swamp. To make matters worse, Marty Hardy was nowhere to be seen. I had called him from Chicago to let him know when my train would hit the City of Angeles, and I could have sworn that he said “come to get you there.” As I later found out, Mumbles had said “cab to get you here.” I wasted a nickel to call him. No answer. Between the downpour and the absence of my pal I was half-way decided to catch the next train heading back east. What the hell, I had come this far, and so I grabbed a Checker Cab and headed for Mumbles's place.

The cabbie told me that he was a dirt farmer from Oklahoma and wouldn't have had to leave had his spread got half as much rain as he'd seen in Los Angeles this month. “Lordy,” he moaned, “why is it that some places go dry and others are as wet as when Noah had his ark?” I couldn't imagine why the dumb fool would want to farm dirt in the first place. Served him right to fail, and I told him to shut up and keep driving. Besides, I wasn't in the mood to listen to his Okie whining, especially when I felt like whining myself.

I didn't see much of interest along the way, although I was surprised to see a lot of stores in one area that indicated a sort of Chinktown or Niptown. Geez! Those people breed like flies. My thoughts went back to the dead Chink waiter at the time I was solving the Black Llama caper. I also pondered the fairly large number of cars that were on the streets, despite the downpour. Fifty years from now there might be a traffic problem if this continued. Probably not, but who knows?

“Here we are, mister. Here's your place on Bunker Hill.”

Bunker Hill! I head for Los Angeles and wind up in Beantown! Either this is a joke or I'm “Wrong Way” Corrigan.

“Hey, Cabbie, what's a place out here doing with a name like Bunker Hill? I don't see any redcoats running around.”

“Nope, that's just a name I guess they gave the place because it must have sold bunk beds. It's an interesting part of town. Got some real swell mansions, although some of them, like the address you gave me, have been jigsawed into small apartments. Crying shame, if you ask me. Anyway, lots of artists and young people hang out here. You'll like it, I think.”

I wasn't sure about that. Didn't care for artists or young people. Didn't care for the land of sunshine greeting me with a miserable rainy day. And didn't care for the shabby looks of my friend's abode. But I was here, and the East was back there. So I took my good old mom's advice: you made your bed, sonny boy, now shut up and lie in it. The cabbie got my suitcase from the trunk, wished me well, but didn't thank me for the nickel tip I added to the fare. Cabbies are the same all over, I guess. You treat them well and they spit in your face.

I walked to the front door, pressed a buzzer to Marty Hardy's second floor apartment, and waited. Then I waited some more. In the rain.

“Hey, Mister,” a voice croaked from behind me, “the buzzer ain't working. Hasn't been for six months. Just go in. The door's always open.”

Welcome to the City of Angels.







Chapter 3

In the time that I had known him I could never feel certain whether Marty was glad to see me or not. Oh, he always had a big smile all right, but it was pretty difficult to understand what he said. The booze and the occasional strange cigarettes that he smoked didn't help matters. But today Mumbles seemed sober—or at least relatively so—and a surprisingly understandable “Hiya, buddy, long time no see” accompanied his broad smile and firm handshake. “Put your grip down over there next to the pile of dirty laundry and let's have a snort or two. Whaddya drinking these days?”

Marty hadn't changed. Nor had my taste for Jack Daniel's, several of which I polished off to keep my host company. He gulped down what seemed to me more rye than the Chicago bootleggers could have run from Canada in a couple of months. Catching up on old times can be more fun than tying a cat's tail to a tin cup–unless the cat's a manx, of course–although I got to confess that between the Jack Daniel's and Marty's rendering of the King's English I didn't learn much from him. And I'm not too sure of what he learned from me either, but we had a swell time.

About 8:30 one of us mentioned something about eating. Then one of us staggered to the ice box and related its contents to the other. Not much there save for an unwrapped, unscaled fish that resembled and more than smelled like a mackerel that had been taking up residence in Marty's ice box for quite some time. My host said that he'd cook it as a special treat for me, but that he couldn't be bothered with scaling the damn thing. Somehow I felt sober enough to decline his generous offer. I settled for some scrambled eggs, which tasted plenty good once mixed in with an overripe banana; Marty opened a can of sardines and garnished them with dill pickles. For dessert I had a Jack Daniel's and Marty had some more rye. Straight. I hiccuped to him my praises for how well Angelenos eat. He started to reply but covered his mouth and sprinted to the john faster than Jesse Owens raced in the 1936 Olympics in Berlin.

The next morning I found myself sprawled on the couch in the living room, my head the size of a prize-winning watermelon at some country fair and my mouth tasting of a bale of cotton. I squinted at the sun streaming in from a large window and wished that I hadn't. The way I felt I would have preferred yesterday's rain. I heard a groan coming from another room. Marty clearly was in no better shape than I.

Can't beat black java and aspirins for what ailed us both, and we washed down several of the latter with plenty of the former. Our respective hangovers seemed pleased, and the watermelon that last night had passed for my head had dwindled to a mere cantaloupe. We chewed the fat for a while—his came from some strips of undercooked bacon, mine from an open bag of pork rinds. I hadn't had these tasty remains of dead pig since mom used to feed them to me as breakfast before I left for school. She said that they were what I deserved for being the kind of boy I was. Good old Mom.

After we chewed the fat and talked about this and that, we settled down to business. Marty said that he currently was on a tricky job that involved washing a skirt. Whose skirt was it, I wondered, and why was he washing it anyway? Was it his? Had he become one of those? I shuddered to think so but reminded myself not to shower without clothes when we were alone in the apartment. Skirting the issue, so to speak, I asked him that since it was tricky why he didn't take it to the cleaner's. He looked puzzled. We batted it back and forth for a few minutes until I realized that Marty was “watching” a skirt for some well-heeled old guy whose babe, the lug feared, was rolling her big blue ones at some young hunk. That's the way the balls bounce, I told myself. I also breathed a sigh of relief.

Then I asked Marty if he had anything in mind for me since I couldn't get by on my looks alone without a job. Marty chuckled at that one and told me about a certain broad back East who had said that if looks were what mattered I couldn't buy my way into a Hooverville. I didn't see what was so funny about that, considering I never planned to move into one. Maybe I misunderstood what Marty said. Besides, Mumbles himself was no Rudy Valentino in the looks department. His mug wasn't bad, although when he opened his mouth you did see two long incisors that would have scared the cape off Count Dracula. And you could see his stomach well before the rest of him rounded a corner. Back East he was chubby; out here he was plain fat. Single-handedly he was keeping Schlitz, Pabst, and Budweiser in business.

“Don't worry, pal,” he assured me, “jobs in our line of work out here are like street cars that run regularly at all hours. Don't get your kisser in an uproar, my friend. You'll be swimming in moola before you can say 'George Gershwin.' ” I was going to tell him that I had no intention of saying the name of the late great songster but let the matter drop. After all, hadn't half of America, it seemed, come to southern California with bright hopes to match the bright sunshine that the place promised? Besides, I had begged, borrowed, but not stolen enough dough to keep me floating for now.

After breakfast Marty suggested a tour of the city. Boy, this was a strange place. So few tall buildings, unlike my great city back East, but so much land to build on! Marty explained that we couldn't see the whole shebang in a day, a week, or even a month, but he promised to do his best as a guide. He winked and said that he could guess what I wanted to see first. I told him that though I hadn't seen any for a coon's age, I'd save it for later. I was sure that I could catch a Jimmy Cagney film after today, I said. He looked puzzled, but then Marty, to tell the truth, was no Einstein.

We drove here and there and seemingly everywhere, with Marty giving an explanation of what here, there, and everywhere were. Trouble was that I didn't catch much of what he said. His mumbling played poorly with his open-top coupe and a breeze kicking in. I know we did drive past the swell houses of some Hollywood stars, most of whose names I failed to catch. A lot of these joints clustered in a place called Beverly Hills. Some of them we saw further out in hills and canyons. Marty said that a lot of big Hollywood Mongols lived there. I was surprised that the chinks had done so well. Sure, I knew you couldn't beat them for laundry and tasty food, especially if you liked cats and chows in your chow, but the movie industry? And here I thought that the Hebes ran the show out here. We batted that one back and forth until I managed to figure out that Marty was mumbling about Hollywood “moguls.”

By that time it was getting late. Having skipped lunch, we could both hear hunger pains strumming our intestines. I could have settled for some grub at a diner, supposing that any such place here was better than the swill served back home at Ma's and that the service was friendlier than that provided by Ma's poor excuse for a waitress. But Marty insisted that we go to one of his favorite spots, a restaurant in Japtown called The Rising Sun. I should have known that any place with this name that was not open for breakfast didn't make sense.

A young woman of the yellow persuasion greeted us as we entered. She smiled and seemed friendly, but I couldn't get over the fact that she was still in her bathrobe. Hell, it was early afternoon and this sneaky-looking tootsie hadn't bothered to dress? I hadn't recovered from my shock when she asked us to hand over our shoes. Now I wasn't going to give my Keds to anyone, let alone a strange-looking dame. I was sorry that I hadn't brought along my blackjack so that I could teach this would-be thief a lesson or two. I did begin to pull at the oversized sash that was holding her bathrobe together, but Marty said to stop and to give her my clodhoppers. At first I thought that he and Miss Slant-Eyes were working a scam, but I decided to make nice. Wasn't it some great poet or other who said that when we were in Japtown we should do as the Japs do? I gave her my keds but was sorry that I had forgotten to put on socks.

A smiling Jap, dressed to the nines or tens—I forget which—showed us to a small table located near the kitchen. On the way I saw the meanest-looking snake I had ever seen outside the Bronx Zoo. It was slithering in a tank of water and looked almost as mean as my old foe, the Black Llama, although I doubted if it spoke Spanish. I pointed out the disgusting thing to Marty, who said that it was an eel and not a snake, although who could tell the difference I couldn't say. A waiter came for our order. He was also a Jap. For the life of me I couldn't figure out why they had so many of these undersized people employed here. Hungry as I was, I gladly would have settled for a dish of meat loaf, garnished with plenty of peanut butter, and some mashed potatoes and rutabaga on the side. Marty, however, insisted that we go native—whatever that meant—and ordered the house special for us to share. Naturally, I didn't catch all that he said, but I was sure that he knew what he was doing. He also asked for a bottle of sake, which despite its strange, warm taste wasn't bad. In fact, we ordered and half-finished a second one before our meal arrived. Piping hot, the dish contained some sort of meat that hit the spot. After we finished both it and the last of the sake, I got around to asking my pal what sort of animal we had eaten. “The eel you were looking at,” came the reply. I was sorry that I had asked. So was my stomach, which was doing flip-flops worthy of Olympic gymnastics.

Marty was in no condition to drive back to his place, nor was I. The sake had knocked our socks off. But there seemed to be little traffic tonight, so what the hell. Maybe this City of Angels would never have a traffic problem, which I had envisioned when I first arrived. Marty ran a few lights, mumbled some curses or other at drivers who cursed him in return, and finally parked half a block away from his digs. We clambered up the stairs, and Marty managed to insert the key into his apartment door. He was in the midst of suggesting a nightcap or two when the phone interrupted. He probably would not have bothered to answer it, but he was standing next to it when it rang. He listened for a while and then wrote something on a pad which was on the telephone table. “Yeah,” he said. “You can bet on it. He's a good man. The salt of the earth.” And then he hung up.

“Buddy boy,” he said, “you've got a job.”







Chapter 4

Too soused on the sauce to talk about my job, we put it off until the morning. Make that the late morning when sobriety gave a faint knock on the door and whispered that we should get our butts out of our respective sacks. Marty fixed breakfast while I took a shave and a shower, my first ones since decamping from the Twentieth Century Limited. Then we sat down at a leaf table with shaky legs to Marty's own special concoction, eggs Benedictine, which went lighter on the eggs than the Benedictine.

“I'll tell you, pal,” Marty said after applying some jam to his eggs, “you've got a sweetheart of a job coming up.” He slurped the eggs and rinsed them down with some Maxwell House. “Tell the truth, I'd like the set-up for myself, but the client wants a new face in town that nobody recognizes. Know what I mean? Besides, I'm still washing my shirt.” Talking with his mouth full of food, Mumbles's speech had taken another big step toward the land of incoherence. “But I'm glad I can do it for you, buddy boy. What are friends for, if you get my drift?”

I got his drift and I also got his story. For once, Marty, who was given to telling tall ones, had not exaggerated. I was getting a sweetheart of a job.

It seems, as Marty told it, that one of the big studios had decided to make a movie out of some book called Gone with the Wind. Now I'm not too big on books, unlike my ditzy secretary Dotty who thinks, on those few occasions when she's thinking, that mugs like Proust and Joyce and a couple of the Russians with names that should have been spelled in English are the greatest thing since white bread. Give me The Daily News any time, or maybe some Black Mask tec stories. But this Gone with the Wind book, as Marty tells it, went over real big and now the Hebes or Mongols have decided to put it on the screen. Rumor has it that they'll get some English broad to play a bird called Scarlett O'Heron and Clark Gable himself to play Red Butler. You know, Marty explained, how you always have to have a butler if the English are involved. Anyway, before the bird was given the part, one of the Hollywood big shot agents had sort of promised the role to someone else, and that someone else was sore as hell that she wasn't going to play the lead in what promised to earn big smackeroos for all concerned.

Sheila Stitchbottom, that sore-as-hell would-be movie star, had migrated to the City of Los Angeles with her parents and seven brothers and sisters after the Dust Bowl had ripped through Arkansas and their lives. [Hell, I thought, this was the real “gone with the wind.”] The family kept together as best it could, but hard times won out and they scattered here and there. Sheila had managed to get a job as a notions clerk in a five-and-ten cents store. It didn't pay much, but it was a living, as they say, and that was more than a lot of people had.

Then one day Sheila was sitting at a counter of a drug store sipping a chocolate milkshake, and this guy, Sheldon Blatt (the name sounded like “Fat” when Mumbles first said it), walks in. He takes one look at her, especially the tight sweater she had on, and decides that he'd better have a milkshake too and sits himself next to this blond eyeful. He tells her that he's a bigwig in the industry and asks her how she'd like to be in movies. Need I say more? The babe got so excited that she spilled her drink on the guy's lap. She was so embarrassed but managed to take a napkin and try to rub the mess off his trousers. To hear Marty tell it, Sheldon didn't want to have her stop rubbing. So impressed was he with her rubbing ability that he took her phone number and address, drew up a contract, and hurried to her small apartment in a seedy part of LA less than twenty-four hours later.

The Hebe or Mongol who headed the studio was sure that Sheldon knew talent when he spotted it. So he tells Sheldon to sign the broad up but…not until she changes her name. Sheila Stitchbottom? Gimme a break! No one's going to become a star with a handle like that. So the two men put their heads together and decide to call her Shirley Stitchbottom. “Shirley” was real in at the time, thanks to that cute little one who was a big box office draw. Fine, says, Sheldon. I'll get her to change her name and sign on the dotted line. He visited Sheila that same day, convinced her to change her name for professional reasons, promised her the moon, and got her signature. A starlet was born. Sheldon Blatt departed a happy man, or pretty much so, since Shirley, née Sheila, wouldn't show him her tiny bedroom because it was such a mess. Or so she said.

Shirley, it turns out, was no dumb blond with a pretty face, spectacular figure, and cream of wheat for brains. No, she wasn't born yesterday, so to speak. Her mamma done told her when she was in knee pants about men, and she had listened. As far as men were concerned, she gave little away, and the leer on Sheldon Blatt's face that day at the soda fountain had convinced her that an eager buyer might be at hand. Bit by bit, she had worked her feminine charms on Sheldon while not offering him much more than the time of day and not at all the time of night. But when she heard about this vamoosed with the wind film, she promised him the moon. In truth, she promised him something else that Sheldon seemed to want much more than Earth's distant satellite. “If only I could play the lead,” she pledged, “why then you can have anything your little heart desires.” Sheldon understood and agreed, although it was a different organ rather than his little heart that consumed his thoughts and cried out for satisfaction.

But poor Sheldon Blatt had not counted on his boss's reaction. “Cast a hick from the Ozarks rather than a classy dame from England for the biggest part in films to come along in years? Are you totally meshugana, Sheldon? Now get out of here and go tell your girlfriend that she's been sniffing too much glue. Of course if she wants to audition for another part, say, maybe as an extra in a cowboy or jungle film, or for the casting couch (chuckle, chuckle), tell her to come and see me. I'm not a hard-hearted bastard, you know.”

For three days Sheldon had lacked the courage to tell Shirley that she'd been sniffing too much glue or that his boss had invited her for a twosome on his casting couch. Most of all, he couldn't bring himself to tell her that, despite his best intentions and efforts, she couldn't play Scarlett. During these days he told his secretary to say that he was away on business; at home at night he dared not answer the phone when it rang, as it did persistently. Finally, he summoned the courage to call and invite her to the swank Brown Derby, hoping that a good meal in a nifty joint would make her feel better or at least keep her from creating an ugly scene when he gave her the bad news. Sheldon figured wrong. Shirley, who had already filled out legal forms to change her first name to Scarlett, did not receive Sheldon's disclosure calmly. She threw a bowl of clam chowder in his face, called him a few choice names, and stormed out of the place but not before vowing vengeance. She swore that she would repeat choice gossip about the stars, the studio heads, and other movie big shots that Sheldon had indiscreetly blabbed to prove that he was a man in the know. Before leaving, she also grabbed her order of shrimp cocktail to take home.

“So what's this got to do with my job?” I asked Marty.

“I'll tell you what this has got to do with your job, my friend. My client, who shall remain nameless, wants you to get friendly with this dame and make sure that she doesn't shoot off her mouth again. According to him, she's got the goods on quite a few people, who would be ruined if Luella or Hedda or any other columnist got wind of their secrets and shenanigans. By the way, how's twenty-five dollars a day plus expenses sit with you? That's how much my client is willing to pay. And don't forget that getting friendly with Shirley or Sheila or Scarlett or whatever the hell she's calling herself can mean getting real friendly. Catch my drift?”

I got his drift and felt like telling him to hurry up and take a shower. But I also liked what he told me. It sounded like a real good job, well-suited for a tried-and-true gumshoe like me. If only my pals back at The Slippery Elbow could see me now, I thought. And if only sweet Louise Prima too. She'd be so proud of me.

“Okay, Marty, when do I start?”

“Soon as I make myself another batch of eggs Benedictine.”







Chapter 5

Shortly after slurping down most of his eggs (the rest took up residence on his terrycloth bathrobe), Mumbles informed me that we had an 11:15 appointment with Sheldon Blatt in his office at the Big Studio. Sheldon would fill me in on the details of my job, Mumbles promised. “Make nice with him,” he added, “because the schmuck has a lot of gout.” I told Mumbles that anyone who had suffered that painful affliction always had my sympathy. Mumbles looked confused. When he repeated his comment, I managed to understand that the schmuck had a lot of clout.

The studio guard checked his list of appointments, directed us to the guest parking lot and Sheldon Blatt's office, and waved us through the gates. Never a careful driver even when fully sober, which he was not at this point, Mumbles nearly ran down several men dressed as Roman soldiers. They yelled something faintly obscene at him. He told them where a good place for their swords was. I roared with laughter. Good old Mumbles hadn't lost any of his legendary wit.

As we made our way to Blatt's office through a crowd of people who seemed dressed for Halloween or had recently escaped from the booby hatch, I thought I saw some of the big stars. Wasn't that Judy and Mickey over there? And could that be Greta lurking in the shadows? If only my biggest hero, Jimmy Cagney, would show his Irish puss, I thought.

Sheldon Blatt's secretary had the puss of Winnie Ruth Judd, the first woman to get the electric chair, and a disposition to match. She informed us that Mr. Blatt had no time for people who showed up late for an appointment—we were less than five minutes late—and less time for people who looked hung over from the night before. Grudgingly she called her boss on the intercom, and more grudgingly she said that he would see us. My sidekick mumbled a thanks; I gave her the bird.

The agent's office was smaller than I expected, perhaps because wall-to-wall signed photographs of stars hugging Blatt crowded the joint. (I learned on a later visit that all but a few were the same photo, and that the “stars” who appeared repeatedly were his brother Max and sister-in-law, Adele, who had co-starred in some blue films that had nearly given movie censor Joe Breen a coronary.) Two large pieces of furniture further dominated the room: a badly stained sofa that sagged in the middle like a swaybacked nag and a desk that held a cup of something, a pen, a pad of paper, and a pair of handcuffs. The handcuffs were a nice touch, I thought. Blatt must have wanted two gumshoes like me and Mumbles to feel at home.

Like the room and the furniture, Blatt himself was both small and large. He was sitting behind his desk when we entered, but when he came around the desk to shake hands, I realized that he had been standing all along. But what he lacked in height he sure as hell made up in weight. The last time I had seen a tub of lard that size was a Japanese sumo wrestler who was touring the country. The yellow-and-black checked suit Blatt was sporting helped give new meaning to the word obesity. I thought about him in the sack with Scarlett. Then I thought about throwing up.

“Have a seat, gentlemen. Can I get you fellows something?”

I thought of asking for a second chair since Mumbles grabbed the only available one, which was across from Blatt's desk. That left the swaybacked sofa for me.

“Nice of you to offer, Mr. Blatt. I'd like a vodka martini, shaken not stirred, if it's no trouble,” the chair thief said.

“No trouble at all, Mr. Hardy. And what about you, Mr. Dishwit?”

After informing Fatso that my name was “DeWitt,” I told him that it was a bit early for me to have a martini, but I wouldn't mind a Jack Daniel's. Oh, and yeah, some sugar-coated nuts would be nice too. Then, to make sure I got the refreshments, I informed him how sorry I was to hear about his gout. “My Uncle Jasper,” I said, “developed gout in his big right toe just a few weeks after his wife, Mercy, ditched him for a Fuller Brush salesman, who, oddly enough, had gout in his big left toe.” I was about to ask Blatt how he came by his gout, and in which toe, but the odd look on his face gave me pause.

“Let's cut the crap, Ditwit.”

Blatt then transmitted our orders via the intercom to the Bride of Frankenstein and suggested that we get down to serious business.

“Look, Mr. Ditwit, I don't know how much our friend Marty has told you, but let me give it to you straight from the horse's mouth.”

Fatso reached inside his jacket pocket and took out a cigar—a big one like you see well-to-do Spics from south of the border puffing on– bit off the tip, and lit up. You'd think the cheap bastard would offer us one, especially since he can't get my name straight. But these are hard times, and I need a job.

The agent proceeded to brag about all the nobodies he had helped climb the ladder of success to stardom. “They'd still be serving up sundaes and banana splits at Schwab's or some other soda fountain joint, or maybe they'd be pumping gas in San Jose if it weren't for me.” Puff, puff. “Lucky for them I got brains, a heart of gold, and more than my share of chutzpah.” Hah, hah. “Then along comes this little dish from the sticks. I try to be nice to her, if you know what I mean. And what does she do?” Puff, puff. “She threatens to open her big fat kisser and blab a few indiscretions I happened to let slip. How's that for an ungrateful broad? I'm telling you, I'm sure glad I didn't climb into the sack with that one.”

I couldn't imagine even Gravel Gertie or Lady Macbeth getting it on with Blatt. Meanwhile Mrs. Frankenstein arrived with our drinks and sneered as she served Mumbles and me our libations. Before she could leave the room, Mumbles told her to hang on until he finished his drink, which he did in a single gulp. He said he wouldn't mind having another one. It would be good for his psoriasis as well as his digestive system.

Blatt, who had been clipping his nose hairs while the drinks were being served, resumed his tale of woe once his lackey left the room. “So you see, Mr. Depitt, I need someone to protect my interests in this case, and our friend Marty says you're just the sort of guy to do it. He says you're not completely lacking in brains, and you can be more or less trusted. But most important, you're new to town, so no one knows your face or anything about you. In other words, you're a complete nobody.”

Blatt had a way with words, I'll give him that, although I wasn't completely sure about the sincerity of his compliments. He seemed to think a lot of me, but then maybe he was just trying to butter me up. I knew I had to be careful, and I knew that I had to make clear that I wasn't just anyone's piece of toast, with or without jam.

“Now here's the plan,” Blatt continued. “I want you to call this pain in the tookus and tell her you're my cousin.” Puff, puff. “Tell her…tell her,” he looked at the ceiling, “tell her that I had to go out of town for an operation on my hemorrhoids—a pain in the tookus like her should understand—and that I've asked you to look after her while I'm laid up. You'll take her to nice places and do what she wants to do, but you'll be making sure she doesn't go blabbing to anyone about any movie gossip she's heard. That bimbo could be dangerous to a lot of people, and I'm counting on you to make sure she don't open her goddamn yap.”

Blatt looked at his watch. “Now if you gentlemen will excuse me, I have a luncheon appointment with Irving. I got a deal that I think he'll like. I just hope Norma doesn't want the role for herself. Nice meeting you, gents. Hedwig will give you our would-be Scarlett's number, address, and photo on the way out. Oh, yeah. She'll also handle your expense vouchers, but make sure you give me reports regularly.” Puff, puff. “And I do mean regularly.”

The sneer on Blatt's secretary's face reappeared as soon as we left his office and approached her desk. It deepened when Mumbles asked what happened to the second Martini he had asked for.

“We're not in the business of recruiting for Alcoholics Anonymous. If you need a second drink that badly, I suggest that you and your friend, Mr. Dimwit, stagger over to skid row. I'm pretty sure that some wino will be willing to share his hooch with you. And now, unless there's something I can do for you, I'd like to take my lunch hour.”

I was ready to ask her for her Nazi party card, and both Mumbles and I were ready to tell her what she could do with her lunch hour. In fact, Mumbles may have done just that, but neither she nor I could understand what he said. Remembering that Mom had instilled good manners in her son, I politely asked for and received the info and photo that Blatt had promised. Then I accidentally knocked over the cup of java that was on her desk onto her plaid skirt and thumbed my nose at her as she complained.

Mumbles and I decided that it was best to wait until evening to call Scarlett. He suggested meanwhile that we have lunch and take a look at the La Brea carpets. I asked him what was so special about these carpets, especially since the one in his apartment looked decent enough. He finally made me understand that it was the La Brea Tar Pits that he wanted to show me and that we could have lunch first at a nearby kosher deli. Fine, I told him.

