Max London was tough as they come but he wasn’t smart
enough to stay out of trouble. Of course, when “trouble” came
wrapped in a package like Meg Philips, who can blame him?
She was sexy and willing . . . and very dangerous, as Max
Jfound out too late . . . . About the setting, the author says:
“All the people and the places in this book are fictitious, except
Hollywood and the State of Cal forma, both of which are real,
tmprobable as they may seem.’

"EPITAPH FOR A VIRGIN
by Robert Arthur

CHAPTER ONE

THE cIrL’s BODY lay just at the edge of the surf: The blue Pacific wavelets
came in, nudged it, then hurried back into the ocean.

The gxrl s hair, long and intensely black, washed forward and back with
each wave. Her eyes were shut. Her nude body was a composition of
sun-tanned skin, interestingly curved and rounded, half in and half out of
the water.

Max London framed the girl in the ground glass of a Rolleiflex. The big
man’s square, battered features expressed no emotion as he snapped a
picture. He wound the film for another exposure.

“Now open your mouth, Selma, sweetheart,” he said. Obediently the
girl in the water opened her mouth. Max clicked the shutter just as a wave
bigger than the rest broke over her face. She scrambled to her feet, coughing
and spluttering.

“Darn you!” she choked “You did that on purpose.”

Max snapped another picture as Selma Carle faced him, rivulets of water
running down her firmly rounded body, her long black hair plastered to
her shoulders. Indignantly she turned and plunged into the ocean again
to shoulder depth.

“Bring me my robe!” she ordered, but her anger had subsided. She
watched Max London turn and walk up to the white, dry sand above the
high-tide mark. Max put the camera into a plastic bag with a draw-string.
Then he brought a robe of red and white terrycloth back to the water’s edge.
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“Bring it out to me, Max,” the girl in the water asked. London grinned
at her and waded out until the water lapped above his navy blue trunks.
Selma took the rolled-up robe.

“Now go on back.” When he obeyed she followed holding the robe out
. of the water until she could slip it on and run after Max.

“How did they come out, Max?” she asked, slipping her arm through
his. “Did I look nice?”

“You looked beautiful, Selma,” Max told her. “Whether the plctures
will be any good depends. I'm no portrait photographer The bodies I take
pictures of are usually a little on the dead side.”

He dropped down on the sand beside the camera. Selma, using the beach
robe as a dressing tent, slipped into shorts and a halter under it, then threw
it off and sat down beside him.

“It’s nice here,” she said, looking up and down the length of exclusive
beach, whith had a cliff behind it, and a score of elaborate residences
squeezed in between the cliff and the sand. “Is it expensive to live out hereP”

“So expensive that if you have to think about it you can’t afford. it,
Max told her, rolling over and nestling his head in his freckled muscular
" arms. “Rub my back with suntan lotion, baby, I burn easy.’

Selma Carle opened the small brown bottle. Tilting a pool of oil onto his
flat, hard back, she began rubbing. \

“You’re a blond,”” she remarked. “That’s why you burn easy. Now me,
I can lie out in ‘the sun all day without burnmg

“How is it you don’t have any strap marks?”’ Max asked. Selma giggled.

“Not what you’re thinking. I used to have strap marks until a couple of
years ago I met a girl who suggested I could do modeling. She said I ought
to specialize in sportswear and sheer things and the strap marks might show.
She had to sunbathe for her health, so she and I spent a whole summer
getting tanned. She burned easy and had to go easy but I tanned all over.”

“And you do mean all over,” Max said. _

“I saw her a couple of weeks ago.” Selma applied the oil with firm
strokes. “I guess her health is okay because she’s put on weight and got a
boy friend.”

Max stretched with animal pleasure. “Keep it up You don’t know what
this does to me.’

“You don’t know what it does to me,” Selma sighed, rolling her eyes.
“Are you Swedish or Irish, Max?”

“Swedish. On my mother’s side. My father was English.”

“A Swedish private detective.” Selma giggled. “It sounds silly.

“Not to a Swede. Anyway, my brother Pete is English. A very reﬁned
type who won’t kick a man in the stomach after he’s down.”
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“How can you be Swedish and your brother be English?”

“It’s all in the mind.”

Max relaxed. It was pleasant to lie on the sand under the hot California
sun.

He was almost asleep when he heard Selma murmur, “Oh, oh!"" and stop.

“Oh oh what?” he asked, without looking up.

“Nothing,” Selma said. “Nothing Max. Lie still, I missed a spot.”

She began to make with the ointment again, so vigorously he sat up.

“Oh, oh!” Max London echoed. .

“Damn,” Selma scowled.

“So that’s what you call nothing.” Max stared at the woman who had
lain down ten yards up the beach. She lay on her back and two Turkish
towels were draped across her body to meet the minimum demands of
modesty with the protection of sensitive areas from the sun.

From head to foot she was as blonde as a pitcher of cream. Her hair was
ash touched with honey, long and fine. There was no discernible polish on
her nails. Her face was finely chiseled, firm and sensitive. Large dark goggles
hid her eyes. ‘

“You don’t have to stare at her as if you'd never seen a woman before,”
Selma complained. “What’s she got that I haven’t got — yes, and that you
haven’t had a better look at, too!”

“Selma, sweetheart,” Max said ‘honestly, “I don’t know. Where’d she
come from?”

‘““That next house. Anyway she walked down from the gate so I guess she
lives there.” ,

““She hasn’t been 1i in Cahforma long,” Max said. “Or she wouldn’t be so
reckless with our sun.’

“T'm sure she can take care of herself.” Selma’s tone was cool, “She’snot
a glrl She’s at least twenty-eight.” .

“Just the same —’ Max got to his feet “— she doesn’t realize what a
wallop our California sun can pack. As one blond to another, it’s my duty
to warn her.”

“Maybe she’s a Swede too,” Selma sniffed. “Don’t forget to write.”

Max strolled across the ten yards of hot sand toward the sun-bathing
woman. Fifty yards further on a little family of three was walking along the
hard-packed sand close to the water. A small boy, barely big enough to
-toddle, was staggering along with enormous pride, clutching the hand of a-
brunette in a blue bathing suit. A young brunette. Well-figured and at
least fifteen years younger-than the tall, thin, stooping man with greying
hair who walked beside them, favormg his right leg with a heavy knobbed

cane.
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Max stopped. He had walked almost up to the woman on the sand and
she had not stirred. She must have heard him coming across the sand, even
if she hadn’t seen him. And most people, lying down, will flinch or sit up if
a stranger comes walking directly toward them

“Excuse me, > Max London said, “but —

The woman’s lips moved. “This is a pnvate beach,” the lips said.

“I know,” Max answered solemnly. But I'm a private detective, so
that’s all rlght What I wanted to say was —

“I won’t sunburn, but thank you for worrying about me, Mr. London
the lips interrupted him. ‘

“Two to nothing, your, 51dc, Max growled. “Which one of us is the
detective?”’ |

The lips did not answet,

“Look,” Max sa1d “you’re from the East. You don t know what a
California sun can —

“Ten minutes today,” the lips said. “Five minutes yesterday. Fifteen
minutes tomorrow. Five minutes more each day until I tan. Does that
reassure you, Mr. London?”

“Well, okay.” With a suppressed grin he turned away. “If you want
to—" :

He broke off. The woman on the sand had turned her head, and he saw
what he had not noticed before — the scar that covered her left cheek from
the ear to the cheekbone. A fine, reddish network like a spiderweb, the only
visible blemish on her body.

“Want to what?”” the cool voice inquired.

“Want to exchange what you've got for a second rate tan, it’s your
business,” he finished. “But if you ask me —

“I haven’t,” the woman assured him. I almost never ask a man for
advice. But if I ever do, I'll come to you.”

Max London opened his mouth and shut it again. The tips of his ears
burning, he went with long strides back to Selma.

“No luck?” she asked with lifted brows. “Maybe ladies don’t prefer
blonds.”

“Time to go in now,’ Max said. “Maybe she won’t burn but I will.
Help me gather this stuff, sweetheart, and carry it inside.”

He picked up the beach blanket and the Rolleiflex. Selma gathered up
her robe and the suntan ointment and trotted after him as he strode toward
the expensive beach house concealed behind a screen of trees between the
sand and the hillside. Vista Beach, or at least this section of it, was probably
the most exclusive real estate in California.,

They went through the gate in the wrought iron fence and along a flag-
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stoned walk up to a modest twelve room bungalow in pale pink and
yellow stucco, with modern low lines and a flat roof.

Inside, the floors were polished, the furniture modern but comfortable,
and the air cool. Selma went off to the guest wing to shower and dress.
Max London used the master suite, and was already dressed and searching
the cellarette, converted from a carved Spanish chest 300 years old, when
Selma came back.

He brought out a dusty bottle and held it up.

“Brandy,” he said lovingly. ‘““The last case of this was imported by Tom
Bates’ grandfather the year I was born, which was also the year Prohibition
blighted the land.”

He opened the bottle and looked at Selma. She nodded. He poured two
generous dollops into brandy snifters. |

Selma sipped daintily. She sat back in a chair of green and yellow webbing,
looking very young and pretty. She looked at Max London with uncer-
tainty tinged with reproach. :

“Don’t you like me, Max?” she asked.

London grinned at her. When he smiled the almost somber quality of
his square, battered features lightened and hfted

“Selma honey — Max looked solemn — “are you by any chance propo-
sitioning me?”’

“I'm just wondering,” Selma said in a plaintive tone, “why you aren’t
propositioning me. This isn’t how I expected to be treated when I took
this job.”

Max laughed, a snorting laugh that began deep in his chest and came out
exploswely “Don’t tell me that you've been reading the books Pete
writes!”

Selma nodded vigorously. “They’re good books,” she said. ‘“There’s
nothing like a good mystery to relax you. And well, naturally after reading
them, when the call came into the agency for a model to pose in the — the
altogether for you — well, I figured any girl who answered it would be —
well. ” :
“Would be at my mercy?” Max supplied a phrase for her. Selma, looking
away and flushing, nodded.

“And you answered the call anyway? Why?”” Max asked with curiosity.

“I don’t know, Max,” Selma sighed. “Something just came over me. I
told Marilyn — she takes the calls at the agency — I'd take the job. I guess
I figured it would be my last chance.”

Max refilled the brandy glass again. ‘“Last chance for what?”’

“Last chance to — oh, yox know!” Selma stirred. “I mean, I'm engaged
Roger is a very nice boy, very good manners and everything. He works in a
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supermarket and he’s studying to be a store manager. I love him and all
that, but I know Roger won’t ever be rough. He won’t — Oh, I'm just
being crazy. Forget 1t, Max.”

Max took out a pack of cigarettes someone had given him for Christmas
* — personalized, with his name printed on each cigarette in fancy letters,
Max London.

“Selma, baby,” he sald “I'm only rough and mean to people I dislike.
Or at least ‘I think so. As far as you're concerned I think you're very
beautiful. But I hired you to pose for some pictures and when I hire a girl
1 don’t insist on any extra-curricular activities. On a date thmgs might be
different.”

“Oh, well, now I understand.” Selma’s young-face brightened. “But you
could pay me off, then I wouldn’t be working for you any more and then —’
Selma began, but paused ‘All right,” she sighed. “Probably I'll be glad after

I'm married to Roger.”
- “I'm positive you will.”

“Well, anyway, ’ she g1ggled ‘the other girls will zhink. They read your
books too.’ ‘

“Not my books. Pete’s books. I'm no writer.’

“But they’re about you.” She looked at him, wxde -eyed. “Max, tell me.
Why do you get mto so many fights?” -

Max shrugged. “Just happens. Maybe I ike fighting.”

Selma inspected his features critically. :

“You were very good-looking once,” she pronounced. “You still are,
you know, Max, in 4 rugged way. Except your nose is just a wee bit crooked
and your rlght ear 1s a little bit swollen and you look — well, hke a fellow
who’s been 1n a lot of fights.”

“You should see the other guys, baby.”

“What are the pictures for?” Selma asked, a new thought occurred to
her. “1 mean, T never expected to have to lie down in the water in the
altogether.”

“An article Pete is writing. ‘Based on the Starr Faithful murder case.
Kind of a fictionization of it. He does a lot of stuff like that. You were
posing for the victim.” -

- Selma shuddered delicately.

“What does Pete look l1keP” Selma asked.

“He looks like me, but more refined — he thinks. After all, we're
brothers.”

“Do you and your brother Pete live here?” Selma asked, with frank
curiosity. “I mean, it's very expensive, isn’t it? I always heard only mllhon—
aires could live in this part of Vista Beach. The Golden Sands they call it.’

{
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“I’'m keeping an eye on the house for the owner, Tom Bates,” Max
London told her. “He hasn’t too much confidence in the police force of
this town, and neither do 1. In fact, I’ve had a couple of run-in’s with
Nelson Hugo, the police chief, and Freddie Wharton, the assistant D.A,,
and they’d like nothing better than to jug me. Pete wrote up Vista Beach
in the Free-Press, comparing the police force to other cities and giving it
as an example of how not to run a force. Hugo and Wharton almost
exploded, but things did improve a lot. In fact, the force is now almost up
to date — when it gets a chance to be.”

“It’s a nice house,” Selma looked around. “This Torn Bates must have
money.” :

“He has what’s better than money,” London said. “He has oil wells."
But he’s a nice guy in spite of it. He and his wife and two girls are in Europe
now. So I run out here when I can get away from my office downtown, and
my pay is all I can drink from Tom’s cellar.”

“Gee,” Selma said, her fingers twined together. “Do you ever give
parties? 1 can let you have my telephone number. I mean my home
number.”

“Fine,” Max said agreeably. “I won’t forget you, Selma. Now let’s see
— counting travel time out here, I owe you for four hours at twenty an
hour. Right?”

He took four twenties from his wallet. Selma took them reluctantly,
tucked them into an imitation alligator skin bag, and stood up.

““That means you want me to go. All right, Max, Anyway it’s been fun.
Sort of.”

From her bag she took a notebook, tore off a leaf, and wrote down,
Selma Carle, followed by an address and telephone number,

Max tucked the slip in his wallet. Selma went to get her model’s hat box
from the guest suite and returned. “Max,” she asked, “what about the
other pictures? The ones your brother Pete doesn’t use. Will they —1
mean, does he —

“Keep them around to show to fmendsP No, baby, Pete’s a nice guy,
even though we do argue a lot. He’ll destroy them.”

“Well — could T have them? I mean — just to know how I look?”

She flushed, but her eyes met his. Max nodded,

“Sure, I'll mail them to you. Or bring them to you if I'm in the neighbor-
hood. Don’t let Roger see them, though. He might not understand.”

He walked her through the house, out the street door, which was in the
back, up the winding steps to the street where her old sedan was parked.
She waved gaily and was gone. He went back into the house, got another
glass of brandy and started thinking of Selma
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She had an essential innocence he’d almost forgotten a woman could have,
Unless he was awfully wrong Selma was, in the fancy language of a coroner’s
report, virgo intacta. A virgin. Assuming she was about twenty-one, it
represented a considerable achievement on her part. Far be it from him to
terminate her self-chosen career of maidenhood just because of an impulse
on her part. Let her marry Roger and settle down — later she’d thank him.

Before he got the thought straightened out, Max fell asleep.

CHAPTER TWO

WueN Max scepT, he slept without dreaming. When he woke, he woke
fast. He opened his eyes, instantly alert. Some sound that didn’t belong in
the house had penetrated to his consciousness. He waited, and it came
again. The ring of the telephone in- the hall.

He relaxed. Probably a call for Tom Bates. Still, he could answer it.
Besides, it might be Pete. Pete knew he was here. He stood up, yawned,
noted that the afterncon light had taken on the subdued clarity that
precedes twilight, and padded out to the phone.

“Hello?” he said. The educated, Bostonian voice that answered was
strange to him.

“Mr. London? This 1s your neighbor down the beach. My name is
Grigsby.”

“Yes, Mr. Grigsby?”

“T’ve rented tl’]lS house for a few months, and just before Mr. Bates left
I had the pleasure of meeting him. He told me you were going to look
after his place for him and spoke very highly of you.

“‘Bates said,” Grigsby centinued, “that if I ever needed a private detec-
tive I couldn’t do better than Max London. Well, I've decided I need one,
I made up my mind after seemg you on the beach. You looked —
competent.’

“Thanks,” Max said, still waiting. :

“T wonder if you could drop over to see me?” Urgency crept into the
other’s voice. “I'd come over there, but my leg is bothering me and —
well, Mr. London, I don’t want to impose on you, but I frankly hope you
will find it possible to help me.’

Grigsby sounded both sincere and bothered. He also sounded like a
very tired man. It was easier to say yes than no, so Max agreed to drop
over 1n an hour and hung up. He rubbed his chin with his thumb and he



Y

EPITAPH FOR A VIRGIN S |

sauntered back to the cellarette and measured out another drink. Whatever
it was on Grigsby’s mind, it probably wasn’t a divorce action. Not to judge
by the pretty young brunette wife and the little boy he’d been walking with
on the sand. .

Max wondered how the blonde fitted into the household. She wasn’t the
secretary type, and she certainly wasn’t anybody’s sister.

He decided to spend the time developing the pics he had taken.

A couple of them were just right — Selma lying in the surf, nude enough
to be stimulating but covered by enough water to be respectable in print.
The one in which a wave had just broken into Selma’s mouth was a honey.
The rest were unsuitable for publication but much more interesting.

He hung them up in the bathroom to dry, cleaned up, then went back
to the master bedroom to shower and dress. By the time he’d put on a
sport shirt and flannels, and as an afterthought shaved, the hour was up.

The door was opened by the brunette he'd seen on the beach. She wore
a yellow dress of pongee silk now, and leather strapped sandals.

“Mrs Grlgsbyr‘ he asked. She nodded. “I’m Max London. Mr. Grigsby

is expecting me.’

“I — I’'m not sure he can see anyone ’ she murmured in a clear, little-
girl voice..*He — he’s very upset.’

“He wanted to see me,” London assured her. “But if he’d rather not
talk to me now, I'll drop in later.” -

“T'll ask him. Won’t you— come in and sit down?” Uncertamly she
turned and led him into a big, well-furnished living room.

The brunette went down a hall and knocked, then opened a heavy
oak door and went in. She came out a moment later.

“My husband will see you,” she said.

“Thanks,” Max said, and strode past her into what was apparently
the library of the house. A massive carved desk stood near French windows
that opened onto a small tiled terrace a couple of feet above the ground,
almost screened by shrubbery. Grigsby sat behind the desk, his face drawn
and grey. The knobbed cane he’'d been using on the beach lay across his
lap.

“Thank you, Nola,” he said. “I don’t want to be interrupted.” The
brunette closed the door and the tall man waved to a chalr

“Thank 'you for coming over,” he said, as Max sat. “Excuse me for
not getting up, but I twisted my ankle on Madison Avenue six weeks ago.
Came out here to get some rest and relaxation, but so far it’s eluded me.
Maybe I can still get it if you can help me.”

“If it’s in my line. I'll tackle anything except divorce evidence.”
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“It’s not that.” Grigsby leaned back and closed his eyes a moment in a
gesture of fatigue that went deeper than something just physical. “I suppose
—" he opened his eyes again ‘“ — it’s actually a matter for a lawyer. But
there are other angles beside the purely legal one. Do you happen to know
of a local gambler — at least he used to be one — named Marshall Dunn?”’

“T don’t place him.” -

“Well, he’s a small operator, apparently Four days ago 1 arrived here
in California with my wife and child, and my business associate, Miss
Parson, for a rest. I'm rather wrapped up in color television at the moment
and I probably don’t need to tell you it’s a headache. My firm is Grigsby
Electronics — you won’t have heard of 1t.’

Max did not contradict him, although he had read the name a couple
of times in newspaper stories about the ﬁght that was going on for control
of the color television field.

Grlgsby shook his-head. “I don’t mean to get started on myself ” he
said. ““This matter is entirely aside from my business. But I'd hardly got
settled here when Marshall Dunn phoned me and asked for an appointment.
" He came out yesterday. It turned out he had some IOU’s he wanted me
to honor — gambling debts.”

“Yours?”’ London asked.

“Not mine. My wife’s.”

Max London 5 brow wrinkled. “But if you and your wife ]ust got
here —

“Sorry.” The other’s voice held an added note of fatigue. “My present
wife is my second. The IOU’s were my first wife’s. She is dead.”

“Dead?” London’s eyebrows rose. “When?” .

“Two years ago. An automobile accident. In Reno. Just a week before her
divorce decree was to be granted.

“I'll give you the whole picture, Mr. London. I married Larrie — that’s
short for Larraine — about eight years ago. She was a slender, sunny-haired
blonde girl, very gay and very beautiful. She acted a little for radio and
made a living that way. I happened to engage her while testing some tele-
vision equipment. I confess I was swept off my feet. We were married
inside three months.

“Frankly, I don’t know whether thin gs might have worked out differently
if I had been a different type of man. Probably not. But my being an
inventor didn’t help any. When I'm wrapped up in some technical problem
a friend has described me as bemg half scientist and half monk.” The tall
man gestured with his hand. “You see? Larrie was alone a lot. She never
* complained and I assumed she was happy. I suppose she was — but it wasn’t
I who was making her happy. Need 1 amplify the details?”
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Max London shook his head.

“I dislike personal conflicts. I'm not afraid of anyone, but I like to keep
my mind clear and unsullied by the violent emotions that accompany
quarrels, recriminations, lawsuits. I can’t work when I'm unsettled by
emotional conflicts. _

“Perhaps that was part of the trouble. But it couldn’t be helped. Anyway,
my lawyers made Larrie a proposition. I had grounds enough for a dozen
divorces, but I'd let her get it. In Reno, with a ten thousand dollar cash
settlement and nothing more, ever.

“She went to Reno. She wrote me occasionally during her stay, tenta-

tively suggesting a reconciliation. I rejected all her advances. It was about

that time, you remember, color television first became big public news.
I hold several patents in the field. I felt sure, and I still do, that Larrie tried
to go back on her bargain with me because she read my name in ncws
stories and had visions of me becoming fabulously wealthy.

“Apparently Larrie was squeezing all the juice she could out of her stay
in Reno. Among other things she took to gambling. I didn’t realize to
what extent until later.

“One evening I had a phone call from the Reno police. Larrie had been
out in the convertible I'd let her keep, and she’d gone off the road. Appar-
ently she was tipsy and speeding for fun — she loved to drive too fast.
The car left the curve and she was thrown clear — then the car rolled on
her. There wasn’t — much left of her.

“I flew out and identified the body, then settled her debts, which were
considerable. I saw to the funeral and came back to New York — with a
certain feeling of relief, I confess.”

Max London nodded. * Now about the IOU’s. This man Dunn comes
from Reno?”

“Yes. I checked. He used to run a small gambling place there but closed
it and moved away about a year and a half ago. I understood he’d been
caught using a wired wheel and left by request.’ .

London nodded. “He’d certainly be requested to but hard,” he
commented. “The big operators there don’t want the idea getting around
you have to buck gimmicked games in Reno. But I can’t picture this
Marshall Dunn holding your dead wife’s IOU’s for two years. Particularly
since he must have known you were there and settling up her debts. Seems
to me that’s when he’d have struck you for his money.”

“Exactly,” Grigsby said. “However, he has a plausible story. In any case,
Mr. London, will you help me handle this matter?”
 Max’s brows corrugated. “I can’t see where a private detective fits into
it. I'm no lawyer but it’s my impression a husband can be held liable only
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for debts contracted by his wife for the nécessaries of life — food, shelter,
clothing, medical care and so on. Gambling debts certainly don’t come
under that heading. All you have to do is refuse to pay.”

“It’s not that simple.” Grigsby’s long fingers clenched the knobbed
stick in his hands. “I told Dunn that legally he had no claim against me.
He arrogantly answered that he had claim enough to sustain a lawsuit.
And he suggested that if [ didn’t pay the 10U’s, I’ d wish I had. He wasn’t
crude encugh to make any actual threat, but the implication was plain that
. he would try to cause me trouble.”

. ‘(Bl ff”
“Probably. The point s, I can’t be sure if the IQU’s are genuine or not.

It occurred to me he mlght have had onc or two genuine IOU’s and used
‘them as models to forge more.” -

“How much do they total?” '

“Twenty thousand dollars,”

Max London whistled. “A lot for a wife gettmg a divorce to drop in
five weeks. Did he show you the IOU’s?”

“He gave me two photostats and said I could examine the originals any

time at his office.” :

From the desk drawer Jonothan Grigsby took two documents and gave
them to London. The detective glanced at the onc on top. It was a positive
print of a document handwritten on letterhead stationery. At the top,
neatly prmted was the heading, The Dunngeon. . . . Marshall Dunn,
- Proprietor. . . . Reno, Nevada. ’

In a woman’s bold, flowing hand bencath was written the date, Apri/ 2,
1954, and then a simple notation: For value received I promise to pay upon
demand the sum of one thousand, five hundred dollars. ($1,500) Slgned
Mrs. Larraine Grigsby.

“Technically, I'd say this was a promissory note, not an IOU,” the
detectwe remarked. .

“I suppose so. Does it make any differencer”

“Legally? T don’t know.”

“Dunn claims the notes are not for gqmblmg losses, but for money
he loaned Larrie. He says that makes a difference.” :

“It might. I wouldn’t know. But does the handwriting look like your
former wife’s?”

“Yes,” Grigsby sighed. “It looks exactly like her handwriting. Of course
I didn’t see the orlgmal As 1 said, there might be just one or two genuine
documents in the lot.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised. But I still don’t know quite what you want

me to do.”
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“Two things. First, see Dunn for me and satisfy yourself as to whether
the notes are forged or genuine. If you decide they’re genuine, I'll make
him an offer to settle on a fair basis. Larrie after all was my wife, and 1
want to feel I've wiped her out of my,life for good and all. Dunn gave the
impression he needed cash badly, and even suggested he might consider
a settlement. I have ten thousand dollars in cash here — Grigsby tapped
" the top, right hand desk drawer — ““which I drew out of the bank today,
since this i1s Friday. I'll settle the notes for anything up to that sum, if
you say they are genuine. I imagine it-won’t be difficult for you to have
that point checked.”

“All right, Mr. Grigsby,” Max London said. “T’ll do that for you. But
I'll need a specimen of your former wife’s handwriting.”

“I have one here.” Grigsby took another document from the desk.
“It’s a letter Larrie wrote me from Reno ten days before her death. It'll
give you a genuine specimen of her handwriting for comparison purposes. .
I've jotted down Dunn’s address on the back.”

“Good. With luck T may have a report on the notes by evening.”

“Thank you. I'm deeply grateful to you.”

“No need to be. That’s my business.” Max grinned and rose, putting
the two photostats and the letter into his pocket.

CHAPTER THREE

MarsHaLL Dunn’s address proved to be a building on a small hill over-
looking the Pacific, about twenty minutes drive away from Vista Beach,.
going north. It was an old building, the stucco 1n poor condition, and had
probably gone through a lot of owners over the years.

The unlit neon sign outside it said The Dunngeon. It was a pun Marshall
Dunn seemed to like. There were two cars in the parking lot —a sporty
Packard convertible in robin’s egg blue, and a conservative Buick sedan.

Max let his car skid to a stop on the gravel and climbed out. He strode
past the main entrance of The Dunngeon, which was locked, turned a corner,
where the stucco was peeling, and headed for a door that said Office. Before
he got to it he stopped. A side door was half open and through it he heard
a ‘woman’s husky voice singing. He shouldered the door and stepped in.
The woman was sitting at a mini-piano painted ivory, her back to him. She
was a brunette with her hair in a shoulder length cut, and she wore only
sandals, a white skirt, and a halter. Her back and shoulders were tanned
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and freckled and she was about twenty pounds OVCI‘WCIUht Unless, of
course, you liked them plump.

Her voice, as she sang to herself, was second rate. Good second rate,
though. The husky, throaty tones held a curious vibrancy more compellmg
than many a better voice he had heard.

" “Haven't heard that since Libby Holman sang it,” Max remarked when
she finished.

She turned around. “Hello,” she said.

“We don’t open until eight,” she added. “But if you 'd like a friendly
drink —”

““Thanks,” Max told her. “Some time when Pm not working.”

