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CHAPTER 1

Wednesday—8:30 p.m.

Mr. Sessue Noguchi, owner and manager of the Little Tokyo restaurant, was disturbed by the unaccountable silence that had fallen over the corner table; it was occupied by his old friends and longtime customers Lieutenant Reardon of the San Francisco police, his lovely lady, Miss Jan Something-or-other, and their guest Sergeant Something-Dondero. From the vantage point the proprietor maintained next to the cash register—presided over by his eldest daughter—Mr. Noguchi wondered what difference of opinion made all three of his old friends refuse to even face one another, seemingly preferring to stare through the window at the fog curling eerily up from the bay to swirl about the bobbing lights on the crosstrees of boats swaying at cable length from Fisherman’s Wharf. It couldn’t be the food; Mr. Noguchi was certain of that. The tempura and the specialty of the house—Noguchiyaki—had been personally inspected by he, himself, before being permitted to be taken to the table by the waitress—his wife’s sister’s middle daughter—and besides, it had been thoroughly consumed. Quite obviously some disagreement over something undoubtedly minor …

A raised finger from the lieutenant brought Mr. Noguchi from his reverie; he was at the table almost instantly, his stack of billboard-sized menus clasped to his thin chest as if for protection, his thoughts well masked from the trio.

“Lieutenant?”

“Another martini, please, Mr. Noguchi.”

“Of course, Lieutenant.” There was a brief pause. “Miss Jan?”

If the manager and owner of the Little Tokyo was surprised at this quite unusual after-dinner drink on the lieutenant’s part, he showed no sign of it, but waited politely for the girl’s answer. Jan merely shook her head, continuing to stare from the window. Mr. Noguchi moved on to the third party.

“Sergeant?”

“I pass.”

Mr. Noguchi backed away with the hint of a bow, returned to the cash register and passed the order on to one of the bar waitresses—his oldest son’s wife’s cousin. At the table Jan took a deep breath and turned from the misty view beyond the window, looking at Reardon.

“Jim …”

“Yes?” Reardon was a stocky man in his middle thirties. His features were fine, sensitive; his hair was a shock of rust, a bit longer than normal for police lieutenants and looking at the moment as if it could stand combing. His eyes were wide spread, gray in color; his hands, lying calmly on the table, were large for his height, strong and veined. His voice was coldly polite.

Sergeant Dondero cleared his throat pointedly.

“You folks will have to pardon me. I’ll go to a movie, or get lost or something. Family quarrels are not my idea of fun. I’m the peace-loving type—it’s the reason I’m still a bachelor.”

“You stay right there,” Jan said. “This isn’t a quarrel and it’s not going to be.” She smiled faintly, more a glint in her lovely eyes than anything else. “Besides, if you leave, Jim will probably lean over the table and belt me one.”

Reardon merely grunted, not at all amused. Jan turned back to him, completely serious once again, dropping her voice.

“Jim, if you’re angry with me—and I honestly can see no real reason why you should be—I can see even less reason why you should take it out on yourself.”

“Take it out on myself?”

“Yes. A martini after dinner? And that’s your third.”

“It is, indeed.” Reardon nodded solemnly, as if complimenting Jan on her arithmetic. His gray eyes fought to remain cool and impersonal, his hands continued to lay quiescent. “And I’ll be greatly surprised if it’s my last one.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.”

Dondero looked up at the ceiling; it offered little in the way of escape. He stared about at the other tables, instead. Conversations there seemed to be more animated and less embittered. Tonight I should have had a cold sandwich at home, he thought, alone—and then smiled inwardly. No, anything was better than that prospect! He reached for a glass of water a bit obviously; Reardon paid him no attention, looking at Jan with a faintly sardonic lift of his eyebrows.

“Don’t tell me you refuse to marry me because I drink too much, because if you do, we’re just going around in circles. The reason I drink as much as I do—and I refuse to concede that it’s too much—is precisely because you won’t marry me, my pet. So who gets off the merry-go-round first? No pun intended.”

“In the first place,” Jan said quietly, refusing to face him, staring at her entwined fingers on the table instead, “the reason I won’t marry you has nothing to do with your drinking at all, and you know it. Or you should know it. I just don’t plan on spending my life waiting for the phone to ring to be told my husband the policeman has just been shot, or stabbed, or beaten to death …”

Dondero was forced to concede it wasn’t a bad argument, although he had never considered it in depth. He waited for Reardon’s answer with the interest of a spectator at a tennis match waiting for a particularly good serve to be returned.

Reardon was watching Jan with no expression on his face, wondering what there was about her small trim figure, her pert features, her intelligence, her soft brown eyes, her cropped hair, or her small strong hands with their square, clean nails, that made her the most important girl in the world for him. Still, how on earth could he be anything but a policeman? It was impossible.

“And if they call up and don’t say it’s your husband, but instead merely say it’s your boyfriend who has just been shot, or stabbed, or run over by a five-year-old’s tricycle, that would be perfectly all right?”

“You needn’t be sarcastic,” Jan said sharply, looking up. “There’s a difference and you know it.”

Reardon dropped the matter for the moment as being counterproductive, reverting instead to her first statement.

“When you say ‘in the first place,’” he said quietly, watching her, “it usually presupposes there is a second place. And probably a third and a fourth place.”

“And in the second place, if you insist on having any more places,” Jan said evenly, “I seriously doubt that marrying me would stop you from drinking. I happen to know—”

She broke off abruptly, suddenly smiling so cordially that for a moment Reardon wondered if she realized at last how wrong her attitude had been and was in the process of apologizing; Dondero—more alert, merely being an onlooker—saw that Jan’s attention was directed over their shoulders. Together with Reardon he turned in time to see a slight, pretty dark-haired girl approaching with a husky uniformed man at her side. Wings decorated his blue jacket. The girl was smiling pleasantly in return; she made no attempt to interrupt their progress but merely waved and moved toward the steps of the restaurant while her companion paused at the cash register to pay their bill. Dondero saw a perfect opportunity to change the subject.

“Hey, hey!” he said. “Who’s the babe with the fly-boy?”

“She’s a girl from our office named Gabriella, and that’s her brother.” Jan refused to be sidetracked, and in fact her eyes seemed to glisten with the light of battle, as if all the proof in the world had suddenly been furnished for her argument. “She has another brother on dope and we’ve discussed it, and I tell you I honestly don’t know which is worse, drugs or drink—”

Reardon shook his head as if to clear it of cobwebs. “Maybe I didn’t hear right. Now I’m an alcoholic? Or a drug fiend? Which is it?”

“I didn’t say that—”

Jan paused to allow the petite waitress to carefully place the chilled clear martini before Reardon. He nodded his thanks, started to sip his drink, looking at Jan’s face over the rim; whatever he saw there made him suddenly upend his glass, taking the potent drink in one gulp. At the cash register Mr. Noguchi shuddered; even his uncle’s nephew by marriage, a noted lush, treated martinis with more respect. Jan forced her face to be expressionless, paying no attention to Reardon’s action.

“—I was merely trying to say that people who want to drink will always find one excuse or another. If we got married you’d still want a third martini—or a fourth or a fifth—for completely different reasons.”

“Such as?”

“I have no idea, but I don’t think you’d have any great trouble inventing an excuse if you wanted one. Any more than Gabriella’s brother has to invent an excuse when he wants drugs.” She smiled faintly. “In fact, your excuse might well be that because we were married, you wanted a drink.”

Reardon stared at her. His frown lost its sardonic, light quality; there was a touch of anger in his eyes and in his voice, a reaction from his quick temper that he always tried to control, particularly when he was with Jan. Usually his sense of humor saved him, but there were times when his temper escaped. Dondero wondered if they could actually be overlooking his presence; they both were beginning to speak as if he really weren’t there.

“What is this thing about drinking, for God’s sake?” Reardon said tightly. “I—”

“Don’t shout.”

“Damn it, I’m not shouting!” He suddenly realized that his voice was louder than necessary and lowered it. “What is this thing on drinking, suddenly? I don’t drink any more now than I did when we first met, and you know it.” He barely refrained from snorting. “If you want reasons not to marry me, stick with the ones you already have. Put me in the morgue in your imagination, but for God’s sake don’t put me in the DT ward! Drinking! Good God!”

Jan started to say something and stopped. Then she took a deep, shuddering breath and started again.

“Jim, let’s drop the entire subject, shall we? What’s wrong with keeping on just as we are? Why this sudden urge to get married? Oh, I know it isn’t sudden, but you know what I mean.” The faint smile returned again. “Are you trying to make an honest woman of me?”

Dondero started to get up but Reardon’s hand pulled him down again.

“I think we should get married because we’ve gone together long enough to know we love each other,” Reardon said quietly, his anger dissipated as quickly as it had formed. “We know we’re good in bed together. We know there isn’t anyone else for either of us and the chances are there never will be. We know each other’s bad habits and they don’t scare us or disgust us, and that’s a big thing. We know, or ought to know, that it’s simply ridiculous to maintain two apartments and spend our time either at one or the other every night. And if we ever want to have children, it’s time we got married. We’re not getting any younger. So can you give me one good reason not to get married?” He released Dondero’s arm in order to hold up his hand hurriedly. “Hold it before you answer—I mean, other than that you don’t like my job? Because I don’t believe for a minute my drinking has anything to do with it.”

“I didn’t say it did,” Jan said with almost quiet desperation. “Anyway, your job is enough. Or at least it is right now. Maybe some time in the future I’ll get tired of working, get tired of being independent, get tired of making my own way in life in a man’s world—then maybe I’ll even consider being a policeman’s wife.” She shook her head slowly. “But I’m not ready to give all that up just yet.”

“Damn it, Jan, who’s asking you to quit your job or your profession? I know architecture is important to you.” He paused for emphasis, anger beginning to return to his gray eyes. “But if you want to come right down to it, if you loved me enough, you wouldn’t let your job stand in the way of our getting married—” Reardon cut off the words.

Jan smiled at him with false sweetness. Dondero knew what was coming.

“So you heard those last words of yours, did you, Jim? Because that’s the answer. Say them over to yourself a few times. Listen to them. If you loved me enough, you wouldn’t let your job stand in the way of our getting married.” Her smile disappeared; she came to her feet abruptly. “If you don’t mind, I’m tired. I’ll catch a cab. Thank you for a delicious dinner.”

“Damn it, Jan, you don’t have to thank me for dinner and you don’t have to catch any cab—” He fumbled for his wallet.

“I’ll stop by Gabriella’s,” Jan said. “We can cry on each other’s shoulder …”

Dondero wisely kept quiet. Reardon was standing.

“Jan, for heaven’s sake! Just a moment! This is ridiculous!” Reardon padded to the cash register in his stockinged feet, tossed down a bill. Jan was already putting her shoes on in the small alcove set aside for that purpose. Reardon came in, reaching for his shoes as Jan straightened up.

“Good night, Jim. Call me tomorrow, will you?”

“Jan, will you stop being silly? My Lord, if we can’t have a slight discussion without your losing your temper and walking out in a huff—”

Even Dondero, waiting his turn at the shoes, could have told him it was the wrong tone and the wrong words. The two watched her walk down the steps to the street, her back stiff as a ramrod. Mr. Noguchi looked after her sadly. Reardon walked over, separated a tip from the balance of his change, and pocketed the rest. Mr. Noguchi and Dondero watched him silently.

“Women!” Reardon said with a growl, and started to pull on his raincoat. “Don, let’s go!”

Mr. Noguchi continued to look at his old friend without expression. Women? Between his children and his wife’s sister’s children and his son’s wife’s family, he had twelve working for him, including his sister-in-law herself, who worked in the kitchen, but not counting his wife, who came in two mornings a week to do the bookkeeping. And the lieutenant thought he had trouble with one? True, the lieutenant’s Miss Jan was a beautiful and talented woman, but still—twelve to one? Those were good odds to Mr. Noguchi—a gambler at heart—but unfortunately he was on the wrong end of them.

Wednesday—9:30 p.m.

Dondero, loath to leave a friend in misery, but equally disenchanted with watching him suffer, had gone down to the basement cafeteria of the Hall of Justice for coffee …

Lieutenant Reardon stared from the window of his office on the fourth floor of the building that housed the San Francisco Police, looking out at the lights of the city, hazed by the thick fog climbing the hills to merge with the heavy overcast. The thought of going home after his argument with Jan had been very unattractive; the return to the Hall of Justice had been automatic. It was his home away from home and he wished, not for the first time—nor the hundred and first time—that Jan might understand and appreciate what being a policeman meant to him. She spoke of her friend Gabriella with a brother on drugs as if he were the only person, or he and Gabriella the only people, on earth with problems. Problems? Hell! Jan ought to know that starting out in life the way he had—an orphan raised by the grace of God and far fewer helping hands than there should have been in this affluent society—he was damned lucky not to be on the other side of the fence, together with Gabriella’s brother and a million more. The police force had saved him, and Jan should be the first to appreciate it, instead of judging him and his actions by the mores of her background.

His train of thought was beginning to smack of self-pity and he dropped it abruptly, trying to bring his attention to the stack of work piled haphazardly in his In basket, slopping over onto his desk. Despite his frame of mind he could not help but smile: Jan didn’t know it, but the greatest danger most policemen faced at headquarters was losing their eyesight from reading reports, or suffering from muscle cramp from writing them. In any event, the chances were he wouldn’t get a hell of a lot of work done tonight, but it was still better than sitting home staring at the wall, or worse, at the TV—or even worse than that, climbing into an empty bed simply because he was stupid enough to keep pushing the question of marriage.

He shook his head. Wasn’t every woman supposed to want to get married and raise a family above everything else? That was what they taught every red-blooded American girl from infancy on, didn’t they? That was the basis for every soap opera on TV, wasn’t it? Boy meets girl, girl chases boy, girl catches boy? Well, it seemed that maybe Jan didn’t have time to watch soap operas on TV and learn how the system worked—or at least was supposed to work.

He smiled a bit ruefully at the thought, sighed deeply, and reached for a folder, opening it, trying to put his mind to the contents, but after two attempts he tossed it aside, swinging his chair around, returning to stare out of the window.

Women …!


CHAPTER 2

Wednesday—9:50 p.m.

The call came in routine fashion from patrol car Potrero Six to Communications, on the fourth floor of the Hall of Justice just down the corridor from Reardon’s office. The voice was distorted in that metallic, scratchy, static-filled manner of all patrol car broadcasts:

“Bennett here, Potrero Six, fatal stabbing in a tavern, address Seven twenty-eight Embarcadero, just before the end, on the corner of Berry—repeat, Seven two eight Embarcadero between Pier Forty-two and Pier Forty-four. Rough description of killer given by witnesses: medium-sized man, Caucasian, with a heavy black beard and mustache, wearing dark sunglasses, dressed in a reddish-colored plaid-design lumber jacket and hunting cap. Victim tentatively identified by bartender as Jerry Capp …”

At Communications the time was formally noted and a tape recording of the patrol car’s report was taken. The report further stated that the bartender had run from the tavern to try to see where the assailant might have disappeared to, had seen nobody running—or even moving—on the Embarcadero, had then run down Berry, seen nothing, turned into Second and had seen the patrol car parked in the apron area of a gas station and the driver, Sergeant Bennett, had returned with him. Arriving at the scene with the bartender, Sergeant Bennett had verified the fact of death in the victim and had called it in. No sight or sound of a car starting up or leaving the scene by those who had witnessed the slaying, led to the belief that in all probability the killer disappeared on foot.

The responsibilities at headquarters were rapidly divided in accordance with long practice: the assailant’s description was handed to a telephone desk man for transmittal to all patrol cars and bike men, with special attention suggested to those in the Potrero and Central areas, as well as for all cars of all sections in areas the killer could reach on foot in a relatively short time. Arrangements were made for all foot patrolmen and all foot sergeants to be informed at their regular call-ins, or informed by any passing or encountering patrol cars. An ambulance was dispatched from Mission Emergency at San Francisco General Hospital—or, rather, was ordered dispatched; ambulances were busy vehicles and given any choice at all invariably elected to let the dead wait in favor of the living—a practice that at times resulted in several hours’ delay. All radio-taxicab garages were contacted and requested to pass the information on to their drivers. The medical examiner’s office was contacted and asked to have a doctor prepared to leave at once with the Technical Squad. Captain Tower, in charge of Homicide, was reached at home; even as the other steps were being taken the captain was arranging the departure of the Technical group, with instructions to pick up the doctor at the first-floor morgue office on the way. This matter handled satisfactorily, the captain flicked the telephone button several times impatiently.

“Sir?” The switchboard in Communications was on the line.

“Who’s there from my department tonight?”

“Lundahl, Ferguson, Green. And Sergeant Dondero and Lieutenant Reardon are in the building.”

“Reardon? Dondero? What are they doing there?”

“I don’t know, sir, but their In lights are up on the board. They’re around the building someplace, I’m sure.”

“Well, good. See if you can get me Reardon, will you?”

“Yes, sir.”

The captain waited, one eye on the silent mouthings from the TV screen; he had turned the volume down as soon as the telephone had rung. Across from him his wife waited, her face expressionless, but feeling all the tautness of all police wives at a night call. A telephone rang at the far end, rang once again, and was finally answered.

“Hello?” Could this possibly be Jan? Reardon thought. Calling to apologize?

“Jim?”

The deep voice was instantly recognized, exploding a dream. The swivel chair that had been turned to allow the lieutenant to lie back and stare out of the window in search of a solution to his problems, was reluctantly swung back to face the desk. The musing reveries were put aside.

“Yes, Captain.”

Captain Tower took a deep breath. “Jim, there’s been a fatal stabbing in a tavern on the Embarcadero on the corner of Berry. Seven two eight Embarcadero. Tom Bennett was parked nearby and he called it in. It looks as if the killer got away on foot; there’s a search on for him now. Take a man with you and get down there in a hurry. A Technical car should be on the way soon if it hasn’t already left. I’ll be down to the hall as soon as I can make it. Got that?”

“Yes, sir …”

Reardon frowned. There was an urgency in the captain’s voice that was very unusual for a tavern knifing; unfortunately, tavern knifings in themselves were not unusual at all. The captain to leave home at night, and a dank, wet night at that, to come downtown for a wino killed in an Embarcadero bar? Captain Tower stared at the phone a moment, as if he could read the lieutenant’s mind and could understand his wonder; then he spoke, quietly and slowly.

“Keep your eyes open on this one, Jim. It isn’t as simple as it sounds. Tom Bennett says the tentative identification on the victim is our old friend Jerry Capp.”

Reardon’s eyes widened, understanding dawning at last. He came to life, his argument with Jan forgotten, or at least relegated to his subconscious for the time being. His swivel chair came down with a crash.

“Yes, sir!”

He hung up, reached into his drawer for his revolver and clip-on holster, and came to his feet in a hurry, hastily attaching the weapon to his belt and tugging his jacket closed about it. He dragged his raincoat from a hook behind the door and walked through the outer office to the corridor. One door down he went in and looked around; two men in their shirt sleeves looked up at him in surprise, but he paid them no attention, returning to the corridor just in time to almost collide with Sergeant Dondero, carefully balancing a cup of coffee. He looked at Reardon reprovingly.

“Watch it, James. These things spill.”

“Come on, Don. Let’s go.” Reardon shrugged himself into his raincoat; Dondero edged past him.

“Go? Go where?” Dondero put the coffee on a desk and began to tug the lid loose.

“Damn it, let’s go!” Reardon glared.

“All right, all right! Don’t get excited!” Dondero put the coffee aside, reached for his coat and slipped into it. “Hey, you guys. Leave this alone.”

One man, Ferguson, looked up. “Don’t worry.”

“Don’t worry, he says,” Dondero muttered, and straightened his coat. “Twenty cents down the drain!”

“Your stomach will thank you,” Reardon said coldly, and walked rapidly down the long corridor to the elevator bank with Dondero hurrying to catch up. The two waited impatiently for the automatic elevator to arrive; Dondero opened his mouth to question the reason for their hasty departure, and then closed it, choosing instead to light a cigarette and flip the spent match in the general direction of the sandbox between the elevator doors. There was a hard look on the lieutenant’s face that told him questions were best postponed until they were in Reardon’s car and the lieutenant could take out whatever was bugging him on the gas pedal, the traffic lights, the traffic itself, or any pedestrian silly enough to challenge the lieutenant to the right-of-way. One thing, Dondero calculated, this hasn’t anything to do with Jan, or I’d still be drinking my coffee …

The elevator arrived at long last; it dropped them to street level at its usual frustrating, inching speed, somewhat like a coffin being lowered in quicksand by a group of overcautious gravediggers. The two men waited while the door eased open as slowly as its designers could contrive, and then they were walking quickly across the mottled marble floor under the curious eyes of the uniformed men behind the long angled information counter, their footsteps echoing hollowly and rapidly in the deserted lobby. They ducked under the night rope, pushed against the one door left open at night, and trotted down the broad steps of the building, crowding into Reardon’s souped-up Charger parked illegally at the curb. Reardon had the engine racing before Dondero could get properly seated. The sergeant’s head snapped back as Reardon clashed gears, glancing over his shoulder at the oncoming traffic, and then he cut into the street with a roar of the engine, quite as if the path behind him had been clear. The agonized wail of a horn screamed from behind him as he shot down Bryant; behind him a swearing driver was trying to control both his car and his temper and succeeding with neither. Reardon paid him no attention.

Dondero turned, reaching for the retractable half of the seat belt hidden at his side. Driving with Jim Reardon was always nerve-wracking, but never quite so much as when the lieutenant was in a particular hurry. Nor, Dondero thought, did the yellow fog, the damp pavement and the eerie reflection of streetlamps on the glistening roadway help at all.

“A guy could get whiplash driving with you,” he complained, fumbling for the strap. “What’s the large rush?” He spoke around the stub of his cigarette, both hands occupied.

“A killing,” Reardon said tightly.

“I figured it wasn’t some kids got caught swiping candy,” Dondero said drily, and finally managed to fasten the seat belt. He drew it up tightly, crushed out his cigarette in the ashtray, and looked over at Reardon. “Who, why, what and where?” An essential omission occurred to him. “Plus when, of course.”

“A stabbing in a tavern down on the Embarcadero,” Reardon said flatly. He sped past a cab double-parked, discharging passengers, barely missing an occupant emerging from the street side of the cab. There was a faint curse, fading behind them in the night. “A few minutes ago.”

“So there’s no reason getting our own selves killed getting down there,” Dondero said in a reasonable tone of voice. “If the guy’s dead, he’ll wait for us.”

“This one won’t”

Dondero’s eyebrows raised. “He walks on water?” A sudden possible explanation for hurrying to a mere tavern knifing came to him. “Who caught it? A cop? Somebody we know?”

A traffic light suddenly turned crimson before them. Reardon stepped on the brake abruptly, muttering nasty sounds under his breath, skidding to a precarious stop, engine panting to be off. The automobile he had cut off in front of the Hall of Justice came to a halt beside him, its driver prepared for argument. One look at the tough, rigid face of the driver of the Charger, plus the benign but hard face of the man beside him, and he subsided, grumbling to himself. Reardon paid no heed to the car at his side, gauging instead the chances of making it through the line of cars crossing the intersection before him. He correctly judged it would be suicidal, to the profound relief of Sergeant Dondero, who was reading his mind; the lieutenant settled back to wait, his eyes glued on the traffic light, his fingers tapping the steering wheel restlessly.

“I asked you a question,” Dondero said impatiently. “Was it a cop? A little politeness, sometimes, goes a long way, you know.”

Reardon risked taking his eye from the traffic light long enough to glance over at his companion, and then as quickly returned to his vigil. “Jerry Capp,” he said quietly.

“What!” It wasn’t a question as much as a negation. Dondero sat as erect as the seat belt permitted. “Are you sure?”

“That’s what they tell me down at the office.”

Dondero frowned in patent disbelief. “What would a big-time hood like Jerry Capp be doing down in some crummy bar down on the Embarcadero, for crissakes? That ain’t his sort of beat.”

“He was probably having himself a drink,” Reardon said drily. He leaned forward, glaring up at the light, willing it to change. “What do you go to taverns for?”

“Yeah, but that’s me,” Dondero said. “I ain’t Jerry Capp. The day I collect the kind of dough that guy has, I don’t go to crummy joints for a brew, believe me! That day comes, I drink only pink champagne—imported—and I only do that at the Top of the Fairmont, or—”

He broke off abruptly to reach frantically for the support of the dashboard as the lieutenant’s foot traded the brake for the gas pedal in answer to the changing of the light. Reardon tramped down viciously; the special engine responded instantly. They shot across the intersection, swaying desperately around a bus that had elected to turn into the street at the last moment. Dondero hung on tightly and swallowed convulsively, looking across the car.

“Hey, for crissakes, Jim! Take it easy!” He shook his head. “And to think I turned down a job with the fire department because I figured a guy could get killed riding a hook and ladder!” He attempted to use logic on the mad driver. “Anyway, so what if it is Jerry Capp? That cheap bum! I mean, that bum—because cheap he wasn’t; that you got to give him. He took from the poor and gave to the rich—himself. Anyway, what I mean, we ought to be out celebrating, not trying to get ourselves killed.”

“We’re hurrying because the captain said for us to hurry.” Reardon’s tone made no attempt to disguise the sarcasm. To prove his own loyalty to the captain’s orders he tried to squeeze a few more miles per hour out of the Charger. “We can celebrate later.” He shrugged; his strong hands on the wheel rested there lightly, controlling the speeding car perfectly. “Maybe the captain wants us to catch the killer in a hurry so he can pin a medal on him.”

Dondero hadn’t heard a word said; he was too busy hanging on.

“Anyway,” he went on stubbornly, “who ever claimed it was Jerry Capp in the first place? I still don’t see him hanging around any cheap gin mill. And will you please for crissakes watch how you’re driving?”

Reardon cut around a slow-moving truck, narrowly missing a brace of taxis whose drivers were riding side by side, screaming at each other through open windows, one man leaning across the seat, steering with one hand. Dondero wiped his brow. They approached First Street; ahead in the mist muffled lights glowed in the sky, outlining the skeleton form of the Bay Bridge, fading mysteriously into the fog, as if the bridge were incomplete, its girders ending in space, leading unwary travelers into limbo.

“Potrero Six was parked in a gas station somewhere around the corner,” Reardon said. He swung the wheels; they turned into First with their tires protesting. “Tom Bennett was in it. This bartender comes out of the tavern, looks for a cop, spots Bennett and comes back with him. Bennett checks out the body. He calls it in, saying it’s Jerry Capp.” In the interest of true accuracy he modified his statement a bit. “Or at least he said that the tentative identification makes it out to be Jerry Capp.”

“Tentative!” Dondero snorted. “How do we know Tom even knows what Capp looks like?”

Despite the necessity of concentrating on the wet road and the traffic racing along with him and against him, Reardon took the time to look over at Dondero in astonishment. He instantly brought his attention back to the road; the glance had been a purely reflex action, occasioned by his surprise at the statement.

“You’ve got to be purely kidding,” he said. “Anybody in the department who doesn’t know the four hoods on Captain Tower’s personal garbage list has to be deaf, dumb and blind these past many years. And Bennett’s been in the department a long time.” He paused a moment, as if for effect. “And Jerry Capp’s been on that garbage list a long, long time.”

“Yeah,” Dondero said, defeated, and fished in his pocket for another cigarette.

“Not to mention the newspapers every now and then having articles about our captain’s pet peeve. Or peeves,” Reardon said. He thought a moment. “Usually around election time,” he added a bit callously.

“Yeah. I guess the names of our captain’s four pet hoods aren’t any great secret to the San Francisco reading public.” Dondero changed the subject. “Did anyone see this guy coming out of the saloon?”

“I don’t know. The report didn’t say, or if it did, I didn’t hear it. But enough guys saw the killing in the bar, from what I gather.”

He swung the wheel sharply, pulling into the wide Embarcadero. Across the street from them gray ghosts of ships rose like walls between the warehouse slips; battered yellow metal containerized shipping crates vied for space with trucks parked for the night and helter-skelter piles of wooden shipping mats. The air was heavy, wet; the piercing shrieks of sea gulls interspersed the throaty hooting of foghorns echoing from the bay. Reardon saw the patrol car ahead; he pulled to the right and cut into the curb behind it.

The flasher on Potrero Six was turning, wiping alternate smears of red and white against the front of the sagging building; Sergeant Bennett was standing before the steps leading to the tavern door, keeping one or two idle bystanders at bay but still close enough to his car to hear the static of his radio. Reardon and Dondero climbed down and walked over. The sergeant raised a hand in a half salute; he was an elderly, dignified-looking man with grizzled hair showing around the edge of his uniform cap.

“Hello, Lieutenant. Hi, Don.”

“Hello, Bennett. Why aren’t you inside with the body?”

“I whistled up a foot man; he’s inside. He’ll see to it nobody touches anything.”

Reardon looked around. “The Technical boys aren’t here yet? And where’s the ambulance?”

“You know ambulances for stiffs, Lieutenant,” Bennett said. “But it doesn’t make any difference. There’s sure no rush. He’s dead, all right.” He grunted. “Real dead.”

Reardon looked at him. “Are you sure of your identification?”

Sergeant Bennett scratched the white stubble on his chin and shrugged.

“He looks like his mug shots, and the bartender says it’s him and he sounds like he knows. I didn’t check his pockets, not with you and the Technical Squad on the way down here.”

“Did you see the man who did the stabbing when he ran out of the tavern here?”

“No, sir.” Bennett broke off to move over and stop a man intent upon entering the tavern. “Out of bounds tonight. Some other time,” he said to the man, and returned his attention to the lieutenant. “I was around the corner in that gas station. I’d just used the john there, and I was coming out when this man—”

“All right.” Reardon suddenly stepped closer to the sergeant and leaned forward a bit. He frowned. “Sergeant, would you mind stepping over here a moment? Don, keep them moving for a minute, will you?” He walked the sergeant to the curb beside the car, out of earshot of the curious. “Bennett, have you been drinking?”

The elderly man flushed. “I’m not a drinking man, Lieutenant.”

“Maybe not, but you smell like a brewery right now.”

“I—I took some cough medicine a while ago.” Bennett swallowed. “Maybe that’s what you smell.”

Reardon stared at him hard. Bennett held the lieutenant’s eyes a bit defiantly for several moments and then looked up and down the street as if searching for something there. He apparently didn’t find it, because he finally ended up staring at the ground.

“All right,” Reardon said. His voice was expressionless. “I’d suggest you lay off cough medicine from now on when you’re supposed to be on duty, understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right. You can take your car back into service. We’ll take it from here.”

“Yes, sir.” Bennett escaped into the patrol car, closing the door quickly behind him, reaching for the microphone to relay his return to service to Communications. He hung up when finished and pressed the starter; the engine caught, the patrol car swung in an arc across the Embarcadero, heading past the empty, darkened pier fronts toward the center of town. The siren caught for a second and was instantly turned off; Bennett had pushed the wrong button.

Dondero had been listening. He shook his head as Reardon walked back to him.

“You were a little rough on the man, weren’t you, Jim?”

“He shouldn’t drink on duty.” Reardon’s voice was cold, as much in anger at himself as in anger at Bennett. It was Bennett’s fault that he, a younger man, had to pull rank, and he blamed the sergeant bitterly for it. “Let him save it for when he’s home.”

Dondero almost said, Like you do, but decided against it.

“The guy practically doesn’t have a home anymore. Wife died not too long ago, four kids, one of them bad. I guess maybe it gets a little too much for him at times.”

“A lot of people have problems at home,” Reardon said abruptly. He sounded as if home weren’t the only place a person could find grief. “Bennett’s a patrol car driver. All he needs—or all the police department in general needs—is for one of the citizenry to report him for drinking while driving. Just once. Then Sergeant Bennett would have real problems, and so would we all.” He frowned blackly down the Embarcadero after the disappearing taillights of the patrol car. “That’s probably what he was doing in that gas station john—having a nip. If he hadn’t, he might have been where he could see something, like that killer coming out of the bar.”

“Oh, come on!” Dondero shook his head in surprise. “He was probably doing what everyone else does in a john, for crissakes! They don’t build toidies in patrol cars, you know. And if he hadn’t been there, he’d probably have been on a patrol somewhere around Army, fifteen blocks away at the time. And you know it.” He paused a moment. “Jim—”

“What?”

“You’ve got to quit taking out your personal problems on guys you run into—”

“What are you talking about?”

“I mean your scrap with Jan about drinking tonight,” Dondero said stubbornly.

“You think my—discussion—with Jan had anything to do with my chewing Bennett out for drinking?” Reardon waited, staring at Dondero belligerently. Dondero wisely kept quiet. “I said he shouldn’t be drinking on duty, and he shouldn’t and I know it and you know it and he knows it. So what does my having a few drinks at dinner have to do with the thing?”

There was a moment’s silence. Then,

“Nothing, I guess,” Dondero said quietly. His eyes came up, unfathomable. “You going to report him?”

“I don’t know.” Reardon ran a hand through his tousled hair and shook his head in disgust at things in general. “I don’t know.” He sighed. “Ah, to hell with it! Let’s go in and go to work.”

“Yeah,” Dondero said quietly, and led the way.


CHAPTER 3

Wednesday—10:15 p.m.

It was a small bar with sloping floor, smelling of stale beer and with a faint background odor of urine, dimly lit, with thick dusty curtains across the two front windows preventing any view of the street. The mirror back of the bar was stained with flaking mercury, black slivers missing like gaping teeth; before it an irregular line of bottles, all cheap brands, stood at ease. One of the pictures on the wall was an autographed photograph of an ex-ring champ, crouching over, his gloves raised defensively, but unfortunately not enough to block the camera. The other pictures were fly-specked prints of old sailing ships, with one aerial view of San Francisco that must have been taken about the time of the earthquake. If the tavern dated from the time of that particular photograph, it was a very old tavern indeed.

An ancient jukebox flanked the door on one side; on the other side a line of small wooden tables with cheap plastic checkered tablecloths ran along the stamped metal wall, ending in a partition separating the front of the saloon from the rear area. Here, toward the partition, the odor of rancid fried cooking mingled with the smell of beer and urine. An old-fashioned cash register stood on the end of the bar; behind the bar and above it a brass ship’s bell in need of polishing hung askew on the wall. Flies droned restlessly in the damp air and haunted the musty window curtains.

The body lay where it had fallen, undisturbed by either civilian or official. It had apparently slid from the chair, attempted momentarily at least to gain some support from it, and had then brought the chair down with it in its final collapse. The crooked legs were sprawled awkwardly in death beneath the small, scarred wooden table; one arm was flung wide, still holding the corner of the plastic tablecloth it had dragged with it, while the other arm cushioned the tilted head. The expression on the dead man’s face was more pained than painful, as if the corpse couldn’t really see the necessity of murdering an upstanding, fine fellow such as he had been, and rightfully resented it. Blood had run from one corner of the slightly petulant mouth to join another thicker rivulet which had flowed from beneath the extended arm, but both branches had congealed in a brownish puddle along a fold of the crumpled tablecloth. The patrolman stepped away from the corpse at the entrance of the two plainclothes detectives. He stood at attention. Reardon nodded to him.

“Did the patrol car sergeant call in your change of duty?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.” Reardon tipped his head. “You take the outside duty. The patrol car’s back in service. Keep people moving along.”

“Yes, sir,” the man said, and went about his new job. Dondero marked the man’s badge number in his notebook and leaned back against one of the bar stools, lighting a cigarette.

Reardon studied the man’s face a moment and then squatted down beside the body, paying no attention to the other occupants of the room. He fumbled a wallet free from a trouser hip pocket without disturbing the delicate balance of the tablecloth, leafed through the papers there a moment, and then slid the wallet into his side pocket, coming to his feet. He nodded to Dondero.

“It’s our boy, all right.”

Dondero flicked ashes on the floor. “I know.”

Reardon turned toward the waiting bartender and then paused as several men came through the door weighed down with photographic equipment; the medical man followed, his black bag dangling, his young face the picture of disgust. And what do they expect me to find this man dead of? his expression seemed to ask—Dipsomania? Old age? Flat feet? He looked around the room in a bored manner, and then bent over the cadaver, obviously displeased with the man and the trouble he was causing.

Sergeant Frank Wilkins of the Technical Squad nodded to Reardon and then turned to consider the body over the doctor’s kneeling form. Wilkins was a heavyset man in his late forties; a frying pan across his face during the arrest of a drunken husband years before had squashed his nose beyond repair; it made his voice nasal and made him appear to be sneering when in fact he was the most modest and shy of all men. He was also succinct in speech, possibly because it gave him less opportunity to display his vocal handicap.

“Report said Jerry Capp.”

“Report was right.”

Reardon dug out the billfold and handed it over. Wilkins tucked it into one of his cavernous pockets without looking at it. Later, as Reardon knew, the contents would be carefully cataloged with all other personal effects and included in the final Technical Squad report on the murder. Frank Wilkins was an extremely capable officer. He studied the body for several more seconds in an impersonal manner and turned to Reardon once again.

“Who do we thank?”

“A good question,” Reardon conceded, and turned to the bartender as the doctor sighed unhappily and rolled the body over on its back. The tablecloth, dragged along by the clutching fingers of the dead man, tumbled down, covering the corpse. (“Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Wilkins demanded nasally. “We haven’t taken pictures yet. All you’re supposed to do is to make sure he’s dead, right now. You can play with him later.” “Oh?” said the young doctor. “You need a medical man to tell you this stiff is dead? Well, don’t get your lower tract in an uproar, daddy. I’ll put him back for you. Grab the other end of this tablecloth, will you?”)

Wilkins, still grumbling under his breath, shoved the cloth back in place while his assistant began setting up the photographic equipment for pictures. Three men, apparently customers of the tavern at the time of the stabbing, watched silently and a bit owlishly from the end of the bar, well out of the way. Reardon studied the bartender.

“What’s your name?”

“Alfred Sullivan.” He was a small, dapper, elderly man with a hairline mustache, a pink shirt whose sleeves were held up with old-fashioned armbands, gray hair combed stiffly back in military style, and wearing suspenders. Reardon thought that with a jacket on he would look much more like a river-boat gambler than a bartender in a cheap saloon.

“All right, Sullivan. I’m Lieutenant Reardon of Homicide.” Sullivan did not look surprised. “What happened?”

“I told the sergeant from the patrol car—”

“Tell me all over again,” Reardon said quietly. “Everything. Stuff you forgot to tell the sergeant.” Dondero had his notebook ready and was waiting.

The small, dapper bartender wasn’t at all put out by the request; he would have been amazed had it been otherwise. “Well,” he said, “like I told the sergeant, this character comes in—”

“How big was he?”

“Bigger than me, but—” Alfred Sullivan shrugged, to indicate that the fact that most people were bigger than him, but that it didn’t really bother him greatly. He had other attributes. He pointed to Dondero. “About his size; maybe a little smaller.” He waited for more questions; the lieutenant remained silent. Dondero made a note in his book; his height was five-nine. Sullivan went on.

“Anyway, he comes in but he doesn’t head for the bar; he turns like he was going to the back room, like. We got a toilet there, and a phone on the wall, guys come in sometimes to use. So I don’t think nothing of it, see? Anyway, he goes by them tables and he bumps into Mr. Capp, like it was kind of an accident, see? And Mr. Capp says something to him, and then he says something back, and then before Mr. Capp can say anything else, this guy pulls this knife, see—and wham. That’s all there is to it. He shoves it into Mr. Capp, just like that. For no reason.”

“You were watching?”

“I was,” Alfred said equably. “I was looking at Mr. Capp, because I was wondering if maybe he wanted something to drink, see—”

Reardon frowned. Dondero looked up, getting into the act.

“If this Capp character didn’t want anything to drink, what was he doing in here? Don’t tell me he wanted to go to the john, or use the phone, not sitting at a table …”

“Oh, Mr. Capp? Well, he owns the joint, see—”

Dondero stared. “A guy with Capp’s scratch owns a crummy saloon like this one? You got to be joking.”

Alfred Sullivan brought himself up to his full height of five-three.

“Maybe there are things you don’t know about bars, huh, copper? You think those fancy-dan joints in the big hotels or over in the ritzy neighborhoods make dough? Half of them got their tongues hanging out. They got too big a nut, see? And they aren’t open the right hours, neither. A joint like this, no overhead, steady bunch of guys from the docks that don’t drink no drinks it takes a half hour to make—here’s where the dough is. And where the dough is, that’s where Mr. Capp puts his investments, see? He ain’t no dope. I mean …” He slowed down and stopped. His eyes strayed unconsciously to the corpse.

“So go on,” Reardon said quietly.

“Yeah, like I was saying: Mr. Capp, he comes in here every Wednesday around this time, more or less, just to check up, I guess. Sometimes he takes a drink, sometimes he don’t; I got some decent stuff under the bar. Sometimes he just sits and watches the action a bit, or checks the register—though that don’t mean nothing. He’s got a regular accountant keeps an eye on the dough part. Anyways,” Sullivan said flatly, “nobody never gypped Mr. Capp.” He stared down at the body as he said it, as if to prove both his honesty and his loyalty to the dead man.

“Maybe not, but I think he’d have preferred being gypped.” Reardon continued to watch the bartender. “What did he say?”

“Who, the character with the bush? I didn’t hear what he said.”

“How about Capp?”

