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CHAPTER ONE

THE GLASS AND steel shaft of the new Pacific Guaranty Savings and Loan building soared an impressive 50 floors into the smog above one of southern California’s most promising earthquake faults. Characteristic of its age, it could only be described as an architectural triumph of the school of contemporary affluence. In the teak panelled office of the president, Bernard Amling sat behind the expanse of his uncluttered desk and watched the digital clock record the hour: 4.25. It was time to get started. He touched a button on the inter-com.

“Mary, can you spare a minute?” he asked.

There was no answer. After several seconds he released the button and tried another.

“Paul, is Mary in your office?”

Again there was no response. Amling’s fingers moved to the last button on the machine. This time the acknowledgment was almost instantaneous.

“Garage, Mr Amling. Are you ready for your car?”

“Not yet, Karl,” Amling said, “but it’s nice to know there’s still someone in the building. Has Miss Sutton left for the day?”

“Miss Sutton? She sure has, Mr Amling. About twenty minutes ago. She said something about wanting to get up to Mammoth before a new snow closed the highway. The weathermen on my TV down here just predicted four or five inches over the weekend.”

“Mammoth,” Amling repeated. “I should have thought of that. Mary’s a real ski buff—and I’m sure that’s why I couldn’t raise Mr Corman on the inter-com either.”

The garage man emitted a knowing chuckle. “That’s right, Mr Amling. Mr Corman pulled out about five minutes after Miss Sutton. Everywhere that Mary goes—”

“I’m aware of the office gossip, Karl. Now listen, you will be on duty Monday morning, won’t you?”

“Where else? Seventeen years on the job and only three days absent when my wife died—”

“I’ll take your word for it. I haven’t been with Pacific as long as you have. Now here’s what I want to tell you. I’ve got to make a quick trip to Mexico City tonight. Something’s come up at the monetary conference. I should be back before the end of next week if all goes well. When Miss Sutton comes in on Monday, I want you to tell her that I have a special file for the SEC men in my office safe. She has the combination.”

“SEC men,” Karl repeated slowly. He must have been writing it all down.

“Miss Sutton knows they are coming,” Amling added. “They may not make it until my return, but you can’t keep the federal government waiting. In the event they do come Miss Sutton will have all the information they want in that file.”

“Got it!” Karl responded. “But, Mr Amling, there’s just one thing. Mr McClary’s car is still down here. He must be in his office if you want to call him.”

“I don’t want to call him, Karl. Mr McClary heads the real estate division. He knows nothing about securities. All I want is for you to give my message to Miss Sutton. And Karl, you might as well go on home now. It’s Friday. We’ve closed for the day.”

“Thank you, Mr Amling,” Karl said, “but I’m in no hurry. I’ve got nothing much to go home to and there’s this sportscaster on the TV here—”

Amling switched off the inter-com connection and pushed back his chair. When he walked to the window he could see the threatening sky that bore out the promise of snow in the mountains and, probably, rain in the city. He remembered the eagerness with which Carole, his wife, had forced the raincoat on him when he left the house nine hours earlier. It was the new one—black, lightweight and trench style. A birthday present from his sons.

“They’ve been listening to the weather reports for two weeks, just waiting for even a hint of rain. You’ve got to take it, Barney, even if you only carry it on your arm.”

And so he had slipped it on over his dark-grey business suit, added a charcoal fedora with the brim snapped at an exaggerated angle and snarled, Bogart fashion, “Play it again, Sam”. He could still hear ten-year-old Jake’s shrieks of laughter and see the almost smile on Kevin’s boyish but going-on-sixteen face.

Amling went to his personal closet and took out the raincoat, folded it carefully and placed it over the back of an upholstered side chair. He then took from the closet an ever-packed garment-bag that always hung in preparation for emergency trips. He lowered the zipper enough to check the contents: a midnight-blue suit that could double as a tuxedo, a tweed sports coat and a pair of slacks. Two pairs of shoes were in the bottom of the bag, shirts and a change of underwear in the inner pocket, shaving and dental aids in the outside flap. Closing the bag, he hung it over the chair with the raincoat. He took down his hat from the shelf and placed it on his head at a normal angle that left a fringe of blond hair showing at his ears, and then, from the back of the closet, he removed a brown cowhide flight-bag that was already packed and locked. He placed the bag on the carpeted floor next to the chair.

He returned to his desk and opened the top drawer. From this drawer he took a passport and an airline ticket still enclosed in the airline envelope. These he placed in the inside pocket of his jacket. He took out his wallet and checked the contents: ten crisp $100 notes and two twenties. He pocketed the wallet and compared his wrist watch to the desk clock: 4.33.

He looked over his desk one last time and then picked up the large silver watch case that had been his father’s before it was converted into a two-panel picture frame. One of the pictures was a snapshot he had taken of Carole on their eighteenth wedding anniversary last May. It was surprising how little she had changed since their marriage. The other snap was one of the boys together with Jake grinning happily and Kevin giving an unconscious impression of John Wayne just before cleaning out the saloon. He snapped the case shut and tried to fit it into his breast pocket but the new reading glasses were in the way. He tucked it inside a vest pocket where it didn’t even make a bulge.

He stared at the telephone for several seconds and then decided in favour of the call. He dialled his own number and waited. It was Kevin who answered on the fourth ring.

“Oh, it’s you, Dad,” Kevin said when he recognized the voice.

“I’d like to speak to your mother,” Amling said.

“You can’t. She’s out. She had to take Jake to the dentist and they haven’t come back yet. Can I give her a message?”

“You can,” Amling said. “Tell her that I have to make an emergency flight tonight. I’ll be back early next week.”

“She won’t like that. You were going to that country club thing tomorrow night.”

“I know, but this can’t wait. Tell her to call Eric and go with him. And Kevin, while I’m away, take care.”

“Oh, wow!” Kevin muttered.

“I mean it. I’m leaving you in charge of the family. Remember that.”

“Hey, how far are you going on this flight—to Peking or Moscow?”

“All right, so I came on heavy,” Amling admitted. “Just hang loose. Does that sound better?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Good boy.”

Amling put down the telephone quickly because he didn’t want to talk to Kevin any more. He was glad, in a way, that Carole hadn’t been at home when he called because it would have been more difficult to explain the trip to her and he didn’t have much time. He stood then, for a moment, taking stock of his desk and the office, a kind of mental inventory to see if he was forgetting any needed thing. Not that silver-framed photo, surely, of a Barney Amling of fifteen years ago in a pro-football uniform with his arm drawn back to rifle a pass to some unseen receiver halfway down the length of the field. Barney Amling with the cocky grin, too much hair and two good legs that had made him one of the fastest running backs in the history of the game. He didn’t need the trophies and plaques that had stood him in good stead in the business world after his left leg was shattered in a mid-field collision that ended his gridiron career when Kevin was still in rompers. He had room for only one more piece of equipment for this journey.

He took a key chain out of his pocket and unlocked the lower drawer of the desk. From it he took a .38 Smith and Wesson revolver with a two-inch barrel. He checked the cartridge chamber, found it fully loaded, and slipped the gun into his jacket pocket.

Four minutes later, Amling stepped out of the automatic elevator at the garage level and walked towards the silver Continental that was parked a few yards beyond the attendant’s glass-enclosed office. He carried the raincoat and garment bag over his left arm and the flight-bag in his right hand. He limped slightly walking on the cement—the limp was rarely noticeable on the deep carpeting of his office—and felt the gnawing pain in his knee that always came back with the rainy season.

The door to the garage-attendant’s office stood open and the sportscast on the portable TV was in progress. Karl stepped to the door and called out:

“Mr Amling, let me help you with your bags.”

“No need,” Amling called back. “Everything’s under control.”

He reached the Continental, unlocked the trunk and tossed the flight-bag and the wardrobe inside. He locked the trunk and was getting into the front seat of the car when Karl turned up the volume on the TV set.

“… this is the boy the old-timers are calling another Barney Amling,” the sportscaster was saying, “so you can’t belittle this squad’s chances at the Rose Bowl. He’s as fast as Amling at his prime and his completed passes are almost up to Barney’s record …”

“Did you hear that Mr Amling?” Karl yelled. “They haven’t forgotten you.”

Amling grinned, waved his hand and then slammed the car door on the distraction. Karl resumed an attitude of rapt obeisance before the television screen as the Continental nosed its way out of the garage.


• • •


It was misting by the time Amling reached the freeway. He switched on the windshield wipers three times during the drive to the Harbor Heights development. It was a 30-minute trip under the best of circumstances and so this journey took a bit longer. But it was still light enough when he reached the gates to the construction area for the guard in the gatehouse to recognize him and wave a gesture of admittance. The mist had stopped but the sky was still grey and mobile over the wind-lashed sea that came into view as the Continental neared its destination. The development was half completed. The cheaper houses had been built months ago and most of them were already sold. “Cheaper” in Vincent Pucci’s terms was a base price of $59,000 and up. The $75,000 houses were all on the ocean side of the highway and most of these were in the framing stage. Amling drove past these and angled down a new road to the Shoreside section where the high-rise condominiums the zoning board had fought in vain, as every legal action against Pucci was fought in vain, were now under construction. Work had stopped for the weekend. Heavy equipment was scattered across the terrain waiting a Monday morning resumption of use, and a large cement mixer stood ready in the unpaved section of what would be a huge parking-lot. Amling parked near the edge of the pavement and got out of the car.

Because it wasn’t raining at the moment, he left the raincoat folded on the front seat next to the hat he had removed while driving. He closed the car door and surveyed his surroundings. He was the first to arrive and that gave him an advantage. The only evidence of life in the vicinity was the gateman, now out of sight behind the last rise, and, in the opposite direction, one of the old frame houses that once dotted the shoreline about 300 yards away. This last holdout against Pucci’s bulldozers gave evidence of occupancy by the vibrating rock rhythm that now reverberated across the beach. Amling knew the property. It was owned by an ageing spinster who not only refused to sell to Pucci but insulted the dignity of his project by leasing the premises to a group of pop musicians. Condemnation proceedings were under way but the group was hard at work with all amplifiers on the go, and Amling smiled at the thought of a group of kids not much older than Kevin challenging the might of Pucci’s millions. He didn’t like Pucci. There were rumours that he had underworld connections, and he did operate with the ruthless confidence of a man who knew where and how to apply pressure. He obtained building materials when they were unobtainable by other contractors; he got building permits and quick, approving inspections that indicated palms were being crossed with bribe money whenever necessary. But Vincent Pucci’s credit was unimpeachable. Pacific Guaranty had never lost a dime on him, and that was more than many Savings and Loan associations could say about investments in the late sixties. These new apartments would sell. Corporations would buy them to house visiting clients; individuals would buy for residence or investment. There was only so much coastline property and, sooner or later, the landlocked sought the sea. When they sought, they would pay Pucci’s prices.

That was the way of the business world and nobody knew it better than Barney Amling who, if not for that leg injury that ended his first career, might at this time of his life be coaching one of those elevens vying for a chance at the Rose Bowl. He would have liked that better than what he was now doing. What he was doing was waiting in the gloomy twilight for the man he had to kill.

Barney Amling had never deliberately killed anyone before. He was in college when the Korean mess got under way, and deferment was easy to come by for a star athlete who could fill the stadium every Saturday. He had gone into pro’ football directly after graduation and married Carole as soon as the ink was dry on his contract. His aggressions had gone into socially acceptable channels, and that made him one of the lucky ones. He thought about that as he walked to the edge of the paved area and tested the earth with his toe. There had been just enough rain to make it accessible to the spade in the trunk of his car. It was worked and ready for the paving that would be poured on Monday according to Pucci’s undeviating schedule.

He turned around and looked back at the road by which any car would have to approach the site. He was completely calm. It was like in the old days when he dropped back to throw a long pass with the certain sense that he could do whatever was required of the moment. Nothing was coming up the road but he did hear the wail of sirens coming from the direction of the highway. Instead of receding in the distance the sound grew louder. Whatever the source—ambulance, fire engine, or police car—it had turned in at the Pucci building site gate and was approaching the beach. Once past the gateman’s post, the road forked in opposite directions—one branch leading to the area where Amling waited and the other sloping off towards the old frame house on the shore. He ran across the parking-lot and climbed up on a section of foundation framing where he could see the beach from a better perspective. One police car had already come to a screeching halt near the entrance to the house. Two more were close behind. Men spilled out of the cars—uniformed police and plainclothes officers—and converged on the source of rock music that blended with the dying sounds of the sirens. Someone shouted. The door to the house burst open and the police poured inside. Moments later a skinny lad with long hair ran from the rear of the house and sprinted up the beach. There was a shouted warning followed by a pistol shot, but the boy still ran. One of the plainclothes officers took up the chase. When the runners on the beach disappeared from view, Amling climbed up to the next level of foundation forms and tried to locate them again. The boy must have found cover in the scraggy brush that lined the cliff above the strand. Neither he nor his pursuer could be seen. But no more sounds of music came from the old house and the police cars, nosed like so many hunting dogs with quarry at bay, sat silent with only the flashing of their roof lights to indicate a raid was in progress.

Narcotics, probably. The pleasures of youth weren’t as innocent as they used to be. The plague of the ghettos now reached every stratum of society, and Barney Amling was grateful that Kevin was safe at home. From the staggered skeleton of the villas-to-be, he watched the doors of the old Beach House open and a group of frightened young people, hands clasped over their heads, marched by the police into the waiting cars. He watched for several minutes before he heard the sound of dislodged gravel somewhere behind him.

Amling turned about quickly. The man he had come to see stood only a few yards away. He might have been there all the time, or he might have just arrived. That detail was no longer important. The important thing was the gun Barney Amling was pulling out of his coat pocket because now there was time for only one shot.





CHAPTER TWO

IT WAS LATE afternoon when the Wanda Lust nosed into her berth at Marina Beach harbour. The low clouds that were bringing early twilight to the November sky were edged with burgundy and the air carried a pungent promise of approaching rain. Simon Drake, his bright-blue poplin jacket open and flapping in the wind, scrambled out of the cabin and ran forward to the bow. The rubber soles of his canvas shoes had barely touched the deck before he saw a pair of black hands scoop up the rope and execute a firm hitch to the docking. The hands belonged to a tall black male of about 25 who was uncharacteristically attired in a sombre grey suit.

“Chester,” Simon called, “you look like a professor.”

Chester Jackson completed the hitch and stood to full height. Smiling, his face became instant inspiration for an advertising agency with a dentifrice account.

“That’s what I am—almost,” he answered. “I just came from an interview. After the first of the year I start teaching in a private college near Riverside.”

“Congratulations! But Hannah won’t be happy.”

“No sweat with Hannah. We’ve got it all worked out. I bought one of those little cars that makes 30 miles to the gallon and I’m staying on at The Mansion as long as she needs me.”

When Wanda climbed out of the cabin Chester whistled appreciatively. She wore a jacket identical to Simon’s, except that hers was zipped up to the throat of her turtle-neck sweater. White Levis were rolled up to her knees. Barefoot, she carried a well-packed sea-bag over one shoulder while the wind teased her long, blonde hair that had gone the way of all hair over-exposed to sun and sea. She wore no make-up and her nose was peeling.

“Now that’s what I call a well-trained bride,” Chester said. “You’ve got her barefoot and toting the gear.”

“But not pregnant,” Wanda laughed. “At least, I hope not until I finish my next recording session.”

“You could handle it,” Simon said. “Any woman who can turn out a perfect soufflé on the kind of seas we’ve been navigating could give birth to triplets at a rock festival without missing a beat.”

“Rough weather?” Chester asked.

Simon took the sea-bag away from Wanda and gave her an affectionate slap on the bottom. “It hasn’t been a sea of glass,” he admitted. “Hey, what kind of vehicle is that?”

Chester opened up the trunk of the little car that was parked alongside the dock and it looked as if the chassis had split in the middle. After Simon tossed in the sea-bag, Chester closed the trunk lid that included the rear-view window and a pair of side vents. “Lots of storage space,” he explained. “The trunk goes all the way up to the front seat.”

“And the front seat sits over the bumper,” Simon said. “Where’s the motor?”

Chester scowled. “I knew there was something I forgot to ask the salesman. Well, let’s all pile into the front seat and see what happens when I turn on the ignition.”

The little car took off with a surprising burst of power. The marina receded in the rear-view mirror as Chester turned off on a winding street that would take them across Pacific Coast Highway and thence through the fringes of Marina Beach up to the old section called Marina Heights. Destination was a restored Victorian mansion that Simon had purchased for a song and refurbished for a few grand operas and a concert season. Left behind were the tiny weekend cottages and the plate-glass and concrete boxes of the new tracts. Left behind was the sea that now blended with the lowering sky until only the foam of white water lashing against the rocks gave evidence of its presence.

Chester shifted into low gear for the climb. “Hannah was ready to try communicating with a ouija board before we got your ship to shore,” he said.

“Doesn’t she know I’m a big enough boy to play with boats and girls?” Simon asked.

“Correction,” Wanda insisted. “Not girls, plural; girl, singular.”

“See?” Chester chided. “I told you that Justice of Peace in Vegas meant business. Which reminds me, Simon, in your gay bachelor days did you know a classy-looking brunette named Carole Amling?”

“I knew her best when her name was Carole Ehrenberg,” Simon answered. “When she married Barney Amling it put our relationship on a different level.”

“Barney Amling?” Wanda echoed. “The name is familiar.”

“It should be. You must have been about eight years old and still trilling hymns in your father’s gospel choir when Barney Amling won his first all-American football honours. He racked up a couple more and a Heinzman trophy before he turned pro’. That’s when he married Carole and broke my sophomore heart. It’s harder to lose an older woman.”

“I didn’t know that,” Wanda said.

“When one is a sophomore,” Simon explained. “Later in life the situation reverses. What sparked this discussion of Carole Amling? Where did you meet her, Chester?”

“She’s at The Mansion right now,” Chester said, “listening to Hannah’s memoirs of her show-biz days. When I left Hannah had covered the phase when the ardent lover crippled her with a Luger fired in jealous rage and was working up to the time you bought The Mansion from her, when she was down to her last annuity, and kept her on as house mother.”

“Poor Carole,” Simon said.

“Serves her right!” Wanda insisted. “She should stay at home with her football player.”

“That,” Chester remarked drily, “is what she wants to do but she needs help. Barney Amling has disappeared.”

By this time the little car had passed through the wrought-iron gates that marked the entrance to Simon’s property. The doors of a carriage house turned garage stood open and Hannah’s red Rolls-Royce, vintage of 1926, was in its place beside Simon’s new Jaguar. In addition, a new black Cadillac sedan took up half the driveway. Spying a medical symbol attached to the rear licence plate, Simon asked:

“Is Hannah ill?”

“Hannah’s fine,” Chester said. “The Caddy belongs to a doctor named Larson. He brought Mrs Amling to see you. She’s too uptight to do any driving herself.”

Leaving Chester to manage the sea-bag, Simon slipped his arm about Wanda’s shoulder and walked her into the house. Hannah and the unexpected guests were in a first-floor sitting room just off the foyer.

When Hannah Lee found Chester Jackson, complete with new teaching credentials and an unemployment card, sitting out the line at the local unemployment office, she had hired him on the spot, ostensibly as cook and houseman, which he was not, but actually as companion and therapist in her long struggle to get out of the wheel-chair status which had terminated her theatrical career in the early thirties. In this latter capacity Chester proved to be a miracle worker. The wheel-chair had long been banished to a local veterans’ association, and even the walking stick, which Hannah still carried on occasion, was more for dramatic effect than necessity. She held it now, sceptre-like, as she sat in a fan-backed chair from which she could simultaneously observe her callers and the doorway through which Simon and Wanda entered.

“Look what came in with the tide!” she cried as they came into the room. “We were about ready to alert the coastguard. Storm warnings are out all along the coast.”

“Overdramatizing, as usual,” Simon said. Then he spied Carole Amling seated on a red-velvet divan alongside a vaguely familiar man who might have been recognizable without black-rimmed glasses that magnified his intense blue eyes. Carole was surprisingly recognizable. Except for an air of maturity and suppressed anxiety, she wouldn’t have looked out of place in a school sweater with cheer-leader’s pom-poms in her hands. She wore a simple black suit and a red paisley hairband that accentuated her high forehead and large brown eyes. She was a small woman with a generous mouth, lightly rouged. At the sight of Simon the tension lines about her mouth relaxed into a wan smile.

“Simon—” She rose from the divan as she spoke. “I’m sorry to come without warning like this, but I do need help. Is this your wife? She is lovely.”

Simon made the introductions. Wanda, to her credit, made no apology for Levis and unshod feet.

“Do you remember Eric Larson?” Carole Amling asked. “He insists that he met you years ago, Simon.”

The vaguely familiar was identified. “Of course,” Simon said. “After your father’s death. How are you, doctor?”

Larson unfolded from the divan to tower protectively above Carole Amling. He was on the short side of 40 with pale blond hair that was beginning to recede from a healthily-tanned forehead. “I’m worried,” he said quietly, “and so is Carole. We’ve been walking around the edge of a volcano for a week and it’s getting uncomfortable.”

“A week?” Simon echoed. “Is that how long Barney’s been missing?”

“More than a week. For the first few days we assumed he had gone to Mexico City. There was a monetary conference.”

“Let me tell it, Eric,” Carole begged. “Simon, you know that Barney does travel a lot and often without much advance notice. For the last year he’s kept a packed travel-bag in his office for these quickie trips. A week ago Friday afternoon he called home and said he was flying to Mexico City. I wasn’t home but Kevin took the message. I was disappointed when he told me because we were hosting a charity dance at the country club Saturday night, but, like any executive wife, I took it in my stride. But, Simon, whenever Barney has to make these sudden trips he always calls me as soon as he reaches his destination. I waited up until 3 a.m. Saturday. There was no call. He didn’t call during the whole of Saturday. When Eric came by to take me to the club I was at the edge of my nerves. Together, we called hotels in Mexico City until we located one where a monetary convention was in progress but Barney wasn’t registered. I left word at the hotel to have him call me as soon as he came in and went to the club with Eric.”

“It was better than moping at home,” Larson said.

“Eric stayed over on Sunday,” Carole continued, “and scolded me into believing that Barney had found the hotel booked up and was staying with friends. I called three families in Mexico City where he might have been but none of them had seen or heard from him. On Monday we went to his office. He had left word with the garage-attendant that he was going away for a few days and, through him, left instructions for his secretary, Mary Sutton. But he hadn’t told Miss Sutton about the trip or mentioned it to any other associates at the office.”

“But there is a conference in session,” Simon reminded her.

“Was a conference,” Carole corrected. “I sweated out Monday and Tuesday without word from Barney and then called the hotel where it was being held again. I was told the conference had concluded and Mr Amling hadn’t answered any of the page calls put out for him.”

“Have you checked with the airlines?” Simon asked.

“As soon as Carole completed the call to Mexico City,” Larson said. “No line scheduling flights that way had a record of Barney on their passenger lists for Friday or any other day.”

Chester came into the room after dropping the sea-bag on the foyer floor. Wanda, aware of the growing tension, dispatched him to the bar to create a pitcher of dry martinis. But it would take more than a cocktail to dispel Carole Amling’s gloom.

“Barney didn’t go to Mexico City,” Simon reflected, “but that doesn’t mean he didn’t go to a business conference somewhere. I don’t pretend to understand Barney’s profession, but I do know it’s a complicated one. He might have deliberately misled the office staff because the meeting was too secret. Have you checked the airport parking-lot for his car?”

“What do you mean?” Carole asked.

“He was driving when he left the office, wasn’t he? You said he left word with the garage-attendant. If he took any flight from LAX his car is still there.”

“Any flight, Simon?” Hannah asked.

“Right. A flight to Washington D.C., for instance.”

“But it wouldn’t matter where Barney went,” Carole insisted. “If he’s all right, he would have called me.”

“If he could. I’ve been in conferences so hectic I couldn’t take time to make a phone call.”

“For more than a week?” Carole asked.

Simon couldn’t answer that question. Chester arrived with the martinis and gave him a welcome respite. It was Wanda who continued the conversation.

“If you’re afraid your husband’s been hurt, Mrs Amling,” she said, “why not check with the hospitals or call the police?”

“We called the hospitals in the area yesterday,” Dr Larson replied. “No trace of anyone answering Barney’s description. As for the police, I’m sure you can understand Carole’s reluctance to take any action that would cause publicity. Her husband is the president of a multi-million dollar operation which handles other people’s money.”

“Eric, please,” Carole protested.

“I’m sorry, Carole, but it has to be said. I brought you here because you were desperate and thought Drake could help you. I’m sure he’s too intelligent not to have thought of it himself.”

“A missing Savings and Loan president could make a headline writer’s day,” Simon admitted. “We want to find Barney—not ruin him.”

“That’s exactly why Mrs Amling and Dr Larson came here,” Hannah observed over the rim of her martini glass. “They want to hire Jack Keith and you know he doesn’t take clients without a recommendation.”

“He also doesn’t answer his telephone,” Larson said. “Carole knew you used his private-detective service in conjunction with your own legal practice and thought you could put in a word for her.”

Simon finished his drink and held out his glass for a refill from the pitcher Chester was tending. “I’m sure Jack would take the job without my influence,” he said, “but he isn’t available right now. He’s on vacation somewhere out of the States and he never sends postcards.”

“But surely he’s coming back,” Carole said.

“When he’s ready. Jack doesn’t live by any time clock but his own. I’ll try to reach Jack; I’ll even do some probing on my own. I can imagine how you feel, Carole, but this is probably nothing at all. Why don’t you relax with another drink while Wanda and I change, and then we’ll scare up some dinner.”

Carole Amling glanced nervously at the windows where the brief sunset had faded behind an invasion of fast-moving storm clouds. “It’s going to rain soon,” she said. “I have to get home to my boys. Kevin’s fifteen now but Jake’s still pretty much of a baby at times. I’ve had trouble enough trying to explain Barney’s absence without giving them more to worry about.”

Carole and Larson were leaving. Simon walked them through the foyer to the door. Larson stepped outside but Simon restrained Carole with a touch. “There’s one thing I have to know,” he said. “Has Barney started drinking again?”

She looked shocked. “Drinking? Oh, no! Not for thirteen years, Simon. He’s even a ginger ale man at parties.”


• • •


Since they were not having guests, Simon and Wanda slept upstairs in Wanda’s bedroom. Wanda’s because hers had a fireplace and a king-sized bed.

“Once you get used to pink satin sheets they’re not so bad,” Simon observed. “Do you sleep in short nightgowns when I’m not here?”

The nightgown, also pink, was accordion-pleated chiffon. It was just a shade shorter than a mini and Wanda had acquired a fantastic tan on the cruise that made her skin glow amber in the firelight. “To be honest,” she said, crawling into bed beside him, “I usually sleep in the nude.”

“Well, let’s not be formal.”

“Please, I have a glass of wine in my hand. You know what Hannah says about wine with and after prime rib.”

“I know what Hannah says about almost everything but I missed that one. Besides, I think you’re making it up. Why so pensive?”

“I’m thinking about Carole Amling. Was she really your first girl, Simon?”

“I never said she was my first girl. She was my first love.”

“She’s very pretty.”

“Yes, she is. When I was eighteen I was in love with her for at least three months.”

“At eighteen that can be a long time.”

“Practically forever. Anything else you want to know about Carole and me?”

“Yes. What were you whispering about in the doorway when she left?”

“You don’t miss a thing, do you. I asked Carole if Barney had started drinking again. She insisted that he hadn’t.”

“Is that important?”

“Very. Barney Amling was as straight a guy as ever lived. Then he was injured in a football game four years after he turned pro’. He was good, remember. The fastest runner and possessor of the best throwing arm in his day. That made him number one target for any opposing team, and in the pro’ leagues they play for keeps. Barney took a lot of knocks but in his last game the whole line piled on him. By the time they piled off again his football days were over.”

Wanda shivered and snuggled closer. “That must have been hard to take.”

“Harder than you know. Barney had married Carole as soon as he turned pro’. When he was crippled they already had their first son, Kevin.”

“And no job.”

“It’s not quite as grim as it sounds. Carole’s father, Jacob Ehrenberg, was a successful architect. Eccentric as hell but successful. He had connections and Barney had a name. By the time he was on his feet again he had an executive job where he could use his aggressive spirit behind a desk instead of on the playing field. How well he did that is proved by the fact that he became president of Pacific Guaranty when he was thirty.”

“But the drinking—”

“I’m working up to that. Barney was a natural at business but didn’t know it. It was a traumatic transition—football hero to cripple, cripple to executive. Maybe he suffered a lot of pain in those years and that’s why he started on the juice, or maybe it was to bolster his nerve in the new game. Somewhere along the line he got hooked on the happy stuff that didn’t make him happy. By the time Kevin was pushing three, Barney was an alcoholic. Go ahead and finish your wine. I’m not giving a temperance talk.”

Wanda sipped slowly. “But he licked it,” she concluded.

“Not without help. He licked it because Carole loved him enough to throw down a challenge. She told Barney that she was leaving him until he quit drinking. Then she picked up little Kevin and came to me. I had my law degree by that time and was beginning to keep up with my rent payments. Carole started divorce proceedings and took to the hills. It was almost a year before Barney saw her again. In the interim he spent several months in a sanatorium and emerged a member in good standing of Alcoholics Anonymous. That, my girl, is how a woman in love saved her marriage and her man.”

Wanda finished drinking the wine and let the glass slide off on to the carpeted floor. “Si,” she said soberly, “is that what you would want me to do if you had trouble like that? Would you want me to leave you?”

Simon slipped one arm under her head and pulled her halfway across his body. She smelled fresh and clean with just a whisper of musky perfume. “Yes,” he answered, “I want you to leave me anytime it’s necessary to save me from myself—but not tonight. Tonight I don’t want to be saved from anything—not even by a minister’s daughter.”

Simon’s free hand reached out and turned off the bedside light. Firelight was enough.

“I feel guilty,” Wanda murmured. “Here I am safe and happy with my husband while Carole Amling is so worried. Do you really think he’s gone off on a hush-hush business trip?”

“I wish I knew the answer to that question.”

“He might have had a wreck with the car.”

“You heard Dr Larson say he had checked out the hospitals. Besides, honey, Barney is a prominent man. If he was in an accident anywhere it would be headline material as soon as the police found his credentials.”

Wanda didn’t speak again for some time. Simon hoped the firelight would make her drowsy, or that the wine would make her passionate. Anything to distract her from Carole Amling’s problem. But his own mind was troubled and Wanda was developing an uncanny way of catching his moods. Finally, she said:

“I think he would have telephoned her no matter what kind of business trip he was on.”

And so they would talk about it. With a warm sense of discovery Simon realized this was one of the things marriage was about: having someone to talk with when you were burdened.

“There’s something I didn’t tell Carole this evening,” he said. “It wasn’t the right time. If Chester hadn’t clued me in that Carole was at the house I might have blurted it out.”

Wanda sat up abruptly. “Do you know where Barney Amling is?”

“No. It’s nothing like that. What I didn’t tell Carole was that I saw Barney recently. I normally see the Amlings about once every two or three years, but I’m still the family retainer. Three weeks ago Barney telephoned and asked me to stop by his office. He sounded urgent so I made the trip a few days later. What he wanted was to have me draw up a trust giving his house to his two sons.”

“Carole’s house?”

“That’s right. When Jake Ehrenberg died nine years ago he left some lots in Palos Verdes to Carole. Big Jake had made and run through several fortunes. He was married three or four times. That bequest was all he had left. Barney was doing great then so they built a place that must have cost nearly a hundred thousand then and is worth a lot more today.”

“Did Carole know about the trust?”

“I don’t think so. Barney always handled the family business. She would sign anything he asked her to sign. I completed the transfer before we went on our cruise. The interesting thing was that Barney had paid off the loan in a lump sum—over fifty thousand dollars. He had clear title. He said that he wanted the trust to avoid taxes.”

“But what about Carole? He cut her off without anything.”

“On the contrary, honey. The boys are minors so Carole would naturally be their guardian and conservator of the estate if anything happened to Barney. What he actually did—and I didn’t think of it until I learned he was missing—was protect Carole.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s simple. If Barney’s got himself into financial trouble—lost heavily on the market, for instance—that property is safe from any claims or attachments. In brief, nobody can take away Barney Amling’s home because he doesn’t legally own one.”





CHAPTER THREE

ON THE FOLLOWING morning Simon sent off ten cables to ten European playgrounds where Jack Keith might be holidaying and then drove the Jaguar north on the freeway to a new commercial centre in Los Angeles where the Pacific Guaranty tower was located. The building spired up from a cluster of small shops erected over a huge underground garage. Because of his previous visit Simon knew the parking area assigned to employees of the association and deliberately nosed the black XKE into a lane lettered: “Reserved for Mr Amling”. He switched off the ignition as an angry attendant barged out of his pillbox office to call attention to the violation. He was an elderly man with cotton-white hair and a plastic nameplate pinned to his blue smock that identified him as Karl Handleman. Ignoring the rebuke, Simon got out of the car.

“You’re just the man I want to see, Mr Handleman,” he said. “I understand that you’re the only Pacific Guaranty employee Mr Amling entrusted with information about his trip to Mexico City.”

The flattering choice of words had a tranquillizing effect. Handleman turned them over in his mind like a surface miner uncovering a vein of precious stones. “Well, now that I think about it, that’s the actual truth,” he reflected.

“Fine,” Simon said. “I’ve made the right contact.” He dug a business card out of his pocket and presented it to the old man. Handleman read it slowly, his lips silently forming each word.

“ ‘Simon Drake. Attorney at Law.’ Hey, I remember you. You came here to see Mr Amling a couple of weeks ago. I remember that sporty car of yours.”

“Good. Now that you know I’m a friend of Mr Amling maybe you’ll answer a few questions. When Mr Amling left here on his way to Mexico City was he carrying luggage?”

Still flattered but brusque, Handleman answered: “Sure, he had luggage. One of them garment-bags. The kind with hangers inside that fold up.”

“Was that all?”

“No. He had a brown leather bag with straps on it. And he had a raincoat—a black one—folded over his arm. I asked if I could help him with the luggage because he seemed kind of loaded down, but he wouldn’t let me. He stowed everything in the trunk of his car—except the raincoat. He put that on the front seat.”

“What car was he driving?”

“His car, of course! His silver-grey Mark IV Continental. Say, Mr Drake, why are you asking all these questions?”

“I saw Mrs Amling yesterday,” Simon said. “She was worried that her husband hadn’t taken enough luggage for an extended stay. You know how women are. They think of their husbands as little boys.”

Handleman bought the story. “Now, that’s the truth, ain’t it?” he crowed. “Well, you just tell his missus that Barney Amling can take care of himself. If any man alive can take care of himself, that man’s Barney Amling.”

Simon had more questions but he didn’t want the old man to suspect Barney was missing. He took two steps towards the elevators and tossed another question, casually, over his shoulder. “I don’t suppose you remember what time it was when Mr Amling drove out of the garage?”

“Sure do,” Handleman said. “It was on a Friday and I always get a sportscast on my little TV in the office Friday afternoon. They talk up the big games scheduled for the weekend. The programme comes on at four-thirty and it was a minute or so after the first commercial break when Mr Amling came down the elevator. It was just a minute or so after four-forty-five.”

“You’re a good man, Mr Handleman,” Simon said.

Simon walked to the automatic elevator and started the ascent. The executive offices were on the penthouse level and it was a long ride up. The car took on passengers at the first level where he glimpsed the shopping mall through briefly opened doors. The storm that lashed the coastline had cleared and only wet earth on the landscaped areas and a prevalence of raincoats on pedestrians travelling under directions of the late weather reports gave evidence of recent rain. The air was fresh and chilly, cleared of smog by the wind, and several million Angelenos could breathe deeply and recall the good old days before death by asphyxiation became an urban goal. After the ground-level stop the elevator was express for the first twenty floors. Finally, reaching the penthouse floor, Simon stepped out of the little box and entered the domain of Pacific Guaranty Savings and Loan.

A glass partition separated the general offices from the executive suites. He passed by the closed door of Ralph McClary, Vice-President. On his previous visit he had glimpsed Barney’s secretary, Mary Sutton, and that glimpse had aroused a feeling he hadn’t identified until Carole Amling’s visit to The Mansion. He wanted to confirm the impression that she was a very attractive girl. He found Mary Sutton’s office door open and the interior in a mild state of uproar. Two formidable-looking men with briefcases were asking questions Miss Sutton tried to field while a stocky young man with bushy red hair took a more belligerent stance.

“Paul, please! We have to co-operate. Barney left specific instructions—”

Mary Sutton looked up and saw Simon standing just inside the doorway and made a mental transition from one problem to another. For such a woman this was an instant process. She was very young considering the importance of her position. About 26, Simon decided. A little older than Wanda and very like Carole Amling at the time Little Jake was born. Very like—except that Mary Sutton was a working girl instead of the pampered daughter of a wealthy man. Accustomed to quick decisions, she stared at Simon for a few moments and then stepped forward—smiling.

“Mr Drake, isn’t it? If you’ve come to see Mr Amling I’m sorry. He isn’t here.”

“I know,” Simon said. “Mrs Amling told me. That’s why I’m here. What’s all the excitement?”

“No excitement. Only confusion. Normal office procedure.”

“Who are the heavies?”

“Government men. SEC. We’re having an audit. If you didn’t come to see Mr Amling, whom do you want to see?”

“You’ll do nicely for a starter. Who’s the red-head imitating Cagney?”

Mary Sutton laughed. Her laugh was lower than Carole’s. Sexier. “That’s good,” she said. “I’ll have to tell Paul that one. Paul—” She seemed to have authority as well as the more obvious attributes because the red-haired boy responded on cue. “—this is Mr Simon Drake, Barney’s lawyer. We’re going into Barney’s office for a few minutes. Can you handle the federals?”