“Oh? You're working?” '

“Some business with Marshall Dunn. Is he around?” .

“That depends.”

“I'm here to d1scuss some promissory notes Dunn Is trying to Uet Jonothan -

- Grigsby to pay.”

“Oh, that.”” She rose. “TI'll get him.”
. She left the room, heading toward a small wing that apparently contained
living quarters. She moved gracefully despite her surplus poundage.

He’d smoked a quarter of the cigarette when the woman came back,

followed by a big man wearing fresh white ducks and a clean sport-shirt. He -

looked as if he had been asleep and had just been waked up in a bad temper.
His bigness was partly fat, but beneath the soft roundness of his shoulders
and arms were heavy bones and good, if seldom used muscles.

“You want to see me?” His tone was deliberately brusque.

“That’s right.” London blew a considered puff of smoke. “If you’re
the same Dunn who was run out of Reno for being a crooked gambler.”

“Why you —"" Marshall Dunn. took two quick steps toward him, his
hands balling. The detective continued to lean lazily against the door
jamb, and Dunn stopped.

“All nght,” he said. “Cut out the comphments and speak your piece.
Meg says you re from Grigsby.”

“I am.” Max London flicked his cigarette out the open door behind him.
“He sent me down to look over those notes you claim to hold.”
- “Did he send the money to pay for them?”

“There won t be any money unless I okay the notes. Maybe there won’t
be any anyway.”

“There better be.” Dunn’s tone was sullen. “Meg,” he said, without
turning, “go to the safe and bring those notes of Mrs. Grigsby’s. You know
which folder.”

She went through the door without answering.
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Max pulled a chair out of a stacked up pile and straddled it.

“While we’re waiting for the documents,”” he said, “suppose you tell me
why you held those notes two years and are suddenly trying to collect
now.”’

“Who the hell are you that I should discuss my business with your*"
Dunn scowled.

“The name is Max London and I'm Grigsby’s representative. He wants
me to be satisfied the notes are legitimate.”

Dunn’s round, protuberant eyes hooded at the detective’s name. “All
right, London. No reason for us to quarrel. What do you want to know?”

“Everything. Why you let the former Mrs. Grigsby run up such debts
on your crooked wheel to begin with.”

“Damn you, if —* Half rising, Dunn caught himself with aneffort.“We're
not going to get anywhere on this tack,” he said, his tone smoldering.
“My games were straight. Somebody planted a bug on one wheel and
framed me.

Max shrugged. “All right, let’s put 1t this way. Just give me the overall
picture of how the notes originated.”

“That’s easy.” Dunn relaxed a little. “Larrie — Mrs. Grigsby, that is —
came into my place in Reno one night. Just reached town and she was a
little blue. She bucked the wheel- for awhile and won about fifty bucks.
I bought her a drink, house policy for new customers.

“‘She felt like talkmg She was a cute kid — frizzy golden hair and a
figure like a teen-aged girl. She gave me a story of how her husband had
fallen for his pretty secretary and dec1ded to ditch her so he'd framed
her and shipped her to Reno.”

“You fell for 1t?”” Max asked with detached curiosity.

“Why not?” The big man shrugged. “It’s happened before. She showed
me his picture in the paper, along with an article about how he was in a
fight over who'd control the future of color television, and told me he’d be
worth a hundred million some day if he won out.

“He certainly looked like a cold fish, and I sympathized with her. Next
night she came back and played again. This time she lost five hundred.
She paid in cash. The followmg night, when she lost a thousand, she asked
me to take a note. I took it.’

““T'hat’s a lot of sympathy,” Max observed.

“She said she was getting a cash settlement of fifty grand as soon as the
decree went through,” Dunn scowled. “But after she’d signed notes for
another three G’s I suggested she try some other establishment. I was nice
about it — said my wheel might be unlucky for her. Different wheels act
differently for different people, you know. She did try some of the other
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houses. But she kept losing. They wouldn’t take her IOU’s. So she came
to me, begging me to lend her money on her personal notes, and promising
to pay off when she got her divorce settlement.

* “From what the papers said about her husband’s inventions in color TV,
it was reasonable she would be getting plenty. I took a chance and loaned
her the money. It’s a stralght debt and not a gambling debt.”

“Without interest,” Max pointed out. “I suppose you collected the
interest in after-hours’ entertainment.”

Dunn refused to rise to the bait,

“She was a cute blonde kid and I liked her,” he sald “That s all there
was to it. She gambled too much, drank too much and drove too fast. I
began to understand her husband might have something on his side too.
Then — one night when she was tanked she lost control of the car: And the
curtain came down.”

“Leaving you with a safe full of her notes,’ Max remarked. He puffed
twin jets of smoke through his nostrils. Grlgsby appeared, settling her
debts. That was your cue. to demand payment. Your legal position was
questionable and the time to strike was when he was badly upset by what
had happened. Instead you waited two years. Why?”

“It was a calculated risk,” Dunn said. “Frankly, as soon as I heard of
Larrie’s death I bought a credit report on Grigsby. It was bad, from my

standpoint. He had all his capital tied up in his company and was fighting
~ to hold on to his inventions. He didn’t have twenty grand to spare. She’d

lied. He'd have refused to pay me because he couldn’t pay..

“So I decided to sit tight until he hit it big, then ask for payment. Being
able to afford it and not wanting to be bothered by a ghost from the past,
I figured he’d probably ante up then a lot easier.”

“But Gngsby is still a long way from cashing in on color TV ” Max
pointed out. “Just the same, the minute he comes to Cahforma you strike
him for payment. Why?”

“Because I need money,” Dunn said bluntly. “Business is lousy. I can’t
afford to wait longer. I've got to raise cash.”

“Suppose I tell Gngsby the notes are forgeries?” Max London suggested.
“Or that they’re genuine, but he refuses to pay? Then what? Even if you
brought suit agamst him and somehow won, it could easily take a couple of
years.’

“There are other ways I m1ght discount the notes.”

“Discount a dead woman’s promissory notes?” Max: scoffed “Who'd
be stupid enough to give money. for them?” 2

“I was thinking of Tony Rienzo,” he said, malice in his voice. “He’s
going legit now. He likes such speculatlons And he has a very efficient
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collection organization. People who owe him money — or even people
he just thinks owe him money — are generally glad to pay him.”

Max London dragged on the cigarette and considered this. Tony Rienzo.
The local Big Boy himself. Quietly spreading his tentacles through the
rich, sprawling city of Vista Beach. With, undoubtedly, some inside help
from somebody in the relatlvely new reform administration.

“Bull,” Max said aloud. ‘‘Rienzo wouldn t be interested in a profit of a
few grand. He plays for blue chips.’

“I could interest him. The notes total thirty G’s, for one thing.”

“You told Grigsby twenty.”

“I was sounding him out. I didn’t want him to refuse automatically.”

“I've a damned good mind to tell you where to stuff them!”

“Then I'll take them to Rienzo. T'll suggest to him that even though
Grigsby can’t pay in money, he could be persuaded to sign over a part
interest 1n his color TV patents. That would interest Rienzo, believe me.
He'd like nothing better than to ride color television when it starts skyrock-
eting. He might wind up being as respectable as RCA.”

"~ Meg came back in. She bounced a httle as she walked. Nicely. She had
a sheaf of papers in her hand. .

“Spread them out, honey,” Dunn sald. ‘Let Grigsby’s trained shamus
look them over.”

Deftly she arranged the papers on the table so that they did not overlap
each other. Max strode over and stared down at them. All were letterhead
paper from The Dunngeon in Reno. The dates covered about four weeks,
from March 10 to April 3, 1954. The sums varied from five hundred to
four thousand dollars. There were about twenty in all and the total,
roughly, was just over $30,000.

They had been written with two or three different pens and inks. Max
concentrated on the signatures. They were all similar, but not identical,
not tracings.

“Well?”” Dunn asked.

Max selected two notes, dated a week apart. They totaled fifteen hundred
dollars.

“Wait a minute!” The gambler’s hand clamped on his wrist. ‘“Nobody
said you could walk off w1th them.”

Max broke the hold with a twist of his arm. He stiff-armed the half-risen
man back into his chair.

“You'll get them back. If they’re genuine. I’'m going to have the signa-
tures checked.”

“Let him have them, Marsh,” the brunette, Meg, said, her eyes on the
detective. “It’s cheap enough if he does keep them
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“If they're phonies,” Max said, looking down at Dunn with distaste,
“I'll burn. them. And I'll come back and burn the rest. Then I'll discuss
the whole matter with you. I'm apt to be a little rough.”

“Talk’s cheap,” Dunn sneered. He stood up, shrugging. “Anyway,
I don’t care who you go to. He'll tell you those notes are genuine. Larrie
Grigsby wrote every one of them and I saw her do it.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me,” the detective agreed, folding the notes into
a manila envelope he had brought. “But just because the handwriting is
genuine it doesn’t mean the debt is. The whole deal smells to me. I just
wonder if you and the blonde floosie didn’t cook up something to rook
her husband. She knew she was only getting a ten thousand settlement and
maybe she didn’t figure it was enoug h.”

“Damn you!” Dunn spat. “If you feed Grigsby a lme like that, T'll
sure as hell take these notes to Rienzo. Then you and Grigsby both will
wish you'd played it nice before —”

Max’s fist punctuated the speech. Dunn went down on one knee, shook
his head and came up with a springing charge. His roundhouse right missed
but his shoulder caught Max in the side. The detective staggered back,
reaching for support. His fingers hooked something soft that broke away,
and he backpedaled fast to keep from falling. He brought up against the
service bar with a crash of bottles, and as Dunn charged after him Max
cocked his left fist and threw it.

Dunn’s own impetus carried him into the fist and he stopped like a truck
slamming into a tree. His head snapped back, the grimace of rage smoothing
out of his face, and he dropped. He lay on his back without quivering.

“He thinks he’s tough. I haven’t been able to convince him he loses his
temper too easily to be tough.”

Max looked up. Meg was still standing beside the table where the notes
were spread out. From the waist up she had nothing on, and he saw then
that he had her broken halter in his hand.

He tossed it to her. She caught it but made no move to replace it. From
the waist up she was tanned lightly and evenly. Max revised his former
estimate. In one essential department, anyway, he wouldn’t call any of her
weight excessive. She looked down at herself without embarassment.

“I'm Meg Philips,” she said, and held up the broken halter. “Come back "
some time and do this when you mean it.’



CHAPTER FOUR

Max HEADED DOowNTOWN toward his office, almost an hour’s drive by the

time he wound inland on twisting feeder routes and then bucked the

trafﬁc of a typically overgrown and underplanned Southern California
y. He drove fast. He always drove fast when he felt good.

He hadn’t had to get rough with Dunn. Losing his temper had been an
act. But he had got Dunn sore, and by making a man angry you could
often tell a lot more about him in.a hurry than you could even by getting
him drunk. Dunn was hot-headed and liked to push people around, but he
. folded fast when he met somebody biggér. More important, he’d gotten

sore but he hadn’t acted worried.

That didn’t necessarily mean the notes were genuine, but it certainly
meant that Dunn thought they were genuine. Nat French would settle the
question. Before he reached his office-apartment, in a new but not too
expensive building cight or ten blocks from the center of town, Max
stopped at Nat’s office. Nat French was a slender, hollow-chested, bespec-
tacled man with a passion for peering into microscopes. He had started
life as a research chemist, but quickly learned that research chemists are
apt to make less than plumbers. So he had switched over and become a
consulting criminologist.

Handwriting comparison and document authentmatmn were specialities of
Nat’s. Max dropped off the two promissory notes and the letter Gngsby had
given him, with a request that Nat take a-quick look at them.

“If a look 1s what you really want,” Nat grunted ‘I can give you a quick
once-over by six-thirty.”

“Just a look. If anything seems out of line I want you to follow it up. But
primarily I want to know if these papers were written by the woman who
1s supposed to have written them.”

Nat looked over the documents, handling them gmgerly by the edges

“Plenty of comparison material here,” he sa1d “Okay, I'll phone you. Your

apartment?”’

Max told him yes and left. He was going through the lobby of his apart-

ment house when Lem, the clerk at the desk called to him.

“Just wanted to tell you, Mr. London,” he said conﬁdentlally “There’s
someone waiting for you in your apartment. It’s a dame,” Lem said, all but
rubbing his skinny hands together. “I mean a lady. But what a lady!” -

21
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““Anyone who’s been here before?” Max asked.

“I don’t think so. That is, she wore one of these floppy straw hats that
kind of hid her face and she had on sunglasses besides. But anybody could
tell she was a real lady. She seemed upset when you weren’t in and asked if
there was anyplace to wait beside the lobby. So I said you’d told me to let
clients wait in your apartment if they seemed okay —"

“That’s okay,”. London told him. “How long ago was this?”

“About forty-five minutes. I had Tim, on the elevator, let her in. But
I dunno if she stayed.” :

“You don’t know?”’

“Come to think of it, a little while ago I saw somebody wearing the same
kind of hat go out the front door. Maybe she got tired and left.”

“She’ll come back,” Max decided, “if it’s important.”

“There was somebody else too. He didn’t give his name but I thmk I've
seen his p1cture in the papers. I think it was this Nelson Hugo, the new
police chief.”

“Nellie Hugo?” Max’s brows rose. “Paying me a social call?” -

“He didn’t say if it was social or not. He looked sore, Mr. London. He
was here .about fifteen minutes ago and I said you hadn’t come in and I
didn’t know when you'd be back. He left, I think.”

“Thanks, Lem. I won’t forget what a help you are,” Max said and took
the elevator to his sixth floor office-apartment. '

He strode down the corridor, getting out his key. But as he stopped
outside the green-painted door he heard movement inside. So the woman
hadn’t left after all. .

He opened the door and stepped in. Someone was wamng for him but it
wasn’t a lady. A tall, thin man with a face like a dishonest vulture sat in the
leather easy chair, a rolled newspaper in his hand. Max would have inter-
preted the expression on the other man’s face as a scowl if he hadn’t known
that was Chief Nelson Hugo s normal look.

“Well, Nellie Hugo!” he said with an air of happy surprlse “Come in
and sit down. Make yourself at home.”

The police chief unfolded himself from the easy chair. “I came here to
talk to you, London,” he said. “Your door was ajar so I came in and sat
down.” ‘

“And looked around while you were here,” he said. “My desk drawer is
open an inch and my file cabinet isn’t quite closed, either. Your technique
- 15 lousy. I don’t keep anything out in the open anyway,” Max London
assured him. “It’s all in a safe guarantced to take at least three hours for
an expert can cutter to blow. All right, talk.”

Nelson Hugo unrolled the paper in his hand. “This!” he snapped
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The paper unrolled to an article with a headline that screamed WHAT
HAS HAPPENED TO THE BIG CLEANUP? It was signed, Peter London.
Peter had written it, partly from material Max dug up and partly from
material supplied by Wayne Ferris, publisher of the Vista Beach Free Press,
who was independently wealthy and more interested in civic betterment
than in profits — a refreshing attitude in a publisher.

Max took the paper and pretended to scan the article. “Very nice,” he
approved.

Nelson Hugo grabbed the paper, ripped it up and threw it in the waste-
basket. '

“London,” he grated, “that article was aimed at me, personally. And
I’'m not going to stand for it. Since I was appointed chief of police we've
driven out the pinball boys, scared the drug peddlers elsewhere —"

“And made room for a new lot of thugs who are going to make the old
gang look like Sunday school superintendents, when they really get going,”
Max told him. “Just because Tony Rienzo is playing them close to his vest
and making like a member of the civic betterment league, doesn’t fool
anybody who can look at Rienzo’s record. The East got too hot for him.
Now he’s here, running the Hi-Spot, the biggest gambling set-up on the
Coast, and everything cozy. And obviously he’s setting up the organization
so that he can clean up big when he has corrupted this town enough to
make it safe. Starting with one bad apple in the barrel, he’s going to turn
all the rest rotten. You know it and I know it. So let’s not kid around,
Nellie.”

Nelson Hugo was breathing [hard. “All right, London,” he said: “I came
here to warn you. You've stepped out of line too many times in this town —
beat up men against whom there was no evidence, intimidated witnesses,
and a dozen other charges.”

“Funny,” Max said, unsmiling, “that every time it happened, a case the
cops were fallmg down on got solved.”

“Hereafter,” Nelson Hugo said, “if you so much as spit in the street,
your license gets suspended You really should get a San Quentin vacation
for some of the stuff you’ve pulled, and if it’s in my power, or Fred Whar-
ton’s, the acting D.A., you'll get it.’ -

Max opened the door. “Wharton’s fat, fussy and foolish, but he’s honest ”
he growled. “You’re neither fat, foolish, nor-honest. Now get out, and if
you ever pussyfoot around my apartment again, I'll kick your teeth loose -
— from the opposite end.”

Nelson Hugo grabbed up his hat and started out. Max casually gave him
ahshove that sent him jolting against the opposite corridor wall, and closed
the door.
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He crossed toward the bathroom. As he did so the bedroom door, which
had been standing open about an inch, closed very qu1etly Max checked
his stride.

He turned and stared at the closed door. Then he stepped to his desk
and took out the .32 he kept in the center drawer. He shoved off the safety
catch and dropped it into his pocket, letting his hand  remain on the butt.
Then he moved softly to the door and tried the knob with his left hand.
It resisted — someone inside was holding it. Then abruptly the resistance
ceased.

Max shoved the door open and stood back. “All right,” he said. “Come
out and come slowly.”

There was no response for a moment. Then a woman appeared from be-
hind the door and unwillingly faced him. |

She held her floppy straw hat in her hands and she had removed the dark
glasses. Her honey-ash hair was done in a tight but becoming bun at the
nape of her neck. She wore a simple, expensive suit of tan linen, with a
short-sleeved jacket which was buttoned all the way up to her throat, but
which defeated any intentions of modesty by emphasizing the fullness
beneath it.

- Her eyes, Max could see now, were blue with flecks of golden brown in
the blue, and her brows and lashes were darker than her hair.

Her face and arms, every-exposed square inch of her skin, were flaming
pink.

Max took his hand out of his pocket “Well,” he said, “I see you did get
sunburned after all.”

The woman’s eyes met his. “No,” she said. “It’s not sunburn. It’s embar-
rassment. I'm blushing.”

CHAPTER FIVE

From A cABINET in a corner Max got a bottle and two glasses. He brought
them to the leather-covered coffee table, put them down, and moved up
a chair for her. |

“The sun is over the yard arm,” he remarked. “Since you came to see
me, sit down and sece me.’

She sat down w1th composure. “Thank you, I will have a drink.”

“This is aquavit,” Max said, pouring two shotglasses. “A good old Swedish
drink. I should have asked you if you liked it.” :

-



EPITAPH FOR A VIRGIN 25

“Thank you, this is fine. If I could have some water —”
He brought the water. She took alternate sips of aquavit and water.
The pink was fading now from her arms and face. As it went, the faintly red

network of scars between her left cheekbone and her ear reappeared. Max

watched it, then became aware she realized it.

“I apologise for staring at you,” he said. “Also for doing the same this
afternoon.”

“It’ s all right. I’'m quite used to it. I ve been stared at since I was seven-
teen.’

“Seventeen?”’ Max looked judicious. “You must have been quite pre-
cocious.” :

“I beg your pardon?” She looked at him blankly

“What d1d you mean?”’ he asked.

“This.” She touched her cheek. “I was doing an experiment in chemistry,
my last year in high school. A beaker of acid exploded. It left me — badly
scarred. Naturally, people have stared at me ever since.’

“I see.” Max drained his glass and refilled it. “This afternoon I gathered
that vou weren’t interested in having any conversation with me. Now I
come in and find you hiding in my bedroom. Does that mean you've
changed your mind?”

“Thls afternoon I said that if I ever needed to ask for advice I'd come
to you.” Her tone was even. “Of course that was meant — sarcastically,
However, I decided to act on it. I came here for help. I wanted to engage
you professxonally

“I see.” Max leaned back and grinned at her amiably. “All right, let’s
talk. Begin by telling me your name and whether this professional help
you want concerns Jonothan Grigsby.”

“My name is Patricia Parson. I'm a minority partner in Grigsby Elec-
tronics. And what I wanted to see you about does concern him.” '

“Let me get something straight, Miss Parson,” Max said. “It was you
who about an hour ago asked for me down at the desk, and the desk clerk
sent you up here with the elevator boy?”

“He said 1t was customary,” Patricia Parson answered stiffly.

“Anyway, you were here when Nellie Hugo pushed his way in?”

Patricia Parson nodded. “I had just made up my mind not to wait any
longer. T was standing up to go when someone knocked on the door. Then
I noticed it wasn’t latched. I slipped into the bedroom and closed the door
and locked 1t.

“Then the apartment door opened and someone came in, I heard him
moving around very qu1etly Drawers opening and things like that.

“Well,” the woman said, “I was — upset. I waited for whoever it was to

r
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go away so I could slip out too. But then you came. When I heard your
voice 1 opened the door a fraction to —

“Listen?” Max supplied. “To get a cue on what to say to me?” She
" nodded. “Well, that brings us up to date. Now we can talk about what

brought you here in the first place, Miss Parson.” :

“I’m sorry.” She stood up. “I’ve changed my mind about engaging your
services. I felt I owed you an explanatlon of Why I was here. But I'd rather
not go any further with the matter.’

“Okay.” Max shrugged. “That’s your privilege. However, if it’s about
those notes a gambler named Dunn is trying to get Grigsby to pay, I'm
already checking that.”

“Notes? A gambler named Dunn?” She frowned. “I don’t know anything
about that. No, 1t’s —

. The telephone mterrupted her. Max muttered an apology and scooped
up the instrument. The voxce that spoke was Nat French’s.

“Got that report for you,” he said, in his own dry, precise fashion. “The
handwriting on the promissory notes is genuine. Not-a chance that it’s
faked.”

“Fingerprints?” he asked. “I know I didn’t mention them but —”

“I just happened to check on them,” Nat understated drily. “Several
~ clear sets of prints. One set unidentified. One set 1s yours —

“Mine?” Max London interjected. “How do you know it’s mine?”

Over the phone Nat French chuckled. “The first time you were in my
office,” he said. “I offered you a cigarette.”

“Yes, but what —"

“It was a nice, polished crystal cigarette case -— took your prmts beauti-
fully. But we were talking about those promissory notes. The other set of
prints belongs to the writer of the notes. I matched -them against her prints
on the authenticated letter you gave me. Everything seems to be in order
— the dead woman wrote those notes, all right. On one she used an Ever-
sharp fountain pen. On the other —”

“She could have used a goose quill as long as it was she who wrote it,”
London told him. “Thanks, Nat. Send in your bill.”

He hung up and looked across at Patricia Parson who was standing, bag
in her hands.

“Don’t hurry. I may be going your way, and I can g1ve you a lift. By
the way, what is Grigsby’s phone number?”

She told him. He dialed, waited a morment, then heard Jonothan Grigsby’s
weary voice answermg

“London speaking,” he said. “I have a report on those notes. They re
genuine.”
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A brief pause. “I see. I rather thought they were.”

“Anything else you want me to do on the matter?”

“Thank you, yes. I intend to phone Marshall Dunn and suggest he come
out to the house tonight to discuss the matter. I'll offer him a fair settle-
ment — anything up to the ten thousand dollars I mentioned to you. I
‘would appreciate it if you could sit in on the conference with us. I believe
your presence might be — helpful.”

“Glad to,” Max agreed. “It’ll only mean dropping over from next door.”

“I’ll phone you back when I've been in touch with Dunn, and let you
know what time.”

. They said goodbye and hung up. Max turned to Patricia Parson with
regret. “Sorry,” he said. “Seems I don’t have a date with Grigsby until
later. But if a dinner would interest you —

“No thank you.” She started toward the door.

“Then perhaps we’ll meet later, or possibly tomorrow. I do a lot of sun-
bathing myself, and since we’re neighbors —”

“I’m afraid it’s not likely,” she said. “I’'m no longer staying out there as
Grigsby’s guest. Jonothan and T quarreled, this afternoon. I moved out.
I’ve taken an apartment at the Beverly for the time bemg Her eyes met
his for a moment, gravely. “Goodbye, Mr: London.”

After the door had closed behind her, Max London stared at it for a
moment reflectively. Then he got his Panama and went out. The Seahorse
Grill was a few blocks from his apartment, behind the modernistic city
hall, which housed the jail, the morgue, and all local governing bodies under
one roof in its ten stories. None except the very high priced restaurants in
town were too good, but the Seahorse was better than most in the modest
price class. ‘

In a booth at the back Cal McVey was drinking alone. Cal was a big man
with a craggy face and a long chin. He was too honest to be popular with
his superiors in the police department, so he stayed a lieutenant in plain-
clothes, Homicide Division. On the other hand he was too capable for any
police chief to get along without, so he remained a fixture of the department,
drawing all the tough assignments, without asking any favors from anyone.

Once, though almost no one knew it, Cal had been the victim of an
ingenious pay-off frameup good enough to have drawn him three-to-five
in the pen, especially with some unfriendly political muscle to push the
charge. The operator who had laid out the frame, in retaliation for McVey’s
having picked up some of his boys, had enough political power to protect
his two semi-respectable witnesses from the kind of police grilling which
would break down their story. But Max had no connection with the cops,
and no appreciation of the finer niceties of legalistics.
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Max had simply inveigled both men into a room with him and locked the
door. When he finally unlocked it, he had handwritten statements from both
of them which he gave to McVey to keep if needed. The two witnesses he
personally escorted to the airport and saw onto a plane headed for Chicago.
They left without bothering to pack, and they didn’t ¢come back.

Neither Max nor Cal McVey ever bothered to refer to the incident, but
the detective lieutenant had the kind of Scots blood in him that neither
forgets a friend nor forgives an enemy. The official police attitude toward
Max London was one of hostility, but McVey was, in his own sphere, as
independent as a moss-backed snapping turtle.

He looked at Max dourly as the private detective Slld into the booth
opposite him.

“What do you hear about Tony Rienzo?”” Max asked.

“You're interested in Rienzo?” Cal asked.

“I'm not interested in him. Not yet, anyway. I'm mterested 1n someone
who mentioned his name this afternoon.”

“Rienzo is spinning his web right now,” Cal said. “He’s only operating
in a small way so far. He’s got gambling at the Hi-Spot, and he’s spotting
a few numbers writers down in the factory area in the valley. A trial run,
really. He’s getting vice organized and is quietly preparing to plant reefer
pushers around — particularly outside the schools. He's got a steady stream
of fancy thugs drifting in from the East, and from Mexico, and he’s been
holding strategy meetings. No rough stuff is the watchword — no killings.
Nothing to make the public stop, look and wonder.”

. Max London nodded. “Does the name Marshall Dunn mean anythmg to
you?”’ he asked.

“Don’t tell me you're doing a ob for a tinhorn like Dunn!” McVey
rasped. “Not trying to get him off the hook with Rlenzol”

“Is he on the hook?” Max sucked his lower lip. “That would explain
" something’s ‘been puzzling me.”

“Rienzo’s been bored by inactivity,” the detective lieutenant told him.
“Rienzo gets his pleasure out of making other people squirm, and Dunn is
one of the ones he’s been putting the heat on. Dunn has a gambling joint
just over the line—"

“I know. I was there.”

“Well, Rienzo has dropped in on Dunn several times lately. He and his
boys have gambled on Dunn’s wheel.”

d:j‘Rienzo gambling in a two-bit joint?”” London scowled. “That doesn’t’
a »

“It adds,” McVey told him. “When you know Rienzo. Dunn is using a

wired wheel. Naturally he doesn’t dare use it on Rienzo. As I hear it, he
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used it in reverse — trying to make Rienzo win a few bucks so he’d be in
a good temper. But Rienzo crossed him up a couple times by dropping
bundles of lettuce on the numbers just before the wheel stopped. Dunn
didn’t dare squawk and Rienzo got to him for twelve, fifteen thousand.
Dunn had to give Rienzo an IOU for half of it.”

“That’s the answer then,” Max London said with satisfaction. “The
reason Dunn is so anxious to. get dough out of a client of mine right now.
Now if you could just estimate how much Dunn actually owes Rienzo —"

“Between six and seven thousand, I hear.” ‘

“We'll say seven. He'll settle for that. Going to eat?”