Lunch filled us and then some. Mumbles had a pastrami on rye, French fries, and a coke. I told the waiter that I'd have a corned beef on white toast with plenty of mayo. The waiter said he couldn't let me have mayo on my corned beef. I stepped on his foot to encourage him, but he still said that he couldn't let me have the mayo and called me spaghetti or shmeggegie or something odd like that. I don't know what's the matter with these Hebes, but I sure wasn't pleased. I told him to bring me the same thing as Mumbles ordered. It was real good, but I didn't leave him a tip. Frankly, I hadn't intended to even if he had brought me my corned beef drenched in mayo.

The Tar Pits was another matter. I didn't see any big deal in looking at footprints that some big dumb creatures made a few years before I was born. Hell, I'd seen enough dirty footprints on carpets already. I still get pissed every time I think of how my ex-wife's freeloading brother would never wipe his size twelves when he came over to cadge a meal. But Mumbles said the Tar Pits were famous and that I should stand in awe of them. Five minutes of standing and looking at them was all the awe I could take.

It was midafternoon by the time we got back to Mumbles's place on Bunker Hill. We had a couple of drinks and then napped for an hour or so. After another quick drink, Mumbles threw together dinner. Then we got down to serious business and discussed how my call to Scarlett should play out. “I'll use my charm,” I told Mumbles. For some reason he looked concerned.

Ring, ring. “Hi there, babe. You don't know me but I'd sure like to know you. Hello? Hello?” Must have been a bad connection because the line went dead.

“Hey, DeWitt, that ain't no way to address a broad. You gotta be more formal, you know what I mean? Now try it again.”

Ring, ring. “Hello, is this the residence of Scarlett Stickbottom?… Yes? Well, I'll be darned. This is Sheldon Blatt's cousin Dick DeWitt…. Now wait just a minute! I haven't heard language like that since I last spoke with my mother…. No, Sheldon is out of town having an operation on his ass…. What?… Yes, I know he can be a pain in the ass, too, but he's suffering from those things that, well, you know, stick out. That's why he hasn't called you. But he has asked me to look after you while he's getting better…. Yeah, I know that you can look after yourself, but I'd sure like to meet you. I'm new in town and I could use a friend to talk with every now and then. It's pretty lonely being a stranger…. What?…Yeah, I enjoy an occasional drink…Sure, tomorrow at 5:00 would be fine.…The Pink Pussycat Lounge just off Hollywood and Vine?…I'll find it….Oh, I'll recognize you. My cousin gave me a swell photo of you…What?…Well, let's see, I'm sort of average height, a little on the hefty side but no dame's complained so far. Ha, Ha. I have a mole under my left arm, but I guess you couldn't notice it unless I came without a shirt. Ha, Ha. Oh yeah, I'll be wearing galoshes since the radio predicted rain…What do you mean you never heard of anything so stupid? I always play it on the safe side. If I know there's a chance of rain, I take no chances…No, I'm not sore, Scarlett. We're not getting off on the wrong foot, or maybe feet. Ha, ha…. No, I'm also looking forward to tomorrow.”

After I hung up the phone I asked Mumbles how he thought the conversation had gone. He mumbled something or other, which I didn't ask him to repeat.







Chapter 6

Mumbles was busy on a case of his own, tailing some parking varlet who supposedly was screwing the wife of the mater d at the Brown Derby chow house. But my pal and rooming partner did have time to drop me off at the Pink Pussycat Lounge. At first I thought that Scarlett had jerked me around. The place looked like a dump for unwanted garbage, human and otherwise. It looked seedier than The Slippery Elbow, my favorite watering spa back east. And that was saying something. The building, which had seen better years, maybe better decades, was neither pink nor any other single color, but a blend of some crazy artist's nightmare. And as for the Pussycat, the only cat I saw was a colored dude wailing on his sax at the end of the block, and the only pussy I saw loitering on the street wouldn't be treated by any vet or doctor who worried about getting a good case of the clap just by saying hello. I tried looking into the lounge from the outside, but the windows were dirtier than my cousin Prudence's mouth. But the sign said “Pink Pussycat Lounge,” and I had a job to do. I yanked at the doorknob and went inside.

Holy Moley! You could have knocked my threadbare socks off. The place was, as the Frenchies say, tray sheik. The lights were dimmed, but you could see paintings on the wall, tablecloths on the tables, and no sawdust on the floor. Meanwhile some guy in a penguin's suit strutted up to me and gave me the once-over.

“You're Mr. DeWitt, are you not?” I asked how he knew. “The young lady seated at the table at the rear of the lounge said that you'd be wearing galoshes. May I check them for you?”

Now this was a fancy place, all right, but I was not about to let a guy whose name I didn't even know go off with my galoshes. “Naw,” I told him. “I'd better keep them in case you got a leaky roof.” He glared and seemed about to say a nasty word or two until a dame's voice barked out, “Cut the crap, Florian, and bring Mr. DeWitt to me.”

Florian showed me to her table and yanked out a chair for me. Had I sat down, I would have needed a megaphone to communicate with Scarlett.

Scarlett was neither good-looking, attractive, nor beautiful. She was gorgeous, she was a knockout, she was ravishing, and my lebeatto, as that Austrian psychosomething put it, was beating to begin the beguine. But I am always the gentleman, as good old Mom, taught me. “You must be Scarlett,” I cooed, “since I see that you have a chest that's no sunken treasure.” I laughed; she didn't. I guess she was short on a sense of humor.

“So tell me, Mr. DeWitt, what brought you to town?”

“A train.”

“I see.”

I could tell that either she was being coy or couldn't figure out why I had taken a train rather than traveled by some other means.

“No, I mean where do you hail from, what do you do for a living, and why have you come to Los Angeles?”

I had to think fast so that she wouldn't become suspicious. “I come from North Dakota,” I said, “and I make my living as a fisherman.”

She seemed puzzled. “With your bent nose and cauliflower ears, you look like a boxer to me.”

Now I was puzzled. Several people had noted that I looked like a bull dog, but no one ever said I resembled a boxer. Then the light went on, and I realized that the picture of pulchertude sitting opposite me had thought I was a prize fighter.

“I'm no boxer, although I've got good dukes and can take care of myself. When I was a kid I aimed for the stars and wanted to grow up to be a short-order cook, but fate dealt me a losing hand. My mom said she wouldn't serve what I cooked to a dying pig or, for that matter, anyone who was dying. So I guess that was that, and I became a fisherman. But I still prepare and eat fancy meals. You'd be surprised what a goremay I am.”

The frown lines deepened on Scarlett's gorgeous kisser. “I didn't know there were many fishermen in North Dakota.”

I had to think quickly. Fortunate for me, I'm good at thinking on my feet, although I remained seated. “Ah, well the state has one kind of fish that keeps us fishermen pretty busy.”

“And what's that,” Mr. DeWitt, or can I call you 'Dick'?”

You can call me anything, I thought to myself. “Well, Miss Stickbottom–or can I call you 'Scarlett'?—we catch Bismarck herring.”

I had never tasted Bismarck herring, but I remembered that my old girl friend Sadie Plotz used to wolf it down like there was no tomorrow or the day after that.

“Well that explains everything except why you're here. Is there a big convention of Bismarck herring fishermen?”

I could have told her that I was here just to visit Cousin Sheldon, but since I knew as much about him as I did about the mating habits of polar bears, I decided to play it safe.

“Yeah, it's a real big convention, and they're promising to give away a lot of fishing gear to whoever tells the biggest fish story.”

“Oh, maybe you'll take me there one of these days.”

Now I had really put my size eleven foot into it. “Ah…I'm afraid that's not possible, Scarlett. You see the convention's for fishermen only. Fisherdames can't attend.”

She seemed hurt and was about to say something when Florian showed his ugly self and asked what we'd like to drink. Scarlett said she'd have a Pink Lady, the specialty of the Pink Pussycat Lounge. I said I'd have a Jack Daniel's with a bowl of sugar-coated peanuts. “And, Florian,” I added, “bring the real stuff and not the rotgut.” Florian bowed and muttered something under his breath that I did not catch. Maybe he and Mumbles were related.

“So, Scarlett, now that you know all about me, how's about you telling me about yourself? Cousin Sheldon,” I lied, “says you're a real great actress.” There are raw nerves and then there are raw nerves, but I had hit the jackpot. Scarlett's face gave truth to her name.

“Now listen, Dick, you seem like a real nice fellow, but your cousin Sheldon is a #*&‸%@‸$*. He's been %&$#***&$@!

I hadn't heard such naughty language since my ex-wife found out about a sweet little dish who had taken a shine to me and had polished and buffed my you know what.

“Naw, Scarlett,” I lied again, “you've got Cousin Sheldon all wrong. He means to do right by you.”

“Oh yeah? Then why didn't I get the part in that movie where all those people in Georgia got their asses kicked by all those people from up North? How come a floozie from another country, no less, got the job, when Sheldon said I was a cinch to get it? Do you know what I did for him when he said he could put in some real good words with the producer?”

She proceeded to tell me what she did for that lucky, undeserving, fat bastard. “You did all that?” I managed to croak, as both my eyes and trousers began to bulge. I was about to tell her that Cousin Sheldon was just another slimeball, but then I thought of the job and all the salary and expenses that the slimeball was paying me, and that convinced me to keep my big fat trap shut. After all, these were hard times.

And these were drinking times, too, as Florian showed up with the hootch. “A Pink Lady for the lovely lady,” he said, “and a Jack Daniel's for the…” He couldn't get the words out of his mouth. I don't suppose it had anything to do with my stepping on his foot with as much force as I could muster. Florian went away muttering again. He definitely must be related to Mumbles, I concluded.

“Here's looking at you, kid,” I said to Scarlett as I hoisted my glass.

“You know, Dick, you've got a way with words for a small-town fisherman from North Dakota. I bet some movie writer could use those words.”

I took a belt from my Jack Daniel's, while Scarlett drained her Pink Lady in one swallow and called for another. I could tell that this boozing bimbo had real class. She was my kind of broad, even if she had something going with Cousin Sheldon.

Scarlett leaned across the table and petted my hand. “You know, Dick, there's something about you that could send shivers up and town a lady's spine. I'm not sure what it is yet. You're certainly not movie-star handsome. In fact, you sort of look like—who's that guy who played in the vampire movie a few years back? But you've got that certain something that a lady could lose her self-control over. You know what I mean?”

I didn't have the slightest idea of what she meant, but I nodded and told her yes. This was too good to pass up, I thought, especially since she was now running her foot up and down my leg. I told her that I would like it even more if she took off her shoe and was careful not to ruin my trouser crease. She smiled and made a kissing gesture with her lips. I made one with mine, too. Unfortunately, I was drinking my Jack Daniel's at the time, and some of it squirted across the table. Gallant gentleman that I was, am, and ever shall be, I was at the point of reaching over and brushing the booze off her chest with my semi-clean handkerchief, when I heard a voice say, “Well if it ain't Mr. D. What a small world!”

It was a man's voice, so I knew it wasn't Mom. And it was an understandable voice, so I knew it wasn't Mumbles. I had told my secretary Dotty to pay the rent and other bills while I was out of town, so it probably wasn't a bill collector, although with Dotty's ditzy ways, I could not be sure. I pivoted in my seat and saw none other than Light Fingers Louie, the small-time criminal whom I had known for Lord knows how many years. When I had left home, Louie was on the lam. Apparently the lam had taken him all the way to the City of Angels.

Now I had to think fast before Louie blew my cover and asked me what a private dick like me was doing clear across the country. I could have said that it was a case of mistaken identity, but Louie was no fool, even if he had once managed to get caught cracking a safe and spending time in the pen. If I knew Louie, he would keep insisting that he knew me and bring up our mutual acquaintances who wet their whistles at The Slippery Elbow. He would keep spilling the beans until the can was empty.

I got up and threw my arms around Louie's shoulders. “Louie, I'd like you to meet Miss Stickbottom. Scarlett, this is Louis—ah, Armstrong—he's a fisherman from back home in North Dakota.” Before the two-bit crook could claim that it was a fishy story, I whispered to him to clam up before I put the mussel on him. He began to say something, but I spun him around, and we headed for the door. “Listen, Louie, I'm doing undercover work here and don't want the dame to know who I really am. Give me a number where I can reach you and I'll call you soon. Got it?”

Louis looked confused but said that he had got it. I took out a pen and wrote the number on his shirt cuff, which I then ripped off. “I'll make it up to you, my friend,” I lied.

When I returned to the table, Scarlett was on her third Pink Lady and beginning to look a little worse for wear. Her pretty blue ones were beginning to cross, her pretty head beginning to nod. I figured I'd better learn more about her while she still remembered who she was. I had to have something to report to Sheldon Blatt if I was going to get paid. Besides, I was hoping that she'd continue rubbing her foot against my leg, especially upwards.

“So why don't you tell me more about your sweet self, sweetheart?”

(I was always good in school at illiteration.)

Scarlett downed the last of her drink and motioned for a refill to Florian. She drinks like a fish, so maybe she really does believe my phony fisherman's story, I told myself.

“Well, Dick Dimwit, it's like this. I was a poor girl with rich looks. I thumbed a ride to the Coast and dreamed of making a hit in the movies. I thought the dream was going to become real when I met Sheldon Blatt. The putz was less than nothing to look at, but he promised me the moon, or the sun, or whatever. He said—and get this—that I was a cinch to play Scarlett in that movie people are making such a fuss about. He even had me change my name! So I wait, and then I wait, and then I wait some more. And here I am, still waiting, while the little prick refuses to take my calls. Can you imagine that, Dick Dimwit?”

I could imagine slugging her for screwing up my name, but that wasn't going to get me any simoleons from the little prick, aka Sheldon Blatt. So I bit my tongue—I should have chewed the sugar-coated peanuts that Florian had brought over more carefully—and tried to assure Scarlett that Cousin Sheldon had every intention of contacting her and furthering her career once he returned from out of town with his painful piles pulled. (I was on a roll with my illiteration.)

By this time Florian the creep had brought Scarlett the souse her fourth drink in well less than an hour. In between slurps, Scarlett leaned over and said, “Tell your cousin, Dickie boy, that if he doesn't do right by me and fast, I'm going to take a poker and put something up his big fat ass to replace those piles.” Her pretty face took on a look that would send Frankenstein, the Son of Frankenstein, and the Wolfman packing. “And, tell that schmuck of your cousin that I remember all those juicy stories about this star and that star, and this director and that producer. In other words, I got the goods on him. And…it's all in a little black book.”

Blatt was not going to be a happy man when I told him this. I was about to press Scarlett for more details when Florian arrived and announced that the car was here for Miss Stickbottom. I asked him what car was that. Scarlett had put her pretty little head on the table by this time, but Florian, his breath reeking of marinated spiders, whispered in my ear, “Mr. Blatt has a standing arrangement with us. Whenever Miss Stickbottom has had, as they say, one too many—which is almost always when she is a patron of our fine establishment—we arrange to drive her home, a service for which he pays handsomely.”

So much for my squeezing some more dope from the sleepy starlet, who was now snoring, at peace with the world and, at least until she sobered up, with Cousin Sheldon.

Florian made it a point to hand me the check. I felt like saying that Mr. Blatt would take care of that, too, and handsomely. But I realized that I could not let the bum guess that I was in Blatt's employ. I fished for some dough to pay the tab and demanded change. For his time, trouble, and tip, Florian received a well-deserved snarl as I vacated the premises and slammed the door.







Chapter 7

A black cloud hung over me as I left the Pink Pussy Cat Lounge. I hadn't got squat from Scarlett in the way of news that would satisfy my employer. Worse, I had left in such a huff that I had forgotten to polish off the last of the sugar-coated peanuts. I felt like going back inside and getting them before Florian got to them, or demanding that he give me some more to take with me. A stranger to the city, I had no idea of how to get back to Mumbles's place except for a cab, which I hailed without much difficulty. The cabbie was the talkative kind and offensively personal. He asked if I was new to town and if so, what I thought of it. I told him to shut up and keep his eyes on the road. I could tell that he was sore from the way that he braked and nearly sent me flying into the front seat. I offered him a few choice words and slapped the back of his head, promising that there was plenty more of where that came from. He was sulking, and I was pissed. He got me home without further fuss, and I paid him. He asked about a tip, and I slapped him again. I was beginning to think that there were no angels in the City of Angels.

It was going on seven, already well past my suppertime. Hunger pains were beating a tattoo inside my stomach, but I didn't know whether Mumbles was at home, let alone cooking something. Besides, guilt, usually a stranger to me, was saying that I should buy some food and fill the ice box, even though Mumbles hadn't asked such. I didn't like the idea, but I've always been known as a good sport and free spender. So I went to a filthy-looking bodega that disgraced the corner of the block. A sign hanging next to the cash register said “We spoke Anglish hair.” I chirped “hello” to the fat senora who was guarding the till and received a puzzled “como?” for my pains. By the time I finished selecting this and that—peanut butter, sugar-coated peanuts, kosher dill pickles, pig's knuckles, donuts, and a roll of toilet paper—I figured I had done my duty—and then some. I handed the Queen of English some dough, received some change, and bid her—well never mind.

Mumbles was not at home. So I fixed myself a good shot of Jack Daniel's and carefully prepared a gourmet meal for myself. I'm not sure if I had ever had pig's knuckles smothered with peanut butter but made it a point to have it again. The kosher dills added to the feast, and the jelly donuts gave it the coo de grass, as the Frenchies say. I put the dirty plates and silverware into the sink—I wasn't sure if Mumbles wanted me fooling around on his turf—fixed myself another Jack Daniel's, and settled back with my [sugar-coated] peanuts for a little relaxation with the radio. Unfortunately, it wasn't the right time or day for my favorites. Too bad. I was really in the mood for “The Shadow.” It was a great program, and the guy who played The Shadow, some mug named Orson Welles, had a real swell voice, although I doubted he'd ever make much of a name for himself. Then I thought I'd hear some soothing music. First I landed a bunch of dames calling themselves the Andrew Sisters and singing some dopey song that's been making the rounds these days. I didn't catch the title, which was in some foreign language. It sounded like “Beer, Mr. Shane.” Can you imagine some nice, clean-cut, white American broads singing in a foreign language and asking some schmo to give them some suds to gulp down? Sort of sickens you. Then I turn the dial and catch a jerk who called himself “Wolfman Jack,” and who played records that would send even wolves running for cover. That guy, I told myself, wouldn't last more than a couple of weeks before listeners demanded that he be sent to the loony bin. Mumbles did have an old, tattered copy of The Black Mask, and I got a couple of good reads out of it before belting down another Jack Daniel's and deciding to call it a day. I skipped brushing my teeth since I had brushed them in the morning. Or at least I think I had. Anyway, I was pretty sure that I had given them a going over sometime yesterday.

Slept like a poor Jew who hasn't managed to get out of Hitler's Germany. Indigestion all night long. Must have been the toast I had for breakfast. Bad dreams, too. Florian and I were dancing in one of them, and the slob kept stepping on my feet. The second one was worse. I ran into my old nemesis, the Black Llama, who drew his gat[rod] and was about to make Swiss cheese out of me until my pal Polish Phil Mazurki, told him to hold it right there or he'd slice and dice his cojones.

I never did find out if the Polack sliced and diced the spic because I heard the ring of the phone from the other room. I figured Mumbles would get it, but I figured wrong. I staggered to the damn nuisance, picked up the receiver, and asked if the caller knew what ungodly hour it was to wake up respectable, God-fearing people.

“Listen, Mr. DeWitt, as far as I can tell the only respectable thing about you is your left eyebrow, and the only thing that you fear is that Prohibition might return to put you on the wagon, where you badly need to go. It's now 9:30, and if you're not already too soused to know your left leg from your right, Mr. Blatt wants you over here on the double, more precisely, by 10:30.”

It was my employer's charming secretary, Hedwig. She hung up before I told her that I knew my left leg from the right one. And what the hell did she mean about my left eyebrow? This wacko was fast getting on my nerves. But I couldn't afford to keep fat Sheldon waiting. I took a shave, skipped a shower, munched on a piece of leftover pig's knuckle to which I added some fresh peanut butter, and since I couldn't find where Mumbles kept the java, had a snort of Jack Daniel's, and was out the door. Then I remembered that I had forgotten something important. I raced back up the steps, went to the ice box and got a few dill pickles, which I promptly wolfed down. Then back out to hail a cab. It was once we were headed for Blatt's office and I was chomping on a pickle that I had second thoughts about not having bothered to brush my teeth.

I arrived at Blatt's office a few minute early. His sweet secretary asked me at which Salvation Army I had stolen my clothes, and whether I always wore them badly mismatched or only when I knew that people were looking. Then she told me to sit down, preferably on the floor, or better yet, wait in the bathroom until her boss was ready to see me. Another angel in the City of Angels. I asked myself why I had left the city of my birth and all subsequent days for a place like this. I must have been muttering to myself because Hitler's daughter asked what I said. I told her to mind her own business and go back to reading the comics. One look told me that she regretted having asked. She was about to say something else when the intercom buzzed with a message that summoned me to the boss's lair.

Blatt was puffing on a cigar that looked at least twice as long as my you-know-what and, I'd bet, at least four times as long as his. What won't I do for money, I asked myself, and promptly answered, just about anything

“Okay, DePitt, lemme hear what you've found out about Scarlett and make it snappy. I got an important lunch in forty-five minutes with Jack over at his studio. And no one—puff, puff—ever keeps Jack waiting if he wants to do business in this town. Get my drift?”

Yeah, I got his drift. And the bad smell wasn't coming only from his cigar, which I had half a mind to shove somewhere nice people wouldn't even think of.

“I had a drink with her late yesterday afternoon.”

“And?”

“I had some pretty good sugar-coated nuts, too.”

Blatt looked at me kind of funny, turned away, and then looked at me again. “Listen, gumshoe, I make the jokes around here. You're not getting paid to be top banana. You're getting paid to keep an eye on a broad who knows some stuff that a couple of local gossip columnists would give their tits to get their hands on. And if they did—puff, puff—you can bet your sweet petunias that they'd put it in the papers and hurt a lot of big, important people. Now if that should happen, don't think for a minute that these big, important people aren't going to ask where the broad got the goods and why wasn't she stopped. And you know what that means? It means that it's my sweet ass and yours.” Blatt pointed his cigar at me. “And you know what, gumshoe? Your ass will be chopped liver before mine. Get it?”

I got it all right. Blatt was a tad sore, and I had to tread carefully, especially since I was allergic to chopped liver. I explained to him that I had been getting somewhere with Scarlett when Florian hauled her away. She had the dope on certain unnamed people, she freely admitted, but more than that I didn't have time to learn.

“Well you don't have much time now either. Every day I worry that she's going to drink too much and let it all come out. I want you to keep a closer watch on her. I don't care how you do it, but do it. And call me every day even if there's no news. You got me?”

I had underestimated Blatt. He had the look of an overweight pansy who lacked the courage of a cockroach, but after this outburst I realized that I was dealing with a dangerous, perhaps even homicidal, man. I was sure he had connections. Didn't everyone who was anyone have them here in the City of Angels? My pal Phil Mazurki had warned me about this before I left home. This job no longer looked like a piece of Betty Croaker cake.

I left Blatt without saying good-bye and went straight to Hitler's daughter. I could tell she had been listening to what had been said in fatty boy's office by the way she quickly reached for the intercom and tried to appear as if nothing had happened.

“Had a good earful?” I asked the snoop. “Miss anything? Any questions?” She seemed embarrassed, or at least as embarrassed as a nasty, miserable, to-hell-with-you person could be. “If you can stop butting into other people's business, I'd like you to pay me for the expenses I encountered yesterday and, while you're at, how about an advance on my salary?

“I'd like you to go for a swim in the Pacific with some weights around your flat feet, but I don't suppose you're any more likely to do that than I am to hand over some money for work which probably wasn't done or was done by one of the world's biggest jerks.”

She gave me a big smile. I wanted to fix her crooked teeth with a pair of pliers, but I wanted my money even more. “Listen, sister, stop being a pain in my ass and fork over the dough.”

She stood up. I noticed, with surprise, that she was taller than me and may have outweighed me by at least twenty pounds. “You aren't going to get a red cent from me, you poor excuse for anything you can think of. You get paid only at the end of the month. And if that's not good enough, I suggest you take yourself back to the gorilla house you came from.”

Now I was good and annoyed. My apartment back East, a few friends and acquaintances had said, did resemble a pig sty. But a gorilla house? Worse still, the dame wouldn't come across with the money and I didn't think that I could beat the living tar out of her, not without my blackjack, which, unfortunately, I had left at Mumbles's place. I made a mental note to carry the weapon with me at all times. Then I knocked over the small vase of flowers that was perched on her desk. She was still yelling when I slammed the door behind me.

It was sunny outside but pitch black in my heart. I had no one here to talk with except a man whose words made me feel that I was on a quiz show and unable to understand a damn thing he said. My employer was as lovable as Joe Stalin, his secretary as pleasant as Ma Barker. Scarlett Stickbottom? Gorgeous, yeah, but what a souse! What was I doing here, I asked myself, as I kicked out unsuccessfully at a mangy cur that barked at me. I was in a word—or is it two?—homesick.

Then I got a grip on myself. What's the beef, big guy, I asked myself. I got a job, and a good-paying one at that, at a time when a helluva lot of joes don't have a job or a dime. I got my good looks, I'm a snappy dresser, I got a way with words, I got big dreams for Louise and me, and here I am on a new adventure. I began to whistle “Happy Days are here Again” and had lunch at a diner a few blocks away from Blatt's office. A couple of franks smothered with onions and mayonnaise, some mashed potatoes, a slab of pie, and two cups of java, and I was ready to take on the City of Angels and anything it could throw at me.







Chapter 8

Mumbles was reading the paper when I returned to the apartment.

I asked him what was new in the world, and he said something from behind the open paper that sounded like something. I grunted. Then he said something else that wasn't any clearer, and I grunted again. Then I said something about making some long-distance calls, and that got his attention. “Don't worry,” I assured him, “I'll pay for them,” although I was hoping that he would forget to ask for the money when the bill arrived, or that the telephone company would forget to send the bill.

Mumbles mumbled something or other about having to go out and left ten minutes later. By this time it was early evening back in New York, and I figured that the people I wanted to call, catch up on the news with, and give my phone number to, were at home having a square meal.

Polish Phil picked up on the second ring. He seemed really pleased to hear from me. Nothing like a friendly voice, I told myself. We pitched a few plattertudes back and forth, I gave him my number, and then I told him about my job.