“After he got stuck? He didn’t say nothing. He just took a dive. Oh—you mean what did he say to make this nut pull out a shiv and stick him? I ain’t got no idea. They was too much noise. I couldn’t hear what neither one of them said. They was a racket in here—from the television, from the guys at the bar—”

Reardon looked up at the television set, now turned off in deference to the dead man, but still keeping a milky, sightless eye on the proceedings from its Big Brother position on a pedestal in one corner; he turned and glanced at the three men waiting at the end of the bar. The three had been watching the doctor and Wilkins trying to rearrange the tableau of the death scene with almost morbid pleasure; if they were also listening to Reardon questioning the bartender, they were doing it without giving it much attention. In the silence that suddenly fell, however, they looked down the bar at the bartender and the police, their three heads turning together, as if mounted on a mutual swivel. One of the men was holding an empty glass and apparently had been holding it for some time; he seemed to become aware of it for the first time and placed it on the bar self-consciously, wiping his hands nervously on his trousers. All three looked as if they would have liked nothing better than to order another drink, but felt it would probably be denied in the circumstances. Reardon turned back to the waiting Alfred Sullivan.

“There were just these three men in here?”

“No, sir. They was at least half a dozen more, watching the TV and having a brew, but they beat it.” He shrugged apologetically. “You know how it is.”

“I know how it is.” Reardon knew only too well how it was. He gave the three men at the end of the bar his attention. “All right. How come you three stuck around?”

One of them looked at Reardon with more than a touch of defiance; he looked as if he had been waiting for just that question. He was a short man with wide shoulders and a cauliflower ear. His nose was almost as flat as Wilkins’, with a scar tissue lumped over his eyes, making him appear almost simian.

“I didn’ even know nothin’ happen’n’ until th’ cop is here an’ he says stick aroun’.” He sounded put upon, as if the whole affair was just one more unfair decision in a world made up of crooked managers, lying newspapermen and blind referees.

“Did you see the killing?”

“Me? I didn’ see nothin’.”

“I saw it, Lieutenant.” It was a thin man with spectacles held together with a piece of dirty adhesive tape, the one who had been holding his glass so long. He shoved his glasses up on his nose; a replacement for the adhesive tape would be required before long. “I was looking at the door, you see, no reason, and I saw this man come in. I was watching him, you see, no reason, and I saw him bump into the man at the table—him”—he pointed—“and I saw them saying something to each other, and then I saw him stab him. That’s all there was. A couple of words between them, and he sticks him with the knife.”

“What kind of knife was it? Switchblade?”

“I really don’t know. I know it wasn’t a banana knife, because I’ve used those on the docks, but they aren’t good for stabbing, anyway. What difference does it make?”

“I was only wondering,” Reardon said. “It had to be quite a blade to go through a jacket and a shirt and still penetrate enough to kill a man with one stroke.”

“I imagine you’re right,” the man said, thinking about it. He shrugged apologetically. “But I’m afraid I didn’t notice.”

Reardon looked around; nobody had anything further to offer on the knife. He returned to the man with the spectacles.

“And what did he look like?”

“Like what Al told the first policeman that was here, that sergeant from the patrol car. He was a middle-sized man with a beard and sunglasses, wearing one of those lumber jackets, you know. You see a lot of them down on the docks this kind of weather. I have one myself. Didn’t wear it today …” He trailed off and them came back to life. “Oh, yes; and he had on a cap.”

“With flaps,” the bartender added. He sounded as if he didn’t like being left out of interrogations in his own bar. “He had the flaps down, but not buttoned down, know what I mean? Loose, like.”

Dondero was taking it all down. Reardon went on.

“Was he fat or thin?”

There was a couple of moments silence before Alfred Sullivan answered. “Them lumberjacks, it’s hard to tell …”

“True,” said the man with spectacles philosophically.

“How about the sunglasses? What were they like?”

“Like?” Everyone fell silent again; then the little ex-pug spoke up for himself.

“Me? I didn’ even see the guy …”

There was a flash of light as Wilkins’ assistant finally started to take pictures. Alfred Sullivan finally answered Reardon’s question.

“They was regular sunglasses, is all. Dark, see. They wasn’t them real orange kind like soup plates you see nowadays, and they wasn’t like flying glasses neither, you know? They was like the kind you get in the five-and-dime, you know. Regular sunglasses. Cheap shades.”

Reardon gave up on the shades. “Tell me about the beard and mustache. What color was it?”

“Black.” The man in spectacles answered; Sullivan bobbed his tiny head in agreement. “Black, like black ink. Like it was dyed, you know? Or as if he might have used shoe polish on it. Some people do,” he added, almost defensively, as if his word might be doubted.

“Or like it was fake?”

They all pondered this. The ex-prizefighter opened his mouth as if to deny ever having seen the guy, and then shut it. He looked as if he might have forgotten what he had been about to say. The man with the spectacles shoved them up on his nose and screwed his eyes shut, trying to remember. He opened them at last, shrugging.

“I don’t know. Possibly.”

“I suppose it could be,” the bartender said deprecatingly. “But they got so many guys with real beards and mustaches going around today, who ever thinks of a fake brush?”

The third member of the group at the end of the bar had remained silent. He was an old man, slightly bent with age, with large knobbly work-hardened hands and extremely bright blue eyes. White stubble dotted his chin; he had a long hand-knitted scarf wrapped several times around his throat for protection against the fog and dampness. He suddenly spoke up.

“He had on real shiny shoes,” he said.

Reardon stared at him, frowning. “He had what?”

“The guy with the lumber jacket, his shoes were real shiny. I seen them.” The old man sounded proud of himself.

“What else did you see?”

“Nothing else. I was looking down, like. I seen his shoes. By accident, like. They were real shiny.”

“Did you see him stab the man in the chair?”

“I seen they were having some sort of ruckus and I turned away. I don’t want no grief; I stay away from that kind of stuff. My wife knows there’s trouble in any tavern I’m in, she won’t like me dropping in no taverns, and I don’t want that. I been retired six years now and she ain’t stopped me yet, but that don’t mean she won’t. I didn’t see nothing of any stabbing. I keep my nose clean.”

Reardon sighed and turned back to the bartender. Alfred Sullivan had been listening to this exchange with his little head tilted to one side, birdlike. His head straightened up, alert, as Reardon continued with the questioning.

“All right, let’s go on. What happened after the stabbing?”

“Well,” Sullivan said, “this guy pulls the knife out of Mr. Capp and walks over to the door, see. Quick, like, and sort of crouched over, like maybe he was wondering did anybody see him, but of course everybody seen him. He—”

“I didn’ see nothin’.”

Sullivan disregarded the interruption. “He stands there for just a minute—a second, I mean—holding up the knife like he’s threatening anybody tries to get in his way, or maybe anyone who follows him. But nobody’s nutty enough to do that, and besides it happened so quick nobody had a chance. Then he ducks out the door and slams it behind him. I come out from behind the bar and first I check Mr. Capp, of course, and then I open the door to see maybe I can see where he goes—”

Dondero interrupted, frowning, his pencil poised over his notebook. “How come you didn’t call a doctor, or an ambulance?”

Alfred Sullivan shook his small head positively. “Man, I may not look it, but I did thirty-two months in the Pacific in the big one, jumping islands. With the medics. I don’t know lots of things, but one thing I know for sure is when a guy is dead.”

Reardon sighed and mentally shook his head. And I wonder, he thought, how many people in this world have died needlessly because the first man who checked them out knew for sure when a guy was dead? Still, he had to admit from the position of the body and the fact that it obviously hadn’t moved since it took the tablecloth half down with it—at least without the help of the young doctor—that it was quite possible that Jerry Capp had, indeed, been dead at the time. In any event, he was certainly dead now. He returned to his questioning.

“The report had it you didn’t hear or see a car. What about that?”

“If he had a car, he didn’t have it around here. Maybe over on Berry, or even around the corner on Second. I didn’t see one or hear one start up. Anyways,” he added explanatorily, “the cops have been getting tough on cars parking around this side of the Embarcadero. They usually park eight feet off the curb and louse up traffic.”

As if that would stop a premeditated killer, Reardon thought, and then paused a second to reconsider. It might not stop a man from killing, but if he had cased the place thoroughly enough to properly plan a murder he certainly wouldn’t take a chance on running out of the scene of a murder to find a cop ticketing his car.

“Go on, Alfred.”

“Right. So I come outside and start looking for a cop, and I go down Berry and I see this patrol car in this gas station and the sergeant he comes back with me, and that’s the story.”

“So where do you figure the killer disappeared to?”

Alfred Sullivan frowned. He unconsciously picked up a towel and started to swab the bar; a few passes and he realized what he was doing and tossed the towel aside. He leaned over the bar, pointing to a wall.

“They’s an alley next to the bar this side, cuts over to King, runs parallel to the Embarcadero, but they’s a couple of other alleys runs off it partway down. He could have ducked down there and ended up anyplace. And of course he could have made it across the street before I got outside and got around them trucks and them containers—or even onto one of the piers, though they ain’t working neither Forty-two or Forty-four right now.”

“Yeah.” Reardon thought a moment. The young doctor was sitting idly at a table awaiting transportation back to the Hall of Justice; the man working with Wilkins was dismantling his camera equipment. Wilkins had a pad out and was sketching on it; a tape measure, stretching from the side of the sprawled body to the nearest wall, was fastidiously located so as to avoid the hardening blood trails. Looking at the Technical men at work gave Reardon an idea. He turned back to Alfred Sullivan. “Did the man touch anything while he was in here that you saw? The chair? The table? He wasn’t wearing gloves, was he?”

“Jeez, let me think …”

“Yes,” said the man with the spectacles, and pushed them into place. “He was wearing gloves. He had on a new pair of cotton work gloves. I didn’t even think of it, you see them so often on the docks. His were new. White. They don’t stay that way very long hustling crates,” he added sadly.

“I suppose not.” Reardon tried to think of other questions but none came. He looked from Sullivan to the three men at the end of the bar, and then—not demanding but asking, friend to friend—he said, “Damn it, somebody had to finger him, or the chances are they did. Didn’t anybody come in here while Capp was here? Other than the regulars?”

There was a small shrug from Alfred Sullivan. “Like I said, Mr. Capp comes in every Wednesday around this time. Anybody could have known.”

“But he could have missed a Wednesday, too, and nobody would have died of surprise. If I was going to—” He broke off. There was no sense in discussing the case in detail. “Did anyone come in here when Capp was here, anyone who didn’t usually come in here?”

There were several moments’ silence, as if everyone was too embarrassed at not having any definite clue to give the stocky lieutenant. Then the old man with the scarf and the blue eyes spoke up.

“They was that girl,” he said slowly.

“Girl?”

The ex-pug came to life, his eyes brightening. It must have been the way he looked when he recalled the few triumphs of his ring life. “Yeah,” he said. “Her I remember. She was somethin’!”

Reardon looked at Alfred Sullivan. “What girl?”

Sullivan shrugged. “Some dame comes in I never seen before. We don’t get many dames in here, except maybe sometimes a guy brings his old lady in for a brew. That’s why we got the tables, see? Anyway—”

“Sadie comes in,” the ex-pug said, objecting to the flatness of the statement.

“Who’s Sadie?”

“A barfly hangs around,” Sullivan said. “Too old to work a house, goes with sailors. Anyway, it wasn’t Sadie, and I don’t figure she’s a dame anyway. Sadie was here earlier, but anyhow, this dame comes in—young, good-looking chick—asks how to get to Pacific and I tell her to hang onto the Embarcadero and she goes out. That’s all they was to it. And she don’t even look over at Mr. Capp.”

“What did she look like?”

“I told you. Young, good-looking, big chest, brown hair. But hell, she wasn’t here more than a minute, if that. Less.”

“That’s the best description you can give?”

“Mister,” Sullivan said, shaking his head, “that’s all the description I can give. That’s all the description there was. Hell, I wouldn’t know her if I seen her on the street tomorrow. She wasn’t here but a couple of seconds.”

“Yeah.” Reardon thought a moment more and then motioned Dondero to the far end of the bar, out of earshot of the others. He lowered his voice. “This is a goddam waste of time, Don. You stick around. Get the names and any other dope you can on the guys who were here who ducked out—any that these people remember. Maybe one of them saw more than these four did; maybe one of them even knows who the girl is. This isn’t the neighborhood for girls to stop and ask directions. I’ll send a few men down to help you; I want to go through any ashcans in those alleys, all of them, hear? Any he might have reached through any of the alleys.”

“Looking for the knife?”

“Looking for the knife, naturally, but also looking for a red plaid lumber jacket, and a hunting cap. Or a fake beard and mustache. Or the sunglasses.” He thought a minute. “You might also hit any basements he might have gone into—”

Dondero looked at him in surprise. “You think after killing a guy, this guy would waste time ducking into a basement or a warehouse to stash away a pair of gloves or a fake brush? If it was fake, that is?”

“He might just duck into a basement or a warehouse to stash himself away,” Reardon said drily. “And I want a check on those containers across the street. And even if they’re not working those piers, maybe they have a watchman on deck who might have been taking the air—” He knew it was doubtful in that fog, but it had to be done. “Hell, Don, you know what I want.”

“I know.” Dondero nodded and tucked his notebook away. “Will do.”

Reardon glanced at his watch. “I’m going back and talk to Captain Tower. Maybe if you get done, you can get a lift back with the ambulance when it gets here. If it gets here at all tonight, that is.”

“Oh gosh, gee-whiz, and thanks, mister,” Dondero said sarcastically. “I finally get a chance to ride with Mr. Capp, the big shot. In the back seat with him, too, I’ll bet.”

“If you’re lucky,” Reardon said equably, and headed back to his car.


CHAPTER 4

Wednesday—11:05 p.m.

The famous list beneath the glass covering Captain Tower’s desk was typewritten on a small square of paper; it was slightly fading with age and dated from the days of Captain Tower’s promotion to head up Homicide. Being beneath his eye daily he could scarcely avoid being aware of it, either consciously or subconsciously, and in either case it always had the ability to irritate him. To the captain it represented, among the many successes of the police department, at least a partial list of its failures, although it did have the advantage of keeping him from becoming too complacent about his work, or the work of his department. Here were the names of four men who were walking the streets when they should have been occupying cells in San Quentin; while they were not directly guilty of homicide as such, Captain Tower knew very well that their activities had caused more than one death.

The names on the list were four, and the captain actually didn’t need the square piece of paper to remember them, or the long list of reasons he would have liked to see them put away. From beneath the glass, there peeked at him constantly:

Jerry Capp

Porfirio Falcone

Raymond Martin

John Sekara

The captain leaned back in his chair, raised the glass by one corner, and managed to ease the small square of paper out, using the eraser on his pencil to pull it toward him. He reversed the pencil and drew a heavy line through the first name, and then replaced the list beneath the glass. He straightened the pane to square it with the desk top, and then methodically replaced the ashtray, the telephone and the In and Out basket with its papers. He swiveled his chair, looking out the window into the night, speaking to Reardon without looking at him.

“It’s enough to make you wonder, Jim.” His deep voice was soft, almost reminiscent. He tented his fingers and stared across them at the fog. “Five long years I’ve been after that bastard, ever since he came up from being a nobody to being a big shot in this town, but I could never pin a conviction on him. He and his stable of lawyers have been giving us the laugh for years. Blackmail, loan-sharking—and now, you tell me, an honest businessman on the side, which is hard to believe, but never mind—” He sighed and swung his chair back to face his subordinate. “Jerry Capp …” His voice was musing. “Nee Jerome Kaplan, alias Jack Culp, alias John Carpenter. All our organization and brains and we can’t touch him. And now some punk in a cheap bar sticks a knife in him in an argument, and just like that he’s off the list.” He shook his head; the light blue eyes beneath the bushy graying eyebrows studied Reardon. “I tell you, Jim, it really makes you think.”

“Yes, sir,” Reardon said. He spread his legs and leaned back in his chair, relaxing. It was late, and he had had a late night the night before, and he was tired. He fought down a yawn and came back to the subject of the conversation. “Actually, though, it really didn’t sound to me like too much of an argument.”

“It seems to have been enough,” Captain Tower said sardonically.

“I mean, it sounds as if it wasn’t really caused by an argument at all,” Reardon said, a trifle stubbornly. “It sounds to me as if the guy came in there looking for Capp and intending to get him. You know how most bar fights go, Captain—one guys says something, the other guy comes back with a nasty answer, words go back and forth for a while, then the pushing starts and that goes on awhile, and then—then the real trouble starts. If it starts at all.” He smiled faintly. “Most bar fights give the bystanders or the bartender plenty of time to break it up. Or we’d have corpses all over the place.”

“True,” the captain conceded. “On the other hand there are bar fights where one word is enough. And we do get corpses all over the place.”

“I’m not arguing that, but those are rare cases. And in this case I don’t think so. The bartender claims that Capp was there every Wednesday, which means that anyone could have known it.”

“Anyone who frequented the bar, but you say nobody recognized the killer.”

“Not in that outfit,” Reardon said. “With that getup, they wouldn’t have recognized their own mothers. Which is another reason I think the thing is phony.”

Captain Tower frowned at him. “First you say nobody recognized the man because you think his getup was a disguise, and then you say it had to be a disguise because nobody recognized him. Or words to that effect.” He smiled. “You can’t lose, can you?”

Reardon refused to be baited.

“Look, Captain. The fact is that nine bar fights out of ten are settled with fists. This man came prepared with a knife—” He saw the look of incredulity on the captain’s face and flushed slightly. “Yes, sir. I know half of the town carries a weapon these days, but still. Nobody in the place remembers what kind of a knife it was, but the doctor says it was a thin, long blade, which rules out a switchblade or a kitchen knife. So who goes around with a stiletto on the offhand chance somebody might get smart with him in a bar? They’re hard to conceal and damned awkward to carry. And it had to be something like that to go through Capp’s jacket and shirt and still kill him.”

Captain Tower remained silent, watching him. Reardon took a breath and went on.

“Secondly, they scarcely say two words before the knife comes out and Capp gets stabbed, and even those two words aren’t in any angry tones or loud tones, because nobody even knew they were arguing. Third, this girl that came in could have been checking to find out if Capp was there this particular day, fingering for the killer. Where does a person usually go for directions when they’re lost? Nine times out of ten to a gas station, and there’s one not very far away. Damned seldom to a bar, especially a crumb joint in that neighborhood. Fourth, that beard and jacket and glasses and all—that still sounds like a disguise to me, someone who didn’t want to be recognized, and there had to be a reason for that.” He shrugged. “It could have been because he didn’t want the witnesses to be able to identify him, but it could also have been because he wanted to get near enough to Capp without Capp getting suspicious.”

“You think Capp would have recognized him?”

“I don’t know; I merely say it seems to me to be a possibility.”

“He could have used a gun, you know—knocked Capp off from outside, without all that disguise business,” Captain Towers pointed out.

“He could have,” Reardon admitted, “but bullets are easier to trace than a knife the killer takes away with him. And actually, what real chance was he taking? TV on in a bar, everyone drinking and talking; hell, he wasn’t there ten seconds. And all anyone remembers is what he wants them to remember, a brush, sunglasses, a loud lumber jacket. He could have shed them and walked back in, five minutes later, and nobody would have known the difference.”

There were a few minutes of silence. Captain Tower reached into a drawer and brought out a cigar. He lit it, rolling it in his thick fingers, puffing it into life. The spent match was discarded.

“I’m not saying you’re wrong,” Captain Tower said at last. He puffed, letting the thick smoke eddy from his lips. “I’m sure there are plenty of people who aren’t going to cry into their beer just because Jerry Capp went and got killed. Any one of them might have done it, and with reason. Still, our job is to find that someone. And unless we have something else to go on, we have to use what little we have—which is a beard and a red lumber jacket and a pair of sunglasses.” He looked at Reardon steadily. “Because if we don’t have those, what do we have?”

“Not very much,” Reardon admitted. “Of course, we all know Capp had enemies, but the question is also which particular enemy did Capp get exceptionally riled up recently? After all, he’s been a bad boy for a long time, and nobody knocked him off until tonight.”

“There’s always that first time,” Captain Tower said drily. “And as for enemies, they probably include half of San Francisco, or at least those who knew him or did business with him. His family hated his guts. His father died years ago, but his brothers say they never heard of Jerry, and his mother told me that as far as she’s concerned, Jerry died when he went into the rackets.”

“We’ll still have to check out his enemies,” Reardon said. He sounded a bit unhappy at the size of the chore. “Even if we get something, though, it won’t be easy to hang it on anyone. With the outfit that guy was wearing, any identification in the lineup could be thrown out the window in five minutes by a first-year law student.”

Captain Tower looked at him evenly.

“Look, Jim. I think you’re making too much of a thing out of this disguise bit, and the beard and mustache thing. Even if the beard and mustache were real he could have shaved them off five minutes after he left the bar. But the lumber jacket and the cap are something else again. It isn’t as easy to get rid of clothing as some people think.”

“I know it, Captain. I’m having men search the immediate vicinity right now, but I’ll have a special put on the air for the men all over town to be looking for the jacket and cap. And the knife and glasses, too. And I’ll talk to the Department of Sanitation in the morning; have their trucks report any lumber jacket they might get.” He paused, thinking. “And just for the hell of it, I’ll do a check on stores that sell masks and other costume stuff. See if I can come up with anything on that beard. If it was fake, it had to come from someplace.”

Captain Tower nodded. “It’s not a bad idea. And don’t forget the Goodwill Industries and the Salvation Army on that jacket and cap. Dumping the clothes in one of their receptacles on the street wouldn’t be a bad way to duck the stuff. Or to try to.”

“Yes, sir.” Reardon was taking notes. “And I’ll talk to Dutch Smarth on the Examiner. He might get some mileage out of an article about the problems criminals face getting rid of unwanted clothing. He’s doing a crime series; he could use this lumber jacket as an example. He’d be glad to do it, I’m sure, and maybe we can get half of San Francisco looking for it.” He looked up from his pad, smiling briefly. “If the guy isn’t wearing it to work tomorrow …”

“There’s always that.” Captain Tower wiped ash from his cigar. “Well—”

Reardon recognized that the captain was breaking up the conference for the evening. He tucked his notebook into his jacket pocket and got to his feet, reaching for his raincoat. Bed would feel good tonight, even though he knew it would have felt better with Jan there. May she be having fun with Gabriella, he thought with sudden bitterness; may they both be sitting there getting looped on grape juice! The thought was father to another; he hesitated and then spoke.

“Captain—”

“Yes, Jim?”

“I—” He stopped. To report Bennett would probably make him a fink in everyone’s eyes, he thought; probably even his own. And definitely in the eyes of Captain Tower. Still, that was the captain’s privilege; his own responsibility was to the organization as a whole, and not to any particular member of it.

“What is it, Jim?”

Reardon took a deep breath. “Captain, when Dondero and I got to that tavern tonight, Bennett was out in front, moving people along. He’d been drinking. You could smell him a block away. I don’t know if any of the people he was moving along noticed it—down there most of them are pretty well crocked a lot of the time, too—but …” He shrugged unhappily. “I thought it ought to be reported, anyway.”

“Are you saying you think he took a drink at that bar he was investigating a murder in?”

“No, sir. In fact I’d say he didn’t. I think he was probably in that john at that gas station taking it, but where he took the drink or drinks isn’t the point, Captain. He drives a patrol car. If he gets in an accident, or, even worse, tries to make an arrest with noticeable liquor on his breath—” He stopped.

Captain Tower put his cigar in the ashtray and reached for a pencil, beginning to twiddle it idly. For several moments he looked at the pencil and then tossed it aside. He looked up.

“Jim,” he said slowly, “if you tell me Bennett has been drinking, I’ve got to believe you, but I can say he never was a drinker. Tom’s a religious man and he’s been on the force for thirty-two years. We started together when you were probably just a youngster. If he’d have been interested, I expect he could have been sitting where I’m sitting now, or where you’ll probably be sitting long before you’re anywhere near his age. The reason he wasn’t interested was because he put his church and his family ahead of his job, and I’m not sure he was wrong. Still, his record is one I’d be happy to have—four individual citations, wounded in the line of duty twice.”

He swiveled his chair, staring out of the window toward the bay, invisible in the darkness and the fog.

“But Tom’s had his share of grief lately. We’ve had his youngest boy in here three times in the past year, everything from car-stealing to the latest, which was armed robbery. He goes up for that next week. Tom believes it killed his wife. So from a close-knit family he was proud of—with reason; after all, he put three kids through college on a cop’s pay without being on the take once—to a dead wife and a criminal kid, all in a year—” He sighed. “Well, if he drinks …”

Reardon remained silent, bitter with himself for having reported the man. Captain Tower swiveled back, read the younger man’s thoughts in his face and shook his head.

“Jim, you were right, and don’t forget it. It would be no favor to Tom Bennett if he got into an accident, or had to use muscle making an arrest, and he smelled of booze. If it came out in court it would not only kill the case, but it could ruin him, too.” He leaned forward, picking up his cigar again. He glanced at his watch. “I’ll speak to him. He should be checking out around now.”

“Yes, sir.”

Captain Tower dragged his phone closer and dialed an internal number. “Hello, garage? Is Sergeant Bennett there? He’s changing? Good. Tell him I’d like to see him before he leaves, will you? Thank you. What? Right.” He cupped the receiver, looking at Reardon. “Another call; Communications cut into the line. Stick around …” He leaned back in the chair, puffing on his cigar, and then sat more erect. “Hello? Yes, this is Captain Tower. What? What!”

He shot up in his chair, his large pockmarked jaw hardening as he listened to the voice at the other end of the line; the receiver was almost lost in his huge paw of a hand. The cigar was forgotten. Reardon frowned as he saw the captain’s knuckles whiten as he squeezed the instrument. The big man set the cigar aside in an ashtray and hastily dragged over a pad; he picked up his pencil again and started to scribble hurriedly, his eyes narrowed in concentration.

“Yes, I’m listening. I’ve got it—the Cranston. Where the hell is that? What? Oh, I know. Yes. When did it happen?” There was the sound of a voice audible as an excited buzzing coming from the receiver to Reardon. Captain Tower paused in his writing. “Right. Right. Yes. I don’t suppose you can tell yet if there are any signs of violence? I suppose not. Yes. Right. I’ll get someone over there right away; you boys stick around until he gets there and then go back into service. Yes. What? Ten minutes at the most. Yes.” He hung up and stared at Reardon blankly, his big hand still resting on the telephone.

Reardon looked at him. “What is it, Captain?”

The captain came out of his reverie, looking at the lieutenant as if seeing him for the first time that evening.

“Jim, what’s your general opinion of coincidence?”

“Coincidence?” Reardon didn’t treat the question lightly; Captain Tower, in one of his moods, rarely asked idle questions. “Well, Captain, a little of it goes a long way with me.”

“With me, too,” Captain Tower said, as if satisfied with the answer. “Still, they also say never look a gift horse in the mouth.”

He made no attempt to explain this cryptic remark; instead, he began clearing his desk again, placing the items there on the table behind him. This chore finished, he moved his chair back and raised the pane of glass once again. Reardon, alert and sleepiness completely forgotten, watched wordlessly as the captain fished out his list a second time and reached for his pencil. A second heavy line joined the first, crossing out another name on the list. The paper was replaced; the glass straightened neatly. The captain’s eyes came up, flat and cold.

“That’s right, Lieutenant. It looks like a long night for you.”

He swung around to replace the accouterments on his desk, and then paused, as if aware that time did not permit.

“About three minutes ago, according to the patrol car that was just passing at the time,” he went on somberly, and took a deep breath.

“What, sir?” Reardon had a good idea.

“Mr. Porfirio Falcone, alias Peter Gabriel, Alias Paul Garbonne—also called Pete the Pimp, a name not selected by him, needless to say …” His eyes came up, expressionless. “He took himself a dive. From his fancy apartment on the fifteenth floor of the Cranston Hotel, over on the other side of town …”


CHAPTER 5

Wednesday—11:10 p.m.

The Syndicate does not exist; it is a figment of the imagination. And, even if it had existed, it never had made the slightest foothold in the San Francisco Bay area. Still, there were people like Porfirio Falcone to explain …

Porfirio—Pete—Falcone had controlled all the organized prostitution in the San Francisco Bay area for the nonexistent Syndicate for many years. He had had a well-methodized system of recruitment that dovetailed and co-operated with similar non-existent organizations throughout the western part of the country from St. Louis to the Coast, as well as the northern states of Mexico, and which was sufficiently well regulated to both satisfy the custom—if not the Customs—and to avoid undue paid competition. Porfirio—Pete—had had his informants and paid representatives in the Homes for the Unmarried; he had received valuable tips from friends and co-workers such as Jerry Capp, who knew when women of all sizes, shapes and colors were in dire need of funds; he had heard from Ray Martin when a girl was foolish enough to go over her head at one of the gambling clubs. While he remained good friends with John Sekara, however, he had consistently refused to use any of the girls Johnny managed to hook on drugs, or to whom Sekara acted as supplier. It was not that conscience ever bothered Pete; it was simply that girls on the habit had a tendency to hold out money such as tips from the organization, and in addition they were usually selfish in bed.

Still, with all these efficient and effective means of arranging talent, Pete Falcone was not beyond personally inducting a new girl into the profession if the opportunity arose. It was one of the many reasons he preferred the Hotel Cranston as his residence, for the bar there seemed to attract an unusually large number of single girls not unwilling to accept a drink or visit a gentleman’s apartment—or to be impressed both by the decor and the view. Not all of these encounters resulted in a new employee, of course—in fact, few of them did—but even the failures furnished an interesting evening’s entertainment.

This particular evening, Pete Falcone had been sure he had struck gold. The girl seated a few stools down from him, alone in the dim, intimate bar, was, to his experienced eye, the perfect candidate. She was obviously not a hooker. First of all, Pete could spot a professional a block away with his eyes blindfolded, and that went for the expensive call girls as well; in addition, the management of the Cranston was very strict about things of that nature, and more than one bartender had lost a lucrative job because he had tried to make it even better paying by introducing girls into the cocktail lounge.

Pete had studied her a moment and then moved in. She had the kind of beauty that he, personally, favored: long, dark brown hair that half covered her face; a bit too much make-up, but not so much as to distract; a lovely full figure, a bit large in the bust, but nothing nine tenths of all women wouldn’t trade a padded bra for. She seemed to him to be fairly tall, although it was difficult to discern this fact when she was sitting; nor could he tell the color of her eyes since she was wearing dark glasses, a not uncommon scene at the Cranston bar, although how anyone could tell what they were drinking under those conditions remained a mystery to Pete Falcone. She was dressed in an ankle-length evening gown, tight about the neck, with a string of pearls draping her full bosom, and long white gloves coming nearly to her elbows, and she had poise—a most important characteristic in one of Pete’s girls—because she neither accepted his first offer of a drink, nor did she immediately give him the cold shoulder. Rather, she allowed him to move over and sit next to her, and she listened to his tale of loneliness as if it actually merited listening to. It must be admitted, however, that Porfirio Falcone had used the tale enough times to polish it to perfection, nor was his delivery amateurish in the least.

To make a long story short, he had been pleased to see she did not bolt her drink, which indicated to him she could hold her liquor—a vital point, since in the Falcone pleasure palaces there was no cold tea served in the guise of Chivas Regal—she was intelligent, with a sense of humor, and a deep, husky, almost mannish voice that made little icy fingers run up and down Pete’s spine. Nor was she at all unwilling to see the marvelous view from the heights of Pete’s fifteenth-floor bachelor apartment, even though the fog, unfortunately, was bound to be somewhat of a deterrent. Pete had signed the bar check with a slight flourish, winked at the bartender (and later at the elevator boy) and taken the young lady toward his apartment, while visions of sugarplums danced in his head.

Some fifteen minutes later the desk clerk at the Cranston Hotel had been rudely shocked by an angry passerby who came in and brusquely announced that some bloody fool—and he did mean bloody—had either jumped or fallen from one of the upper floors and had damned near brained him. The room clerk, forced against all his instincts to investigate, had pronounced the body to be that of Mr. Porfirio Falcone, after which he became violently sick to his stomach, and had to be escorted home.

Of the lovely girl both the bartender and the elevator operator had seen accompanying Mr. Falcone toward his room, there was no sign.

Wednesday—11:45 p.m.

Lieutenant Reardon stood in the middle of the large, beautifully appointed living room and studied the luxury about him, consciously comparing it with his own poor flat. Maybe Jan was right, he thought, studying the pictures, the sculpture, feeling the ankle-deep pile of the oyster-white rug beneath his feet; maybe the other half lives better and maybe police work not only is dangerous, but also it may not be the best profession through which to reach these heights. But would Jan agree to my doing what Pete Falcone did for a living? Highly dubious, he thought, and wiped away his smile, walking toward the large open window.

The view from the casement was, indeed, a lovely one, fog and all; in fact, the fog seemed to enhance it. The Golden Gate Bridge seemed to rise from the mist of the bay like a phantom structure, its cables shimmering mysteriously in the dim lights from the towers, all of the bridge independent of land, seemingly floating in the fog; below, the spaced street-lamps of the Presidio marked the winding tree-lined avenues with faintly glowing curves. It occurred to Reardon that the fog was clearing; from the height of the apartment the sky could be seen through the wispy haze, the moon brushing aside the mist, the stars picking holes through it. He sighed and turned to the man bent over the windowsill, dusting it for fingerprints.

“Anything yet, Charley?”

“Nothing yet, Lieutenant.”

The lab man was cheerful, but then, Reardon thought, he’s only been on duty several hours and not eighteen, like me. He wasn’t even sure why he had asked for this check; the girl, according to the elevator operator, had been wearing gloves, and in any event she hadn’t been the one to go through the window—Falcone had. And it would scarcely prove very much to find his own fingerprints in his own apartment. Still, there was always the possibility that Pete Falcone had not particularly wished to go through the window, and may have attempted to hold back, and the marks of desperate fingers scrabbling for purchase on the window’s edge could well support a charge of murder. On the other hand, Pete Falcone, while no giant, still was large enough to prevent a girl from tossing him to his death—or at least he should have been. Reardon watched the technician for a few more moments and then wandered through the rest of the apartment.

There had obviously been no time for Pete Falcone to put his vaunted skills into practice, and the bedroom quite logically remained pristine, its huge circular bed neatly made, the pillows puffed up beneath a brocaded spread. Reardon noted the inviting nudes that made up the pictorial presentation on the paneled walls, as well as the profuse use of reflective surfaces, and then walked on through to the bathroom. Again he found an unsullied room, the towels in the rack all neatly folded and hanging in place, even as the room maid had deposited them. The only conclusion Reardon could draw from this was that either (a) Falcone hadn’t washed his hands before dinner, which made him out to be a slob; or (b) the maid had cleaned up since, although in that case one would have thought she would also have turned down the bed; or (c) Falcone hadn’t been in his apartment before meeting the girl in the bar. Since none of the three made the slightest difference to the case that Reardon could see, he promptly put them out of his mind, returned to the hallway, and thence to the kitchen.

The only apparent use this room was ever put to was to furnish ice cubes, and an empty tray stood in a small puddle of water on the counter. Otherwise the tiny pullman-type room was clueless, or at least to Reardon at the moment. Maybe the answers are all here and I’m just too tired to see them, he said to himself, and yawned as if to excuse himself. A kitchen in a hotel apartment! Ah, well, who said crime doesn’t pay, or that the wages of sin were death? The sudden memory of the body on the sidewalk returned and he shook his head at his own obtuseness and went back to the living room.

The two glasses remained on the coffee table, where he had first seen them, flanked on one side by an open ice bucket with the dwindling cubes floating in their own juice, and on the other side by a series of bottles. There had obviously been time for Falcone to at least make a drink and begin his pitch, even if the best he had gotten out of it had been the worst. Reardon suddenly frowned and stared at the bottles; there was one each of scotch, gin, vermouth, brandy, Cointreau, and vodka. My God, he thought, I must be tired; I should have seen those before. Had it been a party? Still, there were only the two glasses, and the elevator operator had assured him that entrance to the floors, except through the medium of his cab, was impossible. The fire doors, he had sworn, could only be opened from the inside, and Mr. Falcone sure wasn’t going to be opening any fire doors to any stairwells to let in any strangers when he had a piece of meat with him like he had tonight! Then how account for the multiplicity of bottles? Had Falcone been showing off the full extent of his alcohol arsenal? But surely he must have many more: crème de menthe, bourbon, rye … He glanced in the direction of the window.

“Hey, Charley—you checked these glasses, didn’t you?”

“Sure, Lieutenant. First thing I checked. They’re clean.”

Reardon stared. “Both of them?”

“That’s right, Lieutenant. They’ve been wiped off good.”

Reardon looked around, searching for a towel or a cloth of some sort which might have been used and discarded, but there was nothing in the room that looked as if it might have served the purpose. And the towels in the bathroom, he recalled, were all neatly in place and unwrinkled, and the kitchen hadn’t had a towel. If the glasses had been wiped, then, the chances were the young lady had done it with her gloves or a handkerchief, or—if with anything else—she had removed it herself.

But why? Why on earth would she wipe the glasses? Wearing gloves, her fingerprints wouldn’t have been on them, and it would have been expected for Falcone to leave his own prints on his glass. Unless there really had been another man there? Could it be that the girl had opened the fire door in the hallway to let in an accomplice who had climbed the fifteen floors on foot? And if so, what had Falcone been doing at the moment? Cheerfully mixing drinks for the two and forgetting to make one for himself? Mysteriouser and mysteriouser, he thought, and reached for one of the glasses. A mickey, of course, could explain much.

He brought the glass to his nostrils and then took it away, staring through it. Whoever had wiped the outside had not bothered with the inside—possibly, he surmised, because a young lady is a bit more fastidious with gloves where smelly liquids are concerned, than with mere dry fingerprints. He looked thoughtful; that, at least, seemed to indicate an amateur, and while amateurs usually ended up getting caught more quickly than professionals, amateurs rarely knocked off top mob people.

He brought the glass back to his nose and sniffed. Scotch in this glass; good, plain scotch taken straight as good scotch—as opposed to gin—should be taken. If there was any chloral hydrate or any other knockout in this, its odor escaped him. Still, that’s what the lab was for, if the remaining few drops were sufficient for the purpose. Although, of course, there was always Pete Falcone’s stomach to play with; that should tell them something. He set the glass down and picked up the other; this one still had a major portion of its contents intact. He brought it to his nose, sniffing, and then wrinkled his face at the odor. Good God, there ought to be a law against ruining good liquor! There was the faintest touch of gin discernible behind the stronger brandy odor and the sweetness of the Cointreau; the vodka and the vermouth, naturally, would have been hidden in such a conglomeration. And anyone who would drink this bomb, of course, would be able to be given any number of mickeys without tasting them. But, damn it, don’t tell me that Falcone drank this perfumed garbage, the lieutenant thought, and that the girl took her scotch straight! Well, if he didn’t find out sooner, the autopsy would tell. If Falcone was the one with the weird taste in drinks, Reardon felt sorry for the autopsy pathologist; he was probably going to get a secondhand jag when he sliced open the corpse. He set the glasses back on the table and turned to the lab man.

“How you doing?”

“All done, Lieutenant.” The man was packing his kit. “Clean as a whistle. If he tried to hold back, somebody cleaned up after him.” He sounded almost happy about it, as if admiring that someone’s forethought.

“These glasses,” Reardon said. “I’d like you to take them down to the lab with you. I want an analysis of the contents. There’s plenty in this one, but the other only has a drop or two, if that’s enough for you people.”

“More than enough,” the lab man said happily. “With the modern stuff we have now, we could probably have gotten a good idea even if they’d been wiped clean inside, too. Spectographic—”

“Just so we find out,” Reardon said shortly. He was in no mood for a lecture on forensics, and besides, he wasn’t so sure he was happy with all the new, modern equipment they had in the laboratory these days. The way they were developing new gadgets, pretty soon they wouldn’t even be needing lieutenants. Not that that would make Jan unhappy. He looked around the large room one last time before leaving; the room looked back at him calmly, neatly.

Why in the hell hadn’t there been a struggle?

Thursday—12:10 a.m.

“So she was a doll,” Reardon said patiently. “What kind of a doll do you mean? I mean, did she say ‘mama’—or, rather, ‘papa’—when some guy picked her up? What I’m really getting at is, what did she look like, for instance?”

“I’m telling you.” The bartender in the Cranston cocktail lounge looked aggrieved. He stopped drying the glass in his hand, inspected it against the brighter light beneath the counter, and then carefully set it in its place on the shelf there. “She was a doll.”

“We’ve established that.” Reardon’s patience was not endless and his tone indicated it. “Tell me different things about her, like how tall she was, and did she have two heads, and was her left leg in a cast? Things like that.” He leaned forward confidentially. “We’d like to find her and talk to her, you see? A description would help. Unless,” he added brightly, “you happen to know her name and address.”

The bartender reached for another dirty glass and swished it in the soapy water of the bar sink. When he spoke he sounded slightly offended, as if his judgment in women had somehow been impugned.

“No, I don’t have her name and address on account of I never seen the dame before, but like I’m trying to tell you, she was a real dish. Tall? Hard to say, she come in when I was at the other end, and when she and Mr. Falcone left, I was ringing something up. But you can get an idea just from how they sit, and I’d put her as pretty tall. Maybe five-six, or even five-seven. And the one head she had was plenty, she didn’t need no two. Long dark brown hair, the kind that sort of swishes when she turns her head quick—like in those TV shampoo ads, you know. Hair half over her face—remember Veronica Lake? And a cute nose. Wearing cheaters, so I couldn’t see her eyes, but my guess is they’re dark, same as her hair, you know. Good teeth, I remember them. Big-chested babe, too. Built like a brick pool table.”

“You’d know her if you saw her again?”

“Know her? Would I know Elizabeth Taylor if she come walking in the door? You don’t forget a babe like that. They’re too few and far between.” He suddenly frowned, the glass in his hand temporarily forgotten. “Why? You cops think she pushed Mr. Falcone out that window?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Reardon said. “It’s customary in the police department, though, to want to talk to the last person to see a future corpse. I’m just following the practice.” He looked at the man curiously. “Why? Do you think he jumped?”

“Who? Mr. Falcone? Why should he jump? Especially with a babe like that in his apartment?”

“Maybe she didn’t go along with his ideas,” Reardon suggested.