“The gang-busters, you mean?” Paul Corman asked. “I just give them access to anything they ask for. Those were my orders, boss.” He slipped an arm about Mary Sutton’s waist in a possessive gesture intended for Simon’s benefit. It must have been a one-way understanding because she drew gracefully away and took Simon’s arm.

“Anything they ask for,” she repeated. “Do you see what alert employees we have here, Mr Drake? Come along. Barney’s office is just across the hall and we won’t be disturbed.”

Barney Amling’s office was twice as large and completely quiet. The drapes were closed but Mary Sutton moved quickly across the room to open them. Sunlight flowed into the room. The carpet was spotless and there was no dust on the desk. Mary Sutton stood behind a high-backed leather chair and waited.

“Now, what can I do for you, Mr Drake?” she asked.

“Where’s Barney Amling?” Simon demanded.

“In Mexico City.”

“Mrs Amling doesn’t think so. She’s checked every hotel and all of the family acquaintances. Nobody’s seen Barney.”

“Then I don’t know where he is. Word was left for me that he was going to Mexico City to attend a monetary conference.”

“Were those the only instructions?”

“No. Mr Amling left some files in his office safe. I have the key. My instructions were to co-operate with the Security Exchange Commission lawyers who were scheduled to pay us a visit.”

“Did you know about that before Barney left?”

“Yes. We were notified some weeks ago.”

“Is it routine or something special?”

Mary Sutton hesitated for the first time. “I don’t think I’m at liberty to answer that, Mr Drake. When Mr Amling returns—”

“Miss Sutton,” Simon said sternly, “according to Mrs Amling, Barney telephoned home a week ago Friday and said he was going to Mexico City for a few days. He hasn’t been heard from since. She asked me to do what I could to locate him. A woman does that sort of thing when the man she loves is missing. She worries.”

He watched her face for reaction. Her hands tightened on the back of the chair, but she was still a business woman with a decision to make. She made it.

“No, it isn’t a routine check,” she admitted. “It concerns some CDs—certificates of deposit. When money is tight an organization such as this is authorized to pay premium interest if the demand warrants. Pacific Guaranty issued over a million dollars’ worth of term certificates about two years ago. So did a lot of other lending agencies. Now they’re beginning to come due and some of the lending agencies have been served forged certificates.”

“Forged? How could that happen?”

“Possibly because someone pilfered printed certificates and sold them fraudulently. Two government agencies—the SEC and the FBI—are involved. I’m sure none of Pacific Guaranty’s CDs were forged and so is Barney—Mr Amling. Naturally, we co-operate with government departments.”

“And that’s what the briefcase brigade is doing here.”

“Right. It’s not a sneak attack even if Paul Corman gives that impression. He doesn’t know as much about this business as he thinks he does. There’s one in every office.”

“Did anyone other than you and Barney know about this?”

“I doubt it. Mr McClary is second in demand, so to speak, but he specializes in real estate.”

“I see. Now, about this conference in Mexico City. Had Barney given any indication that he might attend?”

“Oh, yes. We talked about it several weeks ago. I sometimes accompany Mr Amling to such conferences. I was looking forward to it. I love Mexico. Then Barney decided other business matters were more pressing and decided not to attend. I suppose something came up that Friday—someone called him and he changed his mind.”

“Without telling you?”

“I forgot to mention that I left the office early that afternoon. I’m a ski buff and the snow at Mammoth was perfect. I drove up Friday afternoon and didn’t return until Sunday night. The first I knew about Mr Amling’s change of plans was when I came to work on Monday.”

“Aren’t business travel reservations made through the office?”

“Naturally, when there’s advance notice. I suppose in this case Mr Amling simply called the airline and picked up his ticket at the airport.”

“But he didn’t.” Simon said. “Mrs Amling checked.”

Now, for the first time, Mary Sutton almost lost her poise. “Oh,”

she gasped. “Then perhaps—but that’s not likely.”

“What’s not likely, Miss Sutton?”

“That Mr Amling drove to Mexico City. It’s done, of course, but it’s so much slower—”

“And Barney was in too much of a hurry to even go home and say goodbye to his family.”

“Yes, I know. Still, if he did drive and had an accident—”

“The hospitals have been checked, too.”

“I was thinking of an accident in Mexico—or even some minor traffic violation. I’ve heard of tourists being hung up for weeks with that sort of thing. The police should be able to check that out.”

“Mrs Amling doesn’t want the police involved,” Simon explained. “Barney Amling’s a prominent figure. She’s afraid of hurting him through the press.”

“Oh, that’s well and good,” Mary Sutton said, “but I’m sure Captain Reardon could handle the inquiry without publicity.”

“Who is Captain Reardon?”

“One of Barney’s—Mr Amling’s best friends. A police captain. They play golf almost every week. I’ve made the appointments myself.”

She stepped out from behind Barney’s chair and leaned over the desk. A leather-bound appointment book was in place beside the telephone and a silver-framed photo of Barney in football gear. She opened the cover and flicked through the pages. “Well, it does seem to be some time ago,” she mused. “No, here’s one. ‘Golf with Reardon’. It’s dated 5 September—that’s more than two months ago. Still, they are such good friends I would have thought Mrs Amling would have gone to him first of all.”

“I’ll ask her about that when I see her,” Simon said. “Right now I’ll have a look at that book if you don’t mind.”

Mary Sutton relinquished the appointment book without protest. Her mind seemed to be on something else. Her fingers played across the top of the desk as if searching for something that wasn’t there. Simon opened the book to the date of Barney’s departure. It was free of notations except for a scribbled: “Lunch with Pucci”.

Simon handed the book to Mary Sutton. “Did you make that notation?” he asked.

She examined it. “No, that’s Barney’s—Mr Amling’s writing.”

“Go ahead and call him Barney,” Simon said. “I do and I’m not as close to him as you are. Pucci. Vincent Pucci?”

“Yes. He’s a big borrower.”

“Good credit rating?”

“The best.”

“So I’ve heard. Did Pacific Guaranty finance all the Pucci developments?”

“Many of them.”

“But that’s real estate. You said Mr McClary handled that branch of the business.”

Mary Sutton laughed. “You are thorough, aren’t you? I’m beginning to feel as if I were on the witness stand. Mr Pucci is very big business indeed. He likes to deal with the top man.”

“Did Mr Amling—now you’ve got me doing it. Did Barney keep this appointment?”

“I suppose he did. Nobody stands up Vincent Pucci.”

Simon replaced the appointment book on the desk and took a turn around the office. It reeked of success and power—things that made a man like Barney Amling tick. He opened a panelled door and found a private washroom. He tried another door and found a closet. The closet was empty except for a thin black leather attaché-case.

“I understand Barney kept a wardrobe-bag packed and ready for emergency flights,” he said. “Have you seen it?”

“Of course,” Mary Sutton answered. “It was dark-blue canvas. He carried a couple of suits, shirts, man things.”

“Man things?”

“Electric razor—cosmetics. It’s gone, isn’t it?”

“It’s gone. Did he usually carry this attaché-case?”

“If he had work to do on the plane.”

“And a flight-bag?”

“A what?”

“A leather flight-bag—brown. He had such a bag when he left the building. The man in the garage saw it.”

Miss Sutton seemed puzzled. “It must have been something he just bought,” she mused. “I don’t see why—unless he planned to stay away longer than a few days.”

“Miss Sutton, you are sharp,” Simon said. “I can see why Barney wanted you on his staff. How long have you been executive secretary?”

“Two years.”

Two years. Time changed some things but not Barney Amling’s eye for a beautiful woman. It was easy to envisage Mary Sutton sweeping into a hotel lobby in Mexico City and making everything function perfectly for her boss. It would have been a pleasure for any man to dictate letters poolside while she modelled her bikini.

But Barney Amling had gone off without this woman.

“In two years a secretary can learn quite a bit about her boss,” Simon reflected. “Have you noticed any changes lately? Did Barney seem under any special pressure?”

“Pressure?” Mary Sutton echoed. “A job like Barney’s is nothing but pressure. That’s why it takes a man of his calibre to handle it.”

“What about other pressures? Family, for instance.”

“Family? Oh, if you mean Kevin that was nothing, really. It’s just so much easier for young people to get into trouble these days. Barney handled that beautifully.”

She assumed that Simon knew what she was talking about. He was about to ask for details when the door to Barney’s office burst open and a tall white-haired man with a ruddy face stepped into the room.

“Mary, I’m sorry to break in like this,” he said, “but Paul wants to see you right away. There’s some kind of mix-up with the audit. Oh, hullo Drake. Paul said you were here. I’m Ralph McClary. Maybe I can help you.”

McClary was a well-preserved 55 who must have worked out regularly in a gym to keep his boyish figure. He flashed a brief Chamber-of-Commerce smile that did nothing to conceal the pressure of the moment. Simon had the distinct feeling of having walked in on a family squabble.

“Thanks,” he said, “but I was just leaving.”

McClary looked relieved. “I don’t want to rush you,” he said, “but Miss Sutton knows where everything is in this office and we do have a problem.”

“I’ll be right with you, Ralph,” Mary Sutton said. “A woman’s work is never done.”

Simon walked back through the corridor and was passing the glass-enclosed secretarial pool when a bright young voice from behind his shoulder spun him about. A slender girl of almost twenty, clutching a coffee mug in one hand, called his name.

“Mr Drake, please wait. A telephone call came for you while you were with Miss Sutton. It was Mrs Amling. She thought you might be here.”

“Is she still on the phone?”

“No, but she left a message. She asked if you could come out to her house right away. It sounded urgent.”

The hand that wasn’t holding the coffee mug held a memo slip. On it was an address and telephone number. Simon accepted the memo and thanked the girl. He hoped she would drink the rest of the coffee before it spilled all over Pacific Guaranty’s expensive carpet.





CHAPTER FOUR

CAROLE AMLING’S CALL was perfectly timed. Simon wanted to talk to her and it was several years since he had visited the Amling house. The address was welcome. It wasn’t a long journey. Time was when the trip would have taken an hour and a half on the red car with a bus transfer at the end of the line, but nobody minded much because they weren’t in a hurry and there were interesting things to see along the way. Some day historians might mark the end of civilization, such as it was, with the advent of the freeway. A man who might have helped an elderly lady with a shopping bag climb up into the red car before the motorman slammed the doors (even if he didn’t give her his seat) thought nothing of loosing a verbal barrage of abuse at the same elderly lady when her ‘64 Falcon faltered on an elevated highway. The carbon monoxide arteries also blocked out such pleasures, in season, as the scent of blooming jasmine and the spicy tang of wet eucalyptus trees trembling in the rain. A hillside draped with Bougainvillaea was reduced to red and purple splashes that flashed by like a psychedelic light display, and even on such a rare day as this one, when the snow-capped crest of Old Baldy was visible beyond the fields of high-rise, the phenomenon came with a sense of nostalgia as if one were looking at an old picture postcard of the city Aunt Cora visited in the winter of ‘41. Even Simon could recall the scene as viewed from the saddle of a three-wheeler.

But it passed too quickly for detailed reminiscence. Suddenly he was off the freeway and rolling through wide streets that threaded the hills from which the area took its name. Some thrills never paled. Cresting the rise that revealed the first blinding view of the sun-drenched ocean roused boyhood dreams of exploring with Balboa. Whatever made anything so familiar seem to happen for the first time, had its own kind of magic. A mile and a half further and Simon turned in at a driveway marked by rock slab gateposts inspired by Stonehenge. The long driveway terminated in front of a sweeping contemporary house with a three-car garage. A shiny red VW station-wagon nuzzled the garage doors like a tardy chick trying to reach the shelter of maternal feathers before a storm, and Simon parked the Jaguar behind the little car. He could hear the homely hum of a dutiful vacuum cleaner as he walked towards the house.

He rang the front door bell. The vacuum cleaner sound continued through two more rings before the door opened and Carole Amling smiled hello. She wore slacks and a hip-length sweater with a chain-link belt. Her hair was caught up in a bandana-like cap and her face was as free of cosmetics as if she had just stepped out of a shower. She was tense, but relaxed somewhat at the sight of him.

“Oh, it’s you, Si,” she said. “Come in. I didn’t expect you so soon. I hope you didn’t pick up a few citations on the way.”

“I lucked out,” Simon said. “Besides, nobody can catch me.”

He stepped into the entry hall and Carole closed the door behind him. The vacuum cleaner was still whining in the next room.

“I forgot to turn off the sweeper,” she explained. “I’m not usually so domestic. A cleaning woman comes in once a week, but I had to do something to keep busy. I suppose it’s a primitive instinct—a woman trying to protect her home in time of stress.”

Simon followed Carole into the living room. The Amling house sat firmly on solid ground but gave the impression of being cantilevered into space over the restless ocean 100 feet below. They were like two people in a space capsule waiting to be launched. Carole turned off the vacuum sweeper and Simon stopped the countdown.

“Your message sounded important,” he said.

“Oh, it is,” Carole said. “Eric took your advice. He went to the airport this morning and searched through all the parking-lots. He telephoned just before I tried to reach you at Barney’s office. He’s found Barney’s car. It’s parked in the Pan-Am lot.”

“When was it left there?”

“We don’t know. I forgot to give Eric the spare keys so he couldn’t look inside. Barney usually forgets and leaves the parking ticket inside the car even though the recorded message at the entranceway tells him not to. But the car is there.”

“Then we know that he did go to the airport. Has Eric checked the other airlines?”

“He was going to start doing that right after he talked to me. There’s so many of them and it does take time. But I thought you would want to know about the car right away. Besides, I wanted to talk to somebody, Si. Would you like coffee?”

“Love it,” Simon said.

“Good. Just sit yourself down anywhere and I’ll duck into the kitchen—”

“Why can’t I go along and have my coffee in the kitchen?”

“That’s an even better idea. Come along.”

The kitchen, like almost every room in the house, had an ocean view. While Carole busied herself with the percolator, Simon squatted atop a stool at the serving counter and watched a distant freighter plough across the horizon in search of San Pedro. Carole opened the coffee can and dumped generous spoonsful into the pot.

“Did you learn anything at Barney’s office?” she asked.

“Not a great deal—except that he has an attractive young secretary.”

“Mary Sutton? Yes, she really is something, isn’t she? Intelligent, too. Barney swears by her.”

She plugged in the pot and looked at Simon’s face. It was silly to spar over the question he was about to ask. There was no time for polite evasions.

“I know that you’re wondering if she was more than a secretary,” Carole said. “The answer is no. Barney and I consider ourselves very modern—but not about some things. Both of us got our romancing out of our systems before we were married.”

“So did I,” Simon said, “but I got a very real response to Mary Sutton the minute I saw her, and I don’t work with her every day. She reminds me of you, Carole.”

Carole Amling nodded soberly. “Physically, a little. And I know it’s commonly thought that erring husbands instinctively look for a woman resembling the one they married. Maybe that even has something to do with why Barney pulled Mary Sutton out of the secretarial pool. But Barney doesn’t play around. I can’t vouch for the time long ago when he was propping up his ego with a bottle. That was all BD.”

“BD?”

“Before the divorce that didn’t finalize. We had everything out before the reconciliation—and we didn’t decide to try again because of the child. I have no use for people who use their children for whipping boys to keep something going that was never meant to be. The thought of a hereafter has never bothered me, but there should be some kind of hell for that type of hypocrite to at least equal the hell they create for their kids. I went back to Barney because I loved him—and still love him. He wanted me back for the same reason. We’ve made it work, Si. It’s a good marriage. So, in spite of what’s going on in that lively mind of yours, I can’t buy the idea that Barney’s deserted me for another woman.”

“I didn’t suggest that.”

“No, but you’re wondering. Well, I’ll tell you something else. If Barney had found someone—someone for whom his passion was so strong he would sacrifice his home and children—he wouldn’t sneak off with her. He would have come to me and told me first of all, because that’s the kind of man Barney Amling is and you know it.”

The coffee had begun to boil. Carole took down two mugs from a cabinet and set them on the counter. Then she took down a sugar bowl and made a movement towards the refrigerator. “Do you take cream?” she asked.

“Black,” Simon said.

“That’s right. I remember.” She poured coffee into both cups and put the pot on warm. Then she looked at Simon across the counter and smiled.

“So much for sex and the single secretary,” she said. “What else did you learn at Barney’s office?”

Simon hadn’t learned nearly as much at Barney’s office as he had learned in Carole’s kitchen. When he didn’t answer her question immediately she began to understand. She dumped two teaspoonsful of sugar into her coffee cup and began to stir methodically. “I did go on strong about Barney’s virtue, didn’t I?” she reflected. “Oh, how I hate to talk to lawyers who are always listening with the third ear! All right, what do you suppose a woman thinks when her husband goes off for more than a week without a phone call or a wire?”

“She thinks she’s been deserted,” Simon said, “and then, if she’s wise, she talks herself out of her fantasies with just the kind of logic you just used on me. Don’t spoil it. Now, what I learned in Barney’s office was very little. According to Mary Sutton, he planned to go to the conference in Mexico City and she was looking forward to the trip. Then he changed his mind. The last-minute switch was a surprise to her. I didn’t get the chance to talk to McClary. There’s some sort of audit going on at the office and everybody’s uptight. Did Barney mention that to you?”

Carole shook her head. “He usually doesn’t—about business matters, I mean. He always said that I had enough responsibility with this house and the boys.”

“I suppose they’re in school now?”

“Both of them. I drove Jake to his this morning—that’s why my car’s out. Kevin’s in high school and has a motor bike.” She paused to glance hurriedly at the wall clock. “He’ll be home for lunch. He says the school cafeteria gives him ulcers. He’s a big fellow now—as tall as Barney. Last night he came to my room after I retired and asked if I’d like to have him bring in a cot and sleep at the foot of my bed.”

“What did you say?”

“I said that I’d be all right alone—but it was sweet. Imagine, Kevin wanting to protect me—”

Her voice broke a little and Simon decided to change the subject. “What did he have in the flight-bag?”

Carole looked blank. “The what bag?”

“The old man who tends the garage at Pacific Guaranty said Barney was carrying the garment-bag, a raincoat and a flight-bag. A leather one.”

“Barney doesn’t own a leather flight-bag. His is canvas—like the rest of his luggage. It’s in the hall closet now. I saw it when I took out the sweeper.”

“He might have bought another one.”

“But why? Unless he was going on a long trip. Oh, Si, what’s going on?”

She put her head down on the counter and wept for a few moments. Then she looked up and scrubbed at her eyes with a wadded Kleenex. “Don’t you hate women who cry,” she said.

“Not as much as the ones who don’t when they have a reason,” Simon said. “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t we go down to the airport with those spare keys and have a look inside the car?”

“Kevin’s coming for lunch.”

“You said he was a big boy now. I’ll bet he has a latchkey of his own.”

“I put up my hair last night. I’ll have to comb it out. I look a mess.”

There was nothing healthier than a woman worried about her appearance. Simon grinned. “As a matter of fact, you do,” he agreed. “Go comb your hair and put on something that’s pretty and not black. I’m going to take you to lunch, too. Some place where we can have a couple of cocktails.”

“I have to be back to pick up Jake at three-thirty.”

“I promise to have you back in good time and stone cold sober. Now scoot.”

She didn’t have any more arguments. She hurried off towards the bedroom wing with her heels clicking hard on the Mexican tile floor. She was one of those too-well controlled women who could crumple like a paper hat in the rain if left alone with too many problems. The idea was to get her out of the house for a while. Simon poured himself a second cup of coffee and was just getting resettled on the stool when the staccato blast of a motor bike roared into the courtyard and stopped. Moments later Kevin walked into the room. It had to be Kevin. He looked like an old photo of Barney touched up so the blond hair reached his shoulders. He had the refrigerator opened before he noticed Simon. With a milk carton in his hand he said:

“Hello. I didn’t see you sitting there. I think I should know you.”

“You have a good memory,” Simon said. “The last time I saw you you were wearing a cub-scout uniform. I’m Simon Drake.”

“Drake? Oh, sure. My father talks about you. Is that your Jaguar parked outside?”

“Yes,” Simon said.

“Twelve cylinders?”

“That’s what they told me.”

“Wow! I bet it moves.”

Kevin poured himself a tall glass of milk. An electric kettle was plugged into the wall socket. He lifted the lid and sniffed appreciatively.

“Cream of mushroom,” he said. “Like some soup?”

“No thanks. I’m taking your mother out to lunch.”

“That’s good. She needs it.”

Kevin ladled up a bowl of soup and took the adjacent stool at the counter.

“I suppose you’re here because of my father,” he said.

“That’s right. You talked to him on the telephone just before he left the office, I understand. What did he say, exactly?”

“Exactly?” Kevin pondered the question. “Just that he was going to make an emergency flight and would be back early next week.”

“An emergency flight? Didn’t he say he was going to Mexico City?”

“He didn’t say where he was going. When I told Mother about the call she said it must be to Mexico City because Dad told her there was some kind of important meeting going on down there. I even asked him if he was going to Peking or Moscow or some place like that.”

“Why did you do that?”

“Because he came on with a big line about leaving me in charge of the family. I guess he was trying to impress me to keep my nose clean while he was away.”

“Did you tell your mother what he said?”

“No. She’s got enough troubles.”

“You’re right. She has got enough troubles. You’re eating too fast, Kevin.”

Kevin stopped ladling the soup into his mouth and said: “You sound like my coach.”

“Football?”

“What do you think?”

“I think you look like great quarterback material, Kevin.”

The conversation didn’t get any further because just then Carole came back into the kitchen. Her hair was combed and she had put on a bright-green dress and carried an amber-coloured knit coat on her arm.

“There’s cream of mushroom, Kevin—” she began.

Kevin grinned and held out his already empty bowl.

“You eat too fast,” Carole said.

“You sound like Mr Drake,” Kevin said.

“Mr Drake and I are going out to the airport,” Carole added. “Eric found your father’s car this morning.”

Kevin put down his spoon and drained the rest of the milk from his glass. “Okay,” he said.

“I’ll be back in time to pick up Jake at school.”

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to. I’ll take him home on my bike. He likes to ride on the buddy seat.”

“No, I’d rather you didn’t.”

“Okay.”

Kevin was staring at his empty soup bowl. Without raising his eyes he reached out and took a fresh peach from a fruit dish on the counter. He climbed off the stool. “See you,” he said. “I mean, it was good to see you again, Mr Drake.” He pecked his mother on the cheek and then ran out of the room. Moments later the sound of the roaring bike came again.

“Kids!” Carole said. “You never know what they’re thinking. Were we ever like that, Simon?”

“I’m afraid so,” Simon said. “I had a white Harley-Davidson that was second or third hand. Whenever I was worried about something all I wanted to do was ride. Shall we go?”

Carole hesitated. “I feel like a soldier deserting his post. What if Barney should call while I’m out?”

“He’ll call again,” Simon said.

On the drive to the airport Simon asked Carole about Captain Reardon. He told her what Mary Sutton had told him and that the subject had come up when he wanted to know if Barney had been worried about anything.

“The only thing she could think of was Kevin,” he said.

He could see that Carole didn’t want to talk about it.

“It doesn’t seem relevant,” she said.

“At this point anything could be relevant. Severe strain could bring on a blackout.”

“Amnesia?”

“It’s possible. How was Barney’s health?”

“The best. A man in his position has to have regular check-ups. About six months ago he had to take a physical for a two-hundred-thousand-dollar policy the company took out on his life.”

“Is Eric Larson his doctor?”

“Not any more. Eric started as a GP. For some years now he’s specialized as a paediatrician. Please, don’t get any false impressions about Kevin. He’s a wonderful boy. He got into a little scrape last year. Marijuana. It’s everywhere, Simon. Even in Jake’s school. Being a parent isn’t easy these days.”

“It wasn’t any more than marijuana, was it?”

“No. But Barney had it out with Kevin. The boy wants to be an athlete like his father. When he realized what he was risking he straightened up.”

“And that’s all?”

“No. There was something else a few months ago. Some boys from Kevin’s school took a car. I don’t think they even realized it was a felony offence. They were high and took a car somebody had left standing on the street with the keys in it. Later they picked up Kevin and started out to go to a football game. Kevin thought the car was borrowed. There was an accident. One of the boys was hurt.”

“Kevin wasn’t driving, was he?”

“No, he doesn’t even have a licence. But because of the accident the police found out the car was stolen and there was quite a mess. If it hadn’t been for Knox—Captain Reardon—Kevin might have been in real trouble.”

“If he was innocent?”

“Simon, Kevin is the son of a well-to-do man. To some people the wealthy are never innocent. Luckily, the man who owned the stolen car was reasonable. He dropped the charges when the boys in the car all chipped in and paid the damages. Afterwards, Barney asked me not to invite Knox to the house again.”

“Why? If he helped—?”

“I don’t understand all of it. Barney said Kevin was at a rebellious age and having a policeman around would only encourage him. He talked it over with Knox, I guess. That’s why I haven’t called him about Barney. Because of what Barney said.”

“How long have you known Captain Reardon?”

“Years. I think Barney knew him before I did. He and Knox belong to the same club. They play golf together quite a bit.”

“What about Mrs Reardon?”

“There is no Mrs Reardon. Knox is a bachelor—a man dedicated to his work, I understand. Maybe that’s why he used to come to the house so much—because of the children. Bachelors get a kind of home-and-family fever when they reach middle age, I think.”

Simon grinned. “I didn’t wait that long.”

“I know. And I’m so happy for you. You have a lovely wife. But maybe Mary Sutton was right. I suppose I should call Knox now. He would know what to do and I don’t think Barney would mind as long as it’s nothing concerning Kevin.”

But Carole Amling never called Captain Reardon. She didn’t have the opportunity.


• • •


They reached the airport in good time. Simon followed the traffic pattern to the Pan-Am area and turned in. He was receiving his time-dated claim check from the automatic dispenser when he noticed an unusual activity at the far end of the lane. He proceeded slowly and found a parking space about twenty yards from the place where a black and white prowl car with flashing lights was blocking the passage. Taking Carole by the arm, he hurried down to see what was causing the activity. The police car was parked near a silver-grey Continental sedan. Even before Carole told him it was Barney’s car, he saw the chrome initials BA on the door. As they approached, a tow car swung in behind the sedan and a man leaped out to attach a chain to the rear bumper of the Continental.

Carole ran forward, keys in hand. “What are you doing?” she cried. “This is my car!”

A stocky plainclothesman in a wrinkled, tan raincoat crawled out from behind the steering wheel of the prowl car and looked at Carole Amling as if she had just walked into the men’s room. He had the enigmatic face of a seasoned cop who didn’t really like anybody.

“Are you Bernard Amling, lady?” he asked.

“I’m his wife.”

“Where’s Bernard Amling?”

Carole started to reply but Simon pulled back on her arm and stepped forward.

“You’re confiscating private property,” Simon said.

“Yeah, I know.” The officer turned and yelled back to the man in the tow truck. “That’s okay. You’re in good position. Hook her up.”

“By what authority are you confiscating private property?” Simon demanded.

The man hauled a badge and identity card out of his pocket. He was Lieutenant Albert Wabash and he didn’t like Simon, either. “I got my orders,” he said. “Who are you?”

“I’m a lawyer,” Simon said.

“Great! That’s all we need here—a legal brain. Have you got a court order or something?”

“Not yet. We just arrived.”

“Good. Go ahead with that tow chain. Let’s get outa here. My sinuses are killing me.”

Simon nudged Carole’s arm. “Unlock the door. I want a look inside,” he said.

She ran forward and had the door open before Wabash could do any more than yell. Simon slipped inside and ran a probing hand over the top of the instrument panel, the seat and behind the sun shade. The parking ticket wasn’t there.

“I’ve got my orders,” Wabash screamed and Simon took the keys from Carole and opened the glove compartment. The parking ticket was on top of the registration card. He pulled it out and stuffed it into his pocket before Wabash could see what he was doing. He relocked the compartment and settled back behind the steering wheel. There was no object in starting the motor. The tow truck and the prowl car had the lane thoroughly blocked. While Wabash exchanged verbal blows with a couple of honking motorists looking for a place to park he scanned the rear seat. Nothing. He looked at the odometer. It was a new car. It had exactly 6,582 miles on it. When he crawled out of the car his knee rubbed against a lubrication sticker that had been carelessly applied so that one corner was loose. It was from Lew Morely’s Chevron Service dated 10 November 1972 and the mileage at time of service was 6,508 miles.

He got out of the car and found Wabash, arms akimbo, glaring at him. “Are you all through, legal beagle,” Wabash said, “or do you want a free ride into the police garage?”

“Who gave your orders?” Simon asked.

“Who gave me? Who always gives me? I got my orders from my superior officer, Captain Reardon. And if you want to know something else, he got his orders from the FBI.”





CHAPTER FIVE

THE WALL THAT had been falling on Carole Amling for a week and four days crumbled like Jericho before nightfall. When Simon drove her back to the house in Palos Verdes two shiny black Cadillac sedans were parked beside the red VW wagon. They were identical in every way except that one bore a medical shield on the licence plate holder. They found Eric Larson on the patio shivering in the cold wind that whipped in off the sea. Carole opened the sliding glass doors and let him in.

“Reardon’s here,” he said. “The garage was unlocked. He’s inside using the telephone.”

“Did he say anything?” Carole asked.

“Only that he had to see you on an urgent matter. Where have you been? You look pale.”

“She’s probably weak from hunger,” Simon said. “I wanted to take her to lunch but we ran into some trouble. We went down to the airport to take a look at Barney’s car. The police came and hauled it off.”

“The police? My God, why? Who called them?”

“Reardon. Did you find out anything at the other airlines?”

“Not a thing. Nobody had Bernard Amling listed as a passenger on any flight on Friday night or Saturday morning, so far as I could learn. Carole, are you all right?”

The wall was hitting hard. She walked aimlessly about the room, a stranger in her own house, until Eric forced her to sit down. She looked at her watch.

“I have to pick up Jake at school,” she said. “It’s three o’clock.”

“You’re not going anywhere. Where is the school?”

“Off there—” She waved her hand in a circular direction.

“Look in Jake’s room,” Simon suggested. “He’s probably got some school papers lying about somewhere. I’ll get Carole a drink. Where does Barney keep his brandy?”

For the bar one only had to look. Simon found it in the den. When he returned with the brandy Carole was no longer alone. A man who had to be Captain Reardon had let himself in through the patio door and stood awkwardly like a second groom at a wedding. He didn’t look like a policeman. He was too well dressed, for one thing. He wore a cashmere coat thrown over his shoulders and a well-tailored suit with a yellow checked vest. His shoes were shined and he had taken off his hat in deference to Mrs Amling. His brown hair was thinning on top, not as noticeably as Dr Larson’s, and he compensated for that with a luxurious moustache that was carefully trimmed. He was a big man—tall and a little overweight, but not flabby. He might be 45.

“Go ahead and drink the brandy,” he told Carole. “It’s good for you.”

She drank half of it and stopped trembling. “Knox,” she said, remembering her manners, “this is a friend of mine, Simon Drake.”

“You have talented friends,” Reardon said. “I’ve heard about Simon Drake.”

“And now you’re going to hear from him,” Simon said. “What’s the idea of confiscating Barney Amling’s car?”

“Do you know where he is?” Reardon asked.

“He’s on a business trip. There’s nothing illegal about that.”

“No, not if he’s really on a business trip. What about you, Carole? Do you know where Barney is?”

She caught Simon’s eyes and said: “He flew to Mexico City for a business conference.”

“That’s what they told me at his office but nobody seems to know where he’s staying or when he’s coming back. When I called the hotels in Mexico City they told me he wasn’t registered, hadn’t been registered, and that Mrs Amling had already called and asked for the same information. Carole, what’s going on here? If you’ve been looking for Barney, why didn’t you call me?”

She sipped the brandy slowly. It was as if she remembered that her mother had told her not to speak with anything in her mouth. Eric came back from Jake’s room waving a text book. “I’ve got it,” he said. “I’ll go and pick up Jake for you, Carole. You sit and relax—oh, hello, Reardon. Did you complete your call?”

“Maybe he bugged the phone,” Simon said. “There seems to be an uncommon amount of interest over a family situation.”

“Family situation!” Reardon roared. “A man makes a last-minute flight to Mexico City—only he doesn’t go to Mexico City. He’s supposed to return in two or three days—only he hasn’t returned in eleven. He always calls home when he goes away but he hasn’t called home.”

“A family situation,” Simon repeated. “How do you know Barney Amling didn’t have a spat with his wife? Is that any reason to call out every law-enforcement agency? Don’t you think Carole would have called the police if she thought anything had happened to Barney? Do you think she wants her private life spread over every front page in the area?”

Captain Reardon let him talk because that was what lawyers were for and then it was his turn.

“I didn’t come here to pry into anybody’s private life,” he said. “I came because Carole and Barney have been my friends for years and I wanted to clue her in before the bad news comes from a higher source.

“I was called to the Pacific Guaranty building about half an hour after you left it this morning, Drake. There are more people than his wife looking for Barney Amling now. There’s the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Securities Exchange Commission at the moment. They’ve been working on an audit for several days and for several days they’ve been running into trouble. Now it’s official. When I left the office the figure stood at a little more than four hundred thousand dollars of the association’s money that’s missing, and they’re only half through the audit. That makes Barney Amling about the most sought-after man in the west coast area about now.”

Everyone looked at Carole Amling. She sat small in the chair twisting an empty brandy glass in her hands. She didn’t make any sound at all.

Barney Amling. That’s what they were all thinking. There was nothing new about a man taking off with company funds—even if the sum was large. But not Barney Amling. Three people had listened to Captain Reardon, and three people were too stunned to speak. Even Reardon was shaken.

“God, Carole,” he said. “I wish you had called me sooner. I might have gotten a line on Barney before the government moved in.”

“Larson checked out all the other airlines at LAX,” Simon said. “Nobody had Barney on the passenger list for any Friday night flight.”

“Then he’s using another name. We’ll check it out again with a photo for identification.”

Carole stirred in the chair. She looked at her wristwatch. “Eric, it’s after three,” she said. “Jake—”

“God, I almost forgot. I hate to leave you now.”

“Go ahead,” Simon said. “Jake knows you. He won’t be frightened if you pick him up. I’ll stay here until you get back.”

Eric went for Jake and everybody sat around picking through the mental débris left by Reardon’s bombshell. In a sense it was a relief to have something to work on no matter how ugly.

“It could be a coincidence,” Simon said at last. “Just because Barney’s gone off on a trip it doesn’t necessarily follow that he’s responsible for the shortage. There must be others at Pacific Guaranty who had access to the funds.”

“That’s being investigated too,” Reardon said. “But the one positive thing we have to work on is that the president of the association is missing.”

“But Barney wouldn’t steal,” Carole said. “Why would he? We have enough.”

“That’s the peculiar thing about embezzlement,” Reardon answered. “The people who do it usually do have enough—more than most of us, anyway. They get used to a life-style and if something goes wrong they can’t climb down from the ladder.”

“But nothing’s gone wrong.”

“We’ll know more about that when we get Barney’s financial statement.”

And Simon sat quietly with his own bombshell because, in addition to knowing how to talk, a good lawyer had to know when to keep his mouth shut. This was no time to tell Carole Amling about her husband’s property trust. In due time Eric Larson returned with Little Jake, who had been properly named. He resembled Carole’s side of the family: dark hair, small boned. Being a small boy he was hungry and the kitchen was his destination. Reardon slipped into the sleeves of his coat and prepared to leave and Simon decided to go with him.

“Do you have anyone who could stay with you?” Simon asked Carole at the door.

“I don’t need anyone. But I think I’ll take a raincheck on Kevin’s offer to sleep in my room tonight.”

“Do that. It will do him as much good as it does you.”

Outside in the courtyard Knox Reardon hunched his big shoulders against the wind and moved towards the black Cadillac that carried no medical shield. He stopped and looked back at the house and back at Simon who was following him. A plaintive sound came from one of the upstairs windows. An off-key clarinet being played by a ten-year-old boy with cookie crumbs in his mouth. Reardon shook his head helplessly.

“I guess I’ve known Barney Amling about twelve years,” he said. “Personally, that is. I even remember being on a guard detail at the Ambassador Hotel when they gave a banquet to honour pro’ football players and Barney was player of the year. I thought I’d learned to expect anything in my job.”

“I heard you and Barney had some trouble,” Simon said.

“Trouble? Oh, you mean about Kevin. I wouldn’t call that trouble, exactly. I gave Kevin a break, in fact. Some people think this juvenile delinquency problem only plagues the low economic classes. They have a rough time when it hits them. I told Barney to crack down on the boy and maybe he didn’t like it. Just the same, Kevin hasn’t been back in court again.” Reardon opened the door of the big car and slid in under the steering wheel. “Any way you look at it, Drake,” he added, “there’s one thing for sure. If there was any way to predict what any human being was going to do next, both of us would be looking for work.”

Reardon switched on the ignition and began to back out of the driveway. He never saw the boy on a motorcycle who started to turn into the drive as he was backing out. The boy took one look at the Cadillac, swung the bike about and rode back in the direction from which he had come. Simon followed Reardon out of the driveway. When he reached the street he could see the Cadillac half a block ahead. There was no sign of Kevin and his bike.





CHAPTER SIX

SIMON DROVE BACK to Marina Beach with the car radio tuned to the 24-hour news station. Reardon was right. Somebody had put a lid on the Amling story and so far it was holding tight. When he reached The Mansion Wanda was gone. She had called in from the recording studio in Hollywood to report that she had an all-night session on the agenda and would sleep it off at the Century Plaza. Chester was in his rooms cramming for the new teaching assignment, and Hannah, wearing a red-velvet dressing gown, was relaxed on the chaise longue in her sitting room reading Everything You Always Wanted To Know About Sex by that prominent literary figure, Dr Reuben. She glanced up as Simon entered the room.