Phil gave a long sigh. “Listen, buddy boy, watch out for the Hollywood set. They're not just out to entertain us, you know. They're in it for the big bucks, and don't you forget it. The scumbags hire goons to beat up labor leaders and anyone whose smell they don't care for. So watch your back. And,” he chuckled, “if there's anyone you have to be careful of more than the Hollywood guys, it's the cops… Yeah, you heard me right. You can't believe how corrupt they are. They make those coppers you faced in that Black Llama affair seem like teddy bears…No, Dickie boy, I ain't kidding. They got an honest district attorney in LA who's trying to clean up the mess, but it'll be a cold day in hell if he succeeds. It wouldn't surprise me in the least if the garbage men won't be cleaning the poor sap's body off the streets one of these days.”

I promised the Polack that I would take his words seriously. If there was anyone who knew the game of police corruption inside and out, it was this past master of the art. Then I got around to asking what was really on my mind: had he heard from Louise. He had. She had written him to say that matters hadn't improved as far as her marriage was concerned. Her husband was still cheating on her, and she vowed that if their marriage ended she would never get serious again unless the man only had eyes for her. Phil said that Louise still had hopes of reforming her two-timing slug of a husband, however. I didn't bother to say this to him, but I had my hopes, too—hopes that Louise would ditch the lowlife once and for all and come running into my welcoming arms. I might not have eyes only for her at this point, but she sure held the strings to my heart.

We exchanged a few more plattertudes, talked about a big baseball trade that was in the wind, and promised to keep in touch. Phil said that he was going to Florida the next day for a week. He wanted to soak up some sun, tan his big body, and get in a little fishing, maybe in the Keys. He also said that he had to see about going in on some real estate deal as well as a brilliant hush-hush plan to make a few extra bucks. A few extra bucks? Knowing him as I did, I figured that he was about to launch a new Ponzi scheme.

Mom was next on my list. I was afraid that she was worrying about her sonny boy and how he was doing clear across the country.

“Hello? For chrissake, what the hell do you want? You know that I play mah-jongg every Tuesday night since the week that your no-good fool father died from drinking too much bathtub gin. Jesus, when are you going to learn?”

I explained to good old Mom that I called because I didn't want her to worry about me. I heard something that sounded like a cross between a snort and choking, and figured that we had a bad connection. “Hello, Mom?”

“Yes, I hear you. You don't have to shout. Didn't I bring you up better than that?”

And of course she had. I owe it to her that I became the gentleman that I am, and I thanked her for it.

“Don't bother,” she said. “And don't bother to send me one more goddamned can opener. Valentine's Day isn't far away, and if you have the balls to send that contraption to me again, I'll disinherit you. You got that? Now I got to get ready for the girls to come over for our game. I'd have more time if you didn't have your brains up your ass and forget that tonight's the night for mah-jongg…Your telephone number? What in God's name would I want that for?”

We must have had a bad connection again because I didn't hear her say good-bye. And I didn't worry about Mom disinheriting me. But even if she did, I wouldn't lose out on much more than a couple of can openers and a mah-jongg set.

I needed to call my secretary Dotty to see if any business was brewing back home and to let her know how she could contact me if it was. Of course I planned to tell her not to give out the number if the person or persons who wanted it might cause trouble. I'd have to rely on her good sense and discretion, neither of which she had or would ever have.

“Hello?”

“Hello, Dotty, this is your boss.”

“Hi, Cousin Elmer, is there anything wrong at the glue factory?”

Only that you'd sniffed too much of the product, I felt like telling her. “No, Dotty, this is your boss Mr. DeWitt.”

“Oh, hi, Mr. D. Nice to hear from you. What's happening in the City of Angles?”

She might have been right about that one without even knowing it.

“I just wanted to check up on things, Dotty, and give you my number.”

“But I've got your number, Mr. D. In fact, I've nearly memorized it. I have been working for you for years, you know,” she huffed.

That's what I get, I told myself, for trying to have a simple conversation with a simpleton.

“No, Dotty, I want to give you my number for out here, where I'm staying with my friend Marty Hardy. That way you can always reach me if you need to.”

“But I don't see why I'd need to, Mr. D. You're there, not here, if you know what I mean.”

I knew what Little Miss Dumb Bunny meant and carefully explained what I meant. That drew first silence and then a soft “Oh.” I repeated my instructions in a desperate hope that Mr. Edison's light bulb might somehow illuminate the corners of what passed for her mind. Then I asked if any mail had come to the office and if anyone had called.

“Only a few bills, Mr. D. I paid them. And you did have one call. Some guy said that he hated you and would see about matters.”

My blood began to run a little cold.

“Did he leave a name?”

“Whose?”

Be a gentleman, I cautioned myself. Besides, if I fire her, I'll have no one to go one day a week to the office and look for mail and catch possible phone calls.

“His.”

“His what?”

“His name, Dotty. Dammit!” I exploded.

“Oh, no, Mr. D, but he did have a funny accent. Sort of like that Cesar Romeo actor.”

My blood ran colder. It had to have been the Llama.

I changed the subject, decided to make nice with ditzy Dotty, but made the mistake of asking about the gulls and her reading.

“Oh, them. I've had enough gulls, but I'm still reading a lot. It's good to keep my brains sharp, you know. Now I'm into some real serious stuff. In fact a man I met at the newsstand outside the building while I was carrying The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire said he'd give the world if he could come over to my place and discuss it with me. He said it was his favorite bedtime reading. But, gosh and golly, Mr. D, I'm a little nervous. There are so many emperors to remember. Do you think he'll mind if I forget one or two?”

I assured Nero's number one fan that he was probably of the forgiving nature.

“That's good, because he's coming here tomorrow night.”

I wanted to warn her that the learned stranger probably was looking forward to something more than how many people got thrown to the lions, and what emperor royally screwed this one and that one, but I thought better of it. Even if he's a married man out for a little fun, he's going to get more than he bargained for when he has to converse with my favorite ninny. I wished her well, reminded her—probably in vain—of what I expected her to take care of, and said good night.

One more call remained, the one to Scarlett Stickbottom. I had half a mind not to call the luscious-looking lush, but my employer had insisted that I call him every day to report on what I had learned or, as had been the case, not learned. So I called her.

“Yes, this is Scarlett the Starlet. To whom am I speaking?”

What's this dame up to, I wondered. Maybe the booze had debrained her, or maybe she likes putting on airs.

“It's me, Scarlett, Sheldon's favorite cousin, Dick DeWitt. I just thought I'd give you a ring and see if we can't get together real soon, say, like tonight.”

“You don't waste any time, do you, Sheldon's favorite cousin? I'm busy tonight, but why don't you come over tomorrow night. We can have an itsy-bitsy drink or two, and you can tell me when your cousin is going to get his fat ass back in town and start hunting again for a good film for me. Tell him and his piles that I'm not putting up with any more of his bullshit, or I'm going to start spreading some stories, which happen to be truths.”

I guessed that Scarlett was not putting on airs. I asked when I should come over and where. She said around five, because she didn't like to eat on a dry stomach. She gave me her address, which was at something called the Garden of Allah Apartments. She asked if I knew where it was. I laughed and told her that I supposed it was next to the Garden of Eden shantytowns. She didn't think that was at all funny, but she gave me directions and told me again that she expected news about that lying bastard Cousin Sheldon.

I don't get shocked easily, although I do painfully remember the time I dropped a lamp into my bathtub when I was washing it out. The bathtub, that is, not the lamp. That taught me a lesson, and I've never washed the tub out since. But I had to admit that my chat with Scarlett, if it didn't actually shock me, sure as shooting puzzled me. What was a good-looker like her doing in some Arab's harlem? Should I tell Blatt about this or wait until I saw for myself?

I decided to wait. Meanwhile I fixed some grub since I didn't want to go out and didn't have anyone to go out with even if I did want to go out, which, as I said, I didn't. Want to go out. I flicked off some colorful green growths from a few stray pieces of chicken with my fingernail, spruced them up with a tangy combo of vinegar and Tabasco sauce, and polished them off. I found a donut from a few days ago lurking next to the toaster and finished it as well. It had been a meal fit for the economic depression that President Roosevelt keeps promising will soon end. Well maybe, but then maybe not. I pondered that mighty thought. Then I pondered the various calls that I had made before supper. Two questions raced to the front of my mind: What was I going to give good old Mom for Valentine's Day, and would Louise Prima ever by my Valentine?







Chapter 9

The next day dawned with a leaden sky. I had nothing in particular to do, and so I figured it was high time to start exploring the city, or at least those portions that I could manage on foot. Blatt was paying only for cabs relating to my work, and I wasn't about to spring for cabs to haul my body on a sightseeing tour.

I lingered over a couple of extra cups of coffee until Mumbles, groggy-eyed and grumbling, showed his ugly mug at the breakfast table. We chewed the fat, but my pickings were lean as far as understanding what he was saying. He must have a devious septic, I thought. Mumbles fully alert was difficult enough to figure out. Mumbles still half asleep….But he did give me some suggestions for catching some of the high life and low life that neighbored our Bunker Hill. He also gave me a map of the city's streetcar and bus systems. I figured to familiarize myself with them sometime, someday.

The sky had turned a deeper shade of gray by the time I was ready to go on my adventure. Naturally I put on my galoshes, just in case.

My first stop lay right at my feet, both so to say and in fact. This weird machine, which Mumbles said was a funicular and which, amazingly, I had understood him the first time he spoke, had a couple of cable cars that took people up and down. I later learned that it was called Angel's Flight, which I suppose was as good a name as any and certainly better than Funicular's Flight. I rode it down. Then I rode it up. Then I rode it down again. I was having almost as much fun on this ride as I had on those my father had taken me on in Atlantic City when I was, as they say, knee-high to a locust. (Or was it a beetle? A mosquito?) I was starting to get a bit tired with all this riding up and down, and so after about an hour and a half, I headed for my next stop, Little Tokyo, which was located not far from the Civic Center, the heart of downtown.

You might wonder why I was nuts enough to want to go back to Niptown after that slimy meal I had failed to enjoy a few evenings back. Well, I'll tell you. Earlier this morning Grumbles said that I should go to the barbershop on First and Alamo Streets. It provided a fantastic shampoo, he promised. I hadn't washed my hair since leaving home, and it was currently itching almost as much as when my high school sweetheart had given me a good case of the crabs. Sure, I could have washed it in Mumbles's sink, but why not pamper myself I decided.

I should have known better. I found First Street without any trouble, but I don't know how many Angelenos I asked for directions to Alamo Street before one said, “Oh, you mean Alameda Street.” Mumbles had struck again. The place itself looked decrepit, as I expected any nip place to look. It had a sign outside, but it was written in nip. I went in and saw that the joint looked like a restaurant rather than a barber shop. A slant-eye who looked like Mr. Moto came up to me, and I told him in my best pidgin English that I wanted a shampoo. He nodded and led me to a table. More than half a dozen other slant-eyed yellow midgets were dipping some slop with their filthy chopsticks into a large bowl filled with steaming water. I bent over the bowl but realized that there was no shampoo in it, only pieces of food. I called the honcho nip over and asked how he expected me to clean my head if I didn't have any shampoo. Were those pieces of food actually what his people used for a shampoo, I asked? He babbled in some Nip talk that I couldn't understand. Finally, one of the men at the table knew enough English to explain to me that the restaurant's specialty was shabu-shabu, a customary meal in which patrons dipped their vegetables and meat into a bowl of boiling water. I left the restaurant hungry, unshampooed, and sore as hell at Mumbles.

My lunch came in a small diner located at the foot of Bunker Hill. I was tired and my feet were sore, especially since I was wearing my galoshes. I had a slab of meat loaf smothered with mustard and another cup of java. I had been single-handedly doing wonders for the Maxwell House company today, and I made sure to hit the john before paying the cashier and leaving. I spotted a newsstand on the way to Angel's Flight and the apartment, and picked up the latest copy of Black Mask, which had a story by Cornell Woolrich. Now I knew that there was a fancy school in upstate New York called “Cornell” and that “Woolrich” had an expensive ring to its name, and so I kind of figured that this guy knew something or other about writing detective stories. And while I didn't need any advice from anyone as to what a dick does, I figured that I'd spend the p.m. reading what other dicks did. That put me to sleep fast.

The next day was raining cats and dogs and all the other creatures that fled with Noah during the great downpour. Geez! We usually have a helluva lot of the white stuff back home this time of year, but I thought that the City of Angels would be…well, if not heaven, at least a pretty nice place weather-wise. Mumbles, once he finally staggered from his bedroom, set me straight: the winter months in LA were no picnic. In fact, the few weeks before I arrived had seen buckets upon buckets of the wet stuff. “It rains like hell,” he said. Or had he said “hail”? It didn't much matter. Thanks, pal, I told myself. I owe you one for not telling me this before I hopped a train and came out here.

Both of us stayed in the entire day. We lounged and we drank. Then we lounged and we drank some more. Mumbles made a few calls that he obviously didn't want me to hear. He needn't have bothered to speak in low tones since I had all I could do to understand him when he was shouting. For my part, I called Light Fingers Louie, but the talented safecracker wasn't in. He could have been at the Pink Pussycat Lounge or using his dubious abilities to make an illegal buck or two. I guessed the latter. I also called Sheldon Blatt and left word with Hitler's daughter, Hedwig, that I would be seeing Scarlett tomorrow.

Rain or no rain, Mumbles and I decided to go out for chow after having examined the paltry, unappetizing remains that made the fridge look like a sick ward in a hospital where the patients were waiting to be carted off for burial. Mumbles suggested some wop food in a restaurant that was located nearby in a neighborhood filled with chinks. The Old Chinatown had been destroyed to make room for the new Union Station, but the New Chinatown was opening.

Much to my surprise–and maybe his–Joe's Italian American Restaurant, located at Broadway and College Street, proved a treat for the palette, as the gourmays like to say. At first I thought otherwise when I called for a glass of wine and the greaser asked if I wanted Dago Red. I told the idiot that I wasn't no Eyetalian communist. Mumbles stepped in and told him that we'd like a giraffe of something or other. What we got tasted pretty good, although I doubt if the waiter understood what Mumbles had ordered. The food hit the spot. Mumbles had spaghetti and meatballs, and since I knew that when in Rome do what the Romans do, I ordered two tuna fish sandwiches and a side order of beets.

We paid the tab and left. The rain was coming down meaner than ever. We ran to Mumbles's car, drove home, had a nightcap, and went to bed. Not a bad ending for a not-nice day.







Chapter 10

The next day I took a bath and shaved, pouring on a liberal amount of Bay Rum afterwards, but decided not to change my underwear since I had not as yet been wearing them for a full week. I did put on my fancy duds, however, in anticipation for the drinky-poo or two or more that was on tap for my visit to Scarlett. Having neglected to unpack it, the suit that I had brought from home possessed more wrinkles than the old actress Maria Ouspenskaya. But the shirt and tie were clean. Or nearly so. Then I put on my coat, my green fedora, and my galoshes and headed for my appointment. The shamus was on his way.

The Garden of Allah, a complex of a hotel and about two dozen bungalow apartments where Scarlett was living, was quite a bit west of where I was staying, say, a continent or two. At least that's what the taxi meter seemed to be indicating. I asked the driver if he couldn't give a discount to a stranger in town. Instead, he gave me something else after I paid him without a tip, and I responded. His finger should be all right in a few weeks or so.

The joint—not the driver's—was located at Crescent Heights and Sunset Boulevard, a posh section of West Hollywood. According to Mumbles, the place had belonged to some famous actress with the name of Nazimova, or Nazi Mova, or something or other. Once inside the complex, I saw that it was no flophouse. I didn't even spot any Arabs wearing towels rolled around their heads, only people who looked like they belonged in a nice place. On the way to Scarlett's bungalow I passed a mean-looking cop. The guy was tougher looking than King Kong and almost as big. He glared at me as we passed; I glared right back after we had passed.

Scarlett was wearing a scarlet dress and had scarlet lipstick smeared over her pretty face and lips. She also seemed a few sheets to the wind. I guessed this because she didn't seem to know who I was. Then I gave her my name, but that didn't seem to help.

“Scarlett, I'm Dick DeWitt, Cousin Sheldon's favorite cousin, Don't you remember?”

She squinted and took another slug from the glass she had been holding. “Oh yeah, you're the one who likes sugar-coated nuts. How could I forget? Come on in and make yourself at home,” she invited.

We had broken the ice. She had remembered me for what I wanted all dames to remember about me: my nuts.

I took off my coat and hat and handed them to Scarlett. She walked over to a closet, opened the door, and threw them on the floor. Then she noticed my galoshes and asked if I wanted her take them. I said no. I didn't want her throwing them on the floor, too.

“Sit down on the couch next to me, Mr. Dick DeWhat, and tell me who you are again.”

If the dough weren't so good, and if I didn't need it so bad, I'd have told Scarlett that I didn't give a damn, told Sheldon Blatt likewise the next day, and looked up the schedule for trains heading home. So once more I identified myself to the souse.

She poured herself another drink from a container that was on the coffee table but, I was willing to bet my life, contained no coffee. Then I noticed another glass with the remains of a drink. A sharp gumshoe never misses a trick, and I grasped the meaning right away.

“Tell me, Scarlett, why do you drink from two glasses rather than one?”

At first she was speechless, in awe, no doubt, of my powers of observation and radiocination.

She hesitated. “Mr. DeWhat, you're a clever man. Yes, a clever, clever man. Here, have a drink.”

She filled the dirty glass to the brim. I didn't especially want to drink from it, but I had exposed myself to worse, as the time when Gardenia, a.k.a Gonorrhea, Gertie planted a smacker on my lips a few years ago. I wanted to learn more but knew that I had to be subtile. “Who's the boozer who was here before me?” I asked.

Scarlett turned scarlet. My question seemed to sober her up a bit. She chewed on her lovely lower lip, tugged at her bra, and belched. She might be a lush, I told myself, but this broad's a real femme fatal. Now that I had her off balance, I decided to ask another subtile question. “And while we're at it, Scarlett, how does an unemployed babe like you afford to live in a place like this?”

“You ask a lot of questions for a fisherman from North Dakota.” Scarlett gave another belch and poured herself another drink. “You're not half as dumb as you look. In fact,” she said as she gave her bra another tug, “you're sort of cute in a not very attractive way.”

My natural charm and way with words had won her over. Now all I had to do was find out where she was hiding the damn book with all the names. But how to do that was not going to be easy. It called for more subtility.

“Here, Scarlett, let me refresh your drink,” I said. I poured some more liquid refreshment into her glass without realizing that the glass was already full. Some spilled on her nice wooden coffee table. So what?

“Look, Dick,” she said as she mopped up the spill with the end of my tie, “I'm gonna come clean with you because I know you can be trusted.”

This gave me a pang of remorse. Now I would have to send the tie to the cleaner's. The way she yanked at the tie hadn't done my neck much good either.

“You're right to wonder how a little girl with no job like me can afford to live in a swanky place like the Garden of Allah. Did you know that Rudy Valentino bought the place for his wife, the actress Alla Nazimova, who then lost it after their divorce? She still lives here in one room after she sold the place to crumbums who turned her home into apartments. Would you believe that I sometimes see Dietrich, Barrymore, and Garbo, who also live here?

“Now someday I'm going to be as famous as those stars if Cousin Sheldon, the fat louse, would get his fat ass moving. All right, he does give me some money—which I deserve! Do you know what it's like to have to look at his ugly kisser and listen to him brag about himself?” Then she gave me a hard look. “And he's going to pay a lot more, a very lot more, if he doesn't come through. Who says so?” She took another swig from her glass. “Me and my little black book say so.”

I gave her my toothy grin. “But Cousin Sheldon and his fat ass are still out of town. Who was here before me, if you don't mind my asking?”

Another swig before she said that she did mind my asking but would tell me anyway.

“Cousin Sheldon's not the only creep who's worried about a little black book. You see, I know a big-time cop who's also got the hots for me. And this palooka talks a lot when he gets polluted. And, you see, I remember a lot. And I write things down so that I'll keep remembering. You think that I've got the goods only on some Hollywood frauds thanks to Cousin Sheldon's loose lips? Well, I've got just as much, maybe more, on crooked cops and city officials than you can shake your little pinky at. What do you say to that? And,” she added with a smile as broad as the Amazon, “I've got a second black book, and the cop's also helping me with the rent.”

There was probably a lot I could have said, maybe should have said, but didn't say. I could have said I was speechless, but that would have been saying something. And while I was saying to myself that I was speechless, she threw herself at me.

“Oh, Dick, you've got to help me. I'm just a poor innocent small-town girl who's lost her way. I'm just that 'babe in the wood,' as Mr. Gershwin says, and like that babe, I need 'someone to watch over me.' ”

The babe, frankly speaking, struck me as a two-timing, blackmailing slut. Not that I have anything against blackmailing sluts, a couple of whom I've done the horizontal mambo with in the past. I realized that I could have asked Scarlett for mambo lessons right there and then, but the thought of Louise crimped my style. That Scarlett was now drooling on my semi-clean shirt didn't put me much in the mood either.

“Dick, she said, “you look like the kind of man who can handle himself.”

Sure I handled myself. I handled myself plenty. What do you expect from a healthy, virile man who hasn't had it with a dame in a while? But I didn't like to discuss my private doings with my privates with others.

“Now let's not get into that, Scarlett.”

Suddenly she seemed to sober up. “Listen, fisherman from North Dakota or wherever you come from, I need someone to protect me. I obviously can't ask the cops or anyone who has anything to do with Hollywood. I'm scared, don't you see? I'm scared for my life!”

She began to sob and pressed her face against my chest. That really got to me. Now I had to deal with getting her lipstick and mascara off my shirt. I wanted to tell her about Cousin Sheldon and my real relationship with the fat slob but couldn't. And wouldn't. And I sure as hell didn't want to get in hot water with the coppers. I had had more than enough of that back East. I didn't know what to do. For one of the few times in my career as a dick I found myself in a quarry.

“Scarlett,” I said, “as much as I'd like to help a fair damsel in distress and you, too, I have to earn a living. The fish are swimming even if the cotton isn't tall back in North Dakota. I have to leave here as soon as the convention's over, which will be in a few hours.”

She gave me a steely look. No, make that a “you'll-be-sorry” look that would have halted that bum of Hitler when he marched into the Rhineland.

“Don't worry about money,” she said. “I have enough to hire you as my bodyguard and private eye.” She paused. “Let's leave it at bodyguard. The idea of you as a detective boggles the imagination.”

I wanted to boggle more than her imagination at this point. I also wanted the money. But a little inner voice told me to step away from this mess or I'd regret it, and then some.

“Sorry, sweetheart, but I just can't do it. It's not only my job that's in question, I have to go home and feed my pet marmot before he gets too hungry and starts nibbling on my grandma.” That sounded like a full-proof argument to weasel out of the deal she offered and to scram, but I had underestimated the little lady.

“Okay, DeWho, you don't want the job? You don't want to help little old me out of a pickle? Well, what would you say if I told Cousin Sheldon that you had your way with me? I don't think he'd like that. And I know my cop friend would become even sorer if I told the same story to him.”

“Think it over, dearest Dick, and give me a ring in the morning. I think by then you'll have seen matters my way.”

I wanted to wipe the smirk off the souse's puss. I also wanted to call Union Station for the next choo-choo leaving for home. No, make that leaving for anywhere.







Chapter 11

I needed to talk with someone who could understand my predicament [predicate] and give me some good advice or at least give a boost to my morals [moral?]. When I got back to the apartment, Mumbles was still out playing poker with his chums, or in this case, chumps, since Mumbles usually came home flush with winnings. I'm not sure if he was that good a player, or if the others didn't catch what he said when he made his moves. Who could I call? Light Fingers Louie? Out of the question. He was a great safecracker and snitch, but otherwise had half the brains of Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy in the movies. Polish Phil? Sure, he would have been my first and best choice, but hadn't he already left for Florida? Maybe not. It was worth a try since I had everything to lose out here.

It was around 10:30 in the East. I let the phone ring eight or nine times and was about to hang up when Phil answered.

“Hi, Phil, this is your buddy Dick DeWitt. I'm surprised I got you in. I figured you were long gone and in Florida working on a tan and betting on the nags at Hialeah Park Race Track.”

“Nah, I heard that too much sun ain't so good for you. It gets you wrinkled like an old prune. And some say it can do worse.”

“Come on, Phil. You're as bad as my Aunt Hester, who thinks that it's scary to have something called elevated chlorophyll in your body. Did you ever hear of such nonsense?”

“No, buddy boy, that's taking it too far. But the real reason I'm not going South is that I hear J. Edgar Pain-in-the-Ass Hoover and his goody-two-shoes boy scouts are going to roust the real estate guys I was going to do business with. What's this country coming to? If things weren't bad enough, the feds don't want hard-working people to make a living. I'm telling you.”

I agreed with the Polack and then told him my hard-luck story.

“What's with you, Dick? You didn't have enough trouble with the Llama and the cops here a few months back, and now you're in deep doo-doo at the other end of the country? Do you look for trouble or does it follow you like flies buzzing around you know what?”

I told him that I didn't look for trouble and that I hadn't seen a single fly since I got here. He sighed and told me that I should drop everything and come back home to the city where I was born and loved.

Something—like common sense—told me that he was right. But I'm stubborn. I cling to what I want like a bulldog, and what I wanted in this case was to do the work of a gumshoe and earn some simoleons. I thanked the Polack for his advice, but said that I would stay put, at least for the time being. He told me to be very, very careful because he didn't want to hear about them finding my bullet-riddled body somewhere in the deserted Hollywood Hills or in lonely Griffith Park. He told me to be particularly aware of corrupt cops, especially one of them who looked and was built like King Kong and who would kill his mother for laughs. I laughed at that one, said good night, and wondered if I'd ever see a cop who was a King Kong look-alike.

I sat up for an hour or so, pondering what had happened at Scarlett's and what Phil had said. Tomorrow was decision time, and I needed a clear head. So I limited myself to only a couple of glasses of booze. I would also need my strength, and so I skipped brushing my teeth and headed straight to bed. I knew I could handle myself…but not tonight.

Scary dreams. Fatboy Sheldon had hired Boris Karloff and Bela Lugosi to kill me. They were chasing me down a blind alley, as was King Kong, who was wearing a cop's uniform. I woke up in a sweat, maybe because I hadn't remembered to take off my clothes.