The bartender stared at him in amazement. “A babe who goes to his pad this hour of the night? Besides, what if she changes her mind, a guy jumps out the window over this? Especially a guy like Mr. Falcone, he can get all the dames he wants, anytime? Sure, this was a dish, but she wasn’t the last dish in the world.”

Stan Lundahl was seated on the next stool, quietly taking notes. He had seen to the loading of the body into the meat wagon while the lieutenant had been upstairs. He paused while the bartender put down the glass he was drying and went to attend to the drink order of one of the waitresses and then prepared to continue with his notes as Reardon got back to his questioning.

“What I’m trying to get at,” Reardon said evenly, “is would you know this dish of yours if she came in here with flats on, instead of four-inch spike heels, and if she wasn’t wearing a wig, or didn’t have all that padding in her bra? And if she took off those dark glasses and her eyes were polka-dot instead of brown?”

For several moments the bartender stared at him; then he sighed.

“I ain’t saying you’re wrong,” he said, and there was genuine sorrow in his voice that such things could be. “I seen a couple of babes, you take off the store-boughten stuff and they’d scare a crocodile to death. But this babe was a looker, I tell you, even if all that junk was put on. You can tell.” He thought of a better argument. “Mr. Falcone picked her up, didn’t he? And he never picked up no pigs.”

“I imagine not,” Reardon conceded. “How old was this beauty?”

“Twenty-five, maybe,” the bartender said. “Maybe less, maybe more. Maybe thirty.”

“Thanks for the latitude.”

“Well,” the bartender said defensively, “these days they look younger than they used to. I seen a couple of college kids on a TV quiz show the other day, and so help me, they looked like they should still be in junior high. Man, believe me it makes it tough when they come in here. You ever ask some dame married five years for her ID card?”

“Never,” Reardon said truthfully. “What was this lovely wearing?”

“Wearing?” The bartender frowned. “Some kind of dress; I don’t remember. Up to her chin, I remember that, but that didn’t hide them boobs, believe me. She had on some beads, lay on those tits like on a shelf. I didn’t see what kind of skirt she had on. Maybe even pants. I was ringing something up when she left with Mr. Falcone.”

Reardon sighed. He didn’t seem to be getting very far in pinning down a definitive description of the girl, but how in the devil did you describe any girl these days? Except Jan, of course. They all tried to copy one another and ended up looking like store dummies, or at least ninety-nine per cent did. Damn! If only the unknown girl had had two heads, or a cast on her left leg—or both—then maybe they could put out an all-points on her and locate her inside of a year or so. But probably not even then, he thought with an inner grin, and remembered something else: the strange case of the multiple bottles on the coffee table upstairs.

“What did Falcone usually drink?”

“Mr. Falcone? Catto’s scotch. The best. Straight. No water, sometimes ice. All the time, it’s all he ever drank.” The bartender looked and sounded proud of the excellent taste of his ex-patron. He inspected the glass he had been working on, set it in place, and reached for another all in one practiced motion.

“How about this doll we’re talking about?”

The proud look on the stubby bartender’s face turned to a rueful grin. He put the dirty glass back until he got what was troubling him off his chest.

“Believe it or not, mister, she stuck me. There was a time when the house, here, bought the first drink for anyone knew of a drink I couldn’t make, but then guys started to lie, you know, making up all sorts of screwy names out of their heads. Chiselers, see? Dames did it, too, so we had to stop it.” He shook his head at the thought of the chicanery so natural to people.

“I know,” Reardon said sympathetically. “About her drink—you were saying?”

“Oh, yeah.” The bartender picked up the dirty glass again, beginning to rinse it. “She asks for a Gremlin’s Grampa. I never heard of it, so she tells me how to make it. Half a jigger of gin, half a jigger of brandy, a touch of vermouth—”

“Some Cointreau and some vodka.”

The bartender’s mouth fell open. “You heard of it! I’ll be double-dipped! I’d of bet my shirt she was making it up!” He leaned over the bar, curious. “What’s it taste like?”

“Like it sounds, I imagine,” Reardon said. “I wouldn’t touch it with a ten-foot swizzle stick myself.”

“That’s what I figured,” the bartender said, and nodded, satisfied. “She didn’t barely drink it herself.”

“Which just proves we’re up against a superior intelligence,” Reardon said. He thought a moment and then came to his feet. Lundahl slid from the adjoining stool and stood waiting, towering over the lieutenant. “Well,” Reardon said to the bartender, “thanks for the help. If you see the girl again, you know where to get in touch.”

“Sure, Lieutenant.” The bartender finished polishing the glass, blew some fluff from the towel off it, and set it beneath the counter. “Gremlin’s Grampa, eh? I’d of sworn she made the thing up out of her head …”

The two detectives walked into the hotel lobby; Reardon found a telephone booth and squeezed himself into it, closing the door behind him. A few minutes’ conversation with the Homicide desk at the Hall of Justice and he hung up and managed to escape the confining cage.

“Captain Tower’s smart, which is probably why he made captain. He’s gone home and gone to bed. Which is what I’m going to do.” He yawned deeply and stretched, after which he headed in the direction of the front door and the street. Lundahl caught up with him.

“Hey, Lieutenant, what do we do about the dame?” He paused a moment. “I’ll put her make out on the town—such as it is—but, well, you want me to put the word around, maybe to some of the bars, for them to keep an eye open for anyone asking for a—what did she call it?”

“A Gremlin’s Grampa.” Reardon grinned. “I think you’d be better off checking the DT wards of the local hospitals. Nobody can knock down very many of those without starting to see little green men.” His smile suddenly faded; he checked his watch. “As a matter of fact, Stan, there is something you can do. Jerry Capp got knocked off earlier tonight in a bar down on the Embarcadero—”

“Yeah. I heard.”

“Well, just before he got it, some girl came into the bar asking for directions. The bartender couldn’t give a decent description, but maybe he’d recognize the one we got just now. It’s worth a try, anyway. We don’t have much of anything else to try. It’s on the corner of Berry—Seven twenty-eight Embarcadero.” He looked at his watch again. “They ought to still be open down there.”

“They’re open down there practically all the time,” Lundahl said. “They sweep from under guys. I’ll get right down there.” He paused. “Say, Lieutenant, she didn’t ask for any of that Gremlin’s Grampa stuff down there, did she?”

“No, just directions. No Gremlin’s Grampas.” Reardon smiled. “I suppose we should be thankful she didn’t order martinis. If we had to put a check on every dame in town who drinks martinis, we’d really have our hands full.”

Or guys, either, he thought, as he waved good night and climbed into the Charger. Speaking of martinis, exactly why had he thought it so absolutely vital to take that third martini tonight at dinner? He hadn’t really wanted it; he was just looking for an excuse to fight with Jan about the marriage bit, and as usual he’d found it. He smiled wryly as he started the engine and pulled out into the deserted street. Maybe when they found the girl who had been with Pete Falcone when he so unfortunately met his end, he’d start dating her instead of Jan. There certainly shouldn’t be any argument about his drinking—not with anyone who put down that concoction!

He yawned, settled himself behind the wheel, and headed for home.


CHAPTER 6

Thursday—12:55 a.m.

It was rare, indeed, that a parking space appeared within a quarter-mile radius of Reardon’s apartment, and in fact he had often thought some of the car owners represented in his neighborhood bought cars for the sole purpose of taking potential spaces from him, and never drove them, but tonight he was pleasantly surprised to find an empty space almost immediately in front of his door. With the rightful suspicion of the native San Franciscan, he glanced down the steep hill, more than half expecting that the car that had been parked there had escaped its brake and rolled down the sharp incline, but nothing seemed to be amiss below. With an inner hope that the event foreshadowed good luck in general for a while, he set the emergency, swung the tires sharply into the curb, and descended, yawning. Below him the fog was clearing rapidly; tomorrow, he was suddenly sure, would be a good day in all respects.

He climbed the steps to the front door of the old Victorian mansion, let himself in, and then climbed another flight to his own small share of the ornate old house. He let himself in, switched on a lamp, and stared about. Compared to Pete Falcone’s pad at the Cranston it wasn’t much, but on the other hand he was alive to enjoy it, which was more than could be said for Pete. He shucked his jacket and raincoat, dropping them haphazardly onto a chair, unclipped his belt holster and laid it together with his revolver on an end table. He loosened his necktie, slipped it over his neck, and then wandered into the kitchen, unbuttoning his shirt. The refrigerator offered little; he opted for a glass of buttermilk, poured it and drank it slowly, savoring the sharp flavor. He put aside the empty glass and sat down in a kitchen chair, bending down to unlace his shoes and kick them off. For some reason he didn’t feel any great urgency to climb into his lonely bed; he considered turning on the small radio and trying to catch the one o’clock news, but rejected the notion. He knew all the news he needed to know at the moment. He wiped a hand wearily across his face and came to his feet; he really couldn’t put off going to sleep forever, especially not as tired as he was, and particularly when tomorrow promised to be as busy as today, if not more so. He clicked off the kitchen light and shed the rest of his clothes in the living room, dropping them in small piles; he thought of brushing his teeth and decided to let it go. He switched off the light, padded in the darkness to the bedroom in his shorts, and opened the door.

It was his instinct rather than any specific sound or movement that instantly warned him the room was occupied. He dropped to the floor without conscious thought, rolling over as soundlessly as he could, hitting his elbow painfully on the edge of the dresser and forcing himself to stifle the grunt that automatically came to his lips; and then he was outside the room, still rolling, reaching up in the darkness and scrabbling for the holster on the small end table. The revolver slid free, comforting to his hand. He came to his feet slowly, cautiously, now completely wide awake, and edged back through the darkness to the now open door. There was that old, familiar feeling, that small thrill that always came to him when something was breaking in a case; obviously, whether he thought he had made progress or not, somebody had the idea he was making waves and didn’t like it. With one swift movement his hand snaked in and switched on the overhead light; one cautious eye came around the doorjamb, preceded by a steadily held police revolver. A sleepy Jan stared at him a bit resentfully from beneath the covers of the large double bed.

“You aren’t the quietest person in the world,” she said, and then seemed to notice the revolver for the first time. She raised one hand above the covers. “Don’t shoot. I’ll come quietly.”

Reardon shook his head slowly in a combination of wonder and disgust with himself. He walked back into the living room, refitted the gun into the holster, and returned to the bedroom, rubbing his sore elbow. Jan was wrinkling her nose at him.

“You sounded like a bowling alley,” she said. “If that’s your idea of sneaking up on someone, I’d suggest some more practice. What would you have done if there really had been somebody in here who had it in for you?”

“Shot him,” Reardon said succinctly. “And any more comments on my police work and I’ll go back and get the gun and demonstrate. Or, better yet, maybe I would have spanked him. I think—”

“Don’t dream it, Lieutenant!” Jan tightened the covers about herself. “And how about turning off the light? I was in the middle of a beautiful dream. You had left the police department and were an interior decorator, and doing very well, too—”

Reardon laughed and reached over, stretching to switch off the light. He sat down on the edge of the bed, feeling her body move with the sinking of the mattress, feeling it press against his thigh through the quilt. Suddenly he felt relaxed, happy. Like coming home, he thought—like really coming home, and smiled at her invisible face in the darkness.

“What happened to your date with what’s-her-name? Gabriella?”

“Oh, we sat around for a while and talked. She rinsed out some stockings and I sat on the bathtub and watched her. She’s a nice girl. You know, Jim, we should have introduced her to Don at the restaurant tonight—”

“We?”

“I mean I should have. Maybe we can all double-date sometime.”

Reardon stared at her, even though he couldn’t see her.

“If I live to be a million—that’s assuming I’m not shot, stabbed, or beaten to death in the meantime,” he said in amazement, “I shall never understand the mental gyrations of women. Will you kindly explain to me why, if your matchmaking urges are apparently getting out of hand in typical feminine fashion, why you don’t let them work on you?”

“But Gabriella’s different,” Jan explained, as if everybody knew that. “And I know she’d like you and Don.”

“Trying to get rid of me?”

“I mean, she’d like Don.”

“Actually,” Reardon said, “I’m sure she’d love the two of us, one at a time or all together, but what makes her so different?”

“Her father’s a policeman,” Jan said. “He drives a patrol car. His name is Bennett. Maybe you know him.”

Reardon shook his head in disgust with himself. “Gabriella will adore me, I guarantee. I think I just got her old man busted tonight. He’d been drinking,” he added as if in justification.

“Oh, Jim!”

“Sorry, darling. You should have told me at dinner.” He reached down and rubbed his hand through her short hair. “How late did you stay there?”

“Oh, just a short time. She had a date and had to get ready. And that handsome brute of a pilot brother of hers—”

“You leave that handsome brute alone.”

“That handsome brute left me alone. He was sleepy and went to bed. And her other brother is in graduate school and had to study for exams—”

“So having run through the entire list, you were forced to come here.”

“Right.” Jan bobbed her head. “So I came here and when you weren’t here I called all the strip joints on Broadway—”

“Which one did you find me in?”

Jan disregarded him. “And when that didn’t work, I called the Hall of Justice and they told me you had gone in and gotten yourself involved in your usual fashion and that you’d probably be working late—”

“So?”

She yawned convincingly. “So I came here to wait for you, and then I got tired, so I looked around, and the floor was too hard and the sofa was too soft, but the bed was just right, so—”

“So now that the bear is home, Goldilocks, aren’t you supposed to jump out the window?”

“That’s the old version,” Jan said scornfully, and put her hand up to catch his and squeeze it. Reardon pulled loose and came to his feet. Jan sat up in bed in alarm. “What’s the matter? Are you still angry about tonight? Don’t you want me here?”

“It’s not that, honey,” Reardon grinned and moved toward the bathroom. “It’s only that now I’ve got to brush my teeth.”

“Well, I should hope so,” Jan said indignantly, and snuggled down in the bed again, content.

Thursday—2:55 a.m.

The fog here, on the lower level of the Bay Bridge halfway between Yerba Buena Island and Emeryville on the Oakland side of the bay, was lessening a bit, although it was still sufficiently thick to advertise the rare passage of traffic as much by the sucking sound of tires against the wet pavement as by the hazy glow of headlights struggling to provide illumination in the murky night.

The dark four-door sedan slowed as it came through the island tunnel with its overhead bands of fluorescent lights; the car edged into the extreme right lane and continued at its even speed until the lights from the tunnel had disappeared. The window was rolled down; the driver, head tilted sharply, was listening acutely for the sound of any other car approaching from behind. The steady eyes were fixed on the side-view mirror, searching the darkness toward the tunnel. There was nothing to be seen or heard, but the driver was well aware that a car could appear from the direction of San Francisco in a matter of seconds. Still, parked in the lane next to the railing with the headlights extinguished, there was a good chance a car might even pass without seeing the sedan, the driver’s attention focused on the dim roadway. Or, even if a passing motorist should notice the apparently abandoned car, who was going to stop at that lonely spot at that hour of the morning? The most anyone would do would be to report it to one of the collectors at the toll plaza, and by the time anyone could respond to such advice, the job would be done and the sedan long gone. There was, of course, the chance that a passing trooper might stop to investigate an apparently abandoned car parked in apparent distress in an outside lane without lights, but that was a chance the driver had known had to be taken from the start.

This was the place—not too far from the tunnel, but still well beyond the scope of the fluorescent lights there. The car was braked to a sudden stop and the headlights extinguished. The driver was out of the car in an instant, moving around the front to the far side next to the railing, prepared for instant concealment behind the sedan’s body at the first sight or sound, but the night remained quiet and dark, the fog damp against the face. A deep breath as if to bolster resolution and the rear door of the sedan was swung open; one moment’s hesitation—involuntary, for the driver well knew the need for economizing each precious second—and then the gloved hands reached in, scooping under the dead man’s arms, dragging him from the floor of the rear seat. There was a sound, or the thought of a sound, and the driver froze, but it had been either the rustle of a sea gull passing, or the breaking of waves against the distant rocks magnified by overacute senses, or it might merely have been imagination. The mind was blanked to the possibility of interruption; a swallow, another deep breath, and the body was pulled to the railing. There was a straining, tugging at the flaccid form, and then the body was finally upended. It seemed to teeter an agonizingly long time on the railing, as if trying its poor best to delay its fall as long as possible, but then at last it conceded defeat and slid over, disappearing into the black void below.

A sigh of relief went with it. Despite the urgent need to leave the scene as quickly as possible, the driver could not help but put two gloved hands on the railing and lean over a moment, wasting precious seconds to listen for some sound from below. There was nothing. Would the thud of a body striking the rocks below be carried to this height? Possibly the fog reduced sound; possibly the sound was missed by overanxiety to hear it. Ah, well, it must have struck long since; at least the job was done. The driver moved back to the far side of the car, got in and removed the gloves, tossing them into the rear seat, and started the engine. The lights were put on and the car pulled into the center lane, heading for the discharge end of the long bridge. Behind the dark sedan a car came whispering from the island tunnel, yellow fog lights weakly attacking the mist. The driver of the dark sedan started to speed and then slowed down instead, allowing the car to pass. Fifteen seconds earlier and the oncoming motorist might well have seen the whole scene outlined in his yellow headlights, but he hadn’t and that was that.

The ungloved hands held the wheel easily; the face was calm and resolute. The toll plaza was approaching; a coin was procured for the Exact Change booth; no toll collector was going to be able to recall the complexion or expression of the driver if it could be helped. The coin was dropped; it seemed minutes rather than seconds before the advance light turned green, and then the car was through. The driver did not relax; there was still the return to the city. At the first exit the sedan left the throughway, swung to a stop before a red light, waited for it to turn, and then went up a ramp and across the throughway, descending on the far side. Another wait for another traffic light, this time with a car alongside, its driver looking over incuriously, with the brief wonder of encounters at that hour, and then the light changed and the sedan was rolling back to the toll plaza, this time in the opposite direction. It approached another Exact Change booth on the upper level of the bridge, now, with the car’s shadow skittering elongatedly from light pole to light pole. Across the bay in the distance San Francisco glowed against the dark sky, its lights trapped in the low overcast. A coin was dropped, the light at last turned green, and the car was through and accelerating toward the city.

It was not until the dark sedan was once again in the Yerba Buena tunnel that the driver happened to look down under the brilliant glare of the fluorescent lamps there. The front of the red plaid lumber jacket was smeared with paint …


CHAPTER 7

Thursday—9:05 a.m.

The morning had dawned as beautifully as Lieutenant Reardon had so accurately predicted the evening before, and even the Weather Bureau, in face of that boundless optimism, had not found it in its heart to disagree. The sun was large and smiling, the air clear and sparkling, the sky a deep friendly blue with only a few puffy clouds hanging far in the west over the black-green Pacific as if to remind the natives that what had been in the way of poor weather, could be again. The lieutenant, whistling gaily and tunelessly beneath his breath, swooped into the curb with a happy swoop, and drew to a halt at his usual illegal spot before the Hall of Justice. When the new Hall of Justice had first been opened, Lieutenant Reardon—then Sergeant Reardon—had been assigned a space in the huge basement garage, but after suffering a dented fender the first day and a horrendous scratch the length of a door the second, he had abandoned that sanctuary as being somewhat less than reliable, and now parked elsewhere, preferably—when there was space—in front of the building. It had the advantage of being close, and besides, the municipal parking lot to the rear facing Harrison charged money.

He climbed down, closed the door, and trotted up the steps of the building, pleased with the sunshine, the warm breeze, the pleasant looks—in general—on the faces of passersby, pleased with life and, of course, with himself. He pushed through the heavy doors as if they were weightless, waved with bonhomie in the general direction of the information counter, and even failed to be irked by the creeping pace of the elevator. His good nature endured down the corridor to his office; it was not until he had opened his door that his whistle faltered a bit. Sitting on a chair beside his desk, dressed in civilian clothing, was Sergeant Thomas J. Bennett.

It was not the mere presence of the sergeant alone that made the lieutenant’s whistle go even further off key and eventually disappear; it was the attitude of his visitor. The elderly gray-haired man sat on his chair stiffly, as if posing for a portrait, and his expression was both unhappy and a trifle accusing.

Reardon walked back of his desk and sat down. He straightened the papers on his desk a bit perfunctorily, realizing two things: one, he could not postpone the inevitable interview with Bennett very long by fussing with papers on his desk; and two, the day was probably not going to be as glorious as he had anticipated. He brought his eyes up to the blue ones staring at him, forcing his voice to be impersonal.

“You wanted to see me, Sergeant?”

The sergeant cleared his throat; speaking almost seemed to be painful for him.

“You told the captain I was drinking, didn’t you, Lieutenant?”

“That’s right.” Reardon steeled himself to stick to his principals, although at the moment they seemed to him to be a bit shabby. In light of the happy mood in which he had wakened, and which had remained with him until this moment, he wondered what on earth had made him shoot off his big mouth to the captain the night before. You’re a moody bastard, Reardon, he told himself; you’re going to have to watch that sort of thing. He returned his attention to the man seated beside him. “I’m sorry if I caused you any trouble, Sergeant, but you know as well as I do the hazards of drinking on duty. Especially for a patrol car driver.”

“Yes, sir.” The sergeant’s tone was fatalistic; he made no attempt to excuse his conduct. “The captain asked me if I’d really been drinking and I didn’t deny it. He took me off my car. Temporarily, he said.” There was a slight pause. “I’m supposed to work with you.”

“You’re supposed to work with—?” Reardon sighed. “All right, Sergeant; there’s certainly enough work to be done. Go down and get yourself some coffee while I go through these reports. I’ll have something for you when you get back.”

“Yes, sir.”

The elderly sergeant came to his feet. He hesitated a moment as if to say something further, possibly excusing his conduct the day before, but then he turned abruptly and left the room. Reardon looked after him, shook his head helplessly, and turned to his paper work, but the thought of going through a pile of reports to learn facts he could pick up in a few minutes conversation with Dondero, struck him as foolish. He pushed to his feet, walked down the hall to the detective bullpen, and pushed through the door. Dondero was holding forth to two or three other men there. Reardon was about to interrupt, but Dondero’s excited tone caused him to pause and listen.

“—like a netted fish, I’m telling you. One hundred and God knows how many feet up in the air, swinging in the breeze like a baby in a hammock. The painters saw him first when they come to work. This one painter says he saw the smear on the railing and figured somebody did a jump, and he looks over the edge and there he is, just a couple of feet down in the safety net. They brought him up and he’s dead as they come, so they figured he couldn’t be a jumper, because you can’t kill yourself falling ten feet into a net. Unless you scare yourself to death thinking of those rocks a couple of hundred feet below—”

“What happened?” Reardon asked.

Dondero turned at the interruption. “Oh, hello, Jim. I was just telling the guys—they found a guy in a safety net under the Bay Bridge. He’s down in the morgue right now.”

“Who’s assigned to it?”

Dondero shrugged. “I haven’t the slightest. I don’t think they even know yet if it was homicide or not. A guy could die of a heart attack jumping even a couple of feet, if he really thought—”

“Yeah.”

Memory struck Dondero. “Hey, I forgot. They were paging you a while ago. Captain Tower wants to see you as soon as you come in.”

“And I’ll bet I know what for.” The lieutenant started to leave and then stopped. “By the way, Don—when I get back I want to know all about your job last night.”

“You mean checking garbage?” He turned to the other men. “Hey, you guys know I moonlight for the sanitation department now? You ought to get a piece of the action. Overtime, and all the tin cans you can eat.” He came back to Reardon. “I wrote it all up, Lieutenant.” His voice held the hint of reproof; it implied that if spending half your life writing reports was an essential of detective work, why did the other half need to be devoted to delivering those same reports verbally? “It’s on your desk.”

“I know. I’d rather hear it.”

Reardon walked from the room before outright mutiny could be registered; he came to the end of the long corridor, turned a corner and entered an anteroom whose secretary was missing at the moment. Probably, he thought, having coffee or teasing her hair. What had happened to the beauty of the day? He rapped on the door; Captain Tower’s deep voice answered.

“Come in!”

Reardon turned the knob, entered and closed the door behind him. Captain Tower was standing at the window, staring out over the city to the distant hills of Oakland, brown under the strong autumn sun. Reardon wondered at the expression on his superior’s face; it was solemn, even, he thought, a bit worried. Over Bennett? It was odd for the captain to be anything but completely self-assured, especially where men in the department were concerned. Reardon cleared his throat.

“Good morning, Captain. You wanted to see me?”

Captain Tower swung around. “Good morning, Jim.”

“About Bennett, Captain—”

Captain Tower held up one of his huge hands, cutting off the lieutenant’s comments. “Jim, they found a body caught in a painter’s safety net under the Bay Bridge this morning, a few hundred yards past the tunnel on Yerba Buena Island—”

“I know. I heard Dondero talking about it.” Reardon pulled a chair close to the desk and sat down, wondering; the captain also seated himself and picked up the stub of his cigar, smoldering in an ashtray, but instead of smoking it, he merely rolled it in his thick fingers, staring at it gravely, as if it might contain some badly wanted answers.

“Yes,” he said at last. “Well, identification just came through a few minutes ago; from his fingerprints, because there weren’t any papers on him and all the labels in his clothes were gone. But even without the fingerprints we’d have made him just from his face. It was Ray Martin. Number three on my list. He handled all the gambling for the mob. But you know all that.” His eyes went to the list; Reardon noticed it now lay on top of the glass instead of beneath it. “Number three … It’s too much for coincidence this time.” His eyes came up, looking at Reardon flatly. “It’s one more for you, Jim. They all have to be tied together, part of the same deal.”

“I’d agree, sir.” Reardon nodded and then frowned. “But what’s your idea, Captain? A mob housecleaning?”

“I don’t have any thoughts. It sounds like a mob affair, but it certainly doesn’t look like the way they work. On the other hand, maybe they’re working differently these days. There’s no law says they have to mow people down with machine guns like they did in the old days.” His fingers drummed on the desk. “What about that so-called suicide of Pete Falcone last night?”

“Well,” Reardon said, “there was a girl with him when he jumped—in his apartment, I mean. My guess is she helped him jump, probably without his even asking her to. And I agree with you, Captain; I never heard of the Syndicate using women for muscle.” He smiled faintly. “Although with Women’s Liberation, you can’t tell these days. Maybe they demanded equal rights.” His smile faded. “Well, it’s one more thing to look into. What was the story on Martin?”

“I’ll see you get a copy of the autopsy report,” Captain Tower said. “There’s no sense on going into half-details when the report will give you the full story. And I’ll send along the patrol car’s report on how he was found and all that—as soon as I get it myself, that is. The painters called the troopers at the toll plaza; they’re state, of course, and it takes a while to get a report out of them.”

“Yes, sir.” Reardon paused and then looked up, frowning. “Captain, one more question—what about John Sekara? He’s number four on that list of yours.”

“What about him?”

“Well—” Reardon hesitated a moment. “I mean, do we give him protection? If we’re right, and I’m fairly sure we are, then somebody’s decided to wipe out the bunch. Is crime prevention part of our job where a hood like Sekara is concerned?”

Captain Tower crushed out his cigar stub and frowned across the desk.

“It’s a good question. You’d think the mob could furnish protection as good as ours, if not better. On the other hand, if this is a housecleaning, then any protection he got from the Syndicate might be somewhat less than satisfactory. From his standpoint, that is. But to answer your question as to whether crime prevention is part of our job where hoods are concerned, the answer is crime prevention is part of our jobs, period.” He smiled coldly. “Still, I’d talk to the man before I furnished him any protection. Maybe he doesn’t agree with our theory; maybe he feels safe. Or maybe he would prefer not to be seen tagging around with a cop on his heels. He might feel it would damage his image.”

“Well, let’s hope so,” Reardon said, and came to his feet. A thought came to him. “Captain, what about Bennett?”

“I’ve taken him off his car for a while, at least until we can see if his drinking is really a problem.” He shook his head. “Tom Bennett never was a drinker, not even a social one. It’s a pity … At any rate, you’ll be needing all the hands you can get, and Tom is one of the better ones. Don’t underrate him.”

“No, sir. I won’t.”

“Good. All right, get to it and let me know what’s happening.”

“Yes, sir.”

Reardon left the office and returned to his own. He sat down and swiveled his chair, facing the city across Harrison Street, subconsciously wondering as always how San Francisco always seemed to be so clean, even in its slum areas, all neatly painted in bright pastels. It was a happy city, he thought, and wondered why there was so much unhappiness there. He put the concept away, at least for the moment, and tried to concentrate on the three deaths he was assigned to solve.

Every one was a freak in one way or another—the knifing of Capp probably the least freakish of them all, but still … That getup with the beard and mustache and shades … Then the Falcone deal, with the girl wiping the glasses for no reason at all, and cleaning any fingerprints from the windowsill, almost as if to point up that the death of Falcone was a murder and not a suicide and let nobody make any mistake! Weird … And the removal of all the identifying labels and papers from Martin’s clothing, when there wasn’t the faintest possibility of concealing his identity for five seconds. Although, to be honest, if the body had fallen into the bay and not been washed up for a week or two, possibly the identification wouldn’t have been so simple. Still, the captain had said it had been dropped a few hundred yards from the tunnel mouth, and that was a long way from water, so the body would have struck on land if it hadn’t been for the net, and identification would have been routine. Also weird. No attempt to make it look like a suicide, even granting that hitting the net was just bad luck on the part of the killer. No car, and who—even a suicide—would walk that far across the bridge to jump? Miles and more miles. And who would walk on the lower level, which was limited to vehicular traffic? No; somebody brought the body there and tossed it over, just like that, and they either didn’t care—or wanted everyone to know—that the question of possible suicide didn’t enter into it. As in Falcone’s case …

All very screwy, Reardon thought, and all pointing more and more away from the mob. It was all very well to kid about Women’s Lib and all that, but the fact was that the mob didn’t use women for muscle. To do so would have required imagination, and that was the one commodity the Syndicate lacked in profusion. Still, all three of the victims had only one thing in common that was apparent, and that was their connection with the mob, so it was a little early to toss that one aside. He frowned. Someone hankering to take over? All at the same time? And one of them a woman? Stop trying to figure it out without facts, Reardon, he told himself sternly, and reached for the telephone.

He dialed, spoke, hung up and waited. In a few minutes Dondero appeared, followed by Bennett. Reardon motioned both the sergeants to chairs.

“Don, what about that alley search last night?”

Dondero sat down and dragged out a cigarette, lighting it and tossing the match toward the wastebasket. It missed. He shook his head.

“James, mon lieutenant, we went through every ashcan in the neighborhood, and the result was nothing. Zero. Zilch. I did find out that we’re living in a wasteful age, but I knew that before. People throw out things in better condition than some of the stuff I had to wear or eat when I was a kid—and I wouldn’t call the Embarcadero at Berry the swankest neighborhood in the world. You know, Jim, you can get a pretty good idea of people from studying their garbage. I’m surprised sociologists haven’t thought of that before. Now, you take that area—” He suddenly seemed to realize that the sociological aspect of his report wasn’t exactly what the lieutenant wanted. He brushed ash from his cigarette into an ashtray and went on. “Anyway, you know the place, a couple of bars, mostly warehouses, a couple of old flophouses, a couple of diners open days, closed nights, mostly. Anyway, we went through everything, basements, stairwells, the works. I’m surprised none of those old tenements fell down on us.”

“How about across the Embarcadero?”

“Ferguson checked all the containers for at least three blocks each way—nothing. There were a couple of truck drivers sleeping on the pullman in their cabs, and all we got out of them in the way of information was to be told go away and let them sleep.”

“Ships?”

“The Pacific Rancher is at Pier Forty-Two and the Hawaiian Banker at Forty-Four. The Rancher had a watchman on deck at the time, but he says he was aft punching clocks. The Banker, nobody.”

Reardon frowned. “So if he didn’t cross the Embarcadero—and it seems to me he’d be taking a big chance of being seen crossing, and also he’d be trapping himself if he was chased that side of the street—where did he disappear to?”

Dondero held up a hand. “Don’t get excited. Who said he disappeared? He walked out and nobody saw him afterwards, that’s all. He didn’t exactly go up in a puff of smoke.” He puffed furiously on his cigarette a moment, thinking. “Let’s say you’re right, and he’d stick to the south side of the Embarcadero. Then we have to assume he went down one of those alleys. And if he did, he could have come out almost anyplace. They got a maze there. The city fathers forgot about that end of the Embarcadero, I fear me, James, when they were handing out slum clearance funds.”

“Or he could have gone down Berry itself—”

“Or he could have gone up in a puff of smoke,” Dondero said. “I know I ruled it out before, but I could be wrong.” He sighed mightily and took a drag on his cigarette. “Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that we didn’t find anything to help.”

“Great.” Reardon tapped his fingers restlessly on the blotter of his desk. He looked at Bennett and then swung his chair to face Dondero. “Incidentally, you might be interested to know that man they found dead in that painter’s net on the Bay Bridge was Ray Martin—”

There was an intake of breath from Bennett. Dondero’s eyebrows shot up.

“The same Raymond Martin I’m thinking of?”

“That’s the one,” Reardon said without expression. “And while we’re on the subject, I’m sure you must have heard that Pete Falcone either dove, or was helped to dive, out of his apartment window last night. While you were sifting garbage,” he added.

“There really wasn’t so much garbage as there was trash,” Dondero said, bringing the thing into perspective, and went on, returning to the subject. “I heard about Falcone when I checked out last night, but Ray Martin, too?” Dondero suddenly smiled. It was a puckish grin. “Now, if only Johnny Sekara decides to go swimming too soon after lunch wearing a concrete tank suit, let’s say—we could probably knock down overtime in the police department by a good half, at least.” His smile turned to a wicked grimace. “Hey, incidentally, where was Captain Tower last night? Maybe we can wind this case up quick, like.”

Reardon was forced to smile.

“Captain Tower can do a lot of things, but I can’t see him jamming himself into an evening gown and batting his eyes at a guy in a bar. He has trouble jamming himself into a suit—”

“He doesn’t have any trouble batting guys,” Dondero said. “Maybe not eyes, but guys.”

“—but I’m afraid we’re going to have to look elsewhere.” Reardon acted as if he hadn’t even heard the interruption. “I think we ought to have a chat with Mr. John Sekara, maybe. Possibly he has some ideas as to why all of his old co-workers are suddenly getting themselves killed. Because I sure as hell don’t. After all, they all worked for the same outfit, one way or another.”

“It’ll be a pleasure to speak with the man,” Dondero said with enthusiasm, and crushed out his cigarette. “When do we see him? With any luck, maybe we’ll be too late.”

“We’ll see him pretty soon.” Reardon came to his feet. “Right now I’ve got a personal job to do.” He paused. “Incidentally, Sergeant Bennett is going to be working with us on this.” He waited for some comment from Dondero, but the sergeant knew when to keep quiet. “While I’m gone, I’d suggest you bring him up to date on the Capp killing. I know he was there, but show him the reports. And I’d also suggest you both bring yourselves up to date on the others. Stan should have his report in on Falcone. I haven’t seen it yet myself, but it should be in that pile of garbage over there.” He pointed to his desk.

“Don’t mention that word.” Dondero shuddered.

“Sorry. And the autopsy report on Martin will be up soon, and the report from the state trooper who was called by those painters. Bone up on those. Maybe you’ll be able to tell me who did it by the time I get back.”

“I’ll be very happy to solve the case for you while you’re away, Lieutenant,” Dondero said magnanimously. “When will you be back?”

“A couple of hours at the most,” Reardon said quietly, and moved to the door.

“More than ample time,” Dondero said expansively. “Have a good time. Don’t rush.” And he reached for the pile of papers on the lieutenant’s desk with a slight flourish.


CHAPTER 8

Thursday—10:05 a.m.

Lieutenant Reardon waited for traffic on Bryant to abate a bit—for without his Charger beneath him he was far from foolhardy—and then crossed the street, walking diagonally. He reached the opposite curb and continued two blocks down the street to a drugstore on the corner of Morris, enjoying the pleasant weather. The call he was about to make was one he greatly preferred not to go through the switchboard of the Hall of Justice.

He pushed through the double doors into the crowded interior—crowded not by customers, but by displays and counters filled with everything from hardware to toys to magazine racks to jewelry to automotive repair kits. And where is the drugstore of my youth? he thought; if I came in here in some dire emergency requiring instant succor in the form of—say—aspirin, would they be able to locate it? Probably not, he thought with a sense of foreboding, and managed to get through an aisle without causing a towering pyramid of strained baby food to topple on him. He slid into a telephone booth at the far end of the long room, dropped his coin and dialed the unlisted number from memory.

There was the sound of prolonged ringing at the other end of the line before the receiver was finally raised, but Reardon had expected that. Any hour before noon was sure to result in similar delay from that number. There was the sound of a prodigious yawn and then at last the voice came on. It was sonorous, polite but slightly bored; it was also quite obviously still fighting sleep.

“Dial-a-Prayer,” the voice said evenly. “O Lord, in Thy mercy please forgive the poor sinner who doth phone Thy servant at this hour as he is trying to get in a few hours sack time—”

“Porky!”

“This is a recording,” the voice said chidingly. “Please do not interrupt. As I was saying—”

“I heard what you were saying. Look, Porky, this is—”

“I know who you are, Mr. R. You are the voice of my conscience, intent upon wakening me. What can I do for you, since you obviously won’t let me sleep?”

“I want a word with you. In person. Name the place.”

There was a tragic sigh of resignation.

“And knowing your lack of patience in these matters,” Porky said, “I assume you want it like right now, if not sooner. Ah, me! Well, how about Marty’s Oyster House? In half an hour, say? They’ll be open by then, and I’ll be able to appear in something more formal than pajamas. Does that sound satisfactory?”

“Its a deal,” Reardon said. “First one there reserves a booth.”

“And last one there’s a rotten egg,” Porky said, pleased to be able to contribute, and hung up.

Thursday—10:30 a.m.

As is so often necessary in this age of inflated living standards, aided and abetted by appetites whetted on TV commercials, Porky Frank was a man who pursued more than one occupation. His main endeavor was running a small but honest book; to supplement his income and allow him to live as he wished—which was high off the hog—and also to use up the information that came his way, sometimes even without his seeking, Porky Frank moonlighted as a stool pigeon.

The movies have done much to distort the proper image of a stool pigeon, leaving people with the impression that all stool pigeons are small, scrawny, skulking little men who always look over their shoulders in fear and speak from the sides of their mouths with prison-trained ventriloquism. Nothing could be further from the truth. Small skulking fear-stricken people would be hard put to pick up the time of day, let alone any information valuable to third parties. People who pass on vital facts always lower their voices when small, skulking characters are around. Porky Frank was a prime example of how wrong the movies are in their portrayal of stool pigeons.

Porky—nee Paul—was a medium-sized, outgoing young man with enough ebullience to gain him the lead in a Noel Coward play. He enjoyed life to its hilt, and had no objection to others sharing his joy. He had been born and raised in Manhattan and had entered both of his professions there; nor had he left his native heath because the heat was getting too great, but precisely because it wasn’t great enough. Porky, since childhood, had felt there was something subversive about snow and as an adult he frequently pointed to Russia as an example. Once his success and the scope of his acquaintanceship had expanded sufficiently to allow him to transfer the base of his operation, he had done so with pleasure, selecting San Francisco as the city in which his talents could best be exercized without the need to bundle to the ears against frost six months of the year. He had come to Lieutenant Reardon’s attention well recommended by a close friend, a New York City equivalent-in-rank policeman from the 52nd Precinct. Reardon, to date, had never had cause to regret the introduction, and many times good reason to appreciate it.

Despite having to return to the Hall of Justice for his car, the stocky detective lieutenant managed to reach Marty’s Oyster House with several minutes to spare. He parked in the lot beside the building and entered the side door. At ten-thirty in the morning even a bar as popular as Marty’s was not overly crowded; a few perennial barflies were pasted to stools at the long bar as if they had been installed with the plush walls and the brass spittoons—although this was scarcely possible, since Marty’s had only been open that day a matter of minutes. Reardon walked through the beery odor and the Gay Nineties decor and found himself a booth well to the rear, still unclothed at that early hour. The thought of a bottle of ale struck him favorably, and he was about to consider ways and means of enticing one of the pink-shirted and armbanded waiters when Porky Frank appeared, escorting one with a firm hand under the arm.

“Ah, Mr. R.,” he said pleasantly, and seated himself opposite Reardon, transferring his grip expertly to an equally effective grasp on the sleeve of the waiter, a wise decision at Marty’s as both men knew. The waiters at Marty’s Oyster House were all expatriates from Ruben’s or Lindy’s in New York and had a tendency to be independent, to say the least. It struck Reardon that little Alfred Sullivan would have fitted in well here with his colorful shirt and armbands, although he probably would take care of customers, a crime in the eyes of the waiters at Marty’s. Porky smiled across the table.

“What will you have?”

“Just an ale, thank you.”

“Don’t thank me—you’re paying.” Porky looked the waiter firmly in the eye. “Make that two large drafts of import ale—light. And sometime this week, if it doesn’t interfere with your schedule.”

The waiter removed Porky’s hand from his sleeve with a gesture Henry the Eighth might have reserved for a wife whose seniority had expired. He flicked at the bare table with his napkin, demonstrating consummate unconcern, and walked away, sneering at the poor effort to intimidate him.

“He’ll be back,” Porky said, leaning over the table confidently. “I have pull in this place.” He smiled and leaned back comfortably. “Well, Mr. R., I know the beer is good here, and the oysters are the best, but the beer and oysters aren’t all that bad down on Bryant near the Hall of Justice. So what happy fate brings us together again, as Jean Valjean is reputed not to have said to Inspector What’s-his-name?”

He broke off in utter astonishment as their waiter came back with two foaming steins and placed them, insouciantly, on the table. He waited until they were alone once more before he spoke. There was a touch of awe in his voice.