“Working,” McVey told him.

He finished his drink and slid out. Max ordered a porterhouse with fried
potatoes and a green salad and ate alone. Things began to make sense. He
knew now why Dunn had suddenly dug those promissory notes out of the
safe. Jonothan Grigsby’s arrival in California had come just as he was
desperate to pay off Rienzo. Even though he knew Grigsby’s financial con-
dition and couldn’t hope to collect the whole sum, he was willing to grab
at anything to get out of Rienzo’s clutches.

And there was his threat to turn the notes over to Rienzo. Despite the
dubious collectability of the notes, it would be better to pay off a reasonable
sum than to get entangled with the Big Boy. And since Grigsby was willing
to pay off, there was no reason the whole thing couldn’t be washed up
quickly and easily.

Max finished and headed back toward his apartment. There were two
messages waiting for him at the desk. Both were from Grigsby. The first,
which had come in about seven, asked him to be at the house for the
conference with Dunn at eleven- thirty. The second asked him to call
Grigsby as soon as he came in.

The detective put the call through from the lobby.

“I’m sorry, Mr. London,” Grigsby said apologetically over the phone.
“I have to call off our meeting with Dunn. I —I’'m not feeling well this
evening. I wondered if you could act for me — see Dunn and negotiate a
settlement of those notes.” |

“Glad to,” London agreed. “Any figure up to ten thousand, right?”

“That’s the top limit. If you can get Dunn to agrec to less, the difference
will be your fee. Is that satisfactory?”

“I should be able to make a nice proﬁt on that,” Max told him. “T’ll
report to you as soon as I've seen him.”

“Please do. I have the money here in five hundred dollar bills, as you
know. It’ll be available first thing in the morning —or even tonight if
you can come to an understanding with him immediately.”
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“T’ll drive out and see him now.” Max London hung up and reached into
his pocket for a cigarette. His fingers closed on the gun he had put there
earlier in his apartment, and forgotten., Though he hadn’t planned to carry
a gun, and probably wouldn’t need one, it wouldn’t do any harm to have
it with him. After all, he had a license for it. _

He headed for his car and five minutes later was going north through
the late twilight toward The Dunngeon.

CHAPTER SIX

He was stiLL a' mile from The Dunngeon when a Packard convertible

ztpped past him at seventy. It was too dark to get a good look at the driver.

He could only make out that it was a woman. But he thought he recognized

the car. And when he wound up the drive and pulled into the parking lot

outside The Dunngeon it was: there, Meg Philips still sitting behind the

" wheel, lighting a cigarette. To his surprise, there were no other cars and the
place was dark, the neon sign unlit. ‘

“Closed tomght the brunette announced as he pulled up beside her.
“Oh, it’s you.” She smiled. “Come to see me or Marsh?” -

“Dunn.” He climbed out and walked over. She was wearing a dress this
evening, a stmple white model with a jacket.

“Oh?”” Her tone was interested. “You’re figuring to settle it tonight?”
© “Why not? He needs money and I'm here to offer h1m some.’

“In that case — she slipped easﬂy out of the car — “‘come in and Tl
buy a drink. Maybe I can locate him.”

He followed her down the sidewalk and into the dark interior. Meg
Philips flicked a switch and the wall lights came on, orchid tinted and
hardly bright enough to be called illumination. From the service bar she
brought a bottle and two glasscs.

“Scotch?”

“It’ll do.”

She poured. ‘“How much?”

“That’s enough. To start.”

“I mean how much money.” She handed him the glass.

“No more than necessary. Enough to get him off Rienzo’s hook.”

She shot him a glance. *“You know about that?”’

" “I've heard.” . ‘
“The slob!” For a moment her lips were tight and her voice cold with
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hatred. “The little, fat-bellied slob! Coming in here with those two torpedoes
of his, those filthy mirror image twins, and needling Marsh! Making Marsh
afraid to let him lose — then after he’s cleaned out Marsh’s working capital,
giving him only a week to pay off!” .

Max mterrupted her. “I didn’t come here to discuss Rienzo. Where’s -
Dunn?”

“He’s out trymg to raise some working capital. I'll see if I can locate
him by phone.”

" “Tell him the eleven-thirty date at Grigsby’s place 1s off. He and I are to
talk directly.”

Meg disappeared into an inner room, appatently an ofﬁce Max waited.
- She came back shaking her head.

“One place he’d just been, the other he hadn’t reached yet. I left word
to call here. If you don’t mind waiting.”

“I’ve been in worse places with worse company. Did Dunn go to see
Rienzo tonight?”

“I don’t know.” Meg was looking worried. “‘He had a phone call and he
left in a lousy temper. He was frightened. He always loses his temper when
he’s frightened.”

“Qther times too.’

She nodded “If he had more self control he might be a ﬁrst -rater, But
he’s not.”

“You married to him?”

Meg lit a cigarette. ‘“Marriages are made in heaven,” she said. “I've
never been there.” )

“Been with him long?”

“A year and a half. It seems longer. But we get along. Marsh isn’t a bad
guy,outside of business hours.” .

“Pick up with him in Reno?”

She looked at him and shook her head. “Here. After he left Reno. By
request.”

“Then you never knew Larrie Grigsby, the woman who signed those
notes?”’

“No, I never met her. Marsh told me a little about her.”

“You knew about these notes before this?”

“Not until he trotted them out. Ask me about something else, Max
Marsh’s business bores me. We could talk about you. Or me.”

uMa};] looked at his watch. “I want to wrap this thing up. But I can’t wait
all night.”

“He should have called back by now.” There was uneasiness in her grey
eyes. “Look.” Meg stood up. “Let me go look for him. In my car. I'll bring
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" him back here. I want to get this thing settled and get Rienzo off his neck
for my own peace of mind.”

“I’ll follow you.”

“No.” She shook her head. ““There’s a couple of places he might be, he'd
be sore if I led you there. Wait here. Keep-a drink warm for me.”

“All right,” he agreed. “T’ll wait a reasonable time. Phone me if you find
him. If you don’t phone, I'll contact him tomorrow.”

“I’ll phone,” she said. “Marsh can use that money tonight. Make yourself
at home. Drink anything you can find.”

She went out. A moment later he heard the Packard roar to life, gravel
spurting beneath its air cushion tires as it went away. ‘

He finished a Max London cigarette and had another Scotch. Then he
rose and prowled around the place. He found the door that probably led to
the gambling room. It was locked, but it gave when he put a shoulder to it.
It was strictly a small time layout — a single roulette wheel, a chuckaluck
cage, a crap table and a row of slot machines against the wall. He lifted
the dust cover from the roulette wheel and spun it experimentally. It
turned smoothly and softly. He flicked his wrist and sent the ball rolling
against the wheel’s rotation. It dropped into 33. He tried it again. Once
more 1t dropped 1into 33.

This wheel he recognized as one he had seen listed in a recent catalog
he had sent for — The Secret Green Book, it was called, for some mystic
reason. He could remember the printed spiel for the wheel word for word:

This is the most satisfactory Controlled Roulette Outfit ever produced, no
batteres, no paraphernalia, the outfit is complete as you see in the illustration.
- All ready 1o operate. You can put the ball in any number at any time and need
have no. fear of detection,

Likewise for dice that could be manipulated, cards that could be recog- -
nized in half a dozen different ways, punchboards on which the store owner
could punch out the prize winning numbers in advance, and twenty other-
items, all of them designed with infinite skill to empty the pockets of suckers.

Intent on studying the wheel, Max had not heard anyone else enter the
building, and did not know he wasn’t alone until a voice behmd him said:
“Well, Dunn, got my money for me?” . -

The spinning ball dropped into 33 again. Max ‘turned. Just inside the
door stood three men. The one in the middle was short, with a body like
a pouter pigeon on spindly legs. He wore a suit of dark blue Irish linen that
had been hand-tailored for a tab of at least two hundred and fifty dollars.
'The hand-made Panama on his oversize head was a seventy-five dollar job.

Flanking him on each side was a taller, thinner, younger man. They
looked like twins — mirror image twins with every feature identical but
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reversed. They wore identical linen suits, similar to but a lot cheaper than
the small man’s. Their Panamas were blocked the same but the one on the
right wore his with the brim tipped down right, the one on the left wore the
brim tipped down left. Right Side had his right hand in his jacket pocket.
Left Side had his left hand.

Their faces were thin, their lips were thin. Their eyes had a curious alert
blankness, like the eyes of a dangerous animal that gives no thought to the
minute past or the minute ahead, only to the present moment. They
flanked the man in the middle like two tall bookends holding up a short
fat book.

“It ain’t Dunn,” the bookend on the left said, with an air of making a
discovery.

“Hell,” the bookend on the right said in a flat voice. “It’s that lousy eye
Max London.” : ,

“Shut up,” the man in the middle said. “What are you doing here, -
London? Where’s Dunn?”

“What are you doing here, Rienzo?” Max grunted. “Where’s Dunn?
See, T can ask the same_questions.”

“Wise guy.” Small round eyes so dark the iris and retina merged like twin
black holes in the other man’ s face surveyed London coldly. “I've heard
about what a wise guy you are.’

“Fine,” Max answered. “A.nd I've heard about what a sonofabitch you’
are. That starts us off even.’

SHey!” the righthand flanker grated, in a tone of surprise. “There ain’t
nobody can’t talk to Mr. Rienzo like that.” He stepped forward with the
lunge of a jungle cat, bringing his hand out of his packet. It held a foot-long
section of quarter-inch logging chain on a leather thong that went around
his wrist.

“Okay, Mr. Rienzo?”’ he asked hopefully, without looking around.

“Okay,” the small man said, his expression not altering. “Let’s see how
tough this eye really 1s. Just 1n case our paths ever cross again. Once over
lightly, Righty.”

Righty took two more strides toward Max London and brought up the
chainjack, which could rip away flesh with-a slash, and break bones if it
landed right. Max put up his hand as if to guard himself and nghty swung
for his wrist.

If the chain had struck, Max’s hand would have been half amputated.
But as 1t came down Max braced himself against the roulette table behind
him, lifted his knee to his chest, and drove the flat of his foot outward.

His heel caught Righty just below the ribs. His sole crunched in the Jower

ribs, and the thrust of the kick doubled the tall hood over like a folding
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rule. He went backwards across the room, crashed into a slot machine, and
carried it over backwards. As the machine fell, Righty fell on it, Wheezmg
with desperate sucking sounds, trying to get air into his collapsed diaphragm.
Blood was dribbling from his mouth. When the man and the machine both
came to rest, Righty was on his back, his head jammed against the wall,
his legs in the air over the fallen slot machine.

After a frozen instant to watch Righty fall, his twin brother came
forward with a leap.

“Lefty, hold it!” Rienzo shouted, but the hoodlum, his thin face twisted
with fury, was beyond control.

“You cain’t do that to mah brother!” he screamed as he came, swinging
a chainjack viciously with his left hand.

The chainjack came down. Max ignored the man, focused all his attention
" on the hand, the wrist and the chain. The chain was an invisible smear of
light, but the hand and wrist moving it were better targets for his eyes.

Max stretched up his own open hands as the chain came down. The thin
‘wrist settled into his palms, driving his braced arms downwards. The chain,
half its force lost, cracked against his shoulder with searing pain. Then his
hands, holding the wrist, ignoring the klckmg and clawing Lefty was doing,
moved apart six inches, one gripping the wrist, the other the forearm just
below the elbow.

Max London brought Lefty’s arm down like a- stxck of kindling wood
" against the edge of the roulette table, and bone snapped with a brittle
crack. Hand and wrist were suddenly at right angles to the arm, with a white
- stub of bone piercing jaggedly through the skin.

Lefty screamed and his knees sagged. He flopped sideways against Max,
jaw loose, eyes bulging from sheer pain until they seemed on the point of
falling out. Then Max straightened him up and swung his fist. Lefty’s
screaming was abruptly silenced as his legs gave way completely and he
flopped at Rienzo’s feet, wriggling as if boneless. He looked up at Max,
eyes glazed and lips pulled back with pain and horrible hatred. Lefty flopped
like a dying eel and was quiet at last.

Max stared at Tony Rienzo, who had moved only fo draw back from the
squirming body of his torpedo.

“That’s how tough I am, Rienzo,” Max London said softly, feeling his
shoulder where the chainjack had struck. “Now how much would you
like?”

The round, bullet-hole eyes stared at him. Rienzo licked his lips, darted
a glance to the twins on the floor, and back to Max. “I like the way you
operate,” he said, “You've spo1led my boys for good, but I could overlook
that.”
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“If whatr”

“You're a good man. I could use a man with your talents. Not actively
associated with me at all. Just looking after my interests in this town — my
legit interests.”” He waited. “Fifty grand a year sound good to you?”

“Fifty grand a day sounds better,” Max snorted. ‘“That’s what it would
take to hire me, you perverted little punk. Just because a mangy job lot of
killers and politicians are willing to scll themselves to you for small change,
you think you can buy a man? Working for you would be like living in the
lower half of an outhouse.”

“Jesus,” Rienzo said, almost in wonder. “You do like trouble, don’t you?””

“I don’t like it but I don’t duck it.”

“You're going to have plenty to not duck then.”

“If these two displaced hillbillies give me any trouble, or anybody else
that I even think comes from you, it’ll be you, personally, I take it up with.
And don’t think I won’t make it. You saw what just happened. Just figure
the next boys you send out may fail too, and then I'll be coming after you.”

Max strode past him and left the plump little man staring with hooded
eyes at the two figures on the floor. As he went out the door he heard
Rienzo spinning the telephone dial. .

He found his car, with a long black sedan parked behind it. Driving
gingerly, he headed toward the exclusive beach section. His shoulder hurt
and he was feeling ugly.

He headed for the beach now bec--1se Grigsby was counting on him to
contact Dunn. And Dunn didn’t have any way of knowing that the date
had been called off. The one place Dunn was certain to go was Grigsby’s
at eleven-thirty. If Max could get there before Dunn did, he could intercept
him and settle for the promissory notes on the spot.

It was eleven fifteen when Max pulled to a stop in the drive above the
big beach house. Next to it Tom Bates’ residence was dark and silent.

He went down the stairs from the drive and along the flagstoned walk to
the big, brass-studded door. There were no lights on in the house, at least
none visible from this side. Grigsby might have gone to bed, but Max
guessed he’d by staying up for his report.

With his hand on the antique knocker, Max paused. If Grij gsby was
asleep, no use waking him. He could walk around the house and if Grigsby
wasn’t in his library-office, he’d go back up to the drive and wait in the car
for Dunn.

He turned back and took the gravel path that ran through high, flowering
shrubs around the side of the house. He walked slowly, his feet crunching
on the gravel, until he rounded the rear wing of the house and saw ahead
of him the glow of light shlmng on shrubbery.
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. He headed toward it. The bushes were thick, but he could see the tall

French windows of the library. He paused, -to see if he could spot a path
through the shrubs to the little balcony outside the windows. It was because
he was looking carefully at the ground and the bushes that he saw the
folded sheet of paper on the grass at the base of a thick clump of greenery.

The grass was damp with dew, but the half of the paper above the féld
stood up stifl and crisp, unaffected by the moisture. It couldn’t have been
there long -and it certainly hadn’t blown out a window, though one stood
open. The shrubbery would have caught it.

Max took a step forward and stooped for it. There was a movement
behind him. It was more a sensation of something moving, than any actual
visible movement. But his ears caught a whisper of sound and his eyes,
as he half-turned, saw a flicker of motion, as if a shadow had come to life.
He saw a pale blur in the darkness at the right height to be a face, p1cked
out from the deeper shadows by the starlight. It could have been aman’s
face or a woman’s — or a ghost’s.

Then as Max gathered himself to leap, something came down, crunching
through the protection of his Panama. He grunted heavily, and fell forward
to his hands and knees, balanced there a moment, then sprawled over side.
ways. The night breeze, the scent of the shrubbery, the sound of the waves

on the beach, all was lost in a blackness that overwhelmed him.
) ! . ’ .

CHAPTER SEVEN _

Roucn HanDs HANDLED Max, Someone stuck a lighted cigarette into his
scalp. Someone else tried to suffocate him with some pungent, choking
substance that made his sense of smell stand up and scream. i

The sensations cut through the blanket of darkness and let other sensa-
tions follow. He became aware of a throbbing that threatened to shake his
whole head off his neck. He heard a voice say:

“All right; that’s enough, he’s coming out of it.”

The suffocating smell went away. He stopped wagging his head to avoid
it and the throbbing-eased just a little. He opened his eyes. The first thing
he saw was Doc Haffner, the Vista Beach police surgeon, a tubby little man
with his hair carefully plastered across a bald spot on the top of his skull.
Then beyond the Doc he saw Nelson Hugo, the chief of police. As soon as
Max London opened his eyes, Hugo thrust his face to wzthm inches of the
detective’s and yapped at him:

(e
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“All right, London, why did you kill him?”’

Max closed his eyes again. He groaned and sagged backwards.

“Damn it, he’s passed out again!” he heard Hugo swear. “Doc, give him
some more smellmg salts.”

“He’s had a bad blow on' the head and there may be a concussion, maybe
even a major one,” he heard Doc Haffner s voice say. “Handle him easy or
he may black out on you for hours more.’

Max made a mental note to see that the Doc received a case of Scotch at’
Christmas, and went on reviewing all the impressions he had been able to
gather in the few seconds his eyes were open.

He was in Jonothan Grigsby’s library. He remembered stooping for the
folded sheet of paper on the ground outside, and he remembered the blow
that had put him out. He could even tell how long he’d been unconscious.
The clock on the bookcase opposite him was registering 11:50. He’d gotten
to the house about 11:15, and it had probably been seventeen or eighteen
minutes past when he’d been slugged. He’d been out of commission for
over half an hour.

Obviously the cops had come, found him and carried hun inside.

And obviously the cops were there, led by Nellie Hugo himself, because
this was a murder case.

He didn’t have to deduce that. The ev1dence had been in full sight when
he came to.

Jonothan Grigsby, 81tt1ng in a chalr before his desk. ]onothan Grigsby,
his arms hanging limply at his side, his greying head flopped down on the
mahogany surface of the desk. Jonothan Grigsby, with a sizeable chunk of
his head blasted away

Jonothan Gngsby, Max London’s client, about as dead as you could get

“Hold his head up.” That was Doc Haffner. “Let him sniff the ammonia
again,”

London tried to hold his breath, but the pungency of the spirits of
ammonia got into his nose anyway. He wagged his head and made brushing
motions with his hand.

“Go 'way,” he mumbled. “Go ’way.”

“He’s commg out of it!” Hugo grated. “All right, stop trying to play

‘possum,’ London!”

Max opened his eyes and let the eyeballs roll He stared at the chief of
police blankly.

“Where am I?” he groaned, and followed it up with the time-honored,
“What happened? Who hit me?”’ .

“You know damn well where you are and you know damn well what
happened!” Nelson Hugo snarled. “You came here to see Grigsby, you
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quarreled with him, he hit you with a cane and you lost your temper and
blasted him. So why not come clean and admit it? We know the facts and
you'll just make it easy for yourself if you talk now.”

He waited. Max London stared at him stupidly.

“Hell, man!” Hugo grated. “‘He hit you. You went temporarily insane
and shot him. It’s only second degree murder. Make it easy for us and we’ll
make it easy for you. Make it hard and we’ll call it first degree murder!”

Max blinked like a man coming out of hypnosis. The wily snake, Nelson
Hugo, was trying to startle him into a confession while he was still dazed.
Not even giving him time to think straight. But'in doing so he was telling
the detective a lot of things he wanted to know.

“Who's dead?”” Max asked, spacing the words. |

“Don’t give me that line of garbage ]onothan Grigsby’s dead. You
killed him. With your own gun.’

Triumphantly the police chief held up Max London’s own .32.

“One shot fired!” he gloated. ““The bullet went into the plaster. We've
dug it out and we’ll run ‘comparison tests. The gun 1s registered in your
name. No need to deny it.’

Max waited, keeping h1s face blank. If Grigsby had been murdered
with his gun, that meant the killing had taken place after Max had been
slugged. An obvious attempt to frame him. And-one that might succeed,
Nelson Hugo being police chief.

“Ubhh!” Max shuddered as if with pain, and cautiously reached up to
touch his head. The skin had broken open and he could feel surgical stitches
holding the edges together.

“I put three stitches in,” Doc Haffner said with. professional briskness.
“Unless there’s a fracture you'll be all right.”

“He’s all right now,’ ’ Nelson Hugo sneered. “He doesn’t fool me for a
minute with this act.’ :
~ “Who hit me?” Max mouthed each word slowly and carefully, as if he
had to think about it.

“As if you didn’t know?”” Hugo jeered. From the unbloodied section of
the desk he took a heavy, knobbed cane — Grigsby’s. Near the end was
a smear of blood.

“This hit you. Grigsby swung on you with it and you shot him. The
facts are as plain as the bump on your head.”

“Maybe to you,” Max muttered. “But not me. Suppose yoz “tell me
‘what happened, since you know so much about 1t.” . ,
“All right, London,” he said, “T’ll tell you what we’ve got against you.
You had a date with. Grigsby tonight. He had ten thousand in cash here

he was going to turn over to you to make some kind of deal for him.
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“You came here, came around the side of the house and in the open
French windows. You and Grigsby talked. What happened I don’t know,
but knowing you I can figure you tried to hijack him into a bigger fee than-
he’d offered. Grigsby was a high-tension man, always keyéd up, a lot on
his mind, and he got sore when you showed your true colors.

“You probably threatened him and he swung on you with his cane. He
connected and you went berserk. You hauled out your gun and shot him
at point blank range. Blew away part of his skull.”

“Then you knew you had to get out of here. You shoved the gun in your
pocket and grabbed up the money. You went out the French windows
again, but you were wobbling. That sock on the head was harder than
you'd, realized. You got as far as the lawn dand you collapsed — right
where we found you when we got here.”

“You say you found the gun in my pocket,” Max growled. “Where did
you find the money?”

Nelson Hugo looked momentarily nonplussed. .

“We didn’t find it,” he said. “Obviously you hid it before you passed
out. We’ll find it, though, in the morning. Must be out there in the shrub-
bery some place.”

The detective pondered that bit of information. Up to that point the
~ frame the police chief had outlined was watertight. But the missing ten
thousand left a nice door open in it.

“How did you get here so quick?” he asked, giving the appearance of a
half-dazed man tryin g to take it all in. ‘T wasn’t out more than half an hour.”

Hugo scowled. “Some man phoned in about eleven-thirty. Said he’d
heard a shot here. We had a radio car here inside two minutes and as soon
as they found the setup they called in. I was playing po — bridge with
some friends out this way and headquarters ‘notified me. I came right over.
Luckily we got here in plenty of time before you could come to and make
a getaway.’

Max growled. “Any chowderhead should be able to sec this is 2 frame.
Somebody slugs me, kills Grigsby, takes the money, and scrams, phoning
you on the way to make sure you get here in time to nab me. It makes a lot
more sense that way. ]ust the fact the money is missing proves —

“Frameup, frameup!” Nelson Hugo cut him off. “Every guy who gets
caught screams frameup! We’ve got you, shamus, and you know it. You're
going to be in a nice, tight cell from now on, London. I'll personally see to
- it you don’t get bail. And as soon as we have the lab analyze the blood and
hair on Grigsby’s cane to make sure it’s yours, we’ll haul your tail into court.
That reminds me. We’ll want a sample of your blood and some of your hair.
No objection to our taking them, have you?”

~
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“Damned right T have!” Max snapped. “You don’t touch me without
my permission. Not until I'm legally booked ”

“Just trying you out!” he chortled. “We already have the samples
tucked away nice and neat. So we’ve got everything. Including a witness
who can swear to your date with Grigsby, and that you knew all about
the money.”

He turned. “Martm,” he called, “have Mrs. Grlgsby brought in.’

“Now wait a minute, Chief,” Doc Haffner said. “She’s had a severe
shock. She should have a hypodermic and be allowed to sleep for twelve -
hours or so.’ _

““As soon as she’s confronted this man,” Hugo told him. “She can stand
that — surely she wants to see her husband’s killer brought to book with
the utmost speed. Bring her in and stand by with stimulants if necessary.
Martin, give the Doc a hand. Jones and Farley, put a screen around the
desk. No use making it too tough for the little lady.”

Jones and Farley, both plainclothes, brought a leather screen from a
corner and arranged it to cut off sight of the desk and the motionless figure
slumped across it. A minute later Doc Haffner and the cop Martin escorted
in Nola Grigsby. They held her elbows and she walked' slowly, her eyes
large and dazed.

Haffner held a chair and she settled into it. Her eyes flicked to the leather
screen and away. Nelson Hugo faced her, wearing his most ingratiating
smile.

“Mis. Grigsby,” he murmured, “you are being very brave and I sym-
pathize with all my heart in your sorrow. I hope you will forgive me if I
ask you a few questions again. As soon as you have answered, you will be
able to rest with the consolation that at least there will be speedy justice
for the man who killed your husband.”

“It’s all right,” she said. Her voice had a sleepwalking quality. “I want
to help. I want to help all T can.”

“Good,” Hugo purred. “Now please look at this man.” He indicated
Max London, and the wide dark eyes turned toward him:

“Have you ever seen him before?”

She nodded, her lips half parted. Her hands dropped to her lap and the
V of her neghgec opened wider. Max London’s gaze stayed on her face and
so did Hugo’s, but he knew where the rest of them were looking.

““I saw him this morning. He was sunbathing on the beach.”

“Did you know him?”

“My husband did. He said it was Max London, a private detective.”

“And a short tume later he called here?”

She nodded, slowly. “My husband had been in touch with him. He said
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he wanted to consult him about something. I didn’t know what it was.”
“Later in the evening your husband telephoned this man?”
“Yes.” The soft, girlish voice came with the same slow, monotone enun-
ciation. ‘I happened to be passing the library — this room — and heard
my husband on the phone. He left a message for Mr. London to come here
- at eleven-thirty. I stepped in to ask him a question. He was counting some
money — a lot of it. He put it in a desk drawer and told me he’d drawn
$10,000 out of the bank for a business deal.” g
. “Any special reason for him to mention that?”

“Yes. I scolded him. I said he’d come out here for a vacation, not busi-
ness, and he said it was something that couldn’t be put off.”

“I see. Now you went to bed when, Mrs. Grigsby?”

“At ten. Jonothan was still up. He was very tired and snapplsh but he
said he intended to wait up until he heard from Mr. London.”

“And you didn’t hear anything later? No commotion, no quarrel?”

A slow, side-to-side motion of the head. “I took a sleeping tablet, I've had
trouble sleeping since the baby was born, and I take them every once in a
while. T didn’t know anything until — until — You knocked on my doer

and .. .and .. .”

Suddenly she covered her face in her'hands.

“John!” she sobbed. “John! It’s not true! It can’t bel”

"Her shoulders shook. Doc Haffner gave Nelson Hugo an ‘I told you so’
look and led her out. The chief of police seemed undisturbed.

“There you are, London!” he gloated. “Everything a jury will need.
Fred Wharton will have you salt.d away without the jury ever leaving the
box. So do you feel like saying anything now?” '

Max growled, ““‘Yes, I have something to say.”

“Good. McCrory, get ready to take this down.”

A bulky cop got a notebook from his pocket and wet the tip of a pencil
with his tongue.

“I, Max London, private detective —" Max began, “— being of sound
mind and normal mtelhgence, do hereby make the followmg statement for
all men to know — Chief of Police Nelson Hugo is a damned fool,” London
finished.

One of the plainclothesmen chortled, but got his face straight before_
Hugo could whirl on him. The chief of police was livid.

“McCrory,” he shrieked, *‘téar that up. As for you, London, you’re going
down to Headquarters now. You'll be booked i in on a charge of first degree
murder. Jones, Farley, take him out to my car.’

The two plainclothesmen advanced on him. Max groaned and put his
hand to his stomach. ‘
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“Uhhbhh!” he retched. “T've got to toss my lunch.” He pretcnded to gag’
“I'm gettmg dizzy. I can’t — can’t —

“Quick!” Doc Haffner barked. “Get him to the john. He has to vomit.
May mean a skull fracture. Down the hall and handle him easy.’