The morning brought the morning and a new outlook on this sometimes funny, sometimes not so funny thing we call life. I joined Mumbles at the breakfast table and told him what had expired the previous evening. He kept nodding his head and gesticulating wildly with his hands. Unfortunately, he kept feeding his face with slabs of pumpernickel bread, which didn't do much for my understanding his views. But I had made up my mind already. I would tell Scarlett that I would act as her bodyguard and keep an eye on who might be tailing her tail. I hadn't figured out what I would tell Blatt, but I'd come up with some story or another on my way over to his office to collect my pay and expenses.

Scarlett was at home when I called. She said she was glad that I saw matters her way. She also said that we had to test out whether her suspicions panned out that either Cousin Sheldon or her cop friend, or both, were having her followed. We're going to the Brown Derby for dinner tonight, she announced. Cousin Sheldon had given her Blanche's Cart, or something like that, to have dinner there once a week at his expense and at his table. She said that it was a fancy joint and that I should dress appropriately. “Meet me at my place around six,” she ordered.

I hadn't liked her insiduation that I didn't always dress appropriately, but I had let it pass. I couldn't afford to get off on the wrong foot with this dangerous tootsie.

I hotfooted it to Blatt's office and my paycheck for services more or less rendered. His good-for-nothing, miserable secretary gave me the fish-eye as soon as I walked in. “I suppose you want your pay?” she asked.

“You suppose right, Gal Thursday.”

She glared at me and told me to hand over the list of expenses that I had incurred. I gave her the list, which I had compiled before leaving my place. Everything was more or less kosher. More or less. She peered over her glasses and warned that her boss was not going to like these large taxi charges. “Where are the receipts?” she asked.

“What receipts?” I shot back.

“The receipts that any self-respecting, intelligent private detective knows enough to keep. That's 'what receipts,' ” she snarled. “Next time, no tickee, no payee.”

I looked around for something to spill on her desk, like maybe her teeth, and informed her that that was not the way we did business back East. I lied. I had forgotten to ask for the receipts, but she needn't know that. I told her that I would keep better track of all expenses in the future, and that she should fork over what I had asked for, pronto. She reached into a desk drawer and took out a checkbook. No, I informed her, I wanted cash on the barrel. She protested until I told her that I had not opened a bank account here since I hadn't had time and didn't know if the city had a bank that I could trust. She said she had her doubts that any of the city's banks could trust me. She took out money from a tin box that was in another desk drawer and paid me. She also said that I had to sign a paper saying that I had received payment. She thrust a paper at me, and I signed. She looked at it and said how surprised she was that I could sign my name, and that she had expected only an “X”.

“Watch your mouth, sister,” I said, “or you might be waving to nurses from a hospital bed and sipping your food through straws for a month.” I also told her to tell Blatt that I had seen Scarlett yesterday and would have dinner with her tonight at the Brown Derby. Gal Thursday expressed a wish that I would not get food poisoning. I guess that was her way of apologizing.

Feeling flush with my first payment from Cousin Sheldon, I decided to have my suit pressed for my rendezvous with Scarlett. I reluctantly left it at a French cleaners a couple of blocks from what I was temporarily calling home because I didn't see any chink laundries. I knew that Chinamen had the know-how when it came to cleaning, but it turned out that the Froggies weren't bad either. I scrounged around my suitcase and managed to find a shirt and tie. My shoes badly needed a shine, but since the weather report hinted at rain I'd be wearing my galoshes. I shot the breeze with Mumbles for half an hour and then headed for the Garden of Allah.

Scarlett was a knockout. She wore a tight-fitting red dress that showed all the bumps and curves that any red-blooded man could wish to gape at. She was wearing her hair in a fashionable upsweep, just the right amount of paint on her face, and a perfume that that Cocoa Channel dame must have made specially for her. Lucky me was to escort this starlet to a hoity-toity restaurant.

The Brown Derby was just that: a brown derby. I reminded myself that if I ever won the Irish Sweepstakes I'd build a restaurant and call it The Green Fedora after my favorite chapo, as the Frenchies would say. A mug holding a bunch of menus immediately recognized Scarlett and told us to follow him. As he led us to a table, it seemed like all the heads in the joint looked our way. I was sure that I recognized a few movie stars. One of them, a well-known actress known for her sharp tongue, took one look at Scarlett and said, “There goes the good time that was had by all.” That was some swell compliment as far as I was concerned. I tugged at the menu man's suit and asked him to get me her autograph. I don't think I had farted, but he looked at me as if I had.

While we were seated and waiting for another mug to let us know what was for chow, Scarlett gave me some background on the Derby. It was built in 1929, that awful, awful year, with Cecil B. DeMille's design in mind. Since then it had become a mecca for movie stars and had attracted the town's two biggest movie mouths, Hedda and Louella. It was here, Scarlett informed me, that Clark proposed to Carole.

Scarlett seemingly could have gone on forever, but I was getting famished. I tried to catch the waiter's eye but couldn't. So I gave a loud whistle and told him to get his ass over here or he'd be sorry. Most of the crowd fell silent, and Scarlett gave me a funny look. I guess she didn't like being interrupted.

One look at the menu would have taken my appetite away if I were footing the bill. Sheldon Blatt didn't exactly perspire warmth in people, but I'll say this for him, he was springing for a good meal at a swell joint. First we ordered drinks. Then Scarlett ordered some kind of bird under glass. Never heard of anyone wanting to eat anything that was sitting under glass. As for me, I told the snooty waiter that I wanted the best Filly Mignon in the joint, and make it snappy.

Meanwhile a little floosie, dressed in a skimpy outfit and toting a big box that was strapped around her neck, kept making the rounds, saying “cigars, cigarettes.” When she got to our table, I asked Scarlett if she'd like a cigar. (I always was a great kidder.) She nearly floored me when she said she'd like a pack of Camels. Then I laughed and got the joke: a pack of Camels for the Garden of Allah. I laughed so hard that people again fell silent. Then she repeated that she wanted a pack of Camels. So I sprang for it. I told her that I hadn't seen her smoke before. She said that she only did it when she was in a room filled with celebrities. “Anybody who's anybody smokes,” she said.

While we ate our meals and slurped our drinks, Scarlett kept asking me to look around very casually to see if anyone seemed to be keeping an eye or two on us. I told her that the only suspicious character was the waiter who I had yelled at and who was making obscene gestures at me whenever he thought no one else was looking. But otherwise…I ordered apple pie and a cup of java at the end of the meal; Scarlett ordered a double Scotch. I hoped that the booze would loosen her tongue or at least get her to speak more freely, but she didn't say anything more about her two precious little black books. She did, however, spend a lot of words telling me what creeps Cousin Sheldon and her boyfriend copper were. I urged her to have another Scotch. She got mad and asked if I thought she was a lush or something. “No doubt about it,” I was tempted to reply.

There was no tab to be paid, at least by us, and so we headed for the exit. The coat check girl gave us what she called our wraps, which we normal folks called our coats and hats—I had kept on my galoshes for fear someone would falsely claim them. Then she held out her hand. I shook it and told her to go see Cousin Sheldon.

I figured that I'd see Scarlett back to the Garden of Allah and have a nightcap. She said that we should take separate cabs since her place lay west and mine was east, and that she had a busy day ahead. I didn't mind the brush-off, but I could have used the nightcap.







Chapter 12

Rain. Torrents of it. The City of Angels was suffering from a collection of badly water-logged wings and a need to dry out its angelic robes. What's with this town? I swear I've never seen so much rain. And if I lasted here a full forty days I would bet that the wet stuff would still be coming down.

But I couldn't complain too much. The days passed, and I was still in one piece. I called Scarlett regularly, but she said that she needed time to herself. She didn't mention her copper friend, and she didn't inquire about Cousin Sheldon. I figured that a combination of rain and alcohol had numbed her brain.

I did call Blatt daily, however. You betcha. I wasn't going to disappoint my meal ticket or, if I did disappoint him, have him send out his goons to make a meal out of me. I never spoke to Blatt himself. Miss Miserable, took messages. I explained to her that Scarlett, after our meal at the Brown Derby, had wanted time alone. This pimple on my bottom sniffed how she wasn't surprised that she wished to remain in communicado after a few hours with me. I told her that I took exception to both her and her comment. I also told her that Scarlett was not in Communicado but was still at the Garden of Allah.

I had a better phone conversation with Light Fingers Louie during one rainy afternoon. I caught him at home a short time before he was due at work. I asked if he was working at the Pink Pussycat Lounge.

“Oh no, Mr. DeWitt. When you seen me there I was collecting my last pay. I took out garbage, washed dishes—except for those that weren't too dirty—and swept up. But this week I got something better. I'm still sweeping up, but that's only until they let me try my hand at accounting.”

Louie, I knew, had not gone beyond the fourth grade at school and had been kicked out by popular demand, that is, by his teacher, principal, truant officer, and, I wouldn't be surprised to learn, various law enforcement officials. Louie wouldn't hurt a flea, of course, but he would rob it blind.

“Louie,” I asked, “who's hiring you to be an accountant?”

“The Pacific Terrific Trust. It's on the same block as the Pink Pussycat. You can't miss it.”

“Well, I missed it, Louie.”

“I didn't say it was a big building, Mr. DeWitt. But it is going to be a big bank someday, and I'm going to be the chief accountant.”

If you don't run off with all the loot that's stashed in the vault, I told myself. Louie as an accountant? There's no accounting for the dumbness of this bank that hired him.

“Louie,” I said, “I wish you all the luck in the world, even though we know there's not much of that. Just remember to keep your nose clean.”

“Oh I will, Mr. D. I still got some of those Kleenex I brought from back home.”

On one of those rainy days Mumbles stayed home from his office, which he kept promising to show me but never did. Business was currently slow, he confessed, so he suggested that we go shopping for some duds that wouldn't make me stand out like a sore thumb. “You got to dress like a Los Angeleno if you want to be one.”

I never told Mumbles that I wanted to be a Los Angeleno. I was a tried-and-true easterner. Always was, always would be. But he had a point: my wardrobe could use some new togs and some new clothes as well.

We took Mumbles's Packard to Bullock's, the well-known department store. We could have gone to the branch on Wilshire Boulevard, but that catered to those who had big bucks, like Blatt and his Hollywood set. We settled for the original store at Seventh and Broadway near the Civic Center. Mumbles convinced me to purchase a pair of jeans and two flannel shirts. He said that I'd need them during the winter months. I drew the line on his suggestion to buy a cowboy hat and boots. My green fedora and galoshes were just fine, thank you.

After my shopping spree, we went for lunch at Clifton's Brookdale Cafeteria, which wasn't far away. According to my companion, it was the world's biggest cafeteria, and once inside, I found no reason to dispute his call. This wasn't any local Horn & Hardart Automat or Bickford's Cafeteria that I sometimes ate at back East. The grub wasn't bad either. A helping of meat loaf and a tuna-noodle casserole hit the spot, although the casserole could have used more tuna and fewer noodles. But I poured on a lot of catsup and mustard, and that helped.

During this rainy period Mumbles and I made an arrangement. First he talked me out of finding digs of my own, and that was fine with me. And next we agreed on how much I should pay him for room and board and booze. And while that wasn't fine with me, it was fair. We usually ate supper together in the apartment, except when his work detained him. One night, however, he suggested we go to a nearby place that one of his poker cronies said was terrific. I would have preferred a quiet meal at home, but Mumbles insisted and I accepted. I would later swear that that would be the last time I listened to him. The food, it turned out, wasn't bad. It was who was eating it.

If there was one guy who wasn't a copper, he must have been hanging out all night in the john. The place was awash with uniformed cops and suits. Granted, a few guys looked out of place—dirty clothes, long hair, and a lot of hair on their ugly pusses. But I had been a gumshoe long enough to know that these hotshots worked undercover.

Understand that in general I've got nothing against coppers—Polish Phil was a great friend and help—but a whole brigade of them in one big room? Come on! You didn't have to be one of Ma Barker's boys to feel the sweat rolling down your armpits.

The food, as I said, wasn't bad. In fact, it was pretty darn good. I was enjoying the chow and trying my best to catch what my eating partner was mumbling about, when I felt a hand grip my shoulder. Make that a vise because I thought the shoulder would have to be set back in place or maybe need surgery. I turned to see who felt behooved to cause me such discomfort.

“Ain't you the guy I saw last week in the Garden of Allah?” he asked.

It was King Kong himself.

I had to think fast.

“No, pal, it wasn't. I don't cotton to Arabs and wouldn't go near any place where they had picnics.”

He was big, say, six and a half feet at least, and must have weighed in at three hundred pounds. And he was uglier than he was big. A couple of tiny pig eyes smoked at me from a face whose chief feature was a scar that ran from its right ear to below its left chin. I would have asked him how he shaved, had the circumstances been different. I had seen hairy-knuckled guys before, but the hair on this ape's paw was so thick that you could braid it and have some left over for a French twist [roll].

His grip tightened on my poor shoulder as he again questioned if last week I had been on the premises of the Garden of Allah.

I managed to squeak a “no” through painfully gritted teeth.

“Sure you were,” piped up Mumbles. “Don't you remember that you went to see that Scarlett dame? You know, the one you said was a souse and a slut.”

Now that my pal showed what true friendship was all about, I had to think even faster before King Kong took me up to the Empire State Building and dropped me head first.

“No, Marty, you must have misunderstood. That was my twin brother, Nick, who went to see that woman and who called her such disgraceful names.” I smiled as best I could and told King Kong that I'd give Nick a good talking-to next time I saw him. I was not sure if my clever ploy would work, but a couple of cops and a suit came over to Kong and said that they had business to discuss. The hand let go of my shoulder, reluctantly, I was pretty sure. Then the pig-eyed ape said that I'd better have that talk with my twin, and that if he ever saw the foul-mouthed lowlife again, I'd become an only child.

Once the law enforcement gang had gone off to discuss their business, I glared at Mumbles. He gave me an innocent look that said, “What did I say?” I was tempted to ask the jerk why for once he had spoken clearly when he fingered me and let the cat out of the bag. But I didn't. It was probably raining outside, and I needed a ride home since I hadn't bothered to wear my galoshes.







Chapter 13

If you want to enjoy your breakfast without getting a bad case of indigestion, don't read the morning newspaper. I learned that lesson the hard way. Normally, I read only the sports page after a quick glance at the front page. Oh yeah, I also scam the obituaries to see if I lost any friends or, with luck, enemies. I didn't figure to see any names in the list of “gave-up-the-ghost” out here since I had been in town for only a short while. But for some reason I lingered over the morning rag and read a couple of more pages. It was then I concluded that another name might soon appear in the obituaries: mine.

The city's outspoken, reform-minded owner of Clinton's Brookdale Cafeteria, young Clifford Clinton, announced that police corruption and the violent intimidation of possible witnesses had to stop, and that he was going to make sure that it did stop. Clinton had announced his campaign to root out corruption within the police department and in city hall the previous year. He had enlisted the help of a private investigator and former policeman, Harry Raymond, who nearly escaped death last month when a car pipe bomb exploded and implanted more than one hundred and fifty pieces steel and glass in his body.

Perhaps it was no coincidence that a story appearing on the same page said that several policemen had been placed on what the department called “administrative leave.” In other words, these coppers were supposed to leave their guns at home, as well as their nightsticks, knuckle-busters, shivs, and assorted other devices for keeping the peace for one's friends and disturbing it for one's enemies. The article went on to say that many of Los Angeles's finest were furious. “Mr. Clifford has got it all wrong,” insisted one of them. “We're the good guys. We don't need any Sad Sallies sticking up for the punks who give our great city a bad name. If the D.A. thinks it's such a picnic trying to protect good, honest folks, he should get out from behind his desk and let us get out from behind ours and onto the streets where we belong. Meanwhile me and my fellow brother cops will do what needs to be done.”

Those were fighting words from an unnamed fighting cop, who looked every inch a fighter in the photo the newspaper had seen fit to include. He also looked every inch an ape–King Kong, to be more precise. And now I had a name to go with the big ape: Lt. Harry Hardnut. I only hope that he didn't have a name to go with the guy whose shoulder he massaged in the restaurant. I've heard that for some dopes hope springs eternal. For me, hope usually springs a leak.

The phone rang around 11:00 just as I was piling the breakfast dishes into the sink and giving a thought or two to brushing my teeth and washing my face.

“Marty Hardy's residence,” I announced.

“Oh, Dick, you can't imagine what's happened.”

It was Scarlett, and I didn't want to imagine what had happened.

“My policeman friend came over an hour ago, and it was just awful.”

I knew that he hadn't tried to take her up to the Empire State Building since that was on the other side of the country. Had he had his way with her? Had he offered her his big banana? Had he held her too tight and squashed her goods? Had he growled too loud and broken her eardrums?

“Calm down, Scarlett,” I said. “Now tell me what this big baboon did.”

I could hear her sobbing. Then she blew her nose and nearly broke my eardrums. Finally she composed herself.

“I had my new Silvertone radio on and was listening, just as nice as you please, to that nice Mr. Fred Astaire singing 'They Can't Take That Away from Me.' Then I thought of that cocktail party when Sheldon introduced me to him. What a gentleman! And then I thought of your nogoodnik, rotten, disgusting, vermin, lying, fat slob cousin, and that was that. When is that piece of you-know-what going to finish recuperating and getting his fat ass back into town? I want him to get me a part in a movie, and a big part,” she yelled. Then she calmed down and asked me if I liked Mr. Astaire and if I could sing and dance as well as him. She said that the cocktails were simply fabulous at the party where she met him.

Before I could tell her that I thought Astaire's movies were swell, especially with that Ginger Rogers dame hoofing it with him, she told me to wait a minute while she fixed herself another drinky-poo. Another one? It was before noon, and I was late having my first.

I heard her gulp, burp, and give a sigh of satisfaction. She had downed the hatch with the drinky-poo. A few more of those, I thought, and she'll be down in the booby hatch.

“Where was I, Dick?” she asked.

Now it was my turn to sigh. “You were about to tell me what happened with your cop friend, sweetheart.”

“He's not my sweetheart,” she stormed.

At this point I felt that trying to clear up the little verbiage misunderstanding was about as doubtful as trying to get things straight with my secretary Dotty. It was, in short, a losing game.

“Scarlett, please just tell me what happened with him.”

“When?”

I counted to ten. “This morning, dear.”

“We didn't do anything this morning. And besides, I don't think it's any of your beeswax. Do I ask you what you do with the women you go out with?”

My mother always wanted me to aim for the stars and become something big, like a coal miner or taxidermist. I should have listened to her, but no, I had to become a gumshoe.

One last try.

“Scarlett, I can't help you if you don't tell me why you're so upset. Now what did your friend say this morning that has caused you this grief?”

Scarlett stifled another sob and, I was pretty sure, took another swig of whatever she was drinking.

“Someone pounded on the door until I thought it was going to break. 'Hold your horses, whoever you are,' ” I said. “When I opened up, Harry wasn't holding his horses, he was holding today's paper with a picture of him large as life. He shoved past me, went to my booze cabinet, and poured himself a big one, which he finished in one gulp. Can you imagine that?”

“So why was he mad at you? You didn't put the story or his picture in the paper, did you?”

There was a long pause.

“Well, not actually. But he's suspicious since he claims that he didn't say anything to the paper. He thinks someone's setting him up, and believe you me, he knows plenty about setting people up. He's not sure, but he threw out a lot of names of people who would like to see him in trouble.”

Count me in as one who would like to see the monkey house's prime specimen in trouble. He'd probably like to see me in Dutch, too. I was so relieved that he didn't know my name that I was ready to go back to that old time religion and thump a few Bibles.

Scarlett more or less excused herself, saying that she had to fix another drinky-poo, but only a small one.

She returned a few minutes later to make my day. “I think that I ought to tell you, dearest Dick, that Harry puts you pretty high on the list of suspects.”

I tried to remain calm as I screamed, “What made him do that?”

I could hear the souse sipping her brew. Then she giggled. “I suggested it because I didn't think he knew you. I guess it just sort of slipped out. You're not mad at me, are you, you big hunk of man?”

No, Scarlett, I'm not mad at you, I thought. I'd like to kick your shapely little butt from her to Timbuctoo, but I'm not mad at you. I'd like to slip some formaldehyde into your drink, but I'm certainly not mad at you. Why should I be, you stupid sot?

Those were my thoughts, but I settled for telling her that it was unfortunate, but I was sure nothing would come of it.

“Possibly not, you handsome devil, but he really got burned up when I said that I had hired you as my protector and that you'd beat the living tar out of him if he gave me any more trouble. Aren't you proud of me for standing up for my rights?” she crowed.

Why of course, you nitwit, I said to my scared-stiff self. But what about my rights, especially those pertaining to the safety and continued well-being of my life and limbs?

“You should have kept your mouth shut, Scarlett.”

“Oh, Dick, you're pouting now just like a spoiled little boy. Besides, Harry just laughed when I told him that you were my protector. Now you calm down, and we can discuss this some other time, but now I have to go for my pedicure.” With that she hung up.

Now I had to worry about what kind of disease I might have caught from consorting with someone who had to see about her pedicure. And that appeared the least of it. Harry Hardnut seemed likely to crack a few of my precious parts, and Sheldon Blatt, should he find out that I was playing both sides against the middle, might do worse. And all because of a blackmailing tramp, who's sore because she didn't get the lead in a movie that probably no one will bother to see. Hooray for Hollywood!

I looked outside the window. The rain was pounding on the pavement like the pain in my head.







Chapter 14

I downed some Jack Daniel's to fortify myself. Then I called Blatt's office and told Hedwig that nothing was new and that Scarlett still wanted some time to herself. The secretary said that she also wanted some time to herself, especially from hearing my sweet voice, but that her boss still wanted me to call in regularly. She added that he was getting more and more annoyed that I hadn't learned anything from his starlet. “When are you going to earn your pay?” the good woman asked.

“When you learn some manners,” I told her before slamming down the receiver as hard as I could.

The rain slackened, but I didn't feel like getting my galoshes wet. So I spent the rest of the afternoon reading the newspaper and dozing, although not in that order. Mumbles returned earlier than usual. We schmoozed and had some liquid refreshment. Though not in that order either. I told him what had happened that morning, both with the newspaper and with Scarlett. He said that I'd better get those black books back in a hurry. He asked if I wanted his help and seemed disappointed when I declined it. Maybe I'll give him a finder's fee when all this is over, I thought to myself. And maybe I won't, I thought better.

Mumbles suggested that we go to Sid Grauman's Chinese Theater that evening. I told him that I didn't speak Chinese, although I did a pretty good imitation of speaking Chink talk. He said that the place had a Chinese look about it but that the movies were in English. I was tempted to tell my pal that he couldn't do a pretty good imitation of speaking English. Since we were going to Grauman's Chinese Theater, we decided to stop off and have a hamburger and fries beforehand. I'm not sure of the logic there, but the food was okay.

The movie was You Can't Take It with You. I seemed to recall that it had been a big hit on Broadway a while back. It had a lot of big movie stars in it, people like Lionel Barrymore and Jean Arthur. It even had Jack Benny's radio darkie, Rochester. It was supposed to be a comedy, but except for the darkie, I didn't find anyone funny. Maybe it was my fault, but probably not. Mumbles didn't laugh much either, especially since he slept through the whole film. I had to admit, though, that the place did look like an authentic Chink place. Although the ushers seemed like one hundred percent white people like us, I suspected some were scoring opium and selling broads into white slavery. Otherwise, why would this Sid Grauman fellow design the joint in Chink style? Mumbles was still sleepy, so I drove the car back to the apartment. He went straight to bed without a nightcap—that says something for how tired the poor mug was—but I was still wide awake. Too many thoughts, bad ones, of my situation.

I fixed a drink and called Light Fingers Louie. I asked him if he was brushing up on accounting; he said he was brushing an old coat and studying the betting forms for the next day's races at Hollywood Park.

I told the widely acclaimed safecracker and snitch that I might have some problems with a cop named Harry Hardnut.

“Mr. DeWitt,” Louie pleaded, “you don't wan't to have anything to do with that bum. I ain't been here that long, but I know he's trouble. Big trouble. People tell me that it's a fast trip to the morgue if you look cross-eyed at him.”

I patiently explained to Louie that I was not cross-eyed and indeed had twenty-twenty vision. “Look, pal, I need you to scout around and keep me in the know as to what the scoop is on this bum. Okay?”

“Mr. D, you was always good to me, and I'll never forget it. I'm all loyalty. You can count on my help.”

Good old Louie. I was glad that he volunteered to help. Otherwise I would have had to remind him that there was a warrant back East for his arrest and that someone might let slip that he was now residing in LA. That someone would have hated to do that since he had on another occasion done his civic duty and turned in Louie for a safecracking job. What had he expected? A fellow like me could use the reward money during the dark days of this depression.

I enjoyed some good shut-eye after conversing with Louie and knocking back a final drink. I didn't have to count sheep or a Black Llama, and I slept soundly until I heard Mumbles making a call early the next morning. He seemed upset about something and slammed the door on his way out. End of shut-eye.

The next few days came and went. Likewise the rain. In between downpours I saw a couple of movies, a Charlie Chan one and one starring my favorite actor, Jimmy Cagney. I remember in one of his earlier films how this tough guy pushed a grapefruit into some dame's puss. I jumped out of my seat and yelled, “Let her have it, Jimmy!” The people sitting around me weren't too pleased. But who cared? I paid for my ticket, didn't I?

One evening, when the weather was pretty good, I strolled over to the Biltmore Hotel on Pershing Square. What a swell joint! It was fancier than even the new Le Grand Rien back East, where I met my poor sap of a client, Uneeda Biscuit. He had hired me to rescue his broad from the foul clutches of the notorious Black Llama and his gang. The Biltmore had five restaurants, all of them filled with what seemed the crème of the crème.

I also had a yen to visit a swanky nightclub called the Cocoanut Grove. I'm not sure what held me back, but I felt a shiver go up and down me, sort of like that elite watering hole was in for big trouble, someday, somehow.

I had all this spare time because nothing was cooking with my troublesome trio: Scarlett, Blatt, and Hardnut. The souse still wanted time to herself; Blatt, so his snooty secretary informed me, was pitching his clients' values to various producers (Scarlett should only hear this, I guffawed); and Hardnut was presumably beating the crap out of some unfortunate schnook who managed to cross his shadow.