“I always knew somebody would write the story of my life one day,” she quipped. Then she read the expression on Simon’s face and let the book drop to the floor. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

He gave a detailed résumé of the day’s events and concluded with Captain Reardon’s disclosure of the Pacific Guaranty audit.

“I don’t believe it!” Hannah gasped. “It’s like hearing that Jack Armstrong robbed Fort Knox. How’s Carole taking it?”

“How can she take it? If it’s true that Barney took that money and has gone away with it she may never see him again.”

“Argentina,” Hannah reflected. “Isn’t that where people go to avoid extradition? He must be mentally ill.”

“I thought of that. But he wasn’t mentally ill when he drew up the papers putting his house in his sons’ names.”

Hannah hadn’t heard about that. She listened to Simon’s story while the cosmetic surgery of excitement took years from her face. “That doesn’t sound so good for Our Hero,” she said. “He was anticipating trouble. Have you told his wife?”

“Not yet. She has enough grief for the moment. I have a bit of grief coming up myself. Carole Amling asked me to help find her husband. If I do find him—or if any of the agencies looking for him find him—he’s going to need a lawyer to defend him and you know who that will be.”

“Was she really that important to you, Simon?”

Simon grinned. “I suppose she was—at the time. But there’s more to this than sentiment. The fact is that I’m obligated to protect the interests of Carole and her sons, and right now the whereabouts of Barney Amling constitutes their greatest interest. I’m just not satisfied that Barney—if he has taken the money—pulled this thing off all by himself. There’s always a motive to anything like this. Mental aberration is a cop-out. I’m going to have to dig.” Simon took the parking-lot ticket out of his pocket and handed it to Hannah. “I managed to get this out of the glove compartment of his car before the lawmen saw me.”

She studied it curiously. “Tell me more,” she said.

“It’s time—dated. That car was driven into the lot at 7.37 p.m. Friday, 10 November. According to what I learned from the garage-attendant at Pacific Guaranty, Barney left the building almost three hours earlier. But before he left, he called his son and told him he was making an emergency flight and wouldn’t be home for several days. Barney’s home is less than a thirty-minute drive from the airport. If he was anticipating a long absence there was nothing to stop him from driving home and saying goodbye to his family.”

“He was afraid of losing his nerve,” Hannah suggested.

“I thought of that. But I’m still curious about where he spent the two hours and fifty minutes between the time he left the office and the time he reached the airport. He didn’t have to leave the office at all, you see. If he didn’t want to see anyone he could have stayed right there until it was time to go to the plane. If he wanted dinner, he could call down to any of several restaurants on the Mall, or he could have taken the elevator down and spent the time in the bar of one of those restaurants. He wouldn’t have needed his car for that. So, unless you want to buy the idea that he spent all that time just driving about on an evening when there was enough intermittent rain to make driving hazardous, he must have gone somewhere and seen someone or, at least, have been seen by someone.”

“And talked to someone,” Hannah contributed.

“Right. This parking ticket is the only thing I have that the police don’t have so what I intend to do is try reconstructing Barney’s last day at the office and see where it leads. I did see his appointment book for the day. It had one notation in his own handwriting—I take it that Mary Sutton usually makes his appointments—and that was for lunch with Vincent Pucci.”

“Pucci,” Hannah repeated. “The name sounds familiar.”

“You’ve probably seen it on a billboard or two. Pucci is building some of the more lavish housing developments hereabouts.”

“He sounds like a gangster.”

“There’s gossip to that effect. So far as I know that’s all it is—gossip. He’s never been named by any investigating committee.”

“They don’t make investigating committees the way they used to,” Hannah said sadly. “There hasn’t been a really good one since Estes Kefauver. I don’t suppose there’s any use in me asking you to take me along when you go to see Pucci.”

Simon shook his head. “Afraid not. It may not be the easiest thing to do. He’s a busy man.”

“Just the same, I’ll bet you fifty thousand of the more than three hundred thousand dollars you owe me for losing at pinochle that you make it on the first try.”


• • •


Hannah was almost right. On the next morning Simon drove to the head office of Pucci Enterprises and asked to see Vincent Pucci. The man in charge, who resembled an Olympic decathlon contestant, made it known that this was impossible until Simon produced his card and announced that he was representing Bernard Amling.

“I don’t think Mr Pucci likes to have his projects held up with legal delays,” he said. “I’m trying to be helpful.”

Mr Pucci didn’t like his projects held up with any kind of delays, legal or otherwise, and the result of this approach was a series of telephone calls that finally pinpointed the big man himself at a health spa just a few miles from the Pacific Guaranty tower. It was a very expensive spa with a neo-Las Vegas Romanesque décor and there, sweating out the afterglow of a herbal massage, Simon found Pucci reclining on the couch like Nero resting up for the next orgy. In addition to the attendant, a girl with a paperback cover figure and not much more clothing, he was accompanied by a bodyguard who might have been a twin to the man at the construction office. Simon presented his card and watched it wilt in the herbal air. The bodyguard, who was wearing a sweat-suit, read the card and presented it to Pucci who was wearing a frown.

“Okay, so you’re Drake,” he said. “What’s wrong with Barney? If there’s trouble he should call me himself.”

“He should call his wife, too, but he didn’t,” Simon said.

Anyone who thinks women have a corner on an ear for gossip hasn’t known many businessmen. Vincent Pucci’s large, flabby face, dominated by an enormous nose that was almost luminous with sweat, came to instant attention.

“What do you mean?” he demanded.

“Barney’s gone away. Didn’t he tell you about it when you had lunch together a week ago last Friday?”

“Did I have lunch a week ago with Barney?” Pucci asked.

The man in the sweat-suit emitted an affirmative grunt. “At Emilio’s,” he said.

Pucci’s face wrinkled into a nostalgic smile. “Emilio’s,” he sighed. “That Emilio makes the greatest chicken cacciatore anywhere outside my mama’s kitchen. Barney wasn’t very hungry.”

“That’s interesting,” Simon said. “Do you lunch together often?”

“No,” Pucci said. “Barney wanted to talk about the beach project. You know—progress report. I told him we would pour the first-layer foundations the following Monday and we did. I told him we would also finish the parking-lot the following Monday and we did. You can write cheques on Vincent Pucci’s word. Everybody in the construction business knows that.”

“Is the project the only thing you talked about?”

“What else? A little football, maybe. That’s what I like to talk about with Barney Amling. Football. I had a bundle riding on the Rams once. He told me why they couldn’t win and I switched my bet. Cleaned up. A banker who knows football, now that’s the kind of man I like.”

“Did he come to Emilio’s alone? I mean, did he have a woman with him?”

“A woman?” Pucci cried. “What do you mean—a woman?”

“A woman—young and attractive, probably. You see, I don’t exactly represent Barney Amling. I represent his wife.”

“She’s got ideas about Barney?”

“She’s got ideas.”

Pucci looked at his bodyguard and rolled his eyes in amazement. “How do you like that? Barney Amling? How does that grab you, Louis?”

“It grabs me,” Louis said. “You never can tell.”

“You never can tell about them egghead WASPs,” Pucci said. “Of course, he was always a friendly guy and real polite to ladies. I introduced him to my daughter, Veronica, once. She was walking around like we had eggs on the rug for days. ‘Groovy,’ she said. ‘For an older man, Papa, he is real groovy.’ Kids know about these things, I guess. Hey, Drake, you think Barney’s wife is trying to get a divorce?”

“Not if she can help it,” Simon said.

“That’s good. I don’t like to do business with a banker whose wife is getting a divorce. It don’t look good.” Then Pucci slapped his stomach with both hands and emitted a staccato laugh. “Women,” he said. “Always getting ideas. I’ll tell you what’s wrong. Barney works too hard and she feels neglected. Now here’s what I’m going to do. I’ve got a nice place down in Baja. You can’t even get to it except by private plane. When I see Barney I’m going to tell him he’s working too hard and should take a couple of weeks off to go down there with his wife. No kids. Just his wife. A woman needs some romance once in awhile. Never too old for romance. Even my wife, at her age, likes perfume and flowers and sometimes a trip to Europe. Barney should take his wife with him on those business trips instead of that secretary—” He paused, suddenly moved by his own words. “That secretary,” he repeated. “Say, you don’t think she’s been making a play for the boss, do you?”

“It happens,” Simon said.

“Yeah, it happens. You wait. I’ll talk to Barney when he gets back. But if you see him first, you tell him the beach project is right on schedule. Right on the nose.”

“Which project is that?” Simon asked.

Pucci beckoned to Louis. “Give Mr Drake one of the cards from the project,” he said. “It’s going to be the best one yet. Do you know, Drake, that, sooner or later, everybody wants to live by the ocean? The old people feel time creeping up on them and think, Jesus, we don’t have much time and we never lived by the ocean yet, so they pay three or four times the rent they usually pay just to have a few months on the beach. The young people are just as bad. The houses I sell are chicken feed compared to what I’m going to make on these apartments, if I don’t have trouble with screwballs.”

“Screwballs?” Simon echoed.

“Ecology nuts. College kids and old ladies. Zoning commissions I can handle, but these kids and old ladies!”

“They can’t be bought, is that it?”

“Bought! They don’t know the meaning of money. How can they? The kids are all living off their parents and the old ladies off annuities. I’ve got some property right below the new project—I mean, I’ve got it in mind to buy. It belongs to a crazy old lady who lives in a rest home. The house on this land is fifty years old and should be condemned. There it sits, an eyesore, on a piece of land one hundred by two hundred feet. The house she rents out to kids at one-fifty a month. Imagine! Land that valuable should be bringing one-fifty a month for every four-fifty square feet. At ten storeys high you figure out what it’s worth. But she won’t sell. The ecology nuts build a whole campaign around her and the senile old bat thinks she’s some kind of hero.”

“Every business has its hardships,” Simon said.

“That’s the truth! But these kids are the worst. They say they want to live close to nature—like Indians. Just let something go wrong with the garbage disposal and they scream for help.”

Pucci snapped his fingers and Louis brought him a huge towel. He stood up and wrapped himself like a perspiring Nero in a terry-cloth toga.

“Now I’m going to the sauna room,” he said. “Take your clothes off, Drake, and join me. It’s a pleasure to talk to you. Maybe I could use a smart lawyer like you on my staff.”

“Sorry, I free-lance,” Simon said.

“Okay, so we talk awhile.”

“Some other time. Thanks,” Simon said.

He left Louis and another shapely girl attendant to help Pucci into the sauna room and walked back to the entrance lobby. The card Louis had given him was a little damp from the steam, but he tucked it into his wallet anyway. At the public phone in the lobby he found a telephone book and looked up the address of Emilio’s restaurant.


• • •


It was tucked away on a side street where it had probably been for 30 years: a nondescript-looking building with a faded awning and a parking-lot that was always filled during business hours because any chef who can please the public doesn’t need a neon sign or press agent. Simon didn’t drive into the lot. All he really wanted was a picture of Barney Amling’s last day in circulation and an idea of the mileage he might have put on the Continental. He drove by slowly and then noticed the Chevron station on the corner with the operator’s name hung out in front: Lew Morely. He drove in and stopped beside the pumps. He gave the boy on duty the key to the tank and went into the office.

Morely was seated behind a desk: a muscular young man of about Simon’s age with pale red hair and an unlit cigar in his mouth. Did he remember servicing Barney Amling’s car a week ago Friday? Morely chewed on the cigar and remembered.

“Sure. About noon—a little after. He’s not a regular customer, I’m sorry to say, but I always remember when he comes in because I used to play football myself. Not pro’, understand. Collegiate. Junior college, in fact. Still, when you love football it really doesn’t matter.”

“Did you talk football that day?”

“I tried to. Amling was in a hurry. Business lunch with some big shot. What am I saying? Barney Amling’s a big shot himself these days. Know him?”

“Since college,” Simon said.

“Is that right? Hey, he’s some guy, isn’t he? I mean, getting crippled like that and going right on to make another career for himself. I always tell my kids when Amling comes in because I want them to know what a real ail-American is.”

“Did he say anything about why he was getting the car serviced? Did he mention that he might be going on a trip?”

Morely thought while he chewed on the cigar again. “No, not that I remember. What’s the matter? He didn’t have an accident, did he?”

“No accident,” Simon said.

“I’m glad to hear that. No, now that I think about it, all he wanted was to get the car lubricated and the oil changed while he had lunch. He said something about his wife forgetting to have it done. Something like that.”

“And he picked it up after lunch?”

“That’s right. It was about one-thirty, I think. You know how those business lunches are.”

The boy had finished pumping the gas. He came to the doorway of the office with the keys in his hand. “Lew, it’s one of those foreign jobs. I can’t get it locked.”

Morely took the keys and went out to lock the gas tank while Simon gave the boy his credit card and watched him write up the sale. When his card was returned, along with a sheaf of redeeming stamps, he walked out to the Jaguar and found Morely chewing furiously on the cigar.

“Hey, how come you knew Amling was in here at all?” he asked. “Are you some kind of detective?”

Simon shook his head. “Barney told me,” he said. “Recommended the service. Triple Blue Chip stamps.”

He climbed into the car and drove away before Morely could develop too much curiosity. His own was acquiring a keen edge. He checked the odometer on the Jaguar and then drove by the most direct route to the Pacific Guaranty building. He parked on the street opposite the garage entrance and checked his odometer again. Three miles. He took a note book from his pocket and jotted down some figures.




		Mileage on Continental at LAX lot:
		6,582



		Mileage at service (1.30 p.m.):
		–6,508



		 
		74



		Mileage to office
		–3



		 
		71





He was two hours and fifty minutes and 71 miles away from knowing what Barney Amling had done before leaving his car at the airport parking-lot.





CHAPTER SEVEN

EMILIO’S LOOKED FORMIDABLE. Lunch would be a ritual requiring an hour and a half to consume and including enough pasta to put Simon back to work in Hannah’s gymnasium for a month. He drove on a few blocks to a delicatessen where he could get a knockwurst sandwich and a beer with no wait at all. He was almost finished when a hand with the grip of a weightlifter fastened on his shoulder and a familiar growl said:

“Hello, lawyer. Mind if I sit down?”

There were four chairs at the table. Lieutenant Wabash didn’t wait for an answer. He dropped heavily into an opposite chair and began to take huge bites from the steaming hamburger on his tray.

“Were you following me?” Simon asked.

“Not exactly. I was cruising around looking for a cheap place to eat when I saw your car pull into the parking lot here. You should get a nose trim on that crate. The hood’s so long you need hinges so you can park around corners.”

“And have the traffic division slip a ticket under the wipers? No way! Can I buy you a beer?”

“Not while I’m on duty. Thanks.”

Wabash, still wearing the tan raincoat over what might have been a mail-order suit, got up long enough to pour himself a mug of coffee from the service table urn. He returned to the table and sat down. “Lawyer,” he said wearily, “how well do you know this Bernard Amling?”

“I knew him in college,” Simon said.

“And since?”

“We conducted a little business now and then. Not much social contact.”

Wabash sighed. “That’s the trouble. Captain Reardon did know him socially. The captain’s a good man, lawyer. The hardest working, smartest all-around piece of fuzz I know. You might not think of it to look at the dude way he dresses, but that’s his style. He’s not married. He can afford to live high on the hog.” Wabash took a long draw from the coffee and grinned. “I’ve got a wife and three kids,” he added proudly, “and no complaints.”

“Each to his own,” Simon said.

“Exactly the way I feel. The captain has his life-style and I have mine. So long as we both do our jobs it’s no matter. But I’ve never seen Reardon so uptight over any case as he is about Amling. You would think the guy was some saint we have to find before he gets crucified. I think the captain feels guilty.”

“How do you mean?” Simon asked.

“I don’t know exactly. Maybe because he was such a good friend but he couldn’t see this thing coming in time to stop Amling. He says things like: ‘Amling must be sick. He may have amnesia.’ If any other man took a powder with a million dollars in his suitcase—	“

“A million!”

“Almost. The count is going up. The last I heard it was over eight hundred thousand. Now if any other man did that Reardon would be calling him every dirty name in the book. Amnesia! How old is Barney Amling—forty, forty-one?”

“That sounds about right,” Simon said. “I was a sophomore when Amling turned pro’ and I started college a year or two younger than Barney.”

“Okay, make it forty. A hot-shot football star. A super-hot-shot executive. He must have really pushed himself to get so far up the ladder so soon. But time catches up with all of us. He probably felt himself slowing down, and who wants to come down from a mountain like that? A million dollars is a temptation for any man. I’d like to be a millionaire. I hate paying taxes.”

“You’ve got a point,” Simon admitted. “I have a friend who thinks Amling is in Argentina.”

Wabash looked surprised. He wiped a smear of mustard from his mouth and said: “Who told him?”

“It’s not a him. It’s a her and nobody told her anything.”

“Then she thinks good. The word isn’t out, of course, but nobody could find a Barney Amling on any passenger list at LAX. Then I used my head and checked those lists myself. A passenger listed as Barry Anderson took a flight on Braniff International on the Friday night Amling disappeared. Destination: Buenos Aires. Reardon followed up with a photo of Amling and it’s been identified by three different flight personnel as the man who made that trip. Not only did this passenger look like Amling—he walked with a limp. Now everybody knows Barney Amling was forced out of football by a leg injury and has limped ever since. I ask you, lawyer, does that sound like amnesia?”

“Objectively?” Simon asked.

“Objectively,” Wabash said.

“It sounds like embezzlement.”

“Right! That’s why I’m worried about the captain. If he doesn’t stop thinking of this suspect as a boyhood hero, he can blow the case. I hate to see that happen. A good cop is hard to find.”

“True,” Simon agreed. “A Lieutenant Wabash, for instance, talks more about a case than any cop I’ve known.”

Wabash didn’t seem to resent the remark. He grinned over the rim of his coffee mug. “Not to just anybody, Drake. Only to you. I know your reputation. You can get anybody off a rap if the fee’s right.”

“That’s not the only criterion,” Simon said.

“I’m not criticizing, lawyer. Each to his own—like we said. I just want you to know what you’re up against because I’m not about to close one eye just because Amling’s a national hero.” Wabash put down his empty coffee mug and came to his feet. “At this point,” he added, “I stop talking.”

“And do you stop following me?”

“Maybe. Amling had a nice family. He might decide to get in touch and suggest they take a vacation to South America. Then again, it might be another woman he has on the side that he contacts. One way or the other, if he does communicate I’ll hear about it. Argentina isn’t impregnable.” And then Wabash answered the unasked question as to why he had revealed so much of his case against Barney. “If he should try to contact his lawyer,” he said, “it would be smart to report it to the proper authorities.”

“A lawyer-client relationship is confidential,” Simon said.

“Not if I can help it,” Wabash concluded.


• • •


When Simon left the delicatessen the black and white was gone from the parking lot. He got into the Jaguar and began to drive. He had been in shock from the time Carole Amling brought her story to The Mansion, and Wabash’s information was another jolt.

All this time he carried the hope that was sustaining Carole. It was all a mistake. Somebody else at Pacific Guaranty was responsible for the theft and Barney would pop up any day now with the story of an impromptu fishing trip into the wilds of Mexico that left him stranded away from all means of communication. That hope was becoming as wilted as the lettuce on Wabash’s hamburger.

He switched on the radio and listened to news reports that still made no mention of Barney Amling. He twisted the dial to a music station and was caught in a web of loneliness as Wanda’s voice came to him on one of her recent ballads.


Tell me lies, tell me lies

Like forever.

Say that you, dear, will tire of me never …



Was that the truth about Barney? Had he driven himself so far and so fast that he lost perspective and Carole’s face became only a blur in the crowd like the faces of the pedestrians in the street?


Tell me wonderful things

Through autumns, through springs

Till the stars in my eyes light the stars in the skies.



Simon wanted his wife. He looked at his wrist-watch and realized that she must still be sleeping—getting the rest so needed after the all-night recording session. He wanted to find her fresh and alert and able to think through this new development with him, because only an idiot does anything alone if there’s an alternative.

It was then that he became aware that he was being tailgated by a black LTD sedan. He picked up speed and the LTD accelerated accordingly. Simon then slowed down so the car could pass but the driver slackened speed. A tail. If this was one of Wabash’s ideas he would have to learn a lesson. Simon watched for the first freeway entrance and made a sharp turn. Brakes screeched behind as the LTD followed. Simon manoeuvred his way into the freeway traffic stream and tried to lose the tail by crossing lanes. It didn’t work. He let the sedan follow him to the inside lane and watched the overhead signs for the next off-ramp. Picking up speed he waited until the last possible moment before cutting sharply across traffic, through a chorus of outraged auto horns, to plunge into the off-ramp a hairsbreadth short of collision. While several dozen motorists back on the freeway cussed him out and then went home to tell their families about the lunatics who were driving these days, Simon waited at the stop sign at the end of the off-ramp and looked back. His small contribution to the rise in the sale of headache powders had succeeded. The LTD was nowhere in sight. Simon was all alone except for Wanda’s voice on the radio concluding the second chorus of her ballad.


Hold my hand while we stand

And endeavour

To conceive of a land called forever

Tell me lies—if you do

I’ll tell lies back to you

Till they’re true, till they’re true, till they’re true.



Lieutentant Wabash’s ardour notwithstanding, the picture was still out of focus. Barney Amling had too much to lose. He wasn’t an underpaid clerk grabbing for one chance at the good life. He had the good life: Carole and his sons. It was hard to conceive of so powerful a passion for some other woman that would drive him away from that. There must have been some other pressure. Simon switched off the radio and made a right turn. He drove for a few blocks trying to get his bearings and then, perhaps a mile ahead, he glimpsed the soaring tower of the Pacific Guaranty building and picked up speed. It was as good a time as any to verify Wabash’s count on the missing funds.

In due time Simon reached the tower and approached the garage ramp with the intention of entering when the sudden emergence of a bronze Cougar changed his plans. The tail game could be played by more than one. He shifted gears and started to pull back into traffic when a second car nosed its way out of the garage—a Mustang. Mary Sutton was driving the first car—Paul Corman following in the second. Simon joined the parade. The trail led back to the freeway he had quitted a short time ago. It was still daylight. He dropped far enough behind to keep Mary Sutton’s car in view. When she veered off at the Robertson off-ramp he could follow without disturbing the equilibrium of other motorists. Corman made the turn just ahead of him and seemed unaware that he was being followed. The two cars turned north. They drove to Wilshire, crossed on a green that Simon had to race to make, and continued almost to Beverly before making a sharp left that ended at one of the new high-fashion apartment buildings that were rapidly replacing the over-taxed private dwellings. The Cougar turned into the underground garage and Corman parked on the street. Simon drove to the end of the block before he could find a parking space and then walked back to the building.

It was standard construction. A few steps up to the double glass doors that led into a thickly carpeted lobby where a pair of Mediterranean divans stood against mirrored walls. On one side of the lobby a bank of elevators led to the upper floors. On the opposite side was a row of locked mailboxes with nameplates. Simon scanned the boxes and learned that Mary Sutton resided in apartment 422 and that Paul Corman didn’t live in the building at all. About to ring Mary Sutton’s bell, Simon glanced streetward as a black and white pulled to a stop at the opposite curb. Still angry at being tailed on the freeway, he charged out of the building and approached the police car from the rear. There was only one man inside the car and both of his hands were occupied twisting the top from a thermos bottle. Simon yanked open the door and said:

“Did you follow me here, Wabash?”

Lieutenant Wabash almost dropped the thermos in his lap. “Do you want to get killed?” he bawled. “Open up the door of a police car like that and you’re liable to get a slug in your ribs.”

“Not if the officer inside is armed with a hot thermos,” Simon answered. “Now get this. I don’t like being followed by you or any of your squad. I ducked one tail on the freeway an hour ago. If this happens again I’m going to the District Attorney.”

Wabash screwed the cap back on the thermos and poked about in a paper bag on the seat next to him until he found what looked like a day-old Danish. “I’d offer you coffee but I only have one cup,” he said. “Besides, what you really need is a psychiatrist. Nobody’s tailing you.”

“Then why are you here?”

Simon sensed the answer before he finished asking the question. Inadvertently the lieutenant glanced across the street at the building Mary Sutton and Paul Corman had entered. A set of windows lighted up on the fourth floor. Wabash read Simon’s thought and grinned. “I guess there are maybe fifty apartments in that complex,” he said. “I could be sitting here waiting for a burglary suspect or for an ex-con who’s doing so well on the outside we think he’s pushing horse on the side. But, as you pointed out to me earlier today, lawyer, a good officer isn’t supposed to discuss his duty with outsiders.”

“For a man who doesn’t seem to get much exercise,” Simon said, “you eat too much.”

He slammed the car door shut and watched Wabash chuckle with a mouthful of Danish.

Dusk came early in late November. The street lights came on as Simon walked back to his car. If Lieutenant Wabash was telling the truth he had something else to worry about because that LTD on the freeway certainly had been following him. He didn’t like to worry alone. He drove to the Century Plaza and left his car in an all-night parking area. He went inside and asked at the desk for Wanda Call’s room and was told that Miss Call wasn’t registered. He asked for Mrs Simon Drake’s room, showed his identification, and the smiling clerk directed him to a room on the top floor. Wanda liked a room at the top where she could look down on the city she planned to have at her feet. He refused to be announced. He found the room himself and rapped out the quick tattoo that was their special code. When Wanda opened the door he could see that she had just stepped out of the bathtub. She wore an unbelted white chenille robe and a shower cap that she pulled off as he took her in his arms. Her skin was still damp and smelled of scented soap. He kissed her on the mouth and the neck and behind the ears.

“Honey, the door is open,” she whispered.

“Scream for help,” Simon said.

“I don’t want any help, thank you.”

Simon let go of her long enough to close the door. “Don’t ever leave me for a whole twenty-four hours again,” he said.

“Is anything wrong?”

“Nothing that won’t wait. Did you work late last night?”

“Until four-thirty this morning. I have to go back and finish the album in the morning.”

“Did you get any sleep?”

“Most of the day. I was soaking in the tub when you knocked. It’s good for the nerves.”

“I know something better.”

She smiled warmly and led him into the room. It was very large with windows that looked out over the city where the lights were winking on like Christmas candles. A serving table and a pair of cushioned chairs were placed before the windows. The king-size bed was unmade and the colour television was showing an old historical romance movie without sound. Olivia de Havilland registered a gentle brand of terror while Errol Flynn drew his sword.

“Nice,” Simon said. “Why don’t we order dinner from room service and avoid the dining room?”

Wanda let the chenille robe fall to the floor and sat down on the edge of the bed. She smiled as gently as Olivia without tears.

“Simon,” she said “that’s a wonderful idea. And do you know what’s even better? Room service here is on a twenty-four-hour basis. We don’t have to hurry.”

Simon turned off the television. Those old romantic movies always ended the same way. He didn’t need lessons.


• • •


It was daylight when Simon awakened. He smelled the aroma of hot coffee and sat up in bed. The coffee pot was on the serving table beside a covered dish and china service for two. He looked about for Wanda and couldn’t see her but the water was running in the bathroom. He got out of bed and located his trousers on the floor. He was half dressed when Wanda, looking as fresh as a model at a garden fashion show, stepped out of the bathroom and took her coat from the closet.

“Hi, honey,” she said. “I ordered scrambled eggs and bacon for you. I have to run.”

“Without breakfast?”

“I had coffee and orange juice. Mustn’t lose my figure.”

He caught her at the door and kissed her goodbye. “The next wife I have is going to be a nymphomaniac,” he said.

She winked at him. “What do you mean—the next wife? Now let me go. If I start early I should be home tonight.”

“Only if you’re rested,” Simon said. “I don’t want you driving on the freeway if you’re tired. Promise?”

She promised and he let her go. He walked back to the table and poured a cup of coffee. Room service had sent the morning paper in with the order and it was still folded on the tray. He had forgotten about Barney Amling from the instant Wanda opened the door to the room the previous evening but when he unfolded the paper the whole mess screamed at him from the headlines. “Football Hero Sought In S & L Theft”.

The lid was off. Barney Amling’s picture was on the front page and nobody was awarding him a trophy.





CHAPTER EIGHT

WITHIN TWO BLOCKS of the Pacific Guaranty tower traffic began to pile up like cattle herding through a stockyard chute. Simon veered off down the nearest alleyway and approached the building from the rear. He still had to park almost a block away. Mobile television units were grouped about the garage entrance, and the shopping mall was crowded with people gathered in clusters to stare up at the plate-glass penthouse high above the street. Newsvendors were doing a brisk business. Any man who appropriated a million dollars would make news, but this man was a public idol whose name was still used as a yardstick to measure every blossoming grid star, and morbid curiosity transcended mere panic that the savings of a lifetime might be lost. Odds were slight that many of the crowd had invested in the association. But they did have a slumbering volcano of frustration waiting to explode in self-righteous indignation over a hero gone bad.

Simon pushed through the mass of people and convinced a uniformed guard at the express elevator that he had valid business on the penthouse floor. The panic was quieter but more intense in the tower. Every face looked as if the owner had breakfasted on sour apples powdered with alum. The only smile in evidence was stretched painfully on Ralph McClary’s perspiring face as he parried questions from the press. Skirting the cables of the mini-cameras, Simon elbowed his way past McClary. Echoes of the inquisition followed him down the hall.

“Is it true that over a million dollars is missing, Mr McClary?”

“No! That’s not true.”

“A million then?”

“In that vicinity.”

“Mr McClary, is it true that some of the outstanding CDs are forgeries and the holders are uninsured?”

“That’s a lie!” McClary shouted. “Every account with Pacific Guaranty is fully covered by federal insurance. Make that perfectly clear in your reports.”

By this time Simon had reached Mary Sutton’s office. The door opened and Paul Corman, bushy-haired and belligerent, came through the doorway. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

“I want to see Miss Sutton,” Simon said.

“She’s busy.”

“So am I. I think your boss needs you. The boys from the press are giving him a bad time.”

He shoved past Corman and entered the office, closing the door behind him. It was smaller and less impressive than Amling’s, but it did have windows looking out over the city. Mary Sutton, subdued in a grey business suit, stood before them with her back to the door. She turned her head as Simon came into the room. She wore wide tinted glasses and Simon suspected that she might have been crying.

“Who blew it?” he asked.

Her voice was drained of emotion. “I wish I knew. With so many employees there was bound to be a leak sooner or later.”

“Is the loss really a million dollars?”

“Nine hundred and fifty thousand to be exact.”

Mary Sutton came away from the windows and sat down in the leather chair behind the desk. She opened one of the drawers and took out a small bottle of aspirin. Pouring a glass of water from a carafe on the desk she downed the dosage.

“Care to join me?” she asked.

“Not yet,” Simon said, “but keep me in mind. I have to ask some questions, Miss Sutton. If you care anything at all about Barney, or even about your job, you’ll answer.”

She poured a second glass of water and began to drink slowly.

“First of all,” Simon continued, “how sound is the association? Was Barney’s job in danger?”

“No way,” she said. “The missing money is covered by the federal government. The association is in fine shape. A few years ago a lot of S & L’s in this area were top heavy with real estate which is slow to liquidate, but we came out fine—thanks to Barney. Our major commitments are the best in the business.”

“Such as Pucci Developments?”

“Don’t knock Pucci. A lot of people don’t like what he’s doing, but his developments are always bonanzas. That’s what pays dividends.”

“If the association is that sound,” Simon reflected, “Barney’s motivation must be emotional.”

Mary Sutton sighed wearily. “Now you want to know about ‘the other woman’,” she said. “There are at least one hundred female employees in this onice, Mr Drake, between the ages of seventeen and sixty-five who got goose bumps every time Barney Amling walked through the corridor. Any one of them would have been delighted to go to bed with him and, had he given any of them a tumble, it would have been the sole topic of conversation at the next coffee break.”

“Present company included?”

“Definitely—except that I never attend coffee breaks. The dull truth is that Barney was all business in the office and all family outside. If he has another woman stashed away somewhere it’s the best-kept secret since the first atomic explosion at Alamagordo.”

“Or the million dollar theft at Pacific Guaranty. Who else in the organization has access to the vaults?”

The question intrigued Mary Sutton. “Ralph McClary,” she said, “Paul Corman—myself. Are you insinuating that Barney is the victim of a plot?”

“I’m his lawyer,” Simon answered. “I have to insinuate. It’s a big job to pull alone. He might have a partner. I suppose McClary’s top man with Barney away.”

“That’s right.”

“Did he get along well with Barney?”

Mary Sutton emitted a short humourless laugh. “If you’re dreaming up a conspiracy—forget it. Old Ralphie wouldn’t have the imagination or the guts.”

“It did take guts,” Simon reflected.

Mary Sutton pushed away the glass of water and put the aspirin bottle back into the drawer. Her hand hesitated for a moment and then took a sheaf of typewritten sheets out of the drawer and placed them on the desk. “The last time we talked you asked if Barney had been under any special pressure,” she said. “I was still in a state of shock at the time. Later I remembered a dictation tape Barney made a few weeks ago. It was one of those last-minute things he dropped on my desk as he was leaving for the day. Most of the staff had gone home so I typed it up myself. I typed the entire tape before I realized that Barney’s mind must have wandered while he was recording and he neglected to erase the unrelated passages. Some of it just didn’t make sense.”

“In what way?” Simon asked.

“Read it for yourself. I re-typed the material, of course, making the necessary deletions. This is the original.”

The pages Simon read consisted of a standard business communication. Then, abruptly, the subject matter changed. “There are times when justice is helpless,” Simon read. “Civilization is based on law, but what if the law is savage? What if corruption has become so deadly a cancer that the healthy can be saved only by cutting away the disease? If, in the process, the diseased die—is that so great a crime as the alternative?”

Simon looked up from the paper. “Was this on the tape in Barney’s voice?”

“Yes,” Mary said. “Read the rest of it.”

Simon continued. “Man must sometimes take the law in his own hands. Even murder has its rightful place in sophisticated society when no other course of action is possible.”

“What was he talking about?” Simon asked.

“I don’t know. At first I thought Barney had started to tape a speech in the middle of the dictation. He made many speeches before various organizations. But he never made a speech like that!”

“Didn’t you ask him about it?”

“I never had a chance. Other things came up and the copy I turned in for his signature had none of this in it. I put these sheets away in my desk and forgot about them until this morning.”

“Do you still have the original tape? I’d like to hear the voice inflection during the interpolation.”

Mary noted the date on the correspondence and consulted her files. When she returned with the tape Simon was examining an airline schedule he had found in the open drawer.

Mary smiled wanly. “Silly, isn’t it?”

“You heard about the reservation in the name of Barry Anderson?”

“Yes.”

“Then silly is the right word if you’re thinking of going after Barney. You’re already top banana on Lieutenant Wabash’s list of suspects.” Simon told her about the stakeout at her apartment and watched the colour come up in her face. Nobody likes to be watched—especially a young lady with a gentleman caller. “Did Corman spend the night?” he asked.

“Is that any of your business?”

“Only insofar as it might concern my client.”

“If a girl can’t have caviare, does she have to starve?”

“Not in my culture. Do you mind if I keep this tape for a while? I’d like to study it in the privacy of my home.”

“Go ahead,” Mary said. “After what you’ve just told me the whole office may be bugged. And don’t worry. I’m not about to fly off to Argentina to share ill-gotten gains. I may not live high, but I pay my own way. I like living in a country where a girl doesn’t have to behave like a saint until the domineering male decides to make her another of his legal possessions.”

“Good,” Simon said. “If you do hear from Barney, directly or indirectly, call me immediately. I’ll leave a card with my private number. Remember that your boss is in a very dangerous position.”

“Dangerous?” she repeated.

“Anyone walking about with almost a million dollars in cash is in danger. Even if he doesn’t have the money word is out that he has. That makes him a target for worse trouble than extradition.”

Mary Sutton seemed impressed. Simon started to open the door but she restrained him. “There’s something else, Mr Drake,” she said. “When we talked in Barney’s office I had the feeling something was missing from his desk. This morning I went back to check. He had a double picture frame made from an old silver watch-case—his father’s, I think. There were two pictures in the frame: one of his wife and one of his sons. The frame is gone now. He must have taken it with him—and that’s peculiar because he never took it with him on any of his other trips.”

“His wife and sons?” Simon repeated.

“Frightening, isn’t it? It’s as if he knew he might not see them again and wanted something to remember.”


• • •


Simon managed to get out of the building without being interviewed for somebody’s evening news telecast and drove back to The Mansion. He found Hannah strung out on a back-strengthening exerciser in the gymnasium. At the rate her physical therapy programme was developing, she would soon be the strongest 62-year-old lady in the hemisphere. Karate would be the next step. Opposite the exerciser was a television where a newscaster was relating the sensational theft story over vintage shots of Barney Amling in action at his professional prime. The concluding scene was the last game when virtually the entire opposing team fell on him as he faded back to pass. “Barney Amling never ran again,” the newsman intoned in a theatrical voice-over, “until the day he left his office in the Pacific Guaranty towers to disappear from view.”

Simon snapped off the set. “Barney’s been tried and convicted,” he exploded, “and we don’t even know if he took the money. Have you heard anything from Jack Keith?”

“Two more cables saying that he hasn’t been seen in the vicinity,” Hannah answered. “Wanda called. She has to work again tonight and said you could find her at the same place if you’re in the neighbourhood.”

“Anything else?”

“Chester explained how he got his teaching assignment while he set me up in the machine. The college has a federal grant! Chester says he was hired because they needed a ‘house nigger’ on the staff to qualify for aid. He said a grant is like welfare with dignity. I think he’s being modest. He’s really brilliant. Anyway, while we were talking a call came in from Ojai. It was the Dr Larson who came here with Carole Amling. He sounded upset and asked that you call him as soon as you came in. The number’s on your desk calendar in the den.”

Simon started for the stairs.