While Nelson Hugo stood undecided, Jones and Farley got hands under
Max London’s armpits and lifted him. Wobblm he let them steer him out
into the hall and down it a few yards to a door F arley opened it and Max
slipped inside and slammed the door shut before they could follow.

“Some thmgs a man likes to do alone,” he said through the door as he
locked it. “‘I don’t need any help to chuck my cookies.”

He grinned to himself as he stepped across to the window. It was smaller
than an average window but big enough, and it opened outward by turning
a crank. It was already half open. Max wound it the rest of the way.

“Open up!”’ Farley, outside, urged. “Come on now, open this door!”

Max made a convincing retchmg sound. Then he flushed the toilet. Water
ran, nossily. “Be — right out,” he gasped loudly. “I’'m kind of dizzy —" *

He groaned and shoved over the towel hamper. It fell with a thud on the
bathroom mat.

“Jeez, he passed out!” he heard Jones say. “We’ll have to break in.”

They began to throw shoulders against the door. Max climbed to the
window sill, squeezed through-and jumped. He came down with a thump
that sent skyrockets of pain bursting through his head, and fell to his hands
and knees. He was behind the clumps of shrubbery which surrounded the
house, but ahead of him there was an easy passage beneath the lowest
branches. He crawled forward. Behind him all attention was centered in-
side the house. No one seemed to be in the yard.

He paused as he came out of the shrubbery, not more than five feet from
where he had been slugged. The moon was higher now, and the night
brighter. Automatically he looked for the paper he had been trying to pick
up. It wasn’t there, of course, but he found something else. Almost under
his hand was a cigarette stub, still not yet wet through from the dew. There
was enough warmth still left in the tip to tell him that the cigarette had been
dropped on the grass fairly recently, and probably burned for a few minutes
before going out. At least it hadn’t been snuffed out. He thrust it into his
coat pocket, and keeping low, raced across the lawn. He reached the stone
wall which separated the place from Tom Bates’ property, hoisted himself
over it and raced-around to the door of Bates’ home. He had the key out
and the door open when he heard angry voices boiling out of the house he
had just left. Then he was inside, and the door latched itself behind him.

Max dropped to the floor and lay there, in case anyone flashed a light in
the windows. ‘ ,
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Footsteps came pounding up and stopped. Someone rattled the door.
“Door’s locked,” a hoarse voice called. “And he couldn’t have picked it,
didn’t have time enough. No windows are busted or open, so he must have
kept on going. Keep after him. Shoot if you -have to. Look in any out-
buildings you find, and watch the beach — he may try for the water.”

Footsteps and voices surged on past and moved away. In a couple of
minutes there was silente, at least in the immediate vicinity.

Max breathed a silent prayer of thanks that Hugo hadn’t asked the right
questions of Mrs. Grigsby and learned that he was the ofhicial custodian of
this place in Tom Bates’ absence. Maybe she didn’t know 1t—Gr1gsby '
might not have thought it worth mentioning.

Then he crawled into the next room, found the decanter of old brandy,
uncorked it and tilted the bottle to his lips. After about five minutes he
was feeling better. He got cautiously to his feet and felt his way into the
bathroom. Still not turning on any lights, he found the aspirin bottle,
swallowed a handful at a gulp, and went back to the living room. He settled
himself on the sectional sofa.

His head felt full of loose rivets. If he held his head absolutely still he
could think. -

Who had sapped him? And why? What did anyone have to gain by
knocking him out? Or had the sapper been someone trying to kill him?
Probably not — a couple more smashes while he lay unconscious would have
been all that was needed.
~ Presumably the same someone who had sapped Max had killed Grigsby.

But why? Dunn certainly wouldn’t have done it — he wasn’t desperate
enough yet. Nola Grigsby wouldn’t kill her husband —at least, Max
didn’t think so, though you could never tell about women.

Of course, it wasn’t impossible that someone had killed Grigsby just to
frame Max London for the job. Far-fetched maybe, but not impossible.
There were plenty of people who would consider such a deal not only good
clean fun but a good night’s work, too. Nelson Hugo, for one. But in that
case the killer would certainly have put some or all of the missing ten
thousand in Max’s pants pockets and let him be found with the loot. Then
Max wouldn’t have had a chance. As it was, there were loose ends all over
the place.

Max lifted his head gingerly, and found that the aspirin was doing good
work. He could move with no worse result than a painful throb. He sat up
and fished out of his pocket the stub of cigarette he had picked up after he
jumped from Grigsby’s bathroom.

A mini-flash which doubled as a key ring did duty for the lights he didn’t

care to turn on. In the tiny beam he studied the butt. On one side was an
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inch-long feather of browned paper, sure evidence the cigarette had lain in
the grass burning for several minutes, and had probably been dropped
within the last hour. Otherwise the paper would have been dew soaked.
On the side that had burned freely, the flame had obliterated all but the
end of the brand name. Only three letters, printed in blue ink on the rice
‘ paper, remained.
“Hell,” Max grunted to himself. “This is a personalized cigarette. Same
kind of lettermg as on those cigarettes Clara what s-her-name gave me for
- Christmas.”
He turned the stub to get a better look Onc of the letters was partly
burned and hard to decipher.
~ -s-o-n.-Who did he know whose name ended in -son? Only one name .
registered.
Max felt his way out to the hall and eased himself to the floor by the
phone. Then he flipped the receiver into hlS palm and asked the operator
for the number of the Beverly.

CHAPTER EIGHT

WHEN HE HAD the number, Max used his mini-flash and dialed. “Miss
Parson,” he said. “Miss Patricia Parson.” He waited again. “She just
checked in today,” he said, not patiently. “‘Look on the new arrival list.”

Again he waited. They had found her name. They would ring. Sorry,
Miss Parsons does not answer. Is there any message?

Max hung up., What time was it? Twelve twenty. Just about an hour
since he had been slugged. It could easily take a stranger an hour to get
from the beach downtown to the Beverly.

Had Patricia Parson slugged him and killed Grigsby? She had had a
bitter quarrel with the inventor that afternoon. Beneath her icy surface
she hid a lot of suppressed emotion. If she had blown her top — then if Max
had almost surprised her as she was making a getaway and she had hidden
in the bushes . .. ,

A big sedan had followed him part of the way from The Dunngeon to
the beach Could Tony Rienzo have been in that car? If Tony had phoned
someone to come pick up his punks, he could have got outside fast enough
to tail Max to Grigsby’s. Tony had been wearing a dark blue suit. It would
have been possible for him to sneak up behind Max, slug him, then kill
Grigsby just to have Max charged with the murder. That ghmmer of a face



EPITAPH FOR A VIRGIN 45

he had seen just before the night caved in — that had almost certainly been

a man wearing a dark suit, with the collar turned up. Anybody wearing

something light — a woman in a summér dress, for instance — would have

.shown more than a face. And Rienzo would kill his own mother-in-law if he

had an angle figured out.

He thought of Meg Philips — and wondered if she and Dunn were at the
nightclub. Especially Dunn. He picked up the phone and dialed again. This
time he got an answer quickly. It was Meg Philips, and her voice sounded
taut, frightened.

“Hello Meg,” he said. “Max London.”

“Max, wherc are you? What happened here?”’ Her words came quickly.
“I found Marsh and told him the date at Grigsby’s was called oft. Then we
came back here and found one of the slot machines smashed, blood on the
floor — :

“I entertained some customers while you were gone. Rienzo and two of
kis boys dropped in. We exchanged friendly greetings.”

“You had a fight?” Meg s breath was indrawn. “You're all right, Max?
Not in trouble?”

“Nothing I can’t handle. But I couldn’t wait any longer. I left Rienzo
there with his thugs and went to Grigsby’s, in case Dunn might go there.”

“No, I stopped him. But Max, what about the money? Rienzo will be
furious. Maybe he’ll blame Marsh for what happened. He'll certainly come
back looking for his money and if Marsh doesn’t have it —”

. “Baby,you’ll have to stall him. The money has been temporanly mis-
laid.”
She started to say something more, but Max hung up. He could have -

told her that Grigsby was dead and the promissory notes didn’t stand a

chance of being honored now. But Grigsby had commissioned him to pay

off the notes. Max decided that the slug on the head he'd taken had earned
him a commission, and Grigsby’s death hadn’t countermanded his orders.

He was beginning to feel stubborn. He intended to find the money and pay

off the notes and earn his {ee. In any case he had to keep going. With Nellie

Hugo on his tail now he had to find Grigsby’s killer or become a stand-in for

him. He might as well be paid for his efforts.

He dialed the Beverly again and asked for Patricia Parson, This time she

answered. Had she just got in, maybe?

“Max London,” Max said. “Something important has come up. I have
to see you. Tonight.”

“Tonight?” The word echoed uncertamty “But it’s twelve-thirty.” T-
was just gomng —’

“I'll be there before one-fifteen.” He hung up and stalked into Tom
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Bates’ bedroom and rummaged in the closet. Presently he brought out an
expensive gabardine topcoat and a wide-brimmed Stetson, a modified
Texan style Tom Bates affected. In these, Max jumped half a dozen income.
tax brackets in appearance.

He went upstairs through the darkened house to the attached garage at
the rear. There were two cars in the garage — a Rolls-Royce sedan and a
Jaguar. Bates had left him the keys for both of them. Max slid into the
Jaguar and brought the motor to life. He began to back, and the wheels
tripped a switch that rolled up the garage door. Max backed out on the
bridge, and another switch rolled the door down again.

With only the parking lights on, he backed into the street and started
forward, up the drive that wound to the top of the low cliffs and on to the
more prosaic sections of the city.

There was no outcry behind him. Nobody came after him.

Max grinned and stepped on the throttle.

The Beverly turned out to be an oldish, but attractive apartment-hotel
two blocks from the boulevard. He parked beside it and strode confidently
around to the rear of the building, found a service entrance, and opened the
- door. Fire stairs went up from the back hall. Down a long corridor he could
see the lighted lobby and the dozing clerk. He went up quietly, three
fhights, through a door into a hallway, and down the hall 1o 3H.

He knocked lightly, and at once the door opened on its guard chain.

“Mr. London?” Patricia Parson’s voice asked.

“Max London,” Max said. The chain rattled loose. The door opened. He
stepped in and Patricia Parson closed it. =

She was wearing a negligee, frilly and feminine but not fussy, and either
had not removed her makeup or had reapplied it.

“I'm really not sure —" she began. “I mean, whatever it is, couldn’t it
wait until morning?” .

“This couldn’t,” Max told her. He took her in his arms and kissed her,
hard. For an mcredulous moment in his arms she responded, her lips warm
and eager. Then cerebration took over from instinct. She gasped, pulled
herself back, and indignantly thrust him away.

It was no mere girlish push. Max reeled backward against the door and
his head snapped back to meet the doorjamb painfully. He winced and
reached for the back of a chair to steady himself. On second thought he
lowered himself into the chair, and tenderly felt his head. He’d hit it just
where Doc Haffner had put in the stitches, and it was bleeding again. His
fingers came away red.

“You're hurt!” Patr1c1a Parson said, suddenly contnte “I m sorry Let
me get you some water,’ *
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She was back in a moment with a pan of warm water and some gauze. She
removed the bloody Band-Aid and sponged until the bleeding stopped.
“Heavens!” she said. “Stitches! At least I didn’t do z4az.”

“Didn’t you?”” Max asked. She looked at him blankly.

“What do you mean?”

“Skip it,”” he said. “I was slugged a couple of hours ago.”

“And you think I did 1t?”’ A faint frown gathered on her fine features

“I don’t know who did 1t. Got a cigaretter”

“Of course.” She: brought him an engraved silver cigarette case. It was
full of personalized cigarettes. Patricia Parson was printed on each in neat,
distinctive blue script. Max put one in"his pocket and lit a second. “Da.you
buy these on purpose or were they given to you?” he asked. _

“Given to me.” Her frown deepened. “John.— Mr. Grigsby — gave me
several cartons last Christmas. They’re rather gratifying to the ego, I must
~ admit, though I don’t smoke much.

“Now —"" the blonde woman settled herself on a chair opposite him and
met his gaze with direct self-composure — “ perhaps you’ll tell me why you
- 1nsisted on seeing me tonight. Just to kiss me? To ask for a cigarette?”

Max inhaled degply. “Both. I came for a cigarette and I kissed you to see
what you. would do. I thought you might hit me. And you did, more or
less.”

“And did that prove something?”

“It proves you've got plenty of muscle. You.can deliver a man-sized

wallop.” .
~ She kept her eyes on his. “That’s not surprising. I played a lot of tennis at
college. Against men, mostly.”

“Where did you go to college, anyway?”

“M.LT.”

““Massachusetts Institute of Technology?”

“That’s what the initials usually stand for.” There was asperity in her
voice. ““I took a degree in physics, with specialization in electronics. That’s
how I came to be associated with John. I helped build some apparatus for
him and when I graduated he offered me a job. Then I developed a couple of
inventions and he offered me a twenty-five percent interest in the firm for
them.”

“And ever since you've been married to your work.” .

“If I don’t find men very interesting or attractive —" her voice was gla-
cial — “‘what busmess is that of yoursP”

“Maybe none,” Max grinned. “You make yourself hard to hke, Miss
Parson. But I like you. What were you wearing this evening?”’

“A dark brown dinner dress. Later, a cocoa-brown tweed topcoat. It
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hardly matters to me whether you like me or not, does it? And why should
you want to know what I was wearing?”

“If T kiss you again,” Max suggested, “it might make a difference. If you
liked me, you would enjoy it more. And since you were wearing a dark dress
and topcoat, I rather suspect it was you who slugged me earlier tonight.”

“I didn’t slug you. And I don’t intend that you kiss me again. I'd appre-
ciate it if you would either go, or come to the point of this visit. Apparently
you actually do suspect me of slugging you, as you phrase it, though I can’t
imagine why.”

“We’ll come to why in a minute,” Max told her. “Eatlier today you came
to see me. Then you changed your mind and wouldn’t talk to me. I'd like to
know what you actually came for.”

“If I didn’t tell you then, why should I tell you now? If that’s all you
have to say —"

“It’s not all,” Max interrupted, and did not try to sound polite. “Things
have changed since then You see, Grlgsby has been murdered.” .

Her eyes widened. M—murdered she whispered. “You —If this 1s
- some kind of crude joke —

“It’s no joke. Certamly not to your partner or me. I was cuere when it
happened. Slugged.” Anger stirred in Max London’s voice. “With me lym
unconscious on the ground outside, somebody killed a client of mine.’

“But — but who?” :

“Who killed him?” London’s square, battered features were bleak, his
eyes ice-blue and cold. *“What the hell do you think I'm trying to find out?
If T knew who killed him I wouldn’t be asking questions.”

“Of course. I'm sorry.” With a visible effort she composed herself, “Can
you tell me how it happened?‘”

“He was in the library waiting for me.” Max watched her face intently.
“I was outside in the yard. Somebody knocked me out from behind, took
my gun, and went in and blew his brains out. Then they framed all the evi-
dence to point to me. Whoever did it also stole ten thousand dollars Grigsby
had handy for me to settle some prormssory notes with. That’s all.”

“I see.” Her voice was steady now. “Those were the notes you spoke
about this afternoon?”

“Yes. Now suppose you tell me what was worrymg you. It may have a
place in the picture.’

She hesitated for a moment, reaching for a cigarette, lighting it slowly.

“Now let’s get down to beating the rug. Did your visit to my office have
any connection with Grigsby’s murder?”’

“I don’t know.” Her eyes met his. “You see, I don’t know exactly why 1
came to your office. What I’'m trying to say is that I was worried about
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John. Dreadfully worried. Something was upsetting him. Sapping his
energy, stealing his confidence, reducing him to a condition of apathy in
which he no longer cared about anything. I was going to ask you to see if
you could find out. I thought — you had such a reputation as a detective.

. Then while I was waiting in your apartment I realized I was being a
little absurd. In the first place, whatever was bothering John probably had
its roots back in New York. In the second place, he might be just nervously
exhausted. After all, he’s been working eighteen hours a day for months
trying to develop a color TV system better than RCA or any of his com-
petitors has. It might be just cumulative strain.’

“Combat fatigue. It happens.”

“‘Of course, there was one other p0551b1hty though. John has been espe-
* cially upset by the fact that a competitor, Franklin Jordan, of Jordan
Electrical Industries, has been anticipating our work on several items: Jordan
has héen trying to buy vs our for a long time — he wants control of the
patents Grigsby Electronics owns. Then in the last six months Jordan has
beat us into production with three different items we thought were our own
secret developments. Basically, his were exactly like ours, though details
differed. It might be just coincidence. But I think John believed that
someone on our lab staff was disloyal and selling out to Jordan. Since every
man of them has been with us for years, the very thought upset him.”

“I follow you. Then this trip to California was to give him both a mental
and physical change of climate.”

“Yes, that was the idea.”

“Was it your idea or his?”

- “Mine, but he liked it. Said his twisted ankle was an ideal excuse to get
away from the rat race for awhile.”

Max rubbed a broad thumb along his chin, which was beginning to feel
bristly. “And as soon as he got there, a gambler named Marshall Dunn de-
manded payment of promissory notes signed two years ago by Grigsby’s

first wife. Which certainly didn’t help his peace of mind any.’

' “No, it wouldn’t.” Her eyes clouded. “He tried to put even the memory
of Larrie out of his life. She hurt him so — And then, of course, business
followed him out here too. That is, Franklin Jordan did. He phoned John
several days ago and pretended he was just here on a vacation and wanted
to have a chat. But he was still putting the pressure on John to sell. After
talking to him John was more silent and withdrawn than I'd ever known
him to be.”

“This afternoon you said you’d had a real brawl with him. Was it over
Jordanr”’

She nodded. *“Yes. Suddenly John said he’d made up his mind to sell. I
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own twenty-five percent of the firm, but of course John has — had control.
I couldn’t prevent him if he decided to sell. I argued and pleaded. I pointed
out that Jordan was offering two hundred thousand dollars, and -the poten-
tial value of our patents was in the millions. You see, John and I were
jointly working out something quite revolutionary,” Patricia Parson told
him. “It’s a lens that will change any black-and-white television broadcast
into color at the receiver. It’s plastic and should only cost about twenty
dollars. It can be fitted to any set in only a few mmutes The colors are still
not sharply defined, but if I can improve it —

“Hey!” Max looked at her with new respect. “Is that possible?”

She nodded. “The principal is rather involved. It depends on the fact
that every color has a different wavelength and if you —"

“Never mind,” Max London sighed. “Back to our rug beating. Neither
of you would back down, so you walked out.’

“That’s it. I was very upset. I felt if he knew how upset I was he’d change-
his decision. Then it occurred to me that maybe Jordan was blackmailing
John in some fashion, perhaps that was why he was so depressed. As soon as
the idca came to me, I went to your office, thinking if it was that you might
be able to prove it. You see, I did want help, but after I actually got there
and had time to think it over, I realized that there was too lictle for you to
work on. So I changed my mind about talking to you.’

“ thought it was because you overheard my discussion with Nellie Hugo
And decided I wasn’t the type.

“No.” She shook her head. “It wasn’t that. I —1 adrmred you for throw-
mg him out. After all, he 15 the chief of police and you —

- ““Are just a private eye,” Max finished. ““I want to see this Frank Iordan
now, tonight, before he learns of Grigsby’s death. Any idea where he’s
staying?”’ A

“Oh, yes. He’s at the Tropical Hotel. I was talking to him earlier —
about midnight. On the phone, that is.”

“About Grigsby?” ) |
“Yes. He was half drunk and he gave me a long harangue about why
should persuade John to sell to him. He promised to ‘take care’ of me.” Her
nose wrinkled in disgust. “It took me fifteen minutes to get him to hang

up.”

““He phoned you about midnight? And hung up about twelve fifteen?” -

“Yes. That’s why I wasn’t asleep when you called.” : :

“I called twice. Where were you the first time?”

“I was here.”” She looked at' him steadily. “I didn’t answer because I
thought it was Jordan calling again. The second time I answered because I
didn’t want him calling all night. Only it was you.”
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“Mmm.” Max chewed on this. “Where were you before midnight?*

“I was out driving.”” She said it without hesitation.

“In a brown dress and dark topcoat. By any chance were you driving
near the beach?” -

She nodded, her gaze challenging. ““I started toward Jonothan’s. Then
when I was almost there I changed my mind. I decided to let him think
about my arguments for another day.”

“Okay,” Max said. “Only, the fact you were here and. talkmg to Iordan
at midnight doesn’t give you an alibi, Or him, either, as far as that goes. A
good driver could just make it in from the beach after sloggmg me and
killing Grigsby in ume to be here before 12.’

- She did not answer that. Max picked up the fancy Stetson and rose.
“Okay, that’s all the questions for now. But I may ‘think of more.”

“Are you working to solve John’s murder?”” Patricia Parson asked as he
moved toward the door.

“Not directly. Nobody’s hired me to. I'm still Workmg on the job he
hired me for before he died.”

This was partly true and partly a lie, of course. Nobody had hired him,
but Max damned well had to solve the murder if he didn’t want to be
tagged for it himself. However, he didn’t figure it was the right time to let
Patricia Parson know he was probably, at that moment, the object of one
of the most intensive manhunts in the city’s history. Nellie Hugo would
have every cop and detective in town on twenty-four hour duty until they
had picked him up

“Then I’ll hire you  Patricia Parson said. “If § you catch John's murderer,
I'll pay you five thousand dollars.”

Max studied her. She seemed to mean it. But then, cven women who
hadn’t taken dramatics in college were sometimes good actresses.

“Maybe I'll prove you did it,” he said finally.

“In that case —”" her head was high and her look challengmg— “Tll
pay you ten thousand dollars. Goodnight — Max.”

CHAPTER NINE

Tur TropicaL was a dozen blocks away. Max rolled the Jaguar along side
streets, and parked a block behind the hotel, on a quiet, dark thoroughfare.
From.there he walked to a side entrance.

Max wantéd to talk to Frank Jordan and check on the time he had actu-
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ally phoned Patricia Parson. Then he was going to call on Dunn and beat a
couple of rugs with him.

The Tropical was big and glittering. Even at two in the morning, there
was plenty of life around it, especially on a Friday night. In his borrowed
- topcoat, with the wide-brimmed Stetson pulled down, Max looked like an
oil millionaire, or maybe an obscure Western star who was coming back to
life on TV. |

Max walked in boldly. He attracted no attention as he crossed to the
house phones, picked one up, "and asked for Mr. Jordan.

He heard the operator ring, then her announcement “Mr. Jordan does
not answer.’ )

“Is that Harry Jordan, in 311, you're ringing?” Max asked. “He said he
thought he’d check in tonight but might be delayed.”

“No, sir, I was ringing Mr. Franklin Jordan in 410,” the gitl told him.
“I have no other Jordan listed. I'll transfer you to the front desk and —”

“Never mind.” Max hung up.

He idled across to the elevators, waited until a group of women in eve-
ning dress and men in mess jackets surged into it from the direction of the
cocktail room, and followed them in. He was the only one getting off at
four. He stalled, lighting a cigarette, until the elevator went on up. Then he
strode down the thickly carpeted corridor to the pale green door W1th the
gilt numbers 410.

He tapped. There was nothing but silence inside. The transom was open.,

- Max held his breath and listened. There was no sound inside to suggest a
sleeper’s breathing, no creaking of bed springs. Max waited a moment longer,
then' turned -away. As he did so, another elevator stopped. A short, blond,
moon-faced man in conventional tux, and slightly high, got out and came
toward him. He was humming to himself happily, “We re three little lambs
who’ve lost our way, Baal Baa!l Baa!” '

He waited until Moon- Face reached him. “I’ve been waiting for you,
Jordan!”

The drunk blinked.

“I know you?” he asked thickly.

“No, but you know Jonothan Gngsby,” Max told him fast. “Thats '
what I want to talk to you about.”

“Jack Grigsby?” Jordan said, and bclched “Wha’ "bout him?”

“We can talk better in your room.’ |

Slyly Jordan wagged his head. “Huh-uh,”” he said. “No bishness thish time
o’ night. I never talk bishness when I'm plashtered ”

“Listen, Jordan,” Max growled. “Maybe you don’t like the idea, but
we're going to talk just the same. Grigsby’s been murdered.”
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“Murdered?” he muttered, sobering fast. “Before he signed the papers?
Oh no! You’re jus’ tryin’ to queer our deal.”

“Let’s go inside and talk about it,” Max snapped. “This place is too
public.” '

“Yes, inshide,” Jordan agreed He fumbled his key into the lock, pushed
the door open and wobbled in. Max followed, closing the door while
Jordan found a light.

“Now!” Jordan collapsed into an overstuffed chair hke a punctured
punchmg bag, his Scotch-red face sagging. “Tell me you're kiddin’,” he
pleaded. “Grigsby can’t be dead. Why, I jus’ saw him las’ week in N'York,
an’ talked to him ona phone jus’ this afternoon. So you shee,” he concluded

~ triumphantly, “he can’t be dead!”
“If you can convince him of that you’ll be doing him a big favor,” Max
said. “What did you talk to him about this afternoon?”’ |
“Look,” ]ordan said, his speech clearmg Lemme throw some cold water
on m’ face. "M in no condition to talk, ri’ now.’
He made it into the bathroom, more or less on a straight line. Max heard
the cold water running hard and Jordan grunting and gasping as he sloshed
it onto his face.
He came out in a couple of minutes, mopping his face with an oversme
towel. Water spots stained the lapels of his dinner ]acket ,
“All right,” he puffed, settling down on the bed. “Now tell me about it.
How did poor old Jack Grigsby get killed?”
“Somebody blew his brains out,” Max said brutally. “You were going to
tell me what you talked to him about on the phone this afternoon.”
Jordan blinked. “About me buying Grigsby Electronics, of course. It’s
th’ logical thing to do.”
“And you haven’t seen him in person since you got herer”” Max asked.
“Me?” Jordan protested. “Why sh’d I go alla way out to that beach
place of his? What wasa phone 1nvented for? Anyway, his wife Nola don’t
like me.”
“If Grigsby was going to sell to you, why did you have to call Miss
Parson and try to get her to persuade Grigsby?” Max flipped at-him.
“The deal was all set,” he said, “if. I mean, Grigsby said he’d think
abourt, which meant he’d do it, only he had to talk to Lemonade some more
about it.” -
“Lemonade?”
“Tha’s my name for her — tall, cold and sour. Pat Parson. She’s a junior

partner. Grigsby likes — liked her. She’s a smart dame.” Jordan tapped his
forechead. ““She’s got it here instead of just there, like most women have. So
I wanted her to agree. I wanted her working with me, not against me.”
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“And what time did you phone Pat — Miss Parson?”’

The short, red-faced man opened l’llS mouth and looked at the ceiling.

“Little after eleven-thirty. She wasn’ in.’

“You called a little after eleven-thirty and she wasn’t in?”

“She didn’ answer. So I left a message with th’ operator to have her call
me when she comes in. So I had ’nother drink — "nother daiquiri. So she
didn’t call. So 1 called back. This time she was in. We talked. But she
wouldn’ be friendly.

He shook his head sadly.

““She wasn’ friendly at all I just don’t know why she don’t like me.’

Max thumbed his jaw. The phone rang. Jordan groaned and sat up,
reached for the handset on the table beside his bed.

“Yes?” he said. “Jordan speaking. . . . Huh? . . .- Why, yes . . . he’s
here.” He looked at Max, perplexed. “For‘you,” he said.

Max hid his surprise. “Max London,” he said into the mouthpiece.

“For Crissake, get out of there!” Cal McVey’s voice rasped at him.
“Don’t you know the alarm’s out for you? A certain party is sorer than a
boil on a daschund’s stomach. A bellboy phoned in that you’d gone into 410,
the Tropical, and there’s a squad on the way. Probably in the elevators now.
. I'm phoning from a booth. 'Bye.’

“Thanks, Joe,” Max said, but Cal had already hung up. Max was putting
down the recciver when the operator cut in.

~“Beg pardon, but I'm holding another call for 410.”

“Hello, Frank!” It was a woman’s voice, hurried and furtive, and Max
found a familiar echo in the tone. “This is Nola. John’s been killed! The
house is full of police and this is the first chance P've had to phone. Don'’t
tell anyone you were out here! The police say that detective, you know,
the one who —" The hurrying, breathless voice broke off. “FrankP” 1t
said, suspiciously. ““This is Frank, isn’t i¢?”