No news was not necessarily good news, but no news in this case wasn't bad news either. But one thing was gnawing at my insides. I had sensed that I was being followed after I left the Biltmore. At first I played it straight and was real casual about it. But someone, about half a block behind, kept pace with me. After five minutes of this, I turned and yelled, “You got a match, scumbag?” The guy turned heel and ran off as fast as he could go. I would have pursued him, but I had on my galoshes and didn't want to wear them out. Was I being pairannoyed? I wasn't sure. But I did resolve to carry my Smith & Wesson .38 on future occasions.







Chapter 15

The call came the next morning. I had been reading the sports section of the paper, and should have let the damn phone keep chirping. But I answered it and opened up a hornet's nest, or some other pest's nest, since I didn't know if hornets had made their way this far west.

At first I couldn't make out what the muffled voice was saying. I knew it wasn't Mumbles because he was snoring in his bed.

“Speak louder,” I said. “Who is this?”

“Pack your suitcase,” she said. “We're going away and I don't know for how long.” It was Scarlett.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“I can't tell you now,” she said in hushed tones, “but I'll tell you when we get there.”

The fact that I'd know where we were going once we arrived relieved my growing anxiety. But I still didn't know why we were going where we were going.

“You're not making sense, Scarlett. Why do we have to go anywhere?

“Because, Dick, I think that someone is out to kill me. And…and,” she began to sob, as only a sob sister could sob. “You have to protect me.”

Why me? Was I ready to lay my life on the line for a souse who's shacking up with a couple of lowlifes and, for all I knew, half of Hollywood? Would I do this for honor's sake? You got to be kidding. Would I do it for money? Well…

“Scarlett, as your protector, I haven't received any retainer yet. If I'm going to continue providing my expert services, I'll need some dough up front. After all, I have the integrity of my profession at stake. It's a matter of principle, and I think that you know by now that I'm a man of principle.”

“I know you are, Dick. I'll take care of all the expenses while we're away and give you a good-sized retainer when you pick me up. By the way, you'll need to lay your hands on a car. I don't know how you'll do it, and frankly, Dick, I don't give a damn. And, Dick, one last thing. Don't tell a soul about this. You can't trust anyone in this stinking town.”

I asked her when we were leaving.

“I don't know. It could be tomorrow, it could be a few days. I have to see about certain matters. Just keep your bags packed and your powder dry.”

I was puzzled more than ever. I rarely used powder. How had she found out about those times that I had?

Mumbles stumbled out of his room. I decided to tell him what the story was with Scarlett. She was probably right: trusting people in this town was asking for trouble. But Mumbles? Besides, if he blabbed, no one would understand him.

“Pal,” he said, “you need to be very careful. I don't have to tell you that this dame could be setting you up for something very nasty. If I was you—which thank God I'm not—I'd go see Mr. Blatt and tell him what's doing. You don't need to tell him you're working for Scarlett, unless, of course, you fancy having your kneecaps introduced to some goon's baseball bat.”

Mumbles laughed at his joke, but I didn't think it was anything to laugh at, especially since it didn't seem like a joke. I guess that jokes are in the ears of the bee holders.

“The more I think about it, my friend, you're in like Flynn. Tell Blatt you need a car and tell him you need cash up front for the trip. If he balks, remind him that Scarlett might be leading you to her little black book. You never can tell. And,” he chortled, “Scarlett is going to pay you and pay for the trip. Lemme see,” he said. He had his mouth full of a stale taco when he suggested that I might convince Scarlett to head for a getaway in San Louie Abysmal, or some such place I never heard of. “That way you can get in a little golf and maybe,” he winked, “a little something on the side from a little someone, if you catch my drift.”

I caught his drift, and it wasn't only because he wasn't on intimate terms with soap and water. Scarlett was an eyeful, all right, but I didn't plan on making her a handful because of the way I felt about Louise.

No, the relationship between the starlet and me would continue to be purely tectonic. When I told him this, Mumbles looked at me with disbelief.

“Hey, buddy, have you turned to liking guys? If so, you can pack your suitcase and clear out right now. I ain't prejudiced, you know, but I'm not going to have any faggot living with me.”

I assured Mumbles that I was interested only in women and in a pet rock collection that I had kept with me since my early years.

“Well, you may not be a fruit, but why don't you and Scarlett head for the Saliva Valley, where you can find a lot of fresh fruits and vegetables?”

I didn't bother to ask him why I'd want to eat fruits and vegetables covered with spit. Maybe he knew something that I didn't, but it didn't matter. Scarlett, I reminded him, had already picked the spot where we'd be going. I thanked Mumbles for his advice and told him that I would contact Blatt. He mumbled something and went for another taco.

Next I called Blatt's office and told Hedwig that I needed to see her boss. “He's busy all day,” she snapped, “but I'm sure he'll be heartbroken not to see you. I know that I am.”

“Listen, Emily Post, tell him that I have very important news concerning Scarlett Stickbottom, and that I need to see him today.”

She reluctantly told me to hang on while she conveyed the message. Thirty seconds later she announced, just as reluctantly, that he could see me briefly at one o'clock. “Since it's the lunch hour, she added, “see if you can bring any brains with you.”

Now that really puzzled me. Did she mean brains for herself or her boss or both? And where was I, a stranger to the city, supposed to pick up these delicacies? And did she want the brains ungarnished or with paprika, the way I liked them? I couldn't bother worrying my own brains to unravel this mystery. I had more pressing matters, and that included pressing my only semi-clean shirt.

I arrived at Blatt's office a few minutes ahead of time. Hedwig was eating a sandwich. I guess she figured that I was not bringing any brains to the office. She guessed right.

She looked at me with a cross between disdain and contempt, a little more of the latter perhaps. Then she used the intercom and told her boss that the gumshoe had arrived in all his glory. She said for me to go in.

“Sit down, Mr. DeWop.” He eyed me warily. “Now what's so important that you had to see me today and that a telephone call wouldn't have done the trick?”

I told him the full story, except for the one tiny omission that Scarlett was also paying me.

Fat Sheldon was puffing on a big cigar as usual. I was beginning to wonder if a cigar was part of his face or merely an add-on.

“You know, you may be right, DeWop. This crazy floozy might have stashed the black book out of town or she's planning to take it out of town with her. In either case, this might be your big chance to grab it. And if you do, there's a little something extra in it for you. You see what I mean?”

Yeah, I saw what he meant, though I was also beginning to feel a bit guilty for what this would do to Scarlett. She was a royal pain in the ass, but I didn't want to screw her. Well I did. Sort of. But I wouldn't. At least not in that way, and if I could figure things out, no ways.

I told Blatt about the need for a car. “Not a problem,” he said. “I'll have a car dropped off at your place later today. I've got influence, you know. I move my little pinkie, and the town moves with it.” Modesty ranked as high for him as did watching his weight.

“So do right by me, DeWop, and I'll do right by you. Now I gotta go see Louis B about a client. On your way out you can pick up some spending money for the trip. We wouldn't want our little gold digger to think that she was dealing with a gigolo, would we? Oh, and in case you were thinking of pulling a fast one, don't. Nasty things happen to guys who try to pull fast ones in this town.”

I wasn't feeling guilty about playing Fatboy, but I was feeling scared. By instinct, I patted my suit jacket to make sure that I had my good friends, Mr. Smith & Mr. Wesson, with me as I left.

“Yes, Mr. Blatt, but are you sure you want to do this?” His secretary sighed as she clicked the intercom off. “Isn't this your lucky day? My, my. Oops, sorry that I dropped the money on the floor. I guess that you'll just have to pick it up.”

I wanted to floor her with a right to the kisser but settled for picking up the moola. With a little luck—make that a lot of luck—the next time I saw her would be to pick up my pay and the “little something extra” from her employer.

I went back to the apartment just as the phone was ringing. It was Louie, and he sounded all excited, almost out of breath.

“Mr. D, I found out something big that you gotta know, but I have to get off the phone in a hurry. Meet me tonight at 6:00 at The Gentleman Guzzler, a bar at the corner of Olympic Boulevard and 9th Street. It's not all that far from the Civic Center.”

I tried expostfactulating with Louie to tell me now or at least give me some idea of what had happened, but he said, “Sorry, Mr. D, but I gotta run.” All I could think of was that someone from back East had tipped the authorities that my favorite yegg was in town. Louie had to skeddaddle but not before imparting some news to his favorite private eye.

I took the time between Louie's call and my appointment to meet him to pack my suitcase with various items in anticipation of going somewhere with Miss Stickbottom. As I was throwing in my galoshes and an extra pair of underwear late that afternoon, I realized that I should call Dotty, not only to check for messages but to inform her that I would be away for an unknown period of time. I also decided to call Polish Phil. I hated to think of all the expensive long-distance calls that I had rung up, but didn't feel that I had much of a choice in the matter. I phoned the nitwit first, promising myself that I'd make it short and sweet with this one-of-a-kind secretary.

“Hello, Dotty, this is Mr. DeWitt.”

“Oh, Mr. D, I'm so glad you called. I've got the most wonderful news. I finished The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.”

“That's just swell, Dotty,” I said, wondering how much the phone company would be charging me for this earth-shattering bit of nonsense.

“And is that fellow who was coming over to your place to discuss the book impressed?”

“What fellow, Mr. D?”

I let it drop.

“Any messages for me, Dotty, since I last called?”

“Since you last called where, Mr. D?”

I let that one drop, too. The way this was going, I'd be up to my keesters in phone bills.

“By the way, Dotty, I'll be out of town for a while, just in case you have to get in touch with me.”

“But how can I get in touch with you if you're out of town,” Dopey Dotty countered.

I let that one pass as well, but, unfortunately, she didn't.

“Well, where are you going?”

“I don't know at this point.”

“Well if you don't know where you're going, how are you going anywhere?”

I suppose she had a point besides the one that crowned her head, but I couldn't figure it out and didn't want to. My patience was growing shorter, my telephone bill larger

“Listen, Dotty, I've got to run now, but I'll be in touch. Any other news before I go?”

“Noooooo. I don't think so. Oh, wait a minute! I almost forgot to tell you that I'm engaged to be married.”

“Well, that's real swell. Who's the lucky Joe? Your pal who reads books with you?”

“Oh no, silly. And his name isn't Joe. I'm engaged to marry Cousin Elmer!”

I knew it. Cousin Elmer had been sniffing as much, probably more, glue than his cousin Dotty.

I took the bait. “But Dotty, didn't you once tell me that he's your first cousin?”

“Of course he is!”

“But aren't you worried about the children that could result if cousins marry?”

“Yes, I've thought about that, but you needn't worry. You see, Elmer and I are first cousins, not second ones.”

That explained everything. Dotty herself had to have descended from the Jukes or Kallikak families, or another tribe of inbred who had produced a quantity of mental misfits and criminals. Now she would add to the list. I wished her well a second time. Then I wished the world good luck as well.

With my ever-growing long-distance telephone bills in mind, my first thought was to walk to The Gentleman Guzzler. But since Blatt had forked over some dough and Scarlett was promising the same, I splurged on a cab. Besides, I didn't feel like rummaging through the suitcase for my galoshes.

The Gentleman Guzzler had quite a few guzzlers but, as far as I could see, few if any gentlemen. When I arrived, two of the guzzlers were in the process of beating the tar out of a third one. This guzzler was yelling for the bartender to call the police, but the dispenser of suds seemed too busy dispensing or too deaf or both. I took a seat at a table far from the maddening crowd. I felt like a beer but decided to wait for Louie. If he had good news, I might even treat him to a cold one. But it had to be pretty good news.

Six fifteen, no Louie. Six thirty, still no Louie. I wondered where the stumblebum was. It was not like him to be late for anything, certainly not for a possible free drink. I called his place. No one answered. I waited until seven and left. Louie, you lowdown, lying, conniving son of a bitch, you're on my list. I didn't want to overreact, but I promised myself that I would call the cops back East and report that he was here unless I heard from him within the next twenty-four hours.

Outside it had started to pour. And me without my galoshes. That call to the authorities looked more tempting with every rain-filled minute.

As I approached what passed for home, a parked car honked and scared the bejeesus out of me. The driver rolled down the window and asked if I was DeWop. I felt like belting him but settled for telling him that my ancestry had a bit of Scotch-Irish, German, Dutch, Bessarabian, and maybe Laplander, but no Italian. He explained that Sheldon Blatt had sent him around with this big Ford Sedan, and that he had been waiting for me for nearly two hours. Tough, I thought, but I thanked him, took the keys, and shook his hand, although I think that he was waiting for more than a handshake. He asked if I could drive him home. I told him that he had to be crazy. I was soaked to the bone and hadn't yet had my evening meal. I kidded him and told him to get a horse. He didn't laugh. Neither did I when I realized that I had forgotten to bring the apartment key with me.







Chapter 16

The next morning I phoned Louie right after I had awakened, yawned, stretched, and relieved myself. The bum didn't answer. He was probably at work, but that was no suitable excuse as far as I was concerned. Most safecrackers would have had the common decency to call someone they had stood up, unless, of course, the police had nabbed them. I'd try Louie later, and meanwhile maybe he'd know what was good for him and get in touch with me. The no-good, untrustworthy crook.

The anticipation of contact with Louie was not the only thing that kept me at home. Maybe Scarlett would call and we would hightail it out of town. I looked out the window at the black sedan that Blatt had sent over. It was an improvement on Mumbles's beat-up coupe, which had more dents than Carter's had little liver pills, but I had hoped that Blatt would fork over something a bit better, say, a Bugatti, Jaguar, Rolls-Royce, or even a Packard Super E. Who said that beggars can't be choosy?

I chafed at the bit and also at the crotch, which I'd rather not go into, but no calls. I felt like storming out and buying a pack of Old Gold, but I didn't wish to endanger my health, not that there was any danger in smoking of course, but a few quacks had warned of it. I had no patience for the radio, which was featuring soap operas, sort of like what my life was threatening to become.

Around six or so, Mumbles returned all atwitter. “Hey, pal, what was the last name of your stoolie, you know, the one you call Light Fingers Louie.”

“O'Lansky,” I said. “Louis Solomon O'Lansky. He was part-Mick, part-Hebe. That was on his mother's side. On his father's side he always claimed to be one-hundred-percent American. That side came to our shores with the Pilgrims on the Santa Maria, or so he boasted. But he also swore that he was related to some big-time mobster who knew Capone. But Louie was always a kidder. He could pick his stories almost as well as he could pick locks. But now if the little bastard doesn't call me soon, I'm going to pick his nose with a pair of pliers.”

“I'm afraid that you're a little late for that.”

I was confused. How did Mumbles know that another person had already picked Louie's nose with a pair of pliers? And why? Had Louie sneezed some snot on the mug? Did the mug have a thing for picking other people's noses? And only with pliers? These were the sort of good, hard questions that had got me to the top of my profession.

“I guess you haven't seen the afternoon paper or listened to the news, have you? Because if you had, you'd know by now that the police found the body of a Louis O'Lansky in a canyon on Mulholland Drive.”

I was shocked. I returned to asking tough, thoughtful questions. Was he drunk? Had his landlord thrown him out and he had no place to sleep? Was he parachuting and the contraption failed to open. Frankly, I didn't get it.

“Dick,” Mumbles said, “I'm sorry to be the bearer of ill tides, but your stoolie has committed suicide.”

I was flubbergasketed. Louie killed himself? Not my Louie. He had too much to live for, too many safes to loot, too many locks left unpicked. Nah, it couldn't be true. “Say it ain't so, Marty,” I pleaded.

“I'm afraid it is so. According to the paper, the coppers found his body with two slugs to the back of the head.”

It sounded reasonable, but a tiny voice told me to hold on. Two slugs to the back of the head? Wouldn't one have been enough? And although he was famous for his light fingers, wouldn't it have been easier to shoot himself in the front? This didn't add up. I felt bad, real bad. I had lost an honest stoolie. But I knew that I couldn't afford to mourn for long. If someone had permanently silenced his lips, could it have been because Louie was about to put me onto something important? It was a possibility, remote as it seemed, but I couldn't afford to take chances. I poured myself a drink and toasted the late Louis Solomon O'Lansky. “Here's looking at you, kid,” I said, although there was no more Light Fingers Louie to look at, unless I wanted to take a quick trip to the morgue. Which I didn't.

I finished the drink and got back to more important matters: me.

I had to do some quick thinking if I didn't want to wind up like the lately lamented. Which I didn't. Maybe I had to get out of town as much as Scarlett. And maybe I should tell the sexy-looking souse that I had to stay here and sniff around. But maybe I should just say the hell with it and go back home, look for new clients, and enjoy good times with my old pals at The Slippery Elbow. Even Gus, the gloomy bartender, was beginning to look a whole lot more inviting.

While I was trying to puzzle out this corundum, the phone leaped off the hook. Well, maybe it just rang, but my nerves were jangling like Ma Bell's wires at this point. Mumbles answered the phone and said it was my Polack friend.

Phil knew Light Fingers Louie only slightly, and what he knew of him, he didn't particularly care for. But he also knew that I had dealings over the years with the late lamented and was now letting me know that he had heard the news of the stiff's suicide.

“Suicide, my fat Polish ass,” he said. “Someone rubbed him out, and I wanted to make sure it wasn't because he knew you. Tell me it was only a coincidence.”

I would have liked to have reassured him but couldn't. “I can't say for sure, Phil. On the one hand, he was supposed to tell me something important, but he failed to show up for our meeting. On the other hand, Louie was forever getting involved with trouble, whether it was with the law or other crooks.” I would have like to have enumerated on yet another hand, but I didn't have such a hand or the foggiest notion of why else Louis might have met with foul play.

“I'm worried about you, pal. You're a little bit like Louie, you know. You're always rubbing someone the wrong way, whether it's the police or the lawbreakers. Maybe you should think more seriously about coming home.”

Then I told Phil about plans to go on the lam with Scarlett.

“You should think real seriously about getting out while you still can, Dicky boy. You're skating on thin ice.”

I told him that there wasn't any ice out here, even if it was winter. It rained a lot. Sure, but the temperatures so far hadn't dropped below the freezing point, which I learned in my high school chemistry class was 32 degrees Fahrenheit or 0 degrees Celsius. “Take your pick,” I told him. “Europeans generally prefer to measure temperatures in Celsius, while we use Fahrenheit. Of course, Europeans also use the metric system, whereas…”

I heard something that sounded like snoring. These long-distance connections, I reminded myself, aren't terrific.

“Hello, Phil,” I yelled. “Are you there? Can you hear me?”

The noise stopped and Phil told me that he could hear me fine but had to get some shut-eye. He told me again to be careful and to reconsider my stay in LA. I thanked him. For such a totally corrupt cop, he was a real pal. As they say, a friend in need is a friend in something or other.

Mumbles, who had been munching on some hostages he had found in the fridge while I was on the phone, asked me what my friend said. I told him and in turn asked him if he had any suggestions. He did, but with a mouthful of food he was more than ever a man of vocal mystery. I didn't bother to ask him to repeat his words. They probably weren't worth repeating anyway. Like Polish Phil, I needed some shut-eye.







Chapter 17

Eight fifteen the next morning. I was usually still in bed at that hour, but a bad dream or two had convinced me to get up. The coffee was brewing and I was having some canned sardines when the phone rang. It was Scarlett. Another bad dream.

“Get over here as fast as you can,” she said. “We're leaving.”

I could tell that this was the real thing. “Now hold on, Scarlett, I haven't had my breakfast yet. Do you have any idea of how much indigestion I could get if I eat my sardines too fast?”

“Dick, I'd really like to tell you what you can do with your sardines, but we don't have time. Now get over here. We're going to a small tourist court in Morro Bay that I once stayed in.”

I was disappointed and a little sore. No one had ever given me good advice on how to eat sardines properly, and I recalled having once spent hours in the john after I'd put too much mayo on the little things. But I was a professional, and I had a job to do. “You got it, babe. I'll be over around noon.”

The last time I had heard any woman use such naughty language was when my mother had commented on the can opener I had given her as a gift for Mother's Day, not the one for Christmas, which she said didn't deserve any comment.

“Now look, Scarlett, I'm packed and ready to go, but what's the big hurry?”

“The big hurry is that someone had slipped a note under my door that said, “You blab, you die.”

I had to admit that the note seemed a tad troublesome. But I had to know certain facts before I could help her. “Who signed it,” I asked.

“Dick, just get over here,” she yelled.

Poor Scarlett. She was so upset that she wasn't able to read the signature. I told her I'd be over before she could remember the name of President McKinley's secretary of the treasury.

By the time I had calmed Scarlett down and managed to get off the phone, the java had overflowed and made the stove look dirtier than usual, if that was possible. I slurped a cup—not the cup, the coffee– and polished off the entire can of sardines, although I did skip adding mayo. Mumbles had already left for work, so I scribbled him a note, saying that Scarlett and I were heading for a tourist stopover in Morro Bay but that I'd be in touch with him, as he had asked. Following this, I called Blatt's office. It was too early for him to be in, but his secretary promised to tell him that I was departing with his favorite starlet and would call in whenever I could. She said that I'd fit in perfectly at Moron Bay. I guess she hadn't heard the name correctly. Then she told me to be careful and not to get myself mangled in a car accident. I guess the old bag was mellowing toward me. My charm always works. Then I grabbed my suitcase and headed out the door. Half way down the stairs I noticed that I was still wearing my robe and pajamas. I trudged back, changed quickly into street clothes, and raced out into a cool but rainless morning.

Traffic seemed heavier than usual as I drove Blatt's black sedan to the Garden of Allah. My first impression upon arriving in town might have been wrong, and I now admitted that Los Angeles might yet have some traffic snarls in the years to come. But when I finally reached the Garden, there were plenty of places to park. In fact, there were only two other vehicles on the block, both police cars. I guess that a new donut shop had opened nearby.

Scarlett was ready to go. She looked every bit the starlet: cheek clothes, a long scarf wrapped around her lovely head, sunglasses covering her bedroom eyes. I thought I looked pretty good, too, but I don't think that Scarlett agreed. She said that she was surprised that I was wearing a differently colored shoe on each foot and a tie on a flannel shirt. Dames! You never can please them. Then I asked about my retainer. She said she hadn't the cash on hand and hadn't had time to deposit a check. She told me not to worry, and that I'd get my retainer as promised. Sure! And Alf Landon was certain to defeat Roosevelt the next time around.

Without naming where we were heading, my companion ordered me to drive north, promising that she would give directions as needed. One sleepy town followed another: Oxtail, Santa Somebody or Other, This or That. I was too deep in cogitation to pay much attention to signs. And the reason I was cogitating was that I couldn't get Scarlett to have a decent conversation. I tried breaking the ice with small talk, asking her if she had a police record, did she take an extra-large bra, and how many times a week she bathed. She just looked at me and smoked. And smoked. And smoked until I thought that every fire truck on the West Coast would be blaring its horn and pursuing us. I tried to engage her by imparting interesting facts about myself. I told her about my first pair of trousers, my mom's difficulty with her dentures, the time when I almost snitched a chocolate bar from a grocery store. That didn't work either. She just kept smoking.

Then I thought I caught a quick glimpse of a sign that said San Louie Abysmal, or something like that, and I remembered what Mumbles had said about it being a great place to play golf. Of course I had never played the game, never wanted to, and never would. How grownups could spend so many hours whacking at a tiny ball, chasing it, and whooping it up if the ball managed to go into a small hole after a lot of unsuccessful tries, sure beat me. But I told Scarlett what Mumbles had said and asked her if we were getting close to our destination. I was getting hungry and my hindquarters were suffering the fate of the long-seated.

Scarlett seemed to wake from a reverie. “Yes, as a matter of fact we're almost there. Look for a sign that says 'Morro Bay'. It's about a dozen miles from here.”

“What's in a name?” Didn't some famous writer—I think it was Alfred Lord Venison, or something like that—ask that silly question? Well, maybe it wasn't a silly question after all. “Moro Bay.” That was the name of the luxury liner that had caught fire a few years ago after sailing from Havana. If memory served correctly—and mine always did—the ship lost more than one hundred passengers and crew before drifting aground somewhere on the New Jersey coast. The name of the place where we were headed for was ominous. It was scary, too.

About half an hour later Scarlett had me pull over in front of a cluster of cabins. The sign in front of the office indicated that vacancies existed. I wasn't surprised since there were no cars in sight. An older man shuffled to the counter when we entered. He gave me the once-over and Scarlett the twice-over. I was ready to suggest that he wipe the spittle that was cascading from his mouth but settled for asking for two cabins.

“Two cabins, not one?” He looked at Scarlett and then looked at me as if I were nuts, which of course I was for having got myself into this mess. He shook his head and asked us each to sign the register. I whispered to Scarlett to use an alias. She caught on quick. Then I signed as “Richard Egbert DeWitt III.” That way no one would ever know that it was me.

The geezer gave us two keys with cabin numbers attached. The spittle was making rapid progress as he wished “Miss Garbo” a good stay. I asked him where we could find lunch. I had to ask again before he came out of his trance. “Turn right when you leave here and you'll see it about a mile down the road. Name's 'Surf and Turf'. Can't miss it.”

I toted our luggage to our respective cabins, which were side by side, and agreed with Scarlett that we should grab a bite and then worry about unpacking.

The last letter in the small restaurant's name looked more like a “d” than an “f”. I was uneasy, but the food proved passable. I had never eaten either Surf or Turf before. The waitress seemed surprised but explained the meaning of the term. “When in Rome,” I figured—or in Moro Bay, in this case. So I ordered a hamburger mixed with tuna. The waitress seemed startled but said nothing. I forgot what Scarlett ordered, which is surprising since I pride myself on remembering everything that's important.

Once our repast was past, I asked Scarlett what was next. She surprised me by suggesting that we take a long walk on the beach, which was near our cabins. She asked if I had brought along swimming trunks. I confessed to her that I had been somewhat fearful of water ever since my mother had accidentally held my head under the water in our bathtub for a minute or two when I was only five years old. I had asked Mom more than once how that could have happened. She said that she had forgotten that I was there. Poor Mom never did have a good memory. Maybe that's why I determined to have a good one.

Scarlett convinced me that walking on the beach was not only safe but healthy as well. Why, the air was almost as fresh as it is in Los Angeles, she promised. Being a good sport, I agreed to accompany Scarlett on her promenade but insisted that we first return to the cabins so that I could get my galoshes.