“Wait,” Hannah called after him, “I’m not sure I can get out of this rig without help.”

“Keep trying,” Simon called back. “It develops character.”

The number was on the desk calendar. Simon dialled direct and got Larson on the fourth ring.

“I guess you’ve seen the newspapers,” he said.

“Not yet,” Larson said, “but we know the story on Barney is out.”

“How’s Carole taking it?”

“Like a soldier—the way she takes everything. Wait, she’s here now. You can talk to her yourself.”

Carole Amling’s voice was tense. “Si, I’m sorry to lean on you like this but Eric thought you might help us. Kevin’s gone. We came up here to spend the Thanksgiving holidays at Eric’s place. He thought I needed a change from the tension at home.”

“Good thinking,” Simon said.

“It seemed so. We bought no newspapers and Eric doesn’t even own a TV, but we forgot about Kevin’s transistor radio. He must have picked up the news about his father’s disappearance and the theft at Pacific Guaranty because he’s gone.”

“How long ago?”

“Little Jake saw him ride off on Eric’s bike after lunch. That was over three hours ago. We drove into the village and found the bike at the bus depot. There was a bus back to LA two and a half hours ago. We think he was on it.”

“Why don’t you call Reardon and have him check out the depots?”

“I can’t, Simon. Kevin’s hurt and having him picked up by the police would be too much humiliation. I have a feeling that he’s gone home. I would go back and look for him but the house is probably surrounded by reporters at this time and there’s Little Jake to consider.”

“Have you called the house?”

“Yes. Norman, one of Kevin’s friends, is house-sitting for us. He promised to call if Kevin did come back but I can’t be sure. Kids stick together in times of trouble. Si, I’m so frightened.”

“Don’t be,” Simon said.

“But Kevin’s in shock.”

“The young bounce back easier than we do, Carole. But if it will ease your mind I’ll drive over to Palos Verdes later and see if he’s there.”

That pleased her. Her voice came back warm and firm. “Oh, if you could,” she said. “I hate to be so much trouble.”

“I’ll put it on the bill. I think Kevin’s just running in panic. He’ll probably call you before I can get to your house anyway. How are you otherwise?”

“Okay, I think.”

“Good. Take care and keep under cover a little longer. The newspapers have to be sensational to sell all that advertising.”

“I know,” she said, “and I know something else, too. I know that my husband is no thief.”

Simon concluded the call and reflected on the things people think they know about other people and don’t. But loyalty was the only glue that held the idiot world together and he wanted Carole to cling to hers. Barney Amling had inspired too much of it in his 40 years to be written off as a phoney without even digging for motivation. Simon could think of only three possibilities: passion, money and mental breakdown. There had been too much logic in his preparation for flight to indicate the latter, and there still wasn’t a clue as to the object of overwhelming passion unless Mary Sutton had lied.

It was still too soon for Kevin to have reached his home. Simon got out his sound equipment and inserted the tape he had received from Mary Sutton. The beginning of the tape was standard dictation but it was still a shock to be sitting in his own den listening to Barney’s measured baritone when he had been missing for almost two weeks. Halfway through the dictation the voice tone changed abruptly. The volume rose, as if Barney had started to read a speech, and then lowered in staccato intensity. When the passage concluded Simon heard a click, as if the dictating machine had been turned off. Another click and the letter resumed in the same tone as the opening of the recording. One thing was certain: the entire tape was in Barney Amling’s voice even if the content seemed to come from two different minds.

Simon put the recorder on rewind and took it all from the top again. Then he learned where to stop the rewind to catch only the interpolation and played that part over three times until his mind could play back the words and inflections without benefit of the tape. There was passion in Barney’s voice almost to the point of pain. There was anger and despair. Barney Amling was a winner in a dirty world and he couldn’t have been naïve. The words he was saying to himself constituted no great breakthrough in human knowledge. He had been on the bottom of that scrimmage pile when his first world ended and he must have known, through the shock and pain, that the reason was because he was the best in his line and that made him target for the day. He had hauled himself up from that first disaster and started a new career in a world no less dangerous than the gridiron. Heading for the top again and the second obstacle, alcoholism, broke him again. Up from that disaster to create a career no less brilliant than the first. Naïve, no. The word wouldn’t fit Barney Amling. Those were no cynical generalizations on the tape. The shock in his voice had an explicit target.

Shock. Something more. Simon groped for the right word. Outrage. Barney Amling had spoken from the deepest sense of outrage.

“… Even murder has its rightful place in sophisticated society when no other course of action is possible.”

Simon switched off the recorder for the last time and was amazed to see the day was almost over. The sky had turned bittersweet orange behind Catalina Island. Some of the taller trees at the edge of the grounds flared up against the horizon like slender, black strokes on a Japanese print and the distant sheen of the sea had the stark coldness of winter. In the service yard below he saw Chester diligently polishing the hood of Hannah’s vintage Rolls-Royce, while Hannah, giving evidence of her capacity to get out of the exerciser, issued directives. If Chester one day became president of the college he was about to join as a staff member, he would probably still come around to polish Hannah’s Rolls if she needed him. It was a pleasant thought but not enough to push Barney Amling from his mind. Had Barney polished the hood of his Continental, or had he relegated the job to Kevin or Little Jake? The Continental with its expensive mileage on the odometer. Simon raked through his pocket for Vincent Pucci’s card. With a coastal map he could pinpoint the new development and calculate the mileage from the Pacific Guaranty tower. At the moment Pucci was the only one in Barney’s circle who seemed capable of inspiring the outburst on the tape.

But Simon didn’t have time to get the map. The door chimes at The Mansion were installed in Hannah’s honour to play the opening bars of “Give My Regards to Broadway”. When they began to play it was like a spritely accompaniment to a funeral. With both Chester and Hannah in the service yard, the phrase repeated often enough to inspire an aversion to George M. Cohan before Simon could sprint down the stairs and open the door. A skinny young man wearing a peaked cap removed his finger from the chime button and grinned foolishly.

“Some doorbell you’ve got there,” he remarked. “I haven’t come across one like that before.”

“I’m thinking of having it replaced with a sponge knocker,” Simon said.

“Are you Simon Drake?”

“I am.”

“Red Flash Messenger Service. Sign here, please.”

Simon signed the receipt book and accepted delivery of a nine-by-twelve inch manila envelope. He tipped the boy and closed the door quickly before he could play with the chimes again. There was no indication of the sender on the envelope. He opened it and took out two glossy photographs of a type taken by professional photographers in night-clubs. The setting in each picture seeemed identical—a table at some exclusive restaurant or bar. The subjects in each picture were identical: a man and a woman. The woman was late 30s or a well-preserved 40. Attractive, well-dressed and completely unconscious of the camera. The man, equally oblivious to the camera, was Barney Amling.

After his eyes and his brain had agreed on this fact, Simon turned the photographs over to the back side. Each bore a commercial stamp: “Souvenir of The Golden Fleece”.





CHAPTER NINE

THE GOLDEN FLEECE. The words were English, not Spanish. This wasn’t a pair of photos some thoughtful informant had taken in Argentina or in any other country south of the border. The background was typical of a posh American night-club or restaurant but, not being dated, they could have been taken weeks or even months ago. A change of attire was obvious at once on the woman. In one picture she wore a sequined sweater, in the other a mink stole. Her hair photographed dark and looked freshly groomed. Scrutinizing the pictures under light, Simon ascertained that Barney Amling had worn a different suit in each photo and that one of them had a pin-stripe weave. No such item was kept in the quick-travel wardrobe, so the pictures must have been taken in a local bistro. To Simon, who was more at home on his boat than in a night-club, the name was unfamiliar, but what the pictures were meant to convey was obvious. On at least two occasions Barney Amling had been in the company of some woman who was not his wife, and the anonymous sender considered this an important factor now that Barney was missing. Simon opened the front door again to see if the messenger was still on the grounds. All he could see was a long, empty driveway curving off into the sunset.

Hannah and Chester came into the house through the service entrance and found him closing the door.

“We heard the chimes,” Hannah said. “Who was here?”

“Nobody,” Simon lied. “I think there’s a short in the bell. I’ll have to look at it in the morning.” He held the envelope and photos out of sight but signalled Chester as he started back up the stairs. “I have some work to do. Can you spare a minute, Chester?”

Upstairs in the den Simon waited for Chester and then closed the door. He tossed the photos on to the top of the desk. “Red Flash Messenger delivery,” he said. “No sender’s name. What do you think?”

Chester examined the photos with interest. “I’ve never met your missing friend,” he said, “but I’d say the man in these pictures is Barney Amling. Who’s the broad?”

Chester’s choice of words was provocative. “She does look more like a broad than a lady,” Simon reflected.

“She’s no socialite,” Chester said. “Look at those eyes. She’s been around.”

“How long?”

“Anywhere from twenty-five to forty years. It’s not the length of time, Simon—it’s the m.p.h. This one moves. Who is she?”

“I wouldn’t be standing here getting a résumé of the sensuous woman if I knew.”

“Then why didn’t you want Hannah to see the pictures?”

“I’m not sure. Somebody in a black sedan followed me yesterday. I managed to lose them on the freeway and later jumped one of Reardon’s men about having me tailed. All I drew was a blank stare. I guess I just don’t want Hannah to worry.”

“So you can do all the worrying yourself.” Chester still held the photos—one in each hand. “If this is the woman Amling took a million dollars for he’s getting short-changed. His wife’s a much foxier dish.”

“I agree,” Simon said. “I have to check this out, Chester, but I’ve been living in the same clothes for two days. I couldn’t get a table in a twenty-four-hour ‘burger joint the way I look—much less something as glossy as The Golden Fleece. While I shower and dress you can dig out the Los Angeles classified from the telephone file and try to locate the Red Flash office that handled this delivery. It’s a big operation with several outlying branches. If it was sent from one of the branches I’ll at least have an idea of the area where my unknown helper operates.”

“Then what will you do?”

“Unless you’re familiar with the place stamped on the back of the photos, we can try the classified again and see if it’s listed in the pin-pointed area.”

“The Golden Fleece,” Chester reflected. “It has a familiar ring. I’ve seen it somewhere but my budget is more in line with those twenty-four-hour ‘burger joints you mentioned.”

Simon didn’t answer. He was already lathering up in the shower. Except for a spare tyre that was beginning to develop about his middle, and a rope burn from the last cruise that had already scabbed, he was in great shape for a man pushing 36. He had never suffered a broken bone, only one sprained ankle, and was pretty much a stranger to pain. But Barney Amling had known all kinds of pain when he was crippled and was probably never completely free of it afterwards. Friends forgot about that before the sheer force of his personality until the current headlines sent the mind reeling backwards for causes. Crippled body, crippled mind? The thought was disgusting. Simon shook it from his mind.

He completed the shower, shaved and got into his underwear. He selected a clean shirt with French cuffs and a dark brown suit because Wanda liked to see him wear brown. Her telephoned invitation was still in the back of his mind. He was almost dressed when Chester came back from telephone duty.

“Not only is Red Flash a big operation,” he reported, “but, lucky for you, it’s a twenty-four-hour one, too.”

“Lucky?” Simon echoed.

“The photos were sent from an office in the South Bay area. The sender was a Mr Smith who no doubt traces his ancestry back to Pocahontas.”

“Did you get a physical description?”

“Only that it was a Mr Smith. The clerk who handled the transaction went off duty and won’t be back until Monday due to the Thanksgiving holidays.”

“What about The Golden Fleece?”

“Bull’s eye!” Chester grinned. “It came to me as soon as the man on the telephone said South Bay. There’s a new hotel at Marina del Rey. It’s called Marina View Inn. I stopped in at the coffee shop once, but that’s strictly tourist class. The main dining room is in a separate building facing the marina and it’s called The Golden Fleece. Probably because the prices are pegged to fleece you of all your gold plus any loose change. Shall I make a reservation?”

“Thanks, I’ll play it by ear,” Simon said.

“You’ll do fine. You’re cute enough for a wedding cake. Sure you won’t stay for dinner? Hannah’s teaching me how to make Stroganoff.”

Simon buttoned the jacket of the brown suit thoughtfully. “Too fattening,” he said. He took a beige poplin car coat from the closet and fitted out the pockets with the required licences and credit cards. Chester watched him soberly.

“I heard that Barney Amling’s bank finances Vincent Pucci,” he remarked.

“It’s not a bank. It’s a Savings and Loan Association.”

“So split a hair on me. But Pucci has a reputation of being friendly with the local Mafioso. If the police didn’t have you followed maybe Pucci did. You questioned him, didn’t you?”

“Amicably.”

“Oh, sure. What did you expect—brass knuckles? Maybe I should take a raincheck on the Stroganoff and go with you tonight. This whole set-up could be a trap.”

“You’ve been reading comic books again,” Simon said.

“I was only trying to be helpful.”

“You’ve been.” Simon put on the car coat, stuffed the photos back into the Red Flash envelope and went back to work.


• • •


In the entire United States there were probably no more than 500,000 people who could actually afford to stay at the Marina View Inn or to dine at The Golden Fleece, and it was unlikely that any of them would ever be caught, living or dead, on the premises of either establishment. The inn was designed for the other 199,500,000 citizens who worked all year for one big fling on their vacations or on the convention of whatever business they were in. They could then stay in a luxurious room with a balcony and dream about how great it would be to be rich and own one of the gleaming yachts in the harbour. They would be wrong because the owners of the yachts weren’t all that rich. There had been a time when yachts were owned only by movie stars, oil tycoons and heirs of the land rich. Now a new breed had taken to the water: school teachers, lawyers and small businessmen, seeking relief from overcrowded cities and bad air, gravitated seaward to create new forms of overcrowding and pollution—thus proving that man could never run away from himself but would never stop trying.

Simon found the restaurant with no difficulty and drove into the parking-lot where a corps of attendants waited to make sure no motorist escaped the palm extended for compulsory gratuity. While one of the boys parked the Jaguar, he passed through a pair of massive carved doors into a huge dining room lighted by an open-hearth fireplace and scores of amber-globed lanterns designed to give the atmosphere of a Spanish galleon. He waded across the deep-piled carpeting to a vacant table near the windows, ordered a Scotch on the rocks from a white-jacketed waiter and asked to speak with the maître-d’. The French cuffs fitted with gold links that had been Wanda’s wedding gift were impressive. Within moments the request was filled.

“Did you wish to place a special order, sir?” The maître-d’, wearing a purple-velvet dinner jacket and black trousers, spoke with the breathless air of one about to announce the Second Coming. “I can recommend the tournedos de boeuf—”

Simon shook his head. “Ulcers,” he said. “I’m on a liquid diet. What I want from you is information. Pull that lantern on the table a little closer and look at these photos. They were taken here, weren’t they?”

Simon placed the two photos side by side on the table and watched the man’s facial reaction. Recognition was instantaneous. He turned each picture over and read the imprint on the back. “Oh, of course,” he said. “You want the house photographer, Phillipe—”

“No, I don’t want the photographer,” Simon insisted. “I want you to identify the people in these pictures.” When the man hesitated, Simon took a $20 bill from his pocket and placed it alongside the photos. “I’ll settle for one identification,” he said. “Do you know the woman?”

“I don’t believe that I know you, sir,” the man hedged.

“But you do know our mutual friend, Andrew Jackson, seventh president of the United States and bearer of good tidings. Now do you know the lady?”

The ploy worked. “As a matter of fact,” the man said, closing his fingers over the bill, “I do. Her name is Castle. Miss Verna Castle.”

“Does she come here often?”

“Quite often. Have you examined the menu here on the table, sir?”

“Ulcers,” Simon repeated.

“Not the inside of the menu, sir. Here on the cover under the words ‘The Golden Fleece’—what do you see?”

Simon slid the menu closer to the lantern. Under the words “The Golden Fleece” were the words “Marina View Inn … A Verna Castle Enterprise”.

When Simon looked up the maître-d’ was grinning above the amber lantern like the host of a late-show horror film. “Miss Castle owns the Marina View Inn,” he said, “and she comes and goes as she pleases. Now, about the tournedos de boeuf—”

“All right,” Simon sighed, “but only if you have the bartender build me another Scotch on the rocks and send over your shutter bug, Phillipe.”

Phillipe appeared shortly after the Scotch and just before the dinner. He looked more Nordic than French and couldn’t have been very far into his teens. He had long blond hair and sideburns almost to his chin—a scanty growth worn to conceal adolescent acne. He snapped Simon’s picture with his Polaroid and presented it to him complete with the souvenir stamp on the backside. He asked for a dollar. Simon took a $5 bill from his wallet and showed him the two pictures of Barney Amling and Verna Castle. The boy started to back away but the five dollars had magnetic quality.

“Did you take these two pictures?” Simon asked.

“I’m not sure,” Phillipe stammered. “Another guy works on my nights off.”

“I’ve never known an artist who couldn’t recognize his own work,” Simon said. “How old are you? Sixteen? That’s under age. Where’s your work permit?”

“Hey,” Phillipe protested, “what are you? A cop?”

“I’m a lawyer. Sometimes I’m a mean lawyer and I can cause you a lot of trouble if you want it that way. If you don’t, you can tell me why you took these pictures.”

“For money,” Phillipe said.

“Whose money? Anyone can see the people in these shots didn’t know they were being photographed. They aren’t even looking at the camera. What’s more, they didn’t buy the pictures because I have them. Who did buy them?”

Phillipe began to gnaw on his lower lip. “I can’t remember,” he said.

“Sixteen,” Simon reflected. “Maybe only fifteen and a half. Do you know Kevin Amling?”

A convincing lie took more practice than Phillipe had lived long enough to achieve. He tried again to back away but Simon’s hand fastened on his wrist. “You do know Kevin,” he said. “Where is he?”

“I don’t know. Home, I guess.”

“You’re lying.”

“Please, mister. The boss is watching. I have to circulate.”

“Kevin!” Simon said sharply.

“I’m not sure where he is. He works here in the kitchen sometimes. Maybe he’s there now.”

Simon let go of the boy’s wrist and pushed the $5 bill into his hand. “Now that we’ve established where Kevin is,” he said, “I want you to tell him that Simon Drake will be waiting for him in the parking-lot in five minutes. If you don’t, I’ll see that you never work in this place again.”

Simon hated to come on so heavy with the boy but it was the only way to get results. He finished his drink, ignored the dinner and pocketed the photos. That left just enough time to pay the bill and keep his date with Kevin.

It was cold on the parking-lot. The wind whipping in off the sea was as sharp as a rapist’s knife. Simon turned up the collar of his coat and buttoned it to the throat. The boys working on the lot were stamping their feet and rubbing their hands together to keep their fingers limber. One of them approached Simon and requested his parking ticket.

“I’m waiting for someone,” Simon said, “but that’s my car parked about thirty feet from here and I can still walk that far even if I don’t look it. I’ll give you the ticket and your tip if you give me the keys. Then you can crawl back into one of those warm sedans and listen to the radio.” It wasn’t customary but for a dollar tip the boy complied. “You can also tell me where to find the service entrance to this place,” Simon added.

Simon pocketed the car keys and followed the boy’s directions to the rear of the building. A stack of metal garbage cans glinted coldly under the floodlight above the door. The door was closed. Watching for it to open, he heard the stacatto roar of a motor bike being gunned into mobility somewhere in the shadows beyond the light. The solitary eye of a single headlamp split the darkness as the bike lunged forward, and Simon caught a glimpse of a yellow vinyl jacket and a gold helmet. The bike swerved, spluttered and skidded over on its side. The motor was still howling when he pulled the rider free.

It was Kevin Amling with fire in his eyes.

“What the hell—” Kevin yelled.

“Exactly,” Simon said. “What the hell are you trying to do? I told your friend inside that I wanted to see you.”

“Maybe I don’t want to see you.”

“You want to see me all right. That’s why you sent me the pictures of your father and Verna Castle dining at The Golden Fleece. Why did you try to run away? Cold feet?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kevin protested.

“Then I’ll have to be more explicit. Park that contraption and come with me.”

“Where?”

Kevin looked almost hysterical. Simon considered slapping his face to bring him to his senses; instead, he grabbed the collar of his jacket and began to march him swiftly towards the Jaguar.

“Wherever I say!” he snapped.





CHAPTER TEN

SIMON STARTED UP the car and drove out of the parking-lot. It was the dinner hour and most public parking places would be filled so he drove out to the point where the mock-Cape Cod village was located. The Cape Cod village was a requisite of any self-respecting marina on the Pacific Coast, in spite of the fact that a mock-Spanish fishing village would have been more compatible with the terrain and a reminder to tourists that the heritage of the nation wasn’t solely white Anglo-Saxon protestant. At this hour most of the shops were closed. He found a parking space near the coastguard building and switched off the ignition. Kevin was slumped in the adjoining seat with his chin on his chest. He was trembling. Simon thought it was from the cold. He opened the glove compartment and took out half a pint of brandy that was always there for emergencies. He uncapped the bottle.

“Take a drink,” he ordered.

“I’m in training,” Kevin protested.

“You’re shaking,” Simon said. “It’s good for a quick warm-up.”

Kevin drank—hesitantly and then eagerly. When he stopped trembling Simon took back the bottle. “Save a little for me, chum,” he said. He took a few swallows and re-capped the bottle. As he replaced it in the glove compartment he could see Kevin’s face in the light from the overhead lamps. His cheeks were wet with tears.

“Okay,” Simon said, leaning back in the seat, “when you feel up to it you can tell me what this is all about.”

Kevin cleared his throat noisily. “How did you know I sent you those photos?” he asked.

“I didn’t at first. Then I saw that kid with the camera—Phillipe.”

“Phil,” Kevin corrected. “His name is Phil Swanson and his father was layed off in the aerospace cutback. He needs that job, Mr Drake. Please don’t make trouble for him.”

“I was just trying to scare him into telling me where you were. Your mother called me from Ojai this afternoon. She’s worried about you.”

“I’m sorry about that,” Kevin said, “but what could I do? I couldn’t tell her why I had to leave. I couldn’t tell her about those pictures. She’s hurt enough already.”

“Who had the photos? Phil?”

“No. I had them at our house. I went there this afternoon and got in the back way. Old Norm doesn’t even know I was in the house. Then I sent them to you because I thought somebody should see them—somebody who could do something about them.”

“Is that why you tried to run away from me a few minutes ago?”

“I don’t know. I guess Amlings are just good at running when the heat’s on.”

“Don’t say that,” Simon said sharply.

“But a million dollars. Jesus!”

“You don’t know—nobody knows that your father took that money. Remember that. He’s been a good husband and father for a lot of years, Kevin. He’s entitled to some loyalty. Now suppose you tell me how you got those pictures.”

“Phil took them,” Kevin said, “but only because I asked him. It started a couple of months ago. I knew Phil was working at The Golden Fleece after school—we’re in the same class. He told me they were hiring busboys and dishwashers and that I could pick up some cash if I wanted work. He knew I wanted to buy a Harley-Davidson. I said that I didn’t know if my father would like to have me working so late. I’ve been on sort of a curfew since—well, since some trouble I had.” Kevin was referring to his scrapes with the law but Simon didn’t push for details. He wanted to hear the rest of the story about the pictures. “Phil said: ‘Why don’t you come down some night and ask him?’ Then he said that he had seen my parents there and I knew something wasn’t kosher. They don’t like flossy places. I even asked my mother if she’d been to The Golden Fleece and she didn’t know what it was. When I told that to Phil he acted funny—like, forget it. So I told him if he ever saw my father there again he should take his picture, without him knowing it, and show it to me. When I said that I didn’t realize my father was going out with another woman. I thought Phil was mistaken.”

“Until he did take a picture and show it to you.”

“Right. Then I knew something was wrong. The night Phil took that first picture my father had called and said he was flying to Palm Springs. I told Phil to call me at the house if my father came in again. About two weeks later he called and I got out without my mother knowing it and rode down there. I put on an apron and worked in the kitchen. When Phil brought back the second picture I sneaked into the dining room. I saw my father leaving with that woman.”

“Did you follow them?”

“Sure. All they did was go to the inn and walk up to the desk. The clerk gave them a key and they went upstairs. I hung around for an hour but they didn’t come down.”

“Did your father come home that night?”

“No. He had called earlier and told my mother he was going to San Francisco and wouldn’t be home until the next day.” Kevin’s voice broke in a smothered sob. “Why did he do it, Mr Drake? My mother’s a nice lady. She’s a lot prettier than the woman in the pictures.”

“Do you know who she is?”

“No. I never went back to The Golden Fleece until tonight. I even stopped talking to Phil.”

Kevin sighed and slumped back in the seat. He seemed exhausted and that was understandable. He was pretty young to be carrying a burden like that for two months.

“And you never spoke to your father about it?”

“How could I? I didn’t even want him to know that I knew. I figured it was one of the crazy things grown-ups do and he would soon forget about her. But now he’s gone. He’s left us all.”

“All right,” Simon said. “I get your point.”

“Are you still mad?”

“A little. Because you didn’t tell me sooner. But it’s all right. I’ll find out what those pictures signify without creating a fuss. You did the right thing, Mr Smith.”

The grin Kevin screwed up on his face was pathetic but it was an improvement over the trembling. Simon switched on the ignition and started the motor.

“What are you going to do now?” Kevin asked.

“Find a telephone booth and call your mother,” Simon said.

He drove back to the business area of the marina and parked beside a public telephone. By that time he had coached Kevin on what he must say. He put in the call to Ojai and waited until Carole came to the telephone. Then he said: “Carole, I’ve got someone here who wants to talk to you.” He turned the telephone over to Kevin and stood by while the boy explained that he had panicked when he heard the news about his father on the radio and run off without telling her he was leaving. When that part was finished Simon took the telephone again and told Carole Amling that he was putting her son in a cab and sending him back to Ojai immediately. “Tomorrow is Thanksgiving,” he concluded. “The family should be together.”

When he concluded the call he hustled Kevin back into the car and drove to the nearest hotel where a few cabs were waiting. He gave the driver a bill and promised that the boy’s family would pay any extra at the other end of the trip, and then he gave one final directive.

“Drive carefully,” he said, “and under no circumstances are you to open the doors of this cab until you reach the address I gave you.”

As Kevin was crawling into the back seat Simon asked him one more question.

“That night you saw your father get a room key at the hotel,” he said, “did you ask any questions at the desk? Did you ask, after he left the desk, if Mr Amling was registered or what room he was in?”

Kevin shook his head. “I didn’t have to ask,” he said. “I followed them into the lobby. Heck, they weren’t thinking about me. They didn’t even look around. They didn’t register, either. The clerk just smiled and gave them a key. ‘Three-oh-one,’ he said, ‘just like he knew them. Just like they did it all the time.”

Simon nodded. “All right,” he said. “Don’t jump to conclusions and don’t talk about this to anyone. After all, your mother is staying with Eric Larson and people could talk about that if they wanted to.”

“Talk?” Kevin squeaked. “How could they talk? Eric’s so square he sleeps at the clinic. We’re staying in the house with the housekeeper. Eric doesn’t dig my mother at all.”

Simon closed the car door and watched the cab wheel away. Kevin was wrong about one thing. With the cruel glare of publicity hanging over Carole Amling the doctor’s behaviour was anything but square. It could mean that he did dig Carole—very much.

Thanksgiving eve. Simon went back to his car and argued with himself. After all, what could he do with the information he had on Thanksgiving eve? He thought about the room at the Century Plaza where Wanda would be sleeping the night, and, as he had told Carole Amling, families belonged together at such a time. He opened up the glove compartment again and argued some more with the aid of what was left of the brandy. Barney Amling had been missing almost two weeks. Twenty-four hours more couldn’t make all that difference. But the lights of the Marina Inn twinkled across the channel and before Simon had emptied the bottle he knew the argument was lost. He drove back to the inn and parked in the guest parking. He walked into the lobby and asked for a room at the desk. When the clerk turned to consult the vacancies Simon leaned forward and breathed the aromatic fumes of brandy in his direction.

“I don’t want just any little old room. Any old room that looks like a broom closet,” he said. “I want a room upstairs with a view. I believe in numerology. Do you believe in numerology?”

The clerk turned back and looked at him carefully. “Do you have any luggage, sir?” he asked.

“Luggage? I don’t need luggage to sleep. I’ve got money. That’s all that’s important. And how do you think I got my money? Numerology. I’ve got lucky numbers. Three—that’s my lucky number. And one.”

“I can give you room thirty-one,” the clerk said, “but it’s on the ground floor.”

“I don’t want the ground floor. I want the third floor. I want a room with the number three and one in it. Three-oh-one. Three-nought-one.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” the clerk said, “we don’t have a room with that number.”

Simon lurched against the counter. “What do you mean you don’t have a room with that number? I never heard of such a thing. I want to see the manager.”

“The manager is off duty,” the clerk said. “Perhaps if you tried some other inn—”

“Three-nought-one,” Simon insisted. “Don’t tell me you don’t have such a room. I can see the number on that box right behind your left shoulder.”

The clerk sighed. “All right. We do have such a room but it’s not available. It’s a private suite.”

“Private!” Simon exploded. “What do you mean private? This is a public inn, isn’t it?”

“It is. But the room in question is reserved. It’s always reserved for the special guests of the owner.”

“Then I want to see the owner!”

The harried clerk had sent an eye signal across the room and a burly bellhop was approaching across the carpeted lobby. Simon saw him out of the corner of his eye and knew he hadn’t much time. He repeated the request for the owner and was told, tightly, that the owner didn’t live in the hotel. The suite was reserved for friends and special guests of the owner.

“Miss Castle lives on her yacht,” the clerk said, “and I’m sure she didn’t send you or we would have been notified. But there are several other inns that might accommodate you.”

Simon felt a firm grasp on his arm.

“No offence,” he said. “Just a little too much holiday cheer.”

“The night air’s good for that, Bud,” the bellhop said.

“No offence,” Simon repeated. “But I don’t like that business about private suites. Private! No wonder there’s so much talk about revolution! And owners living on yachts. I don’t buy that. What’s the name of the yacht?”

By this time there were two bellhops and Simon was being rapidly walked to the door. “I don’t believe there’s any yacht,” he yelled. “What’s the name of the yacht?”

But nobody talked to him any more. He was marched out to the sidewalk and turned loose.

“Walk it off, Bud,” a bellhop advised, “but just be sure you don’t walk back this way unless you want to spend the holidays in the drunk tank.”

Simon walked back to his car thinking how proud Hannah would have been of his performance as a drunk. He drove all around the marina and tried to calculate how many hundreds of boats were in the berths. He thought of some people he knew who lived in the apartments and might know which one belonged to Verna Castle, and then he thought of what a dirty trick it would be to bother them on Thanksgiving eve and how he would probably end up a genuine drunk if he did. So he filed away in the back of his mind all he had learned about Verna Castle and Barney Amling and then drove to the Century Plaza where he was treated more kindly by the personnel. Wanda had left word at the desk that he was to be taken up to her room if she wasn’t in, which she wasn’t. He went upstairs and undressed, hanging his brown suit and the shirt with the French cuffs carefully in the closet, and then went to bed.

It was a little after two o’clock when Wanda came in. She went directly into the bathroom, showered, and came out wearing a tiny piece of chiffon and a robe. She didn’t turn on the bedroom lights because the drapes were open so all the sparkling lights of the city would show. She drew back the blankets and Simon pulled her down beside him.

“Oh, Si! You did come,” she murmured.

It was nice.

“Happy Thanksgiving, honey,” he said.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

THANKSGIVING DAY. They slept late because the sun was hidden behind layers of smog and clouds that gave the room an eerie pre-dawn appearance at ten-thirty. It was a good day to stay in bed but they were both hungry so Wanda got on the telephone and ordered Eggs Benedict for two with large orange juices and a pot of black coffee. When room service delivered the cart Wanda was up, wearing her robe and slippers, to direct the setting of the table in front of the window. Simon had to stay in bed with the sheet pulled up to his chin because he had no pyjamas. When the waiter left the room, Wanda brought him a huge bath sheet from the shower so he could wrap up like an Indian in Terry cloth and join her for breakfast. The morning Times had been delivered as a courtesy of the hotel. The Amling story was still on the front page and several sportswriters had picked it up for special columns in spite of the fact that there was nothing new to report. That Amling had fled to Argentina was hinted at darkly, but no reporter had picked up the bit about a Barry Anderson buying a ticket on a flight to Buenos Aires. Modern journalists seemed more concerned with purple prose than legwork.

Simon tossed the paper on the floor in a gesture of disgust and poured himself a second cup of coffee.

“This is a holiday,” he insisted. “When we’re through eating I’m going to get back into bed and spend the day watching football games on the television.”

“It’s colour,” Wanda said.

“Good. We can see the blood.”

“What about dinner?”

“Room service.”

“Cocktails?”

“Room service.”

“Do you intend to spend the entire day wrapped up in a towel?”

Simon grinned. “Why not? It’s comfortable.”

“You’ll embarrass the waiters,” Wanda said. “I have an idea.”

She got back on the telephone and called the liquor store in the lobby.

“Sam? How nice. You’re open. This is Wanda Drake.” The name didn’t make the proper impression so she tried again. “Wanda Call Drake.” Bingo! It registered and she was all smiles. “You’re sweet,” she said. “Listen, Sam. My husband came in last night and we’re up here dying of thirst. You will? Wonderful! Send up a fifth of Buchanan’s—and do you have Champagne? Oh, with glasses, too. Well, one bottle to start. You know my room number. And Sam—is your brother’s store open today? My husband doesn’t have any sleeping gear. You have? You will? Sam, you’re an absolute darling.”

Simon finished his coffee and left the table to turn on the TV. Wanda was still rattling away on the telephone when he tuned in to a ball game in Miami where the sun was shining brightly in a cloudless sky in direct defiance of every Los Angeles viewer.

From across the room Wanda asked: “Si, what is your suit size?”

“I don’t want a suit,” Simon said. “I’ve got one in the closet and I won’t put it on.”

“I didn’t ask you to put it on, darling. I asked the size.”

The picture on the tube was fine but all of the players had blue faces and it wasn’t that cold in Miami. “I don’t know the size,” he said.

“Oh, Sam, just make it large. Yes. Anything you like in large and put it on my bill.”

Simon got the colour co-ordinated in time to see a long pass intercepted and run back to the 40-yard line. The camera switched to the cheering section and all of the pretty little girls with pom-poms had oriental colouring, but Simon had got back into bed and wasn’t about to move.

Wanda sat down beside him looking pleased with herself. “Sam’s brother has a men’s-wear shop in the lobby,” she explained, “and Sam has the key. He’s sending up pyjamas and a robe with the booze.”

“Expecting a fire?” Simon asked.

She hit him with a pillow.

In some ways it was a lovely day but Simon couldn’t keep his mind on the game. When the order from the liquor store was delivered he fell heir to a pair of canary-yellow Mandarin-type pyjamas with a salmon-pink dragon embroidered over the left side pocket, and a purple karate coat with a gold-fringed belt. Either Sam was colour blind or had taken advantage of the chance to get rid of slow-moving stock.

“I don’t think I’d care to meet Sam’s brother’s clientèle,” Simon reflected, “and the waiter’s still going to be shocked.”

He switched the TV channel to a game being played in Dallas where the sun shone brightly in a cloudless sky. By this time the sun over Los Angeles was edging its way through the overcast like a poached egg in a bowl of dirty milk. While two football teams skidded about on the astro-turf Simon thought about Verna Castle and wondered why he couldn’t get her out of his mind. When the game was over Wanda ordered dinner from room service: rare steaks because they didn’t care for turkey, but with cranberries on the side because it was Thanksgiving. When the waiter came Simon pulled the sheet up to his neck again and Wanda had the cart placed beside the bed so they could watch the movie that followed the football game. It was an oldie, circa 1943, and a cast of entertainers who had since grown fat and bald were bouncing around in army uniforms with wide trousers, singing, dancing and marching off to win world war two with wise-cracks. It looked like the most fun war of all times with victory hanging solely on the success of the musical revue the male lead was trying to stage before the company went overseas. The steak was gone, the mince pie was gone and Simon had uncorked the bottle of Champagne before the male lead announced to his buddy that he was in love with a girl named Alverna.

“Alverna,” Simon said, overpouring Wanda’s glass.

“She’s the Doris Day-type with blonde pigtails,” Wanda said. Wanda always watched television films with the intensity of a seminarian studying for the priesthood. “She’s supposed to be a poor country girl working as a welder, but she’s really the daughter of the oil tycoon who’s going to finance the show on Broadway in the last reel. Five dollars.”

Simon sipped his Champagne with more tingles in his flesh than in the sparkling bubbly. “I won’t bet you five dollars because you always win,” he said. “Besides, I saw this picture with my cub-scout troop on a free Saturday matinée for kids.”

He climbed out of bed leaving her the Champagne and the movie. In a drawer under the telephone he found two fat directories. One was yellow. He flipped open the pages to the listings for detectives and located a small box enclosing the name: David G. Alder, Private Investigator. He copied the telephone number on the courtesy pad supplied by the management and tested the length of the telephone cord. By stretching it tight he could just manage to take the instrument outside the sliding glass doors on to the balcony. The entertainers on the film were going into a big stars-and-stripes number and he had to escape the din. He dialled Adler’s number and reached an answering service. After some wrangling he extracted Adler’s home number and dialled again.

Adler came on grouchy. He must have backed the wrong team.

“I’m Simon Drake,” Simon said. “You may have heard of me. I do a lot of business with a colleague of yours—Jack Keith.”

“Keith I know,” Adler said. “Why don’t you call him? This is Thanksgiving.”

“I’d like to call him but he’s gone off on a vacation and can’t be located.”

“Smart man.”

“I do his income tax returns and so I know that he uses your services on occasion. I need some information urgently.”

“Thanksgiving,” Adler repeated.

“I know. But tomorrow isn’t Thanksgiving. Will your office be open?”