Max hung up gently. “My assistant down in the lobby,” he told Jordan,
“Another angle has come up. I'll be in touch with you.”

»,

CHAPTER TEN -

MiracuLousLy, HE GoT ouT before they could raise a general alarm, slipped -
into the Jaguar and headed toward the beach. It purred like an electric
clock, anxious to cut loose, but he held it severely down to legal limits, This
was no night to be picked up for speeding.
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He let his reflexes drive and chewed on the new bones of fact he’d picked
up from Jordan. Pat Parson hadn’t been at the Beverly at eleven thirty.
She’d been there at twelve. That gave her time to get from the beach to the

hotel — if she had been the one who slugged Max and killed Grigsby.
" The cigarette Max had found, which was almost certainly one of Parson’s
personalized cigarettes, proved she had been there. If she was lying about
not having gone to Grigsby’s, she was top man on the suspect pole again.

On the other hand, when it came to lying, what were Nola Grigsby and
the little lost sheep, Jordan, covering up? Obviously Jordan had been out to -
see Nola, probably that day, and equally obviously she didn’t want it
known. Jordan had said she didn’t like him, but the way they talked on the
phone they had known each other a long time. Suppose they had killed
Grigsby, acting in concert? -

It was plain there was something between Nola and Jordan. Pat Parson
had said that Jordan was beating Grigsby Electronics to the punch on cer-
tain items. Suppose the spy had actually been Nola, with the big violet eyes
and the baby voice — Nola, who had been cheating on her husband in a
business way as badly as the late and unlamented Larraine had cheated on
him in bed.

And if Grigsby had somehow got hold of proof, Nola and ]ordan might
have decided to kill him before he blew the lid off. . ,

Suppose Nola had warned Jordan that her husband had hired a private
detective? They would naturally suppose it was to check up on them. If
Jordan had seen Max arrive at Grigsby’s rented home, he could easily have
followed, done the slugging, killed Grigsby, fixed up the frame, and hurried
back to his hotel, phoning the police on the way.

Jordan had phoned Patricia Parson at about midnight, to invite her over
to the Tropical for a drink. But he also claimed he had phoned her at eleven
thirty. If Jordan had been at the Tropical at eleven thirty, he couldn’t have
killed Grigsby. The murder and frameup couldn’t have been completed
much before half past eleven. If Jordan wasn’t lylng, he was in the clear.
There was an easy way to find out.

Max stopped at an all night gas station, told the sleepy attendant to fill
the tank, and strode in to the pay phone. He called the Beverly, and aftera
wait, got Patricia Parson.

“Hello,” she said, her voice languorous with sleep. “What is it?”

“Pat. Max London.” -

“You agam'r" She did not sound displeased. “Is th1s —"" time out for a
yawn — “social or business?”

“Business. You told me Jordan phoned you. Just before mldmght.

“Or maybe a minute or two after. Why?”
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“When you got in, was there a message for your”

“Message? . . . Oh yes, a record of a phone call. Jordan had called
earlier and wanted me to call back. I'll get it.”” Her voice faded away, came
back in a moment. “What do you want to know, Max?”

“What time it was received and what it said.”

“Time? Oh yes, it’s right here. “Time received: 11:33 p.m. Message:
Please phone Mr. Jordan at the Tropical Hotel and have him paged in the
cocktail room.””

“Thanks. Police bothered you yet?”

“Should they have?”

“They will. As soon as they get Jordan’s story straightened out. T left
him just before they got there.”

“What should I tell them?”

““The truth. That I busted in on you and that you were indignant about
it. I'told you about the murder but naturally you didn’t know I was wanted
for it. Better not tell them you hired me to solve it, though. It might annoy
them. They have a silly idea solving murders is their job.” He hung up and
walked out of the booth.

Max took out the cigarette he'd palmed earlier in Pat’s apartment. Then

he took from the envelope where he had put it for safekeeping the stub he
had found on Grigsby’s lawn. The blue printing on them both seemed
identical. But now, in a good light, he couldn’t be certain about the first
visible letter on the burned stub. It might be an s or an e. He couldn’t think
of anyone in connection with Gngsby whose name ended -eon.
" Max stepped into ‘the men’s room and into a stall, from which he took
several sheets of tissue. Holding these against the mirror, he wrote a brief
message on them with his ballpoint pen —a forty-nine cent special. He
rolled the cigarettes inside the tissue, put the cylinders into the envelope,
plastered it with the stamps he always carried in his wallet, scribbled Nat
French’s name and address under the stamps, dropped the envelope in his
pocket,-and strode out, The kid was waiting for him.

Max paid him and wheeled the Jaguar away from there, hoping the
sleepy kid hadn’t heard any of the earlier broadcasts about him. He stopped
presently to drop the envelope to Nat in a collection box, then gave the
car the reins. In five minutes he was rolling northward along the coast, and
in-fifteen he was turning up the drive to The Dunngeon.

The dingy club was dark except for a beam of light from a side window.
There were two cars parked outside — the Packard and the old Buick.

Max cut the motor and climbed out. The moon was low, but there was
enough light to show up the front of the building and the unlit neon sign.
Max smacked his fist into the palm of his hand. The Dunngeon! -¢-0-2!
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The stub he had found had come from here. He’d smoked a cigarette
Meg had given him, that afternoon, without bothering to read the printing
on it, but he remembered the blue letters. So it was Dunn after all.

Max stepped in through the unlocked door and fumbled for the light
switch. The lights came up and Max gave an unprintable exclamation.

The interior of the joint was a wreck. Tables lay on their sides. The
service bar had been pushed over and a litter of broken bottles lay in puddles
of alcohol over the dance floor. A couple of bottles had been thrown through
against the wall, and one had been hurled through the plate glass mirror.

Max was staring at the mess when from outside he heard a car motor
roar to life. Wheels spun gravel and somebody went away from there in a
fair imitation of a jet taking off.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Tue TaiLLicHT of the blue Packard was turning at the bottom of the
drive as Max threw the Jaguar into gear. He corkscrewed down the drive
and when he made the turn the convertible was only four or five hundred
yards ahead. It was going north and the coastal highway was deserted.

Max heavy-footed the gas pedal. The Jaguar seemed to shake itself as the
engine gulped in high-test through twin carburetors. With no apparent
intermediate transition the car went from fifteen to seventy.

The car Max was chasing held its distance.

Max eased up for a' curve. When he floorboarded the throttle again the
Packard had gained.

The four lane concrete straightened out now. Max kept the pedal grimly
down. At a hundred and ten he had pulled up to the Packard’s tail and was
turning out to pass it.

As he came opposite the blue car he had time to see a figure in white
crouched behind the wheel. Then he shot past as the other car slowed
abruptly, brakes screaming, front end swerving crazily:

Max fought the Jaguar to a stop. By the time he'd lost his speed the
convertible was an elghth of a mile behind him and swinging to make a
turn.

Instead of taking the time to turn, Max reversed and backed.

The driver of the convertible misjudged the width of the road and had to
back. Max, craning backwards and holding the wheel with one hand,
roared across the nose of the Packard and stopped. Trapped sideways
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on the road the blue convertible stopped too. The driver stayed inside.

Max turned the ignition key and leaped out, his hand in his pocket on a
gun that wasn’t there. He wrenched open the door of the Packard.

Meg Philips, her eyes dilated, stared at him.

“Max,” she whispered, “I thought — I thought —

Then she slumped over and almost fell into the road

He propped her up, slid her across the wide leather seat, her head lollmg,
her eyes shut. Then he got in beside her, backed and stralghtened the car
- “out. Next he pulled the Jaguar to the side of the road 1n front of the Packard
and walked back.

Meg was still unconscious. Max slid in beside her. .

She was wearing the same white dress she’d worn earlier in the evening,
with a light, cream-colored topcoat over it. The dress was cut low and the
coat was unbuttoned.

He slapped her, very lightly. At first her head merely rolled at the
impact of his palm. Then she gave a wordless murmur and opened her
eyes. For a moment she simply stared at Max London in wordless terror.
Then recognition returned and she relaxed.

“Oh, Max,” she whimpered. “Max. Thank God it’s you. I thought —
thought it was — Rienzo or his men coming back.”

“Rienzo wrecked the joint?” Max asked. “When? And where is Dunn?”

Slowly she shook her head from side to side, her breathing slowing to a
shallow gasping.

“I don’t know.” |

“Don’t know if Rienzo smashed the place up or where Dunn is?”

“Neither,” she said. “Don’t be rough with me, Max. Please. I've been
— so scared. Let me have a moment to pull myself together. It’s been — a
bad night.” ”

She was trembling lxke a leaf.

“Here’s a cigarette.” He lit one and put it between her lips. She 1nhaled
sighed.

g“Aaaah,” she said. “Better.” She opened her eyes. “I guess I can talk
now without getting hysterical. I was running away,” she said then, looking
straight ahead. “I’d just put.one bag in the back and gone back for another
‘when you drove up. I heard a car stop and somebody get out. I ducked
around behind the club. I saw you go in, but it was so dark I couldn’t
recognize you, especially in that hat and coat. I thought it was somebody
Rienzo had sent to get me. I crept around the other side of the club and
reached my car. I tried to get away so fast you couldn’t follow.”

Max nodded. “What were you running away from?”

“What was I running from?” She looked at him. “I was just runmng,‘
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Max. I mean, I was scared silly. Someone had wrecked the club, and 1
didn’t know who or why, and whoever it was might be coming back to —
to wreck me.’

““Rienzo, you mean. Maybe,” Max agreed. “But give me the whole story.”

“How do you mean, the whole story?”

“I mean after you left me at the club and went to look for your boy
friend.”

“I took the car and went to Donovan’s. It’s a night club down the coast,
quite far. That’s the place Marsh hadn’t been yet when I phoned. I thought
I might catch him there.”

“Who’s Donovan?”’

“He owns a beer and liquor distributing company. He helped Marsh
get started originally. Marsh owed him for two months’ supphes He’s
been so patient 1 guessed Marsh might try to touch him for more.’

“Did he?”

“Yes. He made Donovan angry. Donovan told him he’d have to have
what was owed him or he’d foreclose. Marsh got angry too. I caught him
just as he was coming out after arguing with Donovan. I told him the
meeting with Grigsby was off and you were at the club.”

“‘And you both went back?”

“Yes, He went in his Buick and I followed him.”

“You met him outside this Donovan’s? Not inside?”

“Outside.”

“Okay. Go on.’

“Well, we got back to The Dunngeon. The lights were on. We went 1n.
You weren’t there. Of course, I'd known you weren’t when I saw your
car gone.” ~

“Of course.”

“But we got inside and found signs of a fight in the gambling room.
A slot machine: knocked over and broken. Blood on the floor — quite a lot
of it.’

“Lefty and Righty put it there, Max said with satisfaction.,

“Lefty and Righty?”

“A palr of twins, Rienzo’s bodyguard. I altered their resemblance a
little.”

“I see.” She caught her breath. “We couldn’t irnagine—But Marsh
did guess that Rlenzo had been there and m1ght have hurt you,’

“Nice of him to wotry about me.’

“Anyway, Marsh was petrified. He could hardly talk stralght he was
so worried. Rienzo is nobody to have mad at you, you know.”

“I suppose not. He’s mad at me, though.”
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“You're different,” Meg said simply. “Marsh is a coward. Then he gets
angry because he’s afraid and sometimes he does things.”

“Does things?”

“I mean for 1 instance, sometimes he starts a fight with someone he’s scared
to death of, and wins.’

“I see. Another cigarette?”’

“Thanks.” She waited while he lighted it, then took it gratefully
“Anyway, Marsh wanted to go keep the date with Grigsby in spite of your
saying it was called off. It still wasn’t half past eleven and he could have
got there only a little late. I told him no, that you’d said positively the
date was off and you were handling it.

“So he got out a bottle and started drmkmg That’s what he did when
he got nervous.’

(‘D dP’!

“Ever since I've known him.” She looked puzzled

“Okay, keep going.”

“I had a drink too, but only one. I was nervous. I kept hoping you'd
come back. Then you telephoned. When you said the money had been
mislaid or something, I was frantic. Marsh was frantic too. He was worried
for fear Rienzo might come back any minute and demand his money.

“He was getting pretty drunk. So I said I'd try to find you and tell you
he would settle for sixty-five hundred in cash if he could have it immedi-
ately. I took my car and started downtown to your apartment. I looked
it up in the book. Of course, I #ried to phone you and you weren’t in. But
I thought maybe you’d be going there. And I hoped you’d be able to raise
the money somewhere if you knew it was a matter of life and death.”

“So you got to my apartment. [ wasn’t there. Then what?”

“I parked outside and waited in the car with the radio on. After a few
minutes there was a news bulletin. It said Grigsby had been killed and
you were wanted for the murder and all police had orders to arrest you and
to shoot to kill if necessary. Then it gave your description. When I heard
that I knew you probably wouldn’t be coming back to your apartment.
So I came back here to tell Marsh he probably wouldn’t ever get the
money from Grigsby. I couldn’t imagine what he’d do. Maybe just leave,
walk out on the place and go someplace else with the cash he had in his
pockets,

“Then when I got to the club, his car was still out front so I thought
everything' was all right. But when I walked in and saw the mess I was
terrified. I called his name and he didn’t answer, and I saw that the office
and our bedroom were wrecked too. Then I couldn’t think of anything
except to get away. I started packing as fast as I could.”
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“You looked around for Dunn? You searched the building for him? Did
you look outside?”

“I looked in our room and the office and he wasn’t there. I didn’t think
to look outside. I just wanted to get away in case they were coming back.”
- “I see.” Max dragged in deeply and exhaled. “Where were you going?

What were your plans?”

“I didn’t-have any. Not exactly plans. I was going to look up a former
girl friend and ask her to put me up for the night. Then I don’t know.
I think I figured I'd phone Rienzo in the morning that I was trying to raisc
the money and ask him to go easy on Marsh.”

“Mmm.” Max used his tongue to roll his cigarette along his lips. “I think
we’d better go back and look The Dunngeon over some more.’ |

“All right,” she said. “T don’t mind going back — if you’re Wlth me.’

“You turn around and I'll follow you.

" They went back to The Dunngeon at an easy forty, with the Packard
in the lead. Meg pulled up in the parking area a little ways from the Buick
that still stood there. She waited until Max slid the Jaguar in bCSIde her
before she got out.

She rested her hand on Max London’s arm as they went into the wrecked
interior, ugly and depressing in its low-key lighting.

Max prowled around the edges of the dining room, avoiding the puddles
of liquor on the floor. He moved into the gambling room, where the lights
were better, and examined the smashed roulette wheel and the overtumed
slot machines. Then he went into the office.

“Where are the Larraine Grigsby notes?”’ he asked, jerking his head
at the empty safe. - . -

“Why — I don’t know.” Meg Philips frowned. She looked into the
safe, and on the floor, “They’re gone. Either Marshall hid them, or Rienzo
made him open the safe and took them.”

“Dunn get his tan under that thing?” Max looked at the broken sun
lamp.

“Yes He didn't get outdoors much. I used it too. It’s nice in bad
weather.”

Beyond the office was a door. It led into a bathroom. Beyond the bath-
room was the bedroom. Max walked in and found a light already on, the
light he had originally seen through a side window when he approached
the place a half hour earlier. Except for clothes strewn around, most of
them feminine, the place apparently hadn’t been touched.

“You do this?”” he asked, gesturing, :

“Yes. I was packing fast. There s the bag I was coming back for when
you drove up and scared me away.’




62 : ROBERT ARTHUR

The bag lay on an unmade bed, a striped piece of airplane luggage,
closed and locked. Max London picked it up. .

“You'll probably need it,” he said. He carried it out and set it down
near the door.

““The kitchen,” he said. “This place must have a kitchen.”

““Yes, of course. The door’s over here.”

She showed him a door, half screened by some artificial potted palms.
Max shoved it open, went through, and fumbled for the wall switch. Even
before he found it, he smelled for the second time that night the distinctive,
sickly sweet smell of fresh blood. |

Then his fingers clicked the switch, the lights leaped on, and Meg Philips,
swaying against him, gave a choked-off scream. -

They had found Marshall Dunn.

He lay on his side on the linoleum floor. His face was a bloody pulp. He
was in his shirt sleeves and over his arms and chest the thin cotton had
been ripped away. The flesh beneath it was torn in an ugly, criss-cross
pattern of raw strips, and he was soaked in blood from the waist up.

Max bent over for a moment, -studying him. Then he straightened.
“He’s been chain-whipped, gangster fashion,” he said harsh]y “Then,
maybe because he wasn’t dying fast enough, he was shot.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

Max LoNDON TURNED away from the window that looked toward Jonothan
- Grigsby’s residence. Across the darkened living room he could see Meg
only because her white dress and coat made a pale blur in the dimness.

“Please, M-Max.” Her teeth were chattering. “M-may I have a- drink
now? I n-n-need one.’

Max found the cellarette, picked -out a bottle at random. He filled two
glasses generously. It turned out to be Scotch. Meg sipped qu1ckly and
leaned back in the chair of moulded plywood.

“Is it all right, Max?” she asked. “Nobody followed us?”

“Everything seems quiet,” he said. “I guess nobody was keeping an
eye on this place. They ﬁgure me to be a long ways away by now.’

“Where are we?”

“House of a friend of mine. Next door to where Grlgsby was kxlled ”

“Next door?” she exclaimed. “But —No, I won’t ask any questions.
Just as long as we’re safe for tonight, at least.”
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Max listened a moment longer. If they had been spotted there should
be some indication of it by now. There was none.

He had come back to Tom Bates’ beach house as the safest place he could
think of. As long as the police didn’t know of his connection with Bates’
house, it made an ideal hideout.

The silence continued. Max relaxed. '

“Max,”” Meg asked in the darkness. “Why didn’t you phone the police
about Marsh? Shouldn’ t they know as soon as possible? In case they can
connect Rienzo with 1t.’

“I'll do it now. My idea was to get away from there, just in case the cops
had another of those anonymous tips.” - -

He went to the hall phone, dialed.

“The Dunngeon is just over the line in Montdale,” he said from the hall..
“That means the Montdale boys will investigate, as-it’s out of Vista Beach
jurisdiction.” :

He got his number, gave the information fast to a sleepy desk sergeant,
and hung up. “You might ask Tony Rienzo about it,” he said, just before
he cradled the receiver. ‘ :

“They’ll send a squad,” he s N e returned and picked up his drink
and gave them both refills, “But nothing will happen. For one thing the
Hi-Spot is in Beach jurisdiction. They’ll have to get Nellie Hugo’s coopera-
tion. He'll give it — to the extent of a superficial inquiry. Then he’ll give
Rienzo a clean bill. In any case you can be damn sure Rienzo has been seen
in public with plenty of witnesses ever since he gave his boys their orders.”

“It was Rienzo, wasn’t it, Max?”’ Meg asked, curling one leg beneath
her. “It couldn’t have been anyone elser”

“I don’t see how. Chain-whipping is a sweet new refinement 0r1g1nated
down on the gulf coast and only just introduced here. So far it’s exclusively a
gangster monopoly.’

“Poor Marsh,” she whispered. “I'm glad he was so drunk. He — couldn’t
have felt too much pain. I wonder if he made them mad or if they went
there intending to kill him.” :

“On purpose, probably. Now suppose you tell me the truth ”

“The truth? About what, Max?”

“You didn’t find Dunn at all when you went to look for him, did you?”’
Max said quietly. ““So you went back to the club and waited, and he finally
showed up, probably around ten to twelve.”

He could barely see her shake her head.

“T've told you the truth, Max, she answered. “I found Marsh about
. half an hour after I left you, coming out of Donovan’s. We talked for five
minutes, then he and I drove back to the club and waited there together.”
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- “And you were together until I telephoned?” .

“Yes. What are you thinking? That Marsh came out here to the beach
and killed Grigsby and took the money?”

“I think he did.” |

“But he was at the club with me. Unless,” she added reluctantly, “he
came out here before he went to Donovan’s.”

“No. Grigsby was killed after eleven fifteen.” '

“Then it couldn’t have been Marsh. It was about eleven when I found
him.”

“Will Donovan be able to corroborate that he was therer”

“Of course. He spoke to Donovan himself. They had an argument.”
“OK,” Max said. “Time to punch the clock.” He stood up, aching all
over now. ‘“We’ll beat the rug some more tomorrow. This way, baby.
Guest suite. Your own bath, everything. Help yourself to anything you

can find.”

“No hghts,” he cautioned as he left her, “A match, maybe, if the shades
are down.”

“T understand. Goodnight, Max.”

“ Night.” He padded back to the master suite, and was almost asleep
when the door opened and soft footsteps came uncertainly toward him.

“I can’t sleep, Max. Things keep going around and around in my head.
I keep thinking of Marsh and how he — how he lay there on the floor
with his face — his face . . .”

She broke off as her voice threatened to rise. When she spoke again, she
had it under control.

“Max,” she whispered. “Would you let me sleep in here? I mean, would it
bother you? It’s not —” her laugh was shaky — “it’s not that I'm trying to
throw myself at you. But I'm scared I have a feeling that I'd be screammg
if I spent ten minutes more alone.”

Max sighed. ““All right, baby. Climb in. If it’ll help.”

She slipped into the big bed and stretched out beside him, her body
touching his, her skin warm, her flesh soft. She seemed to be wearing a dash
of Nuit and nothmg else.

“I'm raw,” she whispered. “Do you mind? I couldn t find anything to
put on, in the dark. And we left my bag in my car.’

“I don’t mind,” Max grunted sleepily. |

“Thank you, Max,” she whispered. “This feels so good. I mean I feel
safe now. It’s just having another human being close to you, someone
you know is your friend, alive, warm, breathing.”

“Yeah,” Max yawned.

She crept closer to him.
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“Send me away if I'm annoymg you.”

“You're not annoying me.

“I’ll go to sleep now. I know I will.”

Max let that go. He concentrated on sleep, but felt it slipping away from
him. Suddenly Meg, snuggling agamst him, giggled.

“Max, I thought you were sleepy!”

“I am,” Max groaned.

“You're not acting sleepy. Goodness!”

“Pure reflex,” Max sighed. ““Pay no attention.”

“Pay-no attention? You think I can just lie here and pretend I don’t
notice that — Max, really!”

Sleep had lost the round by a wide margin,

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
* )

WEARING ONLY HIS SHORTS, Max stretched out on the sofa. A cup of coffee
laced with brandy sat on the floor. He scooped it up and emptied it. Then
he picked up the sheet of typewriter paper from the rug and read it again.

Max, 1t said, please don’t be angry with me, but I'm running away. From
everyz/zzng I can’t bear to face lots more questions by the polzce and I'm afraid
of Rienzo. You have your own problems and I'd just be a nuisance and in the
way. Maybe I'll go to Mexico. Wherever it is, U'll get in touch with you. I do
want to see you again. Last mght was wonderful. Meg.

She’d been gone when he got up. He'd slept until one. She could have
pulled out at any time during the morning. He'd found the note in the
portable in the guest suite. He’d also found the pictures of Selma Carle,
which he’d developed the previous day and left hanging in the bathroom.
Obviously Meg had seen them. Maybe they’d made her jealous. Besides
the pictures, he’d come across Selma’s handbag, which she had forgotten
the day before. But Meg had left nothing.

He didn’t blame her for running away. She had plenty to be scared of.
He filled the cup from the full pot of coffee and brandy on the floor and
sipped it, considering the situation. In the past two hours he had put through
long distance phone calls to New York, Boston and Reno, as well as a call
to Patricia Parson at her hotel. He was waiting for results from the first
three.

Max glanced out the big picture window that faced the beach. Nola
Grigsby, in a blue bathing suit, holding her small son’s hand, was walking
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at the water’s edge. She was furtively peering at Tom Bates’ house as she
strolled. Max could almost read her mind. She was wondering if he was
there or not.

Why hadn’t she sent Nellie Hugo’s men after him, since she obviously
knew he d been staying-there? If she thought he’d killed her husband she'd
certainly want him caught. Or if she had killed Grigsby, she’d wanted
Max to take the rap. The only answer Max could come up with was that
she hadn’t killed her husband, and somehow knew Max hadn’t, and for that
reason was reluctant to see him picked up.

He went to the phoneand dialed Nat French. “Got the dope on that
cigarette stub for me?”” he asked when Nat answered.

“Hello, fugitive,” the dry voice greeted him. “Is that your new personal
stationery?”

+ “It’s too good for most of my correspondents. Well?”

“The letters on the stub are s-o-n. The stub is an identical match for the
unsmoked cngarette you included.”

“Hell! You can’t be wrong?”

“Sure. Back in 1 949 I thought —

“‘Okay, okay. So it’s Parson’s c1garette?”

“Nobody else’s, However — No lipstick, What kind of female is sher”

“I hope to find out. Thanks, Nat.” |

Max hung up. Well, the cigarette didn’t mean Dunn couldn’t have been
there too. A whole EIK’s convention could have marched past without him
.knowing it. He waited a moment, then picked up the phone again. This
time he dialed the Tropical and asked for Frank Jordan. In a moment
the fat little man’s high-pitched voice answered.

“Hello, Jordan, Max London speaking,” Max growled.

“What do you want?” Jordan’s tone became guarded.

“What did you tell the police last night?” :

“Just exactly what happened. However, I don’t think I have to answer
your questions.”

“Suit yourself. Then I’'m to assume you don’t want to see Grlgsby s killer
caught?”

“Of course I do! But the police say you killed him.”

“I know better and so do you,” Max said flatly but untrathfully: “I'm
gathering up the loose ends now. I thought that, since you were such a close
frlend of Grigsby — and Mrs. Gnsgsby, he added, underhmng the words,

““you might want to retain me to catch the killer. I won’t charge much. Say
five thousand.”

“Ridiculous! The police are qu1te competent to handle the affair. For
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your sake I hope you didn’t kill Jonothan, However, that’s for the police to
decide.”

He hung up. Max cradled the phone. Jordan was either guilty as hell or
innocent as an'angel. He couldn’t figure which.

The hall clock said it was late and getting later. Max showered and shaved
and put on a pair of Tom Bates’ gabardine slacks and a thirty dollar sport
shirt. Bates’ shoes didn’t fit-him but he found a pair of leather-thonged
Mexican sandals that did.

He went to the guest suite and gathered up the films and prints in the
bathroom. The prints Pete would need for the article he put aside, and
tucked the rest into an envelope. He had promised Selma Carle she could
have them, though she would probably burn them.

Max put away the developing equipment. Selma’ s handbag was on
the bureau, where Selma had left it when she had changed the day before.
Max wondered if she had really forgotten it or if it had been an excuse to
come back. Inside it was her driver’s license, the eighty dollars Max had
given her, some change, a lipstick, a vanity, and a picture ofa tall youth with
a crew cut. Roger, no doubt.

Max left the bag on the table by the telephone and was mixing Daiquiris

“when the buzzer sounded. It was Pat Parson at the street door. He let her
in and slid the door shu:.

He led Patricia Parson into the big front room and poured the Daiquiris.
She leaned back in a modernistic chair — it looked like something a couple
of kids had whipped up out of old plumbing, but it was amazmgly comfort-
able — and smiled at him.

“You didn’t really kill John, did you?” she asked.

“Do you think T did?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I don’t suppose I'd be here if I did. But the
papers this- morning made it sound as though you'd practically escaped on
the way-to the gas chamber.”

“That’s right. Did the police bother you much?”

“Not too much. They came ]ust after you phoned. Franklin Jordan told
them you’d been talking to me.’

“What did you tell them?”

“Just that you came and told me ]onothan Grlgsby had been killed
and you were trying to find the murderer. The detectivé in charge — I
think his name was Belmont. . . .”

“Bill Belmont. He’s okay.”

“Yes. He was very nice. He kept my name from the reporters. They
don’t know I was Jonothan’s partner and they haven’t bothered me.”

“Has Frank Jordan been in touch with you?”
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““He phoned this morning. Started right out by telling me that John had-
agreed to sell out to him and he hoped that now he and I could work
together.” She made a face. “I hung up on him.” She sipped her drink,
put it down, leaned forward. “Max,” she sald ‘who did kill John?”