I had expected that we'd skip the jawing. We hadn't spoken much on the trip or at lunch. So I figured that we'd remain pretty much with our traps shut and take in what mother nature had to offer, which as far as I could see, littorally speaking, was water and more water. The sound of the waves, I had to admit, wasn't half bad; the sound of distant gulls brought back painful memories of my last meeting with the Black Llama.

Scarlett lit a cigarette and looked hard and long at the rolling waves. “Dick,” she turned to me, “I'm going to talk straight. You think that I'm a little goofy maybe, a little sharp-tongued kid from the boondocks who drinks too much, talks too much, gets herself mixed up with the wrong crowd, and thinks she's going to be a big star when she might as well just go to San Jose and pump gas. Well I guess you're right.”

I had figured Scarlett for many things, but not a mind reader. She was knocking my socks off and, if I weren't careful, my galoshes, too.

“I'm in over my head now, and I want out. I learned too much from Blatt about the dark side of Hollywood and the promises made to girls like me as we lay under some slob on the casting couch. And I learned too much from Hardnut about the way cops prey on the weak and the small-time criminals to cough up dough and favors. When I had too much to drink I shot my mouth off and warned both these bozos that I was keeping a record of all the dirty players and tricks that this so-called City of Angels called its own. And where has it got me?”

I didn't know but thought about it while she was wiping tears from her eyes and snot from her nose. I wasn't pleased that she was using the sleeve of my coat jacket for these purposes.

“I'll tell you where it got me, Dick. A big-time agent who avoids me as if I was Typhoid Mary, an oversized, ugly cop who threatens to send me back to where I came from in a pine box, and a heart that is broken by Hollywood's promise of fame and fortune.”

Her words upset me almost as much as the fact that she was now plastering tears and snot on the other sleeve. I knew I had to be sympathetic but firm.

“Cut it out, Scarlett,” I demanded. “Here's a handkerchief that's not too dirty that you can use.”

Scarlett smiled at me and knew that I was the understanding type. She said that she knew from the start that I might be only an angler from North Dakota, but I knew all the angles. She also said that she knew that I could and would protect her, even though I didn't seem particularly bright and certainly had the body of one who couldn't keep Charles Atlas from kicking sand in his face.

I took this as a compliment. But if I ever meet that Charles Atlas punk, why…

We continued to walk toward a sun that had begun to set over the blue Pacific. I felt that I could have gone on forever with lovely Scarlett Snitchbottom into the sunset if it were not that my galoshes were killing my feet and hunger gnawing at my innards. Besides, I also had to answer nature's call.

We hurried back to the cabins. Scarlett questioned why we were rushing and why I was walking funny, with my legs held close together.

I told her that it was good exercise for the gall bladder, according to Bernarr Macfadden, or maybe it was Bernard Baruch.

It was getting late once we got there, but Surf and Turf remained open. I was so hungry that I could have eaten a horse. Instead, I settled for a double portion of macaroni and cheese and a side dish of spaghetti and meatballs.

We talked some more over dinner, and she told me that she had made up her mind to leave the city and return to her roots. I hadn't known that she had grown roots, but of course during this desperate depression most people had to do something to eke out a livelihood. She asked me if I was comfortable as a fisherman. I told her that I made a living. Part of me wanted to tell her what I really did, but I refrained from doing so. A bigger part of me, however, wanted to know what I should tell Cousin Sheldon, and after he had fired me, where I was going to get my next job.

Our day together had been a sobering and sober one for us both. But we decided that we should have one for the road, so to speak. Scarlett ordered a Manhattan, which made me homesick; I ordered my usual fare, a Jack Daniel's. We clinked glasses and toasted. Scarlett smiled, “After all, tomorrow is another day.” Then we left. The moon, the stars, and the small light bulbs overhanging our cabin doors made a pretty picture. When Scarlett smiled and gave me a peck on the cheek, the picture was even prettier. When she said that we should leave in the morning, the picture became a Leo da Vinci. And when she had me wait while she went inside and then returned with her two black books, saying I could do whatever I wanted with them, I saw visions of the Pearly Gates.







Chapter 18

I was tired but not unwilling to resist looking through the fabled black books. My eyebrows shot up to the ceiling as I leafed through the gossip Scarlett had compiled in the first book on Hollywood stars and bigwigs, compliments of Blatt. Name the vice, and you found it here. Name the star, director, producer, writer, and you found them here. The biblical Sodom and Gomorrah couldn't hold a candle to this degenerate town. I could see that Hollywood would lose its luster in the eyes of Main Street America if these tales of debauchery got out. And what would Mr. Will Hays's office, the Production Code Administration, and its chief enforcer, Joe Breen, do if they found out about all this? I imagined that the raciest movie that they'd allow in the future—if Hollywood had a future—would be no sexier than Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, which opened here in December. No wonder Blatt was so anxious to get his fat, hairy paws on the book. I grinned, knowing that I had earned my pay. Then I smiled from ear to ear knowing that I could finagle a bonus for returning this baby. Only the last few sentences in the book cast a slight shadow over my sunshine: “Dick and I are going to Morro Bay tomorrow. I'm so scared! I think that he might kill me.” I wondered who “he” was. Blatt? King Kong? The Man in the Moon? Who? Tired as a dog, or at least a dog who is tired since not all dogs are tired, maybe weary but not fatigued, I picked up the second black book. I quickly learned that King Kong was not just corrupt. No. If half of what he told Scarlett was true, he had given new meaning to that word. Let's say he was the corruptedest. Petty graft, major graft, extortion, brutality—you name it, he did it. And he named names, too, names of city fathers, big-time crooks, and small fry criminals. If this ever got out, Kong would become history. Little wonder that Scarlett feared the wrath of Kong, and no less a wonder that I also did.

I slept well that night, although a noise did briefly awaken me at one point. It was probably some form of wildlife native to Moro Bay, say, a moose or a coyote or a turtle in heat. When I did fully awaken, it was nearly ten o'clock. I brushed my teeth, got dressed, and headed for the next cabin to get Scarlett and go for breakfast. Odd, but she didn't answer. I kicked the door a few times, but she still didn't answer. I wondered where she had gone and then realized that in all likelihood she was strolling on the beach. I waited ten or fifteen minutes for her to reappear, but she didn't. By this time my stomach was growling for me to catch something to eat.

I told the geezer in the office to let Miss Garbo know that I had gone for breakfast but would soon return. Having had my fill of Surf and Turf, I also asked him for a good place to chow down. Jimmy's Joint, he told me, was not as awful as locals cracked it up to be. No one had ever died from the food there, he added. Or at least he didn't think so.

The geezer's take on Jimmy's was pretty accurate, although I wouldn't make book on no one ever having died from the slop it served. The orange juice was ample, especially the pits that were swimming in it and soon thereafter down my gullet. The flapjacks were filling, with large unidentifiable pieces of a dark substance embedded in them. The bacon proved less satisfactory. In fact, it tasted less like pork and more like whatever animal had been making noise outside the cabins last night.

I drove back to our lodgings and knocked on Scarlett's door. Nothing. This time I kicked the door harder but again to no avail. I hoped that she wasn't taking an all-day hike on the beach. Back to see the geezer I went.

“No, Mr. DeWitt III, I can't say that I've seen Miss Garbo at all today. Maybe if you had been in one cabin instead of two, you wouldn't have lost sight of her.” He chuckled the chuckle of a dirty old man. “I sure as hell wouldn't have stayed in a separate place and left a good looker like Miss Garbo alone. Of course I shouldn't complain since you'll be paying me twice as much now.” Then he chuckled the chuckle of a skinflint. I stormed out and gave Scarlett's door another kick just to make sure he'd have to repair it.

The day wore on with no sign of my companion. I skipped lunch and prowled around the area. No Scarlett. Trying to get my mind off her whereabouts, I grabbed a couple of magazines—Collier's and The Saturday Evening Post—from a small stand in the Dirty Old Man's office. One issue was dated 1934, the other 1936. I didn't feel much like reading them anyway.

But by six o'clock I did feel like eating. So, apparently, did the geezer, who was not in the office. I left him a note asking him to tell Miss Garbo that I would be at Surf and Turf and to call me. My concern for Scarlett was growing and my appetite diminishing. Some meat loaf, mashed potatoes, succotash, corn on the cob, buttered rolls, apple pie a la mode, jello with whipped cream, and two cups of java were all that I could manage. I paid the tab, flipped the waitress a nickel, and walked out into a night that was becoming darker in more ways than one.

I went straight to the office and pressed the bell on the counter until the geezer arrived. He was wiping his mouth with a napkin and not too pleased to have been interrupted. Tough.

“If you're so worried about that woman, why don't you call the police?” he asked. “I can't go around opening people's doors.”

I've always resented when someone tries to tell a gumshoe how to find someone, and this was no exception. I told him to mind his own business or he wouldn't receive payment for the lady's bill. Matter of fact, I said, the only payment he might receive from me would be a truss for the double hernia I might give him. He saw my reasoning, reassured me that the lady would turn up, and bid me good-night.

Neither his farewell nor his reassurances did squat for me, as I sat on my bed and killed off a flask of Jack Daniel's that I had brought with me. I knew that Scarlett had enjoyed our walk on the beach yesterday, but she couldn't still be out there, could she? I decided not but still had to calculate my next move. I was out of ideas, out of booze, out of Scarlett, and more than a little out of my mind. I'm not the religious sort, but I did say a short prayer to whoever might be listening up there to protect Scarlett from all harm. And oh yeah, me too. Then I put on my Doctor Denton's and went to bed.

A furious pounding on the door roused me. I hoped that it was Scarlett but grabbed my Smith & Wesson just in case. The growler was the geezer, grumpier than usual. The sight of my rod put him in a more friendly mood. “I apologize for waking you in the middle of the night, sir, but you have a phone call waiting for you in the office. If I can make you a cup of cocoa and look for a few cookies, I'd be mighty pleased to do so.”

I told him to stop trembling and that I was not going to shoot him, at least if he behaved himself. That didn't end his tremors but it made me feel real good.

I threw my coat on over my pajamas and followed the geezer to the office. It was chilly outside and I felt chills inside and feared that the chills would soon become chillier. I took a deep breath and picked up the receiver.

“Hello?…Did I hear what Jews?”

I got the caller to repeat himself a few times and figured out that it was Mumbles asking if I had heard the news.

“What news, Marty? I'm stuck out here in a place called Moro Bay waiting for Scarlett. I last saw her more than twenty-four hours ago…What do you mean that's the last I'm ever going to see her?…She's what?

I couldn't believe it. It hadn't yet made the papers, but word was out that a good-looking starlet had been found dead in her apartment in the Garden of Allah. Mumbles had placed a few calls and had learned that it looked like a murder. She was found strangled with a rope around her neck.

It looked like murder to me, too. I didn't think Scarlett would have had enough strength to strangle herself. But then you never know. But if it wasn't Scarlett doing herself in, who was it? And how did she get to LA? And why? If someone snuffed her, why not do it here in Morro Bay? Or did someone do it here and then chauffeur the corpse home? My mind was racing faster than Man o' War In any case, Scarlett, though hardly an angel herself, had returned to the City of Angels.

“Who'd want to bump off a good kid like her?” I asked.

“Well, let me see. There's Sheldon Blatt, there's Harry Hardnut, there's maybe the guy you said was following you from time to time, there's maybe some other mugs she was blackmailing, and then…”

“And then what?”

“And then there's you, my friend.”

“What do you mean 'and then there's you'?” I exploded. “Why would I have wanted to knock her off? Sure, she bugged the hell out of me at times. But she was going to pay me for services rendered, and, don't forget, she was my meal ticket with Blatt. Why would I want to bite off the hand that fed me?” I had worked up a lather and wasn't even ready to shave.

“Hold it a minute, my friend. I didn't say you wanted to kill her. The thought never crossed my mind. But look at it from the police's point of view. Maybe Scarlett was going to tell Blatt or Hardnut or both of them about your relationship with her, and that she was blackmailing you, too. Ever think of that?”

I had to admit that I had never thought of that. I also had to admit that playing with fire had brought me to the portholes of Hell.

“Well at least you gave some fake name where you were staying with Scarlett.”

When I said that I had given my true name, Mumbles said that what a lot of people back home had called me—Dick Dimwit—wasn't far off the mark, and maybe had scored a bull's-eye. I felt like telling him what people thought of his mangling of the King's English. But I didn't. If ever I needed a friend, it was now. And though Mumbles had never been a close friend, he'd have to do. So I swallowed my pride and a couple of Chicklets that I had been chewing.

I told him that maybe the police wouldn't get as far as Moro Bay to investigate what had happened. Why would they?

“I'll tell you why they would and will. Scarlett was a client of Blatt's, a fact that they'll find out sooner or later. And Blatt knows that you and she were headed for Morro Bay. You get it?”

Yeah, I got it all right, right in the pit of my stomach.

“Oh, and don't forget, Dick, that as soon as he learns what has happened to Scarlett, which he probably already has, King Kong will come gunning for you.”

I didn't like the way Mumbles had put it but didn't doubt that he had hit the nail right on the head. Come to think of it, I didn't like the way I was putting it, either.

“So what do you suggest I do, Marty?”

There was a pause. “You could grab the next train or bus and get the hell out of here, I suppose, but that would seem like you were guilty for sure, and unless you want to spend the rest of your life on the lam, the authorities will sooner or later catch up with you. Scarlett may not have been a big movie star, but she was a starlet, and people knew about her. Don't think that Hedda and Louella won't play up her murder for all its worth, and that will mean the police will have to keep chasing you or look bad. And speaking of newshounds, did Scarlett get around to mentioning those dynamite little black books she was keeping?”

Mumbles was a lot smarter than I had ever given him credit for. He might have had a big load of cases back East, but all those rumors…Even Polish Phil had given him high grades for corruption, and the Polack was one who knew.

I decided to say nothing about Scarlett's books for the time being. I'd get paid, and nicely, for turning the one over to Blatt, but a little inner voice gurgled “Beware!”. Read the wrong way, its last sentences could implicate me in the killing. As for the book about Kong, I was concerned that it was a boomerang like those Austrians play with. In my case, I'd throw it and it would come back, hit me in the kisser, and knock out a few teeth for good measure. No, I would deny the existence of the books for the time being, even to Mumbles, with whom I would trust my life.

“She didn't say a word about where they are. So what should I do, Marty?”

“You should get back here on the double and we'll figure something out. After all, what are friends for? Now grab your things and hers—and I mean all of them—and clear out. I've got to take care of some business in the morning, but I'll be back in the apartment by noon.”

What Mumbles had said made sense, or at least as much sense as could be found in this dark mystery. I banged on the bell in the office. The geezer had gone back to sleep and looked fit to be tied when he stumbled out. Once the cobwebs of sleep had cleared, however, he became pleasant, doubtlessly remembering his acquaintance with my close friends, Mr. Smith & Wesson.

I had to think fast and make it clever. I told him that the call had come from Miss Garbo's third cousin in Kalamazoo. Miss Garbo, she explained, had had to leave in such a hurry because she had to see a man about a horse in Albuquerque. The cousin said I was to pack her belongings and take them with me.

Hesitant at first, the geezer bought the story after I said that I would pay the bill for both cabins. It would have been a lot more to my liking to plug him full of holes right there on the spot, but being in the glare of one murder investigation was more than enough. He gave me the key to Scarlett's cabin, and I paid him in full. I also tipped him a George Washington and mentioned the old proverb of silence being golden. As a way of illustrating my point, I mentioned that .38 revolvers are said to have been one of the leading causes of death over the years. Not as much as heart attacks, TB, or cancer, but right up there alongside them. The geezer said that he appreciated my knowledge of worldly matters and that he would take it to heart.

First I packed my things and then went to Scarlett's cabin to pack hers. By this time it was daybreak and I was ready to return to LA and face the consequences of my madness of having come West. Scarlett, I silently moaned, if only I had known.







Chapter 19

The return trip of about 150 miles was uneventful, unless you count the severe heart palpitations, fluttering of the pulse, entwining of the intestines, and ice cold sweat that dripped down from my head to toe every time I spotted a state trooper or local police car. I was in a hurry to get back but, fearful of being hauled over for speeding, drove back at a snail's pace. I'm sure that I would have lost some hearing from all the drivers who honked their horns if I had not kept the car windows closed. Giving these highway bums the bird only seemed to have added to their annoyance.

Signs continuously pointed the way to LA. They seemed to be saying that I had no recourse but to follow them, which I did. When I arrived at Bunker Hill I parked the car well away from the apartment and reviewed the situation. I didn't see any police or their vehicles, but that didn't mean that they weren't inside munching on their donuts, helping themselves to my Jack Daniel's, and waiting for me. Maybe they were grilling Mumbles with billy clubs, knuckle dusters, chains, whips, and boiling water. Maybe they were forcing him to eat some of the food that had been rotting in the fridge. Worse, maybe he was confessing and telling them all about his gumshoe friend—his involvement in the Scarlett caper and his current whereabouts. Would Mumbles break under pressure? I turned on the ignition, but before I could leave a cop was banging on my window with his fist. Should I shoot him and later claim that it was an accident? It was a close call, but I decided not to do so, at least until he showed his hand.

“Hey Mac, you can't park here. Didn't you see the fire hydrant? Now show me your license and be quick about it.”

I was tempted to tell him that only dogs paid attention to hydrants but thought better of it. I handed over my driver's license, which, fortunately, I had kept up-to-date, although I hadn't owned a car in the East.

“I see you're from the Big City. Come a long way, haven't you?” He snorted and proceeded to tell me how he hated wise guys who came from the Big City and thought they could park wherever they pleased. “That, my friend, is going to cost you extra. Now here's your ticket, and if you try to skip town without paying it, your license tells me where to look for you. Now scram before I cite you for vagrancy and you spend a couple of days and nights in the slammer.”

I peeled out of the parking spot and drove around the corner, where I parked, making sure that no hydrant was in sight. Part of me wished that I had shot the cop, or at least grabbed his book of traffic citations, before speeding away. I was sure that he had inflated the fine. Worse, I was depressed that he had my home address in case the police ever went searching for me on a more serious matter than a traffic violation, way back when I was a dopey optimist who thought, “another day, another dollar,” “let the sun shine in.” Now I was thinking, “another nail in my coffin,” “another day closer to the grave.”

Mumbles was on the phone when I walked in. His facial expression changed from a frown to a big smile as he waved to me and told whomever he was speaking with that he had to get off the line.

“Am I ever glad to see you, my friend!” I was moved by Mumbles's concern. And I was moved even more to be in the apartment with no coppers jumping out from the closet.

“Likewise, Marty,” I said as I began taking off my galoshes.

“Mix yourself a stiff one, Dick, have a seat, and tell me what happened.”

Mumbles motioned for me to sit in his accustomed easy chair. Once again his concern moved me, although my gratitude diminished as I sensed a loose coil about to spring up my derriere. I wondered if sitting there so many times could account for Mumbles's speech problems.

I related the whole hundred yards to my roomie, starting with the most important happenings, namely my meals and what sights I saw as I drove both to and from Moro Bay. I minutely described the cabin I had stayed in and was in the process of relating the punishment my galoshes and feet took from promenading on the beach when the phone rang. I thought that Mumbles would be real sore at the interruption, but, oddly enough, he seemed relieved, almost pleased.

“No, Mr. Blatt, I haven't heard a thing from him.” Mumbles motioned for me to remain silent. “Of course I realize the seriousness of the matter…As I told you before, Mr. Blatt, I'll have him contact you the minute he walks in, if he walks in…Well, I know that he has been living here, but maybe he figures that this might be the first place the cops would look for him. He's no fool…No, really, he's not as dumb as he looks…I know that he sometimes can sound like a jerk,” Mumbles shrugged and looked at me as if to say, 'He said it, not me.' “Yes, Mr. Blatt, I promise to keep you informed. You can count on that.”

I was beginning to dislike Sheldon Blatt more and more, if that was possible. I was sore as hell that he had interrupted my story and only a little less put out that he had made some comments that seemed unflattering to me. I couldn't imagine why he would harbor such negative thoughts unless his secretary had been doing her best to poison his mind. I reminded myself to have a few choice words with the bitch, that is, if I ever contacted Blatt again.

Discussing the matter with Mumbles convinced me that I had no alternative. The fat Hollywood agent had paid for my services, and I felt committed to living up to my code of professional ethics, especially as the thought of what his goons might do to me raced through my mind like the notorious brushfires that southern California was famous for. If Fatboy chose not to have my cojones fricasseed and fed to his piranha, he might simply open his trap to the police and play innocent. Did he ask me to take Scarlett out of town? Did he ask me to murder her? No and no. I was on the hot seat with him and fearful that I might be soon frying on the hot seat provided free of charge by some charitable resort, say, Alcatraz or San Quentin.

My blood was running ice cold, which reminded me that my drink needed refreshing and another cube or two. Mumbles said that he would join me. I guess he figured that two private eyes imbibing some sauce could produce clearer thoughts. But of course we weren't drinking beer, where two heads are certainly better than one.

We finished our libations and had another. Mumbles offered to drive me in his car to Blatt's since the cops might already be looking for the black sedan. He also suggested that I change my outfit in order not to be recognized. Smart thinking, I thought. I put on a different tie and resisted the urge to wear my galoshes, although I noticed a cloud in the sky. It was too late to grow a beard, even though I hadn't shaved since yesterday morning. But the quick-thinking gumshoe took care of that by giving me a Frankenstein fright mask to wear, the one he had worn at a party last Halloween. Mask and all, I insisted that I lay on the floor of the car as we went to Blatt's office. This wasn't easy or comfortable by any means, especially since the car was a coupe. But I was taking no chances with having a flatfoot spy me.

When we arrived we found Blatt's secretary unusually sympathetic. “How did it feel to brutally strangle Scarlett?” she asked. “Did it make you feel more of a man or more of mouse? Oh, excuse me. I meant to say 'rat.' ”

“I'd like to give you 'rat,' you old bat. Tell your boss that I'm here.”

Miss Sweetness flicked on the intercom. “Mr. Blatt, the killer, is here.”

I wondered what had happened to the silly notion that a person was innocent until proven guilty. Never having believed it for anyone else, I would have liked to have made an exception for myself.

Ma Barker and I kept exchanging tender words and weren't far from trading punches. I had smacked my fair share of dames in my day, but few deserved it more than this one. I was about to land a haymaker on her jaw, when I saw Blatt's fat body filling the doorway to his office.

I drew back my fist and let down my guard. The broad got me a good one in the pit of the stomach. She could hit a lot harder than I imagined. I made a note to use my blackjack next time we squared off.

“Sit down, DeWho,” Blatt ordered. “I want to know two things. First, did you kill the little pain in the ass? And second, did you find those books?” He put down his cigar and took a sip of something. “And let me be frank. I'm more interested in learning the answer to the second question.”

I was slow to answer because I was giving serious thought as to which “Frank” he wanted to be. Was it some actor? A director or producer? Another agent? I resolved to ask Blatt more about his desire to be someone else but figured I'd answer his questions first. I told him that of course I didn't know who had killed Scarlett. Then I asked him what books he had in mind. That's when he blew his casket.

“The little black ones, you numbskull, you pitiful excuse for a private detective, you imbecile!”

I guessed that his secretary had poisoned him against me more than I had assumed. I knew which books he meant, but I wasn't going to let on at this point. Needing some kind of leverage for what he might have in store for me, I was holding back. As the saying goes, my mother didn't raise a foolish child, although she has always insisted otherwise. Good old Mom.

I decided to muddy the waters and suggest that maybe the books were still in Scarlett's apartment. Blatt's eyes narrowed to mean squints. “Don't you think I've thought of it, DeWho? I was ready to send my man over there, but then I heard that someone had already ransacked the place. It was probably the police, but they're not saying. I do have some contacts in the Department, however, and they're looking into the matter. Anything to say about that?”

I said that it would be a shame if whoever tore apart the deceased's apartment didn't put it back in shape. Leaving it a mess was no way to pay respects to the stiff.

Blatt seemed on the verge of blowing another casket, although I'm not sure if anyone possesses more than one. He settled for ordering me out of his office. “Don't even think of skipping town,” he instructed. He said that he'd be in touch and that I'd better do the same once I heard anything. Under such circumstances, I found it hard to disagree with him.

It was coming down like a flood when we left the building. Naturally, I wasn't wearing my galoshes.







Chapter 20

Didn't Blatt say “books” rather than “book,” I kept asking myself? Had Scarlett let it slip to him that she possessed more than one such book filled with damning information? If not, how did he know? Or was my hearing getting bad? Deafness had been a persistent concern ever since my ex-wife had insisted that I was deaf as well as dumb. “Book” or “books,” I knew that I was in up to my neck in hot water, or something dirtier and smellier.

The hot water rose to my eyeballs the next morning. Mumbles and I were dissecting yesterday's events over coffee, when we heard someone pounding on the door, followed by “Open up. It's the police.” Now the city and county of Los Angeles had oodles of policemen. Odds were that I had never encountered the one who was warping the door with his fists. But whenever I played the odds, particularly with my bookie in New York. I lost. Badly. This proved no exception to that unfortunate rule.

Mumbles opened the door. “Cover him, John, while I frisk the bastard.” The endearing words came from none other than Harry Hardnut, aka King Kong, aka the man I'd least like to meet in a dark alley or anywhere else, for that matter. Hardnut walked over to the breakfast table, lifted me from the chair by my pajama lapels, and patted me down in search of a concealed weapon. That tickled and I told him so. He began to pummel me and told me to shut up, which I did. I could take a hint, particularly when his uniformed companion was pointing a mean-looking revolver at me. There is a time to protest, and a time to keep quiet, I told myself. Unfortunately, that nice line from Ecclesiastes—“A time to be born, and a time to die”—also came to mind. And since I had been born shortly after the turn of the century…

Mumbles sputtered something about me, innocence, the Constitution, his apartment, nice guys, etc. But from the look on their puzzled faces, I could tell that they were having a normal stranger's difficulty in interpreting words coming from an alien from outer space. I feared that by the time they became more or less able to interpret the Mumbler, either Kong would restructure most of my body to resemble San Francisco after the great earthquake, or his companion would use me for target practice. Either way I lose.

“Cuff him, John, and we'll haul his sorry ass to the station,” Kong snarled.