“Nine to five,” Adler said.

“Good. I’ll be in to see you. In the meantime, I’ll give you something to think about. I need information on a woman named Alverna Castile. She figured in a court trial about ten years ago. Police scandal.”

“Alverna Castle.” Alder repeated the name slowly as if he might be writing it down. “A.m. or p.m.?” he asked. “What do you mean?”

“Are you coming in tomorrow a.m. or p.m.?”

“A.m. if I can make it. Early as I can make it.”

“Okay,” Adler said. “I’ll be there.”

It was chilly on the balcony for nothing but Mandarin pyjamas. Simon completed the call as the sun gave up in disgust and slid behind an oily yellow cloud. He took the telephone inside the room again and selected the other telephone directory to find a second number. The movie was still in progress. The whole cast was screaming with delight because they had just discovered Alverna’s father was an oil tycoon who would finance the Broadway production of their show before the boys went overseas. Wanda leered at Simon as he retreated to the balcony again.

He dialled the home number of Mary Sutton.

She was slow answering. When she did respond her voice sounded flat and far away as if she had difficulty in co-ordinating her vocal cords with her brain. Simon introduced himself and received no greeting of delight.

“I’m sorry, Mr Drake,” she said. “I gave a little party here last night and I’m not too sharp this morning.”

“Afternoon,” Simon said. “Almost three o’clock.”

“Really? It looks earlier—or maybe later. Where are you calling from?”

“The Century Plaza. I plan to go back to the beach tomorrow, Miss Sutton, and there’s something I must talk to you about. I wonder if I could come over to your apartment for about half an hour.”

She didn’t answer for several seconds. “Must you?” she asked. “The place is a mess. I’m a mess.”

He could hear her moving about the room. The telephone must have been on a long cord because the sound of her footsteps changed from soft carpeting to something harder like wood or tile. A door closed.

“I’m a mess, too,” Simon said ruefully. “At the moment I’m wearing canary-yellow pyjamas. I haven’t showered or shaved and I have to dress. I could make it at four o’clock if it’s all right with you.”

“Why should it be all right with me?” she demanded. Her voice was louder now as if she wasn’t worried that anyone else would overhear.

“Because it concerns Barney Amling and we both want to know where he is. I’ll give you a clue. Do you know a Miss Verna Castle?”

He could hear her breathing. That was all.

“She owns a hotel and a restaurant and a yacht—God knows what else. I think she may have done business with Barney.”

“Oh, that Vcrna Castle,” Mary Sutton said.

“Bells ringing?”

“Only in my head. Yes, Miss Castle took out a loan with Pacific Guaranty about two years ago. A large one.”

“Through McClary’s office or through Barney’s?”

“Both. McClary okayed the loan first and then Barney—I don’t think I should discuss business over the telephone, Mr Drake.”

“Aren’t you alone?”

She hesitated. “That’s not the point,” she said. “I have no records here. I can’t recall the details. There was some sort of disagreement between Ralph McClary and Mr Amling about the interest rates—but it was such a long time ago.”

“No recent business?”

“No.”

“Then why has Barney been meeting with Miss Castle at her hotel several times within the last two months?”

The thin, disinterested voice came alive then for an instant. “I don’t believe that,” Mary Sutton snapped.

“But it’s true. I have proof and I’ll bring it to your apartment at four o’clock. By that time you may remember the details about that other loan.”

“Mr Drake, please don’t—” she began.

“Four o’clock sharp,” Simon said and concluded the call.

As soon as Wanda learned Simon was going out of the hotel, she insisted on going with him. He explained that it was business and that he would be gone less than an hour, and she explained that she was his wife and that she would sit in the car and wait for him while he talked to Mary Sutton. It was easier to agree than to argue. Simon showered and dressed and returned to the bedroom to find her decked out in a burnt-orange knit suit and a brown suede jacket. She could dress in a dark closet in three minutes and come out looking smarter than any woman in the hotel. There was still some Champagne in the bottle. She had poured two glasses and was standing beside the table examining the two photos that had spilled out of the envelope. She handed Simon a glass of Champagne and said:

“One for the road.”

“If you drink don’t drive,” Simon said by way of a toast.

“Where did you get the pictures of Barney Amling?” she asked.

“Classified information,” Simon said.

“Who is the woman?”

“If you’re caption-minded you might call her ‘The Mystery Woman’.”

“Is she the one you’re going to see?”

“How did you know I was going to see a woman?”

“Because you asked me to wait in the car.”

Simon drained the glass and returned it to the table. He picked up the photos and took Wanda’s arm. “I don’t think the lady will wait,” he said.

He had never spoken a truer word.

It was a short drive to the quiet residential street on which Mary Sutton’s apartment was located. Simon parked opposite the building at five minutes before four. It seemed later. The sky was darker and most of the windows in the stylish new building were already lighted. One thing was different about the street. No black and white police car hugged the curb and it seemed a little lonesome without Lieutenant Wabash.

“Which apartment is it?” Wanda asked. “I want to know where to go if you call for help.”

“I’m not sure,” Simon admitted. “It’s on the fourth floor.”

Their eyes climbed upward. Only one set of windows on the fourth floor showed light and that was a wavering, flickering light as if someone might have a fire going in the fireplace.

“Psychedelic light show,” Wanda said. “If that’s the apartment you must be calling on a pot smoker. Take me along?”

“To smoke pot?”

“To see the freaks—Simon—” Wanda’s light banter worked its way up into a near shriek. Her eyes were still on the window. Simon, who was then climbing out of the car, looked upward just as the drapes at the flickering window were enveloped in flames.

“It’s a fire!” Wanda cried.

Simon reached inside the car and grabbed the telephone. He had time to dial the operator and ask for the fire department but that was all. Suddenly the entire window shattered outward and through it, hurtling like an exhibition diver executing a backward swan, came a woman wearing a long green housecoat laced with a fringe of orange flame. A shutter snapped in Simon’s brain. For an instant that grotesque plummeting figure seemed to hold in space as if the law of gravity had been found unconstitutional. During that instant Simon failed to see the open convertible creeping along the opposite curbing as if the driver was searching for a house number. The outward thrust of the woman’s leap took her clear of the sidewalk. She fell, still blazing, into the rear seat of the car. There must have been screaming. Simon was never sure about that. The terrified driver slammed his foot down on the accelerator instead of the brake and the ensuing rush of air fanned the flames.

Simon shoved the telephone into Wanda’s hand. “You talk to the firemen!” he shouted. He sprinted after the moving car and it must have been his own voice he heard yelling. The driver made a second try for the brake, hit it, and the convertible leapt the curb and crashed into a row of privet hedges before it stopped. Simon reached the car and yanked open the door before the shocked driver could pry his hands off the steering wheel. Pulling off his car coat, Simon flailed at the flames on the woman’s clothing until the fire was out. Blackened and broken, her body twisted in a cruelly unnatural position, she lay motionless and silent on the back seat of the car.

He reached forward and brushed away the remnant of burned hair that covered her face. The woman was Mary Sutton.

Someone—perhaps Wanda—completed the call to the fire department. Within minutes the street filled with sobbing vehicles: a police car first, then the fire trucks, finally the ambulance. Everybody was alert, efficient and dedicated but they were all in vain except for the firemen who did put out the blaze in apartment 422. In vain because, in spite of emergency treatment at the hospital, Mary Sutton died at nine minutes past nine that same evening.





CHAPTER TWELVE

AT SOME TIME during the five hours that elapsed before Mary Sutton died, Simon put Wanda into a cab and sent her back to the hotel. That much he remembered even when every other incident was being lost or pulled out of context in the emotional storm that followed the fiery catapault from Mary’s apartment. There was a lot of noise—he remembered that: shouts, screams, sirens, horns and screeching brakes. There was confusion and paralysis; there were also the unleashed energies that explode in action when man, usually oblivious to any needs but his own, becomes suddenly aware of tragedy and the compulsion to do something about it. Centre of the stage for Mary Sutton, 25, beautiful, burned and battered by the fall. It was Simon who beat out the flames on her body, but he didn’t move her from the back seat of the convertible. Her neck was twisted in an unnatural angle and one arm was bent backward under her body. He waited for the ambulance.

The police were the first to arrive, followed quickly by the fire fighters. By the time the ambulance came the police were busy herding spectators away from the car that was still stuck in the hedges and trying to get a coherent statement from the terrified driver. Mary Sutton’s still-breathing body was lifted carefully on to a stretcher and whisked into the ambulance. Moments later it screamed off into the darkening streets with a motorcycle escort. Simon managed to extricate himself from the mêlée, call a cab for Wanda on the telephone in his car, and then take up pursuit of the ambulance. Sinai was the closest hospital: that was where Mary was taken. By the time Simon arrived she was in the emergency room and it would be almost an hour before the first report issued indicated the seriousness of her condition. In the interim Simon located a telephone and tried to reach Paul Corman at the number listed in the directory. He made three calls in all without getting an answer. It was sad. It seemed that somebody should know that Mary Sutton, who was so young, was fighting for her life. Returning at last to the corridor outside the emergency room he was hailed by a familiar voice.

“Hullo, Drake,” Captain Reardon said. “I heard via channels that you saw this thing happen. I’d like to get your story.”

Reardon, as usual, was sartorially splendid. Dark-grey suit, silver-striped tie and a grey waterproof folded over one arm. He wore no hat but did wear lightly tinted glasses which he removed as he spoke. “Need them for night driving,” he explained. “They cut the glare of headlights.”

“They wouldn’t have cut the glare of the fire,” Simon said.

“What were you doing at Mary Sutton’s apartment?”

“I had an appointment. There was something I wanted to talk to her about before I go back to the beach tomorrow.”

“Something concerning Amling?”

“In a way.”

“How did the fire start?”

“I don’t know. I never got into the apartment. I had just parked across the street from the building when a window on the fourth floor burst into flame. Seconds later she came hurtling out with her hair and clothes afire.”

Reardon’s bland expression didn’t change. He looked almost bored. Horror was as commonplace as breakfast cereal to a policeman who had reached the status of captain. “The report states that she landed in the back seat of a speeding car,” he said.

“Wrong,” Simon corrected. “The car was barely moving. It accelerated into the nearest shrubbery when the driver saw what happened.”

“Anybody else see the girl fall?”

“My wife was waiting in my car at the time.”

“Where is she?”

“At The Century Plaza. We have a room there. But can’t you postpone questioning her at least until tomorrow? She was pretty shaken up. I told her to take a sedative and go right to bed.”

Reardon took a breath mint from his coat pocket and popped it into his mouth. He nodded. “No sweat,” he said. “I can get her story any time. I’m just wondering why you aren’t with her.”

“I beat out the flames with my coat,” Simon said. “I’d like to know how Mary Sutton makes out.”

“Curiosity or friendship?”

“I could hardly call it friendship. Until two days ago I wasn’t aware that the girl existed.”

“But she’s pretty, isn’t she? It always seems worse when they’re so pretty—and so young. Hey, look. We’ve got company.”

The door at the far end of the corridor had opened and a man was walking towards them. He didn’t come briskly and he didn’t look athletic. He walked slowly as if he had lived in his body too long and was tired of carrying it about. Then he looked up and saw Simon and Reardon and made a feeble attempt to pull himself together. It was Ralph McClary steeling himself for the inevitable questions. No, he hadn’t seen Mary Sutton since the previous afternoon when she left the office. No, he hadn’t talked to her on the telephone. Pacific Guaranty wasn’t scheduled to re-open until Monday morning. With such a long weekend he was sure Mary would be in the mountains skiing. He had come to the hospital in response to a message from the police who could find no next of kin listed in any of the credentials found in Mary’s apartment.

“I—we were so shocked. Mrs McClary and me,” he said. “Mrs McClary wanted to come to the hospital too, but she’s been fighting off an attack of Hong Kong ‘flu and I wouldn’t let her get out of bed.”

Simon remembered something Mary Sutton had said when he called her. “I did telephone Miss Sutton today. She mentioned that she had a party in her apartment last night. I take it you weren’t invited.”

McClary’s face wrinkled in a sick smile. “I’m not a member of the jet-set,” he said. The words must have sounded harsh to his ears because he added, apologetically, “I mean there is a generation gap. You might call Paul Corman. He was probably there. He and Mary dated—I guess they still call it dating nowadays.”

“The police have already done that,” Reardon said. “He isn’t at home.”

McClary seemed surprised. “No? Well, perhaps he went to the mountains alone. He’s a ski buff too. Is that what they call it—buff? Sometimes I’m not sure I speak the same language as the youngsters. You might try Mammoth. I heard Paul talking about the good snow up there.”

“Do you know where he stays?” Reardon asked.

“Sorry. No idea. But Paul should know about this—this frightful thing. Do you think she has a chance?”

“She’s still breathing,” Reardon said. “That’s about all.”

“That’s what the officer who telephoned me said. I can’t tell you how terrible I feel. Miss Sutton was so vital and such an asset to the association. How did the fire start?”

“We think it was from a cigarette. She was smoking—there were ashes and stubs in an ashtray near the chair where the fire apparently started. It spread to the drapes. Some of those new fabrics are highly inflammable.”

“No gas?” McClary asked.

“I was parked outside the building,” Simon said. “I didn’t hear an explosion.”

“Neither did any of the people in the building who we interviewed,” Reardon added. “Why did you think of gas, Mr McClary?”

It wasn’t warm in the corridor but McClary was sweating. He rummaged through his pockets until he found a handkerchief and mopped his brow. “I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘I thought there might have been a leak. Mary wasn’t a careless type.”

“She might have had a hangover after the party.”

“I suppose so. I really don’t know about such things at all. But it is terrible—especially after this other mess.”

“I think Mr McClary means the additional publicity won’t enhance the image of Pacific Guaranty,” Simon observed.

McClary’s eyes were too guilty to make a denial worth the effort. He located a chair and sank down morosely to stare at the closed doors of the emergency room like a condemned criminal awaiting sentence. The press had given him a bad time with the Amling disappearance. They would be back full force as soon as somebody realized the identity of the fire victim. It was seven o’clock when the reporters began to arrive. By that time word had filtered out that Mary Sutton wasn’t responding to treatment. Some kind of complications the medics hadn’t identified, except to admit they were wholly unrelated to the burns. What hard information came out of that room was given to Captain Reardon and he spoke to the press as tersely as if he were dictating telegrams at a day rate. Brushing them aside, he beckoned to Simon to follow him into another corridor. The passage led to an exit door into the parking-yard where the world had turned dark except for the floodlights that hung like pale halos in the fog. As soon as they were outside the building Reardon dug out a package of cigarettes from his pocket and offered them to Simon.

“I’m quitting,” Simon said.

“One of the gutsy ones,” Reardon remarked. “I’ve quit seventeen times this year and I’ll quit again in the morning. Right now I need a smoke.” He touched a lighter to the cigarette and nudged Simon across the yard towards a black Cadillac parked in a no-parking zone. “I’m going to drive over and have a look at the inside of that apartment myself,” he said. “I thought you might like to come along.”

“What did they tell you about Mary Sutton’s condition?” Simon asked.

“Not much change. Little chance of survival. Don’t worry about it. I left the apartment telephone number with the nurse at the reception desk. They’ll call me there if there’s any change.”

It was a lot better than hanging around in a hospital corridor when there was work to be done. Simon got into the Cadillac with Reardon and they eased out of the yard quietly. Reardon drove swiftly through fog-veiled streets that seemed strangely hushed after the siren-screaming exodus to the hospital hours earlier. There was little traffic and it was only a matter of minutes before the Cadillac slid silently to the curb and parked opposite Mary Sutton’s apartment building. Three hours had obliterated tragedy. No morbidly curious, no fire trucks, no police cars crowded the street now. Except for a boarded-up window on the fourth floor there was nothing to distinguish the building from any other apartment house in the area.

“You’re just about a car length behind the place where I was parked when Mary Sutton came through the window,” Simon observed. “The passing convertible with the top down was moving in the opposite direction. It carried her almost to the end of the block before the hysterical driver jumped the curb and landed in somebody’s hedge. I followed the convertible. Never got inside the building at all.”

“Let’s have a look-see,” Reardon said.

He got out of the Cadillac and led the way across the street and inside the foyer where a sad-eyed little man wearing a baggy sweater over faded blue jeans was shoving a carpet shampoo machine over the soiled wall-to-wall. Reardon asked for the manager and showed his credentials. The man turned off the machine and glared back with smouldering hostility.

“Don’t you fellows ever quit for the day?” he said. “I’ve been combing cops and firemen out of my hair all evening. Look what they did to this carpet. Water and mud all over the place. And upstairs. I saw the firemen coming and got the pass key to four-twenty-two so they wouldn’t chop down the door. Did that stop them? Just because I was excited and couldn’t get the door unlocked fast enough they smashed it in anyway.”

“You’re lucky they did,” Reardon said. “The fire might have spread to the whole building.”

“Maybe. But I could have unlocked the door if they waited a few seconds.”

“Do you still have that key handy?”

“It won’t do any good now. The lock’s smashed. I just finished nailing some boards across the door so nobody would go in and steal Miss Sutton’s things. She has some real nice things—if the firemen left any of them unbroken.”

“Is there a service door?”

Reluctantly, the manager conceded that there was a service door and went into his apartment long enough to produce the key. He accompanied them upstairs on the service stairway inquiring en route as to the condition of Mary Sutton and regretting dolefully that such a tragedy should happen to such a nice woman. “A real lady,” he said. “No noise, no loud parties. Always paid her rent on time without being asked.”

“She gave a party last night, didn’t she?” Simon asked.

“Did she? Maybe a dinner party—something like that. All I know is that she never caused any disturbance in the building. I wish I could say as much for all the tenants.”

The service door opened easily and the manager switched on the light. They entered the apartment through the kitchen—a bright yellow and white room with bleached wood cabinets, a stainless steel sink set in yellow tile and a yellow counter gas range with a built-in oven. The firemen hadn’t reached this far. Everything was immaculate except for two glasses and a Martini pitcher containing a little melted ice that stood on the counter bar separating the kitchen from the dining area. Reardon dismissed the manager, who probably returned to his shampoo machine, and closed the door behind him. They proceeded through the dining area, where a circular teak wood table flanked by four naugahide upholstered chairs remained undisturbed, into the living room which appeared to have been struck by a tornado. The soggy carpet was muddied from the hall door to the boarded-up window; a tall ceramic lamp was in pieces on the floor; the charred remains of a melon-coloured seat cushion had landed on a sideboard smashing several porcelain vases; and the chair from which it was taken, blacked by soot and fire, still sat forlornly beside the scorched wall where blacked fragments of draperies still clung to the traverse rods. Simon found a lamp that wasn’t broken and Reardon located the wall switch. Light made the scene even more depressing.

Reardon crouched behind the burned chair and found a walnut table with one leg broken and the fragment stuck in the shattered remains of a large mosaic ashtray that had leaked butts and ashes all over the carpet. He examined the cigarette butts. They were a mentholated brand with a mouthpiece that showed smudges of lipstick.

“She must have been sitting in this chair smoking when the fire started,” he said. “It spread to the drapes and—zowie!”

“I wonder why she didn’t run for the door,” Simon said.

Reardon looked across the room. It was at least fifteen feet to the hall door. He crossed the space and examined the lock.

“The safety’s on,” he said. “Maybe she tried to get out and panicked. It has happend. If she had been drinking her reflexes were slowed down. She might even have ben asleep.”

“Where’s the telephone?” Simon asked.

“I saw one on the kitchen wall.”

“It has a short cord. When I talked to her at three I had the impression she walked into another room with the telephone while we were talking.”

“Try the bedroom.”

It was a one-bedroom apartment but the rooms were large and airy. Behind a bank of utility closets they found the bedroom door—open. Inside the room a king-size bed, hastily made with lumps still showing under a psychedelic-print spread, was flanked by lamp tables. On one of them was a white telephone with a cord long enough to reach into the living room. On each table were ashtrays partially filled with cigarette butts. One tray held the mentholated brand, the other was half-filled with a regular brand with cork tips. No lipstick. Opposite the bed was a portable television. A large dresser with a mirror and a small chest of drawers completed the furnishings. A closet-lined hall led to the bathroom—tub with shower, cabinet-type lavatory with an imitation marble top that extended over the toilet tank, and a small dressing table. The floor was carpeted with soft yellow shag that had escaped the worst of the firemen’s damage but still carried a few large, soggy footprints.

“She sounded sleepy—a little slow responding on the telephone,” Simon reflected. “It might have been because she wasn’t anxious to have me come over. I had the impression that one of the party guests had stayed the night.”

“Probably Corman,” Reardon said. “They were pretty close.”

“You’ve checked that out?”

“Naturally. I’ve had Mary Sutton watched since Barney came up missing. He might try to contact her.”

“All the way from South America?”

“If that’s where he is. We don’t know that, do we? We don’t even know that the man who called himself Barry Anderson and took a Braniff flight south was really Barney. Lots of men limp. I’ve known wilder coincidence than that in my years of police work.”

“Do you think Barney took the money?”

Reardon opened the medicine cabinet above the lavatory and began to take a silent inventory of the contents. Dentifrice, hair spray, suntan lotion—”In my position I have to think so until he proves otherwise,” Reardon admitted. “Naturally, I can’t tell that to Carole—but she’s no fool. Only one man is missing from Pacific Guaranty. That’s important. The two of us know Barney and we’re wondering why the hell he did it, if he did it. Lieutenant Wabash isn’t emotionally involved in the case. Last night he said: ‘Why think about motive? No man needs a motive to take a million bucks. He takes it because it’s possible.’ Wabash could be right, you know.”

“But Barney—”

“Is a human being like the rest of us. He may have been a football hero but that was a long time ago. The real world is rough on heroes. Especially Barney’s world.”

Reardon opened a bottle of aspirin and shook one out into his palm. He scrutinized it. “Bayer,” he said, and returned it to the bottle. He opened another bottle and shook out a few smaller pills. He touched one to his tongue. “No label,” he said. “Maybe birth control. I understand no modern girl is without them today.” He checked out the Listerine mouth wash, the iodine and a couple of brand-name sleeping aids. He found a thermometer and a hypodermic needle. He found a bottle of wheat germ tablets, several vitamins and several face creams and then opened a small jar labled “hormone cream” and scowled at the contents.

“Does this look like cream to you?” he asked.

Simon looked into the jar. It contained a fine white powder.

“I keep shaving cream in an empty peanut can,” Simon said. “Broke the jar and couldn’t find anything else to hold it.”

Reardon took a pinch of the powder and touched it to his lips. “This isn’t shaving cream,” he said, “it’s hard stuff.”

“Heroin? Mary Sutton?”

Reardon nodded. “Tough to swallow, isn’t it? The stuff shows up everywhere. Maybe that’s why she sounded slow on the telephone—and why she isn’t responding to treatment. I’m going to call the hospital.” Reardon re-capped the jar and stuffed it into the pocket of the coat he was still carrying over his arm. Then he pulled out a few sheets of Kleenex from the wall dispenser and wrapped up the hypodermic needle carefully before putting it into his inside coat pocket. He closed the medicine cabinet and returned to the telephone in the bedroom. He was dialling when Simon returned to the living room.

The light was still blazing. On the floor where Reardon had found the ashtray Simon spotted a familiar object. He picked it up and dusted off the soot. It was a flight schedule. The same schedule, or one like it, that he had seen in Mary Sutton’s desk. It hit him then, suddenly, as if the last three or four hours had been a bad dream and he was beginning to wake up, that he shouldn’t have given her that hour of grace when he telephoned. He shouldn’t have telephoned at all. He should have come to see her—cold. He should have hit her with a verbal attack that would force out of her everything she knew or even suspected, because Mary Sutton had to know all the angles at Pacific Guaranty. The apartment was nice—or had been before the fire. The furniture was expensive—the rent must be at least 200 a month. Mary Sutton had come a long way in her brief years and she had to be tough as nails under that charming façade. She probably had a good salary for a woman, but the main difference between a man and a woman these days was usually about $7,000 a year and anyone with normal intelligence would resent that—perhaps enough to participate in a robbery that would wipe out the inequity for life. More than anything he wanted to talk to Mary Sutton and he couldn’t—not tonight—perhaps never. He heard Reardon coming back from the bedroom. At the same time he heard a key scratching helplessly at the hall door the manager had nailed shut. Reardon heard it too. Instinctively, he turned off the overhead light and motioned Simon to keep quiet. After a few seconds the key stopped scratching. Muffled footsteps moved away from the door.

“I’ve got to see who that was,” Reardon whispered. He walked through the living room back into the kitchen area and was approaching the service door when the sound of the scratching key came again. Reardon stepped back behind the door as it opened. Paul Corman walked into the apartment.

Corman looked haggard. He hadn’t shaved for at least 24 hours. His hair was rumpled. He wore a tweed jacket over a turtle-necked sweater, slacks that looked as if they had been slept in, and rubber-soled brogans that made a hissing sound on the carpet. He stood in the middle of the kitchen floor and called out: “Mary, I’m back. I came back to apologize, honey. I didn’t mean a damned word that I said—” Then he saw Simon standing in front of the burned-out débris and his jaw fell down into the folds of the turtle neck. “You still here?” he said hoarsely. “My God, what’s happened?” There was no way to answer him until his eyes took in the whole scene. By that time Simon realized the man was drunk.

“Mary!” Corman yelled. “What have you done to Mary?”

“I haven’t done anything to her,” Simon said. “There was a fire. She’s in the hospital.”

Corman’s brain couldn’t seem to comprehend. “Don’t lie to me!” he bellowed. “Mary didn’t want you to come here but you had to come anyway. Why couldn’t you leave her alone? If you’ve hurt my girl I’ll kill you, you over-paid shyster!”

Corman lunged across the room. He was small but wiry. He was all over Simon before he could side-step the attack and his fists, flailing at Simon’s head and into his stomach, were like anvil blows. A volcano of hostility was erupting and even if Simon was the innocent bystander who got in the way there was no time for objective analysis. Simon tasted blood in his mouth and lashed out at something that felt like flesh and cracked like jawbone. A few more pieces of broken furniture wouldn’t matter now. Corman crashed against the sideboard, shattering the rest of Mary Sutton’s ceramic display. With an animal roar he lunged forward again and this time the momentum alone was enough to send Simon sprawling on the floor. Before he could get up again the huge feet of Captain Reardon stepped over him, and the huge right hand of Captain Reardon ploughed into Corman’s middle and bounced him back into the cushionless chair where he folded like a wet newspaper and didn’t move.

“Are you all right?” Reardon asked Simon.

Simon scrambled to his feet and made sure his head was still attached to his neck. “Physically, yes. Psychologically—”

“Cool it!” Reardon ordered. “Both of you!”

The admonition was wasted on Corman. He leaned forward and buried his head in his hands. For a moment it seemed that the manager might have vomit to clean from the damaged carpet but Corman just shuddered a bit and then raised his head. He looked around the room as if slowly becoming aware of the débris of disaster. The scorched smell of fire still lingered in the room. Eventually his eyes fixed on the boarded window. “Fire,” he mumbled, doing a slow re-take on Simon’s words. “Mary in the hospital.”

“She went through the window like a flaming torch,” Simon said.

Horror was replacing the fury on Corman’s face. “You were here.”

It was both a statement and a question. Simon shook his head. “On the street. On my way up. I never talked to her at all.”

“It’s still your fault,” Corman muttered. “If you hadn’t called we wouldn’t have quarrelled. She said you were coming and I told her not to talk to you. We had a few words and I left with my steam up. I wanted her to go with me—up to Mammoth. Somewhere away from this Amling mess.”

“Why didn’t you want her to talk to me?” Simon asked.

“I told you. She needed to forget Amling. He’s gone with the loot—we all know that. The great Golden God had feet of clay.” Corman’s fingers worked at his jacket pocket and pulled out a crumpled package of cigarettes. He took one out and looked about for a match. The cigarette had a cork tip. “Everybody knew it but Mary,” he added bitterly. “She was still carrying a torch.”

“I thought Mary was your girl,” Simon said.

“Sometimes—on lonely nights. I’m the boy who keeps away the things that go whoosh in the dark. It was Amling she cared about and he never gave her a tumble. Why did you have to butt in, Drake? I had just about convinced her that we should drive up to Mammoth—”

Corman couldn’t find a match so he dropped the cigarette to the floor. He came slowly to his feet and the fury began to flood back into his eyes. “She would have been out of here—safe with me instead of here in a burning room!” he shouted.

The telephone began to ring.

“Shut up and sit down,” Reardon ordered.

“I could have made her forget about Amling. Damn you, Drake—”

“The telephone is ringing,” Reardon bellowed. “Don’t you move—either of you—until I get back.”

Simon and Paul Corman stood measuring each other like a pair of fighting cocks with an interrupted main event, while Reardon went back into the bedroom to answer the telephone. He was gone for about three minutes that seemed an hour and a half, because the decorative wall clock the firemen had missed stood at fifteen minutes past nine. The hospital had called to tell Reardon that Mary Sutton was dead.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THAT’S THE WAY it went. A man tried to do a favour for an old flame who had married a very nice guy and ended up playing heavy in a lop-sided triangle nobody could ever straighten out. Corman took the news like a man being given the death sentence. He was sobbing when Reardon turned out the lights and led the way through the service door and down the stairs where he returned the key to the manager and told him not to let anyone into the apartment. Mary Sutton was dead and her death was a police matter. Corman drove his own car to the hospital. Simon rode back with Reardon but didn’t go inside. He had a bruise on his jaw the size of a golf ball and felt a deep need for the tender remonstrations of his wife. He got into his own car and drove back to the hotel where he found Wanda, still wearing her coat, sitting up in bed staring at the late show and chewing her cuticle. It was an old John Wayne picture and she never chewed cuticle for John Wayne. It had to be worry over Mary Sutton. He mixed a couple of drinks from the bottle of Scotch and then told her everything that had transpired since he had put her into the cab. She cried a little over Mary Sutton and fussed a little over his bruise. Then she fell asleep on his shoulder without removing her coat. Simon napped intermittently until grey light at the windows indicated a new day in the wings and everybody could be thankful that Thanksgiving was over for another year.

The morning paper hadn’t picked up the Mary Sutton death story in the early edition that came on the coffee tray, but it did announce the termination of the overcast. Simon gave Wanda permission to drive her little compact back to the beach if she stayed on the freeway inland from the coastal fog. As soon as she pulled out of the garage he headed the Jaguar towards the office of David G. Adler.

It was on the ground floor of one of the older buildings that survived the widening of Fairfax Avenue. Simon drove into the parking-lot and walked back to the front door. A buzzer sounded as he stepped inside but the office was empty. It was about the size of a double garage with two desks, four chairs and the rest of the area taken up by filing cabinets and bookshelves. A partition at the rear of the room marked off what Simon supposed to be the stairway to the upper floor until a bumping, rolling sound preceded a hearty-voiced: “Don’t go away. I’m coming as fast as this contraption will move.”

Simon advanced towards the sound and saw a barrel-chested man with curly grey hair manipulating a powered wheel-chair with a combination of expertise and boyish glee. He was about 45 and must have been quite an athlete before his legs became useless stumps lost in the folds of his gabardine slacks. The slacks were held up by striped suspenders that showed beneath an unbuttoned cardigan as he steered the chair down the ramp from the second level. He made a smooth turn into the office and rolled into place behind the second desk.

“You’re Simon Drake,” he said. “Recognize you from your picture in the paper when you married Wanda Call. Lucky bum!”

“I agree,” Simon said.

“And I’m Adler,” the man added. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I usually have a receptionist but nobody’s working until Monday except you and me.” Adler opened the top drawer of his desk and took out a rather thick file. “I live in the upstairs apartment,” he added. “After our talk yesterday I came downstairs and did a little research on Alverna Castile. You know interesting people, Drake. Not quite up to your usual clientèle.”

“I don’t know her at all,” Simon said. “I just know of her. When I was in college her name was bandied about the frat houses quite a bit.”

Adler chuckled. “That must have been about the same time I was in the army getting ready to leave some of my anatomy in Korea. Alverna had several houses then. The fancy one, the one the newspapers called the Love Chalet in the Mount Waterman recreational area, and cut-rate places at San Diego and Long Beach. The Love Chalet was strictly first class. One hundred dollars a night in the days when a hundred dollars was real money.”

Adler opened the file as he spoke and his fingers, as long and tapered as a musician’s, withdrew a carefully-typed, double-spaced sheet of legal-size paper.

“I have a contact in the profession who specializes in this sort of thing,” he added. “I called him last night and he sent over everything he had on Alverna. I’ve condensed the material in this profile, but the press clippings and other data are here for you to double-check.” He began to read from the typed sheet. “Alverna Castile, born 19 June 1932. Daughter of Maria Castile, a prostitute, and Donald Castile, a dock worker who was killed on the job when Alverna was three. Whether or not the mother was a prostitute before this event is unknown. Probably not. But by the time of Maria’s death when Alverna was fourteen, the daughter was already in the trade. She was supporting a half-brother, Anthony, aged five, father unknown.

“Alverna was made a ward of the court and placed in a juvenile home, and this is interesting because it’s the only time in her life that she ever appeared before a judge. She was a witness in the trial you mentioned on the telephone yesterday and, by that time, one of the most successful madames in the ancient trade, but she never was convicted of any charge or served a day of her adult life in jail.”

“Good connections,” Simon said.

“The best. At the time of the Smalley affair—he was the policeman who was dismissed from the force on a bribery charge and yelled foul, naming all those glamorous names that made the headlines in ‘57—she was rumoured to have the wealthiest clientèle this side of Polly Adler. Smalley, incidentally, never proved any of his charges and left the area shortly thereafter—probably at the request of his insurance agency. I don’t know where he is now. My informant suggests Miami but that’s hearsay.”

“I’m not interested in Smalley,” Simon said. “I’m interested in Alverna.”

“Right. Alverna escaped from the juvenile hall before her fifteenth birthday and married a longshoreman twenty years her senior. His name was Joseph Carnes. Marriage kept Alverna out of the courts and that’s apparently what it was for because she seems to have gone right back to her old trade.”

“What happened to Carnes?”

“Died of acute alcoholism in 1954. I doubt that they ever lived together as man and wife but Alverna, who had gotten up off her back and became an entrepreneur, paid all his bills at the sanatorium where he spent most of the last three years of his life. She never married again. At the time of the Smalley inquiry she was only twenty-five and reputed to be worth three hundred thousand dollars. Like any smart peasant she put her money in land. She owned all the properties where her houses were located including fifty acres of resort lands surrounding the Chalet. The Chalet burned to the ground in ‘59. Maybe arson but it was never proved. All that’s still standing is a brick barn and a few sheds. She sold off the land after the fire—all but a couple of acres around the barn. It’s enclosed with an electrified fence and a lot of ‘Keep Out’ signs. I haven’t checked it out but presumably she still owns the property. Smart peasants always keep something in reserve.”

“When did she get out of the vice field?”

Adler’s eyes crinkled in an appreciative smile. “How do you know she did?”

“Because I think she’s changed her name and is operating in a legit field now.”

“You’re right. After that fire in ‘59—in the winter, I think, November or December—Alverna Castile dropped out of sight. All her properties were sold off including, I suppose, the famous card file. Within a year nobody talked about Alverna Castile again. She was issued a passport in 1961 and spent some time abroad. The only thing I have of a later date that pertains to her in any way is a 1965 conviction of Anthony Castile on the charge of assault with intent to kill.”

“The half-brother.”

“Yes. He had gone into a foster home when the mother died and ran up quite a record with the juvenile authorities. Like Alverna, he escaped conviction and we can assume it was her money that kept him out of jail. Attempted murder is another matter. He was no longer a juvenile and he drew a ten-year sentence.”

“Where is he now?”

“San Quentin. He lost his chance for parole a couple of years later when he was in a knifing mêlée that put him in the hospital for a while. Either Alverna’s money couldn’t help him any more or she washed her hands of him somewhere along the line. There’s no evidence that they were ever close.”

“Any pictures?” Simon asked.

Adler thumbed through the file and took out two newspaper clippings dating back to the 1957 affair. One picture showed a well-dressed young woman with a movie-queen figure holding a large handbag over her face. The other photo caught her full-face and angry. Fifteen years could make a lot of difference in anyone’s appearance, but Simon was convinced this was the same woman who had been photographed twice in the company of Barney Amling. He took out the two photos and placed them beside the clipping.

“What do you think?” he asked Adler.

The investigator leaned over the desk and snapped on an intensity lamp for closer scrutiny. “Alverna Castile,” he said.

“Now she calls herself Verna Castle. She owns The Golden Fleece restaurant, the Manina View Inn and lives on a yacht at Marina del Rey.”

Adler still stared at the photo. “She’s better looking now,” he said. “What’s she doing with Barney Amling?”

“That’s what I’m hiring you to find out. I’m Amling’s lawyer.”

Adler whistled softly. “Wouldn’t the newspapers like to know about this. Not to mention the police and the FBI!”

“Luckily, they don’t,” Simon said. “Verna Castle took out a loan from Pacific Guaranty two years ago. I want to know how big the loan was and what rate of interest she pays—if any. I also want to know if there’s any connection between Verna Castle and Vincent Pucci, another Pacific Guaranty customer.”

Alder leaned back in the wheel-chair and drummed his fingers on the top of the desk. He might be crippled below the waist but he was still a dynamo of energy waiting to be turned on.

“Do you think Amling took the million dollars?” he asked.

“Nine hundred and fifty thousand,” Simon corrected, “and I don’t think he took it unless there was some tremendous pressure. I think he was blackmailed.”

“Is that a hunch or do you have facts?”

“At the moment it’s a hunch and the egotistical belief that I know something about Amling’s character. He’s a family man, Adler, and he had it made. He had no reason to throw his life away. These pictures were taken within the last two months before his disappearance. I’m not going to tell you who took them or how they came into my possession, but I do want to know why Amling met Verna Castle at her restaurant on at least two occasions and why he spent at least one night in a suite she maintains at the hotel. I don’t think it had anything to do with passion.”