Max drained his glass. “I’m not sure yet,” -

“She shook hert hcad “I’ve thought and thought and I can’t see what a
single soul stood to gain by Jonothan’s death. Everybody loses. Without him
the firm will probably have to be sold. So I lose. Nola loses. Frank Jordan
may gain something if he buys it, but John had already practically decided

to sell.”

“Murderers aren’t always logical,” Max said, looking at her. “Sometimes
they kill just because they’re angry.’ -

She sat very still. “Do you mean me?” '

“You. I'm still not sure you didn’t do it.”

“I'm not worried, Max.”

- “Not even that I know you were out here last night about the time 1
- was slugged?”

She seemed surprised. “No, Max, That’s wrong. Why do you think I
was?”’

“Your cigarettes. I found a stub of a Patricia Parson c1garette on the
grass outside Grigsby’s llbrary window. It hadn’t been there long.

“One of my cigarettes?” She leaned back and smiled at him. “No, I'm
not worried, Max. As a scientist I can think of at least two plausible ways
it could have got there without my dropping it. First,” Patricia Parson told
him, “I left the house in a hurry. I had a couple of cartons of those cigarettes
and I left several packs behind me. I may even have left an.open pack in
John’s library. So —"

“I'm way ahead of you,” Max sighed. ¢ Gngsby may have been walking
around outside, smoking one, and dropped it.’

“Or when the police came, one of them may have picked up the pack,”
Pat suggested. “Or just taken one cigarette. And since they were undoubt-
edly outside, searching that particular area —"

Max looked disgusted with himself,

“It’s great to be a scientist,” hé said. “I suppose I could have figured
that out for myself. Given time. But I'm the slow type.”

The phone rang. He excused himself and took it on- the extension in the
‘bedroom. It was Boston on the line, a man named Hiram Fitch, head of
an agency Max contacted there from time to time. His report was succinct.
. OnJonothan Grigsby, nothing recent. Grigsby, with a B.S. from
Harvard and a Master’s from M.LT., had formed Grigsby Electronics in
Boston and done his early experimental work there. But when he had
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- started into big time production, with government orders during the war,
he had moved his headquarters to New York.

On Patricia Parson, not much more. Pat had been an honor student
at M.I.T. She’d taken a postgraduate degree and then joined Grigsby as
a research engineer. She’d been active in athletics and amateur dramatics,
and apparently had had very few dates. There was no record of any romantic
attachments to any fellow students.

“That’s it, Max,” Hiram said from his office somewhere in ‘downtown
Boston. “Better try the New York end. By the way, we read the papers
here too. Good luck, fellow. But just in case, do you prefer roses or lilies?”’
- Max good-naturedly suggested an impractical course of action to be
performed with a dozen thorny roses and hung up.

Before he had taken his hand from the receiver the phone rang again.
Long distance had been holding a call, waiting for him to disconnect. It was
Reno this time, a private investigator Max had confidence in, Rick Randy.
Randy had a fair amount of information to impart. The dope he had dug
up on Marshall Dunn checked with what Grigsby had previously told
Max — Dunn, a small-time gambler, had left Reno by request about
eighteen months previously. There had been complaints about his place
from time to time, but he had stayed out of actual trouble until a final
complaint by a prominent citizen had resulted in his getting the boot.
Nobody had proved he ran a crooked game but the evidence was impressive.

The material on the dead Larraine Grigsby was scanty. She had been
seen frequently in Dunn’s company away from his club, The Dunngeon.
. She had not tried to make any other men friends, and had not been chummy
with any women, either, except for a crib girl named Polly Smith, whom
she had somehow met and taken a liking to.

-“Contact Smith,” Max cut in at this point. “Ask what Larraine Grigsby
talked about. Try to get the real picture of her relationship with Dunn —
whether they were planning to stay together after her divorce, especially.”

“I thought of that.” Randy’s tone was reproachful. “She isn’t here any
more. You know these girls; they don’t stay put. Polly was an independent.
Probably she met up with some man and left town with him. Nobody
knows for sure, but her landlady said she left owing two weeks’ back rent.
She left some of her things behind, maybe to make up for the rent. There
was an expensive vanity set with the initials L. G. on it, and an evening
dress from Sak’s Fifth Avenue in New York. The landlady still remembered
those two because she wondered how a crib girl acquired them.”

“Apparently she and Mrs. Grigsby were chummy enough so that Grigsby
gave her stuff she didn’t want any more,” Max suggested. ,

“That seems to be it. Anyway, Polly Smith left Reno almost two years
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ago. Nobody paid any attention at the time — nobody cares much how
those girls come and go- The landlady sold the stuff left behind and rented
the place the next day.

““Thanks, Randy.” He hung up, and rubbmg his jaw with his thumb, went
back to Pat.

“I heard some of what you said on the phone.” She spoke quietly. “I
tried not to listen, but I couldn’t help overhearmg You were getting a
report on me, weren’t your”’

“Among others,” Max London agreed. “I spent fifty dollars and learned
that you didn’t have many dates in college.”

“I guess that’s right.” -

“You set a pretty high standard in men, huh?”

“I — suppose so. The men I’ve met since I was in my teens have seemned.
so — inane. So juvenile. Or else so false.”

“Including Jonothan Grigsby?” |

“Oh no.” She shook her head. “John was very genuine. ‘A brilliant,
introverted man and a simply terrible judge of women.

“You couldn’t have been in love with him and been jealous of his wife?”

“Of course not! I was never in love with John. He was friend, an associate,
a teacher, and sometimes a little bit of a father.”

“But Nola married him, She’s no older than you are. And his first wife
was young too. He liked young women, maybe?”’

“Yes.” She nodded. “‘He was so — so tied up himself. Larrie was vivacious
and secemed to adore him. He was stimulated and flattered —and he
married her. Then of coursé¢, when he found out she had no moral sense
whatever, that nothing she felt like doing seemed wrong to her, that she
didn’t have a vestige of conscience, it almost wrecked him.”

“Then he went ahead and married another young wife, Nola. Why?”

“She was his secretary. She was calm and helpful and subordmated
herself to him. He turned to her in a sort of desperation, I think. I was in
Europe when it happened, or I'd have tried to prevent it. I was sure she
had no special feelings for him, outside of seeing a good chance to raise
herself in the world. But I got back too late.”

“Mmm.” Max ground out the cigarette. “Damn it, we keep getting
back to the case. We hadn’t even picked a subject to talk about and here
we are, beating the rug again. Suppose we talk about you.”

“I'm afraid that’s a rather unrewarding subject.” Her tone was stiff.
“I'm not very interesting.”

“You don’t like any of the men- you meet,” Max continued, eyeing her.
“Except one, who's like a father to you. For the rest, you set such high
standards that the result is, you're still a virgin.’



EPITAPH FOR A VIRGIN 71

He was rewarded by a flush that flooded her bosom, throat and cheeks.
“Since when has that been a disgrace?”

“Not a disgrace. More of a novelty. Selma, the girl you saw me taking
pictures of yesterday — for one of Pete’s articles, if you're interested. . . .”

“I’m not, 1n the least.”

“Is also a virgin. That’s two I met the same day.” He shook his head.
“It hasn’t happened in years.”

- “I think I had better go.” Cold poised, Patricia Parson stood up. So
did Max. .

“If you want to,” he said. “But first —" He took a step forward, ‘took
her in his arms and kissed her. Violently and not briefly. In shocked outrage
she held herself rigid in his arms, trying to push him away. But this time
he did not yield. He kissed her thoroughly and then, just as abruptly,
let her go.

She stood staring at him, her cheeks flaming. “You — you animal!”
she said.

“You got that out «fa book,” Max murmured. “You never thought it
up for yourself. You should apologize to yourself for saying it.”

She held herself stiff for another outraged instant. Then she began to
laugh, shakily. .

“Yes, of course,” she whispered. “It’s —silly. Just tell me — was that
because you wanted to, or was it to prove another point?”

“Partly both,” Max told her. “But this time will be just for my own
enjoyment.”’

She did not avoid him. After a moment, she responded to him. In his
arms her body relaxed, soft and warm and sweet.

“Oh, Max,” she Whlspered when he released her. “Oh, Max. If only I—

The telephone began to ring, with the shrill insistence that always means
long distance.

 “Hell!” Max said.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

It was New York on the wire. Charlie Ruffano, a slick Italian operative
who specialized in cases having a business angle, gave him the dope. .
As far as it concerned Jonothan Grigsby, it broke no new ground. Grigsby
had been having financial troubles, but looked to be able to weather them.
As regarded the dead first wife, Larraine, Charlie simply added more

-
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detail to the picture Max had already received. She had been a radio and
TV actress for several years, hadn’t been very good or very bad; had had
several affairs with program directors and advertising agency men who
could give her jobs, had specialized in playing high society bitch types
and sultry villainesses on soap operas, had never been married before, had
- been involved in a fatal automobile accident shortly before her marriage,
but had got off with a fine and suspended sentence, and had given Jonothan
Grigsby every reason in the world for not one but a dozen divorces.

The data about Frank Jordan was more revealing. Jordan, a slick promoter
rather than a scientist or inventor, had put together a company early in 1942
by buying up various electronics patents. He'd gotten a government
contract, presumably through influence, then on the strength of the
contract raised finance money and been in business. -

After the war he was 1n some trouble with the Treasury Department on
suspicion of padding cost-plus bills, but got out of it. He had also been
suspected of black market operations in crucially scarce metals, but again
nothing had been proved.

Now, on the strength of his patents, he was trying to push his way into
TV color picture, presumably aiming at acquiring such a nuisance value he
could sell out for a fat profit.

“Okay, Charlie,” Max said. “I'd already sized him up along those lines.
Now what about that last name I gave you?” |

This time Charlie Ruffano delivered pay dirt. There was little to tell
about Nola Williams, now Nola Grigsby, but that little -was plénty. Before
going to work for Grigsby Electronics, she had been employed for two

_years as secretary by Franklin Jordan. He had frequently visited her during
~ that time at her apartment, and stayed all night, '

“Thanks,” Max said. “Good job, Charlie.”

He hung up. When he returned to the living room Patricia Parson was
seated and sipping at a fresh Daiquiri. She had also refilled his glass Max
grinned wryly and dropped onto the sectional sofa.

“Here’s to us.” He raised his glass.

“Progress, Max?” she asked.

“Too damn much progress. Tell me, last night when you got back to
your apartment and got Jordan’s first message did it occur to you to phone
back as he requested?"

““Of course not.’

Max looked thoughtful. “Do you suppose he thought you would?”

“I should think he knew perfectly well I wouldn’t call him back.”

“Damn it!” he exploded. “Jordan could have phoned you at eleven-thirty
last night from someplace near here — that drugstore six blocks away, for
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instance. He could have left a message to call him back at the Tropical
Hotel, knowing you wouldn’t call him. Then he could have hurried on to
the hotel, called again around midnight, pretended to be lushed up; and
he’d have a pretty good alibi for himself.

“Damn,” he swore. “A while ago I had eliminated Jordan. Now he’s back
in the picture again.”

“What about me? Am I out of it?”

“Only because I'd rather you were. Actually you still are saddled with
as good a motive and opportunity as anybody. And no alibi.”

She stood up, “I really have to go now,” she said.

“The General Manager of Grigsby Electronics is flying out here. I
promised to meet him at the hotel as soon as he arrived,-and his plane 1s just
about due. We have a great many business matters concerned with the
company'’s future to discuss.”

“Sure,” Max agreed. He walked her to the street-side door. “And after
that you’ll need a vacation. So will I, as soon as I clean this thing up. So
think about it.’

She refused to meet hlS eye.

“I’ll — think about it,” she said. She went out the door, not looking back.

. She was a beautiful woman and a hell of a lot smarter than any woman
" with her looks had a right to be. She had explained away the cigarette with-
out drawing a deep breath.

Scowling, he went back down the hall to the phone. He dialed Cal
McVey’s home number. On the seventh ring McVey answered.

“Hello, McVey,” Max greeted him. “I was hoping you’d be having your

day off.”
| “If this is who I thmk it is,” McVey told him, “I hope you’re calling
from Afghanistan.”

“Thanks for last night. I won’t forget it,” Max said. “What’s the score
now? I haven’t seen any papers and I can’t be bothered with the radio.”

“Right now,” Cal McVey said grimly, “the score is twelve to nothing
against you in the last half of the ninth. The jury wouldn t even leave the
box. The lab found your blood and hair on the dead man’s cane, and they
found a bullet from your gun in the panelling behind the dead man’s head. d

“But nobody’s found the missing ten grand?”

“Not yet. Hugo’s not letting that bother him, though.” -

“What do you know about the killing of Dunn, the gambler, last night
at his place, The Dunngeon?”

“Lord, don’t tell me you did that too? The boys across the line called
us this morning. They had an anonymous tip last night and went out there,
found Dunn whipped and shot.”
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“Yes, I know. They have any theories?”

“A gang argument of some kind. They wanted Rienzo checked on. Hugo
promised to question him. Eventually they’ll ring up a goose egg and forget
lt ”

“Do you happen to know whether Rienzo really has an alibi or not?”
~ “I don’t know — but he does I can guarantee that much.” :

“That’'s how I figure it,” Max London agreed. ‘“Tell me, is anybody
looking for Dunn’s girl friend, Meg Philips?”

“Not that I know of. We weren’t asked to find her, anyway. Maybe the
boys across the liné didn’t think of her. Probably they w1ll though,”

“Be nice to have her ready for them.”

“She know something?”” McVey asked.

“I think so. She may have been telling me the truth but I have a feeling
she wasn’t. I'd like to ask her a few more questions.”

“You wouldin’t know where she is now?”

“She’s hiding,” Max said. “‘She’s afraid of Rienzo and she isn’t anxious
to answer any questions, on general principles. I don’t blame her, but just
the same I want to talk to her again.”

“Any suggestions?”’ _

“A couple. In the first place, wherever she is she’s got a blue Packard
convertible with her. That’ll be harder to hide. Fifty-two model.” He
gave the plate number and McVey made a note of it.

“Description, in case you haven’t got it, five feet five or six, tanned,
black hair, shoulder length, rather plump — hundred and forty-five pounds,
~maybe a hundred and fifty. Low, husky voice.”™

“Thanks,” McVey said. “I'll see it goes out on the wire. I’m just about to
go down to headquarters to see if we’ve caught you in L.A., Santa Monica,
points south yet. We’ve been getting a lot of screwy tips. Call me tomorrow,”
Cal McVey said drily. “See you in jail.”

Max cradled the receiver and padded in to take a shower. He was careful
not to let his head get wet. The cut on his skull felt much better and
seemed to be healing without any complications. He was briskly toweling
himself when the phone rang.

Leaving wet footprints on the polished flooring, he strode out to the
instrument. “Bates residence,” he said into it formally.
~ “Hello, Max? Is that you, Max?” It was a girlish voice, young and

uncertain. He couldn’t qu1tc place it.

“Who is speaking, please,” Max said with the same formal tone.
“This is Selma — Selma Carle.”

“Oh, Selma,” he grunted. “Yes, this is Max London.”
“I'm so glad,” Selma breathed. “Max, I wanted to get in touch W1th
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you and I couldn’t think where. Then I thought maybe you’d still be there
and I looked up Tom Bates in the book —” |

“I hope you're alone,” Max told her irritably. “Otherwise you might
as well call the police direct and tell them where I am.”

“Oh, I’'m alone,” Selma answered. “I’'m at my bungalow.”

“If you called about your handbag, yes, it’s here.”

“Yes, I knew I'd left it there. I'm not calling about that, though, Max.”

“No? Then what?”

“It’s something — Well, it’s crazy, sort of. But I knéw you're in trouble
and something’s happened that —"

“Sweetheart,” Max begged, “‘come to the point. I am in trouble. Don’t
make 1t worse by making me try to guess what you're trying to say.”

“Well, Max,” Selma said doggedly, ‘I was in a restaurant this afternoon.
- A bar and grill; really. I was there with a gitl friend. Two men were sitting
in the next booth. And I heard your name mentioned.”

“My name? Maybe they were reading the paper. Look, baby —”

“Max, please! Let me tell you. You see, I happened to hear your name,
and that made me listen, and then one of the men said, ‘Rienzo says the
blonde is going to have to make a new arrangement on this thmg London
has to be put out of the way.””
~ “What did these men look like?”

“Well, my back was to them, and I couldn’t turn around to take a good
look. But my girl friend could sce one of them. She’s a fashion artist. So I
I asked her to draw a picture of the one she could see. I made it a stunt
sort of. I mean I didn’t tell her why I wanted it.”

“And you have the picture there now?”

. “Yes. Do you want it?”

“I want it. Can you bring it out here? And get your handbag at the
same time?”’

“Gee, Max, T don’t feel well enough to drive. We had seafood in that bar
and grill and it tasted kind of funny and my stomach keeps feeling upset.”

“All right, Selma,” he said. “I’ll drop 1n for it. I have to do some moving
around town, anyway.”

“What time, Maxr”

“‘As soon as it’s dark. A little after nine, say.”

“I’ll be here. I'm going to lie down until my stomach feels better.” She
hesitated and her young voice was earnest. “Don’t take any chances, Max
London. Don’t let the police catch you.”

She hung up. Max put the receiver down,

There was only one blonde in this case. Patricia Parson. But how could
she be mixed up with Rienzo?




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

It was ArTER EiGHT when Max, dressed in a chauffeur’s uniform, took
‘Bates’s Rolls Royce and drove to Selma’s apartment, and it was just nine -
when Max London slid out of the chauffeur’s jacket and cap, put them on -
the floor in the rear, and slipped on his own coat. Then, locking the Rolls,
he started to stroll toward the bungalow court which was Selma’s address.

There were eight bungalows in the court, set in a double row, four facing
four across a stretch of dying grass with a cracked strip of concrete running
down the middle. Max turned into the court and walked down the crum-

bling strip of pavement like a man who belonged there. A fat householder
watering a few square feet of brown lawn didn’t even glance at him.

Selma had written down Bungalow D on the slip of paper she had given
him the previous day. Max located that as the fourth on the left since A
was the first on the left.

There was a light on in the front room of D, the shade pulled to within
an inch or so of the bottom. Max paused again to light another cigarette
and study the square building with its walls of peeling pink stucco.

- The night stayed quiet. Max strolled up to the bungalow, mounted the
single step to the door, rang the bell and simultaneously tried the knob.

The door opened in. He stepped directly into a cheaply furnished living
room. [t was empty, a standing lamp with an elaborate shade of rose sitk
burning by a chintz covered chair. A book was open on the chair arm —a
Peter London mystery.

“Selma?” Max raised his voice shghtly.

The little bungalow was silent. Max moved across the living room and
went through a door that led into a tiny hall. On one side of the hall was a
- miniature kitchen and a bath. On the other was a closed door probably
leading into a bedroom.

Max opened it. Selma was there.

She was-lying across the double bed that almost filled the tiny room, in
the same costume and almost the same position as she had posed for him
in the surf the previous day. She lay on her back, one knee drawn up, one
hand dangling over the side of the bed, the other relaxed upon her bresst.
Her long black hair came down over her shoulders. Against the white
counterpane her smoothly tanned skin seemed darker,

She seemed to be sleeping.

76



EPITAPH FOR A VIRGIN 77

If you didn’t look at her face.

Where her body was almost voluptuously relaxed, her face was swollen
and purple. Her lips were drawn back from her teeth, dried blood on her
chin where she had bitten them. Her tongue protruded, purplish and
swollen.

Around her neck, almost hidden by her hair, was a nylon stocking which
had been pulled or twisted to bite deeply into her throat, throttling her.

As Max stared at Selma’s body, so young, so sweet, so mnocent in death
black rage built up_in him.

If Rienzo —

Outside, a whistle blew.

The front door slammed open. Even as Max spun around the bedroom
window shattered and the shade flipped up. Fragments of broken glass
showered on the soft lines of Selma’s nude body.

A submachine gun muzzle poked into the bedroom. Hugo’s voice called
hoarsely from the living room.

“This place is surrounded, London. If you move we’ll let you have it.’

With a deliberate effort of will, Max London made his voice normal
“Okay,” he said, conversatlonally “I’m just putting my hands up. I’'m not
making any moves.

Outside the window two uniformed cops kept him covered with sub-
machine guns while two plain-clothes men with Police Positives took up
positions outside the bedroom door. Two more came in. His face wooden, .
Max held out his hands. One of the two flipped handcuffs over his wrists.

When that was done, Nelson Hugo at last appeared, his vulture features
smiling.

“Hugo,” Max said heartily, “I’m glad you’re here! I was going to get in
touch with you. I’ve got this whole thing wrapped up now and I wanted to
let you and Wharton have the answers so I could clear myself. I've got a date
and I can’t spend the whole weekend dodging cops.”

Nelson Hugo sneered, but the sneer held uncertainty.

Nelson Hugo had his hand in his pocket. If he had any idea of pulling a
gun and pretending he’d seen Max make a suspicious move, he abandoned
it. He took his band out. Empty.

“Bring him along, O’Connor,” he said. “Sure, London, we’re on our
way to Headquarters. So nice of you to invite yourself along.”

O’Connor held Max’s arm. The other plain-clothesman frisked Max.

“Clean,” he reported. “But here’s something.” -

He pulled Selma’s handbag from Max’s pocket. Hugo took it, opened it.
‘Then his eyes lit up. He pulled out a handful of snapshots of Selma in the
nude on the beach that Max had taken the day before.
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“Oh, brother!” he said. “Oh, bro-ther! Have we got you seven ways
from Tuesday! Not only did you kill your client, Grigsby, last night, but
today you killed this sweet little kid you’ve been fooling around with,
making her pose for pornographic pictures and stuff like that. No tellmg
what -else you forced her to do, but hell, the jury can use it’s own
imagination.’

Max shook his head, looking at Selma with the broken shards of glass
from the window spattered over her.

“No,” Max said quietly. “Poor kid, she died a virgin.”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THEe HanNDs OF the electric clock on the wall scissored their way to midnight.
London sat upright in the straight-backed chair, his square, battered
countenance set like weathered gray granite. Plump, round-faced Fred
Wharton,. the acting D.A. — the D.A. himself was usually off making
speeches someplace—slumped in- his leather swivel chair behind his blg'
, desk and mopped his face. Chief Nelson Hugo stalked back and forth
across Wharton's office like a lean, hungry leopard slavering to get at a
staked-out bait, and not quite daring to for fear of a trap. :
“Listen,” Hugo rasped, his vou:e hoarse from alternate shouting, swearing
and snarling at Max London, “we’re not getting anywhere, Fred. Let me
take him downstairs to the tank and really sweat him. I’ll have a couple of
my best men apply persuasive tactics to him. He won’t keep holding out
then.”
+ “No, Nelson,” Wharton said. “May be there’s some truth to his story.
I don’t know.” He passed a weary hand over his forehead. “He’s smart
enough not to make up a story he knew we’d check on and find phony.”
“Yeah?”” The thin man’s lips curled. “He’s also smart enough to figure
we’d think that way. So, caught dead to rights, he spins a wild story counting
on the fact we credit him with more sense than to tell such a bare-faced lie.”
He stopped at Wharton’s. desk, behind which the plump little politician
seemed lost and helpless. From his hip pocket he took a flask, sloshed a
shot of liquor into a water glass and filled the glass from a carafe. He caught
London watching him. “Want a drink?”’ he jeered. ‘“‘Here, have this one!”
He stepped forward and flung the mixture of whiskey and water into
Max’s face. ,
London sat rigid, blinking the liquid from his eyes.
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“Thanks, Nellie,” he said. “Next time I'll open my mouth.”

Fred Wharton, who had leaped to his feet, evidently expecting trouble,
groaned. He had a gun in his hand — a big .45 automatic. He dropped it
back into the upper left hand drawer of his desk. |

“Nelson, you shouldn’t have done that,” he said.

“All i ht Fred,” Hugo said. “You call the signals. You won’t let me
handle thls my way. Suppose you get on the ball, then.” _

“I’'m just trying to make sure of our ground, Nelson,” he squeaked.
“After all, we can’t afford to go off the deep end if there’s any chance we’re

-wrong. I'm the one who has to take him into court, you know.

“Now I know we have him dead to rights for killing Grigsby. But maybe
he didn’t kill the girl after all. If he didn’t, then possibly there’s something
in the story he’s told us. And damn it to hell, I don’t want to stick my
neck out and get caught with my pants down.”

“You mean you think he didn’t invent this whole absurd yarn about
the dead girl overhearing a conversation in a bar linking Tony Rienzo and
some blonde in an attempt to kill him?” Hugo snorted. -

“He probably did make it up,” Wharton said placatingly. “But let’s
have Lieutenant McVey in. He’s been in charge of checkmg up on the story
and maybe he’ll have something to report.’

‘Hugo shrugged. Fred Wharton pressed a buzzer and a uniformed officer
stuck his head 1n.

“Send in McVey,” Hugo snapped The cop vanished. A moment later
Cal McVey strode in. He looked from Hugo to Wharton, ignoring London
completely.

“You've been checking up on London’s story,” Wharton said. “What
have you found out?”

“Nothing more than we knew an hour ago,” McVey answered. “This
morning about nine-thirty the Carle girl left her bungalow, got her car and
drove off. She didn’t come back until around two.-A short time later one of
the neighbors thinks she saw another girl gomg in Carle’s bungalow, but
isn’t sure, wasn’t paying attention.

“This could be the girl she had lunch with, accordmg to London’s story
But we haven’t located any bar and grill where they recognized her picture.
Of course, we haven’t covered all the places in the city. We tore the bunga-
low-apart and didn’t find any sketch of a man’s face in the place.

“What about the autopsy?”” Wharton asked. “How far has Doc Haffner
got on that?”

“He’s been workmg with a spcaahst from Municipal Hospital for a
couple of hours,” McVey reported. “But I don’t know what he’s learned.”

“Have him come up here,” Wharton ordered. ‘“He should know by now.”
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-

McVey nodded and turned. He went out.

“Now look, Fred,” Nelson Hugo said persuasively as the door shut.
“There’s only one part of London’s story with any truth in it — about the
‘girl’s phoning him. She probably wanted to see him, maybe she was even in
love with him, the poor, deluded kid. He was afraid she might spill the
beans about-him to us. So he sneaked out and went to her bungalow, taking
that shortcut which would keep anyone from seeing him,

““Sure, Nelson,” Wharton said. “It could be. But then why did he go
back at nine? Why did he make up the story he told us, knowing he couldn’t
prove it? He’s smart enough to think up a better lie than that, if he’s going
to tell a lie.”

“Fred,” the chief of police snapped, “I don’t know. But I know the story
of the phone conversation is a lie because it just has to be a lie! Now I ask
you, coldly and'logically, what are the chances that this girl, practically the
only person in this end of California who might warn London, should be the
exact one to overhear such a significant conversation? It’s stretching ¢oinci- .
dence too far to believe in it. Mathematically, the odds are a million to one
against it and I don’t take the short end of such odds, believe me.’

Max stiffened. |

“Well, Nelson,” F red Wharton agreed unhappily, “that does sound logi-
cal, the way you put it.’

“Who killed Malcolm Dunn at The Dunngeon last night?”” Max asked
coldly. “Who cham -whipped him and shot h1mP Maybe you want to pin
that on me too.’

“I think you did it,” Hugo snapped. “ have a hunch Dunn knew some-
thing about some crooked deal you were trying to pull. In any case, we
know Mr. Rienzo is in the clear. I've checked on him and he has a solid
alibi from midnight on.”

Max shrugged. “When a cheap gutter rat like Rienzo has a solid alibi,” he
drawled, “any honest man can guess he’s guilty of something. But maybe
you're not a very good guesser.’

Nelson Hugo turned white with rage, but before he could say anythmg
more, Doc Haffner came busthng in.

“You hurried me, gentlemen,”” he rattled out. “But I guess we’ve - learned
everything pertinent. Death caused by strangulation. Nylon stocking
twisted around the throat with a ruler to give leverage. No fingerprints, I
understand.”

“Hell, we know that,” Hugo told him.

“Time of death, indeterminate —”’

“Now wait a minute. You originally said between four and five p.m.

“I know, I know, but that was just a guess. It’s been a warm day and

2
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that bungalow held the heat. Might have retarded the body cooling. So
it could have been as early as two-thirty or three p.m., as late as five- thlrty
Sorry, can’t make i it any closer than that.”