I held out a dim hope that by “station” he had meant Union Station, where I could buy a one-way ticket home. I asked if I could pack my suitcase before we left. He said that the tailor at the station would measure me for a custom-made striped suit. I told him that it wouldn't be necessary. That's when he began readjusting my body again, until his partner told him that it was enough. I figured that John simply wanted a piece of me for himself and feared that there wouldn't be enough left if Kong didn't cease and desist forthwith or immediately. Kong stopped after one last punch to my left kidney. Before I could beg John to spare my other kidney, reminding him that one kidney was better than none, he told me to turn around and then put the cuffs on me. I guess that this was his version of “good cop, bad cop.”

Mumbles had been protesting all the while that Kong was knocking the stuffing out of me, like I was a Thanksgiving turkey. But he was articulating it in a less articulate manner than usual. I supposed that he feared the cops would start on him next. Some pal!

The boys said that they were taking me for a nice friendly chat. I told them that we could have that chat here rather than at the Union Station. Kong raised his big paw to slug me, but his partner interceded, saying that the sooner we got down there the better for all concerned. I disagreed but decided not to mention it.

We passed Union Station on the way to the police precinct, which from the outside provided an improvement upon those that I had seen in my city. Inside, it was the same old story: dismal and depressing. The desk sergeant booked me, and the two coppers led me to a small room where they made me, still cuffed, sit at a table. I asked for a drink. Kong told John to run out to Death Valley and get some water for me. John refused to budge. I guess that he was sore at being told what to do. I didn't blame him.

A well-dressed young man entered the room and introduced himself as an assistant district attorney. He spoke quietly and told the officers to uncuff me. Kong protested, but one hard glance from the ADA reduced him to obedience. He took the cuffs off, managing to dig into my wrists while he did.

The ADA—Samuel Wellman was his name—leafed through a bunch of papers before looking up. “Mr. DeWitt,” he asked “do you know why these gentlemen have brought you here?”

I knew that they weren't especially fond of my company, and I knew that they must have had a good reason for not taking me to Union Station, so I clarified matters by saying no. Wellman tried not to look surprised. He wrote something down on a paper tablet before asking me if I knew anything about the death of a certain Scarlett Snitchbottom.

This was the moment of truth. My instinct was to lie, but, as the boy scout leader used to tell me as he gently patted my backside, honesty is the best policy unless you're told not to tell the truth. Then he patted my backside for several minutes more before telling me that this was our little secret and that he would take away my merit badges if I ever told a soul. But I digress. I fessed up to knowing the lady—slightly.

Wellman's eyebrows shot up higher than a ball hit by Babe Ruth. “Is that so, Mr. DeWitt? Then how come we found a note in the deceased's apartment saying that she was going to Morro Bay with you?”

I was in a sour pickle and knew that I had to come up with something fast before I drowned in brine. Fortunately, my years of experience paid off.

“You got it all wrong, Mr. Wellman,” I protested. “The note promised to kill her if she blabbed.”

His mouth yawned open wider than the Mississippi. “What?” he finally asked. “What are you talking about? The police searched the girl's apartment thoroughly and the only note they found was the one referring to Morro Bay. Why are you telling us about another note? Sounds like you're trying to cover for yourself and throw us off the track.”

The genial Kong agreed. He pleaded with Wellman to let him have a few private minutes with me before tossing me into the slammer and throwing away the key.

Wellman ignored him and asked if I had an alibi. I can't tell you how much I regretted not having brought along from home the long list of alibis that I had been concocting, and using, for all my years as a gumshoe. Most of them held as much truth as an oversized sieve. Now I realized that I had to rely on what I had infrequently used: the truth.

I told the ADA that I had gone with Scarlett to Morro Bay at her request but had not left any note in her place that said such. And then I hit him with the silly qua non of my alibi: I was at Morro Bay when Scarlett was done in. And if he didn't believe me, he could call the place where we were staying.

Wellman asked for the name of the lodging and told me to sit tight while he made his inquiry. I sat tight as suggested but was sweating like a pig, although, come to think of it, I'd never actually seen a pig sweat. The two coppers smoked a lot of cigarettes during his absence. John asked me if I wanted one, but I declined. Kong gave me some nasty looks and said that he'd like to beat the hell out of me. I declined that, too. I sensed that Hardnut was about to take my no for a yes, when Wellman came back into the room.

“It looks like you're in the clear for now, Mr. DeWitt. The old guy backed up your claim that, as far as he could tell, you were there pretty much the whole day asking for Scarlett's whereabouts, and that you didn't leave the lodging until the middle of the night.” He paused and looked quizzically at me. “But why the deceased signed in as Greta Garbo stumps me, although I don't see any connection between that and her death. Still, there are a few things that keep you on my shortlist of suspects at least until the coroner's report is complete. That will tell us approximately when the victim died, and that, in turn, will determine where she was murdered, at Moro Bay or elsewhere.” He looked hard at me. “In addition to these questions, I'd like to know first, why you asked the old man not to tell anyone that you had been there, and also why he said that you menaced him with a gun. Anything to say about that?”

I had plenty to say. First, I didn't want my name connected with that of Greta Garbo, and second, I didn't menace the miserable geezer with a gun: I bribed him. And, I further told Wellman, no one was lower than a man who wouldn't stay bribed. Neither of my objections seemed to overwhelm him, but he said that I was free to go but not to try skipping town. If the authorities need to do so, they'd put out an APB alert.

I didn't know what an APB was but thanked him anyway.

Kong seemed disgruntled by my new freedom but, along with his partner, saw me to the door of the precinct. “I know you did it, DeWitt, and I'm going to pin it on you and see you fry,” he whispered, his bad breath frightening me almost as much as his words. He looked to make sure that no one other than his partner was watching, and then he slammed me in the kidney that he had previously left untouched. Then he cursed me and went back inside. As I was massaging my kidney and considering whether to retch right there on the precinct's front step or wait until I reached the sidewalk, John slipped a piece of paper into my trouser pocket and said, “So long, chump.”

I retched on his wing-tipped shoes, but, surprisingly, he didn't slug me. Maybe the vomit had made the shoes look better. After he left, I read the note: “I'll be in touch.” That's just what I need, I told myself as I walked away and retched again.

I staggered around at curbside trying to hail a cab. Thinking that I was two sheets to the wind or an escapee from the local booby hatch, the heartless hackies floored their gas pedals and sped off. Finally, a Good Samaritan pulled over, got out, helped me into his cab, and asked if he could take me to a doctor or a hospital. I appreciated his concern. The tears I shed while he was driving to the Bunker Hill apartment resulted from more than just the beating I had taken at the hands of Kong. For his part, the cabbie appreciated the good tip that I was about to add to the fare, that is, until he held out his hand and—you guessed it—my stomach again went a.w.o.l.

The rest of the day saw less vomiting. I wasn't hungry, but I did have some sugar-coated nuts and a couple of slabs of Spam chopped up with some anchovies. But mostly I slept and moaned that it had been a day I wouldn't wish on many people, except maybe Kong, Blatt, Blatt's secretary, the Black Llama, Louise's husband, and a dozen or so other worthies I had encountered along life's dingy way.







Chapter 21

Death comes in threes, I had long heard. First was Louie, next came Scarlett, and now…I usually put such dark thoughts out of my mind and immerse myself in the activities of the living. But it took me a few days to find myself back to the land of the living after Kong had manhandled me. During those days I lay around the apartment reading, listening to the radio, eating, boozing, and sleeping. My Smith & Wesson never lay far from my aching side since a possible visit from Kong, his partner, John, or one of Blatt's paid head-bashers hung in the air like a bad smell.

But slowly my kidneys began to recuperate and John Philip Sousa ceased to conduct his liveliest marches in my head. The shiner my right eye had received was still doing a pretty good imitation of Hoagy Carmichael's “Deep Purple,” but the eye itself was opening more and more. My reflection in the mirror convinced me that John Barrymore had nothing to worry about but also that I was on the mend.

And now that I was on the mend, I had to move quickly, and that meant finding Scarlett's killer or clearing out of town pronto. Disappearing seemed like the path of least resistance, but I hated to leave loose ends, particularly if those ends were still attached to me. Return home or go elsewhere? With the murder unsolved, the finger of suspicion would continue to point straight at me, and certain interested parties would come gunning—oops!—for me, either to cover their own guilty tracks or notch another miscarriage of justice. No, I resolved to stay here and sleuth. My pride was at stake, maybe also my life.

There are, I admit, some fairly good private eyes populating today's world. Charlie Chan, for instance, isn't bad, certainly not for a Chink, and Mr. Moto is okay, especially for a Nip. Sam Spade? Boston Blackie? Nero Wolfe? Maybe. But only one private detective stands out in the crowd. I admire him, I worship him, and I would run to him for advice, except…he died before I was born. He was a hero to others as well, as I could tell by the various movie actors, especially Basil Ratbone, who have played out his cases on the silver screen. Even my ditzy secretary, Dotty, who reads like it's going out of style, has told me time and again how brilliant this man was, as, for instance, when he brought the hound and the bastard villains to their just desserts. Yep. You guessed it. Sherlock Holmes is my man.

I didn't have a deerstalker like Holmes's, but I put on my green fedora to put me in the proper mood for solving the brutal crime that was absorbing me. I remembered his observation that when you eliminate the impossible, what's left has to be the truth. So I had to begin by tossing out what was impossible. The impossible was that I didn't commit the crime. What was left was the truth: someone else did. Now I was getting somewhere. I took a couple more aspirins for the remnants of my headache and washed them down with some vodka that Mumbles had on hand. Then I thought long and hard as to what person or persons had committed the dastardly deed.

Harry Hardnut headed the list. A violent man, as my sore body vouched for, he would not have hesitated to do in Scarlett if he thought that she was going to rat him out, even if the possibility seemed remote. His partner? Probably not, but maybe. I hadn't seen his name in Scarlett's book, but the late damsel, who was now one step—and a big one at that—removed from distress–could have had writer's cramp just writing down all the goodies that Kong had offered.

Sheldon Blatt? Another real possibility. Blatt had as much to lose as Kong. If what he told Scarlett ever leaked out, he would need more than his own goons for protection. It would be jail or Forest Lawn Cemetery for his fat carcass. Personally, I'd make book on the permanent resting place.

Hardnut or Blatt were odds-on favorites for the murder, with John an also-ran. Blatt's secretary was a long shot. She was mean enough to commit the foul deed, and I would have liked her to get the juice from the electric chair. In fact, I disliked her so much that I would be glad to apply for the job of chief electrician in charge of pulling the switch. Still, she was an unlikely candidate, I had to admit. With disappointment.

Who else? Mumbles? That gave me a laugh. I could just see him as a criminal. “Your money or your life,” he'd tell some potential holdup victim, only it would come out as “Your money or your wife,” and the guy would tell him to take his wife. Come to think of it, that would make a great line for some comedian.

I was in the act of pondering these ponderables when the phone rang.

“Is that you, Dewitt? Are you alone?” asked the vaguely familiar voice at the other end of the line.

“Yes and yes,” I answered smartly.

“This is Harry Hardnut's partner. Remember me? Now listen carefully. I have something important to tell you. Meet me this afternoon at the Rialto movie theater at Broadway and Ord in Chinatown. It's not far from you. Meet me at 3:30. I'll be sitting in the last row of the balcony. There shouldn't be many people there at that time of day.”

I was no fool. I wasn't going to take orders blindly from some caller, especially one as dangerous as this one.

“Before I agree to this,” I said, “let me know what's playing. You're not going to sucker me into buying a ticket for some lousy film that I've probably already seen.”

There was a pause. “Listen, wiseass, show up and don't be late.”

I told him no, not until he told me what was playing and if there'd be a Pathé newsreel, movie previews, and a cartoon or two.

John swore a lot but ended by saying that the film was about a French crook named Arsenic Lupin. I told him that I didn't particularly like Frenchies and that I liked arsenic even less. But I supposed that I should learn what these foreigners were up to, though I figured that they were up to no good. I pressed him on the news, previews, and cartoons, but got nowhere. Reluctantly, I agreed to meet him.

It was past lunchtime when the call ended. I scrambled a couple of eggs and cut up an old wiener that was cowering in the fridge. Then I fixed a cup of java. I would have preferred a drink but needed a clear head to deal with the afternoon. Afterall, supposing the movie was in French?

I checked my .38 to make sure it was loaded, put it into my coat pocket, donned my fedora, and got into my galoshes, although it didn't much look like rain. As I strolled to the Rialto, I wondered what Kong's partner had to tell me that was so hush-hush.

I tried to convince the old bag selling tickets that she should give me a discount since I was a stranger to her fair city. She told me to pay up or get lost. I told her how easy it was for a stranger to get lost in this big city. She asked if I'd like her to call a cop. I was sorely tempted to tell her that I was going to meet one inside in less than five minutes. Another argument lost. She sold me the ticket at full price. Once inside, I had to act quickly. Should I buy a bag of popcorn, some Bazzini peanuts, a box of Good & Plenty candy, or some combination of the three? And should I offer Kong's partner some or should I wait to hear what he had to say? These questions were gnawing at me as I trudged up to the balcony. The sound of Frenchies speaking French in the movie muddled my thoughts even more. I realized that I should have found out whether the movie was in English or not before agreeing to see it. In hindsight, I should have picked a movie that I was sure to enjoy, and if John didn't like it…tough!

I used my skill as a private eye and admirer of Sherlock Holmes to deduce that it was John sitting in the last row of the balcony. It helped that the balcony contained no one else. I stumbled over a step and nearly lost my popcorn—I figured that I could buy the sugar-coated nuts and Good and Plenty after our discussion, which I hoped wouldn't take too long because I wanted to see the movie, even if I couldn't understand a blasted word in it.

John was sitting stiffly a few seats in from the end of the row. I suddenly felt generous, walked over to him, and asked if he'd like some popcorn. He didn't say a word. It was then that I noticed something sticking out from the area of his heart. Egad! Stiffly-seated John was a stiff! Further inspection led me to conclude that it was some sort of knife, although I could not be sure if it was a dagger, stiletto, or ice pick. I then did what any other public-spirited citizen would have done: I fled the coop, or in this case, the theater. I didn't stop to demand a ticket refund or to buy more refreshments at the concession stand. I still had the popcorn, or at least what remained after I tumbled down the stairs and ran out into the street. It was pouring rain by this time, and I had big things to worry about, like a dead cop and soggy popcorn.

Mumbles came in a little after six, shaking the rain from his coat and mumbling more than usual. I managed to decipher his lament that devils were taking over the City of Angels. A gumshoe poker-playing crony had informed him that a cop had bitten the bullet, although in this instance it was a knife carving the cop. And in a movie theater in mid afternoon!

I told him that the movie was about a French policeman, that the popcorn would have tasted better if it had more butter and salt, and that the dead copper was none other than King Kong's partner. I also mentioned that the ticket seller had been none too friendly and that you could trip on the stairs if you weren't careful. A skilled private eye like myself doesn't forget important details.

Mumbles was fattergasted by the news. “You know, pal, you're in a bigger hole than I thought, and you're sinking deeper. Don't think for a minute that Kong didn't know that you were supposed to meet his partner this afternoon. The son of a bitch probably arranged the meeting. And who do you suppose Kong will blame for his partner's murder?”

I thought about the question for a couple of minutes and concluded that I would be on the receiving end of the blame. Then I reached for my thinking hat and weighed possible plans of action. Should I contact Kong and tell him that John was dead before I arrived? Would he be touched when I related how I had planned to offer John popcorn and maybe some nuts or candy after we spoke? Should I tell him that I had a certain little black book that could fall into certain hands if he harmed a single dark brown hair on my head? Should I plead that my mother would grieve endlessly if someone helped her sonny boy to kick the bucket, and would no longer receive loving gifts of can openers? Should I plead with him on behalf of my secretary, Dotty, so dopey that only a dope like me would be dopey enough to hire her? I was at sevens and eights, or was it eights and nines?

Mumbles said that we had to think clearly about the mess I was in and suggested that we have a drink, go out to eat, and sleep on what should be the next step to combat this doomsday scenario. One drink led to another, and by that time we were feeling little pain. We decided to eat in. The inside of the fridge was looking more forlorn than usual, but Mumbles managed to scrape together a meal made passable by the soothing effects of demon rum. One more drink after supper and we were in no condition to talk about the weather, let alone what we should do about a dead copper and a dead starlet. We said good night and staggered to our respective bedrooms. Though tanked to the gills, I had enough sense left to put my .38 under my pillowcase should King Kong come storming through the door. I was too many sheets to the wind to check whether I had left the safety on the gun.







Chapter 22

I think it was the poet Rugyard Kipperling, or something like that, who scribbled some nonsense about the dawn coming up like thunder across some bay or other. I know that my fussy eighth-grade teacher made us memorize and repeat it until we wanted to choke her but settled for sneaking a dead mouse into her purse. Be that as it may, the dawn came up today, but the only thunder I heard was ricocheting around in my head. Once I made it to the bathroom, I downed several aspirins and then walked carefully to the kitchen, where I managed to brew some strong coffee for my remorseless hangover.

The aspirins and java were slowly reducing the peals of thunder to low rumbles. Then the phone screeched and ended the relative quiet. My instinct was not to answer it, but more than a dozen rings convinced me otherwise.

It was the ADA's office calling, which immediately made me regret having answered the cursed machine. I waited while his secretary told me to hold on and that her boss would be with me shortly. They say that a man's life passes rapidly before him in the short while it takes for him to reach the end. Mine was passing more quickly than that.

“Well, Mr. DeWitt, you'll be pleased to hear that you're alibi almost leaves you off the hook as far as Miss Stitchbottom's murder is concerned. The coroner reported that she died here in her apartment in LA at a time when you could account for your whereabouts in Morro Bay. I sent someone to check your alibi, and, in addition to the man who managed your cabins, workers at places where you ate confirmed your presence. The police meanwhile found fresh traces of her blood in her apartment. In other words, someone took the victim from Morro Bay, brought her back, and killed her. That killer couldn't have been you since you could not have been in two places at once. Do you agree?”

“You bet I agree,” I told him.

“Now Mr. DeWitt, I'd advise you not to leave town yet, if you had any notion of doing so. As I said, you're almost off the hook but not completely. You didn't kill Miss Stickbottom, but you could have hired someone to do so. Now let me make myself clear. At this point I don't think that you were involved, but until we find out who was, I want you to hang around. Capisce, as my Italian friends say? And if you know or find out anything that could help us solve the crime, let us know right away.”

I capisced and told him that I would keep him informed. Naturally, I didn't mention the matter of the little black book involving Blatt that would toss me back into the hot water from which this good ADA had just rescued me. Nor did I mention the book detailing Kong's nefarious deeds or the little matter of Kong's dead partner, either of which would get me transformed into a chunk of Swiss cheese that contained more holes than usual.

Wellman's call lifted my spirits. Lifted? Hell, it made them soar higher than Lindy flying across the Atlantic. I whistled “Happy Days Are Here Again,” and it wasn't because I particularly liked Mr. Roosevelt, although I sure preferred him to old Herbert H. Throwing caution and my hangover to the wind, I fixed my first libation of the day. Feeling better? You betcha!

The feeling didn't last past my second helping of booze and the arrival of dark clouds filled with regret. Knowing me had proved unhealthy—no, make that fatal–for at least three people since I had arrived in LA. Poor Scarlett deserved a better fate as did Light Fingers Louie. And John, who hadn't bothered to help Kong pummel me and, in fact, had forced him to stop, shouldn't have been on the receiving end of a deadly weapon. My soaring spirits were crashing in flames like the Hindenburg over the New Jersey shore.

Polish Phil had warned me to watch my back. I guess he meant it in a manner of speaking since the apartment didn't have a full-length mirror. Now I needed good, solid advice from him. I called but got a pal of his, Fred Feeney, aka Freddy the Freeloader, a retired cop whose reputation for corruption while on the force had been almost as legendary as the Polack's. Phil, it turned out, was in St. Salome's Hospital recovering from an emergency appendectomy or some such disease. I told Fred, who was watering Phil's plants and doubtlessly helping himself to whatever booze Phil had not had the chance to hide, to give our mutual pal my regards and to tell him that I was trying to watch my back.

I was annoyed that Phil had picked this time to have his appendix act up. Why now? Some consideration for the mess that I'm in seemed in order. Still, I owed him a lot and was not about to become an ingrate.

Dotty was at home when I called. I told her about Phil and my wish to send him a small get-well gift.

“How small, Mr. D? As small as the Christmas gifts you've been giving me and everyone else as long as I've known you?”

I was sorry that this albatross around my neck had been at home when I called. I told her to watch the sass, especially since Christmas was less than eleven months away and that her gift could go from small to microscopic.

“Well what do you suggest?”

“Hmm. You could get him a nice pair of galoshes, or better yet, give him yours. They've needed to be thrown away for a long time now, Mr. D. Or you could get him a new can opener. You know, like the ones you're always sending your mother.”

“I could do either of those, Dotty dear. I could also fire you and make you work permanently in Cousin Elmer's glue factory. But I'm too soft-hearted for that. Look,” I told her, “buy some cheap posies and send them. Don't forget to include a card, unless the florist charges for it, in which case you can write a note with your pretty little fingers.”

“Oh, Mr. D!” She began to cry. “Mr. D, my pretty little fingers aren't pretty any more. I tore a cuticle when I was biting my nails. It still hurts, Mr. D. Do you know what I can do?”

Indeed I did know what she could do, but as I always say, Mom taught me to be a gentleman. I settled for telling her to send flowers and asking if I had received any messages since my last call. She said “yes” and “no.” I only hoped, but sorely doubted, that the answers came in order to the questions asked.

I spent a few hours fidgeting and scratching myself in the vain hope that such activity would help me to figure out my problems. No dice. The more I fidgeted and scratched, the further away seemed a solution.

I was glad to see Mumbles when he returned late in the afternoon. I hoped that he could see the road through the mist once I laid out everything before him, including the fact that I possessed the two little black books that a couple of people would give an eyetooth for. My hope was that it would be their eyeteeth and not mine.

Hearing that I needed a serious discussion with him, my friend said to hang on while he fixed himself a drink, loosened his flowered tie, and took off his brown scuffed shoes. This was not a good way to begin the discussion: his feet smelled as though they had spent too much time in the trenches during the Great War. But he said he was all ears, although that seemed an exaggeration since his ears looked quite normal to me. He took a sip of his Manhattan and told me to go ahead and shoot. I asked him not to use that expression in light of all the murder and mayhem I had witnessed

Either he was tired from the day's work or from listening to my story, or both, but his head began to nod and his mouth to drop open. That is, until I mentioned the matter of the black books and told him that both were in my possession.

Mumbles's head snapped to attention like a doughboy in France when General MacArthur passed by. He didn't salute but he did snarl. “I can't believe it. You mean you had those books all along and didn't bother to tell me? What's the matter with you? I get you a job, I let you live here with me, and suddenly I'm a nogoodnik who can't be trusted? Some friend you turned out to be!”

Mumbles had a point. It wasn't that I distrusted him, it was that as a gumshoe I had learned the hard way not to trust too easily. Besides, I told myself, the more he knew, the more he would be putting himself in harm's way. But now he knew the score and was sore as hell. I did my best to sooth his rustled feathers.

“Listen, Marty, I was only trying to protect you. I don't want you to be in the same mess that I'm in. Do you want to get on the wrong side of Kong and Blatt?”

That did the trick. Mumbles mumbled, grabbed a beer, and told me that we'd find a way out. Then I grabbed some Jack Daniel's and some peanuts. That might not help us find a solution to what ailed me, but I was thirsty and hungry.

We batted ideas back and forth. I did most of the batting, Mumbles most of the catching. But no home runs. Finally, Mumbles announced his grand plan. Get in touch with Blatt, tell him you have the book, want to give it to him, and want to settle up. Tell him that you had a good reason for not having told him before, but don't say anything about the other book. As for that other book, hold on to it. Give it to the police and you might end up like Kong's partner, because you never know who on that stinking force is a friend of Kong's.

What Mumbles said, or at least what I heard him say, made sense. I wanted out, and his suggestion pointed me to the door. Sure, something inside told me to continue after the killer or killers. But I was tired, very tired, and not a little scared, I wasn't ashamed to say, for my own skin.

We hoisted another drink to toast our success, tentative though it was. Then we went to Clifton's Brookdale Cafeteria for some hearty grub. By the time we got back, it was late. Mumbles said he had to get up early, and I was exhausted from too much thinking. Besides, I wanted to be good and rested for tomorrow when I would call Blatt.







Chapter 23

I woke up early, but not as early as Mumbles, who had left by the time I was sitting down to breakfast and gulping down some Maxwell House. I had to admit that I felt good after last night's talk with the Mumbler. He had put matters into perspective for me. No question about it. He had turned out to be a better friend than I could have imagined.

I called to make an appointment to see Fatso Blatt. I told Miss Snooty Pants, his secretary, that I was available all day. She said that she was sure that Mr. Blatt would be thrilled to see one of his most reliable and gifted associates. I thought that sarcasm rather than honey was dripping from her overpainted lips, but who knows? Maybe she had come to appreciate my true worth. Unfortunately, the fat guy was currently tied up in conference and had other appointments. But she said that she'd get back to me once his meeting ended and see if he could squeeze me in. I told her that it was very important, and she asked where she had heard that before. I told her that I didn't know, but that it was probably a common saying. Then she said that I was not only reliable and gifted but bright as well. That made me feel good, although the thought crossed my mind that she was high on something or other that she shouldn't be high on as far as local and state authorities and the FBI were concerned. But let's face it: my irresistible charm had won her over.

An hour or so later Blatt himself called to say that he was up to his fat neck—well, he didn't call it fat, probably because he was nearsighted and not looking into a mirror—in meetings, but that I should come around to his little abode in the evening, say, about eight o'clock. We could have a few drinks and discuss this whole Scarlett business in comfort, he explained. He apologized for having been angry with me, citing the pressures of his work. It's time that we discussed matters like the gentlemen that we are, he added. I was touched and told him that the offer was real white of him but that I had no idea where he lived.

“No problem, Mr. DeWhiff, come with your pal Mr. Hardy. He's been here before, and I'm sure he won't mind bringing you.”

I could see a light drizzle falling upon the City of Angels but, more important, I could also see a light glimmering at the end of the dark tunnel from which I had been trying to escape. Mumbles would take me to Blatt's, and I would hand over Scarlett's book and collect my reward, along with a couple of drinks. Then I would say bye-bye to Marty and LA, and return to my own beloved city.