“I’ve got a hunch you’re right,” Adler said. “The old Alverna was too hard-nosed a businesswoman to give anything away. I’ll tell you a little story to illustrate what I mean. When I was in boot camp in ‘52 the Chalet was a thriving enterprise. Some of the fellows in my squad decided it would be great to go up there on a weekend pass, but that came to two big bills and none of us had that kind of money. So we set up a raffle—twenty tickets at ten dollars a piece. I was in on it but I didn’t win and that was a relief. You might not suspect it, but I was a shy country boy at the time. The fellow who won was hell-bent for anything. He was just ahead of me in the action that cost me the use of my legs. They took him home from Korea in a box. But he had his weekend with all the trimmings: Champagne, massage, the girl of his choice for two nights. Before he left he told the girl about the raffle and she was so amused she told Alverna. Well, Alverna said it wasn’t right that a kid who was going overseas to fight for his country should be out so much money for a little fun so she got generous. But not too generous. She returned his contribution—all ten dollars of it. Do you want to take the file with you?”

“After that story I’ll have to get to know Alverna better,” Simon said. “I’ll go over it in detail when I get back to the beach. I’m giving you my card with my home telephone number. Call me as soon and as often as you learn anything interesting. Did you know that Amling’s secretary died last night?”

Adler nodded. “It was on the radio just before you came in. She died as a result of injuries incurred when she jumped out of a window to escape a fire in her apartment.”

“Maybe,” Simon said, “but I’d like to see the autopsy report if you can arrange it. I was in the street outside that apartment when she came out of the window. Have you ever seen anyone try to escape from a burning building by jumping backwards?”





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

IF AN ORDINARY citizen saw a girl fall to her death and suspected she was pushed he might, if he had enough Chutzbah, tell the police. Normally, he would forget it. Simon had the Chutzbah, but he was still Barney Amling’s lawyer and didn’t know if his client was at home or abroad, alive or dead. He might even have been in Mary Sutton’s apartment helping her through the window. One thing he did know: the torch Paul Corman insisted the dead woman carried for her missing boss had been large enough to light up the sky. It was obvious that she would have covered for him if he needed cover. But even unrequited love has a breaking point. If Knox Reardon suspected foul play when he made that careful search of her apartment he was keeping it to himself. What was smart for a policeman was just as smart for a lawyer and so Simon kept his suspicions from everyone except David Adler, who knew privileged communication when he heard it. Simon left the detective’s office with the Castile file locked in the trunk of his car and headed for Marina del Rey.

It was a holiday weekend and, chill wind or no, boat lovers flocked to their floating escapes like convicts with a three-day rehabilitation pass. The parking-lots were filled almost to capacity and most of the gates leading to the berths were unlocked because the boat owners were bringing in groceries for the holiday. The sky had cleared, the sea was calm. Like long-necked birds the sailing craft that headed out to sea glided swiftly under power with all sails furled inside blue or gold canvas protective covers. From a public telephone booth Simon called a friend, an airline pilot who lived in one of the marina apartment complexes, and asked about Verna Castle’s boat. It turned out to be as much of a secret as the Queen Mary. It was a 48-foot Chris Craft, custom designed for the original owner with an aft stateroom large enough to contain a queen-size bed. Verna Castle had purchased it eighteen months ago and it hadn’t been out of the harbour since she took possession. Apparently she was no kind of a sailor. She just liked living on the boat. She had re-christened it Funky Frigate and, although Simon’s friend didn’t know the berth number, he did know the area where it was anchored. Armed with that information Simon had little difficulty locating the craft. Finding the gate to the boats locked, Simon waited until a grocery-laden lady approached key in hand. When the gate was unlocked Simon waved both arms at a man sunning himself on the flying bridge of a fishing cruiser and yelled: “Hi! Waiting for me?” The man waved back guiltily, as if trying to remember what pest he had invited aboard during his last drunk, and Simon slipped through the gate without question.

The Funky Frigate was at the very end of the floating dock. She was gleaming white with a flush deck and an extended hardtop. All the chrome was polished and the master’s flag was flying. She was beautiful but no competition for the girl with ash blonde hair hanging halfway down her back who was climbing down the accommodation ladder to the dock. The girl was about eighteen with everything assembled exactly right. Her faded blue tee-shirt and white duck shorts fitted as if they had been sprayed on like body paint, and her face had a scrubbed clean look that defied suntan. She stepped down on to the deck and turned towards Simon, fixing him with a wide, blue stare that showed no interest except mild surprise.

“Do I know you?” she asked.

Her voice was a husky whisper.

“No,” Simon said, “but that can be remedied. I’m looking for the Funky Frigate. I heard she was for sale.”

“You’ve got the right boat but the wrong information,” the girl said.

“Maybe that can be remedied too,” Simon said. “May I go aboard?”

The girl didn’t reply. Simon’s answer came from the deck.

“Cherry, tell the man to get lost. And while you’re in the liquor store see if they have any of that bitter lemon mix I like. We used up the last bottle yesterday.”

Simon looked up. It was Verna Castle all right. She wasn’t dressed as fancily as in the photos with Barney Amling. Her dark red hair hadn’t just been groomed in the beauty parlour and her orange float coat didn’t come embroidered with jewels. She wore sun-glasses, a white knit shirt, faded blue jeans and canvas shoes that looked as if she had been walking through a swamp. He could see them because he was already more than half way up the ladder. “The boat isn’t for sale,” she said.

Simon climbed on to the deck anyway. “I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “I own an Erickson twenty-seven. Now that I’m married I thought I might go for something larger.”

He couldn’t see her eyes very well through the sun-glasses, but he had the uneasy feeling that Verna Castle was reading him like yesterday’s headlines. When the girl called Cherry hesitated, the woman waved her on with an impatient gesture. “I can handle this,” she said casually. “If you see Freddie and Rod ask them to drop by this afternoon. I feel like some cut-throat gin-rummy.” When Cherry moved off down the dock with a rear-view mobility that was wondrous to behold, Simon sighed audibly. Verna whipped off the dark glasses and glared at him. “That’s my niece, Cherry Lane,” she said. “Hands off and eyes front.”

Simon grinned. “I told you I was married. It’s just nice to know they’re still being made that way.”

“All right, you’ve looked. Now shove off, sailor.”

“I haven’t seen the boat. Most people who own something in this class like to show it off.”

“The next time I give a party I’ll let you know. On second thoughts, I don’t think I will. Your face is beginning to seem as familiar as your manner—and you’re no sailor.”

“That’s what the Marina Beach Yacht Club keeps telling me,” Simon said, “but I try. My name is Simon Drake. You may know me better as the man who married Wanda Call—or even as Barney Amling’s lawyer.”

The light of discovery must have been too bright for Verna Castle. She put the dark glasses on again. Before she could do anything else, Simon whipped out the envelope containing the two photos and let her see the contents. See—not touch.

“Where did you get these?” she demanded.

“I can’t tell you that. What you can tell me is why you were dining with Amling and why he spent a night in your private suite at the Marina View Inn.”

“Get lost!” Verna said.

“Your vocabulary is limited,” Simon observed. “Mine isn’t. I make my living talking. Now I can show these photos to the police or to the FBI. I can even show them to the newspapers. That would really make a hot story because the newspaper morgues still have the story on Alverna Castile and her lucrative trade in upper-class prostitution. People get tired of reading about wars. They might enjoy reading about you again and that could endanger your social standing with the yacht club set.”

He tried to sound menacing. It was discomforting to hear her sharp laughter.

“Get with it!” she said. “Haven’t you heard of the new morality? If word gets around about my past I’ll be the most popular hostess afloat.”

“That’s possible,” Simon conceded. “Especially if somebody thinks you’ve got a piece of the missing nine hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

Verna Castle didn’t laugh.

“Fink!” she said.

“You’ll have to do something about that vocabulary, Alverna. You give yourself away every time you open your mouth. Now suppose you just explain your business with Barney and we can be friends.”

“You called it,” she said. “It was business. Only business.”

“Barney had a very nice office for conducting business.”

“He also has a very nice home in Palos Verdes which isn’t too far from here. It was easy for him to stop by on his way home from work.”

“But he didn’t go home.”

“Lawyer,” Verna said wearily, “the only reason I keep that suite at the Inn is for business conferences and as a convenience to friends. The truth is, I’m scared to death of freeways. I do very little driving any more. Now you, being a sailor, must know there’s a new marina at Dana Point. The Golden Fleece is doing so well I’ve been thinking of trying another restaurant down there. For expansion of business I need capital. Barney Amling dispenses capital. I’ve been doing business with him for years. I have a good credit rating.”

“And all of this was just in the nature of discussing a new loan?”

“Exactly. The night Barney stayed over at the Inn was one of those messy, foggy nights and he was tired. He complained of a headache. I told him to stay over and sleep it off. If he had any other reasons—like trouble at home, for instance—he was too much of a gentleman to discuss it with me. If you really are his lawyer you must know that.”

“Keep talking,” Simon said. “I may be buying.”

“There’s nothing else to talk about. This thing about his disappearance and the Pacific Guaranty shortage was as much of a shock to me as to anyone else. I called Ralph McClary the day the story broke and got full assurance that the money was insured. I’m a depositor, too.”

“Then you haven’t heard from Amling?”

“Of course not. I don’t know how you got these pictures. Maybe Barney’s wife is neurotic and hired a private detective to check up on her handsome husband. That’s her problem. I haven’t catered to an errant husband in over a decade. Check it out.”

“All right,” Simon said, “but these photos were made within the last two months. Maybe you can help me in another way. If you’ve done business with Barney for several years you might have noticed any change in his behaviour. You mentioned a headache. Did he seem to have any other problems you could pin-point?”

“Such as?”

“When you dined with him—did he drink anything intoxicating?”

“Do you see any liquor glasses at his place at the table?” Verna countered. “Just a water glass. You must know that Barney Amling was an alcoholic. Alcoholics can’t drink.”

“And you’ve had some experience with alcoholics, haven’t you? Do you remember the name of the sanatorium where your husband died?”

Verna’s body stiffened under that blousey jacket. “Mr Drake,” she said, “I’m not answering any more questions. I think it’s time for you to go unless you want me to call the marina patrol and have you put off my boat.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Simon said. “I can look it up.”

“You can also get into a lot of trouble if you try to give me aggravation,” Verna said. “I was born on a boat, Mr Drake. Did you know that? A barge. A barge in San Pedro harbour. It didn’t have a queen-size bed or two heads with gold fixtures the way this yacht does. It was a crummy place to be born and a crummy place to live, so I don’t live that way any more. I’ve got it made, and a woman with that kind of a beginning doesn’t make it without learning how to protect herself from the killer sharks. Now if you look over your right shoulder you’ll see two of my friends coming to play gin. They like me. If I tell them that I don’t like you, they won’t like you either.”

Simon looked. The two friends were tall. One had a barrel chest and wore his shirt unbuttoned to show a lot of greying black hair. He had the shoulders of a Ram tackle and a pair of lethal-looking hands. His companion was boyishly slender, younger and wore a little Swedish-type yachting cap. He carried something in a loosely knit tote bag which he held high as they neared the boarding ladder.

“Cherry delivered the message and we decided to come early,” he called up to Verna. “We have a lobster and you have that fabulous galley going to waste.”

“Wonderful!” Verna cried. “Too bad you can’t stay for dinner, Mr Drake. Rod’s the best cook in the marina. Freddie’s gifted too. He was the heavyweight boxer of the Sixth Naval District—or some such thing.”

Simon took a good look at Freddie and friend. “I have a new pair of pyjamas and a karate robe you fellows would love,” he said, “but Miss Castle is right. I was just leaving.”

Simon walked back up the dock and met Cherry Lane at the gate. She didn’t seem to notice him. She hugged the bag from the liquor store to her bobbing breasts and sauntered off towards the Funky Frigate wearing an empty smile. She was as sensual as sin but the smoke from her fire wasn’t blowing his way. Simon looked after her, pondering the many facets of the new morality and the odds against Alverna Castile’s half-brother having sired such a daughter in his early teens, and then returned to the Jaguar. He was locking the photos in the trunk with Adler’s file when he saw Verna Castle come trotting up the deck and through the gate. He thought for just a moment that she might be coming after him. Instead, she hurried to the pay phone and began pumping coins into the box like a masochist pumping a Las Vegas slot machine. He ducked inside the car and watched her complete the call. The extra coins meant that it was to a point out of the area. She got her party and began to talk heatedly, waving her free hand as if the phone booth was full of gnats. Once she stopped to put in a few more coins for overtime. By that time Simon realized that a woman who lived aboard her boat must have a telephone there but a call of that nature couldn’t be made with guests aboard. She finished the conversation with a gesture of impatience or despair, slamming the receiver back on the hook. She walked back towards the boats at a slower pace with her shoulders hunched against the chilly air. She wasn’t as invulnerable as she seemed.


• • •


When Simon reached The Mansion he learned that Hannah had given Wanda a sedative and sent her upstairs to bed. It was a good place for her. She was unnerved enough from seeing Mary Sutton plunge to her death through a fiery window without being drawn further into the Amling affair. Hannah thrived on mystery and had to be brought up to date on Simon’s activities since he went off in search of The Golden Fleece. He showed her Kevin’s photos and Adler’s file on Alverna Castile. She was fascinated.

“I remember the scandal well. Some of my dearest friends were incommunicado until it blew over. Alverna never wasted her personal attentions on any but the well-heeled. I knew a countess, a genuine one, who was one of Alverna’s top-salaried courtesans—by choice, of course. The whole operation worked that way. None of that sordid underworld business of picking up stray runaways and giving them the knock-’em down, beat-’em up, rape routine to make passive little sex machines out of them. Alverna had style.”

“And brains,” Simon said. “Just the same, there’s more to her meetings with Amling than she said. I shook her up. I’d give a pretty penny to know who she called from that pay phone.”

“Think back. What did you say that shook her up the most?”

“I think it was when I asked the name of the sanatorium where her husband died. He was an alcoholic.”

“And Barney Amling was an alcoholic.”

“That’s right. Hannah, you may have hit on the tie between Amling and Alverna. I’m going to call Carole and see if she remembers the place where Barney took the cure.”

Simon went into the den and looked up Dr Larson’s telephone number. He was starting to dial when he saw a black Cadillac coming up the driveway. The sedan stopped and the front doors opened. Dr Larson and Carole Amling got out. Simon put down the telephone and met them at the front door.

“Perfect timing,” he said. “I was about to call you.”

“I thought Carole needed a drive,” Larson explained. “We started out for nowhere and ended up here.”

“Good. Come on in. I’ll buy you a drink.”

“Could you make it tea?” Carole asked. “Barney and I have become great tea drinkers over the years. It’s a nice habit.”

Hannah, delighted to have an occasion to use the antique silver tea service she had picked up at a rummage sale, hurried off to the kitchen. Simon scooped up the photos and the Verna Castle dossier and dumped them into a drawer of a Victorian table with the ease of a host tidying up for guests. Carole and Dr Larson sat down on a velvet upholstered love seat and tried not to look like two people perched on the edge of a smoking volcano.

“Carole has decided to go home after the holidays,” Larson said. “I told her she was welcome to stay at my place as long as she likes but the woman is stubborn.”

“The boys have to go back to school,” Carole explained. “It will probably be horrible for them after the recent headlines, but they might as well start living with it. Little Jake doesn’t know anything about the Pacific Guaranty scandal yet, but I’ll try to tell him before Monday.”

“That’s the worst of it,” Larson said, “the children—”

“No,” Carole said firmly. “The worst of it is being in love with your man who is in trouble and not knowing where he is or how to help him.”

“That’s what I was going to call you about,” Simon said. “I need some information about Barney. Do either of you remember the name of the sanatorium he entered during that period of separation?”

“It was a long time ago,” Carole said. “I was never there but Eric was. Do you remember, Eric?”

Dr Larson adjusted his glasses and scowled. “It was in Hollywood—an old house up in the Los Feliz hills. Private. It may not be in operation any more.”

“But it must have had a name,” Simon prodded.

“It did. Something woodsey. Ferndale or something like that. A man and wife team ran it—a Dr Herrens, I think. If I had a classified directory of that area I might find it listed—if it still exists.”

“I have a full set of telephone directories—white and yellow—in my den,” Simon said. “I’d appreciate it, Larson, if you gave it a try.”

Simon ushered the doctor into his den and left him with the telephone directory file. He returned to Carole in the living room and found Hannah pouring tea. Carole took one lump of sugar and no lemon. She stirred the tea listlessly and then said:

“Why, Simon? Why is the sanatorium important?”

“I’m not sure that it is,” Simon said. “I have to start somewhere.”

“No word from Jack Keith?”

“Not so far. I’ve got another investigator helping me. We’re trying to find some motivation.”

“For Barney stealing that money? He didn’t, Simon!”

“I’m sorry, Carole. You asked me to help you find Barney and that’s what I’m trying to do. I may be on the wrong track but I’m trying. You’ll have to trust me. You were separated from Barney for almost a year as I recall.”

She smiled wryly. “Nine months. Giving birth to a husband was my hardest pregnancy. I wanted to go home to Papa Jake but I didn’t dare. He adored Barney and would have made me return to him immediately. That would have spoiled everything. I took Kevin and went to a hotel for the first few weeks. Then I got in touch with Eric and he helped me find a tiny house in West Hollywood where I could have a small yard for the baby. A month or so later I came to you and started the divorce.”

“Which never took place—thank God,” Simon said.

“Thank God,” she repeated.

“How were you reconciled?”

“Gradually. Somehow Barney found out I was seeing Eric. He went to Eric’s office and made a scene and Eric told him he would have to take me at my word that I wouldn’t go back to him until he stopped drinking. Barney was so anxious to make good at his new career. He bought the idea that social drinking would help him up the ladder. That’s ridiculous, of course. His career really soared after he quit the stuff, but it takes a lot of heartbreak for some people to learn that lesson. I remembered Barney the way he had been when we were married, and that’s the Barney I wanted to be the father of my child.”

“Did he enter the sanatorium after his talk with Eric?”

“I’m not sure when he went in. That was part of the agreement when we resumed our marriage—not to ask questions or dwell on the bitterness again. All I know is that he did contact Eric several months after the row and Eric visited the sanatorium. He told me about it and that Barney was serious. I wanted to go and see Barney then but Eric said it would be better to let him work out his problem alone. He was right. Barney didn’t try to contact me again until he was cured and had been back on the job for several months. He reached me through Eric and Eric took me home. All Barney ever said about the cure was that some men had to be knocked on the head before they could see straight.”

“Did he seem different after you went back to him?”

“He was more settled, if that’s what you mean. He didn’t seem afraid of his job any more. Barney’s always been conscientious about his work. He could keep loose playing football. He had to learn to do the same thing in business.” Carole put down her tea cup on the serving table and opened her purse. She took out a leather snapshot-fold and thumbed through it until she found what she was looking for. “Before and after,” she said, handing the open fold to Simon. “The picture on the left was taken a few weeks before I left Barney. I’d been on the verge of doing it for almost a year but couldn’t. I kept hoping he would straighten out by himself. The picture on the right was taken a few months after we started living together again. Do you see any difference?”

Simon studied the snapshots: typical Sunday afternoon family variety. In the first shot Barney was seated behind the steering wheel of an obviously new automobile—a blue and white Oldsmobile gleaming with chrome. Carole stood beside the driver’s door holding Kevin in her arms. The second snap was taken against a redwood fence. Barney was wearing a long barbecue apron. Carole and Kevin were holding paper plates in the manner of Oliver Twist asking for more.

“He looks more domesticated,” Simon said.

Carole smiled. “He was. Even to the car. That Olds was his pride and joy—our very first brand-new off-the-showroom model. It was so flashy Barney said he felt like a prostitute when he drove it, but we got it at a big knock-down price because the new models were coming out in a few weeks and the dealer was overstocked. When I went back to him the Olds was gone. He was driving a used Mercury—dark maroon. He said the Olds was a lemon—something wrong with the power steering. I suspected that he had to sell it to pay the sanatorium bills but I never asked him. Barney always handled the finances in the family. I’m just a spoiled-brat rich man’s daughter.”

“But not much of a spoiled brat,” Simon said.

“Thank you. I do my best. All I know is that I love Barney and I want him back.”

Carole picked up the tea cup again and drank deeply, in spite of the fact that it was probably stone cold by this time. Simon slipped the “before” snap out of the folder and asked if he could keep it for a while. “I suppose so,” she said, “if you need it.”

“I’ll take good care of it,” Simon said. What he didn’t say was that it might come in handy as identification if he had to make an extensive search for that sanatorium. He pocketed the snap and returned Carole’s folder just as Dr Larson returned from the den.

“We’re in luck,” Larson said. “The name of the place is Laurelwood and it’s still in operation. I made a call and asked for Dr Herrens. He’s retired but a man named Werner Fischer has taken over. I didn’t give any reason for calling. It’s up to you, Drake, if you want to dig further.”

“Thanks,” Simon said. “You’re staying for dinner, I hope.”

“Not if we’re going to get back to Ojai ahead of the fog. Did you ask Simon about what was troubling you, Carole?”

“Not yet. You heard about Mary Sutton’s death, didn’t you, Simon?”

“I witnessed it,” Simon said. “I was on my way to see her when she came through the window.”

“Then it was really an accident.”

“What else?” Simon asked.

“I thought—I was afraid she might have committed suicide.”

“Suicide?” Hannah echoed. “Why?”

“Because she was so hopelessly in love with Barney. Oh, don’t look shocked. It was obvious to everyone except Barney. I felt sorry for her. Years ago when women fell in love with my husband I got jealous. Lately I’ve learned just to feel sorry for them.”

“Were there many?” Hannah asked.

Carole smiled softly. “I stopped keeping score a long time ago.


• • •


I feel terrible about Mary. She was so young and lovely. I’d like to go to the funeral but I suppose the newspapers will make a fuss about this. I guess there’s no way to avoid the headlines.”

“Be an obscure failure,” Larson suggested. “I’m opposed to the funeral idea. You’ve been put through the wringer enough already, Carole.”

Larson was right. Nobody could help Mary Sutton now. Carole would be better off saving her strength for the long haul ahead. They said their goodbyes and drove off in the black Cadillac, leaving Simon’s own suspicions unspoken. When they were gone Hannah made an on-the-spot deduction.

“The doctor is in love with Barney Amling’s wife,” she said. “Wouldn’t it be strange if you were working on the wrong kind of triangle. Instead of looking for the woman who broke up Amling’s marriage and caused him to steal the company funds, maybe it was another man who reduced him to odd man out.”

That was the way matters stood on Friday evening two weeks after Barney had driven off into the dusk and never been seen again. Simon made a couple of sandwiches and a pot of coffee and went into his den where he spent the rest of the evening poring over the file on Alverna Castile and pondering results of his investigation to this point. He studied the snapshot he had borrowed from Carole and saw a young man grinning over the steering wheel of a flashy new car. Within about thirteen years the same man would be the head of a large Savings and Loan Association who drove a luxurious Continental sedan and probably traded it off every 20,000 miles without a backward glance. This was success, American style, with all the heartaches and ruthless decisions it entailed. Of course he had changed. That’s what life was—change. Was it as simple as Lieutenant Wabash and practically all of the millions who read the headlines and listened to the media news surmised? Was almost a million dollars in cash sufficient motivation for what everybody thought Barney had done? Could a man get as tired of success as of failure? Barney was no Gauguin, driven by his own demon to create his immortality in art. Was there something significant in that flashy, chrome bedecked new car—circa 1959? Was there a playboy lurking in Barney Amling’s executive heart waiting to break loose for one final broken-field run down the field for a touchdown?

Simon slipped a sheet of paper into his typewriter and pecked out the heading:


KNOWN FACTS


	Mileage on Barney’s car. (Where did he go when he left the Pacific Guaranty tower for the last time?)

	Extra luggage in addition to two-suiter. (Did it contain the missing cash?)

	Meetings with Verna Castle when he was supposed to be out of town. (The woman knows more than she’s telling.)

	Mary Sutton dead. (How and why?)

	Dictation tape containing emotional outburst. (Who was the embodiment of corruption Barney deemed deserving of death?)

	Transfer of property to his sons. (An accident of timing or deliberate?)

	Last-day luncheon with Vincent Pucci.

	Estrangement with long-time friend Knox Reardon.






Simon read over the list and added a footnote: Items 5, 6 and 8 could indicate growing emotional disturbance. (Is Barney sane? Is he alive?)


The last question seemed to type itself. Simon stared at it, shocked by his own subconscious. Two weeks was a long time for a family man to be missing. As Barney Amling or as Barry Anderson he would have to surface somewhere. He was about to add another footnote about the airline ticket to South America when the telephone on his desk began to ring.

He answered it quickly. It was almost midnight. He didn’t want the whole household disturbed.

Carole Amling was on the telephone. She sounded hysterical.

“Simon, can you come at once?” she asked.

“Where?” Simon queried.

“To the house at Palos Verdes. We’re going home immediately. I’ve just heard from Barney.”





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

SIMON DIDN’T ASK for details. He put down the telephone and went upstairs to get a jacket and coat. A light was showing under Hannah’s door and he had the uneasy feeling that she had been listening on the extension. He hoped not. He didn’t want to waste time on explanations. He did take time to write a brief note to Wanda telling her where he was going and slipped it under the door to her room where no light was showing. He wanted to look in on her but didn’t dare risk waking her. The distance from Larson’s clinic to the Amling house was almost the same as the distance he would have to travel. If he started immediately they might arrive simultaneously. He put on the jacket and car coat, transferred his wallet and keys and went back downstairs. The light under Hannah’s door was gone.

A light was showing in Chester’s apartment above the garage where he was cramming for his new appointment. Simon went into the garage and opened the door of the Jaguar.

“What took you so long?” Hannah said.

Wrapped in a voluminous, hooded cape she looked like a runaway monk hitching a ride.

“You were listening,” Simon said.

“Of course I was. I’m going with you.”

“You weren’t invited.”

“That’s the trouble. You’re treating me like an old auntie. We used to work together on cases before you married Wanda.”

“You’re jealous.”

“Of course I am. And if you try to put me out of the car I’ll scream until everybody wakes up. You won’t get away for hours.”

The only way to cope with Hannah was to take her at her word. If she threatened to scream, she would scream. Simon switched on the ignition and shifted into reverse. Ten minutes later he was on the freeway headed north. He was the first to arrive at the Amling estate. A light was showing on the ground floor. He rang the bell and waited until a gangling adolescent in robe and slippers opened the door a few inches and peered out apprehensively.

“I’m Simon Drake, Mrs Amling’s lawyer,” Simon said. “I’m expected.”

To his surprise the door opened immediately. Carole had called the house and briefed Norman on his coming. Hannah’s appearance evoked some misgivings, but when she swept into the entry hall swathed in the cape and bearing a silver-headed cane like a sceptre, Norman was left speechless. Except for the entry the only light in the house came from a television set in the family room. Norman, playing host, led the way. “This is a neat room,” he explained. “I bed down on the couch and watch TV until I go to sleep. I’ve got a swell horror movie on now if you’d like to watch.”

“I’m freezing,” Hannah said. “Simon, that looks like a bar across the room. See if there’s any brandy.”

Simon had barely time to find the bottle and fill Hannah’s request when new activity began at the front door. No doorbell this time. A key scratching at the lock, the door opening to admit Carole, her sons, and Dr Larson. Like Norman, Little Jake was in pyjamas and robe and barely awake. Carole immediately ordered the children upstairs to bed. Norman reluctantly turned off the television, as the swamp monster walked nonchalantly through a barrage of flame throwers, and accompanied his hosts. Quiet returned to the room with no loss of excitement.

Carole took a cablegram from her handbag and gave it to Simon.

“It was sent in my name to Eric’s place,” she said. “Barney must have known this house would be under surveillance.”

Simon read the cable aloud. It was date-lined Buenos Aires. The message was brief.


Dearest Squirrel

Alive and well in S.A. Don’t worry. Letter follows,

(signed) Bear.



“I know it’s really from Barney,” Carole said excitedly, “because of the pet names. He called me ‘squirrel’ when I did some silly thing like spending too much money for a painting, and then I would call him ‘bear’ for growling about it.”

“When did you receive it?” Simon asked.

“Just before I called you. The office telephoned first and we picked up the message on the way here. Eric knows the agent. He eopned up the office so we could verify the wording. Simon—” Carole fixed him with a determined stare. “—I’m going to Buenos Aires.”

“He doesn’t ask you to do that,” Larson insisted. “He says that a letter follows.”

“I don’t care. I’m going to find my husband!”

“You might lead him into a trap,” Simon said. “I’m sure the local police and the FBI are watching all flights to South America.”

“But there’s no extradition from Argentina.”

“That didn’t stop the Israelis from getting Eichmann out,” Hannah said. “They simply drugged him and dressed him up in an Israeli Airline uniform.”

“She’s right,” Larson said. “Go down there now and you’ll be putting Barney behind bars. Besides, you can’t leave the boys now. You know what an ordeal they’re facing.”

That was the argument that won over Carole. Defeated, she sank down on Norman’s make-shift bed and began to cry. Nobody tried to stop her. She had had a good cry coming for two weeks.

“At least you have heard something,” Simon said. “That’s better than silence.”

Carole found a handkerchief and blew her nose. “I’m all right now,” she said. “I couldn’t go immediately anyway. My passport’s expired. Barney always kept his up to date, but I didn’t travel as much as he did.”

“My passport’s good,” Hannah said eagerly.

Everybody looked at her strangely. It wasn’t the time for levity, but Hannah was serious. “I’ve kept it up religiously ever since my accident,” she said. “Even when I was bed-ridden. It kept my hope alive. What’s more important, Carole, is that I have friends in South America. One of them living in Buenos Aires was in the CIA in world war two, only they didn’t call it that then. He would have excellent connections.”

“Carole wants to help Barney—not have him arrested,” Simon said.

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about Alex. He hasn’t been a cloak-and-dagger man since we were the arsenal of democracy instead of hypocrisy. He’s married to one of my dearest friends and they’ve lived in Argentina for years. I can get off a cable right away—”

“You’re serious” Simon gasped.

“Of course I am, darling. Isn’t Carole serious?”

“But you can’t go alone.”

“Of course I can. Nobody will be watching my movements—not even J. Edgar Hoover.”

“Simon, if there’s any chance of finding Barney,” Carole said, “wouldn’t it be easier to do so before he has time to hole in somewhere?”

“Of course there’s a chance—but not this way. He needs someone who knows him and can talk like a Dutch uncle. Wait, I’ve got it. I can call my pilot friend and arrange for a private flight to Miami. My passport’s in order, too. From Miami I can take a scheduled flight south without arousing suspicion.”

“We can take a scheduled flight,” Hannah said. “Do you speak Spanish?”

“Do you?”

“No, but my friends do. They’ll have the proper contacts and know how to cut red tape. Time really is important, isn’t it?”

Carole’s face gave the answer to that question. “All right,” Simon conceded, “we’ll go.”

“Good!” Hannah cried. “I’ll get a cable off to my friends—”

“Not until I’ve finished with the telephone. Carole—?”

“There’s one in the entry hall,” Carole said. “I’m going into the kitchen to make coffee.”

By the time Simon completed his call all the others were in the kitchen. He joined them there and explained over coffee that the flight was set. “All we have to do is be at the Grange County airport at ten o’clock sharp tomorrow morning. He’s calling ahead to get us ticketed through to Buenos Aires. The reservations will be waiting for us at the Miami international.”

Hannah’s eyes were shining with excitement. “That doesn’t leave much time to pack. Oh, well. It’s summer in South America. We won’t need much luggage.”

“It doesn’t leave much time to sleep,” Simon said. “We’ll have to start back to The Mansion right away. Are you staying over, Larson?”

The doctor nodded. “For as long as Carole needs me.”

“Good. The reporters will be around asking for a statement as soon as they find out Carole’s here. Keep it brief and noncommittal. Don’t let anyone mention the cable—above all, don’t let the reporters get under your skin. I’ll call you as soon as we land in Buenos Aires. Now, about Barney. Does he take any particular medication?”

Carole seemed puzzled. “Medication? No, I don’t think so. Vitamins—occasionally an aspirin. Why do you ask?”

“Because if he needs a doctor he’ll want an English-speaking one. There may be an English hospital. There’s bound to be an American-type drug store for tourists.”

“Good idea,” Larson said. “What about newstands selling English-language newspapers? I’ve seen a copy of an excellent one printed in Buenos Aires.”

“I’ll remember that,” Simon said. “Buenos Aires is a big city but Barney’s a North American and we have a way of being obvious wherever we go.”

“He wears glasses for reading,” Carole added thoughtfully. “He mentioned not long ago that he needed a new prescription.”

“Good. That’s a help, too. Believe me, Carole, I’ll do everything I can to find Barney before—” Simon hesitated. He was about to say “—before anyone else recognizes him and tries to get that bag of money”. That idea was a bit rough for Carole to cope with. “—before he finds that hideout,” he concluded.


• • •


Simon managed to get a few hours’ sleep after the drive back to Marina Beach. Hannah spent her night packing. In the morning Wanda packed a light bag for Simon while he brought her up to date on the situation. He had taken the cable with him in the hope that the office of origin would be identifiable in Buenos Aires. There was no question of Wanda joining the search. She had a promotion tour on schedule that would keep her busy.

She read the cable and gave it back to Simon. “If you do find Barney Amling will you bring him back?” she asked.

“I’ll try.”

“To what, Simon?”

“If he has the money—to make restitution.”

“But it will mean prison.”

“Yes, but we can plead temporary insanity—amnesia. If he’s got the money and doesn’t want to come back I’ll borrow Hannah’s cane and crack him over the skull until he has amnesia.”

Wanda didn’t smile. “Simon, be careful,” she said. “This isn’t a boyhood hero you’re going after. It’s a man who’s probably committed a major felony.”

“Now you sound like a lawyer’s wife.”

“That’s the general idea. I am a lawyer’s wife and I’d like to preserve that condition for so long as we both shall live—like the nice man in Las Vegas said. If Barney’s desperate—”

“Stop worrying or I’ll think you love me.”

Simon put his arms around her and Wanda didn’t have a chance to say anything at all.

Chester drove them to the airport in Hannah’s Rolls. He was transferring the baggage into the waiting plane when he suddenly slapped his hand to his forehead and exclaimed, “I almost forgot to tell you! There was a call for you, Simon, after you left the house last night. A man named Adler wanted you to call him as soon as you came back. He said it was important.”

Hannah was already on board and the pilot was warming up the engines. He received a clear runway signal from the tower. “If we don’t take off now it may be half an hour before I get another clearance,” he said. “There’s an Air West landing within a few minutes.”

Simon glanced back at the terminal building where he could find a telephone and call Adler.

“Let’s go now,” he said. “If it’s all that important Adler will call again and Wanda can take the message.”

He didn’t mean to doom a man to death by that decision, but it was exactly what he did.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE PLANE CARRYING Simon and Hannah to Buenos Aires landed at Ezeiza International Airport approximately 24 hours later. Getting through customs was easy. Only a passport and smallpox vaccination certificate were needed for clearance. Nothing like the tight security measures at Miami where even hand luggage and purses were searched and every boarding passenger passed through a magnetic doorway in the effort to avoid hijacking. Hannah’s friend was waiting at the information desk: a man named Alex Laurentis, a former documentary film producer in his early fifties. American born of Italian parentage, he embraced Hannah with an enveloping hug and a verbal stream of affectionate phrases. Waiting in the parking-lot was a new Fiat sports sedan which, Laurentis explained, was a product of Argentine industry. Five years in the country had made him an enthusiastic booster.

“Hannah,” he explained, “this country is heaven! Half the population is either Italian or of Italian descent. It’s like New York City with good climate, scenery and grace.”

Driving into the city along a tree-lined super-highway, he explained that he had reserved rooms for them at the Presidente Hotel on the magnificent 9th of July Avenue where they would be centrally located—but this only because Hannah had insisted on such accommodation.

“You are both welcome at my home in San Isidro,” he added. “We expect you. Elise will be devastated if you don’t come.”

“That’s fine for Hannah,” Simon said. “I’ll be too busy. Besides, I’m a stranger.”

“Elise is Hungarian,” Hannah remarked. “She doesn’t believe in strangers.”

Laurentis had heard about Barney Amling’s disappearance. The Buenos Aires Herald, an English-language newspaper, had carried the full story. He was also aware of Simon’s reputation and his mission.

“If you don’t want to get involved,” Simon said, “this is the time to cut out.”

Laurentis’s eyes sparkled. “I am never involved,” he said brightly. “I am retired. I do some writing and have an interest in the local theatre. You must let Elise take you to our street theatre, Hannah. You’ll be enchanted.”

“I am already.” Hannah’s eyes swept the tree-lined artery leading into the city. “It’s like Paris.”

The Presidente was everything a first-class metropolitan hotel should be. They checked their passports at the registration desk and were taken up to a suite of rooms overlooking one of the widest avenues in the world. Laurentis again offered his home for their convenience and added: “We dine at ten o’clock. Elise will be disappointed if you don’t come.”

“Gracias” Hannah said, “but not tonight, Alex. I can’t speak for Simon, but I’m just a bit tired.”

“I understand. Tomorrow night, then. There’s an excellent restaurant in this hotel. If there’s anything you need, Drake, feel free to call me at any time. My car is at your disposal, of course,”

“Thanks, that’s nice to know,” Simon said. “I suppose there’s also a car-rental service in the lobby.”

“Naturally. Taxis, too, if you have strong nerves. In any event, I shall call you in the morning. Hopefully, I may have some news about your friend.”