“I knew I had pull in this place, but this is precedent-setting! Two ales served the same day! Herb Caen shall hear of this. I’ll have to start taking advantage of it.” He thought of methods of taking advantage. “Next time a martini, and if that works, the time after something really challenging. Like a planter’s punch, say, or a whiskey sour …”

Reardon smiled at him. “You mean, a beer this time-next time, the world?”

“Exactly!”

Reardon’s smile remained fixed. What did he have to lose? “Or even a—a Gremlin’s Grampa?”

“If you insist,” Porky said expansively, and raised his glass.

There was a moment’s pause. “I wouldn’t push my luck,” Reardon advised, and sipped his beer, his face sober. His gray eyes came up from the stein to his companion’s face. “Where did you hear of a Gremlin’s Grampa?”

Porky’s eyes widened innocently. “From you. About three seconds ago. Is it a secret? Or does it taste as bad as it sounds? Or is it important in the least? Tune in next week—”

“All right,” Reardon said, ending that line of attack. “Porky, question number one: You’ve heard about Jerry Capp getting hit?”

Porky nodded without lowering his glass. His eyes were fixed quite expressionlessly on Reardon’s face over the brim as he continued to drink. The police lieutenant nodded in return and went on.

“And Pete Falcone?”

Porky’s hazel eyes widened a trifle, the maximum he allowed himself—or tried to allow himself—to exhibit emotion at unexpected news. He set down his stein.

“I read about Falcone in the papers this morning, after you so rudely started unraveling the knitted sleeve of care—Shakespeare, more or less—but the papers didn’t say anything about it being a hit. The way they had it, I thought maybe he tried to fly, and forgot his wings.”

“I didn’t say Falcone was a homicide,” Reardon said impassively. “I merely asked if you had heard of his death. Well, you have, and that was my question. Now, just this morning—”

Porky Frank raised a neatly manicured hand, interrupting.

“Mr. R.,” he said, with a touch of reproval in his voice, “trust is a two-way street, running somewhere between Bush and Sutter, if I’m not mistaken; although I could be, being a stranger in town.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, did Mr. Porfirio Falcone do his dive a cappella or did someone give him a hand?”

“I was under the impression this was a buyer’s market,” Reardon said slowly. He shoved his glass around the Formica tabletop, staring at the wet rings and trails he was creating. “Since I’m paying, I thought I’d ask the questions—” He paused, took a long drink, and then put his stein down. His eyes came up. “And I’ll ask you the same question I asked you before: where did you hear of a drink called a Gremlin’s Grampa?”

“And I’ll give you the same answer: from you. And add another question—why? Is it important?”

For several moments Reardon contemplated his companion; then he sighed.

“All right, Porky. Never mind why. I need your help, so I suppose I have to level with you. Everything indicates that Pete Falcone was pushed out of that window by some second party.” He could not keep the puzzlement from his voice, although he tried. “And everything indicates it was a girl who helped him.”

“Well,” Porky said philosophically, “they helped him make his living, so I suppose it’s only fitting that one of them gave him a helping hand in dying.”

“You don’t seem very surprised.”

“The last time I was surprised,” Porky said, raising his stein and checking its dwindling contents before drinking, “was in the year fourteen ninety-two. I didn’t think old Chris would make it.” He started to bring the mug to his lips and paused. “What’s with this Gremlin’s Grampa bit?”

“It seems it was her drink. Cointreau, brandy, gin—”

“What?”

“—vermouth and vodka—”

“What?”

“It’s the truth. Anyway, as I was saying before, first it was Jerry Capp and then Pete Falcone, and just a few hours ago Ray Martin was also found dead—”

Porky Frank coughed, almost choking on his drink, spattering beer across himself and the table, barely keeping Reardon inviolate. He withdrew a pressed handkerchief from the breast pocket of his jacket and attempted to repair the damage, at least to himself. His expression fought for a balance between his vaunted control and plain shock.

“Ray Martin? Dead?”

“This time you sound more surprised,” Reardon said casually.

There was a brief pause as Porky Frank studied the lieutenant. He shoved his empty glass away from him and leaned back. When he spoke, a good deal of the lightness had departed his tone. He almost sounded severe.

“Mr. R.,” he said evenly, “if we are going to do business, either now or in the future, possibly you would do well to recheck with our mutual friend in the Fifty-second Precinct in New York. If you expect me to exhibit guilty knowledge every time you make one of your pontifical statements, please send me a registered letter a day or so before, so I can prepare.” He placed both hands on the table, preparatory to rising. “Now, do we stop playing games and you tell me why you called me—and woke me—and what you want from me, if anything, or do I go home and try to make an honest dollar lying to someone less gullible than a bright young police officer like yourself?”

“I’m sorry,” Reardon said, and found that at least at the moment he honestly meant it. He pushed his empty glass to the center of the table, where it joined Porky’s, and leaned forward, dropping his voice more for emphasis than because there was any danger of their privacy being invaded—certainly not by a waiter. “Porky, Ray Martin was found in one of those painter’s safety nets hanging under the Bay Bridge. Out past Yerba Buena Island a few hundred yards. He—”

“You mean he tried to jump? And missed?” Porky shook his head. “Ray never was too smart.”

“He jumped the way Falcone did,” Reardon said flatly. “Who gets killed jumping ten or fifteen feet into a net? Up there you could freeze to death, and maybe he did, because I don’t have the autopsy report yet, but one will get you ten he was dead when he went over. He was murdered, to be blunt. Like Falcone. And like Capp.”

“One will never get me ten on anything,” Porky said positively, “because I don’t take any odds longer than I give. But you know what I mean. As an old acquaintance of Ray Martin, I can’t picture him cutting himself down. Someone else, yes; but himself? No.”

“That’s right,” Reardon said slowly. “You and Ray Martin were sort of competitors, weren’t you?” He tried to keep his voice conversational. Porky sighed.

“There go those nasty suspicions again, Mr. R., together with your attempted nonchalance in voicing them. Take my advice and keep out of amateur theatricals unless you paint scenery. No, I wasn’t any competition to Ray Martin, and I wouldn’t have lasted very long if I had been. I make book, it’s true, but my clientele is small and select and that’s the way we both like it. Most of them are old friends from New York who moved out here like I did, and they wouldn’t deal with the Ray Martins of this world if they had to miss laying a bet, God forbid.” He looked ceilingward in supplication. Reardon remained silent; Porky continued.

“Martin had the big horse parlors and he was welcome to them. With the telephone service the way it is today, it’s a wonder he didn’t die of ulcers before somebody knocked him off. And he handled the slots and the long flats in the private clubs, plus the floaters, of course.” He smiled, a rather tight, humorless smile. “No, Mr. R., I did not knock him off, nor do I stand to gain in the slightest from his demise. The Syndicate will have a replacement in here before the undertaker can fill him with embalming fluid; if he didn’t already use it for blood, that is.”

Reardon smiled a bit shamefacedly. “Apology number two. I’m just a bit on edge this morning, I guess.”

“Having to get along on one beer will always do it,” Porky said forgivingly. “I’d suggest a second, but we both know the percentages in trying to get a waiter.” He frowned slightly. “So I gather you want me to use my contacts, such as they are, and try to find out what particular individuals might have wanted to litter the cemeteries with our three friends, is that it?”

“Plus—”

“Plus, of course,” Porky added shrewdly, “whether it might have been the big bad wolf—the mob itself—that blew down our three little pigs, is that also it?”

Reardon grinned at the phraseology. “I couldn’t have put it better myself.”

“I’m sure you couldn’t,” Porky said condescendingly, and came to his feet. “I’ll leave you with your deep thoughts, Mr. R. Plus the tab, of course.”

“When will you be in touch?”

“How rush is it?”

“Rush, rush.”

Porky nodded, completely serious once again. “Sometime tomorrow. I’ll call and set up a meet. All right?”

“Fine,” Reardon said, and watched the well-built handsome young man walk away in his usual spritely manner. He fished in his pocket for money to put on the table, feeling much better. Porky Frank’s help was always welcome, and the man had ways and means of getting information that the police departments just could not duplicate. And his information could be trusted to be accurate.

Unless, of course, Reardon thought sadly, such information might be a threat to Porky himself. Which would be a pity …


CHAPTER 9

Thursday—12:20 p.m.

“No mickey in Falcone,” Dondero announced cheerfully, and tossed the autopsy report over toward Reardon. The lieutenant let it lie, merely straightening its edges to accord with a pile of similar reports cluttering his desk. “Stomach contents indicate a small quantity of alcohol consumed just prior to death; blood analysis indicates a larger consumption some time earlier, but certainly nothing that could be considered enough to make him not know what he was doing. Just normal for a steady drinker. As for the body, no gunshot wounds, no knife wounds, no Indian arrow poison; in fact, no poison at all. No arsenic, no cyanide; no fish, no rice, no coconut oil. And the condition of the body after hitting the pavement from fifteen stories up?” He shrugged. “Well, somebody could have clubbed him first, or he could have had a double hernia and died of it on the way down, but nobody will ever know of it now.”

Reardon sighed. “So how did he go out the window?”

“Maybe he was hypnotized,” Dondero suggested. “Or the dame drops her handkerchief out the window and like a gentleman he reached to pick it up.” He became serious. “My guess, Jim, is that the girl got him to show her the view, he stands at the window, pointing maybe, and one good push and he’s on his way.”

“Which is probably just what happened,” Reardon said, and turned to stare out the window. The huge buildings growing in downtown San Francisco rose to mar the view. “But I suppose we wouldn’t be human if we didn’t try to complicate things for ourselves. What about the lab report on those two glasses?”

“Alcohol, is about all they came out with. One had scotch—they probably arrived at that scientific conclusion by smelling it. The other all they could say was a mixture of various alcoholic beverages, but none containing sedative, poison or other injurious liquids. From what you tell me of that Gremlin’s Grampa,” he added, “I wonder what they call injurious?”

“A good question,” Reardon said. “What about Martin?”

Sergeant Bennett answered from the other side of the desk. His tone of voice indicated that he no longer resented his temporary transfer to Homicide; that, in fact, he even found it interesting. He held the report in his hand but didn’t refer to it.

“We’re better off there, Lieutenant. First, of course, it seems the body had paint all over it, the clothes, that is, from the railing, but that’s beside the point. The direct cause of death was suffocation. Somebody apparently held a pillow over his face until he strangled—”

“A pillow?” Reardon swiveled his chair around, frowning at the sergeant. “How do they know it was a pillow?”

“Well,” the sergeant said almost apologetically, “actually, they assume it. They don’t say anything definite or positive in the whole report, but they found feather shards and particles in his lungs. Goose feathers. So they assume it was a pillow, although I suppose a quilt could have done it equally—”

“Maybe someone hit him in the face with a live goose,” Dondero said, and then fell silent under the looks from the two men. Sergeant Bennett went on with his report.

“Anyway, there were no bruises on his arms or legs to indicate a struggle, but there was a bruise on his neck which was caused before death, and the autopsy pathologist says—” He referred to the report for accuracy. “—which was inflicted—before death and was possibly caused by pressure applied to the carotid sinus, probably eliciting the Hering reflex, rendering the victim unconscious prior to smothering.” He looked up. “You’d think they would have just kept on pressing there, because the pathologist also says that prolonged pressure on the carotid sinus can result in cardiac stoppage and death.” He handed over the report. “That’s what it says, basically, Lieutenant.”

Reardon added it to the pile of reports and pushed them all away. He looked at the sergeant. “What about the time of death?”

“Between twelve midnight and three in the morning. “That’s the closest they can make it, and that’s apparently based on what Mrs. Martin said about what they had for dinner. And when.”

Reardon sighed. “And could a woman have done it?”

Bennett looked at him blankly; there was a sort of shuffling movement on the part of Sergeant Dondero, indicating his surprise as well at the question, but the swarthy detective remained silent. Bennett shook his head, bewildered.

“The report doesn’t say, Lieutenant.”

“Well, then, let’s find out. Who signed the report?”

Bennett shook his head. Reardon reached for the report, turned a page and checked for himself. “Dr. Henke. Good enough.” He dragged the telephone closer and dialed an internal number. There were a few moments delay while he spoke first to a secretary and then to an assistant. Finally the pathologist was on the line.

“Doctor Henke here.”

“Doctor, this is Lieutenant Reardon in Homicide. We’ve been discussing your postmortem report on Raymond Martin—”

“Discussing it? Isn’t it clear?”

“It’s clear, Doctor, but some questions have come up that aren’t covered in the report. Not that they necessarily should have been,” he added hastily, aware of the touchiness of doctors in general and pathologists like Henke in particular.

“Such as?”

“Well, in the first place, Doctor, could a woman have committed the crime?”

“A child could have smothered the man once he was unconscious,” the doctor said a bit sententiously. “As for rendering him unconscious, of course, that depends upon the strength, speed and skill of the person pressing on the carotid sinus. Martin wasn’t a particularly large person—I don’t have the figures in front of me, but you have them in the report—and the reaction of unconsciousness from the use of such a pressure point is fairly rapid. I would say that anyone with a basic knowledge of physiology, or even karate—and they are teaching that to everyone these days—could have known the results of such pressure.”

Reardon cupped the receiver and grinned at Bennett.

“You were right, Sergeant. They sure hate to say anything definite.” He returned his attention to the telephone, his smile erased. “So what you are saying, in effect, Doctor, is that a woman could have done it. Is that the case?”

“Well, yes, I suppose so,” the doctor said. His tone was reluctant, not so much at the thought of a woman committing the crime, as at the thought of committing himself to a definite fact. “Actually,” he added, as if the additional statement somehow cleared him of any responsibility, “there are really almost no crimes of violence a woman can’t perform. Nor hasn’t.”

“Thank you, Doctor. One more question—and I know you can’t be positive on this since I’m asking motive now—but can you think of any reason to smother a man after he was unconscious from this pressure on the carotid you mention? I mean, wouldn’t continued pressure have resulted in death, anyway?”

The doctor paused, trying to remember what he had said in his report.

“Not necessarily,” he said cautiously. “Or perhaps saying, not inevitably, would be putting it more accurately.” He continued in his condescending tone, this hurdle successfully taken. “You see, Lieutenant, death is far from necessarily instantaneous in such cases. In fact, death has been known to occur much later from asphyxia induced gradually by hemorrhage, edema or emphysema developing in the submucous layer of the glottis and occluding its aperture—”

Reardon cast his eyes to the ceiling imploringly and then brought them down again.

“By later, Doctor, you mean some time later, isn’t that the case?”

“By later, Lieutenant,” the pathologist said with a touch of sarcasm, “I mean later, which could be anywhere from minutes to days, depending upon the size of the hemorrhage. There have even been cases where the laryngeal injury heals and the scar tissue which forms may cause obstruction of the lumen several months later, even at times requiring operative interference to improve the patient’s condition.”

Despite the importance of maintaining good relations with other departments—stressed by Captain Tower in his weekly departmental meetings—this was a bit too much.

“You are not suggesting that in two or three months it might be necessary to operate on Ray Martin to help him regain his voice, are you, Doctor?” There was a shocked intake of breath from the other end of the line. Reardon went on. “I asked you a simple question and I’d appreciate a simple answer. Can you think of any reason why—after rendering the man unconscious, the killer didn’t proceed to keep the pressure on until Martin was dead? Instead of holding the pillow over his face?”

When the doctor answered, his voice was icy.

“I don’t much care for your tone, Lieutenant, but I can think of various answers to your question. He may have been interrupted. He may have wished to disguise the fact of his having used the carotid sinus at all; he may have felt the prolonged pressure might leave an indicative bruise whereas temporary pressure would not—in which case I can only say he knew nothing of medicine.” He seemed to anticipate a further question and answered it before it could be asked. “I have no idea why. Possibly when you catch your murderer, Lieutenant, you can ask him. Or her.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Reardon said politely, and hung up.

“What did he say?” Dondero sounded curious.

“Nothing. I thought for a while there he was using doubletalk, and maybe he was.” Reardon drummed his fingers restlessly on the desk. “Oh, yes—a woman could have done it, but if we ever get him on the stand he’ll probably swear we forced the information from him with hot needles.” He smiled wryly. “Well, that’s that. What’s next?”

“Well,” Dondero said slowly, “there’s still the matter of Jerry Capp—”

“What about him?”

“Well, they did an autopsy on him, too, you know,” Dondero said. “Not that there was any doubt as to how he was killed, or anything like that, but you know how it goes.”

“I know. And?”

“Well,” Dondero said, and he didn’t sound encouraged, “like they just did with you a minute ago, they don’t say anything for certain, but from the report I doubt like hell that a woman could have done it. At least not a small woman, or anyway not a weak woman. The knife slid off a pocket notebook he had in his jacket pocket, cut through the rest of the jacket, plus a shirt, plus an undershirt, and then broke off the edge of a rib before it hit his heart. It was a lucky shot to kill him, it’s true, and the knife must have been sharp as hell and strong, but that’s not the point. The point I’m getting at is it had to be one hell of a strong swipe to do all that damage.”

Reardon frowned. “Did Stan Lundahl turn in his report from last night?”

“Yeah. I read it and it’s with the others. He went back to that bar on the Embarcadero like you asked, and talked to the bartender again. The bartender, Alfred Sullivan, you remember, still says he doesn’t remember the girl who asked directions too well, but he says she wasn’t any five foot six or seven, and while he says she was a looker and had a fair-sized chest and he thinks her hair was brown, he isn’t sure and anyway he says it wasn’t long, like the girl who was with Falcone later. And from his description she doesn’t sound like she had the muscle to do this stabbing.”

“I wasn’t suggesting she stabbed anyone,” Reardon said mildly. “I was suggesting she fingered Capp for somebody else.”

“Then why all the stress on women?”

“Desperation,” Reardon said with honesty, and shook his head in discouragement. He looked from one man to the other. “So where does that leave us?”

Dondero shrugged. He reached into a pocket and brought out a cigarette, lighting it and looking at Reardon through a cloud of smoke. He looked faintly amused.

“What do you mean—Us—Paleface? You’re the chief in this tribe; we’re just Indians who happen to work the eight-to-four.”

Bennett looked surprised at this easy exchange between the two men, but kept his peace. Reardon sighed. “I suppose so. Well, what’s next?”

“How about lunch next?” Dondero suggested.

“Soon.” Reardon took out his notebook and studied it. He looked up. “Oh, yes … Don, this afternoon I’d like you and the sergeant to check out those men who were in the bar when Capp got hit, the ones who beat it before we got there. You got their names and addresses?”

“Most of them, plus that old dame they say was in there, the regular barfly, not the young girl. There’s a pretty standard crowd at these neighborhood bars. And most of the men I got work on the docks, so I can dig them up through the hiring hall if I have to.”

“Good. You know what to ask them. Then I want you—or one of you; you can split it up any way you want—to check on places that rent costumes—” Both Bennett and Dondero looked at him, mystified. “Places that sell things like fake beards and mustaches and fright wigs and stuff like that,” the lieutenant added patiently.

“Oh.”

“And then I’d like a check on the Salvation Army and the Goodwill Industries—just a simple phone call ought to handle that—to have their people on the lookout for a red plaid lumber jacket and that hunting cap—hell, you know what to tell them, Don. And give the sanitation department a call, too …”

Dondero looked up from his notebook, squinting past the smoke from the cigarette pasted in the corner of his mouth. It was too annoying; he removed it before speaking.

“That’s all? You’re sure? You wouldn’t like us to interview the painters on the Bay Bridge, or even give them a hand on that railing, or go down and help Henke cut up his next cadaver? Or maybe even wash your car, too, in our spare time?”

“It really isn’t all that much work,” Reardon said with a patience he wasn’t feeling. He knew that Dondero was purposely spooking him in front of Bennett because he thought the old man had had a rough deal, but he and Don were too close friends to allow him to take it seriously. He also knew that pulling rank would be a serious mistake at the moment. “You can do two thirds of it by phone, all except the guys and that old dame from the bar. And Stan will be in at three today and I’ll have him give you a hand. Call in and I’ll have him meet you someplace.” He started to pull the papers on his desk together, shaking his head sadly. “Me, I thought today was going to be a ball when I got up. I must have forgotten about the police department and their reports. I’ll be the rest of the day just reading these.”

“And why not?” Dondero asked. “Everyone else had to.” He came to his feet, closing his notebook and knotting it shut with the usual worn rubber band. He tucked it into his pocket and motioned Bennett toward the door. “If Stan comes in early, just send him downstairs.”

“Downstairs?” Reardon stared at him. “What are you going to be doing downstairs?”

“Eating,” Dondero said airily. “For the next few hours. In the cafeteria. They don’t serve martinis, so we won’t ask you to join us,” he added, winking broadly at Bennett, and escaped, taking the elderly sergeant with him, closing the door smartly behind him.

Reardon looked after him with a hardening frown. So Don had a gripe; there was still such a thing as discipline, especially in front of a temporary man such as Bennett. Don’t be so damned stuffy, Reardon, he told himself suddenly. Dondero didn’t know it, but if Jan had her matchmaking way, maybe he was shooting off his mouth in front of his future father-in-law. He grinned at the thought and reached for the telephone. Even before the reports there was the matter of speaking with Dutch Smarth at the Examiner, a chore he had completely forgotten until this moment.

Details, details, he thought with a despairing sigh, and clicked the receiver for the switchboard operator.

Thursday—8:30 p.m.

“Ready?” Jan asked, poking her head from the small kitchen of her apartment on the edge of North Beach, a few blocks and fifty years in time from Reardon’s flat on Chestnut and Hyde. The lovely odor of the steak broiled to perfection escaped the tiny built-in-oven and filtered into the living room. She then proceeded to completely demolish any thought that her query had been anything but rhetorical. “You’d better be, in about two minutes,” she added flatly, “because that’s when it’s coming out of the oven.”

“Fire at will, Grubley,” Reardon said with consummate ease. He completed measuring enough gin into a pitcher for exactly two more martinis, added a dash of vermouth and some ice cubes, and then poured a liberal dose of additional gin in for good luck. He mixed the drinks carefully and decanted them; there was enough left over in the pitcher to allow him a quick and ample sip before refilling the glasses.

“I saw that,” Jan said firmly from the doorway.

“I’m going to have to mix martinis in the bathroom,” Reardon said plaintively, and carried the two brimming glasses to the card table set up for dining in the middle of the living room. “Which,” he added, thinking about it, “will be a major chore if we ever get to drinking Gremlin’s Grampas.”

Jan stared at him. “Gremlin’s What-pas?”

“If you’re really going to be grammatical,” Reardon said haughtily, “It should have been Gremlin’s Who-pas, not What-pas. And you a college graduate and me a dropout! Anyway, it’s Gremlin’s Grampas.”

“And what on earth are they?”

“A fair question,” Reardon conceded, and placed the glasses in place beside the dinner plates. His face sobered. “Actually, it’s as close as we have to what might laughingly be called a clue in the Falcone case. We think the boy scout—or girl scout—who helped him across the windowsill, drank a drink called a Gremlin’s Grampa. A weird concoction of gin and brandy and vermouth and Cointreau and vodka—”

“You can’t be serious!”

“It’s the truth. Do you really think I have enough imagination to invent a thing like that?”

“Well, no,” Jan said honestly.

“Thanks a lot,” Reardon said coldly, and made a motion of invitation toward her glass. “Be my guest.”

“Let me bring the steaks in.” She disappeared to return in moments with a large platter steaming from the two sizzling steaks that graced it, flanked by baked potatoes and simmering under a smothering coat of mushrooms and onions. She set it down, returned to the kitchen for the salad and placed that on the seat of a chair beside the card table. She sat down and picked up her drink.

Reardon also sat and raised his glass. “Here’s luck.”

Jan paused a moment and then nodded. “Friday,” she said, and sipped.

“Friday?” Reardon drank and then looked at her with raised eyebrows. “If that’s a toast, it’s a new one. Maybe the night bartender over at the Cranston Hotel would give you a free drink for that one.”

Jan put down her glass and began serving the salad.

“It isn’t a toast,” she said calmly. “I just remembered. Tomorrow is Friday and we’re having family dinner at the Bennett’s. It’s a surprise birthday party for Gabriella’s father, so don’t say anything.”

“Who’s going to say anything?” Reardon demanded. “Or even go?”

“You are, dear. With me.”

“Who made those arrangements? Tom Bennett is working for me right now, and—”

“And it would be lese majesty on his part to sit at the same table with the illustrious Lieutenant Reardon?” Jan smiled sweetly. “I made the arrangements, dear. And I also included Sergeant Dondero, so please don’t forget to tell him.”

Reardon paused, fork in hand.

“And just how am I supposed to convince Sergeant Dondero—a noted hardhead—that your friend Gabriella is the girl he wants to date tomorrow night?”

“By pulling rank, darling,” Jan said seriously, and started to serve the mushrooms. “After all, sweet, you’re so anxious to get married, I thought you might enjoy getting a taste of a wife’s prerogatives …” She looked at him. “Did you say something, dear?”

“Grrr,” said Reardon. “That’s all … Just grrr!!”


CHAPTER 10

Friday—9:03 a.m.

Lieutenant Reardon—never the one to be overly late but also not the one to be overly early of mornings getting to work—trotted up the steps of the Hall of Justice, pushed through the doors, and was about to continue toward the elevators when a voice from the information desk gave him pause. He turned, walking over.

“Good morning, Jordan. You wanted me?”

The recruit back of the desk, one of the three men on duty behind the long counter, frowned in non-understanding. “I got a message for you, Lieutenant, but it’s pretty screwy. Doesn’t make sense.”

Reardon smiled. “I like them better that way. The ones that make sense around here usually mean more work.” He waited a moment but the recruit remained silent, as if waiting himself for more pearls of wisdom to fall from the lieutenant’s mouth. Reardon’s tone firmed. “Well?”

“Oh, yeah. Some character called,” Jordan said, explaining, and then broke off to remove a note from beneath his desk calendar, referring to it. “He says to tell you that today is September the eleventh—which it ain’t, of course, it’s the fifteenth—and that any month with an R in it is a good month for oysters. I was going to hang up on the nut, see, but he sounded sober—”

“Sober but sleepy?”

The recruit stared at Reardon in amazement. He supposed it was just this profound ability to detect that led men like the lieutenant to rapid promotion—although in this particular case he honestly could not see how the lieutenant had done it.

“Yeah!” he said. “How did you know?”

“Because that’s how I feel early in the morning.”

“Oh.” The recruit was disappointed in this denial of prescience; he went ahead with his story. “Anyways, like I say, I was going to hang up on him, only he also says you’ll have my ears for bookmarks—those were his words, Lieutenant, not mine—if I don’t give you the message, so why should I take any chances?”

He looked at the lieutenant as if wondering if he were going to get a pat on the head for delivering the message faithfully, or a horselaugh for his innocence in paying any attention to such gibberish. What he actually got was a shrug.

“I like to receive all messages, Jordan, even those from nuts. You can never tell when one might be important.”

“That’s true.” The recruit was suitably impressed by the infallibility of this logic; his tone returned Reardon to his pedestal.

The lieutenant smiled to show his appreciation and headed back in the direction of the elevator bank. There was really no good reason for Porky Frank to complicate his messages in this fashion, other than the fact that he enjoyed doing so. Reardon grinned inwardly as he pictured Jordan receiving the message, and rode to the fourth floor in good humor, hoping Porky had something for him. He walked down the corridor to his office, humming slightly. Bennett and Dondero were sitting on opposite sides of his desk, waiting for him. Dondero had been keeping his pistol eye in shape by tossing paper clips at a wastebasket; at the lieutenant’s entrance he walked over, retrieved his ammunition from in and around his target, returned them to the container on the desk, and sat down again. Reardon walked around his desk, removed his clip-on holster and seated himself. He looked from one man to the other.

“Good morning. So what’s new?”

Both men shook their heads. “Nothing,” Dondero said, and shrugged.

“Nothing? Did you get hold of those men from that bar down on the Embarcadero? The ones that didn’t hang around? And what about that dame, the barfly?”

“Who, Sadie? Sadie Chenowicz.” He grinned. “I saw her. Fifty years ago I might have gone for her. She was sitting there at the bar; my guess is she’d beat the pavements, only at her age her feet probably hurt, so she used the bar as a recruiting station.”

“Did she have anything to say?”

“Yeah. Mostly, ‘Buy me a drink.’ Anyway, she wasn’t there when Capp got it—she says a gentleman friend of hers invited her up to his room. But she was there when the girl came in asking directions, and Sadie says she was a nothing, a nobody. A kid.”

“Could Sadie give a description of this kid?”

“Sadie probably couldn’t give a description of her gentleman friend’s belly button. Sadie, my friend, is a lush. Sadie also dislikes all women younger than her, and that covers practically the world. Sadie was of no use at all.”

Reardon frowned. “Unless, of course, Sadie fingered Capp herself.” He suddenly grinned and then wiped the grin away. “Don’t ask me where that hot flash came from—I told you I was desperate.”

“Well, Sadie would do anything for a buck, but if she fingered Capp she didn’t get paid yet, because she was bumming drinks with what I guess is her usual talent.”

“Forget it,” Reardon said. “What about the others?”

“Well, we got hold of them—or rather, I did; Bennett was doing the costume shop bit by phone. Anyway, on these guys, only one of them even admitted he was in the bar and he says he left before any trouble started, said he read about it in the papers and wasn’t it a bloomin’ shyme? Says Alfred, the bartender, must have been excited and forgot he left early, even before any girl came in asking directions. And the others deny having been in the bar at all. None of them seemed to care for having any intimate contact with us nasty cops, although what trouble they could get into by just telling the truth, is beyond me.”

“Maybe they’re afraid it could get to be a habit,” Reardon said.

“Or maybe they’re all telling the truth, and Alfred Sullivan and the other three guys we found there are lying,” Dondero said. “How about a conspiracy by the four of them? Sullivan does the knifing—say, because Capp caught him knocking down on the cash register—and he bribes the other three guys to keep quiet about it by promising them free beer for a week? How’s that? The guy with the broken specs acts lookout, and the old man with the scarf checks out back to make sure the kitchen’s empty and nobody’s in the john—”

Bennett was staring at the two of them.

“And that punch-drunk ex-pug makes sure the phone doesn’t ring and disturb them, I suppose,” Reardon said, and smiled. His smile faded. “Well, we may have to come back to something like that before we’re through, especially at the rate we’re going.” He swung around to Bennett. “What about the costume shops?”

“Nothing. Oh, they all rent and sell fake beards and mustaches and wigs, too, either separately or all together—one place even rents the whole works with dark glasses and a fake nose, practically a mask—but every one of them says that at the moment they don’t have any outstanding rentals that fit the description—”

“Unless,” Reardon said, thinking about it, “he rented a full costume—say Blackbeard, or Ivan the Terrible—and just used the beard and the mustache …”

“It’s a thought,” Bennett said. He sounded irritated with himself for not having thought of it himself. “I’ll have to check them again, although my guess is still it’s a waste of time. If he planned the murder ahead of time, and it certainly sounds like it, then would he rent anything that would point to him when he returned it? Wouldn’t he buy it outright, and well in advance?”

“Hell,” Dondero said. “If he planned it long enough in advance, he could have grown his beard and mustache, and then just shaved them off afterwards.”

“They still sounded fake,” Reardon said stubbornly. “Anyway, we have to cover all the angles.”

“Well,” Bennett said a bit unhappily, “I’ll check them again, but they also told me you can buy wigs even in barbershops today, plus he didn’t have to even buy it in town. He could have gotten it anywhere on the peninsula—or even brought it with him from L.A. If it’s a fake at all,” he added darkly.

“True.” Reardon sighed and moved on. “What about the Salvation Army and that angle?”

“Well,” Dondero said, “we called them and left a message, and they’ll call back if they find anything. Same with Sanitation, but neither one of them make daily pickups, you know. It may be a week or more before we even know if they found anything, and a killer can go a long way in a week.”

“And we can bring him back.”

“All we need to know is what he looks like.” Dondero frowned across the desk. “Jim, I hate to repeat myself, but what if the guy just went home, shaved—or took off his beard if you insist—took off his glasses, and then went down to the docks and worked the graveyard turn, plaid lumber jacket and all?” He shrugged. “After all, red plaid lumber jackets on the docks are a dime a dozen.”

“You’re beginning to sound like Captain Tower,” Reardon said, “and I’ll tell you what I’ll tell him if he asks me again: in that case maybe we never get the guy. Do you like that answer better? And there’s still Pete Falcone and Ray Martin, and I don’t believe in coincidence to that extent.” He thought a moment. “We know where Falcone was before he died, but we haven’t much on Ray Martin. The squad car that notified his wife must have a report in by now, and also the state troopers. So why don’t you two check on that? Get as close a trace on his movements prior to his death as you can. That should keep you out of mischief for today.”

“It’ll help,” Dondero said.

“We’ve got a file on Martin that also might help. It might even help to dig out the folders on all four of Captain Tower’s bad boys and go over them. For luck, if nothing else.”

“Right.” Dondero came to his feet, followed by Bennett.

Reardon thought a moment. “And, Bennett, don’t waste any time on those costume shops. I think you’re right; whoever planned this wouldn’t leave that big a hole for himself to fall into. Work with Dondero.”

“Yes, sir.” The two men moved to the door; Bennett went through when Reardon called Dondero back.

“And Don—”

“Yeah?” The swarthy sergeant paused, one hand on the knob.

“You busy tonight?” Dondero shook his head. “Good,” Reardon said with satisfaction. “Keep it open.”

Dondero frowned. “Special job?”

Reardon grinned. “Above and beyond the call of duty. Jan has a date for you.”

Dondero smiled. “She hasn’t done badly by me up to now. Will do.” He winked and went out.

Reardon turned back to his paper work. Maybe taking Bennett off the costume shops was a mistake; very often it was just some silly thing like returning a rented beard that often caught a man who thought he had been clever and had covered all the angles. Still, Reardon thought, mama only has two hands and the man’s beard was one of the things that had to be dropped, at least at the moment. If it was a man at all …

Maybe I ought to have the boys checking the circus, he thought. For the Bearded Woman … He grinned and picked up the first report.

Friday—11:03 a.m.

Porky Frank was holding down the fort, a clothed table this time, in a booth at the far end of Marty’s adjoining the back wall. He had been fortunate enough—or had used his newly discovered pull enough—to have arranged twin steins of ale, one of which was half empty by the time Reardon arrived. The stocky detective seated himself, nodded a greeting and picked up his stein, taking a long and refreshing draft. He set it down and looked across the table, studying the man there. The right size, he could not help but think; I wonder what Porky would look like in a beard and mustache?

Porky seemed to read his thoughts; he smiled sardonically.

“More suspicions, Lieutenant? You didn’t send me that letter ahead of time, you know.”

“Sorry.” Reardon made no attempt to deny the statement; his voice and face were expressionless. “What do you have?”

“Well,” Porky said, not at all put out, “let me say first what I don’t have. I don’t have the slightest indication that the mob wanted your three little friends harmed in the least. Actually, there’s a touch of consternation going the rounds, or at least on the surface, but my feeling is that it’s genuine. Normally, when changes are made in personnel in the Syndicate, replacements are lined up well ahead of time. Quite often, in fact, changes are made precisely to accommodate these replacements. This time everyone seems to have been caught off base. There is a running back and forth; there is an influx at airports of concerned gentry.”

Reardon nodded. “I never did have a strong feeling the mob was behind these killings. It doesn’t feel like a mob action.” He picked up his stein but didn’t drink. “All right; you’ve told me what you don’t have. Now tell me what you do have.”

“Well,” Porky said easily, “as you might well imagine, people who are pleased to see any single one of these particular three persons dead, are—to coin a phrase—legion.” One finger was raised. “However, individuals who would want all three of them dead—the same individual, I mean, of course—are another thing.” He paused, thinking. “Or should it be ‘are other things’? To accord with the plural of ‘individuals,’ I mean? However, never mind. To get back to business, Pete Falcone had a madame that quit him not long ago …”

Porky leaned back and took a long drink before continuing. He sounded musing.

“It’s quite a story. It seems that while this lady thought her daughter was being nicely educated at a convent down the peninsula, the girl was actually getting taken to the cleaners in one of Ray Martin’s clubs. She had the gambling bug, a dread disease. At any rate, when she was well in over her head, Ray steered the girl to Jerry Capp for financing, after which, of course, it was merely a question of time before Falcone got into the act.” He shook his head commiseratingly. “Poor Pete! He had no idea, naturally, that the girl’s mama was his trusted employee, Lily, and he can therefore scarcely be blamed for introducing Lily to her own daughter as their latest recruit. Although,” Porky added, considering the facts fairly, “I suppose Lily deserves a bit of the blame for telling her daughter she was a buyer for Sears. However—” Porky smiled sadly. “The story is it took weeks for Pete to recover from the verbal beating he took at Lily’s hands, and I shudder to think of the spanking that poor child must have caught. But if you want a suspect who had reasons to dislike all three of your victims, be my guest.”

Reardon had his notebook out. “What’s her name?”

“Lillian Messer. She has, or had, an apartment on Greenwich Street, I’m told, but it has, or had, an unlisted number. So it’s hard to say if she’s still there. However, I imagine you might have more success than me in finding out from the telephone company.”

“I imagine.” Reardon was marking it down. He looked up. “Of course it’s pretty hard to conceive of Lillian pushing her ex-boss out of a window without his recognizing her.”

Porky smiled faintly. “Who said anything about her pushing anybody out of anything? You wanted suspects with reasons to knock off all three of your baddies, and I gave you one. What more do you want?”

“Well,” Reardon said reasonably, “I think I’d have preferred one who also had the opportunity as well as the motive—”

“Mr. R.,” Porky said condescendingly, “we are living in a service economy as we both should know, since, to be accurate, neither of us exactly weaves nor do we spin. In a service economy one’s desires are often catered to by second parties, frequently for a price. We no longer make our own shoes nor do we render our own lard and neither do we bake our own bread. And so very often we no longer do our own killing. A pity, but there it is.” He shrugged. “I should judge in her former employment, Lily had ample contacts for clout, either male or female; nor do I want that statement taken as an accusation. Merely a fact.”

“Taken as such.” Reardon nodded. “Incidentally, did this Lillian have anything against Johnny Sekara?”

Porky looked thoughtful, he moved his stein closer to him in case he needed it for sudden sustenance.

“I follow your reasoning, Mr. R., but if she did I haven’t heard of it. Not that that necessarily means she didn’t—although, unless I missed the news, Mr. Sekara is still among the living. An oversight, possibly, on someone’s part—” he added, looking up, his eyes bright, “or, possibly not.”

Reardon smiled. “Anything else?”

“Yes,” Porky said. “One more person you might check out. A man who works as a female inpersonator—” He stopped short, looking at Reardon quizzically. “Did I say something I shouldn’t have?”

“Go on.” Reardon was impassive after his first start.

“All right,” Porky said equably. “It’s nice to have an appreciative audience. Offhand, though, I’d say I touched a nerve. At any rate, this particular lad works in one of Jerry Capp’s places, a bar over on Broadway, which claims to feature—if you’ll pardon the expression—entertainment. As I hear it, he had good reason to dislike Johnny Sekara. He had a fairly heavy habit and John cut him off at the pockets when he didn’t pay up for past deliveries. Well, the lad went to Capp for an advance, but Capp said no dice, which didn’t please the lad with either one of them.”

“What could he have had against Martin? Or Falcone?”

“I hear he was also into Martin on the tables; he’d gotten credit because he worked for Capp.”

“So how did he get by?”

“Who, the lad? You mean, without fixes? God knows. Probably started his own personal chapter of Odyssey House. He really didn’t have much choice. Credit in the needle trades is hard to come by.” Porky looked across the table. “I don’t like being nosy as a rule, but how much dough did Pete Falcone have in his kick when he was picked up?”

“And you do mean picked up, I know,” Reardon said. “Falcone had quite a roll, plus all his credit cards, papers and what have you. He went out the window fully dressed. Martin, however, had his pocket picked, if that means anything. Billfold gone and all the rest. But I don’t know how much he usually carried.”

“More than bus fare, from what I hear,” Porky said. “Ray Martin would match you hundred dollar bills while waiting for an elevator. His roll would keep someone in horse for more than a reasonable period, I’d guess.” He thought a moment. “Or pay a lot of convent bills, if it came to that.”

“What could this impersonator have had against Falcone, though?”

Porky shrugged. “I have no idea. Of course, I think our boy is gay; he may have made a pass at Pete and gotten his face slapped, although I must admit that’s really reaching for a motive.”

“Let me have his name.”

“Georgie Jackson; that’s the way he’s billed. Why don’t you take in his act? He works nights.”

“I might at that, one of these evenings,” Reardon said, and poised his pencil. “Anyone else?”

“That’s the lot,” Porky said, and turned up his palms.

“Well, at least it may give us someplace to start.” Reardon tucked his notebook away. He finished his ale and set the stein back on the table, frowning across the table. “Porky—tell me something: all three of those hoods got caught looking the other way. I’m surprised they didn’t have at least a little personal protection. Why?”

“Today?” Porky shook his head. When he spoke his tone was chiding. “They aren’t hoods anymore, Mr. R., they’re businessmen and very, very legitimate. And why should respectable businessmen need protection? Does Gimbel protect Macy?” He shook his head. “Besides, Jerry Capp got it in one of his own bars with a crowd standing around, and Pete Falcone would have parked any protection outside his boudoir, even if he’d had any along. And I gather that to date they—I mean you—don’t have bobbly-squinch on Martin.”

“Not yet. But we will,” Reardon said with a confidence he was far from feeling, and came to his feet. “I’ll see to it that a donation to your favorite charity is in the mail first thing in the morning.”

“Thank you,” Porky said graciously, “and preferably in cash. As Jeff Peters said so succinctly, I hate to put my name on the back of a check almost as much as I do on the front.” He smiled. “And on your way out, Mr. R., would you mind terribly trying to put an arm on a waiter?”