I had to take care of two important matters, however. First, I rang up Mumbles to tell him what was what and to make sure that he could drive me. Someone claiming to be his secretary answered the phone and said that Mr. Martin Hardy was indisposed but that she would take a message. I gave her the message. I also wondered what she meant by “indisposed.” The moans of pleasure I could hear gave me a pretty good idea: Mumbles must have been eating some food he particularly liked.

Next I called Blatt's office and told his secretary to inform her employer that I preferred Jack Daniel's.

“And here I thought that you preferred women,” the nasty battleaxe snorted. “But then I guess that beggars with a mug like yours can't be choosey.”

I said a few things to her in return that can't be repeated in polite company. Nor impolite company for that matter.

Mumbles was in high spirits when he returned. I figured that he had got himself an efficient and reliable secretary unlike mine.

“What secretary?” Mumbles asked as he munched on a candy bar. “I ain't had a secretary since I left the Big City.”

That puzzled me, but I wasn't about to waste time on it. We had to make plans for what I should say to Blatt and how far I should go in pressing him for a sweet bonus.

“The sky's the limit, buddy. You're holding all the cards, if you know what I mean.”

I wasn't holding any cards, as he could plainly see. In fact, I hadn't been holding any cards since the night I lost my shirt playing with a couple of sharpies back home. Fortunately, it was an old shirt, and, more fortunately, I quit before I lost my pants as well.

Mumbles caught my confusion and cleared up matters. “Play it by ear, buddy boy, and I'll step in to help if it's necessary. Then you'll get the dough, hand over the book, and we'll go celebrate somewhere.”

It sounded good. However, what I didn't know at the time was that it would prove too good to be true.

Mumbles fixed some grub for us to scarf down, and then we headed for Blatt's home, located somewhere in the lonely Hollywood Hills. I wondered who would want to live so far away from the center of the city. Mumbles told me not to kid myself, that wealthy people were already making the Hills their homes. It was too dark to tell if the Mumbler was right, but once we arrived shay Blatt, as the Frenchies would say, I didn't doubt him. “Little abode”? Hell, even in the dark Blatt's place looked more like a castle to me, not that I had ever seen a castle, of course. “Big” and “more big” described it. This guy Blatt must have more simoleons than I figured. The Depression? Hollywood mustn't have heard about it, considering the way it pays people associated with the movies. Or maybe Blatt had hit it big with the fillies at Hollywood Park. Or maybe he was part of the corruption that, I gathered, seemed to be spreading like a cancer throughout this otherwise pretty nice town. In any case, I sensed that he needed the return of Scarlett's book because there was something rotten in the state of Norway—or was it Sweden?–as the Beard of Avon said.

I rang the door buzzer at Blatt's castle and heard chimes play a song that sounded like “We're in the Money,” that catchy tune that was in one of Busby Berkeley's swell movies. Yes, indeed, Blatt was in the money.

I expected a varlet to answer, but it was our host who did the honors. “Come on in, fellows,” he said. He was wearing a big smile on his ugly kisser and sporting a short silk bathrobe around his fat body and a fancy silk scarf around his fat neck. “What's with the outfit?” I whispered to Mumbles as Blatt turned his back and led us to a living room that seemed almost as big as Yankee Stadium. “Is he ready for bed so soon? And what about that scarf? It's not cold in here. Does he have to put out the garbage and he's afraid of getting a chill?” Mumbles poked me in the ribs and said that our host was wearing a smoking jacket and what is called an ascot, both of which were marks of guys whose idea of a depression was a period of feeling blue that lasted more than a few minutes.

“Have a seat, fellows. What can I get you to drink?”

Mumbles said that he'd have a Manhattan, although he had to repeat it three times before Blatt understood what he was saying. I asked Blatt if his Gal Friday had told him what I preferred. He frowned and seemed at a loss for words.

“To tell the truth, she said you'd admitted to being a fairy.” He paused and frowned some more. “But that doesn't bother me, Mr. DeWhiff. There's a lot of those guys here in Tinseltown. More than you'd imagine.”

It may not have bothered him, but it sure bothered me that anyone should think that a he-man like me was a he-man, er…a non-woman-man, er…. I also wondered what he meant by “Tinseltown.” Is this where we get all that silvery stuff that we toss on Christmas trees and then regret having to sweep it up after the holidays? Anyway, I told him that I'd also have a Manhattan, which I hadn't had in years.

“Coming up,” Blatt said as he went over to an open bar and began mixing the libations.

While Blatt was doing his best to play the genial host, I walked around the room to look at the numerous signed photos of movie stars and Hollywood bigwigs. If the fat guy knew all these people and if what they wrote wasn't a lot of malarkey, I could see that I wasn't dealing with just another Joe Schmo. Wasn't that Joan who had her arms around him? And that platinum blond bombshell? And holey moley, there's a photo of Fatty Arbuckle, who looks just like Blatt himself! On second glance, it is Blatt. I made a mental note to have the Hollywood agent take my photo before leaving. I'd sign it, and sure as shooting I'd be immoralized hanging on one of his walls with all these other stars.

I had begun for the first time to feel some real affection for Sheldon Blatt, and I began to feel more when he brought over the drinks.

“Like I am,” Sheldon announced, raising his glass of whatever toward us.

He didn't finish his sentence, and so I asked “Like you are what?”

“Like I am what?”

“You said 'like I am.' ”

Our little dance around the maypole could have continued, but Mumbles, himself a past master at mumbling, explained that what Blatt had actually said was a Hebe expression that meant “ to life.”

“Well, I'll drink to that,” I said to Sheldon, and proceeded to take a swig. It was real good. Obviously our host had not been using some old bathtub gin. I finished the drink with a second swallow and hoped that Sheldon would offer a refill. No such luck. He put his glass down and announced that it was time to finish unfinished business.

“So, my friend, you have something for me,” he said, coming over to me and reaching out with his stubby fingers.

I told him that I did. I shook his stubby digits and said that I presumed he had something for me as well.

“Oh, indeed I do, Mr. DeWhiff. Do you like it?” he asked as he pulled a rod from the pocket of his smoking jacket. “I've wanted to give this to you ever since I met you, you conniving bastard!”

I heard the shot. My whole life passed before me, just as they say. I saw Mom, my ex-wife, Dotty, the Black Llama, my nosey neighbor Mrs. Heidegger, Gardenia Gertie, Sadie Plotz, the elevator man in my office building, the kid who lived next door to me when I was growing up, Polish Phil, and best of all, the lovely Louise Prima. Boy, I thought, this is sure taking a helluva long time for me to kick the bucket. Then I fell to the ground.

“Get up, Dick. I got him.”

It wasn't the voice of an angel, unless it was one who had grown up in the Bronx. It was…Mumbles.

“Get up, pal, and go make sure the shithead's dead.”

I managed to stand up. My shaking knees managed to carry me the few feet where the late Mr. Sheldon Blatt was on his back lying in a pool of blood, his nice smoking jacket now not so nice and, as far as I was concerned, not so nice as the smoke that came out of Mr. Martin Hardy's gun. As an experienced gumshoe, I knew just how to check whether he was a corpse or a corpse-in-waiting. My hand trembled as I reached for his karate artery. Yep, the corpse was officially a corpse.

“Serves him right, don't you think?” Mumbles offered.

“Can't argue with that, Marty, and let me tell you that I'll be eternally grateful to you for having saved my skin. I couldn't want for a better friend.” I felt like giving him a big, fat kiss but feared that he, like Blatt, might think that I was a fairy. So I settled for asking if he thought we should call and wait for the police or scram and bid a not-so-fond adieu to the dead man.

“All in good time, pal. You and I have some unfinished business of our own.”

I told Mumbles that I also could do with another stiff drink after all that had happened, but he laughed and said that wasn't what he had in mind.

“Now reach into your jacket pocket nice and easy and give me Scarlett's book.”

I couldn't believe it. Mumbles had set me up. He and Blatt must have figured me for a patsy who would do their dirty work. But Mumbles was smarter than Blatt and all along had meant to get the book for himself and leave behind no witnesses, one of whom was my best friend in this world, Dick DeWitt.

“How did you pull it off, Marty?”

“It wasn't a snap, I can tell you. First, Blatt and I agreed that I should follow you and the dame to Morro Bay to see if she had the books there. I picked the lock to her cabin that night, told her that I'd splatter her brains all over the place if she made a peep, and demanded the goods. She said that they were back in LA. If I had got them in Morro Bay, I would have killed her then and there, and you'd have been the fall guy. After all, what are friends for? Anyway, I tied her up and gagged her, threw her in the trunk of my car, and headed south.

“Now you're not gonna believe this, but we get back to her place, and the crazy broad begins to laugh hysterically and says that I'll get the books over her dead body. So I slap her around, but she keeps laughing. Then I grab her by the throat. I guess I didn't know my own strength. When her face starts to turn purple, I let go, but it was too late. Blatt was furious when he heard the news. 'You killed her without finding the book?' he screamed. But he didn't know that you saved our asses when you told me that you had what we wanted. And now if you're satisfied, my friend, come clean and fork over Scarlett's treasure.”

I would have liked to have forked over a bullet right between his eyes, but, anticipating no trouble, I had not bothered to bring along my second best friend in the world, my Smith & Wesson .38.

As I handed the dirty rotten scumbag the book, a moan escaped from the apparently not-deceased Hollywood big shot agent. Startled, Mumbles took his eyes off me and directed them to Blatt. Big mistake. I managed to wrest the gun from Mumbles and to deliver a solid right to the jaw that sent him sprawling. I kicked him in the nuts, and then gave those two hangings another good kick for good measure and for fun. Mine, not his.

While he lay writhing in pain, I went over and rechecked Blatt's karate artery. No mistake this time. Fatboy wouldn't ever have to watch his weight again. I picked up the late Mr. Blatt's gun, all the while keeping the other piece leveled on Hardy. He was still doing the hootchy-kootchy on the rug, making loud, painful sounds, and mumbling things that didn't seem too complimentary to me. I told him not to get his nuts in an uproar, especially since I had to make a phone call to the police. After that, I told him, he could scream in agony all that he wanted. The louder the better, I informed him.

We had a nice but not friendly chitchat while we waited for LA's finest to arrive. I asked him why he had betrayed a friend. He told me that I was not his friend, nor ever had been.

“Remember Bertha Butz? You know, that fatassed German broad that I had a thing going with three or four years ago?”

I certainly did remember Bertha and her bountiful backside, and our nights in bed. Unfortunately, Mumbles had got wind of those nights.

“That was just before I left town, DeWitt, and I didn't have time to take care of you. But I vowed that I would someday pay you back for sticking a knife in my back and something else elsewhere.”

I told him I was ashamed. I wasn't, but I had to say something, given the tight spot I was in.

Marty mumbled a few other comments that presented me in less

than a favorable light. He seemed prepared to continue with the defamation of my good character until I again paid my respects to his gonads. The arrival of several burly policemen put an end to our tête-à-tête. I explained to these gendarmes what had happened. They, in turn, handcuffed Mumbles, carted Blatt on a stretcher to a waiting ambulance, and ordered me to come to the station with them to make a deposition. As we left the late Sheldon Blatt's place, Mumbles startled me by saying that he loved me. Can you imagine? I could feel a few tears welling up. I told the man who tried to kill me that, despite everything, I had some warm feelings for him, too. “What, are you deaf?” asked the cop who was leading Mumbles away. “He said 'I loathe you.' ” I guess that Mumbles had the last mumble on me.

As we drove away I thought of life's hard-earned lesson, one that is as old as the hills: you live, you learn, but in the end you're going to lose.







Chapter 24

I had worn out my welcome in the City of Angels. Or rather, the city had worn out my welcome for me. A month ago I had left my own city with the promise of a job, new adventures, and a relief from the ugliness of the winter months. The promise lay dashed like fresh roses under the jackboots of Nazi swine; the new adventures nearly cost me my life, and did cost the lives of others. And the weather? True, it brought none of the bitter cold and white stuff that every year made eastern winters convince me that spring would arrive at the same time as a smile and kind word from my ex-wife. The month I had spent here? Rain on some days; rain on the others. I thought people living in southern California tanned, only to learn that they probably rusted.

And what about the people I had met? The papers reported a large turnout of Hollywood bigwigs and smallwigs for Sheldon Blatt's funeral. It was an uncharitable thought, especially since I pride myself on charitable thoughts, but I was convinced that the movie community made its presence known only to make sure that the fat bastard was really dead and not on the alert for a sneaky deal. His burial at Forest Lawn Cemetery? I figured that people gathered there to gawk at the names of movie figures who had predeceased Blatt and other known figures who had gathered their share of worms.

But I did have kind thoughts for Scarlett, whose only mistake was wanting too badly to play Scarlett O'Hara. She may have served as a punchboard on the casting couch for too many men and certainly downed too many drinks, but she meant no harm. But meaning no harm is not the same as not getting in harm's way. Dead, her decomposing body now lies abandoned in some potter's field for the friendless poor after the fellows at the morgue got through slicing and dicing her.

And I also had good thoughts for Light Fingers Louie, who also rested in potter's field. He wasn't much, but he was my much when it came to snooping around and playing stoolie. Bank safes and jewelry boxes could now breathe a long sigh of relief; I could only breathe a sigh and say “so long,” you good-for-nothing likable bastard.

And there was one other likable bastard I had to say good-bye to. As I think of it, I owed Mumbles a lot. Unfortunately, most of it was an assortment of ill wishes. He was chummy and a good drinking companion, but his greed got in the way. When the state got through trying him for the murders of both Blatt and Scarlett, and maybe even Louie, he would be frying on all four burners. I can't help chuckling over what his last words will be and what the warden and witnesses will understand them to be.

Oh yes, then there's Harry Hardnut, a.k.a. King Kong. I didn't know what was going to happen to him, and although I definitely would like to see some things happen to him—all bad—I wasn't about to pursue matters. Maybe I would anonymously mail the little black book that Scarlett had kept on him to the authorities. But that would be at some future date when I had left the city and was reasonably assured that Kong or his pals would not pay me an unfriendly visit. However, the more I thought about it, the less likely it seemed that the book would ever get posted.

I hung around the city for a few days to clear up some matters. I spoke with Wellman, the ADA, who told me that I was free to leave now that it was clear who had murdered Scarlett.

I went to Blatt's office to collect what I thought was my rightful payment. Unfortunately, a sign on his door announced that his office was for lease. Too bad I had never thought to learn the name of his secretary. I was certain that she would have done right by me.

And then there was the matter of a rent-due notice for Mumbles's apartment, along with a telephone bill that seemed astronomical, thanks to the long-distance calls I had made. I had no intention of paying either, naturally. Let them try to collect from Mumbles. After all, he owed me big time after having tried to cut short my natural life span.

In those few days during which I remained in town I visited a few places: the Santa Monica Pier, the Pantages Theater, and the La Brea Tar Pits, which brought me back to my first days here. I also took in a few bars and looked for quality dames. I didn't find them. The quality dames, that is. But I did find a theater that featured the hit new movie Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. I'm not ashamed to say that I shed some tears during the movie, until the handsome prince came for Snow White. My only disappointment was that there didn't seem to be any dwarfs in the audience. That was a shame, since dwarfs always gave me a big laugh, although I don't find them nearly as funny as midgets.

But it was now time to leave. I checked the train schedule, packed my grip, and headed home on Valentine's Day. Before leaving, I sent Mom a card. Call me a bad son, but it was really Louise Prima that I ached to send a card to.

“Last stop. Everybody out,” the conductor twanged. I was back home at last. I breathed in the cold, snappy air as I left the train station in mid morning and hailed a cab. I watched the city go by as we drove to my apartment. It—the city–hadn't changed since I had left it: tall buildings, cars honking, people hurrying to and fro. It had its je ne sais squat, and that was good enough for me. Always had been.

Like my city, my apartment hadn't changed. Sure, more cobwebs had accumulated, but they seemed to be getting on well with the older ones.

I decided to call those nearest and dearest to me and let them know that I had returned. First came Mom, who wanted to know why I was calling. She sounded upset.

“Why did you call to say 'hello'? My neighbors say 'hello.' I have enough 'hellos' without having to rush to the phone every time you feel like calling…What's that?… Of course, I got your Valentine's card… What?… No, it wasn't pretty. It looked like it was left over from a fire sale at Woolworth's, but at least you didn't send me another damned can opener.”

Mom, I could sense, was not in the best of moods, even though she was relieved that her sonny boy had arrived home safely.

Next on the list came Polish Phil. I called and learned from his pal

Freddie the Freeloader, who was still there in the apartment, which the Polack was returning to later in the day from his prolonged stay in the hospital. “Give him a ring tomorrow,” the pal suggested.

Last on my list was Dotty, but she wasn't at home. She may have been at work or, as likely, at the library reading the collected works of Charlie Dickens. How she can read so much and remain an idiot continued to puzzle me.

Brimming with pleasure to be back, I went for lunch at Ma's Diner, which featured some of the poorest food and certainly the worst waitress in town. But it was in my blood, although I tried not to think what it put into my stomach.

“Well, well, well,” announced Ma's pitiful excuse for a waitress. “What have we here? What's that old saying about an ill-wind blowing in? Where've you been hiding your carcass? I thought we'd seen the last of you, but you know how it goes. Old cheapskates never die, they just fade away.”

She hadn't changed. Same old Betty. I told her that I'd been on a big case in Hollywood. Then I ordered a platter of ham and eggs done over lightly.

“I could use some java now,” I told her.

“I could use some of a lot of things,” she informed me, “but I ain't goin' get them.”

She took her time filling my cup, managing to spill only a little of the hot brew on my hand. She said that she knew that a big, strong gumshoe like myself wouldn't mind. I wondered if an overweight, slush-mouthed waitress like her would mind that I didn't leave a tip.

I strolled leisurely back to my place, taking in the familiar sights that had been a routine part of my life before my City of Angels fiasco. Then I napped for a couple of hours, found a few tins of this and that for supper, and headed for my beloved watering hole.

The Slippery Elbow hadn't seemed to have changed a bit, nor had its occupants. “Southpaw Sammy” Stickit was still moaning about how he could have been a major league pitcher if a rotten ump and an equally rotten minor league commissioner hadn't ruined his career; Tony “Two-Fingers” Mangiamangia was explaining how he had lopped off a few fingers while working at Guido's Kosher Deli. The clientele had heard their stories more times than they had cared to remember, but both Sammy and Tony probably figured that, by repeating them, sooner or later the pain would go away. And maybe it would.

But only the Board of Health could take my favorite barfly away. Gardenia Gertie was on the prowl, as she invariably was, looking for love or at least some drinks and monetary compensation that would pass for love. In return she had a lot to give, but that was the problem, as an untold number of guys learned the hard way. The Elbow's habitués didn't refer to her as “Gonorrhea Gertie”.

But it was good to see my old gang. I had missed their ugly pusses, one and all. I was tempted to tell Gus the bartender that drinks were on me, but not that tempted since the skinflint would probably grouse about cash up front. I settled for buying a Jack Daniel's for myself. While I was sipping it, I asked Gus if he had heard about Light Fingers Louie. He said he had and brushed a tear from his eye.

“Gus,” I said, “I didn't know that you cared for Louie.”

“I couldn't stand the little creep,” Gus snorted as he poked a hairy finger in my chest. “But he was one of the few patrons who regularly paid for what he drank. Get my drift?”

Gus was a great kidder. Just another thing that I loved about the Elbow. And when I left the rundown joint after another drink or two, I smiled like a grinning idiot and told myself that it was good to be home.







Chapter 25

But that was not what I told myself the following day. Oh the day started out all right. I had enjoyed a long, restful sleep and a good breakfast, the makings of which I had picked up at an all-night food store after leaving the Elbow. It had been a while—too long—since I had diced some canned sardines and blended them into homemade pancakes smothered with Aunt Jemima syrup. My ex-wife used to say that she could vomit when she saw me eating this concoction; I told her to go ahead, it would do both of us good.

Then the phone rang. It was Polish Phil.

“Hey, Phil, how're doing, pal? I was going to visit you today, if you want to see my handsome mug. And who wouldn't?”

Phil didn't laugh. Instead, he informed me that Louise's husband had been killed. I wanted to say that that was good news, maybe the best I'd had since my ex and I split. But I kept my trap shut. And then it fell open, wide open.

“Yeah, buddy boy, I can't say that I'm sorry the slimeball got offed. But…” I could hear Phil take a deep breath. “But I got a call last night and learned that Louise has been booked for his murder.”

The news hit me like a ton of bricks. No, make that a couple of tons. My first thought was that the louse had pushed her too far and that she had given him what he deserved. Yet I couldn't believe that Louise, this sweet angel, could have committed murder even under such prevarication. Or could she?

“Phil, I can't believe that Louise could kill the slob. There must be some mistake. I bet he rubbed a lot of people the wrong way and that the cops have got the wrong person.”

“I hope that you're right, Dicky boy, but I just don't know. Louise let me know on a few occasions when you were away that her relations with the bum were getting worse. I'd offered to go and straighten him out, but she said that she preferred to handle matters her own way. I just hope that killing him wasn't her preferred way.

“Pal, I'm going to ask you for a big one. I still got the flu real bad or I'd go myself, but I'd like you to go to Chicago and sniff the situation out. I know that I can trust you, and just being there would mean a lot to Louise. You know, don't you, that she really likes you?”

Just back from a trip across the entire country, my mind and tired body bridled at going half way back again so soon. But my heart said otherwise. I'd swim the deepest ocean for Louise but then remembered that I didn't know how to swim. Well, hell, it's the thought that counts.

I told Phil that he could count on me and that I'd leave the next day. Phil gave me the name and number of Louise's lawyer—the person who had broken the news to him—and offered some money for the trip. I told him that I still had some left over from my work in the City of Angels and from what he had loaned me in January.

“I owe you,” the Polack said.

“No, Phil, we owe Louise one.”

We shot the breeze for a while. I gave him a quick rundown of what had happened in the Scarlett murder caper and promised to fill him in with more details after we had seen to Louise's problem.

“You did good, Dicky boy, but it was a close call. Now you got to watch your back on this one, too.”

I promised that I would and also that I would keep him informed every step of the way.

I had to get busy if I was going to leave tomorrow. First I called the train station and learned what time the Twentieth Century Limited would be leaving for Chicago. Next I got dressed and left for my office to look for a name or two on my Rolodex of people I knew in Chicago who might help me. There was at least one private eye on the list of names. But God help me if he turned out like Mumbles!

Joe the elevator man seemed real glad to see me when I reached my office building. He wished me Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year. Joe was still on the sauce.

And the sign on my office was still the same: “Dicks…Investigator.” The goddamn landlord was still hiring retards to take care of the place.

The office itself seemed in pretty good shape, save for some fairly good-sized dust balls that began to merengue when I opened the door. I went right to Dotty's desk, brushed aside the pair of panties that was staring at me, and fingered through the Rolodex. Two names stood out, that of the private dick I had in mind and that of a retired boxer, whom I had helped get off the hook, so to speak, from a charge of throwing a bout when he fought another light heavyweight. Never could tell. I might need his dukes if a problem arose.

Then I went through a small stack of mail that Dotty had neatly piled on my desk. I found receipts for a few bills that she had taken care of and also some unpaid bills that I hoped she would take care of. Nothing there to set my innards going. Nothing, that is, except a postcard that featured a llama that had been colored with black ink. The message on the back was short and to the point: “I'll be seeing you, my gringo amigo.” There was no date, no stamp, and no sign of delivery by the post office. Years of professional experience and my gut instinct told me that the Llama had slipped his greeting under my door and that Dotty had mixed it in with the rest of my mail. Why she had not immediately informed me I didn't know but was determined to find out.

“Hello, Dotty, it's your boss.”

“Oh, Mr. D, how's Los Angeles? I hear that it's raining like crazy where you are.”

“No, Dotty, it's not raining at all where I am.”

“That's good. In what part of Los Angeles are you staying.”

“I'm not in Los Angeles. I'm back, and I'm here in my office.”

“Was the rain too much for you, Mr. D? Is that why you're back?”

“Shut up and listen to me,” I said. “Why didn't you let me know that the Black Llama had left a postcard for me? And when was it?”

“Well gosh, Mr. D, I didn't want to ruin your trip. I knew that you'd be upset if you heard that that awful man was still around. Now wait a minute and let me think.”

If thinking was what she was doing, I realized that I could be waiting far longer than a minute, more like an hour, if the thinking rose above her customary second-grade level. But she surprised me.

“Now I remember. He must have left the note just a day or two after you left. I remember because it was then that I went into the office to pick up my brassiere and my copy of Marcus Aurelius's Meditations. Boy, he sure can write, that Marcus Aurelius. I wonder what his next book will be like? Do you think that he has anything else to meditate on or is he all meditated?”

I made a mental note to look for doctors who could perform a lobotomy when I returned. I wasn't sure which one of us needed it more, since I was the dumb cluck who kept her on as my Gal Friday. Maybe the doc would offer a two-for-one special.

“Look, Dotty, I don't have time to discuss Marcus what's-his-face with you or to scream at you for not letting me know about the Black Llama earlier. I have to leave for the Windy City tomorrow, and I want you to do all the things you were doing when I was in LA. Understand?”

“Not really, Mr. D. Why do you want to go to a windy city? Isn't it windy enough for you here?”

I counted to ten and then explained to her that I was going to Chicago, where Phil Mazurki's cousin had been arrested on charges of murdering her husband. I told her to take care of office matters while I was gone and that I'd be in touch. I also warned her to be on the lookout for the Llama. She had nearly come to grief once, and if she were to be looking into the abyss again, I wanted to be the one standing behind her.

She said that I could rely on her.

“Just one more question, Mr. D. While you were away, I looked up “lama” and found out that most of them were sort of brown colored and living in Tibet. Why was ours black, especially since he looked white to me? And was that accent of his something that came from living too long in Tibet?

“Good-bye, Dotty. Take care of yourself, and I'll get in touch as soon as I can.”

I took a quick look around the office and left. Joe took me down the eight floors, breathed some awful breath on me, and again wished me happy holidays. I told him to have the lousy landlord fix the sign on my door. Fat chance of him remembering or the landlord making good.

Snowflakes had begun to fall. I turned up the collar of my coat, pulled down on my fedora, and cursed myself for not having worn my galoshes. I hurried along the crowded streets, knowing that I had to pack. That was the least of it. Louise and the Black Llama were the most of it. One at a time, I told myself. The first stop would be the Windy City, where I would bring my galoshes…and Smith & Wesson .38.
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