Laurentis left and Hannah sighed happily. “You see,” she beamed, “I’m still of some use after all.”

Hannah retired for a siesta after lunch but Simon couldn’t relax. He put in a call to Carole Amling and learned the situation was unchanged. He called Wanda and talked longer—not about Amling at all. That done, he went down to the lobby, armed himself with a city map, and began to explore the immediate vicinity. He found the American drug store and made discreet inquiries. He was to meet a fellow-American but had forgotten the name of his hotel. The English-speaking clerks were polite but not helpful. No one had seen the tall Norte Americano who limped. Twice he was directed to the United States Embassy, the last place Barney would have gone. Empty handed, he returned to the hotel where he requested and received a directory of other hotels in the area. From the length of the list it appeared the search would take a long time. He checked out the locations on his city map. By that time Hannah was awake and eager to see the city. They dined in the hotel restaurant and took a sightseeing cab drive before retiring.

Buenos Aires lived by night—especially Saturday night. Hannah had taken a sedative to make sure she would awaken refreshed after the long plane flight, but Simon’s nerves were too keyed up for sleep. It was almost midnight when he gave up the effort, dressed and returned to the street below. A shiny new Falcon cab was waiting at the curb and the driver spoke passable English. Taxi drivers were the same the world over. With proper inducement in the form of a heavy roll of pesos he quickly agreed to query his fellow drivers to learn if any of them had carried a man of Barney’s description, a tall Norte Americano with a pronounced limp.

“If your friend doesn’t want to be found,” the driver advised slyly, “he’s come to the right place. Still—a man who limps.”

“There’s fifty more for you if you bring me a positive lead,” Simon said.

“Fifty? Pesos, señor?”

“American dollars,” Simon promised.

The driver grinned. “For fifty dollars, señor, I will ask every taxi driver in Buenos Aires. Now, how about yourself? Would you like to see some—what is it you call it in the States? Some action?”

“What kind of action did you have in mind?”

“I know a club in the waterfront district where tourists would go if they knew about it. Music, real entertainment. Not one of those dreary places where the tour buses go.”

“It’s better than sitting in a hotel room,” Simon agreed.

The driver was delighted. He made an illegal turn and raced through a maze of streets to the old Boca district where the buildings were painted in vivid hues of purple, green and red. For all the neon lighting, the streets were narrower and darker here. He stopped at last in front of the bright doorway of a waterfront club where the plaintive beat of drums and the piercing wail of woodwinds greeted the ear as soon as the taxi door was opened.

“I talk to a driver or two while you entertain yourself,” the driver said. “Tell the doorman that Paco sent you,”

“I’ll bet you get a percentage,” Simon said.

Paco’s grin flashed again. “Right, señor. But you’ll get a good table. You’ll see.”

The musical orgy was reaching a climax when Simon was seated at a small table near the stage. Caught up in the beat, the spectators paid no heed to a new arrival. Shouts came from the audience as two nearly-naked performers, a lovely young girl with long black hair and a boy with his head shaved and glistening under the lights, leaped into a wild, primitive dance that was both sensuous and innocent in its exuberant celebration of life. They were very young and very good. Engrossed, Simon wasn’t aware when a girl sat down at his table beside him.

Like taxi drivers, many things were the same everywhere.

“Buy me a drink, señor?”

“If you say so,” Simon agreed.

“Gracias. You like wheesky?”

“Only if it’s wet,” Simon said.

A waiter emerged out of the darkness to take the order. By this time the dance on the stage was concluding and the audience was amost hysterical. By this time, too, Simon’s eyes were getting accustomed to the dim light. He looked about the room. The crowd was young except for a few middle-aged tourists. It didn’t appear to be a place where he would have to watch out for trouble. When the drinks came he paid the tab without flashing too much of a bankroll. The whisky was bourbon—good but expensive. The girl seated at his table wasn’t in that category at all. His eyes wandered back to the other tables.

“You want to dance, señor?”

“To this rhythm? You flatter me,” Simon said.

“Flatter?”

“Skip it,” Simon said. “I’ll buy one more round and then Yanqui go home.”

She understood the part about the second round of drinks and the waiter returned. It was when he delivered the second round of drinks that Simon caught sight of a man near the back of the room who was leaving his table in the company of a dark-haired woman. He was tall—that’s what made him conspicuous. He was also wearing dark glasses, well-cut clothes and walked with a limp. Simon deposited a wad of pesos on the table and stood up.

“Sorry, honey,” he said, “but I have a previous engagement.”

He elbowed his way through a wave of patrons moving towards the dance floor now that the show was over, saw the tall man framed in the entrance doorway and called out: “Barney! Wait!” It might have been imagination but it did seem that the man’s body stiffened at the sound of the name. He looked back for an instant and then, one arm wrapped tightly about the woman’s waist, disappeared through the doorway. By the time Simon reached the street there was no sign of either of them. He started to walk hurriedly in the direction of the nearest intersection but Paco appeared out of the shadows and grabbed his arm.

“Please, señor, it’s not wise to walk in this district.”

“Did you see them?” Simon demanded.

“See who, señor?”

“A man and a woman just came out of the club. The man limped.”

“He limped?” Paco looked incredulous. “No, señor, I didn’t see them. I was talking to my amigo who drives the taxi parked just ahead of me. I saw no one.”

“But he limped,” Simon insisted.

“Then I’ll drive you around for a few blocks and we’ll look for him. It isn’t safe to walk. In this district we have—” Paco groped for a word and then grinned again. “—muggers,” he said.

“All the comforts of home,” Simon sighed.

He climbed into the taxi and they drove slowly through the narrow streets until it was obvious the limping man was not to be found. Simon ordered the driver to return to the hotel. As he alighted from the cab Paco said:

“Maybe the man you saw will return to the club tomorrow night. It’s a good place for strangers to find entertainment. Shall I pick you up tomorrow, señor?”

“Don’t call me. I’ll call you,” Simon said. “Adios.”

“Ciaou,” responded the driver.


• • •


The next day was Sunday. Simon was preparing to start making inquiries at the hotels on his list when Alex Laurentis called and announced eagerly:

“Drake, I have news that might interest you. One of my friends works in one of the major currency exchanges downtown. He reports changing ten one-hundred-dollar bills into pesos last week for a customer who answers to the Amling description. A tall North American who limped.”

“Ten one-hundred-dollar bills?” Simon echoed.

“Intriguing, isn’t it? My friend remembers because tourists usually cash money orders—ten or twenty dollars’ worth at a time. He’s certain the man had dark hair and a dark moustache but there is such a thing as hair dye.”

“Not to mention wigs and false moustaches,” Simon added. “Did he notice the colour of his eyes?”

“He couldn’t tell—the man wore dark glasses.”

“Dark glasses. I may have seen the man last night. I can’t be sure, of course. To me all limping men are suspicious.”

“You’ve had an adventure,” Laurentis cried. “You must tell me all about it this afternoon. Elise and I are driving in to take you and Hannah to the races at Palermo.”

“I’m not here for pleasure,” Simon protested.

“But of course you are. Everyone who comes to Buenos Aires comes for pleasure. Especially anyone who has appropriated almost a million dollars. Did your friend enjoy horse racing?”

“Barney? I don’t think so. He was a golfing man.”

“Golf! That’s an old man’s game. People come to South America to keep young. Horses are the thing in Argentina. Riding, racing, betting—”

“I meant to check out some other hotels.”

“A waste of time. Your friend has found himself a nice apartment where he doesn’t have to show a passport. Which reminds me, I have also learned that no one bearing a passport issued to Barry Anderson or to Bernard Amling has come through Ezeiza in the past few weeks.”

“But the cable—” Simon protested.

“Sent from one of the major offices in downtown Buenos Aires where the employees are too busy to remember faces. It simply means, Drake, that your friend is travelling under a forged passport—a simple matter to arrange when one has money. We’ll discuss it when we meet in the lobby. Is eleven o’clock satisfactory? That gives us time for lunch together.”

Simon had run out of arguments. Hannah was delighted with the arrangement. She had packed a floral silk jersey dress for just such an occasion and insisted that Simon wear the knitted plaid sports coat Wanda had bought for him in a reckless moment. Complete with binoculars, they met the Laurentises at the appointed hour. It was a bright blue day as they drove down fashionable Avenida Santa Fé to wide Avenida del Libertador with the sun roof open and the wind blowing fresh off the De La Piatta estuary. There was time to stop for a leisurely lunch before arriving at Laurentis’s box at the race-track. While Laurentis and Hannah engaged in a spirited discussion of race horses—particularly the great Azucar which, Hannah insisted, had fed her during one entire racing season—Simon restlessly haunted the stable area, visited the exercise grounds and caught the first two races at the rail. He was searching for the entrance to the boxes when he encountered Laurentis who had come down to look for him. Beaming, the host exclaimed:

“Hannah is as fantastic as ever! She won the last race because she liked the jockey’s name. Now she’s betting on a grey horse because he reminds her of Azucar.”

“She’ll probably win again,” Simon said.

“I don’t doubt it. What about you, Drake? Do you feel lucky?”

Simon never had a chance to answer. Thirty feet away a tall, dark-haired man wearing a plaid jacket even more outrageous than his own was counting his winnings on the last race. As he moved further from them one leg dragged in a pronounced limp. Spontaneously, Simon shouted:

“Barney! Barney Amling!”

The man froze. His head turned slowly towards them. His eyes were covered by dark glasses and his upper lip by a full moustache. It was impossible to read his eyes but the body language was eloquent. Shock, tension—then complete fear as he spun about and ran limping towards the nearest exit.

“Barney, don’t go!” Simon shouted. “I’m here to help you!”

With the surprised Laurentis puffing at his heels like a puppy on a leash, Simon pursued. The post call had sounded and the flow of pedestrian traffic was against them. By the time Simon reached the exit the man was nowhere to be seen. Ahead was a parking area and most of the cars were small foreign makes with a sprinkling of the inevitable Falcons. Simon ran towards them. Pausing in the middle of an exit aisle, he stretched tall to peer over the sea of low roofs hoping for a glimpse of a loud plaid jacket. The man must be Barney. There was no other explanation for his flight.

“Drake!” Laurentis shouted behind him. “Look out! “

Simon spun about in time to see a car bearing down on him—an American car, big and white with an open top. He caught a glimpse of dark glasses and the plaid jacket as Laurentis pulled him out of harm’s way. The big car sped past, careered wildly as it side-swiped a parked tourist bus and then roared on in the direction of the highway.

“That was close,” Laurentis gasped. “If that is your friend, Drake, you don’t need enemies. He tried to run you down.”

Later they dined at one of the justly famous Argentine steak houses and thrashed out the puzzle of Simon’s escapade. “If it really was Barney,” Hannah observed, “he certainly doesn’t want to be found.”

“Still, that’s no reason to try to run down an old friend,” Laurentis said. “Do you suppose he’s lost his mind?”

“He’s changed—that’s obvious,” Simon said. “The moustache must be false—he hasn’t had time to grow one that heavy since his disappearance. His clothes are flashy—not Barney’s style at all—and did you see that car?”

“It was a Buick,” Laurentis announced. “I owned one just like it in ‘65. A car like that is a rarity here. There’s an embargo against importing parts that makes them expensive to maintain. I think he scraped a fender on that bus, too.”

“How about checking out garages for the repair job?”

“Excellent idea. I’ll start with my own mechanic tomorrow.”

But through the conversation Elise Laurentis smiled knowingly. She was a charming blonde at least fifteen years younger than her husband. One of those fragile-looking women who appear to have no serious thoughts even if they are as shrewd as Bernard Baruch. “It’s a woman,” she declared. “To me the whole situation is perfectly obvious. The man has left his family to start life with another woman and he wants no encounter with a link to his past life.”

“That’s another thing that doesn’t sound like Barney,” Simon grumbled. “His family were middle-class, small-town stock. They married for life with no cheating on the side.”

“In rural California—perhaps,” Elise argued. “This is Argentina. Even an old sober-sides becomes as romantic as a gaucho here.” She tugged at her husband’s ear and he smiled back.

“Now, Elise, when did I ever need a change of locale to make me romantic?”

“Never, darling—thank God. But isn’t the whole idea of running away from one life to break the boring pattern of the life left behind? Of course Barney Amling has changed. He’s a free man.”

“A woman,” Hannah mused. “Simon, didn’t you say the man you tried to catch last night had a woman with him?”

He had told them the story of his visit to the waterfront club and described the young dancers on the stage. Reminded, Laurentis snapped his fingers and exclaimed: “That club! I know the place, Drake, and I think I know the dancers. Elsie, what were the names of those talented young people who auditioned for your last theatre project? Remember the lovely girl with long black hair who made you so jealous?”

“Not jealous, Alex—envious. Such a body. I can’t recall their names but they must be on file at the theatre.”

“Good. We’ll look them up and ask if they have seen Drake’s elusive limping man. He may be a regular at the club. Now, for the rest of the evening at least, let’s forget about Barney Amling and enjoy ourselves. Have you heard the news, Drake? Hannah has consented to give a reading at our drama society. What a coup! The return of Hannah Lee! She’s doing scenes from Mother Courage.”

“In English,” Hannah said quickly. “It’s an incentive when one knows at least half the audience won’t understand what’s being said and won’t know when I fluff a line.”

Hannah was splendid. She carried off the rest of the evening in a manner that belied any problem on her mind. It was when they were preparing to leave the restaurant that she managed to get Simon alone and speak about what lay behind the bright chatter. “Simon,” she said, “you don’t have to go on with this.”

“What do you mean?”

“The search for Barney Amling. Isn’t it obvious that he’s determined not to be found? Remember those papers you drew up transferring the property to his sons. You said it was for Carole Amling’s protection. Barney was closing a door he doesn’t want opened. You might hurt Carole much more if you do find him.”

“I’ve thought of that,” Simon admitted, “but Barney may be sick. There’s something wrong here, Hannah. The man I saw in the night-club was with a woman—but she looked like a prostitute from where I sat. That’s not the kind of woman a man breaks up his home to get.”

“Isn’t it?” she asked coolly. “What kind of woman was Verna Castle before she found a better way of making money? It’s a long time since Barney Amling was an all-American, Simon.”

Hannah was making more sense than she realized until something happened that made it all futile. The restaurant was one of the most popular in Buenos Aires—a natural magnet for visitors. Simon glanced towards the doorway where new arrivals were making an entrance and what he saw caused his hand to tighten on her arm.

“What is it?” she asked.

“There—just coming into the room,” he said. “Do you see that man in the grey silk suit?”

“The one with the moustache? Simon, you can’t think he’s Barney Amling. He’s much too heavy and not nearly tall enough.”

“No, I don’t think he’s Barney. His name is Knox Reardon—Captain Reardon of the Los Angeles police. Don’t let him see us.”

“Los Angeles police?” she echoed. “What is he doing here?”

“The same thing we’re doing. Hannah, I’ve no choice now. I’ve got to find Barney before Reardon does.”





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

IT WAS FOOLISH to have thought the authorities wouldn’t learn about the cable from Buenos Aires. The FBI would have checked out the flight of a Braniff passenger listed as Barry Anderson: they would have checked with Ezeiza and learned no passenger with that name had arrived. But Simon Drake and Hannah Lee travelled with genuine passports and they had passed through customs. Reardon must have followed on the next flight, and he was a man who knew Amling by sight as well as Simon. Avoiding him in the restaurant was a temporary victory. He had come to Buenos Aires on the same mission, and Simon didn’t share Lieutenant Wabash’s misgivings that he might have his loyalties confused.

Hannah elected to spend a few days with the Laurentises in their home at San Isidro and Simon returned to the hotel alone. Eager to follow up on his clue, he contacted the driver, Paco, and made a second nocturnal visit to the waterfront club. This time he took a table in the rear of the room and concentrated on the faces of all the other guests, but the tall, dark man who limped made no appearance. If he really was Barney Amling, Simon realized, the odds against finding him were heightened now that he was forewarned. He spent the next day working with his lists: other hotels and English-speaking doctors. He made no headway until Hannah telephoned with word that broke the deadlock.

“I met those fantastic young dancers,” she reported enthusiastically. “Elise contacted them and they came out immediately—thinking it was a job offer. As a matter of fact, I think she is going to work them in on something she has in mind—but that’s beside the point. Alex told them of your experience at the club. He didn’t say the friend you are looking for is Barney Amling. Not that it would have mattered; they live in their own world, I’m sure. But they did remember the limping man with dark glasses who came to the club. He had been there several times before you saw him. They remembered because he got into a fight with another customer and had to be asked to leave. Young performers take their work very seriously and resent that kind of customer.”

“What kind of fight?” Simon queried.

“Does anyone know what starts fights in night-clubs? He was with a woman of some local reputation. A known prostitute.”

“How well known?”

“Well, not as famous as Eva Peron. She came out of the misereres, you know. Not that I hold that against her. It might be a good idea if all first ladies came from such a background so they would know what kind of world they are the first lady of.”

“A fight in a night-club is another thing that doesn’t sound like Barney,” Simon mused.

“You may have a schizo on your hands,” Hannah remarked. “But, just in case you want to follow through, I did get the woman’s name. It’s Maria Sanchez and you may contact her at the same club. The young people resent her, of course. They’re very intellectual and are very dedicated to their art. I’m dying to see that act.”

But Simon had no intention of taking Hannah on his search for Maria Sanchez. He urged her to stay on at San Isidro a few days longer, concluded the call and went downstairs to search for Paco. It took a little time. It was mid-afternoon but other drivers relayed the word over a grape-vine that brought him to the hotel within the hour. When Simon told Paco what he wanted, the driver was indignant.

“What do you want with that woman—a gentleman like you? I can give you names of better girls than Maria Sanchez.”

“What’s wrong with Maria?” Simon asked.

“She’s old: twenty-four, twenty-five. She’s got a bad temper. She drinks too much. Pretty soon she gets fat.”

“And she doesn’t give you a percentage for customer referral,” Simon suggested.

Paco shrugged. “If that’s the way you feel, señor, okay. I know where the woman lives. Get in the taxi.”

A waterfront area that was picturesque and mysterious after dark was shabby and miserable by daylight. Like every other large metropolis, Buenos Aires was a city of contrasts: wealth and elegance, poverty and wretchedness. Maria’s address was a good deal less than halfway between the extremes. She didn’t live in a shack. She had escaped the misereres, but her tiny apartment was in an aging building in need of paint and repair. A few potted plants at the windows showed a flickering desire for beauty. The shutters were cracked and peeling, the hallway was barren but clean. Simon knocked at her door and waited. A weary voice spoke from behind the door.

“Que quiere?”

“I want to see Maria Sanchez,” Simon said. “I’m a North American.”

“No Maria Sanchez here,” the voice answered. “Then somebody else gets my twenty dollars.”

“Un momento.”

He heard a scurrying noise as if someone inside the apartment was doing a quick clean-up job and then the door opened. The woman who opened it didn’t look 24; she looked nearer 30. Dark, loose hair framed a face that might have been pretty if it wasn’t puffed and swollen. She was knotting the belt of a cheap housecoat. Her legs were bare and her feet looked uncomfortable in high-heeled red sandals. She smiled encouragingly.

“Perdona, señor,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting anyone today. Usually an arrangement is made before calling. Entrar.”

Simon stepped into a small room dominated by a bed. One wide window faced the street. The shutters were open and a warm breezle was blowing off the sea. He opened his wallet and took out a $20 bill.

“Put it on the table,” she said. “You like a drink first? I have some bourbon.”

“No drink,” Simon said. “I only came to ask a few questions. Don’t look frightened—I’m not official. I’m looking for a friend and I think that you may have seen him.”

“Norte Americano?”

“Yes. A tall man. Dark hair, dark moustache. He walks with a limp.”

A quick fire lighted her eyes. “No!” she cried. “I won’t see this man again. I have no more to do with Miguel.”

“Miguel? Is that what he calls himself?”

“Calls himself, si. Miguel Torres. But he’s no real Spanish. He’s a pig.”

“When did you see him last?”

“When?” She pulled back the hair from the left side of her face and revealed a purplish bruise running along the cheekline up to her eye. “When he did this to me!” she exclaimed. “I have pride, señor. I don’t need the money of some big mouth who is also a big pig.”

“Did he hit you?”

“What you think? That I walk into a door? This man comes to me driving a big white car. He makes a big smile. He shows me lots of money and says: ‘You like to have a good time?’ “

“When was this?”

Maria grew pensive. “Four—no, three days ago. At first it’s all right. We have dinner and drive to some nice places. Then we make love. Only this pig makes love like a pig. I tell him, ‘Don’t get tough and push me around. I’m not your wife!’ But what he wants is not to make love but to make pain. ‘A woman isn’t beautiful until she cries,’ he said. Look—” Maria ran to a small closet and pulled out a flowered silk dress that hung in shreds. “He tore my best dress. Why? He didn’t have to do that. He ripped the dress to pieces and laughed. ‘I’ll buy you a better one,’ he said.”

“Did he?”

“No! I wouldn’t go with him any more. Every time he was more of a pig.”

“Where did you go?”

“I told you—to dinner, driving, to a night-club. Then to his hotel.”

“Then you do know where he lives. Maria, I have a taxi waiting. Put something on and take me to that hotel and I’ll replace your dress.”

She didn’t believe him. “You want to take me to Miguel?”

“No, I want you to take me to Miguel. Show me where he lives and I’ll have the taxi driver take you straight home. You don’t even have to get out of the car.”

“That’s all you want?”

“That’s all. You won’t even see him—I promise. Will thirty dollars pay for the dress?”

Maria watched Simon take the money out of his wallet. By this time her fear was under control and she could notice such things as the expensive cut of Wanda’s gift jacket and the fine leather in his custom-built shoes. “It was my best dress,” she said, “and I can’t work with this—” She showed him the bruise again.

Simon added two more tens to the $30 and she smiled.

“Gracias, señor. You are a gentleman. You like whisky? I have whisky in the kitchen. Get yourself a drink while I dress.”


• • •


Paco drove them to the address Maria Sanchez supplied. It was closer to the downtown area than the waterfront in a district of small hotels not recommended by any tourist agency. It was an old colonial building with a picturesque stairway leading up to a second-floor lobby that was probably less picturesque than shabby. Paco parked across the street from the entrance and the woman sank back in the seat cowering away from the window. Pointing upward, she said, “Up there—the top floor. Miguel said he likes always to be on the top floor so he can look down and see what’s happening below.”

Simon got out of the taxi and gave Paco his instructions.

“I don’t like to leave you here,” Paco protested. “I can park further down the street and wait.”

“Take the lady home,” Simon insisted and handed him a $10 bill.

“I can come back for you, señor.”

“No need. It’s broad daylight. Keep the change, Paco. You’ve done a good job.”

The taxi drove away and Simon walked across the street and up the curving stairway. It wasn’t the kind of place a man with almost a million dollars would go to enjoy his wealth. The lobby was clean with a few leather chairs and a sprinkling of potted plants that failed to give it charm. There was another stairway leading upward and one old but automatic elevator. There was no one on duty at the desk. Failing to get a response when he rang the bell, Simon entered the elevator and took it up to the sixth and top floor. The room Maria had indicated was at the front of the building. He walked over a well-worn carpet through a narrow corridor that was silent until his ears picked up the familiar whine of a vacuum cleaner. He followed the sound to its source: the open doorway of a room being prepared for occupancy. The cleaning woman, a buxom peasant with her hair caught up in a dark scarf, turned off the machine as he asked for directions to Miguel Torres’s room. Smiling warmly, she replied in Spanish that she spoke no English. Simon was groping for an adequate translation when an ear-splitting scream from the front of the building put an end to conversation. The scream was wild and animal-like—a scream without gender followed by a silence so intense Simon could hear his own breathing. A door slammed. Heavy footsteps came running towards him along the corridor. A young man with bushy black hair and frantic eyes exploded out of the shadows, started at the sight of Simon and slashed out with a knife that was already dripping blood. Simon raised his left arm as a shield. He felt no pain when the knife struck his flesh—only the warm trickle of his own blood on his arm. The act was done so quickly the running man didn’t break his stride. He reached the elevator and found the door closed. The indicator showed that the cage had been brought back to the lobby level. The young man turned away and disappeared down the stairwell.

The scream was still in Simon’s ears. He swung about and ran in the direction from which the assailant had come. At the very end of the corridor a door stood open and a long shadow fell across the carpet. Framed in the doorway was the man Simon had seen at the race-track, but now his plaid jacket was torn and soaked with still-flowing blood. There was only a dim light in the corridor but sunlight streamed through the windows of the room. Simon glimpsed a scene of wild disorder: a brown leather suitcase open on the bed and American currency spilled out on the floor.

“Barney?” Simon cried.

The dark glasses were gone. The man’s eyes were blue but his face was twisted with pain. He staggered forward and Simon grabbed him as he fell. For a moment their bodies were locked together like two prizefighters in a clinch.

“Let me go,” the wounded man gasped. “They’re going to kill me. For God’s sake, let me go.”

“Barney, you’re hurt.”

All Simon’s strength wasn’t enough. He saw the head lower and the shoulders hunch forward. The full force of a body powered by panic lunged forward hurling him back against the opposite wall. Simon lost his footing and crumpled to the floor. He heard a muttered curse as the man ran limping down the hall. The whine of the elevator signalled that the cage was rising quickly. The wounded man ducked into the open room where the cleaning woman was still frozen in mute terror. Simon scrambled to his feet and followed. When he reached the room the window was open and a splash of blood stained the sill. He ran to the window and looked down. The roof of the adjoining building was about six feet below and the man who called himself Miguel Torres had landed on his feet. He fell forward, catching himself with his hands, regained his footing and stumbled towards the metal railing of a fire escape on the far side of the roof. Behind him, Simon heard the elevator door open and the cleaning woman, suddenly vocal, shouting something in Spanish.

The woman was like a magnet. Simon looked back as a uniformed policeman, gun in hand, ran into the room. Knox Reardon was only a step behind him. As the armed policeman reached the window, Simon shouted: “Don’t shoot! He’s the victim! He’s the man who was stabbed!”

Reardon elbowed his way to the window. He watched as the man limped the last few steps to the fire escape and began to climb down. Reardon turned to Simon without a word of greeting or a sign of surprise. “Is it Barney?” he asked.

“You saw him. What do you think?”

“I think it’s Barney. Is he badly hurt?”

“I think so. He yelled something about somebody wanting to kill him. He has a car.”

“I know. A white Buick. That’s how we traced him here.”

Reardon spoke rapidly in Spanish to the police officer who had preceded him into the room and then gestured to Simon. “Come with me,” he ordered. They ran back to the elevator and started down. It was then that Reardon noticed blood on Simon’s jacket. “What happened to you?” he demanded.

“I tried to stop a man running down the corridor with a knife in his hand and got slashed in the arm.”

“In the arm? Man, there’s blood all over you. You look like you’ve been in a slaughter-house.”

Simon looked down. He had grappled with Barney and now the whole front of his jacket was saturated with blood. “He must be bleeding to death,” Simon said.

The lobby was no longer deserted. Two armed policemen were standing over a very dead body. It was the bushy-haired man with a red-stained knife still grasped in one hand. Reardon spoke rapidly in Spanish and translated for Simon as they ran down the stairs to the street. “The police shot the assailant as he came down the stairs. They say he’s a known hoodlum—killer, thief, smuggler. He must have seen Barney flash a bankroll somewhere and come after him.” Reardon had a rented car waiting at the curb. He spoke rapidly to some of the people who were beginning to gather in front of the hotel and then motioned for Simon to get into the car.

“They said a white convertible just pulled out of the alleyway and headed downhill. Let’s go.”

While Reardon drove Simon unknotted his tie and made a tourniquet for his arm. His own wound was merely a scratch. The blood was mostly Barney’s. They sped down the street towards the waterfront, watching for a big white convertible. With the estuary in sight Simon cried: “There he is! He’s turning left towards the port area.” Reardon hit the brakes and made a screaming turn against trafile. The street widened and they could see the Buick ahead racing wildly, unevenly, weaving through traffic as if the driver was barely conscious. Reardon’s foot floored the accelerator while Simon cranked down the window on his side of the car. As they came alongside the Buick the chocolate waters of the estuary lapped the pilings of the highway embankment.

“Barney!” Simon cried. “Stop the car. We want to help you.”

The body slumped over the Buick’s steering wheel straightened. He caught a glimpse of sheer terror on the pain-wracked face as the white car shot forward in a new burst of speed. Half a block ahead a huge trailer van was inching its way out of the loading docks. Reardon saw it and brought the sedan to a screeching stop but the Buick sped on. When the wounded driver saw the van it was too late to stop. He spun the wheel towards the right and the huge car leapt over the curbing, hung momentarily on the narrow embankment and then, imbalanced by the heavy motor, plunged into the wide waters of the estuary. There was a flash of bright plaid against the sky as the driver catapulted over the windshield into the water. The heavy car sank quickly. Reardon had parked by this time and both he and Simon ran to the edge of the embankment. A puffing tugboat veeered away from the sinking car without cutting speed and when it had passed nothing appeared on the surface of the churning waters. No plaid jacket, no bobbing head or flailing arms. Indifferent, the great estuary flowed seawards taking its grim cargo with it.


• • •


The body was never recovered. The white convertible was dredged up in due time but what was found in the room occupied by one Miguel Torres was more significant. Simon saw the entire display when he accompanied Reardon to police headquarters the following day. The brown leather bag, manufactured in the United States, contained (including what had been picked up on the floor of the room) almost $30,000 in United States currency. A packet of new $100 bills was recovered from the body of the slain assailant. In the closet was found a man’s garment bag containing a dark-blue suit, a pair of grey slacks and a brown tweed jacket, plus all accessories. On one of the hangers was a new black trench coat. All tailor markings were from California shops. A United States passport issued to Barney Amling was found in the pocket of the trench coat. A wallet with Amling’s identification, driver’s licence and credit cards was found in a desk drawer along with his reading glasses and a .38 Smith & Wesson police special. When Simon saw the gun Reardon had already made telephonic verification of its registry to Bernard Amling.

Simon examined the gun. One chamber was empty. He called it to Reardon’s attention.

“Some people keep one chamber empty for safety,” he said.

“It might have been fired.”

“We’ll check that out at the police lab when I get home. Right now I’m trying to get permission to take all these things back with me. The federal men can negotiate for the money. God only knows what Barney did with the rest of it. Some was probably on his body when he plunged into the water. Some went for that Buick—they’re expensive down here. Some may have been lost at the race-track. But that still leaves about nine hundred thousand dollars unaccounted for and that’s a bundle in anybody’s currency.”

“Maybe he has stashed it away somewhere,” Simon said.

“That’s a possibility. Hell, isn’t it, Drake? You start out on a case working every angle to prove that a nice guy didn’t go sour, and all the time you know in your guts that he did. I knew Carole was staying with Dr Larson in Ojai. I knew about that message from Buenos Aires almost as soon as she did. That’s why I came down here. I called Carole last night and told her that Barney was dead so she wouldn’t hear it first on some TV newscast.”

“I called her, too,” Simon said.

“Did you tell her how we found him? How he had been living?”

“No, I didn’t tell her that.”

Reardon’s face was as grim as his words. “And you won’t ever tell her,” he said, “unless you want me, personally, to break up your face like a sliced pizza. No white convertible, no waterfront dives, no cheap women. Understand? What we can’t explain we keep to ourselves. Carole and the boys have that much coming to them.”

“I’m way ahead of you,” Simon said.

“Then get rid of that jacket you were wearing when we found him. I don’t want Carole to ever see the stains of Barney’s blood.”





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

SIMON, HANNAH AND Reardon returned to Los Angeles on the same flight. They were met at LAX by a barrage of television and newspaper reporters as well as Lieutenant Wabash and Chester. As soon as possible Simon lured Hannah away from the cameras and put her in Chester’s charge with instructions to pick up the luggage and take her straight to The Mansion at Marina Beach. When that was accomplished, he went to an auto rental desk and ordered a car. He was awaiting delivery when Reardon joined him.

“If you’re going to the Amling house I’d like to hitch a ride,” he said.

The visit was obligatory. The weather had turned balmy and they found Carole on the patio with Eric Larson. At the sight of Knox Reardon, who preceded Simon through the doorway, she ran towards him with arms outstretched. Reardon’s arms folded about her shoulders and for a few moments no one spoke.

“I’m so sorry, Carole,” Reardon said at last.

Fighting back tears, she answered: “Don’t be, Knox. I don’t know what went wrong with Barney but I do know that he never could have come back.” Then she saw Simon and managed a pathetic smile. “Si, darling—thank you. I know you tried to save Barney. I heard you were hurt.”

“Only a scratch,” Simon said. “My fault. I’m not the hero type.”

“I think you are—all of you. I didn’t know I had such loyal friends. Eric’s been with me ever since you left.”

“And I’ll stay as long as I’m needed,” Larson added.

“I have a great idea,” Reardon said. “I own a little beach house in Hawaii—something I’m saving for my retirement. Why don’t you take the boys and fly over for as long as you like. The schools are good and there’s nothing to hold you here now.”

“Won’t there be a hearing?” Larson asked.

“Anything needed from Carole can be obtained by deposition. I have a few things to clear up and then I’m overdue for a vacation. You’re invited too, Larson. Think it over.”

The necessary words were said but the emotional void remained. Surgeons lost patients and lawyers failed clients. Hell was just the distance between aspiration and reality. When Larson offered to mix drinks Simon was relieved at Reardon’s insistence that he must report back to his office. Some other time Simon would tell Carole about Barney’s disposition of the property. Reardon’s apartment was in one of the new condominiums about a mile up the coast where the views were of the ocean and the bright emerald greens of the Shoreline Country Club. High fashion and expensive. Reardon invited Simon to come up for a drink.

“We’ve never really had a chance to talk about why you went to see Mary Sutton the day she died,” he said.

“I thought the book was closed on that,” Simon remarked.

“I’d like to close it. That’s why we should talk.”

“Some other time. Right now I’m going home to my wife. This whole affair has made me feel very domesticated.”


• • •


And so Simon went home to Wanda who made a fuss over his wounded arm until he felt like a soldier returned from combat; who babied him and loved him and drove away the ghost of Barney Amling.

Almost.

It was when she was unpacking the luggage that Wanda found his blood-stained jacket. She let out a howl of dismay and Simon explained that only a small stain on the sleeve was his own blood—the rest was Barney’s.

“You were that close?” she marvelled.

“I tried to hold him, Wanda. It was like trying to hold a maddened bull. If only I had reached him sooner I might have learned a few answers and saved his life.”

“Maybe he didn’t want it saved.”

“It seems that way. Perhaps Hannah was right and he was a schizo. Everything happened too fast. Now it’s too late.”

“Stop blaming yourself,” Wanda scolded. “You did all you could, and came back safely. I may be selfish but that’s all I care about now. I found your revolver in your desk after you left and I kept thinking that you had gone looking for Barney without any protection. I wanted to run after you and catch you at the airport.”

Simon laughed. “Good thing you didn’t. The way airport security is since all the hijacking I’d probably have landed in a Miami jail.”

It was after Wanda had gone downstairs to the rubbish bin with the jacket that Simon listened to a mental playback of his own words. They nagged him to the telephone. He dialled David Adler’s number and waited until the detective’s dry, cynical voice came to him through the receiver.

“I saw on the tube that you were back,” he said. “I guess it’s all right for me to send you my bill now.”

“Any time,” Simon said. “Right now I’m returning the call you made when I was leaving for South America. What was so important?”

“Just some of the stuff I dug up about Verna Castle. For instance, the loan she carried with Pacific Guaranty was four per cent below normal rates at the time of issue.”

“That’s interesting.”

“And there’s the matter of her half-brother, Anthony Castile. He got a parole about two months ago. Now he’s disappeared. Hasn’t reported to his parole officer at all.”

“Two months ago,” Simon mused.

“That’s really what I wanted to tell you before you made that quickie trip. I got a mug shot and description. Castile’s six-foot-one, one-ninety pounds and walks with a limp.”

Something electric was beginning to move up Simon’s spine. “A limp!” he yelled.

“Don’t break my ear drums. Sure, a limp. I told you he was knifed in a prison fight.”

“You didn’t tell me that he limped.”

“I didn’t know it then. He got slashed in the leg by a prisoner named Torres.”

“Miguel?”

“How did you know?”

“Psychic. One question: does Anthony Castile have blue eyes?”

Adler consulted his file. “Right again,” he said.

“Then you’re not fired yet. Carry on with the previous instructions and stand by for my call.”

“Wait—you might let me know what I’m working on.”

“A miracle,” Simon answered. “The resurrection of Barney Amling.”

He put down the telephone and went looking for Wanda. He found her stuffing the jacket in the trash-for-burning can. Some day, when there was time, he would explain why he grabbed the garment out of her hands and ran for the garage. Some day—not now. Lieutenant Pete Franzen of the Marina Beach police owed him a favour or two. He could start paying off by having the blood on that jacket analysed at the local police laboratory.

An hour later, having left the jacket and certain instructions with Franzen, Simon called the Amling house and asked for Eric Larson. “Larson,” he said, “I’m going to ask what may seem a strange question. You’ll have to trust me when I tell you the answer is important. Also, you’ll have to keep the purpose of this call to yourself and not discuss it with Carole.”

“Sounds mysterious,” Larson responded, “but ask away.”

“I know you’re a paediatrician now but you were a GP at one time. Did you ever make a blood test of Barney Amling?”

“That is a peculiar question,” Larson answered, “but it so happens that I did. Little Jake had a bad fall a few years ago and lost a lot of blood. I thought he might require a transfusion so I tested Barney for type.”

“Do you have a record of that test?”

“At the clinic, yes.”

“Can you get it for me. The quickest way would be to call whoever is in charge and tell him what I want. Then have him call me.”

“If it’s that important I can.”