“Well, anyway,” Nelson Hugo rasped, “tell me this? Had she recently
been assaulted?”

“In the sense that she was certainly murdered,” Doc Haffner went on
blandly. “But if you’re gwmg the word the meaning I think you are, the
answer is no. She was a virgin.’

‘He turned and pattered out. Fred Wharton sighed. -

“See, Nelson?” he appealed. “Maybe London’s story about the girl
just being a model of whom he took some pictures for an article is true.”

“Sure, maybe he’s just a poor, misunderstood kid we’re all picking on,”
the chief of police answered.- “Look, why not play it my way? Book him .
for the Grigsby murder. You can wrap that up easily. As for the Dunn
killing, that’s out of our jurisdiction, so even if we can’t tie him to it,
it doesn’t matter. Although my own theory is he was trying to work some
deal with Dunn, who was a small-time chiscler, got into an argument
with him and chain-whipped him before he shot him in an effort to throw
suspicion on Rienzo. He was sore at Rienzo, you see — beat up a couple
of Rienzo’s boys earlier last night, -

“Oh hell, T guess you're right. We'll just stick firmly to the evidence
we have in the Grigsby killing and land him on that without — ‘
There was a knock on the door. He interrupted himself to yap, “Come
Cal McVey: entered

“Just had a report,” he announced “That plckup order on the Philips
woman, Dunn’s common-law wife —’

“Yes?” Wharton blinked.

“The State police have picked her up. The just nabbed her about a
hundred and ninety miles north, heading for ’Fnsco She’d stopped for
gas and a trooper having coffee spotted the license plate.”

in.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

NeLson Huco WHIRLED.
“What’s this about a pickup order on Dunn’s common-law wife?”’ he
asked. “I never issued it!”

“I had it sent out, chief,” Cal McVey replied, his long face expres-




82 - ROBERT ARTHUR

sionless. “The Montdale district attorney asked us to cooperate, and when
we got an anonymous t1p that the woman had run away, I had the pickup
order sent out statewide.”

“An anonymous tip?”’ Hugo looked suspicious.

“This afternoon sometime.” Lieutenant McVey’s voice was flat. “]ust
after I got to my office the phone rang. Informant wouldn’t give his
name.’
~ “I should have been informed about it!”

“Hell, can’t pile every detail on you, Nelson,” Fred Wharton said.

“Anyway, 1t’s no skm off our tails one way or the other.-It’s Montdale

wants her, not us.” .

Hex waved Cal McVey out.

“T'ake care of it, lieutenant,” he said.

Cal nodded and still studiously ignoring Max London, went out.

“All right, Nelson,” the acting D.A. said then. “We’ll play it your
way. Take London down to the tank and see if you can make him talk.
I'm damn sick and tired of the runaround he’s been giving us. But even
if he don’t talk it won’t matter — we’ll concentrate on the Grigsby
murder.”’

“1 thought you'd agree with me,” Nelson Hugo said with satisfaction.
“T’ll have some of the boys come and take him.”

He started toward the door. At last Max stirred. |

“Hold it,” he said. He turned a blank gaze on Fred Wharton. Wharton

mopped his brow again. “I’'m ready to do a little talking. In fact, I'm_

prepared to sign a confession.”

The chief of police came back, looking suspicious. “What kind of

confession?” he demanded.

“A confession I killed Jonothan Grigsby,” London told him.

- “Well?” He looked at the two men. “All I ask in return is one little
piece of information.”

“I guess that’ll be all right,” Wharton said, his tone relieved,

“How did you and your men happen to be on hand to pick me up at
‘Selma Carle’s bungalow?”” Max asked Nelson Hugo.

“You can tell him that,” Wharton put in. “No harm in him knowing
that I can see’’

“I suppose not,” the vulture-faced chief of police grudgmgly agreed.
“Well, about half past five, I had a phone call. It was from a woman.
Southern accent. She wouldn’t give her name, but she said her sister had
just come home from work and her sister was a telephone operator. -

“This woman said that her sister told her that during the afternoon she
had been placing a toll call to Vista Beach 7-1114 and had accidentally
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plugged in 1141 — an easy mistake to make, see? Well, someone was on
the line and before she disconnected she heard a woman say, “Don’t take
“any chances, Max London. Don’t let the police catch you. I'll expect you
here at nine.”

“Well this woman said her sister, the telephone operator, didn’t connect
up your name with the headlines in the papers today until she was reading
the evening paper on her way home on the bus. Then she realized she’d
heard someone making a date with you. She told her sister, and her sister
figured we should know about it so she phoned and spoke to me personally.
But she wouldn’t give her name, saying her sister dldn t want any publicity
— it would hurt her on her job. :

“So we checked with the phone company. Seven one one four.one turned
out to be Selma Carle’s number. I went there with a squad to question her
and we found her dead. But there was a chance to nab you. So instead of
removing the body we left everything the way it was and staked-out the
area. Then when you came we picked you up. See?”

“Yeah,” Max growled. “I see. Dimly. Too bad that operator didn’t
hear more of the conversation. Then you'd know I'm telling the truth.”

“Well, well, never mind about that,” Wharton said. “We're interested
in Grigsby’s murder now. We re ready to take down your confession. I'll
have a stenographer come in.’

“Better wait until I've gone over the details,” Max suggested

“Well?” Both men looked expectant.
 “This is my confession. Jonothan Grigsby hired me to recover some
promissory notes signed by his dead wife two years ago, and at that time
in the possession of Marshall Dunn. Dunn happened to remark to me that
if Grigsby wouldn’t pay off he’d sell the notes to Tony Rienzo.

“However, Grigsby was agreeable to paying up to ten thousand for the
notes. I was to make the deal. But I got to thinking just how valuable
those notes might be in the hands of a smart operator like Tony Rienzo.
He might be able, by a mixture of bluff, threats and legal action to obtain
an interest in Grigsby’s TV color patents for them. Then, the way Rienzo
works, he could give Grigsby the boot and take over the firm.

“I know Rienzo, like the other big thieves, is always looking for new
ways to acquire legitimate interests. I approached him and suggested a
deal. For fifty thousand dollars I could get him the notes and he could
take over from there. I didn’t tell hnn naturally, that Dunn had the
notes — I said a ‘certain party.” He agreed and —

“Now wait a minute!” Nelson Hugo exploded.

“Let’s hear this!” Fred Wharton put in abruptly. “Go on, London.”

“He agreed and I went out to Grigsby’s house at the beach to get the
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ten thousand dollars Grigsby had ready for me. I planned to buy the notes
from Dunn, sell them to Rienzo, then give ten thousand back to Grigsby,

saying Dunn wouldn’t make a deal. That way I'd have had a profit of

forty thousand.

“Grigsby got suspicious. He swung on me “with his cane. I went \Mld
with rage. I'shot him. Then I tried to make a getaway with the money.”

“Why didn’t we find it then?” Hugo snarled. -

“I’m coming to that. Qutside in the yard I ran into Marshall Dunn
who'd just got there, not knowing a date we'd set 'up was called off.. 1
swung on him, and he knocked me out. Then, realizing what must have
happened, he took the ten thousand and beat it. On the way he phoned
the tip to Headquarters that got you out there so fast, Hugo.”

‘““The whole story is a damned lie!”” Hugo said, his face white. “Rienzo —"’

Wharton was looking unhappy. He mopped “his forehead again, and
waved at the chief of police to be quiet. “Finish it, London,” he said.

“Well, that’s almost all. As soon as I escaped last night, I phoned Rienzo.
He promised to take care of Dunn — to eliminate him as a witness and at
the same time get the notes from his safe. That’s why Dunn was killed
later — Rienzo was making good on his promise.

“Then today Selma called me. By some wild chance she’d heard a
conversation linking me and Rienzo with Grigsby’s death. I phoned
Rienzo again and told him. He said he’d send somebody to take care of -
Selma, too. That’s how I came to be there at nine — I went to make sure
she’d been eliminated.

“I was worried about leaving my hideout, but Rienzo told me not to
waste any sweat over it. He said that he had Nelson Hugo in his pocket,
that he was paying heavy to set up an organization, and he’'d fix it if I —"

“That’s enough!” His lips white, Hugo strode forward and exploded a
fist against London’s mouth. The detective fell over backward in the
chair and lay there, blood coming from a cut lip. The chief of police stood
over him, raging. -

“You made up that story from begmmng to end!” he screamed. “All
except the part about your killing Grigsby! I'll get you downstairs in the
tank and by the time I've finished you’ll be down on bended knees begging
for a chance to tell the truth.”

“That’s my story,” Max said from the floor. “That’s.the story Il tell
on the Witness stand.- The jury will believe me, all right. It won’t matter
if Rienzo has alibis. He always has alibis. Everybody will figure he had
his boys do the dirty work.

“Public sentiment will be aroused to drive him out of this town. He’l
be pretty sore about that. And the public will believe you're Rienzo’s
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man too, even if I can’t actually prove it. Not only because it’s true, but

because the way I'll tell it will sound so logical. After all —" he gave
Hugo a bloody grin — “a man doesn’t lie himself into the gas chamber
does he?”

Max rolled over and got to his feet as Wharton grabbed Nelson Hugo

and pulled him away. Then the acting D.A. once more put back in the
drawer the .45 he'd grabbed out in a panic
~ “That’s my confession,” Max said. “Unless you’ll play ball with me.’

Fred Wharton sounded weary. “What’s your idea of ball?”

“Somebody has been trying to frame me,” Max told him. “Somebody
has done a lot of lying in the last twenty-four hours. Get everybody
connected with the case here in your office, Wharton. Let me talk to them
in a group for ﬁfteen minutes. After that I'll be able to tell you who’s
guilty. I guarantee it.’

“Bluff,” Nelson Hugo said thinly. “Don’t listen to him, F red. He’s a
hooked fish and he’s trying to get line. Let’s just haul him in.’

Wharton licked his lips. “I don’t like it,” he complained. “I'm the one
who has to prosecute him. And if he tells that story on the stand, in public
—and Lord knows what else he’ll add to it — the papers will play it up
big. Public sentiment will probably call for an investigation of your whole
department. The mayor will be angry at me, and sorry he ever appomted
you, and he’ll probably get rid of both of us. The party will drop us —
He broke off as if about to burst into sobs.

“Not only will I tell the story,” Max added, “but my brother Pete
already has it typed up ready for release to all papers as soon as I'm indicted.
-1 phoned him yesterday and he’s standing by ready to fire both barrels.”

“Nelson,” Wharton pleaded. “Suppose we do have a little conference
in my office, off the record. Just you and me and London and — who else,
London?”

“Mrs. Grigsby,” Max said. “And Franklin Jordan., Patricia Parson.
Meg Philips. And, by all means, Tony Rienzo.” .

“No!” Hugo refused. “That’s out. He's in the clear, He wouldn’ t come
and we can’t make him.”

“Ask him,” London suggested. “Tell him what the papers will soon be
saying about him. Believe me, the story I'll tell will be so detailed and
watertight that Rienzo will believe it himself.”

“No!” Hugo rasped. “Because I can prove it’s a lie. Last night at The
Dunngeon you beat up two of Rienzo’s boys — his bodyguard. They’re
in critical condition in the hospital. Would you have done that if you and
Rienzo were really working together?””

“No,” Max said calmly. “But that’s what brought us together. After
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he saw how I operated, he made me a proposition. I took him up on it and
suggested that our first deal be for those notes.

Baffled fury spread over Nelson Hugo’s features. Wharton got out his
handkerchief to mop his face for the twentieth time.

“I guess we'll just have to try it, Nelson,”” he moaned. ‘A little conference
here in my office. Tomorrow morning early Nine o’clock, say. You fix
it with Rienzo so he'll come. Explain to him it’s just a favor to us — we’re
sure he’s not involved in any way. As a prominent and respected citizen
of Vista Beach, he’s merely aiding us to admmlster justice.

“After all —" he mopped his head again “— since Kefauver stirred up
things even a rotten gangster has to worry about public opinion.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

AT HALF PAST EIGHT the next morning a guard let Lieutenant Cal McVey
into Max London’s cell, relocked the door, and moved away. McVey
_ sat down on the one stool.

“Well,” he said, looking at London curiously: “you’ve sure played
hell. I'm damned if I know who has the ball. But-it looks to me like you're
going to lose the ball game no matter what happens.”

“Rienzo going to show up?”

“He’s upstairs in the chief’s office now with his mouthpiece, having a
long, confidential chat.”

“What about Meg Philips?”

“State pohce brought her in around half past three this morning. She’s
in the woman’s block.” '

“What about the others?”

“They're on deck. Jordan protested like the devil, but he came. I gave
him an escort.” A flicker of a smile touched the detective’s l1ps

“Mrs. Grigsby?”

“She came W1th a little urgmg. Miss Parson didn’t need any persuading.”

“Then everybody’s here,” Max commented. “Time to go up yet?”

“Not quite. The chief wxll phone down. Probably when he has finished
giving Rienzo reassurances.’ :

“I'm ready any time. But I'd like to ask Meg Philips one question before
the session starts. Any chance of talking to her for thirty seconds?”

Cal McVey looked at him through half-lowered lids. “Not a chance.”
One eyelid drooped slightly and lifted again. McVey rose.
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“Guard,” he called. To Max he said, “I'll go tell the matron to take
Philips up. Then I'll come back for you.”

The guard opened the door. McVey went out without looking back.
‘The guard locked the door. Max stretched out again. But he was no longer
relaxed. Slowly he was winding up inside.

In ten minutes Cal McVey came back. He twisted a pair of nippers
around Max’s wrist and led him out into the cell corridor, down to an
elevator manned by an armed operator, and then up six floors.

The top floor corridor held two uniformed cops standing guard before
two doors a few feet apart, They watched curiously as McVey led Max
to the nearer door and opened it.

Inside was a tiny, bare, windowless room furnished only with half a
dozen straight back chairs. In one of them Meg Philips was sitting. Beside
her sat a low-slung, heavyset matron.

Meg still wore the white dress, but now it was crumpled and soiled. Her
hair was combed down almost to her shoulder, and she had been allowed
to use lipstick, : -

She gave Max a tremulous smile.

Max London shrugged and sat down opposite Meg. His face expressed
nothing. Meg folded her hands in her lap and looked down at them,

McVey took the nippers off.

“I’ll guard the witnesses, matron,” he said. ““This may be a long session.
You're relieved until you’re needed to return the woman to her cell.”

“Very well, lieutenant.” Stolidly the woman rose and moved to the
door with all the feminine grace of a Mack truck with a flat tire.

She opened the door and started out. McVey took a step after her.

“Oh, matron!” he called. He followed her outside, keeping a foot in
the door, his body on the outside. His voice rose slightly, asking the matron
a question about a woman named Jane something

“Max!” Meg breathed, her eyes wide. “Oh, Max! What’s happening?
All they'll tell me is that this is a conference of some kind.”

“They think they’ve got me nailed down,” Max muttered under his
breath. “They’re hell-bent to get me into the gas chamber. But they
haven’t got me there yet. If I can’t prove I'm innocent, that prize fool
Wharton keeps a gun in his left hand top drawer. I'll get hold of it and
get out of here yet. But if you’ll tell me just one thing—""

Max clamped his mouth shut as McVey stepped back inside. His face
went blank. Meg’s eyes unlocked from his and looked down at her hands.

“Any minute now,” McVey said. “It’s nine. I'll check.-. .”

Half a dozen extra chairs had been moved into Wharton’s office. Wharton
himself sat nervously behind his big desk, rocking a little in his swivel
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chair. Nelson Hugo sat a little to one side of Wharton, his lips thin and
his nose pinched.

Wharton cleared his throat. “We’re all here,” he sard Adam’s apple
working, ‘“so I guess we can start this little talk.” -

“Shall I wait outsider” Cal McVey asked.

Wharton exchanged a glance with Hugo and the chief of pohce nodded

“Stay just outside the door,” he said. “In case we need you.’

- “Before we begin —”’ Rienzo’s lawyer bounced to his feet — ““I suggest
that we have a dangerous criminal in the room with us. A man of known
violence and murderous tendencies. I insist that he be handcuffed.”

“Okay,” Max shrugged. “Handcuff me. Although if we were going by
that description 1t’s Rienzo there who rates the jewelry.”

He held out his wrists. Hugo nodded and McVey stepped forward,
took cuffs from his pocket and locked. them around Max’s wrists. Then he
went out, closing the door behind him.

Wharton cleared his throat again. “I want to thank Mr. Rienzo and
the rest of you ’ he began, “for agreeing to attend this conference. Now
London here —" he glanced at Max who was srttmg with his granite
~ features 1mmobrle staring across at Tony Rienzo — “is charged with a
very serious crime. Murder, in fact. The evidence is strong against him.
I might say, conclusive. However, London claims the evidence has been
framed and thinks that if all of you-—ah pool your knowledge, yes,
that’s it, pool your knowledge —

“Let me do the talking, Fred ” Nelson Hugo suggested, with thinly
veiled contempt. “As Mr. Wharton says,” he went on smoothly, “if all
of you pool your knowledge we may very quickly be able either to prove
or disprove the charges against London, thereby saving much time and —
+ ah, unpleasantness.” His eyes flicked to Rienzo’s impassive face.

“Very well, London,” he said. “This is the opportunity which you
requested and which we, merely to show our desire to play fair, have
. afforded you. However, I warn you—any unsupported charges against
anyone here and this discussion will be terminated.” :

“Thank you, Mr. Hugo,”” Max said, with deep-throated rumble of mock
humility Tknow your reputation for fairness and that’s what I'm counting

’ He glanced at Wharton’s top lefthand drawer, which was ajar.

“Two nights ago,” Max began, his voice flat, “somebody opened my
scalp and left me unconscious. While I was out, Jonothan Grigsby was
krlled and ten thousand dollars stolen from him. The police theory is that
he and I fought, that he hit me with his cane, I killed him, then staggered
outside and collapsed. But nobody has been able to say yet where the
money is I'm supposed to have stolen.
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“You all know that much, and perhaps some of you honestly think I
killed my client. But I've never killed a client yet and I don’t like such
stories circulating — it’s bad for business.

“I’ve been working out various theories in my mind. The one I became
fondest of is that Rienzo there, our highly respected representative of
organized crime, is the guilty party. According to my best theory, he
followed me, slugged me, killed Grigsby, and then later killed Marshall
" Dunn to eliminate a possible witness. Still later he had Selma Carle killed
because she overheard sornethmg she shouldn’t have.”

“Now wait a minute!” It was Rienzo’s lawyer “Mr. Wharton! I m going
to instruct my client to leave this discussion.”

“It’s all right, little legal buzzard,” Max said. “I'm not going to insist
on that theory. I just said I liked it. After all,” Max said, “Rienzo is a
careful man. He never commits a murder he can get someone else to commit
-for him. Anyway, T just couldn’t figure out a genuine motive for him to
kill Grigsby.

“So I worked out a few other theories. For instance, I theorized that
Mrs. Grigsby knew I was coming, hid, slugged me and killed her husband
for personal reasons. I theorized that Franklin Jordan, her former lover —”
Jordan turned pale, but did not interrupt — “might have helped her.
Or that he might have done it alone without her knowledge. But I couldn’t
fit either of them into Dunn’s death, or Selma Carle’s. And I'm positive
all three are connected.

“I next theorized that Miss Parson —” Max turned to look momentarily
at her pale, immobile- face — “might have killed her partner to prevent
him from selling the firm. But again I couldn’t connect her with the other
murders. |

“Then, having just ‘about run out of suspects, I figured out how Miss
Philips here beside me —” Max looked down at Meg. She still sat looking-
down at her folded hands. “— might have followed me, slugged me, and
killed Grigsby 1n order to get the money her boy friend. needed so badly.

“But since she knew I proposed to pay the money to him, the motive
was pretty weak. And besides, whoever slugged me was dressed in something
‘dark. All I saw when it happened was a glimmer of a face in the darkness.
Miss Philips was wearing white that evening. It couldn’t have been her
who sneaked up on me —I'd have been able to make out her white coat
in the shadows. That put me in a hell of a position for a detective, didn’t
it?” he asked. ‘‘I'd cleared all my suspects, just leaving myself to take the
rap.”

“I don’t see that this is getting us anywhere,” Wharton put in. “All
you’ve said is that nobody but you can be guilty. Therefore —"
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“I'm not quite through,” Max said. “You see, having used up all my
suspects, I had to make a fresh start. And, a little late, I realized something
I'd overlooked. If anybody had followed me around to the side of Grigsby’s
place two nights ago, they’d have had to walk along a gravel path. I'd
surely have heard the gravel crunch.

““Then another point: I was hit with a croquet mallet. A stranger arriving
in the darkness couldn’t have known there were croquet mallets lying
around on the lawn. That makes two good reasons why I couldn’t have
been hit by someone who followed me, either on purpose or accidentally.
Obviously then, I Aad to be slugged by someone already there, hiding in
the bushes when I arrived, with a croquet mallet ready,” he finished,
looking at Nola Grigsby.

“That’s — that’s absurd,” the girl said faintly. “You're just being —
vicious. I couldn’t have knocked a man unconscious. I’'m not — not
strong enough. And I wouldn’t know how!” she ended 1n a cry.

“Just a minute,” Max said. “Jordan, are you strong enough to knock
a man out with a croquet mallet?”

“What do you mean by that?” the Easterner blustered. “I certainly
didn’t knock you out, if that’s what you’re hinting at.” o

“Well,” Max said, with a smile that showed only his teeth, “at my trial
my lawyer is gomg to insist you did. This is the picture my lawyer is going
to give the jury,” Max said. “He’s going to say to the jury, here’s a woman
who worked for Franklin Jordan for two years before she went to work for
Jonothan Grigsby — a woman who was his mistress.’

Nola Grigsby gave a choked cry, and covered her face with her hands.

“Then, my lawyer is going to say, here’s the evidence that the dead man
believed this Franklin Jordan was stealing secrets from his firm. But how
did he steal them? The answer is obvious — by connivance with this
woman, formerly his secretary, later Grigsby’s secretary, and then his
wife. Isn’t it plain, my lawyer will ask the jury, that she went to work for
Jonothan Grigsby, and later married him, to further a plot between herself
and Jordan?”

“It’s a lie,” Iordan choked. “It’s a filthy lie.”

“It’s not a lie,” Max rasped. “I can prove it. And here’s the rest of the
story as we’'ll tell it. Jonothan Grigsby came out here for a rest. You
followed to keep putting pressure on him to sell out while he was still
discouraged. Then he hired me, a private detective. You and Mrs. Grigsby
were sure he’d hired me to check up on you.

“She sent you a message to come see her for a conference. You didn’t
dare meet in the house — Grigsby was staying up late. The two of you
were whispering together in the yard when you heard me arrive. I knocked



EPITAPH FOR A VIRGIN - 91

on the door; the two of you slipped into the thick shrubbery. You, Jordan,
picked up a croquet mallet. You were wearing a conventional Tux, she
was wearing a dark coat. You turned up the lapels of your jacket and
you were invisible in the bushes as I came by.

“You were probably willing to wait and let me go on in, but I-saw
something on the ground —a piece of folded notepaper. 'm guessing
that sheet of paper was the note from Mrs. Grigsby urging you to come
see her, secretly. You both knew that if I picked up that note and took it
in to Grigsby, your goose was cooked.

“On the spur of the moment ‘you, Jordan, leaned forward and conked

mé with the mallet. I went down. You picked up the note. Then it occurred
to you this was your opportunity. You could kill Jonothan Grigsby, get
him out of the way forever, and frame me for it. You took the gun from
my pocket —

“No, no, no!” Nola Grigsby screamed. “We didn’t, we didn’t, we -
didn’t! We didn’t kill John! I loved John!”

“Nola, shut up!”’ Frantically Frank Jordan tried to pull her down into
her chair, but she struggled to her feet and faced Max London.

“Yes, Frank hit you!” she cried. “To keep you from picking up the
letter. It was a _note from me telling Frank he must stay away, never
‘contact me again. I did steal secrets from John in the beginning. But I
changed. I did. I loved him. I —"

Weeping hysterically, she sank down into her chair and bent forward,
her face buried in her hands. Beside her Jordan opened his mouth futilely,
but no words came out.

Max turned. “There goes your case against me, Wharton,” he said.
“She’s admitted they knocked me unconscious. So 1 couldn’t have killed

Grigs by

CHAPTER NINETEEN

WaarTon anp NeLson Huco exchanged looks of startled dismay.

“Is this true, Mrs. Grigsby?” Nelson Hugo demanded. “You and
Jordan knocked London unconscious in your garden?”

She nodded. Her words came between her fingers, ragged with sobs.
“Frank did. Frank told me afterwards hé had to do it, we couldn’t let
the detective see the letter he dropped when we hid in the bushes. It was
a letter I sent telling him to stay away, not to ever try to sce me again,
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that I wouldn’t have anythmg more to do with him. ., . .

Hugo looked at Jordan. “I deny it!” the businessman sa1d loudly “She’s
hysterical. I demand we be allowed to leave here at once’

No one answered that. Max picked up the ball again.

“So you see, Jordan,” he said bleakly, “if I stand trial, that’s the line
my lawyer will take. You two knocked me out. Then you decided your
chance had come and you killed Grigsby, and-decided to frame me for it.
As soon as you had finished shooting him and smearing' my blood on his
cane, Mrs. Grigsby hurried to her room and took a sleeping. tablet so
she’d be properly groggy when the police’ came. You drove away fast,
and stopped at a drugstore a.few blocks off. First you telephoned a tip
to the police, so they’d be sure to find me.

“Then you phoned Miss Parson at her hotel. When she wasn’t in you
left a message for her to call you back at the Tropical Hotel, knowing
you were safe — she wouldn’t call you because she didn’t want to talk to
you. After that you hurried to the Tropical Hotel, in order to call her
again around midnight and solidify your alibi. You —”

“Nol!” Frank Jordan’s face had turned pale. He waved his hand frantically
to make Max stop. “We didn’t kill him! We just knocked you out and got
the letter back, that’s all. Nola went to her room and I hurried downtown,
Well, it’s true I called Miss Parson from a drugstore, but that was only a
precaution so I wouldn’t be suspected of being out at the beach. But we
don’t know a thing about the murder! Not a thing!”

He licked his lips, and looked at Wharton and Hugo, who were glaring
at him. “We — we didn’t say anything,” he faltered, “because we —
we didn’t want to be involved. We were afraid if we — we told what we
knew, we’d be suspected. We knew London was probably hiding in the
Bates house, but we didn’t say anythmg because we were sure he’d find
the real killer and we wouldn’t have to —’

“Well,” Max said, shrugging, “it certainly looks as if I'd found the real
killers. I might go on looking further — but why should I, when I've
already cleared myself and have such a good case against you two?”

Hugo and Fred Wharton were busy exchanging some kind of silent
agreement. Nick Rienzo for the first time seemed puzzled. Frank Jordan,
- drained of all his bluster, quivered like a bowl of Jello in the Super-Chief
dining car. “London,” he said thickly, “listen! Yesterday you— you
suggested I should hire you to find my friend Jack Grigsby’s murderer.
I've'been thinking it over —I'd like to retain you. To find the killer.
I'll pay the fee you suggested.” -

“The fee has doubled since then,” Max told him. _

“All right, all right,” Jordan said eagerly. “To— to see justice done
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it’s worth it.” Max waited, Jordan hurried on, “I have my checkbook.
I’'ll — I'll write a check now.” :

“Do that,” Max suggested.

The other plunged his hand into_his coat pocket, scrabbled around and
brought out a folded check book. He sat down and hastily began to pen
a check against his knee. Jordan ripped out the check and passed it over.

“There,” he said. “Now I'm your client. That’s your fee in full, providing -
you find John Grigsby’s murderer. The check is void if you try to prove
I killed him.”

“Mr. Jordan has hired me in my professional capac1ty and everyone
here is a witness to the conditions of my being retained. It’s a perfectly
straightforward matter, since he didn’t kill Grigsby and is naturally
interested in seeing his friend avenged.”

“But damn it to hell, you just said —" Wharton began. ‘

“I was just exploring a very plausible theory,” Max interjected: *“Just
as you two-did when you charged me with the murder. Now I can explore
some more theories.”