“We knock down ten per cent on our donations for service like that,” Reardon said, “especially at Marty’s,” and walked toward the door, smiling, but also pondering deeply …


CHAPTER 11

Friday—2:15 p.m.

The overall report on the case, intended to clarify his thoughts, bring the facts into focus, and combine all the other multiple reports, lay at the lieutenant’s elbow with its title scrawled on top of the page and very little beneath it. Reardon chewed on the pencil, his gray eyes staring at the paper almost without seeing it, wondering how the devil to start, and then was saved by the ringing of the telephone. He picked it up, grateful for the interruption; a familiar female voice was on the line. However, he somehow could not connect the voice with a particular face.

“Lieutenant Reardon?”

“Speaking.”

“Captain Tower would like to see you in his office, if you’re free.”

“I’m free,” he said, and hung up, coming to his feet. At least I’m free from that blasted report for the moment, he thought; and I wonder what face is behind that well-known voice? Have I ever seen the captain’s secretary at her desk? He walked down the corridor making bets with himself and won the first one handily when he entered the anteroom to the captain’s office to find the secretarial desk, as usual, unoccupied. Well, she’s fast on her feet anyway, he thought, giving credit where credit was due; I wonder what the captain does when he needs to dictate a letter? Call it through the ladies room door? He smiled at the mental picture and tapped on the door to the inner office.

“Come in!”

Captain Tower was seated back of his desk, leaning back in his swivel chair comfortably; sitting on a hard office chair beside the desk was a man whose face was familiar, although at the moment the lieutenant could not recall the name. He studied the man casually a moment and then looked at the captain.

“You wanted me, sir?”

“Lieutenant—” Formality was the rule when the captain spoke to subordinates in front of outsiders. “—we have a request here for police protection …” His voice was conversational, as if such requests were everyday routine, but there was a hidden gleam of humor in his deep blue eyes. “This is Mr. John Sekara.” He glanced at the man beside him. “Any protection would be under Lieutenant Reardon’s direction. He’s in direct charge of the case.”

Reardon almost expected the man to ask, What case? but he didn’t. The stocky lieutenant drew up a chair and sat down, crossing his legs comfortably, frowning slightly at the man across the desk from him.

“You want the police to give you protection?”

“That’s what the police are for, ain’t they?” Sekara was a short, husky man with shoulders that seemed too wide for his body. His voice was harsh; even his hair, graying and cropped short, seemed stiff, tough as wire. He was impeccably dressed in a pinstripe suit His tiny black eyes tried to stare the lieutenant down.

“That’s what we’re here for,” Reardon agreed equably. “I would have thought, though, that you could furnish yourself with better protection than we could give you.”

“You’d have thought wrong,” Sekara said flatly. “You see me here, don’t you?”

“I see you.” Reardon put a look of surprise on his face. “But it’s a bit odd. I heard just this morning, from a very reliable source, that the mob isn’t really angry at anyone …”

“Mob? What mob? You guys are beginning to believe your own stories.” Sekara glared. “I don’t know what mob you’re talking about. All I know is three friends of mine—well, call them acquaintances, better, maybe—get knocked off in short order, and everyone in town knows about Captain Tower and his cute little list with four names on it. Four names, by the way, he ain’t ever been able to pin a thing on, but that’s besides the point. The thing is three of them names is dead and mine’s the fourth, so I’m asking protection, until you guys catch the nut who did in the others.”

“Even if you don’t trust your own muscle, or think you can’t,” Reardon said, “I’m still surprised you’d come to the police. I would have thought a private detective agency, maybe. They rent out protection.”

“What is all this about muscle?” Sekara sounded like any righteous citizen with cause to complain. “Anyhow, why should I shell out for protection when you guys are in business? I’m a taxpayer, and if you think I’m not, just call the Federal Building and check.” He shook his head. “And I don’t mean peanuts, either!”

Captain Tower was watching the interchange benignly. Reardon sighed.

“If you’re asking for police protection, Mr. Sekara, I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you a few questions. First, what makes you think you are in any danger?”

“What is this? You trying to kid me?” Sekara glared. “I just got through telling you—Jerry Capp, then Pete Falcone, then Ray Martin. What d’you want?” He sat more erect, leaning over the desk; his voice seemed to become even more harsh. “Look, mister, this whole thing is the responsibility of the cops in the first place. Some nut reads Captain Tower’s famous list in the papers and starts knocking guys off—”

“But Captain Tower’s famous list, as you put it, hasn’t been in the papers for well over a month, now,” Reardon said quietly. “What made the killer wait so long?”

“How do I know what some nut will do? You guys—”

“That’s the third time you’ve said it was a nut,” Reardon commented. “You really think it was some nut?” He waited for an answer and when none was forthcoming, he nodded, as if coming to some conclusion. “Maybe you’re right; maybe the guy was a nut on the alphabet. You notice the three that were killed were in alphabetical order?” He smiled at Sekara. “Maybe you’re lucky you were born with a name beginning with S.”

Sekara was not amused. “I don’t care if it was a nut or not. I—”

“But we do, you see. Because if it wasn’t a nut, it was someone with a good reason for knocking off Capp, and Falcone and Martin. And you seem to think he has a good reason to knock you off, too.” Reardon’s voice hardened. “So you tell us—who wanted you four guys dead?”

Sekara was not intimidated. “I’m not here to tell you anything! I’m here to see I get the protection that I’m entitled to as a tax-paying citizen. And you’re here to see I get it.” He paused a moment and then added quietly, “Whether you want to or not.”

“Yes, I’m afraid you’re right.” Reardon glanced at his watch. “Well, I wonder if you mind waiting another half hour. I’ll have a man coming on duty then I can give you.”

“Only one man?”

Reardon studied the husky, broad-shouldered man as if he were some odd creature washed over the sill of the captain’s office by a tidal wave.

“One days and one nights and that’s all. If you want the army, I’d suggest you go over to the Federal Building yourself. Tell them all about your taxes and how you practically support the Pentagon single-handed. Maybe they’ll give you a platoon. All I can spare is one man per shift, two shifts per day.” And that’s two too many and take it or leave it and I hope you leave it, his tone of voice clearly added.

“I suppose it’ll have to be all right.” Sekara wasn’t happy about the decision and sounded it. He came to his feet, apelike in appearance. “Where do I wait?”

“In the outer office,” Captain Tower said. He waited until the door had closed behind the man and then swung his chair to face Reardon. “What do you think, Jim?”

“I think it’s a damned shame to have to put men on Sekara for protection when we’re up to our neck trying to protect decent people in this town.” Reardon sounded bitter, but also a bit puzzled. “And as I said before, I also think it’s strange as hell. I heard this morning that the mob isn’t involved in these killings; that the top men are actually bothered by them. According to my source, it came as a surprise; they weren’t prepared with replacements. And I believe my source.”

Captain Tower didn’t ask for the source; he knew better.

“It may be that the Syndicate as such isn’t involved,” he said calmly, “but that doesn’t mean that some individual—or individuals—in it aren’t involved. Several things struck me about our conversation with Sekara. One, he has no idea who might be after him, or who was after the others, or he’d take care of it himself without coming to us. And two, it’s fairly clear he doesn’t think any protection he might get from the mob can be trusted one hundred per cent.”

“Besides,” Reardon added, “why take chances? But what I don’t get is why he wants police protection instead of hiring some private agency? They wouldn’t stop at one man a shift; they’d rent him ten if he wanted. And I don’t think it’s because of the dough.”

“It isn’t the money, I’m sure,” Captain Tower said. “The fact is the mob dislikes private detective agencies even more than they do the police. Private agencies sometimes go a bit beyond their job of protection and sometimes dig up things they shouldn’t, and information like that can be dangerous. And often expensive, too.”

“True,” Reardon said. He frowned into space for a while and then came to his feet, moving toward the door. He paused, looking back at the captain. “And also,” he said softly, “coming to the police themselves for protection …”

Captain Tower frowned at him. “What about it?”

“Well,” Reardon said, softly, “you couldn’t really ask for a better demonstration of personal innocence, could you?”

He smiled at the captain’s expression and closed the door behind him.

Friday—3:10 p.m.

“I don’t like it any more than you men do,” Reardon said sharply. “But those are orders and there’s no point in arguing. Stan, you cover him from three until he goes to bed—which better not be too late or he’ll be on his own from then on. There’s a limit to the amount of overtime I’ll okay protecting that hood. Bennett, you have him from eight in the morning until three in the afternoon. Arrange with him to let you make a call to Stan wherever Stan wants around two thirty every afternoon, and you and Stan can arrange where you’ll meet.”

“How long does this go on?” Bennett asked unhappily. “I’m only supposed to be in Homicide temporary, like.”

“I have no idea. When you’re assigned back to a car you’ll go back and we’ll have to find somebody else, I guess. Anyway, it won’t be too long.” He crossed his fingers. “I hope.”

“Isn’t that something!” Stan Lundahl snorted. “Playing nursemaid to a bum like Johnny Sekara!” He looked at Reardon. “How are we supposed to cover him? From his pocket or a block down the road?”

“Ask him,” Reardon said coldly. “He probably knows more about tailing for protection than we do. Anyway, that’s the story and those are the orders, so there’s no sense in getting in an uproar about it. Because if you’re up tight you’ll be thinking about something else when you ought to be keeping your eyes open.”

“I haven’t done anything like this for a long time, Lieutenant,” Bennett said, still unhappy about the assignment. “Maybe Sergeant Dondero would be better—”

“I’ve got things for Don to do, so why don’t you let me make the assignments around here, eh, Sergeant?” As soon as the words were out Reardon was sorry for the harshness of his tone, but it was too late to do anything about it then. He nodded brusquely, avoiding the sergeant’s red face. “Why don’t you two go down the hall and get acquainted with Mr. Sekara? And if he starts to give you a hard time because there aren’t more men on the job—or if he starts to give you a hard time about anything else, either—just turn around and walk out.”

“With pleasure,” Lundahl said. “And I hope he argues.” He started toward the door, towering over Bennett, and then stopped, realizing something. “Where is he, Lieutenant?”

“In Captain Tower’s outer office,” Reardon said, and watched the two men walk out, closing the door behind them. I should have asked them to see if the secretary was there, he thought suddenly, and then put the bizarre notion away. “All right, Don—what did you find out about Ray Martin?”

“First, let’s talk about that assignment you just handed out, huh, Jim?” Dondero’s voice was low, pleasant, but there was dead seriousness behind it. “You know damn well Tom Bennett isn’t the right man for a cover job on a hood like Sekara. Or are you hoping, maybe, that if there’s a try for Sekara, it’ll come between eight in the morning and three? So you can kill two birds with one stone—see the last of the Big Four on a slab in the morgue downstairs, and also see the old man in trouble for not being able to prevent it?”

Reardon held back his first swift flush of anger, forcing himself to count slowly to ten. He made it as far as seven before the words came out, a near record, but at least he had his tone under control.

“Don, there are very few people in this entire organization, from the chief on down, who can talk to me that way and not get their heads handed to them, and none of those few are sergeants lower than me in the table of organization.” He paused, took a deep breath, and then went on, his voice under better control. “We’ve been friends a long long time—maybe too long, I don’t know—but if you have something to say to me, you ought to know by now that I don’t like snide cracks. If you think I’m giving Bennett a hard time, just say so.”

Dondero looked at him in astonishment.

“Say so? Say so? What the hell have I been doing, for crissakes? I’ve been saying loud and clear that you’re giving Bennett a bum shake. If you haven’t heard me, you got to be deaf. Snide cracks, my ass! I think you got in a fight about those martinis, and the first guy you run into afterwards with liquor on his breath, catches hell for it. Especially when he happens to be a guy you can pull rank on—”

Reardon interrupted. His eyes were narrowed tiny chips of gray granite in a rigid, pale face.

“Can I pull rank on you, Dondero?”

“That’s what I like,” Dondero said approvingly. “A nice, logical, calm discussion. No tempers. Sure you can pull rank on me, Lieutenant. Any time you want.”

“Then I want to right now.” Reardon clamped down on his temper. “Let’s drop the entire subject of Sergeant Bennett, shall we? Let’s talk about Ray Martin.”

“All right,” Dondero said equably. “Let’s.”

He pulled his notebook from his pocket, opened it and studied it. His eyes came up, fathomless.

“Ray Martin spent most of Wednesday at home, and if he got any calls that were unusual or upsetting, his wife doesn’t know of them. He has a room he uses for an office and he’s in there a good part of the time after he gets up—which is usually around noon—until about three when he watches TV for a while. Wednesday, all was normal, according to his wife. They had a dinner engagement with friends at their home, and then all four of them went to the Top of the Mark for a drink. They were there until about eleven, after which they drove home. She says she got out of the car downstairs—their apartment is over the garage—and went upstairs, thinking Martin was going to put the car away, but when he didn’t come up she went downstairs again and found the car was gone.”

“And didn’t think anything of it?”

“She didn’t think too much of it, according to her. She figured he must of had some business to take care of; a lot of his business, she said—as if I didn’t know—is just getting started around midnight, and he’d dropped her off and gone like that quite often before, sometimes without telling her, and sometimes she says he told her and she didn’t even listen, so she says she didn’t think too much of it. She figured he’d be back when he was ready, which could be anytime up to five in the morning.”

He broke off to light a cigarette and refer to his notebook. Reardon waited quietly. Dondero flipped a page and went on.

“Then yesterday morning, when she got up and went into his bedroom—they have separate rooms—and found he still hadn’t come home, she went downstairs to check on the car again, and in daylight she saw it was parked a bit down the street, is all. Then she says she started to worry, but by the time she started calling around to find out if any of his pals had seen him the night before, or if anyone had any idea what might have happened to him, the report was in that he’d been found in the net, and the cops were out there.”

“Who?”

Dondero brushed ash from his cigarette and looked in his book.

“Park Eight was the car that was sent; they were in service and the closest to Twenty-eighth, where Martin lived. They got the same story I got later—not so much detail, but the same story. No known enemies—what a joke!—no prior knowledge of the deaths of Capp and Falcone, etc., etc.”

“He probably wouldn’t have had,” Reardon said. “Capp was stabbed about nine, and Falcone killed about eleven at night.” He shook his head. “This joker, male or female, must have a bicycle! Or he’s lucky with cabs, which is more than I ever am. What else?”

Dondero shrugged. “Well, the killer could have been waiting in the garage and reached in the open window and caught Martin by the throat before he knew what was happening. Then he could have dragged him to his own car and smothered him there. Actually,” Dondero said, letting his imagination soar, “if it was a little guy, or even a woman, I guess, they could have laid him down on the front seat, put a pillow over his face, and sat on him all the way to the Bay Bridge.”

“Sounds uncomfortable,” Reardon commented.

“Yeah, I suppose so. Anyway, after Martin was dead, all the guy had to do was put Martin’s car down the street a bit, close the garage doors and be on his merry way.”

“Why not just leave the car in the garage?”

“Probably because if the old lady comes down and finds the car, and no hubby, she starts to howl eight hours early.”

“True,” Reardon conceded. “Couldn’t she hear the garage doors being opened and closed, though?”

“No,” Dondero said a bit smugly, “because I thought of that and checked. They built them apartments pretty well out there.”

“I’m pleased for the tenants,” Reardon said. “What else?”

“That’s it,” Dondero said, and snapped his notebook shut.

“What about the state trooper’s report?”

Dondero pointed. “It’s that one there on your desk. It says about zero. They figure whoever tossed him over must have gotten paint on his clothes, because the bridge was painted that afternoon and the smear on the railing was too big to be accounted for just by the paint on Martin’s body.”

“So what do we look for now?” Reardon asked curiously. “A red plaid lumber jacket with green paint on it?”

“Blue,” Dondero said. “They’re experimenting. Blue is more soothing to motorists, I guess. Next week they’ll probably try yellow, but this week it was blue. And if it makes any difference, the painters say the paint is damn slow drying stuff—still damp after two, three days—but that it lasts a long time in that salt air. Although,” he added, “I don’t see what difference that makes, if they keep changing colors every other week.”

“It could make the difference that it might be hard to get off a lumber jacket, or anything else.”

“Including a skirt?” Dondero asked shrewdly.

“Including anything.” The lieutenant thought a moment. “Does the report say anything about the troopers in the plaza, or the collectors—or anybody—seeing anything? Like a car stopping on the bridge? Or paint on anyone going through the toll stations?”

“No.” Dondero shook his head. “The autopsy puts the death between midnight and three in the morning, and there were no reports of a car stopped on the bridge during those hours—although that means nothing. Maybe someone will call in after they see the papers, but so far there hasn’t been anything. There was a trooper at the toll plaza, but he says he didn’t see anything, and besides, if I were going to pull a stunt like this, I’d use the Exact Change booth—”

“And you figure the killer isn’t any more stupid than you?”

“Right!” Dondero said, and then considered. “Unless he was a nut, of course, and I’m thinking this character was a nut less and less as time goes on.”

“I’m not sure Mr. Sekara agrees with you,” Reardon said, and fell into thought. He looked up at last. “All right, Don. There are a few other people to be checked out, but I’ll go with you on them. Just a second.” He reached for the telephone, dialed for an outside line, and then dialed again. The call was answered almost immediately, the voice exuding helpfulness.

“Telephone company. May I help you, please?”

“Mr. Jamison, please.”

Dondero crushed out his cigarette and leaned back in his chair, watching the lieutenant and waiting. The extension at the other end of the line was finally lifted; a brusque voice answered.

“Jamison, here.”

“Jamie? Jim Reardon—”

“Jimmy, my boy!” The brusqueness disappeared. “What’s on your mind?”

“I need an address and telephone number for an unlisted person on Greenwich Street. The name is Lillian Messer.”

“What’s the matter, James? Jan given up on you?”

“Jamie, when I have time for trading gags with you, I’ll call you at home. This is business. Get off your duff and get me the information I want before I cancel my subscription.”

“Temper, temper,” Jamison said chidingly, and put the telephone on his desk with a click that was audible to Reardon. The lieutenant waited patiently; there was a slight delay before the sound came of the receiver at the other end being lifted from the desk.

“Hello, James? We have a listing for an L. Messer at 539½ Greenwich. Dames are finally getting smart and listing under initials—”

“And the number?”

“The number is 889-5642,” Jamison said, “but if you make any obscene calls, I ought to warn you we catch them pretty quick. And, besides, I’ll tell Jan. I’ve had my eye on her for a long time—”

“Good-by, you old goat. And I suppose I should say thanks.”

“Don’t strain,” Jamison said. “Take care.” The line was disconnected.

“Visit number one,” Reardon said with satisfaction, and glanced at his watch. “Assuming we catch L. Messer in, we can wrap this one up before dinner, and handle the other one afterwards.”

“Jim—”

Reardon had started to rise, pleased with the information he had received and with the fact that at long last at least there was someone to interview, if nothing else; but something in Dondero’s tone made him pause. He sank down into his chair again.

“Yes?”

“About tonight—” Dondero seemed a bit embarrassed. “I’m afraid I’ll have to call off our double date. If you want, I’ll call Jan and explain in person, but I’m sorry. I can’t make it.”

“Why? Just because we disagreed about something?” Reardon shook his head. “Come on, Don! Forget it. Sure, sometimes I think you talk out of turn, but I’ve got a lousy temper and we both know it. You know I don’t mean anything by it. Hell, you’re entitled to your opinion.” He suddenly grinned. “As long as you don’t voice it, that is …”

Dondero didn’t respond to the grin.

“It isn’t that, Jim. It’s—well, it’s just that something else has come up. Something I feel I ought to do.”

“Oh? What?”

“Well,” Dondero said, looking his superior in the eye, “if you really must know, Tom Bennett is having a surprise birthday party tossed for him tonight—”

Reardon stared at him. “How did you find out?”

“He told me.” Dondero shrugged, but there was a bit of defiance in the shrug, as well. “You keep thinking the old man is stupid, Jim, and I keep telling you he isn’t. He figured it out because his daughter is staying home from work today—undoubtedly to do the cooking—and because when he checked the cupboard where they keep the birthday candles, they weren’t there.” He smiled suddenly. “And also, I guess, because they’ve had a surprise party for him each birthday for the past five years.”

“Logical,” Reardon said, his face and voice expressionless.

“Anyway,” Dondero said, “he asked me to drop in and—well, I said I would.” He looked rueful. “I’ll make my excuses to Jan. And whoever she had lined up for me.”

“You make it tough for me,” Reardon said soberly, and came to his feet. “However, Jan instructed me to pull rank on you, if necessary, to get you to come; and you feel I pull rank around here too much as it is. Well, it might be a good lesson for you both if I don’t insist.” He smiled forgivingly. “Anyway, that’s tonight. Right now we have a job to do …”

He put a friendly arm on Dondero’s shoulder and led the way from the room, grinning inwardly.


CHAPTER 12

Friday—4:20 p.m.

Greenwich Street sloped murderously upwards from Columbus to terminate in Telegraph Hill with its Coit Tower protected by ancient railings and surrounded by grass which, at the moment, looked nearly as old. Lieutenant Reardon, turning into it from Jones Street and driving up in ultra-low gear, searching for a place to park, came to the firm conclusion that Lillian Messer, if she did her shopping afoot at the bottom of the hill, had to turn out to have a pretty good figure, if nothing else. Greenwich Street, here in the upper reaches beyond Mason, had not been built for fat people; either they moved away or they quickly changed the fat to muscle.

He saw an open space before a private garage, clearly marked No Parking, and pulled into it with a grunt of satisfaction. He set the brake and swung the wheels sharply in order to at least confuse the Charger if it sought to escape by rolling; the two men climbed down and twisted their necks gazing upwards sharply along the vertical pink stucco front of the apartment building. Dondero brought his head down, rubbing his neck and grimacing.

“I’ll never figure people who like to climb four flights of stairs just to finally get to the first floor,” he said. His tone seemed to indicate the sharp incline of the terrain had been put there for the sole purpose of irritating him.

“Don’t exaggerate.”

“Well, to climb three flights, then,” Dondero said grudgingly, “just to reach the basement.”

“That’s better,” Reardon said approvingly, and rang the bell.

There was a delay, but before he could repeat the performance there came the clank of an ancient lever-operated door opener being activated from somewhere above. He pushed into a dim interior followed by Sergeant Dondero, only to find a second door confronting him. He frowned and tried it; it was not only locked, but sturdy. His eyebrows rose; on Grant Street in the old days the situation would have served as an excellent threatening scene from some Yellow Peril Threat movie script, but here? A disinterred voice issued from an old-fashioned speaking tube projecting from the wall. It seemed to take its metallic timbre from the faded brass of the contraption.

“Who are you and what do you want?”

“Miss Messer?”

The voice neither denied nor accepted; it merely repeated. It might have been a recording.

“Who are you and what do you want?”

“Police. We’d like to speak with you.” Reardon kept his voice cool; impersonal. His profound relief at having found her at home at all, was not allowed to show.

There was a brief pause; when the voice came again it was tinged with suspicion.

“Who’s ‘we’?”

“I have a sergeant of police with me. I’m Lieutenant Reardon.”

“I never heard of you.”

“I never heard of you until this morning,” Reardon said. “Open up.”

“How do I know you’re the police?”

Reardon, never known for an excess of patience, bit back his first reply; from her standpoint, Lillian Messer undoubtedly had an argument. He looked at Dondero; the sergeant merely shrugged. Reardon turned back to the mouthpiece. His voice assumed an official hardness.

“Look, Miss Messer, if I have to go to the trouble of getting a warrant, and then go to the extra trouble of breaking down this door to get in and prove to you that we’re from the police, then I’d be damned irked. And I’m pretty sure neither one of us wants that or has anything to gain from that. I merely want to ask you a few simple questions.”

“What about?”

“Damn it!” Reardon snapped. “Open the door and talk to us face to face. Good God! If I wanted to telephone you, I could have done it from the Hall of Justice!”

“Oh?” The thin metallic voice became just the slightest bit calculating, almost amused, as if at some inner thought. “And just what telephone number would you have used?”

“I’d have used 889-5642,” Reardon said flatly. “You don’t really think unlisted telephone numbers are kept secret from the police, do you?”

There was silence for several moments as the woman above apparently pondered this statement; then, at long last, another clang resulted in the heavy door swinging inward. A well-lighted and carpeted staircase led upwards. The two men climbed it slowly, Reardon wondering to himself why the police were apparently welcome—or if not exactly welcome, at least not forcibly excluded—whereas common citizens without badges were quite obviously barred. Not quite the standard attitude for the ideal suspect in a murder case, he thought a bit despairingly; nine will get you thirteen we’ve hit another blind alley. He paused on the landing to stare at the woman who had let them in.

“Miss Messer?”

“Mrs. Messer.” Her voice, freed from the confines of the brass speaking tube, was low, cultured and pleasant. Her eyes were light gray, almost colorless, and, at the moment, very careful. “Could I see your identification, please?”

She examined the two warrant cards held out to her with what was quite evidently sufficient knowledge to determine their authenticity, and then nodded, satisfied, and led the way into a sitting room. Reardon was not surprised to find it both comfortable and well appointed, with good furniture tastefully and decoratively upholstered, and with either originals or excellent reproductions on the walls. The woman herself had been the surprise; once this surprise had been accepted, the apartment, its furnishings and all else followed quite naturally from it. Madames have changed a bit from the days of the Barbary Coast, I guess, he thought, and studied the woman before him. Mrs. Messer was a smallish lady in what seemed to be her middle forties; she was dressed in a mannishly cut suit and looked far more like a buyer for a woman’s shop than a madame in one of Falcone’s houses. Her hair was tinted a slight shade of gray, and neatly put up in a bun; her hands were small and faintly veined, the nails well manicured and covered with light pink polish. The lace from her cuffs peaked from beneath the suit sleeves, starched and white.

She seated herself in a straight-backed chair and waited politely for the two police officers to arrange themsleves in easy chairs on either side of her. Reardon felt himself sink deeply into the cushions; he looked up to find the woman eyeing him with faint amusement.

“Are you comfortable?”

Reardon struggled to a sitting position, feeling slightly foolish. He was sure the woman had selected the chairs for this purpose, and had led them to sit in them. “Quite,” he said, and managed to rest himself on the rim of the chair frame.

“Good. Well, gentlemen? What can I do for you?”

Reardon did the questioning. Dondero left his notebook in his pocket.

“Is there a Mr. Messer?”

“There was, but he died many years ago.” Her look of amusement increased. “Were you looking for him? He’s buried in Los Altos, if you care to exhume him …”

Reardon didn’t waste the time to comment. “That’s quite an armory you have down below. Do you feel you need that much protection?”

“Lieutenant, those doors and those door openers were installed when this house was built—well over seventy years ago. More, in fact—before electricity. Believe me, I didn’t put them in.” She looked at him archly. “Why? Are you gentlemen from the building inspector’s office? You led me to believe—”

Reardon cut in abruptly. “You used to work for Pete Falcone, didn’t you, Mrs. Messer?”

The lady facing him merely nodded in lieu of answering. Her face was calm, her eyes twinkling.

“Could I ask what you did?”

“Certainly. A type of personnel work,” she said easily. She smiled. “You might say I handled some of his employees for him.”

Reardon didn’t bother to argue the semantics; it made no point in any event. “You’ve heard of his death?”

“Of course. I read the papers.”

“Did the fact of his death surprise you?”

“No.”

Reardon waited for more, but when nothing further was forthcoming, and the lady merely relaxed slightly in the tall, hard chair, he prodded a bit. “Just, no?”

“No, it didn’t surprise me, Lieutenant. As you say, I worked for Mr. Falcone for a long time, and I knew him well. At times—too often, in fact—he did things that earned him enemies. Apparently this time he did it once too often, and made an enemy who was able to strike back.” She shrugged enigmatically. “And did.”

“I see. You know, of course—from the newspapers—that the evidence indicates that a woman was involved in his death?”

Mrs. Messer smiled almost condescendingly.

“It’s quite evident, Lieutenant, that you’ve heard of my quarrel with Mr. Falcone, and are drawing some rather far-fetched conclusions from it. Are you asking me if I killed him?”

Reardon nodded complacently, not at all put out by her question. “Or, of course, if you paid someone else to have him killed.”

Mrs. Messer crossed her well-formed legs in ladylike fashion, straightening out her skirt and smoothing the creases carefully. She folded her small hands on her knee and leaned forward a bit. Her voice was quiet and musical.

“Lieutenant, if you are as familiar with the story of my quarrel with Mr. Falcone as you think you are, then you know he did something to me that was quite unforgivable. If you wish the truth, I’m very happy that he’s dead, although I feel merely falling fifteen stories was scarcely punishment enough for him.” Her face was expressionless. “However, I and my daughter suffered enough at Mr. Falcone’s hands. I wouldn’t give that dreadful man the satisfaction—even dead—to see me get into trouble over him.”

“Still,” Reardon said in a tone that merely asked for reasonable consideration, “I’d like to know where you were the night before last—Wednesday—around eleven o’clock at night. Just for the record, you understand.”

“Of course.” Her light gray eyes widened in a smile; in anyone younger it might have been coquettish. “Actually, I was with my daughter.”

Reardon also smiled, the polite smile of companionship. “And that, of course, was going to be my next question. Your daughter—by the way, what’s her name?”

“Marianne. Marianne Bradley. It was my maiden name.”

“And Marianne, I suppose, was with you.” His smile widened, asking to be taken into Mrs. Messer’s confidence. “Now, Marianne wouldn’t just happen to be a rather tall girl, would she, with long brown hair, and a rather well-developed body? With a rather husky voice?”

“She’s tall,” Mrs. Messer agreed readily. She sounded as if she were merely voicing a normal mother’s pride in her offspring. “And her hair is long, or at least longish. I don’t know that I’d call it brown, exactly, but I suppose that would depend to a degree on your definition of ‘brown’.” She paused, frowning, trying to recall the rest of the description. “Oh yes. Yes, she’s well built. After all,” she added, smiling at him brightly, “she’s almost twenty.”

“And she drinks Gremlin’s Grampas?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I asked, what does she drink?”

“Oh, Marianne doesn’t drink at all.” She sounded more amused than shocked at the idea. “Drinking for young people now is about the same as smoking—not the in thing, you know. No, it wasn’t drinking that got her into her trouble with Pete. It was gambling.” She leaned forward, her voice confidential. “And you know, I never had the faintest idea! And then she tried to borrow money—”

“I’ve heard all about it.” Reardon’s stiff smile disappeared. “All right, Lily! Fun’s fun, but yours is about at an end. Where were you Wednesday night at eleven o’clock? And where was your daughter?” He snorted. “And don’t try to tell me ‘together’ or we’re apt to finish this session at the Hall of Justice!”

There was unbridled spite behind the tight smile of the faintly lined face. The veneer of utter respectability was beginning to crack; the tension had been great.

“You really want to know, Lieutenant? All right, I’ll tell you—with pleasure. We were at the Carmelite convent in San Jose. I spent the night at the Holiday Inn there, and my daughter stayed at the convent. At eleven o’clock, I think, we were with a Sister Bernadette.” She leaned back. “Anyway, you can check.”

Reardon kept his voice even, his face straight, hiding his disappointment. And yet, it really wasn’t disappointment. I knew beforehand she’d be clean, he said to himself; she wouldn’t have opened the door without a warrant, not this dame with her experience, despite that Whistler’s Mother’s act, not if she was really afraid of the police. I should have grabbed those nine-to-thirteen odds I was offering before. Nonetheless, he plowed on; there was little else to do to justify the steep climb up that hill.

“Were there any other sisters there with you, or were you just with this Sister Bernadette?”

There was even less attempt to hide the sneer in her voice now.

“Sister Bernadette is the mother superior of the convent. Of course there were other nuns there, as well! Or do you think the mother superior of a convent would send them all downtown for a beer while she fixed up an alibi for a murderer?”

Reardon skipped it. The one thing he didn’t feel like doing was getting involved in a religious argument. “What were you doing there?”

“Trying to get them to take Marianne back.” For the first time the sweetness was gone from the cultured voice. “We had to tell the sister the truth—about the gambling, and Pete and everything, and it was no fun, believe me—”

“About you, too?”

The tiny jaw hardened. “No. But about Marianne.”

“What made you decide to go down there at that late hour?”

“Because I sat here and tried to talk some sense into that kid’s thick head for hours and hours, and when I finally got her to agree to give the convent another chance, I didn’t waste any time. I called them and talked to the sister right then. I said I wanted to get Marianne back there before she changed her mind, and I thought it would be better—”

“To be sixty miles away from San Francisco and the Cranston Hotel when Pete Falcone went out the window?”

There were several moments of silence during which Reardon stared at the metamorphosis of a sweet old lady turning into a madame of a pleasure palace with years of experience dealing with non-payers, louts, weirdos and, of course, police. He could not have known, of course, that Lily Messer’s patience was on a par with his own.

“Listen, copper,” Mrs. Messer said at last, and the final pretense of gentility had been wiped away completely. Her voice was no longer modulated or cultured, and her eye and face were equally hard. “Listen and listen good, and try to get it straight! Like you said yourself, I was sixty miles away when that son of a bitch died, and so was my daughter, and you can check with the convent and take their word for it, or shove it, for all I care! And the next time you come visiting, you better bring a warrant, for luck if for nothing else, because you’ll get a load of buckshot if you try to fool with those doors without one, and you can write book on it! Understand?”

“Speaking of those doors again,” Reardon said easily, happy that the masquerade was over at last, “why the need for all the protection?” He raised a hand. “I know they were here before you, but I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about the fact that apparently you feel you need protection. It can’t be from the cops, since you let us in.”

“Of course it can’t be from the cops!” Mrs. Messer rolled her eyes in supplication. “Dumbhead!”

“Then who?”

Mrs. Messer sighed hopelessly. “I could tell you to drop dead,” she said unfeelingly, “but you’re so goddam stupid you’d probably do it, and the bright sergeant here would take me in for manslaughter, or something. If you have any brains, you’d know why all the protection. Somebody knocked off Pete. Pete had friends. Some of his friends might just be as dumb as you and figure because I had a fight with him, I killed him. So—” She shrugged.

“Or,” Reardon suggested conversationally, “a smart dame like you, with lots of experience around cops—good and bad—might just figure that would make a good story to tell the dumb flatfoots when they finally got around to questioning you.”

She shook her head, as if in disgust with his ignorance. Reardon started to come to his feet, convinced they were wasting their time, when Dondero got into the act by clearing his throat significantly. Reardon sank back in his chair as Dondero leaned forward, speaking in a quiet voice, his tone even.

“How long since you saw Sadie Chenowicz?”

She swung her head sharply, wary of this attack—if it was an attack—from her flank.

“Who?”

“Sadie Chenowicz. A hooker.”

She shook her head. “Never heard of her.”

“Oh, come on, Lily,” Dondero said in a friendly, almost joshing voice. “You must have. In your spot you must have known every pro in the business. What’s the harm in admitting it? Of course, she never had your class; she probably never worked a house in her life. Strictly a pavement-pounder. Come on, you’ve got to know her! She works the bars on the Embarcadero mostly, nowadays. Sailors or dockers, you know. A blowsy blonde, getting fat, a barfly, about your age—”

Mrs. Lillian Messer’s eyes flashed.

“About my age? Why, you blind bastard, Sadie Chenowicz has ten years on me if she has a day! A month after my mother died—God bless her—at the age of sixty-seven, she looked better than Sadie does right now! My age! Good Christ where do they get their cops from, today? The Braille Institute?”

“So now that you finally managed to remember her,” Dondero said with consummate patience, “when’s the last time you saw her?”

“Who knows?” Lily Messer’s shrug also said, Who cares? “It’s got to be twenty years, at least.”

“And when you last saw her—twenty years ago—your mother, God bless her, looked better than Sadie does today? Come on, Lily. When did you see Sadie Chenowicz last? Last week? The day before yesterday? Which was the day Jerry Capp got hit, in case you forgot?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about when you saw Sadie last. Because she was in that bar where Jerry Capp got hit.”

“What!” Her face whitened; she sat erect in her hard-backed chair.

“Surprise, surprise!” Dondero’s voice turned from mockery to cajolery. “Look, Lily, all I have to do is ask her, and she’ll tell me. You know Sadie. For two bucks, or for a couple of drinks of damn near anything, Sadie wouldn’t only tell me that you paid her to finger Jerry Capp, but she’ll tell us how much. To the dime. To the number of seven-and-sevens it bought, if it came to that—”

“You bastard! What are you driving at?”

“Me? Nothing? However,” Dondero went on philosophically, “when you deal with a barfly like Sadie Chenowicz, you ought to know beforehand the chance you’re taking—”

“You miserable, lying, stinking—!”

“Not to mention what muscle actually did the shiv job personally. If she knew, that is.” Dondero sighed. “Funny, the bunch of nuts you run into on the Embarcadero nights. Days, it’s not too bad, but nights?” He shuddered dramatically. “Weird … What did it cost, Lily? Money—hard cash? Or your lily-white body? Yes,” he added thoughtfully, studying her up and down, “you’ve got it over Sadie like a tent. Whether you’re both the same age or not …”

Lily Messer bit back her first reply. There were several moments during which the two police detectives were once again treated to the Jekyll-Hyde act of Lily, the Madame, turning back into Mrs. Lillian Messer, mother and widow. When at last she spoke she was once again the calm, controlled, cultured woman with the evenly modulated voice they had first met. She was the lady who, in the course of entertaining guests, had unfortunately found them overstaying their welcome—but who knew how to handle the situation. She came to her feet, brushed a bit of offending lint from her skirt with meticulous care, folded her hands before her, and looked at them steadily, unemotionally.

“Well, gentlemen! It’s rather a pity I don’t have a recording device around, because those last statements certainly sounded to me like a threat to suborn a witness. A bribe to Sadie Chenowicz to have her say anything you want her to say.” She shrugged delicately. “However, it’s on your conscience, not mine.”

“Look, Lily, get smart—”

“My name isn’t Lily to you—just to my friends. To you I’m Mrs. Messer, and my attorney is Daniel Farbstein of Gorman, Farbstein and Finch. You’ll find their address in the telephone book. From now on they’ll answer all questions for me.”

Reardon stepped in, speaking as friend to friend.

“Look, Lily—I mean, Mrs. Messer. You call me stupid; well, don’t be even more stupid. Somebody did kill Jerry Capp and Pete Falcone and Ray Martin. They didn’t die of heart failure, and we didn’t make up their obits. Those three are dead and somebody killed them. If you really had nothing to do with their deaths, then you should be as interested as we are to find the killer. To take the pressure off you—”

“Daniel Farbstein, of Gorman, Farbstein and Finch. They’re in the phone book.”

“You don’t like to live behind locked doors. Who does? You might as well be in jail. Give us a hand—”

“Daniel Farbstein,” Mrs. Messer said in her well-controlled lady’s voice. She turned gracefully, leading the way politely to the door and the staircase landing. She might not have heard a word Reardon had said. “Of Gorman, Farbstein and Finch. They’re in the phone book …”

Friday—6:00 p.m.

Reardon sat in the parked Charger, staring through the windshield at the sharp drop down Greenwich Street, but not really seeing it. Instead, he saw the smirk, the folded hands, the sharp, clever glint in the almost colorless gray eyes; heard again the soft but vicious voice. He sighed and turned to Dondero.

“What do you think?”

Dondero shrugged. He reached for a cigarette and lit it; he puffed deeply, as if for sustenance, exhaled, and then paused to pick a bit of tobacco from the tip of his tongue. He stared at the offender a moment and then flicked it away, too big a man to make an issue of the matter. These chores attended to, he leaned back.

“God knows,” he said wearily. “I wouldn’t put a little matter like a killing past Sister Mary upstairs, here, and I can see her buying and paying for professional clout without the slightest qualm. And I can also see her setting herself an alibi at the convent at the time. But in that case I can’t see her locking herself in like this.”

“Why not?” Reardon asked, sure that Dondero had a good answer. He enjoyed watching the swarthy detective sergeant use his sharp intelligence. “If, as she said, she thought some of Pete’s friends might think she had a hand in his killing and came after her? I’d say if she did the killing, or was responsible for it, she would have a very good reason for locking herself in. Tightly.”

Dondero shook his head stubbornly.

“You’re not thinking clearly, Jim. You say your pigeon told you this morning that these killings aren’t inspired by the mob, and I buy that. But you can’t tell me that if your pigeon knows it, and you know it, and I know it, that Mrs. Lillian Messer doesn’t know it. And that she’s also damn sure that Pete’s friends know it.”

Reardon stared at him with a frown. “You lost me about four blocks back, pal. If Lillian Messer had a hand in getting Pete Falcone knocked off, that doesn’t make it a gang kill. Quite the opposite.”

Dondero sighed and flicked ash through the car window.

“You still don’t see it,” he said patiently. “Look at it like this: You say you don’t believe in coincidence. Well, in that case either Lillian Messer killed all three of those goons, or she didn’t kill any of them. Because it would really be some coincidence if she killed one and somebody conveniently picked the same evening to knock off the other two; or if she killed two of them—let’s say Capp and Falcone for the sake of argument—and somebody picked that particular evening to kill Ray Martin.” He looked over at his companion steadily. “How do we stand? Are you with me so far?”

“So far.”

“Good,” Dondero said with satisfaction, and flipped his cigarette away, getting down to business. “Then let’s take the case that she killed all three—or, rather, had them killed by others, since she has an alibi for the actual time of the killings. We’ll check it with the hotel and with the convent, of course, but I seriously doubt she’d try lying about something like that—”

“Agreed.”

“So here she is, then, down in San Jose at the Carmelite convent with her daughter while three separate killings are being undertaken, at her orders. And then, the following morning, she leaves the convent and returns to her apartment and locks herself in—” He looked at Reardon. “Are you still with me?”