He looked across at Nick Rienzo: “Maybe you'd like to hire me too,
Rienzor” '

Rienzo moved his head from side to side, very slightly.

“No, London,” he said. “You're smart, but not smart enough to worry
me, So go ahead and talk. I'm covered in all directions.”

Max looked down at the handcufls on his wrists.

“Okay.” Max shrugged. “Then T'll have to wrap it all up at once,
Naturally, now that we know the person who slugged me wasn’t the
same person who killed Grigsby, we’ve opened the field a whole lot,
Anybody could have come along while 1 was unconscious.

“Miss Parson could have done it—"" he glanced at Patricia Parsons
pale, unsmiling face.

“Rienzo could have done it —"" he stared at the gangster, who looked
over his head and went on smokirg.

“Marshall Dunn could have been the gu1lty party,” Max went on,

“or even Meg here could have done it.”

Meg smiled wanly and shook her head.

“Please don’t make jokes, Max,” she said husklly “T’m the only one
who didn’t have a motive to kill any of them.”

““I know, baby,” Max said pleasantly. “That really threw a road block
in my way for a long time. Just the same, you re the one who kﬂled them
all. And did your best to get me gassed for it.’

Nelson Hugo had his mouth open. Fred Wharton gaped at London.
Even Nola Grigsby took her face out of her hands to stare at Max'and
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the brunette. Only Rienzo kept on smoking without a flicker of emotion.

“Look here, London,” Wharton yapped, “we’re sick of your fooling
around, you hear? Sick of it!”

“Fooling around?” Max London said, without raising his voice. “I’m
not fooling around. I can’t take any marks for being so long in reahzmg
it, but at least I know now what happened Friday night.”

“Well, go on,” Nelson Hugo sneered. “What happened?”

“I went to Jonothan Grigsby’s place. Meg followed me. I assume she
hadn’t found Dunn, and came after me thinking, as I did, he’d go on to
Grigsby’s as planned.

“She must have got there just two or three. minutes after Jordan had
beat it, leaving me on the ground unconscious, and Mrs. Grigsby had
taken her sleeping tablets and was falling into a drugged sleep.

“Meg found me stretched out unconscious and everything quiet. Prob-
ably her first impulse was to help me. Then she looked in the window
and saw Grigsby at his desk. It’s quite possible he had the ten thousand
dollars in his hands, impatiently flipping them like a nervous man might.

“Then her big idea came to her. She took my gun. It’s a .32, small
enough for a woman to handle. She slipped up on the balcony and into
the room. She said something to Grlgsby that allayed his suspicion, got
close to him, and fired.

“She waited long enough to make sure no one had heard the shot. Then
Meg put the money in her bag and took Grigsby’s cane. She bloodied it
on my head, just to make the frame airtight, and after that she left fast
— having put the gun back in my pocket, of course.

“At the first drugstore she came to, she phoned the police. She- delib-
erately lowered her voice, maybe spoke through a handkerchief as well,
to sound like a man. Then, having made sure I'd be nabbed and convicted
of the murder, she hurried back to The Dunngeon,

“There I suppose she found Marshall Dunn, who'd gotten one of the
messages she had left and returned to the club.”

“Max, please!” Meg cried desperately. “It sounds so —so plau31ble'
But it’s insane! I had no motive! You've sa1d so yourself!”

“That’s what kept me from tagging you sooner, baby,” Max London
said. “All right, the police grabbed me. I got away. The fiest Meg knew
I'd got away was when I phoned her. That shook her up.’

“Then the news of Grigsby’s death and my escape came over the radio.
Maybe Marshall Dunn suspected something then. In any case, Meg knew
that as soon as I talked to him, I'd know she’d been lying to me. So, to
protect herself — and for another reason I'll come to in a moment — she

killed him.”
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“Max no!” Meg’s voice was a WhLSpcr “I was fond of Marsh. You can’t
say I killed him!”

“You killed him about as brutally as anyone could,” Max stated. “Dunn
was plastered by this time, probably unable to navigate. You steered him
into the kitchen, where he fell down. You had a chainjack — probably one
left behind when Rienzo’s hoodlums removed Righty and Lefty from the
premises. You chainwhipped Marshall Dunn. When you realized how
much killing a man can take, you got his own gun — and shot him.

“Then you deliberately wrecked the.interior of the club to complete
the picture of a gang vengeance. Just as you tried to shuft Grigsby’s killing
to me, you tried to shift Dunn’s killing to R1enzo

“NO,” Meg C[’]_Cd “nol,’

“You packed a couple of bags and started to get out of there. I inter-
rupted you and you tried to run away from me. When I caught up with
you, you told me such a plausible story I fell for it and,took you along
with me. In the morning you were up long before I was, and got ready to
make another getaway.

“Then, just as you were leaving the house, what a shock you got! You
bumped into Selma Carle just as she was coming down the steps or some-
thing. She recognized you. Then you had to improvise still one more
murder to get free of the web you’d caught yourself in.

“You hurriedly told Selma some story — you're very good at stories,
baby — and got her to go away again without her handbag, which was
what she’d come for. She had her car, you had yours —so you persuaded
her to follow you to some spot where you could talk to her. A

“You told her I was in trouble, maybe, that she shouldn’t go near me.
You had lunch together and got her to go back to her bungalow to wait
for you. She did what you wanted because after all, you spent a whole
summer with her a couple of years ago. She thought you were her friend.

“Around about two you. went to her bungalow and after waiting awhile
to figure out just how to handle the whole matter, you caught her off

guard, changing her clothes probably, and strangled her.

“Then you spent a little time rehearsing — practicising her voice. When
you were sure you sounded like her, enough to get by over the phone,
anyway, you telephoned me. You said you were Selma — I believed you.

“Then you spun that dandy little song and dance about overhearing a
conversation in a bar and getting a picture of one of the men. It was pretty
far-fetched, but you knew I wanted to get something on Rienzo, and you
were sure I'd check on it at least. I bit, all right, and you hung up.

“You badly wanted. to make a getaway now, but you wanted to wait
until dark, if possible. However, you were getting nervous. So at five-thirty
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you phoned Nelson Hugo’s office, put on another of your little impersona-
tions, spun another fancy story — this time about being the sister of a
telephone operator who had overheard a telephone conversation of me
making a date with Selma for nine o’clock.

“That done, and pretty certain the cops would now pick me up, you
slipped away, and killed time until dark. Then you picked up your car
from wherever you had hidden it, and hoping that in the dark the license

plates wouldn’t be noticed, you started north.”

Still Meg shook her head from side to side, dumbl

“Just a couple of things I can’t figure, sweetheart ” he said. “One is,
with ten thousand dollars, why didn’t you dump the car and take a plane?
That would have gotten you away fast and safely. The other 1s, did you
think that I never would figure out the answers, if I was only safe in ]ale

. No, you don’t have to answer that one. I damned near didn’t figure
it. And there was always a good chance I might be killed resisting arrest.

“Of course,” he added, “you could just have phoned the cops and told
them to look for me in Tom Bates’ house. But you knew that would tip
me off right away, didn’t youP”

“Max, no.” Meg’s voice was a whisper. “Tell them you're joking.
Please!” . _

“That’s a damned wild attempt to shift guilt to an innocent woman!”
Fred Wharton said. “A woman would have to have an awfully good motive
to commit one such murder, much less three.”

“Her real motive?” Max asked. “Oh, she had one all right. She’s dead,
and she wanted to come back to life. She’s a ghost and she’s tired of living
in the shadows. She saw her chance to come back from the great beyond
and take up a life of luxury where she left off when she dlecl (WO years ago
in an auto accident. .

“Folks, meet the late Larraine Grlgsby. :

 CHAPTER TWENTY

Max LookeEp arounD the room. Hugo and Wharton just gaped at him
foolishly. Pat Parson, Nola Grigsby and Frank Jordan were all staring at
-Meg with expressions that mingled consternation, disbelief and frowning
half-recognition. Tony Rienzo was absently polishing his diamond.

Meg straightened and threw back her head. When she took her hands
from her face it was obvious that no tears had flowed. .
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“Yes, look at me!” she cried: “Look at a ghost! Damn you, Max —”
her voice broke for a moment — “why did you have to guess?”

“I didn't guess,”” Max London said. “I figured it out. Finally. But hell,
I should have known from the beginning.

“I should have known as soon as I had Nat French’s report on those
promissory notes. He told me he found several sets of fingerprints. on
them — then he enumerated three. Three sets, including mine and the
dead woman’s, he said. But I saw you touch them, I knew I had touched
them, and I knew Dunn had touched them — there were three right
there. If there were only three altogether, including the dead woman’s —-
you must be the dead woman.,

" “Oh, I had more chances after that. I saw the sunlamp you used to keep -

your skin tanned to a brunette shade. I knew that a blonde crib girl vanished
from Reno just about the time Larraine Grigsby had her auto accident. I
knew you loved to drive fast — and so did Larraine,

“And I knew that Larraine had been an actress, accustomed to altering
her voice and her appearance, quite able to impersonate, over the phone
at least, a man, a southern woman, and a girl like Selma Carle.

“But 1 just kept on overlooking the obvious until you piled too many
impossibilities on top of one another. The coincidence of Selma’s overhearing
a vital conversation involving me and Rienzo —a chance in a million.
Then the further coincidence of a telephone operator overhearing Selma
talking to me — a chance in five million,

“Two long shots like that just don’t come in together, baby. It’s against
logic and nature and experience and everything else. When I realized that,
I finally began to use my head a little. Then, knowing a woman must have
made that phony call to Nelson Hugo, I realized who the woman was.

“As soon as I had that, I could see in my mind, Selma, poor kid, coming
brightly out to Tom Bates’ house yesterday to get her handbag—and
you, leaving, bumping into her. Then it didn’t take any time at all to fit
the rest of the pieces into the puzzle. -

“Selma had told me that a couple of years ago she spent a whole summer
~ with a girl friend who wanted to get tanned. From her description I should
have realized the girl was a blonde.

“She also said she’d bumped into the girl friend lately, that she’d put on
weight and gotten a boy friend. So she’d recognized you in spite of the
dye job and the extra twenty pounds,

“And it was Selma’s bad luck —and yours-—that ‘you had to meet
again yesterday morning while I was sleeping.”

He gestured, and the handcuffs rattled.

“That’s it,” he said. “If you have any doubts that we can prove it,
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Meg, just remember as soon-as we take your prints and compare them
with still existing prints of Larraine Grigsby, you're tagged. So do you
want to take it now?”

“I'll take it, Max,” she said. “It’'ll save so much time that way?”’

She looked around the room, and both her voice and face hardened.
-~ “Yes, Polly Smith was my friend in Reno. She was a blonde too, and a
little older, but we understood each other. I gave her some of my things
and we used to get tight together and go driving. We were tight that night
I went off the road. Polly was killed. I was thrown clear.

“I crawled back to the wreck. She was dead, her face pulped, her chest
. smashed, the scar on her breast obliterated.

“Then I saw my opportunity. I’'ve always been able to make qu1ck
decisions and I made one then. I didn’t want John to divorce me. I felt
sure he’d be very rich some day. If he thought I was dead, it would auto-
matically end the divorce proceedings. I could hide, and later on reappear,
pretending to have had amnesia. I'd still be his wife and at the very worst
he’d have to pay me off handsomely.

“I put my rings on Polly’s finger, tucked my bag under her body, and
slipped away. It was very late. I got back to Reno without being seen and
woke Marshall Dunn and told him what had happened. He saw-the possi-
bilities of my plan and hid me. Later he helped identify Polly as me, and -
when Jonothan came out he was completely fooled. Aftet all, there wasn’t
much left of Polly.

“As soon as he could, Marshall sent me here to live. I already was putting
on weight, and twenty pounds changed me a lot. I dyed my hair and let
it grow long, and cultivated a husky voice, the one I used to use playing
gun molls on radio programs. Then I started to tan my skin.

““Selma was living next door then and I was lonely. She was a simple kid
and she kept me company all summer while I tanned myself.

“Then Marsh got run out of Reno. He came here and opened up The
Dunngeon. By then my hair was quite long, I was almost fat and I didn’t
look anything like the blonde Mrs. Grigsby. |

“So we started living together. Meantime Jonothan had remarried,
but that didn’t matter — the second marriage was illegal. As soon as he
struck it rich I was going to take off weight, bleach my hair blonde again,
and reappear as his loving wife. But then' two things happened. Marsh
got in dutch with that dirty little sadist there —

Her tongue flicked like a snake s and her eyes blazed as she looked across
at Rienzo. “— he got in dutch with Rienzo, and just then Jonothan came
to California. Marshall needed money to pay Rienzo, and he suggested we
try to get it from Jonothan. He worked out this promissory note scheme
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I didn’t like it, but he insisted. So I wrote out the notes on some old letter-
head paper, we put them under the sunlamp for twenty-four hours, then
Marsh went to my husband.

“Then —" she shrugged. “Well, the big chance came up. The wheel
stopped at a number we could really cash in on. I followed Marshall to
his appointment with my husband —" She turned to Max. “That’s a
point you were wrong on, Max. We were both there together.

"I got there just as Marsh was getting out of his car.’I told him the date
was off, but he saw a light around -the side and insisted on seeing if my
husband was up. |

“We stumbled over you, Max. Marshall lit his lighter and-we recognized
you. Then we peered through the shrubbery and saw my husband inside,
impatiently tapping money iiito a bundle.

“Marsh said, ‘Look, baby, this is your big chance. It would be even
better to be a widow than a wife — the whole estate would come to you.
We can do it in such a way that slob London will take the rap. Maybe 1t’ll
teach him to punch people around.’

“I'couldn’t talk him out of it. I didn’t try very hard. It’s true — I was
sick and tired of the life I've been living. As for Marsh, he was so furious
at you, Max, he was willing to take a chance he wouldn’t ordinarily have
dared take. He got your gun from my pocket and gave it to me and told
me to do the job — that I could make John recognize me and kill him when
he was off guard. Well —” she shrugged again — “I was playing for big
stakes. I stepped in the window and spoke to him. |

“I said, ‘Hello, John. Remember me?’ in my old voice. He stared at me..
‘I'm Larrie,” I said. ‘Aren’t you glad to see me?’

“He just sat, staring at me as if seeing a ghost. I walked up to him and
shot him and he never moved a muscle. ‘

“It was Marsh who thought of rubbing his cane against your bloody
head, Max. Then we left fast with the money. Marsh phoned the police
from a drugstore to make sure they’d pick you up — that’s another point
you were wrong on. )

“When we got to The Dunngeon, we found evidence there had been
trouble. Marsh began to worry and drink. He was very drunk when you
phoned me, Max, and we realized you were free. Then he really got worried.
I knew that with you loose, you’d find a way to get to The Dunngeon to
question Marsh and me, maybe very soon. So I encouraged Marsh to
drink, figuring he’d pass out and nobody could get anything out of him
for hours. Then I went outside to get some cigarettes I'd left in my car
and | saw headlights coming up the drive. I thought it might be you, and
I waited, then I saw it was a big limousine, the kind Rienzo’s killers use.
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“T was frightened. I didn’t go back inside, but ducked off behind the palm
trees. Four men went in, and I heard them shouting at Marsh. I crept up
to look in the window, and Marsh, just barely able to talk, was protesting
because one of them had searched him and taken the ten thousand dollars.

“Marsh was insisting they take only the sixty-four hundred the IOU’s
were for. But they took the whole amount, and then, to teach him a lesson,
. they said, they hit him a few times with a chainjack.

" “Marsh fell down and they left, with the money.”
 Deliberately she turned to Rienzo. ‘“You filthy little creep!” she spat.
“You sent those men. If it wasn’t for you, nobody would have been killed.”

Rienzo's swarthy face turned a darker color.

Larraine Grigsby took another deep breath. “Well,” she said, “I looked
down at Marsh, and I realized that with Jonothan dead, he was just a
handicap to me. He’d hang around my neck the rest of my life. This was my
chance to get rid of him and shift the blame to Rienzo.

“I dragged Marsh out to the kitchen, got his gun out of his safe, and
shot him. But I didn’t chainwhip him, Max, I didn’t!” she added. “That’s
where you were wrong again!

“I hurried in and emptied the safe, took out the notes and destroyed
them. Then I messed up the place, spilling lots of liquor over the blood-
stains on the dining room floor. After that I packed and I was just going
to leave when another car drove up — you, this time, Max.

“I tried to run away, but you caught me, so I made up a story that you
accepted, and went with you to the Bates house because I knew you’d
think it was funny if I refused, having said I was so scared and everything.”

She sighed a little. “Max,” she said, ignoring all the others, ‘““what I'm
saying sounds so — cold-blooded, doesn’t it? But it wasn’t done in cold
blood, any of it. I was keyed up, fighting for my life —”

She searched his face, which expressed- nothing.

‘‘All right,” she murmured. “I know 1t doesn’t matter. Anyway, after
that you have everything figured out right. I did start to'leave early and
I met Selma at the door, She recognized me and I knew if she ever got to
talk to you, she’d talk about me and you’d tumble to the truth. I had to
get her away from there fast. I gave her a fast story about the danger you
were in and how we had to get away before someone saw us around the
house, for your sake.

“She didn’t suspect anything at any time. And in the end, there in her
bungalow — well, I killed her. I had to. With her alive I could never feel
safe. I could never return as Larraine ‘Grigsby and not be worried for fear
she would provide you, Max, with just the clue you needed to trip me up.

“I didn’t want to — but I had to. So I did 1it.
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“As for why I didn’t fly to Mexico City or someplace, now you know.
I didn’t have the money after all. Rienzo had it. I had to stick with the
car, because that was my only cash resource. I was going to try to sell i,
later. And it got me caught.”

She was silent, sagging in her chair. Max spoke with something almost

like sympathy in his voice,
- “You did all right,” he said. “For a murderer, that is. A sweet job of
improvisation. It was really Rienzo who tripped you up, though, and
because of him you could never have got away with it even if T had been
gassed. I've - wondered why he seemed so unsurprised by all this. Now T
know. He knew his boys didn’t kill Dunn, He figured you must have.
Given that much, he very likely figured out the reason. So even if you had
become the lawful Mrs. Grigsby again, he would soon have dropped in
and wrapped his web around you, like the spider he is, and sucked you
dry of everythmg you'd won.’

“T — Larraine Grigsby nodded, and coughed, pamfully “So
much—- talkmg, she whlspered “My throat is dry. Could I —have a
drink?”

She stood up and moved unsteaddy to Fred Wharton's big desk. She
caught herself against. the corner of it as Wharton scrambled to his feet
and reached for the water carafe.

She seemed to be pulling herself together with an effort. Then her hand
slipped down, and she wrenched open the top lefthand drawer. From it
she snatched the heavy automatic the acting D.A. kept there.

“Now, damn you all!”” she screamed. “I'm going to settle a few scores!
Espectally with you, Rienzo, you creeping slug, you fat-bellied grave
worm! And then you, Nola, you little harlot who kept pushing your
breasts into my husband’s face until he sent me to Reno.”

As she screamed, she backed against the wall and lifted the .45 waveringly
in both hands. Fred Wharton tumbled back. Nelson Hugo wrenched at
“his pocket as Wharton backed into him. Max London took two long
strides and was beside her. He brought his handcuffed arms down over her
head from behind and tried to wrest the gun from her. For an instant
they struggled, then the gun exploded.

Across the room Tony Rienzo, who had jumped to his feet, was hurled
back against ‘the wall, his mouth opened in a soundless scream. For a
moment as though pinned there he remained upright. Then he pitched
forward to the floor. Behind him there was a fist-sized hole in the plaster
wall, and the hole was rimmed with blood.

-Later the coroner found that the .45 slug had hit his beIt buckle going
in and had flattened.



102 ROBERT ARTHUR

Then, oblivious of the shouts and aimless scrambling of the rest, Max
wrenched the gun from Larraine Grigsby’s hands. She leaned back against
the wall, and stared at him, her screaming hysteria of hate suddenly gone.

“Max —"’ she said. “Max — you —"

Then she fainted. Max let her fall. He took two quick strides and dropped
the gun on Wharton’s desk. Wharton and Nelson Hugo stared at him.

“She shot him,” he told them, hard. “I tried to stop her and couldn’t,
because of the handcuffs. You saw it happen. You couldn’t help it, she
took us all by surprise, but after all, it was your gun, Wharton, and you,
Hugo, you promised Rienzo nothing would happen to him, didn’t you?”

Numbly the chief of police nodded. Behind Max the door had burst
open and cops, led by Cal McVey, were pouring into the room. He paid no
attention to them and held the two officials with his grating voice.

“You’ve only got one chance, Hugo, and I’'m showing 1t to you,” Max
London said. “Rienzo’s mob will take this as a personal double cross and
rub you out and you know it. But here’s how you can beat them to the
punch and at the same time grab off a lot of credit and publicity.

“Keep Rienzo’s lawyer on ice and see to it not a word of what’s happened
gets out of this building, Organize a flying raid on the Hi-Spot. Grab
everybody there. It’s Sunday morning, most of them are still asleep. Take
the records, everything. Send other squads after his men who don’t sleep
there. You must know where to find .them. Pick them up fast, slam them
in the cooler, then play them off against each other.

“As soon as they know the boss is dead, some of them will break. You’ll
wind up smashing the city’s new underworld organization and probably a
grateful public will give you a medal. It’s your only chance. Hit them fast.
and smash them and you’ll both be public heroes. Waxt even an hour and
you, Nellie, will be perforated before the week is out.’

They opened and closed their mouths.

“He’s right, Fred,” Nelson Hugo said in a choked voice. “Weve got to
do it. Clamp a lid on this room and P'll start giving the orders,”

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Max LaTHERED HIMSELF. Then he turned on the needle spray and let the
hot water wash him off. He shut off the spray, reached for a Turkish towel,
and walked into the living room toweling himself. Cal McVey was putting
down the phone.
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“They’re singing,” he remarked. ‘“Final count, thirty-two rounded up.
A couple of the bigger ones, that we’ve got something on, are trying to
draw lighter sentences. Won’t be able to hold most of them, but they’ll
be out of town in twenty-four hours. Wharton and Hugo are busy being
measured for halos. Wharton will probably get the D.A.’s job as soon as
‘the old boy turns in his copy of Blackstone.”

“Nellie Hugo will get so much praise he’ll be a good boy after this,”™
Max grinned. ‘“There’s nothing like a reputation for saintliness to keep a
man on the narrow path.”

He slid into a pair of French back shorts, dragged a magnesium overmght
bag out of the closet, and began to pack. Cal McVey watched him,
curiously.

“I can’t help wondering how Larraine Grigsby knew about that gun the
fool Wharton kept in his desk,” he remarked presently, makmg a steeple
of his knobby ﬁngers

“I guess I must have let it slip,” Max answered, deadpan. “T had an idea
of grabbing for it myself.”

“You didn’t Have any idea, of course, she might go for it.”

Max wrapped a bottle of aquavit in a sport shirt'and tucked it into a bag
“Hard to get this stuff in small towns,” he said. “Let’s just say I wasn’t
surprised she went for it. It figured. Her temperament suggested that if
she knew she was caught and gomg to get it, she’d try to take someone else
along just for the satisfaction.”

“Of course, a woman her size would have a tough time shooting a .45
without spraining her wrist,” McVey drawled. He peered into the steeple
he’d made with his fingers, as if studying. somethmg inside it. “Did you
help her shoot RlenzoP”

“Certainly not,” Max said. “I just made sure she didn’t miss. 1 felt I
owed her that much. Which reminds me.”

He took his wallet from the dresser, slid out a check and endorsed it.
“Jordan’s,” he said. “As soon as it clears I'll punch Jordan in the nose for -
that sock on the head. At least I wound up with one client. It makes me
sore, though, to think of Rienzo getting away with Grigsby’s ten thousand.”

McVey unsteepled his fingers.

“You and Houdini,” he said, in grudging admiration. “I’d have sworn
you'd never get out of that one — that one way or another your goose
was toasted. When did you first suspect Meg was guilty, and had to be
Larraine Grigsby?”

“In Wharton’s office last night. As soon as [ realized two terrific coinci-
dences like Selma’s overhearing a conversation about the murder, and the
operator’s cutting in on her line at just the right moment, simply couldn t
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happen. Actually, what Nat French told me about the fingerprints should
have given me the case right away. But it went over my head.”

“Dames,” Cal McVey grunted. ‘“You can’t ﬁgure them.”,

“A psychiatrist could figure this one pretty good,” Max told him, tying
a brown Shantung silk tie and squinting at himself in the mirror. “She’s a
psychopathic. personality, absolutely convinced anything she wants to do
1s right — including murder. Also she’s a fine actress, a first class liar, and
a remarkable opportunist. If . you don’t mind those little: thlngs she’s

_probably pretty good company.’

He closed his bag and locked it. “Stay as long as you like,” he told
McVey. “Just lock the door when you leave. You know where to find me
if it’s important.”

He lifted the bag lightly and turned toward the door. '

“Hey!” Cal McVey called suddenly Max turned. “You left out pajamas,”
McVey told him. “I was watching.”

Max lifted an eyebrow.

“You must be a detective,” he said. “Figure out why. See you in a week.”

He stroke out. After a moment the lanky Scotsman unfolded himself
from the chair and went to the window. Six floors down he saw Max
London drop his bag into the back of a convertible waiting at the curb,
then slide in behind the wheel, beside a woman whose blondness was note-
worthy even from six floors up.

The convertible pulled away, headed north toward San Francisco.

Cal McVey watched it until it disappeared. Then he grunted gently.

“Hell,” he said, “I'd better call the old lady and tell her I'll be home
early.” ~,

THE END
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MYSTERY PUZZLE: Miami Murder

InspEcTOR GorpsmrtH had arrived
in Miami at noon; nine hours later
he still wasn’t used to being there.
- The hot sun all afternoon, the bright
reds and pinks of blooming flowers,
the tall palms— all seemed unbe-
lievable after the long winter he’d
come from,

Charlie Sanger’s dead body, how-

ever, was more familiar. A nightclub-

proprietor shot in his plush office
was not a new experience.

Goldsmith’s old friend, homicide
chief Reeder, came in" from the
outer office where the two girls were
being held.
firms it,”" Reeder said. “Daisy, the
blonde, came in here about a minute
after Rita. The office is sound-
proofed, so he didn’t hear anything
until five minutes later when the
two of them ran out screaming.”

“And each of them still claims the
.other shot him?”

“No change,” Reeder said dis-
gustedly. Now how the hell am I
going to prove anything?”

“Don’t ask me,” Goldsmith said.
“Just get it solved tomght — we got
an early date to go fishing.”

Reederstareddyspeptically around
him, at Sanger lying on the floor,
at the .38 near him, at the handful
of twenty-dollar bills on the desk,
at the open desk drawer.

“Yeah,” he said. “If you want to
' go ﬁshmg, you’d better lend a hand.
Let’s go talk to the babes.”

They were both dishes — Rita,
the club’s headline singer, with

black hair and skin like dark honey;
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“The bartender con- -

and Daisy, a bright blonde with
creamy skin and large blue eyes.

Daisy talked first, jerkily,  her
face white. “When I came in, Char-
lie had just told Rita that he’d
brought me down from New York
to take over the top singing spot,
and she was yelling at him terribly.
Well, finally, Charlie opened the
drawer and took out some bills.
‘Take this and get lost,” he said.
And she reached over and grabbed
the gun out of the drawer and —
and shot him . .:”” She sobbed
convulsively. :

“That’s all Zies!” Rita screamed.
“He told you to get lost. He may .
have been nice to you for the week
he was in New York, but he said he
told you not to come down here,
that he had no spot for you. He was
in love with me!”

“He begged me to come!” Daisy
cried. “He was tired of you. Why,
he told me so this afternoon when
he took me fishing. We were out for

‘hours in that little outboard boat

catching boney fish, and he said I
was the only girl he’d ever taken
fishing.
“You mean bonefish,” Goldsmith
injected mildly.
~ “Her whole story is fish!” Rita
said venomously. “Charlie never took
any girl out on that fishing boat!”
The Inspector turned to Reeder.
“One of them is lying,” he said. |

Which girl lied and what was the lz'e?
Solution on page 128.
—J. A. KrirPER