“I’m way ahead of you,” Reardon said slowly, and shook his head in disappointment with himself. “If she was at the convent at the time of the killings and knew they were taking place, would she have left that nice, safe haven and gone to a hotel—and then the next morning go back to her apartment after enough time had elapsed for the news to be all over town? Gone back to her apartment where those so-called friends of Pete Falcone might well be waiting for her to step out of a taxi? No, she just wouldn’t do it.”

“Right,” Dondero said, pleased his friend finally had seen the light. “Which means she couldn’t have known of the killings until after she got back to town. Then she locked herself in. Which means she didn’t do any of the killings. QED.”

“She was still lucky,” Reardon said slowly. “The mob might not have figured things out as neatly as you just did; she still might have had a reception committee waiting for her.”

Dondero shook his head. “I doubt it,” he said. “You saw that dame—ice water for blood. She might have knocked Falcone off in a fit of temper; she might have even paid to have him knocked off. But Capp? And Martin? She’s too smart for that. And the mob would have heard of Capp’s death as quickly as they did Falcone’s, and they’d know she didn’t have a hand in that one.”

“Why not? Outside of our other arguments?”

“Because I don’t believe it,” Dondero said simply. “And if I don’t believe it, Pete’s friends won’t, either. I only met the dame once; those who knew her longer, or more intimately, would know it wasn’t her bag. No, mon lieutenant, scratch Mrs. Messer.”

“I’m afraid you’re right.” Reardon sounded sad; he leaned over and twisted the ignition key. The engine sprang to life; he backed more fully from the No Parking space and spun the wheel, shifting gears, starting down the steep incline with a foot on the brake. “We’re running out of suspects.”

“What do you mean, running out? When did we ever have any?”

“We’ve had lots of them,” Reardon said, “only they don’t make sense.” He turned into Jones Street. “I’m beginning to think our first guess was the closest—three people killing the three men. Don’t ask me why, because right now I couldn’t even guess.”

“I won’t ask you why because I don’t have the time.” Dondero glanced at his wristwatch. “Better drop me at my place. I want to pick up my car and get moving if I’m going to get to Tom Bennett’s in time for his birthday dinner.”

“I’ll take you there,” Reardon said absently. “That’s where Jan and I are having dinner, too.”

Dondero frowned across the car and then nodded his head.

“So that’s why you were so sweet and didn’t pull rank on me! I should have known.” His frown deepened. “Although I’m a bit surprised. Does Tom know you’re coming?”

“Why should he?” Reardon asked, and shifted gears as he started uphill again. He grinned. “After all, it’s supposed to be a surprise party, isn’t it? There ought to be a little surprise …”


CHAPTER 13

Friday—8:00 p.m.

Reardon frowned and glanced at Jan across the car.

“The house is dark.”

“Of course it’s dark, silly. All surprise-party houses are dark until the proper moment, which is when the surprise comes. And don’t park here, you idiot; drive down the block further, or maybe even around the corner.”

“Even I know that much about surprise parties,” Dondero said with disdain from the back seat. “Didn’t you ever have a surprise party, James?”

“Never,” Reardon said shortly, and shook his head. “I still don’t get it. Tom Bennett’s in a dark house waiting to be surprised?”

“My love, you really are stupid!” Jan said. “Sergeant Bennett is next door at a neighbor’s, trying desperately to get away, because she’s bending his ear, but she’s gabby enough to hold him there—or at least until we get inside and get hidden, at which time he will be rescued by a phone call from an irate daughter wanting to tell him that not only will his dinner be cold if he doesn’t hurry home, but that the fuse has blown and where did he hide the candles?”

“And Tom knows all this and goes along with it?”

“Of course,” Jan said quietly. “He’s a good surprisee.”

“Live and learn,” Reardon said, and finally found a spot sufficiently distant from the Bennett home to earn Jan’s approval as a potential surprise-party parking space. We should plan our police work as carefully as this party, he thought with a touch of bitterness, and tried to think of something more pleasant. Maybe the cop on the beat will collar us when we try to walk into that darkened house. He grinned at the thought and felt better, wondering why on earth he should have felt bitter a moment before …

Friday—9:45 p.m.

Now, several hours later, with several strong Bloody Marys and a wonderfully cooked meal beneath his belt, Reardon had to admit that surprise parties were fun, and that this particular one had been a huge success. He was very glad he had come. Tom Bennett, no longer a subordinate but a man being given a surprise party by his grown-up children, had been suitably surprised. Reardon smiled at the memory of Bennett entering the darkened house from the talkative neighbor’s, and calling out in a thick brogue, acquired, apparently, for the occasion.

“You mean nobody fixed the fuse yet? Gabriella? Billy? Tim? A foin bunch of useless spalpeens, I must say! Ah, well, if the old man doesn’t do it, it doesn’t get done. Now, where are those candles, eh?” And the utter amazement: “Here! The lights are on! And who are all these people? My my! I think we could all stand a drink on that one, eh? Tim, my boy—suppose you do the mixin’.”

Reardon’s smile faded, the bitterness returned, recognizable, now, for what it was. It was simple jealousy. No, he had never had a surprise party given him in his life; apparently he had never been thought worthy of it. Oh, he had had surprises enough in his youth, all right, but none of them had been pleasant. And he had had birthdays, but they passed as all other days passed, being different only in that they more clearly marked the nearing of the day when he could escape into adulthood. Maybe that was why he couldn’t rightly understand a man who had all this, drinking on the job when one out of four kids went bad. On the other hand, he thought suddenly, maybe the loss of a kid going bad to a man who did have all this, was even greater a blow. Reardon sighed. Well, he’d probably never know what it was to either have all this or to lose any part of it—not the way Jan stuck to her stubborn ideas about marriage …

“A penny for your thoughts, Lieutenant.”

Tom Bennett was watching him quizzically from across the table. The girls—aided by Dondero, who claimed he needed the practice—were clearing away the dishes. Billy Bennett had been excused to go back to his studies; Tim Bennett, a large blond man resplendent in his pilot’s uniform, was lighting his pipe. Tom Bennett was smiling at him. Reardon smiled back a bit ruefully.

“Well, I suppose I was thinking of how envious I was of you …”

Bennett nodded, accepting the statement as being a logical one. “I’ve much to be thankful for.” His smile faded a bit. “And some not to be, as is the way with most folks, I expect. However, it’s the way the Lord wants, or it wouldn’t be that way.” He took a deep breath and wiped away his serious mien; a twinkle came into his eyes. “How about an after-dinner drink, Lieutenant?”

“I wouldn’t mind at—” Reardon stopped abruptly, and then laughed. “I have a better idea. Why don’t we go down to a nightclub? I was thinking of the Belly-Button.…”

Jan was reaching over his shoulder for some silverware. She paused and stared. “The Belly-Button?”

“It’s a place on Broadway,” Reardon explained. “They have an act there I’d like to see.”

“On Broadway?” Jan’s eyebrows went up; a mischievous smile was barely held back. “I knew I was right the other night when I checked the bars there looking for you—”

“Let’s keep our private quarrels to ourselves, eh?” He grinned at her. “Leave the dishes and let’s go—”

Tom Bennett frowned. “They’re very expensive, nightclubs. And Tim here will be glad to mix up another batch of Bloody Marys. We don’t usually go to places like that …”

“So tonight consider it in the line of duty,” Reardon said. “And as for the expense, this one will be on the police department. It doesn’t happen very often that they pay for drinks, but this will be one of those times.”

“A Broadway bar on the swindle sheet?” Dondero was amazed. “How come?”

“It’s a long story, but a true one, and I’ll tell you about it some time.” Reardon glanced at his watch. “Don, better call in and tell Communications where we’ll be, just in case. It’s a dive called the Belly-Button on Broadway near Kearny. One of Jerry Capp’s places.”

“One of Jerry Capp’s old places, you mean,” Dondero said, and headed for the telephone. He suddenly paused, grinning. “Hey—you mean maybe we can check on Pete Falcone’s spots on the expense account?” He saw the look on the faces about him and shrugged. “Sorry. Bum joke,” he said, and went on to telephone.

Tom Bennett looked around. “One car won’t do. I’ll take mine.”

“Good,” Reardon said, and came to his feet, crooking his arm for Jan to take. “Well, folks? Shall we see how the other half lives?”

Friday—10:30 p.m.

The Belly-Button was neither the fanciest nor the sleaziest of the dives that lined both sides of Broadway in the North Beach section of town. It might well have fitted into the old Barbary Coast that once had provided the entertainment in that part of San Francisco. Actually, Reardon thought, following the sad-faced waiter to their table, take away the postage-stamp-sized stage and add a few lights and it really wouldn’t be much different than that old bar down on the Embarcadero where Jerry Capp was hit. You’d have to add a few tons of smoke to the old bar to give it the atmosphere of the Belly-Button, he thought; I wonder if they have machines to manufacture this smog, or if they buy it and have it delivered daily? In barrels, like beer? It seemed hard to believe the lack of oxygen could be attributed to the few customers the place was holding at the moment. He became aware of the waiter standing beside him and came alive to his duties as host.

“What’ll you folks have to drink?”

Jan started the ball rolling. “Scotch sour for me,” she said, and leaned back in her chair, inspecting the premises. They failed to impress her.

The waiter marked down the order with the resigned air of one who hopefully waits for someone someday to order something unexpected, but who knows no one ever will. Reardon nodded. “Gabriella?”

“I don’t know.” She turned to Jan. “What’s in a scotch sour?”

“With luck, decent scotch,” Jan said, and smiled. “All I can say is it’s better than a Gremlin’s Grampa.”

“A what?”

Even the waiter lost a bit of his lugubriousness at mention of the drink; new concoctions were rare. Reardon laughed.

“That’s another long story.”

“Oh.” Gabriella frowned, trying to make up her mind. At last she looked at the waiter, hopefully. “Do I have to have something to drink?”

“It’s your money,” he said. “Cover charge goes on whether you drink the minimum or not.”

“Oh.” She thought and then found a solution. “Could I have a beer?”

The waiter shrugged sadly and marked it down.

“That sounds good to me,” Tim said.

“I’ll have something a bit stronger,” Tom Bennett said, and looked at Reardon with a touch of defiance. “I’ll have a Bloody Mary, and heavy on the sauce.” He seemed to realize his words could be misinterpreted. “The Worcestershire sauce, I mean.”

The waiter marked it down with a sigh. Why, his mournful expression seemed to ask, doesn’t anyone ever surprise me? Why doesn’t a woman ever order a boilermaker, for example; or a man a Pink Lady? Just to shake the world up a bit?

“I’ll go for that Bloody Mary,” Reardon said.

“And I’ll make it three,” Dondero said, and reached for a cigarette, intent upon adding his small contribution to the fog in the place. “Far be it from me to ease up on an expense account.”

The waiter looked the table over sadly, as if trying to figure out why people who appeared reasonable enough on the outside, would want to waste either time or money in a place like the Belly-Button. He took a deep breath and started to move away. Reardon called after him.

“What time is the show?”

“Soon.” The waiter’s tone of voice indicated that anyone who called the entertainment in the Belly-Button a show, would probably be happy with their drinks.

“I wonder what he drinks in this place,” Dondero said, looking after the bent-shouldered figure as it moved unhappily toward the bar. “Whatever it is, remind me not to touch it.”

They looked about the place as they waited for their drinks; as if to prevent too close an inspection, the lights began to dim. A man went up to the stage, sat down at a piano, and waited, his hands in his lap. His tuxedo looked as if it had seen better days, as, indeed, it had. In a few moments he was joined by a young man in dungarees, with long hair and a guitar; he had the air of someone lost, and sat down and began to tune his instrument. The piano player sighed and gave him a note.

“Just a fun place,” Dondero muttered, and watched.

A bass fiddle player came to join the others, pulling his instrument from the wall and plucking on the strings; from the expression on his face as he leaned over the instrument, listening intently, the fiddle seemed to be telling him something, or promising him something. The drummer came up last, wearing slacks and a vest without a shirt; his hair was held in place with a headband. He sat down behind his traps and tapped restlessly with one drumstick against the edge of the piano; the piano player didn’t seem to object.

“High,” Tom Bennett said softly, watching them. “All four of them.”

“High as a kite,” Reardon agreed.

The elderly sergeant looked at him, and started to rise. “You want me to call it in?”

Reardon shook his head decisively. “No raids right now, please. And let’s not make like police tonight, or at least not right now. I want to see the show.”

“But—”

“Just remember it when we’re in the hall tomorrow; give it to Narcotics, then. Although God knows what they’ll do with it. My guess is we’d wait less time for a stick than for a drink in this place.” He swung his chair a bit for a better view of the small stage as the lights dimmed further. Their waiter came back, placing their drinks on the table.

“Show’s starting,” he said mournfully, and walked away as if he didn’t want to witness their response to the entertainment.

A spotlight cut the darkness, revealing a curtained entrance to the stage at one side. Knowing the general size of the building, Reardon had a feeling the dressing rooms were a little less than commodious. There was a drum roll, ragged, trailing into silence. The piano player pulled the microphone toward him and spoke into it with a false enthusiasm he did nothing to mask.

“Yes, sir, folks—here she is, the star, the one we’ve all been waiting for! Give the little lady a big hand, folks! Here she is—Miss Georgie Jackson!”

There was a sudden stirring of the curtains, and a girl came out to be greeted by a few clapping hands that soon edged into silence. The band started to play; it was several bars before they had the same tune, if not the same rhythm. They were attempting a striptease number. Jan stared at Reardon in perplexity. He winked at her, gestured toward the stage and leaned back to enjoy the show.

The girl was fully dressed in an evening gown that swept the floor; one of her gloved hands held a cigarette holder well over a foot long. She swirled her abundant shoulder-length hair and strutted across the small stage provocatively, her breasts pointed high, her hips turning sexily; at the far end she turned and strutted back, keeping an exaggerated swing to her lush body. The four musicians seemed to get their beat from her and managed to get together at last. Dondero leaned over the table, whispering.

“I don’t want to be curious, but what’s a dame like that doing in a dump like this? And who is she?”

“My competition, I gather,” Jan said with an archness that was meant to convey humor but failed signally.

Reardon grinned. “She’s something, isn’t she?”

“She’s got a lovely body,” Gabriella said; there was a touch of envy in her voice as she watched the girl. She sipped her beer, her eyes moving to Dondero’s face in the dimness of the room.

“She’s more than pretty,” Reardon said with a grin. “She’s talented. Just watch.”

Jan frowned thoughtfully and turned to the stage. The girl had discarded the cigarette holder and was drawing off one of her elbow-length gloves; there was a sensuous look on her face. The band started bump-and-grind music and she slowly began, beating the floor with the glove. All instruments fell silent except for the drums; she dipped and shuddered, hips gyrating in and out to the rhythm, and then with one final convulsion she stopped, in time, for once, with the band. There was a smattering of applause from the sparse audience; she held on to the curtain as if in post-coital release, dipped once and disappeared. A whistle—undoubtedly from an employee of the Belly-Button under orders—brought her back. The music began once more; this time she slowly unbuttoned her dress, pulled it enticingly over one shoulder and then—as if completely abandoning herself in favor of her audience—dropped it and stepped out of it completely. Revealed was a harem dancer; the full bosom was concealed by a bandeau that stretched from the neck to just beneath the hidden, jutting breasts; below she wore filmy harem pants. The music changed to harem music. She put one long-nailed hand before her face, palm outward, and started to do a belly dance, moving slowly, sensuously at first, and slowly building rhythm and speed. The music rose in volume with her, if not in skill; she began to move across the stage and back, her shoulders quivering at increasing rate, her hips jumping, her stomach twisting violently. The music rose to a crescendo, growing more frenzied together with the dance; despite the cheap decor of the room and the obvious exhibitionism of the performance, Jan could see how such pure sexuality could appeal. The band became almost lyrical, as the shaking slowly subsided and the girl draped herself to the floor, arms extended, feet folding upon themselves like flower petals, and then she had bent her head to touch the floor as the music drifted to silence.

This time the applause was more enthusiastic. The girl came to her feet gracefully, breathing deeply, smiled in genuine pleasure at her audience’s reaction, and then touched her forehead, that deep crease between her breasts, her lips, and extended her hand to the darkness beyond the edge of the footlights. The applause grew as she disappeared, held until it became apparent the act was over and the full-bosomed girl would not return, and then died down sporadically.

“She really was good,” Jan said, as if surprised.

“She’s better than good,” Reardon said, and then fell silent as the piano player, the microphone once more in his possession, made intimate speech impossible.

“And that was Miss Georgie Jackson, folks! Wonderful, wasn’t she? Well, she’ll be back with us for our next show-she has to catch her breath, you know—and she has such wonderful catcher’s mitts—what?” He paused for a laugh and went on before it could become obvious there wouldn’t be one. “Yes, folks—that’s got to be meat, because potatoes don’t shake like that …”

Dondero groaned.

“… And now, here’s Skeets Canfield! That funny, funny man you all love! Or aren’t you supposed to love funny men? Or men? Ah! That’s just for you ladies! Here he is, Skeets Canfield, named for the game of solitaire, because with his breath, ladies and gentlemen—believe me—well, you get the idea …”

He dropped the microphone as if it suddenly had become hot, and attacked the piano in the same motion, followed at uneven intervals by the rest of his entourage. A man in a burlesque comic’s baggy pants and painted face came out, waited with tapping slapsticks for his musical introduction to end, and then started to tell dirty stories. Dondero was still staring at the curtain through which Georgie Jackson had disappeared.

“I won’t even mention this comic,” he said, “and wash my mouth with soap and water if I say anything about the piano player, but this Georgie Jackson is something else again.”

“She’s good,” Jan admitted.

“Yeah,” Dondero said, “but that’s a striptease? No offense to the feminine mammals present, but here on Broadway, where usually even the bartenders are topless?”

“Disappointed?” Reardon was smiling at him, a wicked glint in his eye.

“Not so much disappointed as surprised,” Dondero said. “Come, James; you didn’t bring us all the way down here—and feed us bad drinks—just for that exhibition, did you?”

“As a matter of fact, I did.” Reardon grinned. “I wanted you to meet my date for tonight.”

There was a sharp intake of breath from Jan.

“Your date?”

“Just for one quick drink,” Reardon promised her faithfully. “One fast drink. At the Cranston Hotel …”

Intelligence finally came to those in the know. Tom Bennett nodded.

“You think that was the dame—”

Dondero stared. “You think she might have been the dame—?”

Reardon shook his head, his gray eyes twinkling. “I think that maybe—and please note that I said maybe—he might have been the dame.” He grinned. “They don’t explain properly on the posters outside, but Miss Georgie Jackson didn’t strip to your satisfaction, Don, for the very simple reason that—if you’ll pardon me—he’s flat-chested. He was born just plain George Jackson, and he never bothered to go to Sweden for an operation, either. He’s a female impersonator.”

Dondero stared. “That was a man?”

“That was, and is, a man.”

“Well,” Dondero said defiantly, “he could have fooled me!”

“Ah! But could he have fooled Falcone?”

Jan settled it. “He fooled me,” she said, taking Reardon’s hand fondly, “and believe me, I was looking for all the faults I could find.”

Reardon became serious.

“Look,” he said flatly, “how much fooling did Falcone need? He’d had a drink or two, and they never got to the strip bit.”

“Yeah,” Tom Bennett said, “but I still can’t see any weakling tossing Pete Falcone out of any window!”

“No? You think that routine on the stage won’t keep you in good trim?” Reardon snorted and then glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to get moving. I want to grab him—or her—before any costume change. I want the bartender at the Cranston Hotel to see her in all her feminine glory.” He thought a moment. “We can all go over there with her and have another drink there. These aren’t anything to brag about.”

Dondero brightened and took Gabriella’s hand. “On the department?”

“On the department,” Reardon promised, and came to his feet. He raised his glass. “Here’s to crime—may we always be on the right side of it!”

“Whichever side that is,” Dondero said, and quaffed deeply.

Friday—11:12 p.m.

The passage to the single dressing room the Belly-Button could afford from its limited square footage, was narrow and getting through was further complicated by the fact that it was also used as storage space for beer barrels. A twenty-watt bulb, unshaded, hung from a cord, furnishing what little light there was. The stocky detective rapped on the door to which some humorist had attached a star cut from toilet paper. An even voice called out.

“Who raps these days? On doors, I mean. Come on in.”

Reardon opened the door. Georgie Jackson, seated at a dressing table and facing the mirror, was wiping make-up from his face. His wig was off and neatly placed on a mannequin head beside him. His eyes came up incuriously, studying Reardon in the mirror.

“What’s your problem?”

“Hello, Georgie. That’s quite an act you have there—”

“Thanks.” Jackson’s voice was only slightly elevated; his tone was dry, his eye sardonic. “You don’t look like my usual appreciative member-of-the-audience club. So?”

“So I’d like to talk to you a minute.” Reardon started to settle himself against a second dressing table in the room, and then pulled himself erect at the startled expression facing him from the mirror. “What’s the matter?”

“You damn near sat in Skeet’s make-up kit, that’s the matter.” Georgie Jackson returned his attention to the removal of his make-up, reaching for more tissues. “All right, now, mister policeman, what did you want to talk about?”

“How did you know I was a cop?”

The large brown eyes looked at him sardonically. “The same way I knew today was Friday. I have a Ouija board in the drawer, here. What’s on your mind?”

“Nothing much.” Reardon’s tone was conversational; he smiled gently. “You heard about Pete Falcone being killed?”

“Who?”

“Pete Falcone. A friend of your ex-boss, Jerry Capp.”

Jackson grunted and screwed his face up to remove some pancake near his ear. “Friends of my ex-boss aren’t necessarily my friends. No, I didn’t know this what’s-his-name and I didn’t know he was dead.” His eyes rose in the mirror, innocent. “Why? Is somebody collecting for a wreath?”

“Don’t you read the newspapers?”

“No, and I also don’t watch TV. I’m strictly a hi-fi fan. Was his death ever cut on a record?”

Reardon held back his first comment, forcing himself to keep calm.

“I’d stop taking off that make-up if I were you,” he said evenly. “You’ll just have to put it back on again. I want a bartender over at the Cranston Hotel to see you all prettied up in your best bib and tucker, wig, make-up and all.”

Jackson’s sardonic look changed to a frown. He put his hands on the top of his dressing table, staring at the lieutenant in the mirror. He seemed to come to the decision that for what he had to say, facing the cop would be better; he swung about on his stool.

“You know, copper, I start to get the feeling you’re trying to tell me something. What’s the bit about the bartender at the Cranston Hotel? Wherever and whatever the Cranston Hotel is?”

“Mr. Falcone met a girl there the night he fell—or was helped to fall—from the fifteenth floor, where he lived. Just ten minutes after he went upstairs with her.”

“Oh.” Jackson nodded calmly. “And you think it might have been me in drag.” He looked curious. “Why me?”

Reardon shrugged. “Why not?”

“For one good reason, because I didn’t even know the creep,” Jackson said, and smiled in a friendly manner. He turned back to the mirror, starting to remove his long lashes. “I go to bars when I feel like going, and I don’t feel like going to any hotel named the Cranston this evening.” He paused, his eyes bright on Reardon’s face. “Unless, of course, you’ve got a warrant for my arrest?”

“It wouldn’t be all that hard to get,” Reardon said flatly. The interview wasn’t going the way he wanted, or even the way he had expected. Doesn’t anyone ever look guilty any more? he wondered. Here we go for those nine-to-thirteen odds again! “For being on horse, if for nothing else?”

“Horse? Me?” Jackson was shocked at the suggestion. “Why, I never bet on a horse in my life.”

“Very funny!” Reardon felt his temper rising. “Put on your wig and some make-up and let’s get going, because if I have much of an argument from you, so help me, you’ll do your belly dance in a cast for the next few weeks!”

“My, my! So masculine! So muscular!” Jackson sighed and came to his feet. He stretched; his muscles rippled. His voice dripped with sarcasm. “You great big strong man, you—I’d hate to have you beat me. I might have to resist an officer …”

“Let’s go!”

Jackson smiled, but his eyes were narrowed. “Before we go, aren’t you supposed to inform me of my rights?”

“I’m not arresting you, damn it! I’m simply—” Reardon suddenly smiled. “Actually, I’m inviting you out for a drink, is all. What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing. I’m flattered. In fact, when you put it so politely, I may even accept. However, before we go,” Jackson added politely, “may I inqure as to just when I’m supposed to have killed this what’s his-name? You’ve told me where and how, but forgot the when.”

It was a reasonable question, but there was also something in the tone of voice that told Reardon he should have taken up those nine-to-thirteen odds once again.

“Wednesday night. About eleven at night.”

“How odd! I don’t think I’ll accept your kind invitation after all,” Jackson said. “My act goes on her at 10:30 and one o’clock each night, and I wasn’t sick Wednesday. I was right here. I admit we don’t draw the biggest crowd on Broadway here at the Belly-Button, but we do get enough people in so that one or two should remember my being onstage.” He smiled politely. “Do you suppose there might be another Georgie Jackson masquerading as a female impersonator.”

Reardon took a deep breath. “Look. I don’t care where you say you were, and if a hundred people saw you there. I still want a certain bartender to—”

“To see me in drag. And if I say no?”

Reardon looked him square in the eye. “Then, my friend, I have two men from my department with me, and we’ll come in here and take this place apart looking for something the Narcotics Squad can hang you with.”

“Oh? But, you see, I’m not the only one to use this room.”

“We’ll let the cops downtown figure that out. Do you come or not?”

“Well,” Jackson said, “when you put it so nicely, it’s hard to refuse.”

He turned back to the mirror, seating himself; the wig was put on and adjusted, and then he began applying lipstick. He paused to purse his lips in a kiss and wink outrageously in the glass at Reardon, and then began to apply his pancake make-up. It suddenly occurred to Reardon that for once Porky Frank was wrong; whatever else Georgie Jackson was, he wasn’t gay. Nor was he stupid. Nor—unfortunately—was he afraid to face the bartender, apparently. This is turning out to be some evening, Reardon thought sourly, and then swung at a sharp rapping at the door. It was flung open, Dondero stood in the opening, his face pale; his voice was tight.

“Jim! There was an emergency call for you from the hall. I took it. Stan called in—”

“John Sekara! Is Stan all right?”

“Stan’s all right, but somebody knocked off Sekara in his apartment about five minutes ago …”

“How?”

“You know all I know,” Dondero said, and shrugged.

Reardon swung around, staring at Jackson’s face in the mirror. The smile was gone, the face beneath the make-up pale and watchful. There was no doubt the impersonator knew Sekara, whether he had known Pete Falcone or not. But Georgie Jackson would have to wait. Reardon gave the cautious eyes in the mirror one final glare and hurried Dondero ahead of him from the room and down the narrow passageway.

“Jan’ll have to take my car and take Gabriella and Tim home. We’ll go with Tom in his car. Did you get the address?”

“I got it. The north side of the park.”

“Good.”

He came through the door leading back into the nightclub. The others were on their feet, waiting; their waiter stood and watched them, not at all surprised that they were leaving before the end of Skeets Canfield’s act, or that they had barely touched their drinks.

“I paid while Don was getting you,” Bennett said simply.

“Good. We’ll straighten up later,” Reardon said, and led the way to the street, taking Jan by the arm, talking to her. The waiter watched them leave with the satisfaction of one who knows no good will come of anything, either arrivals or departures.

Bennett was already at the wheel of his car. Dondero slipped in beside him. Reardon handed Jan the keys to the Charger, climbed into the rear seat of Bennett’s car and slammed the door.

“Let’s move!” he said grimly. “Pretend we’re in Potrero Six, eh, Tom?”

“Yes, sir!” Bennett said with satisfaction, and tramped on the gas.


CHAPTER 14

Friday—11:35 p.m.

A patrol car was angled into the curb before the apartment building, its siren silent but its flasher turning monotonously. Behind it, the familiar car of the Technical Squad was parked; ahead of it one of the boxlike windowless paddy wagons that served the city as ambulances was being loaded with the covered corpse of John Sekara. Reardon, climbing down from Bennett’s car, could not help but be impressed by the repetitiveness of the scene. How many times have I seen—and will I see again—the same lineup of the ambulance, the patrol car and the Technical Squad, he wondered, plus myself staring down at a dead body, removed from life for any one of so very few reasons, none of them good? Maybe Jan is right, he suddenly thought. A man can’t really spend his life doing this kind of work forever and not be marked by it, and also not have his values changed. On the other hand, what job could a man do over and over again and not be affected by it? Interior decorating? He smiled faintly to himself at the thought, feeling the tension ease somewhat, and walked forward in the darkness.

Stan Lundahl was standing morosely to one side, his tall body slumped, his wide shoulders bent a bit, as if either in disappointment with his performance that night, or as if to weather a reprimand completely undeserved. Reardon stopped him, looking up into the taller man’s face. Bennett and Dondero diplomatically continued on in the direction of the ambulance.

“Well?” Reardon’s voice was sharp. “What happened?”

“He was shot. Three times. Medics think it was a twenty-two; the autopsy will tell. The bullets are still in him. He was plugged from a few feet. He’s dead.”

“I know he’s dead. You were supposed to be guarding him. What happened?”

Lundahl straightened up a bit defensively. “He decided to call it a day and sack in early. I walked him from the car to his apartment and went inside with him—”

“How did he get in? Use his own keys or did someone open the door for him?”

“No,” Lundahl said. “He used his own key. He lived alone. Anyway, I went through the place the same as I did last night; I checked the windows to see they were locked, looked in the closets—the works, under the beds, behind the furniture—”

“And?”

“And there wasn’t anything, so I said good night and left. I heard him put the double lock on, and I waited until I heard him put up the safety chain—” His voice trailed off.

“And?” Reardon was getting impatient.

Lundahl looked slightly embarrassed, and then forced the look from his face with the attitude of one whose conscience is clear.

“Well, I’d done everything I should have done, outside of sleeping with him, so I went back to my car—”

“Where were you parked?”

“Around the corner. He didn’t want to drive up to his apartment building directly; figured he’d be an easier target sitting in a car where he couldn’t duck, than walking up—with me a bit in front of him, you can be damn sure.”

“All right. And?”

“So I was on my way back to the car when I heard these shots. I knew it was Sekara, don’t ask me how, but damn it, I knew! I ran back and the goddam downstairs door was locked. There’s another door leading from the foyer to the basement and that was open, but that didn’t help any, so I rang a flock of bells, and finally somebody buzzed to open the door, and then when I got to his floor—”

“Which floor was it?”

“The second, which is why I always checked the windows. A guy could make it to his window without much trouble, but that wasn’t what happened tonight, because when I got there his front door was open and he was lying across the sill, dead. Well, I knew nobody had come out the front of the apartment, so I—”

“How did you get up there? Stairs or elevator?”

“Stairs; they’re a lot faster. Anyway—”

“Suppose somebody came down the elevator while you were going up?”

“No,” Lundahl said positively. “How could they know I’d take the steps? Anyway, like I said, I was pretty sure nobody had come out the front, so I hiked through the apartment, and the back door was open, and when I had checked out the place that door had been locked and the safety chain had been on, so whoever shot him just waltzed out the back door and down the back stairs.”

“That’s great!” Reardon said bitterly.

“What was I supposed to do?” Lundahl asked, suddenly aggrieved. “How in hell was I to know the stupid bastard would open his front door to the first stranger who came along, the minute I left?” He suddenly frowned. “And just why in hell did he open it, I wonder?”

A thought came to Reardon. “Would he have opened it for a woman?”

“Naw. Not Sekara. I don’t think they meant that much to him, and anyway, if he wanted a dame, he didn’t have to hide her from me.” He shook his head, wondering aloud. “Why did he open it?”

“Don’t wear your brain out wondering,” Reardon said coldly. “All it took was somebody waiting on the basement steps for you to leave. Then all he had to do was to buzz Sekara on the intercom, say he was you and that you had dropped something, or forgotten something in the apartment. With the timing right, Sekara wouldn’t even think twice about it—he’d buzz the door release, and open his own front door when whoever it was came up and rapped. And that was just how simple it was.”

“And what in hell was I supposed to do to stop it?” Lundahl cried, irritated at the unfairness of it all.

“How the hell do I know?” Reardon said savagely. He swung around and marched over to the Technical car. Sergeant Wilkins was helping his assistant pack his gear away. Reardon’s voice lowered automatically. “Hello, Frank. Any luck with anything?”

Wilkins looked up. “Hi, Jim. Luck? None. Whoever shot Sekara wasn’t accommodating enough to leave any fingerprints. The knob and the back door were clean, and I can’t see why he would hang around long enough after the shooting to handle much of anything else.”

“Did you check the chain, too?”

Wilkins stared at him. “You’re tired, Jim. Of course we checked the chain—the head of one of those things is perfect for prints. It was clean. And so was the railing going down the back; somebody wiped it down, probably with gloves on their way down.”

“Sorry. How about the gun? Or the bullets?”

“No gun. They’ll have to dig for the bullets downtown.”

Reardon sighed. “Anything else? At all?”

“Well,” Wilkins said, “we looked around in back as much as we could with our lights—we’ll take another look in the morning—but you can cut through from the back area to the next street, and there’s a regular warren of driveways and winding streets, and God knows what in this neighborhood. We did find some bicycle tracks, but they could have been from anyone in the building, or even a newsboy, but we cast them for luck, and just to be safe we put it out to the cars to look for anyone on a bike around here, because it’s a little late for anyone to be delivering newspapers, or pedaling for exercize …”

It was a long speech for Sergeant Wilkins, an exceptionally long speech, but it was about all he could offer Reardon in lieu of sympathy. He shrugged and went back to putting away his camera equipment, speaking over his shoulder.

“Anyway, nothing on the bike so far, and nothing on any suspicious characters loitering.”

“So what’s your guess?”

“My guess is that whoever knocked off Mr. Sekara knew pretty much what he was doing. The killer probably parked one or two streets over, and he could have been in his car and on his way two minutes after the shooting. Probably while Stan was still trying to get into the apartment building. Maybe someone will remember seeing somebody in a driveway, once the news gets out tomorrow, for whatever good that will do.” Reardon started to turn away, toward the apartment. “Save your time, Jim. We’ve been over everything and the apartment’s all locked and sealed. You’ll see a copy of the report in the morning.”

Sergeant Wilkins moved to the front of the car, sliding into the passenger side of the front seat while his assistant put the key in the ignition and released the hand brake. Ahead of them the ambulance pulled from the curb, followed in turn by the patrol car. Dondero and Bennett were waiting back beside Bennett’s car. Whatever small crowd had formed at the excitement was beginning to drift away. Wilkins closed the door and looked up at Reardon through the open window. His nasal voice was meant to be kindly.

“Take it easy, Jim. Nobody could have stopped this one.”

“Yeah. Just tell that to Captain Tower, though!”

“Don’t worry about the captain,” Wilkins advised. “He doesn’t just read the words in those reports; he reads the meaning, too. He won’t give you a hard time.”

But I will, Reardon thought bitterly, and watched as the car moved off. His eyes swung about, to the yellow-brick front of the new high-rise apartment, climbing the impersonal face of the building to the second-floor windows with their shades drawn. What could Stan have done to prevent the killing, indeed? He sighed, shook his head in disgust, and then walked back to the car and climbed wearily into the back seat. Dondero and Bennett silently slid into the front seat. Bennett turned around.

“Where to now, Lieutenant?”

Where to, indeed? Reardon thought. Sufficient unto the day is the lousing-up thereof …

“Home,” he said at last, and leaned back against the cushions wearily, closing his eyes.

Saturday—12:05 a.m.

Jan was waiting up for him when he turned the key to his flat; she was wearing a pair of his pajamas and one of his summer robes, with the sleeves rolled up. They looked like huge doughnuts around her wrists. She was comfortably curled up in a chair, watching him solemnly. He grinned at her, yawned mightily and slipped off his jacket, hanging it on a chair back and straightening it. Whenever Jan was around he tried to at least give the appearance of neatness.

“Can I get you something, Jim? A drink?”

“A glass of buttermilk, if we’ve got any.” He started to pull his necktie over his head and then changed his mind, unknotting it instead. It didn’t look any better that way, he thought, and draped it neatly over his jacket.

“Of course.” She came to her feet and padded into the kitchen; the tight rope belt pulled in her waist, exaggerating her figure. Reardon loked after her appreciatively. There was the sound of the refrigerator door opening and then closing; a few moments and Jan was back, carefully balancing the glass. He took it gratefully and sipped it while Jan sank back into her soft chair, tucking her feet under her again. Her eyes came back to his face. “Was it bad?”

“It was bad for John Sekara. Somebody shot him dead.”

“I know. I heard when we were in the nightclub. I mean, will it be bad for you?”

He shrugged and finished the buttermilk, turning to set down the glass. There was a sudden gasp from Jan.

“Oh, Jim!”

“What?”

“You sat in something!”

He twisted, looking down. “I’m just a natural-born slob,” he said. “I must have sat in some greasepaint down at that stupid nightclub, tonight.” He suddenly grinned, a rueful grin. “That’s the story of my life, these days. Paint on my pants and egg on my face.”

Jan cocked her head to one side. “It sounds like a song.”

“Maybe I’ll give up being a cop and write songs for a living,” he said, and walked into the bedroom to undress. He came out a few minutes later in his pajamas and robe and stood before Jan, smiling down at her, relaxed as always to be home with her. “How would you like that?”

“How would I like what?”

“That’s what I like about you,” he said approvingly, “your remarkable memory. I said, how would you like me to give up being a cop and write songs for a living?”

“How would you like it?”

“Well,” Reardon said, “I couldn’t do any worse than I’m doing right now. Actually, though, right now I think I’d like to be a mattress tester.” He yawned deeply. “Ah, me! I’m tired.” His eyes suddenly came alive, twinkling. “Do you remember that ancient story about the man who was enticed to bed by a widow, and once he was in bed with the woman he asked if he could enjoy a husband’s privileges, and she eagerly said yes. And then he said, ‘In that case, madame, good night!’ And rolled over and went to sleep?”

“No,” Jan said curiously. “How does it go?” She laughed. “All right, I’ll let you rest tonight, but I really shouldn’t, since you aren’t my husband.” She pretended to think. “Maybe subconsciously that’s why I don’t want to get married.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“Well,” Jan said firmly, “I would. However, we can discuss that when you are less tired. I’m going to brush my teeth. You go to bed.”

“In a minute. Right now I’m too tired to sleep.”

He dropped down onto the sofa, leaning back against the cushions, yawned cavernously and half closed his eyes to slits, letting his thoughts wander where they would. It was a common way he used to relax himself when things built up too tightly. Four murders, each with at least eighty-eight jillion clues—or what should have been clues—and none of them leading anywhere to speak of. Or, rather, leading everywhere to speak of, mostly in opposite directions. Four well-known and well-disliked mobsters killed, with witnesses all over the place, with no attempt made in any case to hide the fact of murder, and with enough motive on each to provide a dozen suspects. That was the trouble, of course; if they had all been preachers of the gospel instead of hoods, it might be easier to narrow the suspects down. Or maybe not, he thought idly; motive, like beauty, is strictly in the eye of the beholder.

Still, there had to be something in common when four men such as Capp, Falcone, Martin and Sekara get killed, even though each was killed by a different method. Were they even killed by the same person? And if so, was it a man or a woman? It was pretty sad at this stage of an investigation when even those simple questions were difficult, if not impossible, to answer. The fact is, he tried to convince himself, that every murder leaves its mark somewhere, if one could only recognize it. The simplicity of each killing in this case was one of the things making it so difficult to solve. Take tonight, for example …

The building where John Sekara had died so few hours before now formed before his half-closed eyes, the shaded windows of the dead man’s apartment strangely making him think of the closed eyes of its ex-occupant, now undoubtedly undergoing the final indignity of an autopsy. Tomorrow Captain Tower might well put him on the carpet for not having more men on Sekara, but disregarding the fact that he didn’t have the men to spare, there was also the fact that unless they had had men staked out front and back of every place Sekara went—including his home—for the period he was there, Mr. John Sekara would have caught it. As he did. Maybe in those pleasant days when man’s sole weapon was a club, or a rock, other men could furnish someone with reliable protection, but today it was foolish to even think of it. About all any protecting agency could do today was to make it a trifle more difficult for the killer to achieve his objective, but they certainly couldn’t guarantee their client’s life, or even well-being.

Especially in a case such as this. What could Stan have done? It was really a rather clever idea, when you stopped to think about it. Anyone could probably get into anyone else’s apartment simply by waiting for a guest to leave and then immediately calling on the house phone saying you were old Uncle Charlie and you’d forgotten your false teeth upstairs. Your voice wouldn’t betray you, that was certain. With the inadequacy of the cheap apparatus they used in today’s apartments, Reardon thought, it’s a holy wonder anyone understands the words, let alone recognizes the voice.

He frowned suddenly, and repeated the last thought to himself, hearing the words in his mind. It’s a holy wonder anyone understands the words, let alone recognizes the voice. It’s a wonder anyone understands the words. It’s a wonder anyone understands the words …

He sat erect, eyes wide, sleep forgotten. The old familiar tingle of his nerve ends, advising him he was on to something hot, came back; he had been waiting for it a long, long time. He hunched over, his hands clasped before him, concentrating fiercely, going over other facts. Was it possible? Everything in this world is possible, he told himself almost harshly; and most of it is probable. And where bad news and crime were concerned, too much of it was certain.

He grimaced at the rug without seeing it, tracing the facts once again. Now, what was it that old man in that bar down on the Embarcadero had said? The one with the scarf wrapped around his jaw five or six times? He had said—

“Jim.”

He held up his hand abruptly and unconsciously to prevent any immediate interruption in his flow of thoughts. The old man with the scarf had said—and now in his fierce concentration he could almost hear the thin, reedy voice—“The guy with the lumber jacket, his shoes were real shiny … I was looking down, like … I seen his shoes. By accident, like … They was real shiny …”

Reardon growled deep in his throat. He could have kicked himself down the stairs and then up again. How had he overlooked that vital statement all this time? Sheer stupidity, that was all. But the girl who had come in, asking directions.… Reardon suddenly frowned. No, that wasn’t possible; the time element didn’t permit. Or the witnesses. So suppose she actually was asking directions? The gas station was around the corner; maybe she hadn’t seen it. Or maybe it had been closed; there wasn’t much action for a gas station that hour of the night in that neighborhood … In any event, there wouldn’t have been any need for anyone to finger Capp, so forget the girl …

“Jim!”

He sighed and looked up, aware that he couldn’t put off Jan’s interruption forever, and that it might be better to answer it and get it over with before he went back to figuring out his case.

“Yes, what is it?”

Jan was staring at him. “What is what? I’ve been trying to talk to you for the past five minutes, and you just sit there and look as if you were in a trance. I don’t like it when you go off like that.” Her voice softened. “And leave me behind …”

Reardon smiled grimly. “I had a sudden rush of brains to the head. It doesn’t happen often, but when it does I don’t like to discourage it.” He saw the change of expression on her face and nodded soberly. “Yes, I don’t think there’s much doubt. There’ll be a lot of chasing around to pick up evidence, but I think I finally see what it’s all about.”

“And what’s it all about?”

He stared at her, his mind far away, and then came back to earth. “What?”

“I said, what’s it all about?”

“Did you ever hear of the Esquadrão de Morte in Brazil? The so-called Death Squad?”

“No. Who are they? Jim? Jim?”

But she was talking to the raised hand again. Jan sighed and curled up in her chair again, watching her man across the room frown fiercely at the rug, his hands clenched together again.

And that beard and mustache and sunglasses that had never turned up—well, he would give thirteen to that nine, now, that he could put his fingers on them fairly quickly. That list on Captain Tower’s desk … How long had it been there, and how many times had the newspapers used it as the basis for either an article, or an editorial?

But that wasn’t evidence. What was evidence were things that had happened, or things people had said, like that old man with the scarf. For example, what had that bartender, the other one down at the Cranston Hotel who was always polishing glasses—what was it he had said? Well, among other things, he said—“Mr. Falcone don’t pick up no pigs,” not a vital statement, but he had also said—

“Jim—I’m going to bed …”

“Good night—”

What else had that bartender said? Well, among the other things he had said, “She didn’t barely drink it herself.” They had been speaking of the weird Gremlin’s Grampa. And the glass upstars in Falcone’s apartment with that oddball mixture had been more than half full. Christ! Where had he been when it was raining intelligence? Outside with a fork? Where had his eyes and ears been this past week? Obviously with something called a Gremlin’s Grampa—an idiocy—just as he was meant to be. A smoke screen! Any bartender in town could have told him no such thing existed, or could exist, but he had believed it—had, in fact, even convinced the man behind the bar at the Cranston that the drink existed. And had told Jan it was an important clue. Well, it was—pointing directly to his own stupidity.

And, putting the matter aside of the Gremlin’s Grampa, there was still the matter of the paint on his pants. Well, that paint wasn’t egg on his face now!

He sighed and came to his feet, untying the cord of his robe, moving to a closet for clean trousers, and then paused, going instead to the bedroom, and picking up his old ones. He studied them awhile; Jan, watching from the bed, could not make out his expression; he seemed almost an automaton. He dropped them once again in a heap and went back to the living room, picking up the telephone and dialing a familiar number. The phone rang several times before it was answered.

“Hello?”

“Don? This is Jim Reardon—”

There was a deep sigh. “I was afraid of that. Don’t you ever sleep? Try hot milk—”

“Don, pull on your pants. I’ll be by to pick you up in ten minutes. Be ready.”

“My pants are on and I’m as ready as I’ll ever be, but whatever fun you have in mind will have to wait. I’m watching the late-late-late show, I think. It’s The Mark of Zorro in the original, with Doug Fairbanks. They don’t know he’s Zorro, see, not even his old man; he keeps waving this handkerchief full of perfume, and he’s got this mustache looks like he’s been drinking grape juice—”

The only reason Reardon let him ramble was because he hadn’t been listening; his mind was still building his case. He came out of his dream world to find Dondero still talking.

“Keep quiet. Ten minutes.”

“Yes, sir,” Dondero said hopelessly, and then brightened. “What’s it all about? More killings?”

“You’re a ghoul. Let’s hope not,” Reardon said soberly.

“If you’re pulling rank, then I hope not, too,” Dondero said. “What about Tom Bennett?”

“We’ll stop for him after I pick you up.”

“I’m going to quit this job,” Dondero said conversationally. “I’m going to get a job with regular hours, or try for that fireman’s job again—” He paused and then subsided; he was speaking to a dial tone. With a sigh he hung up.

Reardon glanced at his watch, frowned at the telephone a moment as he tried to put his thoughts in order, and came to a decision. He dialed again, this time to the Hall of Justice. There was a brief wait while his credentials were established, and then he was speaking with Records. The night man on duty listened to the lieutenant’s request without any particular surprise; surprise was one of the things that had to be sacrificed if one wanted to work for the police department. He disappeared to rummage in a file, returned at last with a folder, opened it and began to read. Reardon nodded in satisfaction as he received the facts stored in the folder.

“Good,” he said quietly, when the recital was finished. “It’s what I finally figured, but I suppose I should have checked it a long time ago. In any event, thanks a lot.”

“Anytime, Lieutenant,” the night man said. He hadn’t a clue as to what the lieutenant needed the information for, or even what he had been talking about, but he did know lieutenants were higher than sergeants in the table of organization. “Anyways, it’s dead down here nights. A call breaks up the monotony.”

“Don’t knock monotony,” Reardon said fervently, and hung up. He slipped from his robe and pajamas and hurriedly began to dress. Ten minutes to pick up Don and another ten at least to get to Tom’s, and then—he dismissed the thought and sat down again to draw on his shoes. In the bedroom Jan listened quietly to the sounds from the lighted living room. When the front door closed softly behind him, she rolled over in bed, staring at the rectangle of light outlining the open doorway to the outer room, wondering, as always, when he’d be back. Or if he’d be back. Or if it really made much difference whether one worried about a husband or a boyfriend, so long as one worried about a person they loved …


CHAPTER 15

Saturday—1:00 a.m.

The Bennett house was dark. Reardon descended and walked quickly up onto the porch, while Dondero, in the car, watched. Reardon pressed the bell; he could hear it ringing faintly from the kitchen, but no one came to the door. Dondero, in the car, frowned, and then called out, his voice soft in the night air.

“Jim—he dropped me off after he dropped you off. It must be a good forty minutes ago, I’d say. They should be home by now.”

Reardon didn’t answer. He pressed the bell again, his face showing strain and worry. He could hear the bell, but there was still no response, no movement from within. In the still of the night the bell sounded plaintive, audible now even to the man in the car. Reardon turned and called quietly.

“Don, come up here!”

There was an urgency in the lieutenant’s low tone that had Dondero out of the car in a hurry. He walked quickly up the sidewalk and took the porch steps two at a time, wondering what was up.

“What is it, Jim?”

“Do you have any picks with you? Or a spider?”

“You didn’t say to—”

“Damn it!” Reardon said fiercely, “just answer me! Can you get in or do we break the goddam door down?”

Dondero didn’t waste time answering. He pushed the door once, to get an idea of its strength, and then slipped off his jacket. He bunched it around his fist and crashed it through the window beside the door, reached carefully past the shards to unlatch it, and then pushed the sash up, wondering at the time just how much noise it took to get any of the Bennett neighbors to call the police, or at least show enough interest to turn on a light. A moment later and he had crawled through and opened the door to admit the lieutenant, after which he started switching on lights, going through the house, an unknown fear of what he might find accompanying him. Reardon was right behind him, breathing heavily.

The living room was as they had left it; the tray with their drink glasses on it still lay on top of the television set, the stain of tomato juice looking like blood trails inside the glasses. The ashtrays were still full, untouched. In the dining room the table was as they had left it, still cluttered with the unremoved silverware left when the birthday party was so abruptly abandoned, the crumbs still unbrushed from the tablecloth. The kitchen sink was loaded with dishes, the half-consumed birthday cake still occupied the counter beneath the cupboards, a fly buzzing about it, unconcerned at the late hour.

Reardon opened the door to a broom closet and closed it.

“Look in the basement,” he called, and started for the stairs on the double. He came to the top landing, hitting the light switches as he went; the hallway was clear. Four rooms and two baths adjoined the hall, as well as several closets. Each in turn was hastily inspected and hurriedly abandoned for the next; all were deserted. Reardon checked out dresser drawers; each seemed to be in order, their contents neatly arranged. As far as he could see nothing seemed to be missing, but not knowing what each drawer normally contained, made it impossible to be certain whether anything had been removed or not. He shook his head and went downstairs again.

Dondero was standing in the living room, looking relieved.

“Nothing funny in the basement,” he said. “Phew! From the way you’ve been acting, I figured you expected to find the place spattered with blood from floor to ceiling. They probably just stopped on the way home for a drink—”

“But that’s just the point, don’t you see?” Reardon said harshly. “Damn it, don’t you understand?”

“What’s the point?”

“They don’t drink!” He walked over to the tray of cocktails and raised one of the glasses. He sniffed. “Bloody Mary be damned! Tim fixed the drinks and the ones the family had were straight tomato juice!”

“So what? I don’t see what’s bugging you?”

“You don’t?”

“No …” Dondero suddenly looked worried. “You mean, they might have had an accident on the way home?”

“No, I don’t mean they might have had an accident on the way home! And what would their not drinking have to do with that!” Reardon asked savagely. He glared at Dondero. “Anyway, where’s brother Billy? Our hard-studying graduate student? Why isn’t he home burning the midnight oil? He couldn’t come with us to the nightclub because he had so much work to do—don’t tell me he was in an accident, too!”

Dondero remained silent, non-understanding. Reardon frowned angrily into space for several moments, his mind exploring all possibilities. He grunted as one very large one occurred to him, and picked up the telephone, dialing the Hall of Justice. The phone was answered instantly.

“Police department …”

“Hello. This is Lieutenant Reardon again. I’m at Tom Bennett’s home on Seventeenth. Near Clayton. Do you have a car in service anywhere near here? Or even one out of service on something minor?”

“Just a second, Lieutenant …” There was a brief pause; Reardon could see in his mind’s eye the policeman at headquarters swing around to study the big board, and then swing back. “Park Four is at the Medical Center on Parnassus. That’s the closest. He’s free.”

“Well, that’s not far. Is the driver alone?”

“No, sir. There’s another man with him. They were delivering a baby on an emergency, but they’ve handed the mother over …”

“Well, get them on their way here in a hurry and then come back on the line. Do they know where Bennett lives?”

“We have his address. I’ll give it to them if they don’t know it. Just a moment …” There was a brief pause and the voice came back on the line. “They’re on their way, Lieutenant. What else?”

“Can you connect me with International Airport through your board?”

“Yes, sir. Do you want Security there?”

“Yes …” Reardon thought quickly. “Wait—no. We might as well save time. Connect me with the airport manager—the night manager at this hour, I imagine. And tell him to have his board cut Security there into the call. Can you do that?”

“Yes, sir. Right away …”

There was a long wait as the connections were made; it took several minutes but to Reardon it seemed at least an hour. Dondero had slumped to the arm of a chair and was lighting a cigarette, watching, his face expressionless, trying to understand what was in Reardon’s mind. Reardon frowned blackly at the wall and then straightened his face as a voice came on the line. Apparently it had been at least partially briefed.

“This is the night manager, Lieutenant. My name is Warren. Our Security is also on the line. What can we do for you?”

Reardon took a deep breath.

“Mr. Warren, there’s a private pilot for an oil company, I believe, who flies out of your airport. The company’s hanger is there, I think. His name is Tim Bennett. Do you know him?”

Security cut in. “I know him, Lieutenant. He’s Tom Bennett’s boy. By the way, my name is Cassell. Tim flies for Trans-State Oil. A twin-engine Beech. What about him?”

“I think there’s a chance he’s on his way to the airport. It’s far from certain, but it’s a chance. I want to be sure he doesn’t take off in the next few minutes—not before I get to the airport, anyway. I’m at Tom Bennett’s home now. I’ll be leaving here in a very few minutes. I should be there between twenty minutes and a half hour from now.” Dondero shut his eyes, shuddering at the thought of accompanying the lieutenant at the speeds implied, and then opened them to help him hear the rest of the conversation. “Can you do that? Hold him up?”

“We can try,” the night manager said cautiously.

Security was more assured. “Of course we can do it, Lieutenant. I’ll go down there personally.”

“Good, Mr. Cassell. Which hanger does Trans-State use?”

“It’s right off the freeway,” the night manager said. “It’s two or three entrances before the main one leading to the passenger terminal itself. It’s quite clearly marked, once you get off the freeway and onto airport property proper.”

Security was again of greater use.

“Look, Lieutenant, it’s the second exit coming from town after you hit the end of the airport property. You’ll pass an overhead sign on the Bayshore Freeway saying “‘International Airport Two Miles’; it’s the exit after that, roughly half a mile. You turn off to the right, go over an overpass, and when you come down you’ll see a sign that says: Private Sector Three, and an arrow. Turn in the direction of the arrow and take your first left. I’ll see to it the gate is open in the fence. You’ll come out between two hangars. Trans-State is the one on the right. Got it?”

“Got it.” Reardon glanced out the open door to see a patrol car pull up, it’s roof lights flashing. Two uniformed men came out quickly, holsters unlatched, ready for anything. Reardon spoke into the telephone. “Car’s here. I’ll be out as soon as I can make it.”

He hung up and watched the men from the car pause momentarily on the porch, frowning at the broken window, and then they came into the house. They visibly relaxed to see both the lieutenant and the sergeant neither being attacked nor in any apparent imminent danger.

“Hi, Lieutenant. Hello, Don. What happened to the window?”

“No key,” Dondero said, as if that explained everything.

Reardon took over. “Look, Max, you boys are going to stay here; we’re taking the car. I want you to do a full search of this house, from the cellar to the attic. All the closets, drawers—everything. The works.”

“Looking for what, Lieutenant?”

“First, a red plaid lumber jacket, probably with paint on it—blue paint. Then a woman’s wig, shoulder length, brown hair; then a set of falsies for a brassiere—not too big, I shouldn’t judge; she’s well built already. And then a beard and a fake mustache. And last but not least, a long, thin knife—a type of stiletto.” He glanced over at Dondero. “Some of it may be in the back of the sedan—or all of it, I suppose—but I have a feeling at least some of it is here in the house.”

Dondero was staring at him in astonishment. “What on earth—?”

“I’ll tell you about it on the way,” Reardon said, and smiled grimly. “It may take your mind off my driving …”

Saturday—1:35 a.m.

Dondero hung on for dear life as they rocketed down Seventeenth Street, crashing the light at Douglass, siren screaming, roof light whirling like mad. They swung into Market with screaming tires, narrowly missing a car trying desperately to get out of their way; at Fourteenth Reardon swung right again. Before him an ambulance pulled aside, giving room to this dangerous maniac, its own siren lost beneath the greater sound of that of the patrol car. Reardon headed for South Van Ness and the looping entrance there to the freeway. It was not until they had come into the sparse traffic on the overhead highway that Dondero allowed himself to relax a bit; he was sure his fingerprints were imbedded in the dashboard for all time to come. He reached for a cigarette with shaking hands and managed to light it. Reardon was hunched over the wheel like a racing driver, his jaw set. Dondero tossed the spent match from the window and rolled the glass up, cutting the sound of the siren down to a point where conversation was possible.

“Now,” he said, turning to face Reardon, “what were you saying?”

“I wasn’t saying, but I will.” Reardon swung the wheel slightly; they passed a cruising car as if it were standing still. Dondero swallowed, Reardon’s eyes were narrowed. “They’re a close-knit family, all right. But then, everybody told me that from the beginning …”

Dondero frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just what it says. Everybody told me what a pity it was that Tom Bennett’s youngest boy went bad—but it never occurred to me to ask in what way he went bad. Or why.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I could have told you all about the boy.”

“I’m sure.” Reardon’s voice was cold with anger at himself. “Fifty people could have told me about the boy if I’d thought to ask, but it didn’t occur to me until tonight, and then Records gave me the whole story. Hooked on drugs in high school by one of Sekara’s pushers, with the result that Tom blames his wife’s death on the boy and his habit. But more definite than that, the boy starts out stripping cars for the price of the habit, and when the price went up—as it does—the degree of crime necessary to raise the scratch also went up. Naturally. So now we have him for armed robbery with a minimum of five years facing him. And when he gets out—in three or four, with luck—we’ll have him up for murder next, probably.” His voice was expressionless. “That’s a good university they run up there at Q.”

Dondero shook his head in bewilderment. “I still don’t see what one thing has to do with the other. You’ve got me confused, buddy.”

Reardon kept his foot locked on the gas pedal, pressing it to the floor, screaming around the curves of the elevated highway, his tires barely missing the curbing most of the time. The little traffic there was at that hour of the morning fled to one side before the onslaught of the keening siren. He spoke as if he had not heard Dondero, as if speaking to himself.

“When we pick up Bennett—which should be at the airport, because I’m sure he kept under the speed limit, not expecting trouble, and I’m sure we called Security there in time—anyway, when we pick him up, we’ll ask him some questions. For example: were the other three—Capp, Falcone and Martin—killed in order not to have the Sekara killing stand out? Or was it simply that morally, or at least morally in his mind, Tom Bennett was able to justify the death of all four as being equal contributors to a breakdown in the society he had spent his life working for? And which resulted, in the end, in his son’s going sour, and his wife’s death?”

“Bennett?” Dondero stared at him. “Hell! Bennett was at headquarters at the time Falcone went out that window! And we were with him ourselves at that Belly-Button place when Sekara got shot!”

“But Billy wasn’t with us. It’s like I tried to tell you before,” Reardon said softly, “they’re a close-knit family. They probably decided in a family council. One each. Tom Bennett did the Capp killing. The fright wig and the mustache and the lumber jacket were all the disguise he needed. He knew Capp’s routine. Hell! He’s been on that patrol beat for years. But he didn’t think about his shiny shoes. Who has the shiniest shoes in town? Especially down on the Embarcadero and Berry? A cop, my friend—a cop! He passes uniform inspection every day. And when Tom went back to the bar in his official capacity, you notice he didn’t take any chances of being studied too long by those who were witnesses to the killing inside at the time-he made it in and out fast and then whistled up a foot man and put him on watch inside. Is that natural? A sergeant moving traffic along while a patrolman watches a murdered body? I should have seen the discrepancy in that a long time ago, except that my mind was on other, more important things—”

Dondero was listening intently now. “Such as?”

“Such as that nice, ripe smell of booze that Tom Bennett practically blew in my face.” Reardon’s voice was bitter. “He wasn’t taking a nip in that gas station john—he was changing clothes. And rinsing his mouth out with whiskey.”

“But, why?”

“Because he was damned sure a stiff-necked bastard like me would report him, and when we check tomorrow, five will get you ten—no, make that nine will get you thirteen—that when Captain Tower had him on the carpet, he—Tom Bennett—was the one who suggested working with the brilliant Lieutenant Reardon on the case. It never hurts to know where you stand.” He shook his head in disgust, remembering. “Nor does it hurt to be assigned to find where a fake beard and mustache were bought, especially when you were the one who bought it.”

Dondero was pale. “If you’re right, of course, it would mean—”

“Yes,” Reardon said quietly, interrupting. “It means that Gabriella was the one who invented Gremlin’s Grampas, and who helped Pete Falcone out the window. It always was hard for me to believe that with all his experience, Falcone could possibly have been taken in by an impersonator like Georgie Jackson.”

“Little Georgie sure fooled me.”

“You weren’t up that close, and I doubt he could have fooled Falcone.” He shrugged. “In any event, he didn’t have to.”

“What you’re saying, then, is that Tom took Capp, Gabriella handled Falcone, Tim killed Martin and Billy Bennett was the one who shot Sekara.”

“That’s right. Our graduate student. Probably via bicycle, since the Bennetts only have the one car and that was in use by us. And they found some bicycle tracks, though that doesn’t prove anything by itself. Anyway, a bicycle isn’t a bad means of getting around if you don’t want to be seen—not in that particular neighborhood. Two minutes and he’d be in Golden Gate Park, and once he was in the park he could go where he wanted without being seen—or at least without being noticed. They probably had a meeting place set up—the park, in fact, would be ideal. At night you could hide a bike where it wouldn’t be noticed or found until morning, and the chances are whoever finds it tomorrow morning won’t even bother to report it. He’ll just thank his lucky stars, take it someplace and hock it, and buy himself some sticks with the bread.”

Dondero stared ahead in thought. He leaned over and crushed his cigarette out in the ashtray and then leaned back again, his mind so occupied that their speed didn’t bother him. The lights of Daly City rose on the hills to their right; beyond the cutoff, Route 101—the Bayshore Freeway—extended almost trafficless. Reardon switched off the overhead rotating lamp and then bent down, disconnecting the siren. The silence was wonderful. Dondero cleared his throat. When he spoke he sounded extremely doubtful.

“Those are pretty serious accusations, Jim. I hope you can prove them before you go out on a limb. Because for my money, all you seem to have is a lot of guesses, and pretty wild ones, too. So they didn’t put liquor in their Bloody Marys; so Billy wasn’t home when he said he would be. So what?”

Reardon snorted angrily.

“So what? Wild guesses? Hell!” He forced himself to simmer down. After all, if he couldn’t convince Dondero, who could he convince? “Maybe I’m telling it badly. Take it the way I did—start with the Sekara killing and then go back to the others and maybe it’ll make more sense.” He took a deep breath. They swerved with the road; to their left the shadow of Candlestick Park stood out against the night-lights of the naval shipyard. “All right. Yesterday I put Stan Lundahl and Tom Bennett on Sekara for protection, one shift on, one shift off. Tonight—the second night Stan’s on the job—somebody calls Sekara from the lobby of his apartment—somebody who’s been waiting patiently for him to come home—just after Stan leaves, and Sekara is obliging enough to open the downstairs door for him, and then unchain and open the door of his apartment for him, too. And gets shot three times for his trouble. Right?”

Dondero could only nod silently. Reardon glanced over, saw the expression on the other’s face, and returned his attention to the road, satisfied.

“All right. Now; what could this unknown person have said to John Sekara in order to get him to open those doors? This is your neighborhood Welcome Wagon and would you like to have a girl? Stan says no. This is your granddaughter, Little Red Riding Hood, and I brought a ham sandwich through the woods for you? Dubious. Open Sesame? Even more doubtful.” He dropped his sardonic tone. “No, sir. What that person had to say, was something like this: ‘This is Sergeant Lundahl. When I was upstairs with you in your apartment just now, I think I must have dropped my warrant card’—or words to that effect. Then Sekara would have opened those doors, but otherwise, never! Remember, he was a man who felt threatened. He was on his toes.” He smiled faintly, but there was no humor in his smile. “And who knew Lundahl by name? And knew he was protection for Sekara? And on that shift? Damned few people—and Bennett was one of those few.”

Dondero objected. “That’s still only circumstantial evidence.”

“But damned strong circumstantial evidence! And then when I find paint on my pants—”

“Paint on your pants?” Dondero was mystified.

“That’s what I said,” Reardon said with satisfaction. “I thought at first I must have sat down on a make-up kit by accident in that dressing room at the Belly-Button, but I didn’t sit down and I knew it. But where I did sit down, though, was on the back seat in Tom Bennett’s car. Something either had been on that seat that had paint on it, or something was still on that seat with paint on it. Blue paint. And there’s more than enough on my pants for the lab to analyze. And nine will get you thirteen—to coin a phrase—that it matches with the paint from the railing on the Bay Bridge.” He glanced over. “And what will you say then, my friend?”

Dondero sighed. He shook his head slowly, unhappily.

“I’d say then, my friend, that your odds aren’t long enough.”

“That’s what I thought,” Reardon said evenly, and lapsed into silence, tramping on the gas …

Saturday—1:50 a.m.

They turned from the freeway, slowing down abruptly; the patrol car swayed as they rounded the curve and bounced up onto the overpass ramp and then began to descend. Ahead of them the gate had been opened; they rolled through and turned as they had been directed, slowing down even more. They were on a macadam road, built more for wide-tired airplane tractors than for cars. The hangers loomed over them, monsters of shadow against the lights from the runways beyond. Reardon slowed down further, braking to a stop beside the end hanger, frowning at the silence and the darkness.

Where was Cassell, the Security man? Somebody had opened the gate … With a muttered curse the stocky lieutenant climbed down and walked around to the apron before the hanger with Dondero hurrying to catch up. The large doors had been rolled aside; the space inside was vacant except for an empty jeep parked near the entrance. There was the sharp smell of fresh gasoline in the air. Reardon’s jaw clenched in anger; he turned, prepared to get back to the car and the radio-telephone there, when he heard a rustle from the depths of the hanger, a slight thrashing sound.

“Don! Where are the lights?”

Dondero’s hand found the switch; the two men ran to the back of the large hanger. A security guard lay there, trussed in wire, gagged with a rag. His eyes were raging. Dondero started to work on the wire as Reardon worked the gag loose. The man rolled over, spat, and then glared up at Reardon.

“Police,” Reardon said abruptly. “What happened?”

“You Lieutenant Reardon?”

“That’s right. What happened?”

“What in hell kind of message was that you gave me? Why in hell didn’t you say there were four of them? And that they were armed? You made it sound as if you wanted them to wait so you could go along, too. For Christ’s sweet sake!”

“Squawk later,” Reardon said, angry with himself. The man’s accusation was all too true. “Right now, just tell me what happened.”

Dondero had the wire loose. The guard came to his feet, rubbing his wrists and then brushing himself off. He looked up.

“What happened? They’re out at the end of Runway Two-seventy right now, if they haven’t already taken off. They were just climbing into the plane when I come up in my jeep. I told them you wanted them to wait until you got here, and the next thing I know Tom’s got a gun jammed in my gut and I’m being wound up like a top.” He glared at Reardon. “Some goddam way to send a message! If you wanted them held, why in hell didn’t you say so? Or say there were four of them? With a gun? If that’s the way the cops in town work, all I can say is—”

“I know, I know!” Reardon stared across the field. “Can they take off without filing a flight plan? Without clearance?”

“Can you drive a car through a red light?”

Reardon barked. “Can you answer a question without asking one?”

“Of course they can take off without clearance! For Christ’s sake!” The security guard had been rubbing his wrists; now he raised one hand. “That’s them now. I know that Beech.”

A small, neat twin-engine plane was coming down the runway in their direction, picking up speed, its landing lights tiny puddles against the stained concrete runway. It seemed dwarfed by the huge airliners drawn to each side of the runway; it was halfway down the wide concrete strip before the sound of its engines could be heard. Even as they watched, spotlights operated from the tower picked up the small, illegally flown plane. The double empennage raised slightly, and then the plane was airborne, lifting feather-light from the land. It banked slightly over their heads, its registration number visible; and then it had straightened out, heading out over the water, its navigation lights blinking steadily in the night. The landing lights flicked off; the plane drew beyond the limit of the land-based spotlights. Reardon pulled his eyes from it and turned to the security guard.

“Get me up to the control tower right away, can you?”

“Sure.” The security guard seemed to have recovered from his justified anger. He climbed into the jeep, reaching for his walkie-talkie while Reardon and Dondero piled in the back. He started the engine, shifting gears and backing from the hanger as he spoke into the hand radio. “Cassell here,” he said in a low monotone. “Get me Mr. Warren on this thing …”

He shifted gears and swung the jeep around, heading down the row of hanger aprons, easily swinging the jeep to clear baggage carts, ladders, tractors and gasoline trucks. His one hand managed the jeep while the other held the walkie-talkie steady at his ear.

“Mr. Warren? Cassell here. Yes, sir, I know the Beech took off. It wasn’t my fault. I’m with the police right now. They want to get to the tower right away. To talk with the plane, I imagine. What?” He turned to Reardon speaking over his shoulder. “Mr. Warren will meet us there.” He spoke into the mouthpiece once again. “I was talking to Lieutenant Reardon. Yes, sir. Right. In a couple of minutes.”

He put the walkie-talkie aside and stepped on the gas.

Saturday—2:15 a.m.

From the height of the control tower pyramided above the main passenger terminal, the runways spread out fan-wise, the ribs running down to the edge of the water to intersect a cross-runway there. Each of the wide concrete strips was clearly edged in lights, with the areas between them black shadow inhabited by unlighted planes. As Reardon watched, twin landing lights suddenly flashed on in the sky above, bathing the field in lights; a huge 747 slowly began to settle toward the ground.

In the darkness of the room, men’s faces were lit only by radar screens; at that hour of the morning, traffic was exceptionally light, especially for the busy International Airport of San Francisco. Mr. Warren, a tall thin man, his face impassive, stood staring at one of the screens, a microphone in one hand. His voice was low, impersonal, in the static-filled room.

“Beechcraft 715, come in, please. Beechcraft 715, come in, please.”

He stopped speaking, waiting, staring at the blip on the radar screen slowly moving outward from the center, caught in each sweep of the radar arm. Reardon, out of his element, waited beside the airport manager, nervous with the strain. Warren spoke again, his voice mechanical, the essence of patience.

“Beechcraft 715, come in, please. Beechcraft 715, come in, please.”

There was a sudden sputter from one of the speakers above the radar screen. A voice came on, faded, and then came on again, strong and clear. It seemed to dominate in the room.

“This is Beechcraft 715. What do you want?”

Reardon reached over, taking the microphone. “This is Lieutenant Reardon, Tim. Let me speak with your father.”

“Why?” There was a brief pause. “Consider he’s resigned from the department, Lieutenant …” There was the sound of unintelligible chatter, coupled with static; then Tim was back. “Hold it—” There was another brief pause, again static-filled, and Tom Bennett was on the radio. His tone, distorted as it was, indicated complete calm.

“This is Tom Bennett, Lieutenant. When the man told us you wanted us to wait for you, I figured you finally got smart. What was the tip-off?”

“A whole lot of things, Tom. Come on back and I’ll explain the whole thing to you.”

“I imagine you’d like that, Lieutenant, but I’m afraid not. Not and stand trial for wiping out that bunch. They could get away with anything and I could care less, but when they attacked my own family, that was a bit too much. At first we figured to just kill Sekara, because it was through him that little Tommy went on drugs—but then we figured we wouldn’t be any more guilty killing the bunch, and it would point lots of places away from us.” There was a brief pause; when Tom spoke again he sounded more curious than put out. “I still can’t figure out how you pinned it on us. Or were you just lucky?”

The little blip edged its way southward on the screen. Reardon stood watching it appear each sweep of the arm. From the outer edge of the screen another blip appeared, heading in the same direction. A man in the room picked up a microphone and began speaking into it. Reardon continued with the Beechcraft.

“Tom, don’t be a fool. You might have a chance if you came back and put that confession on paper. After all, you did have a grievance, and they weren’t very good guys …”

There was a harsh bark of laughter.

“Lieutenant, you ought to give up the police and go in for selling! Only you aren’t selling us.”

“Tom!” Reardon sounded impatient. “Don’t be a fool. You know you can’t get away. Every airport within your range is being notified at this moment, including Canadian and Mexican fields. You don’t have a chance; come down and give yourselves up. It’s the only way.”

The blip was halfway to the edge of the screen, moving steadily south. Tom Bennett came back on the line.

“Sorry we can’t accommodate, Lieutenant. And do you really think we planned this thing so well and didn’t figure on a safe landing spot? You’ve got to be kidding! We—”

The sound stopped. The radar arm swept past; the blip stood still.

“Tom, listen to me—”

There was a garbled noise from the speaker, as if many were talking. Then Tom’s voice came through the loudest, barely heard above the others. “Tim, what in hell—?”

The sound disappeared once again. The speaker across the room suddenly came to life. “Tower, this is United 612. A small private plane below us appears out of control, seems to be spinning in. Repeat, this is United 612. A small private plane below us is spinning out of control. You can spot it from our location—”

“We’ve spotted it.”

The radar arm passed the blip; instead of two there was only one, and that one was approaching the field.

“He hit in the water, half-mile from shore.” The words were flat. “I doubt survivors …”

Reardon stared at the green light of the screen a moment and then straightened up. He handed the microphone back to the manager silently and looked at Dondero.

“Let’s go,” he said quietly, and edged past the radarscope toward the door.

Saturday—3:10 a.m.

The night sky above the ancient Victorian mansion was clear; the stars seemed to hang low, each a reminder of the navigation lights of the small Beechcraft disappearing into the night from the field. Reardon, his jaw clenched tightly, mounted the wooden steps slowly, his face reflecting both his great weariness and a bewilderment at the resolutions of life.

He let himself into the darkened hallway and closed the door behind him, standing in the silence and the darkness a moment, and then began to climb the worn carpeted steps toward his apartment, not bothering to turn on the light, his hand sliding along the smooth railing in fatigue. Seven hours before he had sat at Tom Bennett’s table, a guest, envying the man his life and his family. Seven short hours … He sighed and opened the door to his flat.

Jan was sitting on the couch, dressed in his robe, her legs tucked under her, waiting for him. Her face was sympathetic under the glow of the lamp. He stared down at her, his face expressionless.

“I heard,” she said softly. “It was on the radio. I couldn’t sleep.”

Reardon took a deep breath and dropped into a chair facing her, staring in near exhaustion.

“I know,” Jan said with quick understanding. “I know how you feel about the police department; and I know how you feel about people taking the law into their own hands …”

Reardon came to his feet and walked across the room. He settled himself on the floor at her side, taking comfort from the rug, putting his head against her knees, closing his eyes. In his imagination he could suddenly see the plane, spinning out of control, crashing into the black waters of the sea. He opened his eyes abruptly.

Jan stroked his head. “Poor Gabriella, and poor Tim. And poor Billy.” A sigh came and went. “And poor Tom Bennett, too, I suppose …” She glanced down at Reardon’s bent head and then leaned over, kissing it “You must be exhausted. Let’s go to bed.”

“Yes,” he said, and there was a deep sadness in his voice, but he made no motion to rise, nor did he stop staring almost blindly at the wall across from him.

Poor Tom? Poor Tim? Poor Billy? Poor Gabriella? Who knows …? Four murders and four deaths to pay for them, and was anything gained? There would be replacements for the four hoods in a matter of days; would there be replacements for the Bennett family? Tom Bennett, thirty-two years on the force, four individual citations, wounded in the line of duty twice—a murderer who caused his family to become murderers … To be or not to be a policeman …

“Jim?”

“Yes,” he repeated and reached for her legs, holding them, squeezing them a moment, and then releasing them. “Yes,” he said for a third time, and climbed slowly to his feet.
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CHAPTER 1

Thursday—2:58 P.M.

According to the first of the after-the-fact witnesses, the car was a black Chevrolet, three, maybe four years old. The second witness thought it might have been black, although he would have called it dark green himself, but it was definitely a Pontiac, not a Chevy, and no more than two years old at the most. So of course the third witness knew it to be a dark-bluish Mercury, practically brand-new, almost like the one he owned himself—or had owned, that is, until the company had repossessed it. About the only thing all three witnesses agreed upon was that it wasn’t a polka-dot horse-drawn buggy or a subchaser painted with stripes.

In any event, the car pulled up before the front door of the Jerrold Avenue branch of the Farmers & Mercantile Bank on the edge of the Bay View section of San Francisco just two minutes before closing. Three men got out; the driver remained. The hats of the three were pearl-gray in color, wide-brimmed, and pulled low over their foreheads, leaving their faces in shadow, and they wore almost identical double-breasted gray suits. One of them carried a briefcase, a bit deeper than most. They walked without haste into the bank and one of them took a stand near the door. The second, reaching casually into his jacket pocket, moved evenly in the direction of the uniformed guard who was on his way to stand at the bank door until the exact minute of three o’clock, at which time he punctually locked the door against any potential late customer. The guard’s mind was on the element of time; when he looked up he was struck at first by the odd lack of any expression on the pasty face approaching and realized too late that he was staring at a plastic mask. The Saturday-night special seemed to appear in the masked man’s hand at the same instant, and the guard froze.

The man at the front door slipped the lock over and drew down the shade that indicated the bank had closed for the day. The third man walked toward the large front window facing the street, drew the drapes, and opened his briefcase in almost the same motion. He removed a Thompson submachine gun and swung it about. It was a flat type, available at most surplus stores, and had a short support and a serrated silencer.

He said, “Nobody move and nobody gets hurt.”

His voice was not particularly loud. Although muffled by the tightness of the mask, the words were sufficiently clear to command instant attention. Behind the plastic the man’s lips quirked an instant and then straightened. Banks—especially branch banks—were like libraries or cathedrals; anyone raising his voice in one seemed almost sacrilegious. The man maintained the same calm tone.

“We’re not interested in your pocket money, so just stand still. And I do mean still.”

Everyone remained absolutely still, staring at the man. There had been only one customer in the bank, an elderly man at the teller’s counter. There were three tellers back of the new-style unencumbered counter, all women of various ages. A girl sat at a typewriter outside of an empty office in one corner. At the command her fingers went rigid on the typewriter keys; she looked like an exhibit in a waxworks. The man with the submachine gun moved it in her direction.

“Up and with the others. But this side of the counter. Next to the old man.”

She seemed to feel her being selected for separate action was a bad omen. She tried to rise, but couldn’t.

“Up,” the man said in a deadly tone and bobbed the muzzle of the gun to give emphasis to the statement. The girl found herself next to the counter without having been conscious of moving. The man with the machine gun nodded his approval and spoke over his shoulder.

“Let’s move out.”

The man facing the guard had removed the .38 police positive from the guard’s holster and dropped the weapon into his jacket pocket. If the action told the guard anything at all, it told him the stub-nosed pistol the other was holding was real, loaded, and in working order; not that the guard had seriously doubted that fact before. The gunman raised the pistol slightly, aiming it at the lettered MICHAEL KRYSAK pinned in a neat rectangle to the uniformed blouse.

“Downstairs,” he said.

The guard was a retired cop who had put in thirty years’ duty on the Oakland force. He was no hero, but his many years in uniform made him at least give it a try.

“The vault’s already locked up for the night,” he said, trying to sound both sincere and serious. “Lock’s automatic. Can’t be opened before nine tomorrow morning.”

The gun shifted slightly, coming higher, wavering between a spot under the right eye and the bridge of the nose, as if the gunman hadn’t made up his mind yet which was the better target. The muffled voice was almost bored.

“Downstairs. Last time.”

The ex-cop tried to read something in the eyes that stared back at him through the narrow slits of the mask, but there was nothing to be read, not even impatience. Not even, in fact, color; the man’s eyes were shadowed by the stretch of the opaque plastic between cheekbones and forehead. Michael Krysak shrugged and moved to the steps that angled their way from one corner of the room to the basement vault below. He wasn’t paid to be a martyr. And the bank had ample insurance, which was more than he had. As the two started to descend, there was a sudden sharp rattle at the front door of the bank. Krysak paused in unexpected hope, but a sharp stab with the revolver muzzle sent him stumbling a step or two before he could regain his balance. After that he went the rest of the way without the need for further inducement.

The gunman at the bank door spoke without turning his head.

“Customer,” he said. It was the first time he had spoken. The word came out ‘customah’ with a deep southern accent. “Guess mebbe Ah closed fo’ the day too soon.”

The rattling was renewed; an impatient eye tried to see past the edge of the drawn shade.

“Let him in,” the man with the submachine gun said.

“Mah guest,” said the man at the door accommodatingly, and unclipped the lock, opening the door. He stood slightly to one side, his hand in his pocket firmly holding his revolver.

A short, fat man bustled through the door without paying attention to whoever had opened it for him. He was sniffing audibly at this unjustified jumping of the clock on the bank’s part. He headed toward the teller’s counter, fishing in his pocket for his bankbook, dragging it out. It was filled with bills, checks, and a deposit slip. He slapped it down on the formica counter-top, frowned in irritation at the lack of attention he was receiving, and turned about abruptly to see what more important matter than accommodating him could possibly be occupying the teller’s attention.

The sight of the man with the submachine gun and the man relocking the front door unraveled the mystery. The fat man’s eyes widened; his mouth opened and closed again without making a sound. He looked like a guppy inhaling. The man with the submachine gun waved the weapon casually, bringing the fat man into the intimacy of the muzzle’s range. The fat man winced physically as the muzzle passed him; he took his hand hastily from the money in his bankbook, willing it to the gunman. The gunman paid him no further attention, but glanced instead at the camera mounted on a bracket high in one corner, as if wondering if the scene were being properly recorded. The camera eye stared back impersonally. The gunman turned back to his frozen hostages.

In the vault below, Clarence Milligan, youthful manager of the Jerrold Avenue branch of the Farmers & Mercantile, looked up with an expression of profound annoyance on his usually pleasant freckled face. Mike, the guard, was well aware of the reason for the look. The orders were explicit; Mr. Milligan was never to be disturbed in the vault on Thursday afternoon until the Brink’s truck appeared at three-thirty. And bringing a stranger down to the vault while the shipyard payroll was being made up was an even greater breech of the rules. Mulligan looked up from the suitcase he had been bending over, saw the two men come down the last few steps, and shut the case firmly. He frowned through the bars of the locked vault gate.

“What is it, Mike?”

A pistol appeared over Mike Krysak’s shoulder, clarifying the situation. It was pointed at the manager’s forehead. The hand holding the pistol might have been carved by Henry Moore.

“Open the gate.”

The manager looked at the mask, now identifiable over Krysak’s shoulder. In the small, musty vault there was no possible hiding place from the demanding muzzle. The pistol was moved now, coming to rest against the guard’s sweating temple, as if the threat to the employee might have greater moral weight than the threat to the employer. Mike felt the sweat spread to his crotch. He hoped the character with the gun wasn’t one of those psychos who killed just for the fun of feeling a revolver buck and knowing they’ve taken a life; Mike had known one man on the outside and two on the force who felt like that. He also hoped his boss didn’t value the reputation of his branch’s record more than the life of his guard.

But nobody broke any rules. The manager recognized the situation for what it was and reached out his hand, twisting the gate key in the lock, opening the vault to the intruder. His face was sullen, like a kid whose toy has been unfairly taken from him. The gunman could not have cared less. He shepherded Krysak into the vault ahead of him, waved the two men into the most distant corner with his pistol, and picked up the suitcase. He hefted it as if checking its weight and then managed to get it under one arm. It was a clumsy arrangement, for the suitcase was bulky, but at least it allowed him the use of both his hands. He backed from the room, making no attempt to search for further riches, apparently satisfied with the payroll. The key in the lock was removed and reversed, placed in from the outside; the gate was closed and the key twisted again, an awkward movement hampered by the suitcase under the gunman’s arm. The robber finally tugged the key free, dropped it in his pocket, and backed up to the steps, his pistol aimed steadily on the two men in the corner of the vault. He took the treads one by one, still alert, aware of the possibility of a weapon in the vault; then he came to the landing and turned, trotting swiftly up the rest of the flight, stowing his pistol in his jacket pocket, carrying the suitcase more comfortably.

As he came into the view of the man with the submachine gun, he raised the suitcase and nodded his head. The man with the submachine gun returned the nod in satisfaction, and swept the hostages with a final threatening movement of the muzzle to indicate his desire for their continued co-operation. Satisfied that he would get it, he backed away evenly. The three bandits met at the front door of the bank; the machine gun was snapped back into the briefcase and the case closed. The man who had been standing guard at the door now brought out his pistol for the first time. He unlocked the door, raised the gun toward the frozen group in one final silent threat, and then the three men were out of the bank, running swiftly toward the curb and the waiting car.

They had been in the bank exactly two minutes and fifty-six seconds.

It was almost 3:01 exactly and Patrolman Thomas Wheaton was walking a bit more rapidly than usual down the block toward them or, rather, toward the car parked so illegally in front of a bank with its motor running. From force of diligent training Patrolman Wheaton was memorizing the license plate even as his hand moved automatically toward his holster, unsnapping the trigger guard, feeling the striated butt of the weapon so far used only on the target range. It was past banking hours, it was true, but parking with a running motor in front of a bank was illegal at any hour and called for a ticket at least.

When the three men burst from the bank, running, one with a gun in his hand, Tom Wheaton’s mind at first refused to believe what he was seeing, but at the same time his body was responding to the months in the academy. His gun came up as he started running; he heard himself yelling. The gun in his hand kicked violently, firing first in the air.

The suitcase and the briefcase were thrown into the already moving car, and two of the bandits piled in behind. The third turned to throw a quick shot in the direction of the pursuing cop before putting his foot into the vehicle. The bullet caught Patrolman Wheaton in the chest; he stumbled sideward and fell, but managed to keep his gun firing constantly toward the bank robbers. The third man had the misfortune of being just beyond the protection of the car’s still-open door; he caught two slugs, the first in the ribs and the second in his back as the first slug twisted him around. He stumbled away from the car and collapsed on the sidewalk, the gun skidding from his hand.

The driver did not run. Instead he braked instantly. The two men in the back seat were out of the car and bundling their wounded companion back with them in seconds, scooping up the fallen gun at the same time. The car took off at once, burning rubber as it shot into Tolland Street, heading for the freeway.

There was a final cough as Patrolman Wheaton’s gun fired one last time as he died. It ricocheted from the curb and dropped harmlessly into a catch basin.


CHAPTER 2

Thursday—3:50 P.M.

Lieutenant James Reardon of the Homicide Division of the San Francisco police, stood numb-faced and watched the two white-jacketed ambulance attendants load Thomas Wheaton’s body onto a stretcher and raise it to slide it into the ambulance. The technical squad under the direction of Sergeant Frank Wilkins had come and gone; they had found remarkably little to do at the scene of the robbery and shooting. There had been no fingerprints. The photographer had taken pictures of Wheaton’s body from several angles, as well as the small bloodstained spot where the wounded bandit had fallen; samples of the blood has also been taken, but that was about all there had been to do. The bandit’s blood would be analyzed, but unless it happened to be so rare as to constitute a partial identification, it would be fairly useless. It could, of course, eventually save an innocent man from accusation, but as far as pinpointing the guilty, it was almost sure to be futile. At the moment Reardon would have laid odds the blood would be type O. The bullet that killed Wheaton would be removed at the morgue in the basement of the Hall of Justice for whatever good that might be; Saturday-night specials were seldom registered and therefore almost impossible to trace.

The two ambulance drivers handled Wheaton’s body gingerly; their movements irritated Reardon. He felt like asking them why in hell they didn’t take at least equal care with men who were still alive, but he bit back the words. They were doing it out of respect for the dead cop, or out of what they conceived to be respect, and Reardon knew it. He also knew he was on edge; cop-killings put everyone on the force on edge. The doors of the ambulance were closed; the two attendants hurried to the front and climbed in, as if to remove themselves from the lieutenant’s critical glare as quickly as possible. Reardon watched the ambulance careen around the corner. He still felt irritated. You’re too prone to irritation these days, he told himself and shook his head.

Lieutenant James Reardon was a stocky man in his middle thirties. He had a rugged, yet remarkably sensitive face with sharp, intelligent gray eyes that seemed to probe a suspect at times more deeply than his pointed questions. His light-brown hair was already touched with gray at the temples; he often felt the world was passing him too fast. This was one of those times. He watched the ambulance escape and then walked over to the police patrol car parked before the bank. He leaned in to speak to the second-grade detective, sitting on the seat sideways, his feet on the sidewalk through the open door, listening to the radio.

“What do we have, Don?”

Detective Dondero said: “Boobly squinch.” He shook his head in disgust. “With those car descriptions, what are we looking for? About all we can figure is that they haven’t crossed either of the bridges so far. They’re checking close there.”

“Unless they switched to a truck,” Reardon said. “And even then if they didn’t go north, it still leaves only the southern half of the state, not to mention the rest of the country. What about hospitals?”

“They’re being notified right now, all the way down the Peninsula. It all takes time.” Dondero glanced over at the bloodstained sidewalk where the bandit had fallen. His voice was conversational, although his eyes were bitter. “On the other hand, let’s hope Wheaton killed the son of a bitch.”

“I’d rather have him where he could talk,” Reardon said. He tilted his head toward the small crowd of spectators held back from the stained walk by a uniformed patrolman. “Check out that bunch for anything useful, Don. I’ll be inside.”

“Right,” Don said, and climbed from the car.

Reardon pushed his way into the bank. The second uniformed officer from the patrol car was inside, standing near the front door where he had been assigned. The people who had been in the bank at the time of the robbery were at the wide front window, the drapes now open again, staring into the street. The people in the street behind the police line dutifully stared back. The patrolman at the door looked at Reardon questioningly.

“There’s an office in that corner, Lieutenant,” he said. “You want me to shoot them into you one at a time?”

“No,” Reardon said. “I’ll take them all at once.” He walked to the center of the room, putting one hand on the stand-up table there. Beneath his hand, deposit and withdrawal slips were stacked in glass-sided cubbyholes. “All right, folks. Let me have your attention, please.” The faces turned reluctantly from the window, in no rush to get down to the job of facing the facts of the robbery and killing. “My name is Reardon, Lieutenant Reardon, and I’m from the Police. Now, what happened here?”

They stared at him in silence, each waiting for the other to speak first, none wishing to merely state the obvious. Reardon recognized the silence; it was all too normal. He selected the uniformed guard and directed the question to him, noting the name on the tag.

“All right, Mr. Krysak. What happened?”

The guard looked unhappy and a bit nervous. After all, he was the guard, and the bank had been held up. And he had also let somebody take his gun from him, which was meat-head-play number one in the cops. Still, this was no time for skirting the truth.

“I was going over to lock up for the day,” he said shamefacedly, “and I guess I wasn’t keeping my eyes open. Anyway, this guy was practically on top of me before I even noticed him. He had on a mask, but you couldn’t hardly tell it was a mask until he was right in front of you. It was one of those opaque plastic jobs, almost skintight, but it hid his face good. And he had a hat on, pulled down. And then he had this gun on me before I could do a thing.…”

He brought his eyes up from the floor. Reardon waited patiently, no censure at all on his face, merely curiosity as to the facts. The guard looked back at him, reassured; besides, the worst part was over. He plunged ahead.

“Well, he made me go downstairs where Mr. Milligan was making up the shipyard payroll like he does every Thursday. Then he made Mr. Milligan open up the gate to the vault and then he took the payroll and locked the two of us up in there and ran upstairs. I had my keys—he never even bothered to take them from me, see, and—”

Reardon interrupted. “Who’s Milligan?”

The young manager was just coming out of his office where he had been telephoning the bad news to the main office and the insurance department there. His face was pale beneath the red hair and freckles; he seemed to be thinking of the mark against his previously perfect record.

“I’m Milligan,” he said. “I’m the manager here.”

Reardon nodded. “How big was this payroll we’re talking about?”

Milligan looked at the assembled faces as if the amount was none of their damned business, and then he shrugged. It would be in all the newspapers, anyway, not to mention radio and television. He said quietly: “Two hundred and thirty-five thousand dollars and a little.”

Reardon’s eyebrows rose. “That’s quite a haul. What was it in?”

“Just a regular suitcase,” the manager said. “Brown plastic over a Fiberglas frame; a regular two-suiter. They bought it in a regular luggage-shop. The payroll was too big for a briefcase.”

Reardon had his notebook out. “Any identification on the bag?”

“The bank name was on it in gold leaf, where people usually put their initials, up on top. And the bag had a special lock; the shipyard accounting office has the other key.” Milligan shrugged. “But it wouldn’t be any great sweat to bust it open.”

“Any marking on the money?”

Milligan stared at him. “Why would we mark the shipyard payroll?”

Reardon realized it had been a stupid question. He tried to recover. “What I meant was, what were the denominations?”

“Oh.” The bank manager allowed him to save face. “I’ve the exact list in my office. I’ll get it.”

He disappeared into his office to reappear in moments. Reardon took the proffered list, studied it, and shook his head. The largest bill was a fifty, the majority twenties, tens, fives, and singles. He looked up.

“What about coins? Change?”

“The Brink’s truck picked those up at our main branch,” Milligan said. “We’re not prepared to handle the silver. And the shipyard got the small change in quantity, anyway, not related to the payroll.”

“I see.” Reardon wrote it down, wondering what good it would do. Still, somebody over him would be sure to ask. He looked up from his notebook. “What else did they take?”

“Nothing. Not a damned thing,” Milligan said. He sounded almost angry at this neglect on the part of the robbers. “They didn’t try for anything else in the vault, and they made no attempt at the money in the teller’s cash drawers.” The reason for his apparently irrational anger became clear. He looked around at the others in the room as if they had all been accessories to the crime. His angry blue eyes came back to Reardon. “Those men knew exactly what they wanted, Lieutenant! They knew where it was and exactly when to come and get it! This thing was damned thoroughly planned. And it had to be with somebody’s help!”

Reardon nodded. “It’s possible. Anyway, most robberies are planned, to one degree or another. Even when some youngster with a shopping bag shoves a threatening note to a teller, he obviously has given the matter some thought even if he doesn’t think as much as he should about the consequences. Who knew about the payroll? Other than the people here?”

“I didn’t know about it,” the short fat man said instantly, protestingly.

Reardon decided the fat man might as well serve as an example to them all. He swung around and stared at the fat man fiercely.

“You come into the bank often?”

“Sure. Every day, just before they close,” the fat man said. There was a slight tremor in his voice at being signaled out for attention. “I’ve got a liquor store across the street down a block. I drop off whatever cash I take in by three. These days I don’t like to keep a lot of money around.…” He tried to remind himself he was completely innocent, but the lieutenant’s cold gray eyes made him doubt it. “I—”

Reardon bored in. “You’ve seen the Brink’s truck in front of the bank every Thursday?”

“I—no. I mean, yes, I guess. I mean I didn’t notice it. I didn’t notice it was Thursday, I mean …” The fat man was sweating. He listened to the echo of his words and realized how guilty they sounded. Damn it, he told himself, what am I getting uptight about? “Look, a lot of people probably see the Brink’s truck every Thursday.…”

Reardon refused to stop leaning. “What did you think the Brink’s truck was doing here every Thursday?”

“I—I didn’t think …”

“You have a lot of customers from the shipyard?”

“Well, sure, I’m the closest—”

“They come in on Friday usually?”

“It’s the big day, sure—”

“Because people are thirstier on Friday than on other days?”

“No, it’s not that—”

“Could it possibly be because Friday’s payday?”

“I guess—”

Reardon glared at him. “What do you mean, you guess? Every Thursday you see a Brink’s truck pick up money and head for the shipyard. And every Friday your business booms because it’s payday at the yard. So how can you tell me you didn’t know the bank here was putting up the payroll on Thursday?”

“I—” The fat man clamped his mouth shut. He said to himself: I must have known down deep the Brink’s truck was taking the payroll over to the yard every Thursday, but honest to God—

Lieutenant Reardon had gotten his point across, at least to his own satisfaction, and was now disregarding the sweating, pale fat man. He turned to the manager.

“As I was saying, who knew about the payroll other than the people here? Including him?”

“Well,” Milligan said, determined not to leave anyone out after seeing Reardon at work, “the Brink’s people know, of course. They pick up the payroll at—” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Around now. They should be here any minute. And the shipyard people know, of course; it’s their payroll. I don’t know how many people there are involved in the payment over there, but it would be easy enough to find out. And of course our people downtown know, in the main office and in the insurance section.” He considered a moment and then nodded his head. “That would be about all, I think.”

“About all?” Reardon studied the red-haired young man a moment and laid down his notebook. It looked as if half the town could have known about the payroll and the Brink’s pickup and, for all he knew, did. Not to mention the neighborhood, including other merchants. After all, a Brink’s truck stopping to make a pickup at a weekly schedule—how much brains did it take to figure out they weren’t stopping for lunch at three-thirty in the afternoon? Well, at least Wheaton’s death would give him plenty of people to work on the case; a cop’s death in the line of duty took precedence over everything else in Homicide. As well as in all other departments. And it would take an army of men to check out everyone who might have been involved.

Reardon sighed. He swung around, considering the gaping faces still shocked at his treatment of the fat man, disregarding their censure. A cop was killed, he tried to tell them silently, and then knew they could not understand.

“All right, folks. What else can you tell me?”

Whereas before nobody wanted to speak, now they all started to talk at the same time.

“They wore gray suits and wide-brimmed hats, all just alike, like triplets, like in the old Edward G. Robinson movies, like in Little Caesar—”

“The man with the machine gun spoke real polite, but I’d hate to get him mad at me—”

“The one at the front door sounded like he came from the South—”

“They were in here exactly three minutes—”

“They were wearing these rubber gloves,” the fat man said, anxious to erase the previous encounter and prove his good intentions. “Like doctors put on before they make you bend over and—”

Reardon held up his hand abruptly. “Hold it! One at a time! What did you say, ma’am?”

The woman, one of the tellers, said, “I said, they were in here exactly three minutes, maybe a few seconds less. I was watching that clock on the wall there.” She pointed a bony finger. “I didn’t want to even look at that gun!”

“Three minutes? You’re wrong, Alice! It had to be at least ten!”

“It had to be a lot longer than that! Ten minutes! That’s a coffee break!”

Reardon looked at Mike Krysak. The guard said, “I don’t figure it was much more than three minutes, Lieutenant. They were organized and they knew what they wanted.”

“Apparently it was long enough,” Reardon said, and frowned. “Which brings up another question. What happened to your silent alarm? It rang at the Bay View Station after the robbery was over.”

“A damned good question!” the manager said bitterly. “Ask the girls why none of them stepped on an alarm button!”

The girls—mostly in their late forties or early fifties—reacted with normal indignation.

“I happened to be over at the file cabinets near the billing machine checking this gentleman’s balance—”

“I didn’t happen to be near a button. They put them in such ridiculous—”

The last teller to speak was the one who had noticed the clock. She said, “The man said, ‘Don’t move,’ and he had that gun in his hand so I didn’t move.” She made it sound like one-plus-one-equals-two.

“On the other hand,” Reardon said to nobody in particular, “I suppose if there were alarm buttons on the floor near the file cabinets and everyplace else, the girls would be stepping on them accidentally a dozen times a day, which is about all we need. In any event, it took the patrol car five minutes to make it here, so the chances are the robbers would still have gotten away.” He surveyed the group. “What else? What did they look like?”

The former hostages looked at each other for help. Someone said, “They were—well, they were all about the same size.…” Another added, “Wearing the same clothes …”

“Triplets?” Reardon asked sarcastically.

“Well, I guess maybe the guy with the machine gun was a little taller,” the guard said.

“Look,” Reardon said with a patience he was about to lose, “let’s say they were all exactly the same size to the quarter of an inch, and they all weighed the same to within a pound. Now, let me try again: were they as big as King Kong or smaller than a breadbox?”

“Oh!” The idea finally came across.

“He was a little bigger than me, the guy who put the gun on me,” the guard said. “Maybe five eleven, or six feet.”

“At last!” Reardon said fervently, and wrote it down. “Fat or skinny?”

“Medium,” Krysak said firmly.

“Thank you,” Reardon said, and turned to the manager. “How about that camera? How long does it take to develop the film?”

A note of pride crept into the manager’s boyish voice. It was as if he were trying to salvage some small bit of comfort from a very bad situation.

“We’re miles ahead of either still cameras or even movies, Lieutenant,” he said, “at least at the Farmers & Mercantile. That’s a TV camera up there, with an instant-replay tape attachment. We can look at the tape replays anytime you want in my office.”

“Good,” Reardon said heartily and meant it. “Then let’s, shall we?”

He moved into the small office followed by the manager. Milligan started to close the door but Reardon stopped him.

“Let them all see it. Maybe it will bring something to mind.”

“Oh. Sure. Sorry.” Milligan went over to a complicated machine in one corner; the last of the stragglers crowding into the office could be seen in bluish light on one of the twin screens on the machine. The second screen was blank. The manager checked his watch, set a timer on the dial panel, and pressed a button. There was a brief second’s whirring and suddenly sound blared in the small room. The manager instantly twisted a knob and the racket subsided to tolerable levels. Reardon studied the machine admiringly.

“Sound too, eh?”

“Oh, sure. Next year they’ll have color, they say.” The manager sounded as if he thought the police probably used smoke signals for communications. He reached for a button. “Ready?”

There was a small disturbance at the main door of the bank and the police officer stationed there came over to the office and poked his head in. He was followed by a burly man in a semi-police outfit, although the revolver he carried was official-looking enough.

“Brink’s truck is here, Lieutenant.”

Reardon looked at the manager. Milligan looked past the policeman to the Brink’s driver.

“We had a holdup, Charley. You’ll have to pick up the payroll at the main office in town. They’re making it up now.”

The Brink’s man shrugged and left. The romance of a robbery missed him completely; besides, it wasn’t his money. In fact, after all the years of toting the stuff from one place to another, he had long since convinced himself it wasn’t money at all, but only bits of colored paper. He felt this to be a far healthier attitude, especially for a man with a big family and a small income.

The manager returned to his electronic pride and joy, the replay machine. Reardon gave him a nod; Milligan pressed a button. The second screen sprang to life. The guard bit his lip as he watched himself walking so innocently toward the man who had pulled the gun on him. What on earth had he been dreaming of not to have seen the man, not to have been prepared for an emergency like that? On the other hand, he reminded himself, he could well be dead now, like that cop outside, and went back to watching the film.

The tape faithfully reproduced the action that had passed. The second gunman moved to the center of the room; the drape was drawn and the submachine gun uncased and raised, sweeping the room. The TV camera had miraculously adjusted its lens to accommodate the change in lighting when the drape had been closed; the scene rolled on with perfect visibility.

“Nobody move and nobody gets hurt.…”

They all watched the small screen as if seeing the action for the first time with their own roles in the drama being taken by strangers. The man guarding the door could be seen to turn, foreshortened a bit by the acute angle of the camera.

“Customah. Guess Ah closed fo’ the day too soon.”

One of the women tellers suddenly spoke.

“I remember now. I thought it was funny how none of them sounded as if they came from the same place.”

Reardon spoke without taking his eyes from the screen. “Did any of them sound as if he came from around here?”

“Here?” The woman thought about it a moment and then shook her head. “Here they sound like they come from all over.” Which, Reardon thought, was on a par with the other help he’d gotten, although he could not deny that the woman was merely speaking the truth.

A second chipped in. “Like I said before, the one at the door sounded like he was from the South. Like he did just now.” The voice faded dubiously as nobody complimented her on the contribution.

The film continued. The gunman from the basement vault appeared with the suitcase; together with the man carrying the machine gun he backed up to meet the third at the door. The pistol was raised, and then the camera was merely recording the momentary tableau before everyone started to move, everyone except the fat man who continued to stand in shock. The manager flicked off the screen and looked at Reardon.

“Any help?”

Reardon was staring at the blank screen. He said, almost to himself, “A sense of humor …”

Milligan frowned in nonunderstanding. “I beg your pardon?”

“Nothing,” Reardon said and came back to the present. “It might help, the tape, I mean.” The clothing the three men had worn had looked familiar; now he remembered where he had last seen it. It was the type of hat and suit worn in the old gangster movies, circa 1930. Shades of early Cagney, he thought; someone had a sense of humor. But there was something else about the film he had just seen that was also familiar, other than the clothes, and this he could not place. Probably something I saw recently on television, he thought; it’ll come to me. He put the thought aside. “I’ll want that tape, of course. Down at the Hall we’ll make voice-graphs. You’d be surprised how accurately we can spot a man’s home just from voice-graphs. They’re like fingerprints, and just as useful in catching and convicting people.”

It was, of course, so much garbage; the fact was that even when, once in a blue moon, the voice-graph helped in finding a criminal, juries still looked at this evidence in much the manner that juries looked at fingerprints in the days of Bertillon. But Reardon tossed the statement in for the benefit of the small group before him. If any one of them was involved, let him sweat a bit. The lieutenant came to his feet.

“I’d appreciate one more bit of co-operation from all of you, if you don’t mind, and then you’ll be free. I’d like each one to take a pencil and paper and write down your name, address, and phone number. Then I’d like you to put down exactly where you were and what you were doing at the time of the robbery, as well as an accurate description of what happened as you saw it. And any ideas you might have about the robbery. When you’re finished, give them to the officer at the door. He’ll get them to me.”

The manager had the tape machine open. He pressed buttons; spindles spun, a footage meter connected with a timer clicked along madly. The manager checked the timer, snipped, reeled, snipped again, and handed a spool of the wide tape to Reardon.

“Do you people have the proper equipment to replay this tape?” The manager sounded very dubious.

“If we don’t, we’ll try to get it,” Reardon said dryly.

Milligan sighed. “I just hope they do some good.”

“As do we all.” Reardon dropped the spool of tape into his pocket and edged his way past the others out of the office. He paused at the front door to explain to the officer there why everyone was so busy with penmanship and went out into the bright sunlight. He walked to the curb, reminding himself he would have to cancel his dinner date with Jan; in fact, it would probably be a long time before he would be able to have a leisurely meal, with or without Jan. He would also have to explain to Jan that the reason for the cancellation was that a cop had been killed, and then face a repetition of all her fears for him. He sighed and refused to think about it further. Time enough to think about it when he was actually listening to that reproachful voice.

And, of course, he would have to call Porky Oliver as soon as possible. On the way back to the Hall of Justice, he decided. Porky was one person he never called through the switchboard.

Dondero and the uniformed policeman were standing by the patrol car watching the remnants of the spectators, a few curious kids. The radio inside the car was scratching out its usual static-filled messages. Reardon wondered, as always, why we could put men on the moon—or develop instant-replay TV cameras for branch banks—but still were not able to make a patrol-car radio sound like anything except a worn 1916 label of an old Caruso recording. The brains in the sound lab kept talking about sunspots, but Reardon refused to believe them.

Dondero saw the inquiring look on the lieutenant’s face as he approached; he shook his head. “Nothing.”

Reardon shrugged and turned to the policeman. “Your partner’ll be out in a few minutes. He’ll have some papers I want. After you drop them off at the Hall, you can go back on patrol.”

“Yes, sir.”

Dondero gave the policeman a small wave and followed Reardon across the street. He climbed into the lieutenant’s Charger on the passenger side. He waited until Reardon had slid behind the wheel and closed the door.

“Anything inside, Jim?”

“TV camera with instant replay,” Reardon said. “I just saw a rerun of the whole thing.” Dondero stared. “About as useful as pockets on a shroud,” Reardon added, and swung the car into traffic.


CHAPTER 3

Thursday—3:35 P.M.

“Cracker looks bad,” Grube said. He was in the back of the car, his hat and mask out of sight behind the seat, his jacket serving as a pillow for Cracker Mullin, stretched unconscious on the car floor under a car robe. The suitcase from the bank was also under the robe, wedged between Mullin’s leg and the seat; Gilchrist had not permitted any stops to transfer it to the trunk. Grube straightened up from his cursory examination of the wounded man. He sounded worried. “I don’t like the way he’s breathing.”

The driver, Max Glass, and the fourth man, Will Gilchrist, were seated in the front of the car, hats and jackets also off, shirt collars open. To a casual observer the three men visible in the car might have been out for a leisurely drive, possibly headed for one of the golf courses in the area for an afternoon threesome.

“He’ll make it,” Glass said confidently. “He’s come out of worse.”

“Worse than what?” Grube asked, irked by the easy assurance in the other’s voice. “Cracker never even got scratched in the Nam! How soon do we get to your place, Gil?”

“If Cracker’s bad, then it’s too far,” Gilchrist said flatly. He turned his head, looking toward the back seat. “And don’t keep ducking down to look at him like that. Lean back and relax. There’re other cars on the road you know.”

“But, damn it, we’ve got to do something! Don’t you know any doctors around here? This is supposed to be your stamping ground!”

“I know at least six doctors near here,” Gilchrist said evenly, and looked back at Grube curiously. “What would you suggest? That we bust in ahead of the line-up in the waiting room? And then slaughter them all in making a getaway? Plus the doctor and the nurse and any witnesses we run into in the hall? Or would you rather we drive up to the nearest hospital and hand ourselves over to the cops who are undoubtedly waiting in every emergency room within fifty miles?” He turned back to watch the road. “It’s Cracker’s own damned fault. I said no shooting. If he hadn’t wasted time taking that potshot at that cop, we’d have been home free.”

“If that cop hadn’t shot all of us,” Glass pointed out.

Gilchrist said, “That cop wouldn’t have hit the side of a barn if you know how to drive. His first shot was in the air. We should have been long gone before he got off the others.”

“In the meantime,” Grube said desperately, “Cracker’s dying, I tell you. So what do we do? Let him die?”

“No,” Gilchrist said slowly, “but we use our heads, whatever we do. And we don’t panic. If we can’t take him to a doctor or a hospital, we’ll just bring a doctor and a hospital to us.”

Glass frowned over his shoulder. “And just how do we do that?”

Gilchrist paid no attention to the question. He stared out at the passing scenery, if the solid concrete walls of the underpass they were traversing could properly be called scenery. Under his direction they had taken the freeway from the Bay View section north toward the center of San Francisco, and then turned abruptly back onto Interstate 280, the Alemany. At the moment they had just passed the Ocean and Geneva Avenue off-ramps and were approaching the Daly City exit. Gilchrist ran through his plan once again in his mind and came to his decision, turning to the driver.

“Max, get off here and find us a phone booth.”

The car dutifully and immediately swung up the Mission Street ramp. Glass slowed at the top, looking at Gilchrist questioningly.

“Take San Jose back under the freeway—” Gilchrist began, and then pointed. “That way, for Christ’s sake!”

“How the hell should I know?” Glass said, but he was turning the wheel as he spoke. Two blocks after the freeway underpass he saw a street phone booth; Gilchrist pointed, but Glass was already slowing down. He pulled the car to the curb beside it; Gilchrist climbed out. He glanced in both directions and then bent down, leaning in the open window.

Gilchrist said, “This is a busy street, so parking here shouldn’t attract any unnecessary attention. But if anyone looks curious for any reason at all, take off, go around the block, and come back for me. And keep your eyes open. And don’t take all day doing it; I want you here when I come out. If this gimmick is going to work, we’ll be doing some pretty fancy driving in the next few minutes.”

He turned and walked into the telephone booth, closing the door behind him. He dropped a dime into the slot and dialed the operator. As he waited he planned his words, his attitude, his tone of voice, staring through the glass of the booth as he did so. Where in hell was the operator? Traffic passed the car at the curb; a patrol car swung about it and continued slowly down the street; Gilchrist could imagine the two in the car sweating out the police car, and then the ringing was finally answered. The cool impersonal voice of the operator was in his ear.

“May I help you?”

Gilchrist swung back to the phone, cupping the mouthpiece so he could raise his voice above normal without undue notice from the street. He added the proper touch of horror to his voice.

“Operator? Do you have the number of Mary’s Help Hospital? The one here in Daly City, not Frisco? This is an emergency! There’s been an awful accident! This woman must have been speeding—”

“I’ll connect you,” the operator said evenly. Gilchrist might have been giving her the noonday stock quotations for all of her reaction. In the booth, Gilchrist grinned to himself humorlessly. If he ever got involved in anything like this again—which was doubtful—he’d remember to recruit telephone operators instead of friends. They never seemed to panic. There was a brief ring and then a second voice was on the line, also female and as impersonal as the first.

“Mary’s Help Hospital.”

Gilchrist returned to his horror-stricken tone of voice.

“Mary’s Help? Thank God! Do you have ambulance service? I mean, do you have one there now? There’s been a terrible accident, a woman and two kids, one of them can’t be more than four years—”

“One moment.” The operator’s cold voice chided him for wasting time with people dying. Gilchrist found himself cut off one moment and back on the line the next. He reached up to wipe sweat from his brow; the booth was stifling, but he didn’t want to open the door. Suddenly a cheerful male voice was addressing him.

“Ambulance service.”

“Ambulance service? Thank God! There’s been this awful accident up in the San Brunos, up on Crocker Avenue! Get here as quick as you can! This woman must of lost control of her car—that’s a lousy road up there—and they’re all smashed up! Blood? My God! I didn’t want to move them, so I stopped at the first house—”

The voice at the other end remained cheerful, as if getting serious could prove a handicap in his line of work, but there was an added touch of a businesslike manner.

“What number are you calling from?”

It was a routine question and one Gilchrist had been expecting. “One-one-two—one-eight-five-four.” It was the first and last numbers of Gilchrist’s social security number. “How long till you get here?”

“How far up Crocker did it happen?”

“On that stretch just before South Hill cuts off. You just keep on Crocker and you can’t miss it. It’s maybe a mile or so past Bellevue. That’s the direction I was coming in. They were—”

“Gotcha! We’ll be right there! Stick around.”

“I—I’m not much good at that sort of thing, but if you think I should …” Gilchrist realized he was listening to the dial tone, and hung up, grinning. Would he be there? Believe it! With guns on …

Jimmy, the ambulance driver, dropped the phone into its cradle and swung around to the young intern who had been listening to one side of the conversation expectantly.

“Let’s go, Doc. Looks like a bad one.”

“Where are we going? And what number did the call come from? I’ll put it in the log.”

“Guys die while other guys fill out papers,” Jimmy said, and dragged open the door to the driveway. “Let’s go!”

Gilchrist pushed open the door of the phone booth, welcoming the breeze, and trotted to the curb. He went around the front of the car and opened the door on Max’s side.

“Shove over,” he said, sliding in. “I’ll drive. I know the way.”

He put the car in gear and took it straight down San Jose. At Hillside he cut left, cut left again on Brunswick to Wellington, tilting his head over his shoulder as he turned right into Wellington.

“City Hall and the cops back there,” he said, as if in explanation for his erratic path.

“Also wrong-way traffic,” said Glass, who had seen the signs.

Gilchrist grinned, in good humor because of the success of his ploy. “That, too,” he said, and swung with the road around a looping curve. Crocker Avenue came and he cut into it sharply, straightening the wheel and then stepping on the gas, starting up the incline.

Below, as they climbed, San Francisco’s Ingleside District faded away in the mist; Mount Davidson and Twin Peaks were lost in the haze. Gilchrist smiled; it was as if even the weather had decided to co-operate, recognizing their escape as preordained. They shot past Templeton, passed the last few remaining houses on the deserted road, their clapboards in desperate need of paint, their shingles rotting, and then there was nothing ahead but the narrow macadam road, its surface pockmarked with concessions to the elements and poor maintenance, winding below the ridgetop to the north through intermittent brush. Gilchrist passed the narrow access road leading to the water tanks above to the south and slowed down, speaking to the others over his shoulder.

“Masks and hats. No jackets.” His voice was the voice of command. “Dig mine out, too. And see that Cracker has his on, too.”

“It’s still on,” Grube said, and added in worried tones; “What are we doing up here?”

“Going to hijack an ambulance,” Gilchrist said cheerfully. He grinned. “A first, maybe. If it catches on it could be rough on the hospital trade.” His grin disappeared as quickly as it had come. He veered the car crossways to the pitted road, jamming on the brakes; the ignition key was turned. The faint sound of a siren could be heard in the distance below, climbing with the road. “And check your guns. But this time, no shooting, and I mean no shooting! Hear me and believe me!”

The siren rose in volume, still far below. Gilchrist set the hand brake and dropped from the car.

“Let’s move out!”

He tugged his mask on, took his hat from Max and jammed it on his head, pulling it over his eyes. The wail of the siren came closer, climbing, cutting through the soughing of the wind, the barking of a far-off dog. A sudden horrible thought struck Grube. He had his mask half-on. He started to remove it to speak his mind, thought better of it, and dragged it on fully before facing Gilchrist.

“What if it’s the cops?”

Gilchrist answered succinctly. “Police have different sirens. Al, cover the plates and then get back of the car. Max, across the road. I’ll do the talking.”

The siren swelled in volume; the ambulance shot around the curve, the intern in the front seat hanging on. Jimmy, at the wheel, saw the black car blocking the road and stood straight up on the brakes, muffling a curse. The ambulance came to a shuddering stop, its bumper nudging the side of the sedan. Jimmy leaned forward, cutting the siren; after the racket, the silence seemed to have a truly physical presence. Jimmy, far from his usual cheerful self, leaned from the window, breaking that silence.

“What dumb son of a—?”

His mouth suddenly closed. Gilchrist was standing beside his door, the gun in his hand steady, his masked face looking upward impersonally. Across the street Max had his gun raised as well. Grube stood up behind the car, adding armament. None of them looked like amateurs in the use of their weapons.

“Out,” Gilchrist said evenly. “Both of you.”

The driver, dazed by the unexpected turn of events, stared at Gilchrist a moment and then switched off the ignition and climbed from the ambulance. The intern came down the other side and walked around the front of the vehicle to join Jimmy. The intern was a brash redheaded youngster, tall and skinny, with moxie to spare; none other could have ridden with Jimmy. The intern had never liked taking orders from anyone, let alone masked thugs with guns.

“If you’re looking for drugs,” he said with a touch of malice, “I’m happy to tell you you’re wasting your time.”

Intelligence suddenly struck the driver. “They ain’t looking for drugs!” he said. “I bet they’re the gang that hit that bank in Bay View this afternoon, the one they said a guy was shot.” He looked at the intern. “We was supposed to be on the lookout for them.”

“You found us,” Gilchrist said dryly. He raised his gun slightly. “We have a badly wounded man in the back seat of that car, Doctor. We want you to see what you can do for him.”

The intern glowered. Gilchrist looked apologetic behind his mask, but the red-haired youngster couldn’t see that. “Hippocratic oath and all that,” Gilchrist murmured, and took the intern’s silence for acceptance. He raised his voice. “Okay, boys. Get him out and into the ambulance.”

“Hold it!” One might possibly step on the redhead’s prerogatives as a person, but not as a physician. “Don’t touch him. I want to see him where he is.”

“You’re the doctor,” Gilchrist said affably, and stepped aside.

The red-haired intern walked around the car, pulled open the door on the far side, and looked down at the crumpled form locked in the restricted space between the two seats. He reached down, dragging the robe free and tossing it aside. He pitched the suitcase onto the back seat and bent closer to the wounded man, reaching for the mask. He felt the sudden pain of a pistol being jabbed into his spine, heard Gilchrist’s voice in his ear, dry.

“He wasn’t shot in the face.”

The intern glanced over his shoulder a moment and then bent back to his task. The wounded man was lying on his side, his knees bent to allow him to fit into the restricted space. The young intern didn’t waste time; he pulled a pair of scissors from his pocket and slit the jacket up the side seam without attempting for the moment to bring the wounded man to a more accessible position. He folded the jacket material back and applied the needle-nosed scissors to the shirt beneath. The thin cloth tore more than it cut, held back by the brownish hardened blood sticking it to the flesh. The red-haired doctor frowned at the sight of the bullet wound in the side; his hand went instantly to the neck, searching for a pulsebeat. He could find none. He stepped back, straightened the legs so they extended from the car, and rolled the man over. The shirt was unceremoniously ripped open, the stethoscope applied to the chest. The doctor listened intently for several moments before straightening up. His eyes considered Gilchrist’s masked face impersonally.

“If you’re the character who called the hospital to get us up here,” he said quietly, “you could have saved yourself a dime. Your friend here is dead.”

Gilchrist drew his breath in sharply. He had honestly not believed the Cracker was so seriously hurt. There hadn’t been a sound out of him that he could hear from the front seat. Gilchrist bent over the body in the car and leaned down, putting his ear against the tanned chest. He listened a moment and then straightened up. Max and Al Grube drew closer.

“That’s that, then,” Gilchrist said with finality, and added under his breath, “Dumb, goddam idiot. Him and his guns …” There was an odd combination of tenderness and irritation in his voice; he might have been speaking of a lost pet dead through his own ignorance. The others stood silent, watching. Gilchrist dragged the robe down, tucking it about the body, covering the face. He folded the knees, forcing the feet back into the car, closing the door. Cracker had started to stiffen; it took effort on Gilchrist’s part.

Jimmy, the ambulance driver, broke the silence. “So now what happens to us?” he asked, suddenly aware of the sinister possibilities. After all, these men were killers; if they could have saved the wounded man’s life, there might have been a chance for mercy, but as it was—

Gilchrist said wearily, “Nothing happens to you.” He turned to Glass and Grube. “Maybe they don’t have any drugs aboard, which I seriously doubt, but they sure as hell must have lots of adhesive tape. I want them wound up like mummies. Let’s go.”

He held the gun almost without interest as Max and Grube bound the two prisoners with adhesive tape and added a wide band across each mouth to prevent any outcry. The red-haired intern accepted the binding with a glare that made Gilchrist seriously hope he never found himself under the knife of that particular medic in the future, but other than the glare the young intern took it well. Jimmy, however, writhed furiously, his eyes wild. Gilchrist paid equally little attention to them both.

“Toss them in the back of the ambulance,” he said, “and take them—”

He looked around a moment. At this point on Crocker Avenue the ridgeline to the north hid the city. Scattered clumps of eucalyptus stood gaunt against the hazy skyline.

“Run them up there and hide the wagon as much as you can. It won’t be forever, but it’ll give us time to get away from here.” He sighed. “Jungles they don’t have around here.”

“For which, thank God!” Max said fervently.

“Then let the air out of the tires, in case that kid doctor knows something about adhesive tape I don’t,” Gilchrist added. “Cut the valve out completely; that’s the best way. And hurry it up. We’re lucky nobody’s been along so far.”

“Right,” Max said, and hopped into the driver’s seat.

“Hey!” Grube said angrily. “Who was your dog robber last week? Give me a hand with these two!”

“What? Oh, sorry,” Max said, and hopped out again. The intern and Jimmy were dumped into the back of the ambulance, with Jimmy squirming and fighting all the while.

“You keep that up,” Grube said, “you’ll end up with one hell of a sore throat.” He sounded truly concerned.

“That’s why they put doctors on these wagons,” Max said lightly. He was trying desperately to forget that Cracker was dead. He closed the doors and climbed back into the front seat, Grube beside him. “I always wanted to drive one of these,” he said, and took it up the hill.

The closest grove of eucalyptus was scarcely his idea of proper cover, but there wasn’t anything better in sight, and time was getting along. He braked the ambulance and looked around.

“Christ!” he said. “I’d hate to try and hold this hill against a gunship!” He climbed down, followed by Grube, reached back in for the ignition key, and threw it as far as he could in the direction of the ridge. This done, the two men tramped back down the hill to the waiting black car. They both climbed into the front seat beside Gilchrist. Grube slammed the door; Max turned and glanced into the back seat. He straightened up.

“Where’s the suitcase?”

Gilchrist said wearily, “I stashed it in the trunk while you boys were up the hill.”

“Then why not Cracker?”

“Because he’s getting too stiff and I’m not going to force him.”

“Oh,” Max said. He thought of something; worry crept into his voice. “You know, before all we had to worry about was eventually getting rid of the car, though I know damn well it could never be identified. But now we’ve got Cracker’s body to duck, as well. And Al and I have to get back to Arizona in a hurry. Some clown might just stumble on the cabin and find it empty. And remember.”

“Don’t worry about the car. Or Cracker either,” Gilchrist said. He was stripping off his mask. The face behind it was tired, angry at the way things had turned out. He waited while the others put their masks and hats away and then started the car, swinging the wheel, beginning the descent back to Daly City.
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