“It is, doctor. It just may be the most important thing you ever do.”

Simon now had two pots boiling and just enough time to drive into Hollywood and visit the Laurelwood Sanatorium before visiting hours were over for the day. It was an old stucco and stone building set deep in enough acreage to delight the avaricious heart of Vincent Pucci. Only one member of the staff was a veteran of the period when Barney Amling took the cure. Her name was Miss Sorensen, the head nurse, a buxom Viking of 60. Current headlines had given stimulus to her memories of Barney Amling.

“At my age,” she explained, “it’s easier to remember something that happened twelve or thirteen years ago than whether or not I had my lunch. Amling was a good patient. He had an incentive to overcome his problem and tackled it with the same intensity that got him into it in the first place. In the beginning, of course, we had to treat the concussion.”

“I didn’t know he had a concussion,” Simon said.

“Oh, yes. I was on duty the night his sister brought him in—early in the morning, actually. Ordinarily we don’t take admissions at that hour but we knew Mrs Carnes.”

“Carnes?” Simon echoed.

“Mrs Joseph Carnes. Her husband had been with us for some time prior to his death a few years earlier. Tragic, isn’t it? Alcoholism hitting twice in the same family? Mrs Carnes said that her brother had fallen trying to walk up some stairs. He had a nasty cut on the forehead. She tried to take care of him herself but he was such a large man and she’s quite small. But then you aren’t interested in Mrs Carnes.”

Simon was very much interested in Mrs Carnes but managed to restrain his excitement.

“I recall that Dr Metcalf took several stitches,” Miss Sorensen continued. “That was Lance Metcalf. He passed away about five years ago. But there I go reminiscing again.”

“Would you still have record of anyone who visited Amling while he was a patient here?” Simon asked.

“I think so.” Miss Sorensen seemed to be the sort who would keep meticulous files. She left the room for a time and returned with a time-yellowed cardboard filler full of data. She skimmed through it with professional ease. “Mrs Carnes visited twice—both times within the first three weeks after admission. The second visitor was a Mr Fred Smathers, insurance adjuster. The only other visitor was Dr Eric Larson who didn’t come until Mr Amling was almost ready to be released. The second time he came was to take the patient home.”

“Then Amling didn’t have his own car here?”

“I’m sure he didn’t. There’s no listing of a charge for garaging a car which would be normal for anyone who stayed for so long a period.”

It wasn’t electricity going up Simon’s spine by this time; it was nuclear fission. “The insurance adjuster, Smathers,” he queried. “Did he state the name of his company?”

Miss Sorensen smiled and it was as if someone had retouched a face on Mount Rushmore. “We wouldn’t have that information, Mr Drake.”

“You would if an insurance company paid the bill.”

“But Mr Amling paid the bill. You may think it strange that Mrs Amling didn’t visit her husband, but he was determined not to let her know where he was.”

“They were separated at the time,” Simon explained. “Amling didn’t want to see his wife again until he kicked the booze.”

“Now, isn’t that nice to hear?” Miss Sorensen looked as if she might smile again and Simon wasn’t sure he could cope with the experience a second time. He thanked her for her trouble and left the cold stone walls of Laurelwood a happier man than when he arrived.


• • •


He reached home well after dark and joined Hannah and Wanda at dinner. Wanda was on a rigid diet under Hannah’s supervision. “The trick is to never deviate,” Hannah explained. “Feel sorry for yourself and over-indulge once and you’ll be sorrier and sorrier as time goes on.” Simon wasn’t hungry anyway so he excused himself and went into his den where he could stare at the telephone without interruption. The first call to come through was from Larson’s clinic. The records disclosed that Amling’s blood type was type A—Rh. Simon entered the information on his list of facts and then called Lieutenant Franzen who was often too busy to return a call. He was in luck. Franzen was still on duty.

“I lighted a fire under the lab, Simon,” he said, “and the report came in a few minutes ago. There are two different types of blood on that coat you brought in.”

“I could have told you that,” Simon answered. “The stain on the sleeve is my blood.”

“You’ve been playing too rough,” Franzen scolded. “Luckily, the stains are only a few days old so there was no haemolyzation.”

“If I take this information to court I’ll need the six-dollar words,” Simon interrupted. “Just give me the results.”

“Right on. There are four blood groups: ?, ?, ? and AB. Forty per cent of the white race is in group A; forty-five per cent in group O. That includes you, Simon. You’re with the majority. But the large stain on the front of your jacket is in a relatively rare group. Only ten per cent of the white race has it: group B.”

“Are you sure of that?”

“Positive.”

“Beautiful.”

“I’m glad you’re pleased. We’re here to serve the public. Now, about that other matter we discussed. I put in a call to San Quentin where Anthony Castile was serving time when another con worked him over with a knife. He lost a lot of blood—all of it type B.”

“Then it could be Castile’s blood on my coat.”

“Could be—if you can prove it.”

“I don’t have to prove it. I only have to prove whose blood it isn’t, and you’ve already done that. Thanks, Pete.”

Barney Amling: blood group A.

Anthony Castile: blood group ?.

Add these items to Simon’s list of evidence and there was only one thing left to do. He called David Adler and received a growl or recognition. “You’re interrupting Mannix,” Adler complained.

“I’ve got something more exciting,” Simon said. “I want you to trace an automobile.”

“Routine,” Adler muttered.

“Not so routine. This one was sold to Barney Amling in late nineteen fifty-nine. It’s an Olds, two-tone white and blue sedan. Licence number—” Simon picked up a magnifying glass and studied the snapshot he had borrowed from Carole Amling. “—California LEY-957. He bought it from surplus stock just before the nineteen-sixty models came out so it must have been from a new-car dealer.”

“An oldie,” Adler mused. “That takes more time.”

“Especially since Amling had it only a few months. Try to find a record of re-sale, re-registration—anything you can get. Check the insurance companies. See if a claim was filed for damages. An insurance agent visited Amling when he was in the sanatorium and it wasn’t concerning pre-paid medical. Barney Amling had a concussion when he entered Laurelwood.”

“I didn’t know that,” Adler exclaimed.

“That’s because you watch too much TV. I think he had an accident with that car and that’s why he got rid of it so soon. Now, here’s the clincher, I want you to check out the LA newspaper on the night of the date Amling was admitted to Laurelwood. Check for any serious accidents—hit and run. Probably involving a fatality.”

“I detect the putrid stench of blackmail,” Adler said. “All this research is going to cost you.”

“Not as much as it cost Barney Amling,” Simon said. “He was admitted to Laurelwood by a woman who claimed to be his sister: a Mrs Joseph Carnes.”

“Oy vey,” Adler groaned.





CHAPTER NINETEEN

ON THE FOLLOWING day Simon went to see Knox Reardon. The captain was in conference when he arrived at division headquarters and Lieutenant Wabash, who told Simon to wait, was muttering over his desk work. “I joined the police force to see some action,” he complained. “I should have taken a course in typing. Do you know a good lawyer, Drake? I’m going to need one if I don’t find all of the heroin we confiscated in a beach house raid a few weeks ago. The commission will throw the book at me so hard I’ll have to turn private snoop to support my family.”

“Where did you leave it?” Simon asked.

“In the lower drawer of my desk—one that locks. The captain’s going to say, ‘Why did you wait so long to file your report?’ “

“Why did you?” Simon asked.

“Because we made it the same day your friend Amling disappeared. I thought I’d have a couple of weeks to get the paper work done and right in the middle of it I’m put on the Amling case. Now I have to try to remember the details of bringing in those punks from the Pucci property.”

“What Pucci property?”

Wabash grinned wickedly. “Legally it still belongs to the old lady who didn’t want to sell,” he admitted, “but I’ve seen Pucci operate before. He wants a certain property so he applies pressure and we start getting complaints about wild parties at the beach house. After enough complaints we have to raid. Sure enough, we find a bunch of bushy-haired kids with electric guitars, a stash of marijuana and about twenty thousand dollars’ worth of horse. For all we know he had the hard stuff planted himself. Anyway, I hear the old lady who owns the house is so uptight about renting to junkies that she’s ready to accept Pucci’s offer.”

“Don’t knock free enterprise,” Simon said.

Knox Reardon came to the door of his office then and invited Simon inside. It was roomier than Wabash’s and had a small artificial putting green on the floor near the windows. “I think better when I’m relaxed,” Reardon explained. “Sit down and unburden your soul, Drake, if that’s what you’ve come for.”

“Did Carole decide to go to Hawaii?” Simon asked.

“Not yet, but I’m seeing her again tonight. There’s a benefit dance at the Shoreside Country Club. It’s good public relations for me to be there and Carole’s coming with Larson. That takes guts, you know. Making a public appearance so soon after Barney’s death in Buenos Aires. She’s determined to keep up a front for the sake of the boys.”

“Barney didn’t die in Buenos Aires,” Simon said.

Reardon missed the putt he was about to sink. He turned around slowly and looked at Simon as if he had just announced the discovery of little green men on the moon. Simon took advantage of the conversational void to explain about the blood tests of the stains on his jacket and watched Reardon’s face turn to the colour of wet cement.

“There must be a mistake,” Reardon insisted. “I saw Barney. We both saw him.”

“We saw the man who was supposed to be Barney,” Simon said. “We both made an identification because we were looking for Barney and saw what we expected to see.”

Reardon shook his head incredulously. “But we found Barney’s things in the hotel: the luggage, the clothes, the passport—”

“Raincoat, wallet and gun,” Simon concluded. “There are still a few things missing. Nine hundred thousand dollars, to begin with.”

“Have you talked about this with Carole?”

“Not yet.”

“Then don’t—that’s an order. That woman’s been through enough hell without getting up false hopes. If Barney’s still in South America he may never be found. It will be easier for her to go on believing he’s dead.”

“That’s the way I see it,” Simon agreed. “If he’s in South America. Did you run a ballistics test on his gun?”

Reardon nodded. “It had been fired recently,” he said.

“Are you still interested in why I went to see Mary Sutton?”

“Very much so.”

“Then I’ll tell you. I called her and made an appointment to visit her apartment at four that afternoon because I was interested in the possibility that Barney was in some trouble at the office. She intimated there was some discussion about him giving special interest rates to favoured clients. She didn’t want to talk about it but I put on pressure. I told you that I had the impression she wasn’t alone in the apartment.”

Reardon nodded. “Paul Corman was with her. He told us that and said he left a few minutes after your call.”

“After which she set fire to herself and jumped out of the fourth-floor window backwards,” Simon said.

“Backwards? Are you sure?”

“I saw her. So did my wife.”

“Then you think she was pushed.”

“I’m not going to talk about that. I’m still Barney’s lawyer.”

“What do you want me to do about it?”

“Think about it,” Simon said, “and go to that dance tonight and pretend that you’re competing for an award as the tightest-mouthed policeman of the year.”

Reardon looked as gloomy as any law officer would look if he thought a nasty case was closed and it suddenly exploded in his face. “Drake,” he thundered, “I know your reputation. If you’re withholding evidence—”

“I’m only withholding hunches,” Simon said. “They don’t count.”

He didn’t want to say anything about Verna Castle until Adler completed his report. He left Reardon scowling at the imitation putting green and left the office. He returned to his car and drove to the Pacific Guaranty garage where he parked in Barney’s slot. He unfolded a map of the harbour area, checked the address on the card Pucci’s bodyguard had given him in the massage parlour and then set the trip-meter on the Jaguar to zero. He drove out of the garage and headed for the freeway. Half an hour later, after passing a row of billboards advertising the new Pucci development, he turned in at a gate marked “no admittance”, drove another 50 feet and was waved back by the gateman.

“I want to see the layout of the new apartments,” Simon explained. “I’m a prospective buyer.”

“Come back in about three weeks,” the gateman advised. “They’re still under construction.”

“It’s all right to let me in. I’m a friend of Pucci’s.”

Simon produced the card but it didn’t convince the gateman. “I never saw you come here with Mr Pucci,” he insisted.

“Did Barney Amling ever come here with Pucci?”

“Amling? Sure. With him and without him. It’s his company’s money. But Amling’s dead now.”

“When was the last time he came here?”

Simon had the feeling he was getting on sticky ground. The gateman’s face was getting red. “No you don’t,” he protested. “You don’t trick me into saying anything I shouldn’t. I got my orders. Mr Pucci don’t want no bad publicity connected with this place.”

“I’ll bet you never saw Barney Amling here at all.”

“Then you lose. If you want to know, I was the last person to see him before he skipped the country—but don’t you let Mr Pucci know I told you that.”

“Why do you think you were the last person to see him?”

“Because he was here the night he took that plane to South America. He drove out here in that big Continental of his and I said hello when he came past the gatehouse just like I always did.”

“Where did he go?”

“Up to the building site, I guess.”

“Alone?”

“Sure, alone. He was up there a while and then he drove out again. Had his hat on when he drove out. It was starting to rain.”

“Why didn’t you tell the police about that?”

“Because Mr Pucci don’t want bad publicity—like I told you.”

“Did anyone else come this way while he was here?”

The gateman shook his head in disgust. “You ask more questions than my five-year-old grandson. Sure, somebody came this way. Three or four police cars—only they took that left turn that goes down to the beach. Raided a house where some of those crazy potheads were living.”

“It must have been exciting,” Simon said. “Maybe you left the gatehouse for a few minutes to go down and watch the raid.”

Now the old man was livid. “I never leave my post!” he shouted. “Jobs ain’t so easy to come by when a man gets my age.” Then the man’s anger switched off and a sickly grin slipped over his face like a transparent mask. Simon heard the sound of a motor approaching behind him. He looked back as the black LTD crept up alongside the Jaguar and braked to a stop. Pucci’s bodyguard, Louis, slid out from behind the wheel. “What’s the trouble?” he asked the gateman. “Didn’t you tell Mr Drake that this area is closed to the public?”

“He said he wanted to buy an apartment,” the gateman explained.

“Then give him a brochure.”

Simon grinned at Louis. “So it was Pucci who had me tailed,” he said. “Do you mind telling me why?”

“Nobody’s tailing you,” Louis answered. “I was just driving by. Now, take the brochure home and look at the pretty pictures. We can’t have an important man like you coming around and getting hurt on the equipment so you can sue Vincent, can we?”

Louis’s hands were balling into fists and Simon knew what kind of equipment he was about to be hurt on. He had lost enough of that group O blood in Buenos Aires. He accepted the brochure and shifted the gears into first. He stomped the accelerator into the floorboards, executed a fast U-turn around the gatehouse and watched the LTD in the rear-view mirror all the way to the freeway. He drove north on the freeway, watching the miles roll up on the trip-meter, and began to fit Barney’s last-day schedule in his mind. Barney had left the Pacific Guaranty building at about four-forty-five and driven to the Pucci development. It wasn’t a drive a man would take just prior to walking out on 40 years of his life unless his visit had a purpose. It was a lonely, deserted locale after working hours—a good place to meet someone he couldn’t contact in a public place. He had stayed a while and then driven out alone. Later he left the Continental at the airport.

Simon drove all the way to LAX, losing the LTD in the flow of traffic, and parked in the area where Barney’s car had been found. He checked the trip-meter and found it short a mere seven miles. He then drove to the Marina View Inn where the cocktail crowd was gathering for a late dusk drink before dinner and checked the trip-meter again. He had travelled 70 miles since leaving the Pacific Guaranty building and that was close enough.


• • •


He hadn’t planned to tackle Verna Castle again until Adler had more information, but Wabash’s complaint over the coincidence of a beach-house raid and Barney’s disappearance sparked a line of investigation that had led him full circle back to her domain. The welcome mat wasn’t out for him at the Funky Frigate but when he saw Cherry Lane, flanked by the two muscular lobster chefs, bounce off towards the shopping mall, the temptation to encounter Verna without her reserve troops was irresistible. He left the Jaguar and sprinted down to the dock. The gate stood open. Unmolested, he walked to where the big yacht still rode at anchor. Lights were showing in the aft cabin and no one was on deck. He found the boarding ladder and climbed up quickly. His feet had no more than touched the deck when the blinding beam of a flashlight hit his face and Verna’s voice said: “I’ve got a loaded .32 aimed right between your eyes, Drake, and you’re trespassing on my property again.”

Simon raised his hands. “You sure know how to make a stranger feel welcome,” he said.

“If you were a stranger I wouldn’t be about to shoot you,” Verna answered.

“If you shoot me,” Simon said, “I won’t be able to tell you how your half-brother, Anthony, was murdered in Buenos Aires.”

He must have said something right. The flashlight lowered and snapped off. He could see Verna framed in the lighted cabin doorway. She did have a gun in one hand but now it pointed listlessly towards the teakwood deck.

“You’re lying,” she said.

“If you believed that I would be dead now.”

“Tony isn’t in Buenos Aires. He’s in San Quentin.”

“Wrong. He was paroled two months ago. Whose idea was it to use him as a decoy for Barney Amling?”

Voices carried on the water. Verna seemed to remember that. Beckoning with the gun, she said: “If you’ve got anything to say you can say it inside.”

Simon lowered his hands and followed the woman into the lounge. Like the decking, it was done in teakwood with upholstered couches, printed drapes and wall-to-wall carpeting. It had a bar, a stereo and even a small metal fireplace with electric lights flickering on the logs. It would have seemed like a real home-from-home if the woman had put down the gun.

“I think you really want to shoot me,” Simon said, “but you can’t shoot evidence. I’m not the only one who knows it was Tony who died instead of Barney Amling. He got blood all over my jacket. It’s not Barney’s blood group. It is Tony’s.”

She put the gun down on the bar. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

“Murder,” Simon answered. “Tony yelled something when he was bleeding on me. ‘They’re going to kill me,’ he said. Who are ‘they’, Miss Castle? Did you set up your own kin for early disposal if the ruse went sour?”

She muttered a few words that belonged in the category of her original profession but it was bravado. Inside she was crumbling. He hit her with another question before she could recover.

“Where is Barney Amling?”

“Dead,” she said.

“I just told you that he didn’t die in Buenos Aires. Listen to me when I tell you things, Verna Castle, because you’re in big trouble. I know you took Barney to the Laurelwood Sanatorium twelve years ago. There’s a nurse still working there who can identify the woman who signed in as Mrs Joseph Carnes. I know that he came in with a concussion. When I know the full story about that, I’ll probably know why you get such preferential interest rates from Pacific Guaranty. When did you first meet Barney Amling?”

“This isn’t a courtroom, Drake,” she said.

“Never mind. I’ll find out. That famous Love Chalet you operated was just the kind of place a hot-shot grid star might go for a fraternity romp. Was his name in your mysterious unpublished file? He was promising material. He turned pro’ and made big money until his accident. By that time he was married to a girl whose father had the contacts to get him started on an even more successful career. I think Barney was the kind of material you would have kept under scrutiny.”

“You shouldn’t be a lawyer, Drake. You should write romances.”

“We’re not discussing romance. We’re discussing business. Barney’s world fell apart when Carole left him. That social drinking route in the world of big business can get rough. Maybe that was when you met Barney. Carole was away from him for almost a year. That’s a long time for a healthy all-American boy to live like a monk. One way or another, he did get on your sucker list.”

A short flight of steps led from the lounge and galley deck to the sleeping quarters below. Carpeted, carefully lighted, a glimpse of stainless steel lavatory and tile shower. Simon was wondering where the famous queen-sized bed was housed when Verna seemed to read his mind.

“If you think Barney’s hidden below, look for yourself,” she said.

“You’ll have to admit that you don’t encourage visitors.”

“I like privacy. I’ve earned it.”

Simon took the steps down to the lower deck. He found the queen-sized bed and a pair of padded bunks forward. There were two heads, built-in closets and cupboards and stereo amplifiers throughout. He opened every door along the way. Barney wasn’t there. He came back upstairs and noticed a ship-to-shore near the wheel. He didn’t see a jack for a regular telephone which explained Verna’s sprint to the public telephone after his previous visit. Verna was still waiting at the bar. The gun was no longer in sight.

“Satisfied?” she asked.

“No,” Simon replied, “but I will be.”

Simon left the yacht and returned to his car but wasn’t ready to leave. Verna Castle reacted to shock by contacting an unidentified associate. Simon didn’t have long to wait. Minutes later Verna trotted up the dock, the long tail of a tent-like coat flapping in the chill wind. She entered the telephone booth and the light switched on. Simon reached behind him and picked up his binoculars from the jump seat. Trained on the booth he could see her pumping coins into the telephone. She dialled, waited, and then began to talk earnestly. It was a lengthy argument but she seemed to win. She came out of the booth at the conclusion of the call and walked into the parking-lot. Simon put away the glasses and ducked lower in the bucket seat. He thought she had spotted him but she walked past without so much as a side glance. Her destination was an orange Toyota that she drove out of the lot. Simon followed.

Verna drove to the nearest service station and spoke to the attendant. While the Toyota’s tank was being filled he carried a battery out of the station and deposited it in the trunk of the sedan before she drove away. Simon pulled into the station. While the Jaguar was being refuelled he mentioned the lady who had just bought a battery.

“I always carry a spare tyre,” he said. “Never thought of a spare battery.”

The attendant laughed. “That’s one of my regulars,” he explained. “She ordered that battery a week ago. She has another car up in the mountains. I wanted to check her radiator for antifreeze but she didn’t have time. If she’s going up there tonight she’ll wish she’d taken time.”

“You’re right,” Simon agreed. “It’s cold up at Mount Waterford.”

“How did you know that’s where she’s going?”

“She’s one of my regulars too,” Simon said.

He wanted to take time to call Adler but didn’t dare risk it. When the tank was filled he took off after Verna. He didn’t see the orange Toyota again for almost an hour in spite of nudging the posted freeway speed limit in an effort to clear the time lapse between them. It was when Verna turned off the freeway and began the winding climb into the mountains that he came within sight of the small sedan. He kept safe distance behind the tail-lights and began the ascent. They hit snow at 4,000 feet but the road was scraped free of hazards. At 5,000 there was a light packing under the treads and fresh snow falling. Simon switched on the defroster and windshield wipers. When the Toyota turned off on a side road progress slowed. Simon kept far enough behind so his headlamps wouldn’t show in the Toyota’s rear-view mirror. He had gone another two miles when he realized that he was gaining on the tail-lights too fast. He switched into low gear and still gained. He stopped completely and saw that the Toyota was no longer in motion. Simon switched off his lights and waited. The snow was falling heavier but he could still see the tail-lights and the probing fingers of the Toyota’s headlights reflected on the canyon wall. Then the lights went off. Simon waited a full five minutes and then drove forward slowly.

When Simon reached the Toyota he could see why it had stopped. Verna had swerved off the single track and was stuck in deep snow. Tracks in the fresh snow on the road showed that she had gone ahead on foot. He opened the car door to peer at the tracks and heard the sound of an approaching motor in the canyon below. At the same time he noticed a narrow trail veering off to his left: fresh snow over a single track that must not have been used for hours. He swung the Jaguar across the road and turned into the trail. A clump of snow-covered brush afforded cover from the main road. He stopped and switched off the lights. It was about three minutes before the approaching headlights hit the Toyota. A black sedan braked to a stop, hesitated for a few seconds and then roared on. Simon started the Jaguar again and shifted into low. He released the clutch, pressed down on the accelerator and heard the rear wheels grind deeper into the snow. Stuck. By this time the second car was out of sight and sound and all Simon could do was get out and dig at the snow under the rear wheels.

He opened the trunk and found a tyre iron and a piece of torn sail-cloth. He dug out the snow with the iron and shoved pieces of sail under the tyre treads. He got back into the car and tried to move it again. This time the tyres found traction and the Jaguar lurched forward. Simon drove forward about three feet and then slammed on the brakes because the sky had suddenly lighted up like a torch. Simon switched off his lights again and watched a spire of flame rising from somewhere beyond the next curve and, at the same time, heard the roar of a big motor grinding down the road away from the conflagration. The big sedan roared past again and screeched to a stop just short of the abandoned Toyota. He saw it grind into reverse and then roar forward smashing its front bumper into the small sedan resting precariously on the bank above the ravine. The Toyota groaned and slid backwards off the bank as the big sedan, swerving away from it, roared on down the road. Grabbing a flashlight from the door pocket Simon ran to the place where the Toyota had been stuck. He directed the beam into the ravine and saw it sliding down slowly until it picked up momentum and bounced off a rocky ledge into blackness. By that time the headlamps of the descending sedan were raking the canyon walls miles below.

But the fire above was still blazing. Simon sprinted back to the Jaguar and drove up to see what had precipitated the big sedan’s hasty departure. Beyond the next bend he found an open gate and fresh tyre marks in the snow that led past the burned ruins of what must have been the Love Chalet. Beyond the ruins stood a tall barn with the loft ablaze. The barn doors were closed. Parking with the lights of the Jaguar focused on the doors, Simon ran to the doors and found them unlocked. He pulled them open and saw, bathed in the glare of headlights and backed by bright orange flames, a 1959 Oldsmobile, blue and white, with the right side of the windshield shattered, the left headlamp crushed and the left front fender battered and half rusted away. Barney Amling’s first new car. A five-gallon gasoline container stood near the left rear wheel. Empty. Some of its contents had been splashed over the car and the rest, obviously, on the stalls at the rear of the barn. A length of harness rope extended from the open gas tank towards the approaching fire. Simon yanked it loose and re-capped the tank. He backed the Jaguar around until he could use the rope as a hitch and pull the Olds free of the burning barn. The rope held. The Olds shuddered and moved forward. Simon drove until well clear of the fire area and pulled to a sloping piece of ground where he untied the rope, moved the Jaguar out of the way, and watched the Olds roll slowly, as if exhausted by the years of waiting, into a snow bank and stop. Snow was falling heavily now. The car would soon be covered by a protective white blanket.

Simon drove back down the mountain. At his first opportunity he called the sheriff’s station to report the fire and the wrecked Toyota. A second call was made to Reardon’s office. Lieutenant Wabash answered the phone.

“The captain isn’t here,” he said. “He’s gone to some society dance.”

“What are you doing?” Simon asked.

“Still working on this damned report,” Wabash said.

“Meet me at the Marina View Inn at Marina del Rey,” Simon said, “and you can file a report on the Amling case. Or didn’t Captain Reardon tell you that it wasn’t Amling who died in Buenos Aires?”





CHAPTER TWENTY

WABASH’S BLACK AND white was waiting in a no-parking zone when Simon reached the Marina View Inn. He took one look at Simon’s face and asked: “Why the panic?”

Simon answered: “There’s a yacht anchored a quick trot from here and the woman who owns it knows too much for her own good.”

They ran all the way but were too late. At the end of the floating dock where the Funky Frigate had been moored was nothing but black water. Simon hailed a man on the nearest boat and had him summon the marina patrol boat. When it appeared the skipper admitted that he had seen the yacht move out of the channel about half an hour earlier. By this time a small crowd had gathered that included Cherry Lane and her two friends who had been partying on another boat. They were appalled that the yacht was gone.

“Verna can’t sail a boat,” Cherry wailed. “She doesn’t even sail it around the marina.”

“Does it have an automatic pilot?” Simon asked.

Cherry responded with blank silence. It was her host from a neighbouring yacht, Dr Goldstone, who volunteered the information that the Funky Frigate was fully equipped.

“Are you a medical doctor?” Simon demanded.

Goldstone answered in the affirmative.

“Then come along. You may be needed.” Simon climbed down into the patrol boat followed by Wabash and the doctor and barked an order. “Coastguard station,” he said. “There’s heavy sea beyond the breakwater. The Funky Frigate needs help.”

Simon filled in the lieutenant on what he knew of Verna Castle’s rôle in the Amling case while the coastguard searched out the missing yacht. It was almost an hour before they found her. By that time the air patrol had joined the search and a second cutter was converging on the area. They were almost upon the Funky Frigate before they realized it. She carried only running lights. No lights showed in the cabin or below decks.

“Maybe she’s derelict,” Goldstone said. “Verna may have taken to the dinghy when she found herself heading outside the marina.”

The cutter raked the decks of the yacht with a searchlight. The dinghy was missing from its hangar and a message had to be radioed back to the coastguard base to start a search for it. Derelict or not, the yacht had to be brought back to harbour. As the cutter drew alongside a grappling hook was thrown across her bow where it caught on the railing and grew taut. Simon peeled off his coat and grabbed the rope with both hands.

“Don’t wave goodbye,” Wabash yelled into the wind. “This is no sea for a swim.”

It was a black, churning sea that was icy cold halfway up Simon’s thighs as his weight pulled the rope down. He went hand over hand pulling up out of the water as he neared the yacht’s deck. He kept his eyes on the chrome deck railing where the searchlight was focused because both boats were still in motion and only by keeping the cutter parallel to the yacht could the rope hold taut. At last he grasped the railing. One more pull and he was over the side. He braced himself against the railing to gain balance and then ran to the cabin. Once inside the lounge, he found the light switch and then the wheel. The auto-pilot was set full speed ahead. He brought it back to slow and watched the cutter cut speed accordingly. He brought it then to stop. The cutter stopped and a second line was tossed easily to the railing. Dr Goldstone was the first across; Wabash followed. Simon turned on the lights below deck and the doctor bounded down the narrow stairs. He found Verna spread-eagled on the queen-size bed. She was unconscious. No bruises and no blood. Only a crushed hypodermic needle on the carpet. Goldstone made a hurried examination.

“She’s alive—but just barely,” he announced. “She’s taken a nearly lethal dose of something I can’t identify at the moment.”

“What a way to commit suicide,” Wabash said.

“Or murder,” Simon added.

“Murder? Any suspect I know?”

“For the time being we can call him Fred Smathers,” Simon said. “This is his brand of insurance. What do you think, Goldstone?”

“If we can get her to a hospital soon enough,” the doctor said, “the policy may be cancelled.”

They decided against trying to transfer the woman to the cutter. Simon signalled for the ropes to be hauled away and took over at the wheel. He turned the yacht around and resumed full speed while Wabash got busy on the ship-to-shore and ordered an ambulance to stand by at the dock. Goldstone remained below with his patient. With a coastguard escort the Funky Frigate returned to port. Verna was still alive when they reached the coastguard station. Dr Goldstone accompanied her into the ambulance but Simon declined a ride. He talked Wabash into commandeering the nearest black and white and they drove off together to make a late appearance at the Shoreline Country Club dance.


• • •


It was after 2 a.m. when they arrived. The parking-lot was half empty but in the patrons’ section they found two black Cadillac sedans, one as clean as if it had just come off a car wash and the other streaked with dirt. Simon opened the door of the dirty one and peered inside. The keys were in the ignition. He switched it on and the gas gauge registered almost empty. He examined the floor mat. It was damp and caked with mud.

“Pull the mat on this one and have it analysed,” he told the lieutenant. “Don’t be surprised if you find bits of straw and traces of gasoline. I’ll explain why later.”

He closed the door and walked around to the rear of the car. Attached to the licence plate holder was a medical insignia.

“Whose car is it?” Wabash asked.

“Eric Larson’s,” Simon said.

He moved on to the clean Cadillac and opened the door. Again, the keys were in the ignition. He switched it on and the gas gauge registered almost full. “And this little piggy stayed home,” he said.

They went inside the club-house where a handful of couples were still dancing to the strains of a youthful combo. Most of the remaining guests had gravitated to the bar and that was where Simon found Larson and Knox Reardon having a nightcap. Larson carried a mink stole over his arm. Reardon had a whisky glass in his hand.

“How’s the party going?” Simon asked.

Larson smiled wearily. “It’s ending,” he said. “I’m waiting for Carole to come back from the little girls’ room so I can drive her home.”

“I hope you can find a gas station open,” Simon said. “Your tank’s almost empty.”

Larson looked startled. “That’s impossible. I had it filled on the way to the party.”

“And you’ve been on the premises all evening, I suppose.”

“Of course. I’m on the entertainment committee. I spent most of the night behind this bar.”

“That’s right, Drake,” Reardon said. “I relieved him about an hour ago.”

“Glad I missed it,” Simon said. “Volunteer bartenders aren’t my idea of fun. There’s an art to every profession—even murder. I guess that’s why Verna Castle is going to live and, being female, talk and talk and talk.”

The trouble with exploding a bombshell in a cosy corner was that there was so little space for the débris to fall. Faces, mostly. That’s where the damage showed. Eric Larson’s face, suddenly ashen; Knox Reardon’s face suddenly alert. “Verna Castle,” Simon repeated, “formerly Alverna Castile. Do you recall her, doctor? She was the one who took Barney to the Laurelwood sanatorium twelve years ago.”

“I—I may have heard Barney mention the name,” Larson said.

“I’m sure you did. Did Barney also mention that he had a concussion when he was admitted? There must have been some evidence of the accident when you visited him. Did he tell you that he killed a man in a hit-and-run accident the night he was admitted?”

“Christ,” Larson said, “you lawyers really dig up dirt, don’t you?”

“Then he did tell you. No wonder he didn’t want to see Carole for several months. It takes time for an honest man to learn to live with something like that.”

Simon didn’t know, of course, if Verna Castle would live but Lieutenant Wabash, who had lingered in the shadows further down the bar, didn’t contradict him and that was a help. He was going to have trouble getting to the truth without her. With her another man’s life was heading for swift oblivion.

“It’s been a bad night all round,” Simon added. “I followed Verna up to Mount Waterford tonight. Barney’s Olds, the hit-and-run car, didn’t burn when the barn on her property was set afire. I pulled it clear.” He heard a slight hissing sound as if somebody was having trouble breathing. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Lieutenant Wabash moving closer along the bar. “Motivation,” he said, in a louder voice, “that’s what a lawyer digs for when the least likely man in the world turns thief. I dug a path straight to Alverna Castile—prostitute, madame and blackmailer. Never arrested, never convicted because she always knew the right people and paid off the right cops. But you know that, don’t you Reardon? You must have been on her pad back in the Love Chalet days. You two have a lot in common. You both knew how to pick a promising sucker and bleed him right up to the point when he couldn’t bleed any more.”

Simon heard a sick groan behind him. Wabash. Then he heard a sharp click that had to be the safety coming off somebody’s gun. He looked down and saw that the gun was in Reardon’s hand.

“It won’t do any good to shoot me,” Simon said. “I’ve been working with a private detective who knows as much as I do. Who better than a policeman would know that Alverna had a brother in prison who had been crippled in a knife fight? Who better than a policeman would know when he was paroled and groom him to double for Barney after he took the Pacific Guaranty funds? What did you use for leverage? Kevin Amling? Yes, I think that would do it. I think even Barney Amling would steal to save his son from prison. I advise you to put your gun away, captain.”

“Is that professional advice?” Reardon choked.

“Very professional. Conspiracy isn’t a capital crime. Coldblooded murder is.”

And then Reardon told him what he had done with Barney Amling. He pulled the trigger.

Simon dropped to the floor as the mink stole, airborne, slashed across Reardon’s wrist. The gun fell to the floor. Reardon dived for it and came to his knees and then fell backward as a second explosion tore away the front of his dinner jacket. He raised his head just long enough to stare at Lieutenant Wabash with a kind of childlike bewilderment and then he died. Wabash was still holding the captain’s head in his arms when the ambulance arrived. The only words Simon heard him speak were: “He was the best damned cop I ever knew.”


• • •


It was a long time before the press tired of the Amling story. Verna Castle did live and did talk, and when she was through it seemed that her record of no arrests and no convictions would stand. She had met Barney for the first time at one of Jake Ehrenberg’s parties during the period when Barney and Carole were separated. Sensing profit, she befriended him and was with him the night his Olds struck down a man who died on the way to the hospital. Dave Adler had the full story waiting for Simon before Reardon’s body reached the morgue. An unidentified hit-and-run killer, the news stories had read, driving a new two-tone sedan according to eye witnesses. A nice mess for young Barney Amling to learn from a visitor to the sanatorium who called himself Fred Smathers a few weeks later. He came in plain clothes, of course, because by that time he was no longer a uniformed cop who guarded football heroes at ceremonial dinners. He was Sergeant Reardon, soon to be lieutenant and later captain because, like Alverna Castile, he knew how to feather his nest.

“Amling didn’t remember anything about the accident,” Verna told Simon. “He believed the story I told the admittance nurse at Laurelwood. The poor fool was too drunk to remember anything that night. Reardon gave him a second chance. After all, the man was dead and nobody would find the Olds because Reardon had disposed of it. Hell, the worst Amling would have drawn then was a few years for manslaughter with his father-in-law’s money behind him, but he wanted his wife and son back and Reardon knew it. Later, I visited him again at the sanatorium and explained how much it would hurt me if he didn’t go along with Reardon’s terms because I was in the car too. Golden Boy bought the whole package and it cost him plenty over the years—all of it legal with no loose ends until Reardon lost a bundle on the stock market and came up with the Savings and Loan scheme. Do you want to know what Amling discussed with me at those dinners we shared, lawyer? He asked my advice. That’s a laugh—Mr Big asking me? I told him to use his own judgement because I had no piece of that action. I didn’t know anything about Reardon using my half-brother as a decoy. When the story broke I thought it really was Amling in South America. I didn’t even know Tony had been sprung.”

Simon believed her. She didn’t need the Savings and Loan money. She had made good investments and wasn’t a lady to take unnecessary risks.

“Amling said Reardon’s plan was to split the take with him,” she added. “He was to go to South America with his half and start a new life. In time his wife and children could join him—but Barney didn’t seem to think that was likely. He didn’t say it in so many words, but I had the feeling he thought Carole had another lover waiting in the wings. ‘If I do go it will be a clean break,’ Barney told me. ‘I don’t want my family dragged into this.’ That’s my story, lawyer, and it’s not going to change no matter how long I’m questioned.”

“So, when I came to the yacht asking questions,” Simon said, “you called Reardon and told him to get me off the scent. Reardon must have called Tony and dictated the message he sent to Carole—from Buenos Aires. When I went to Buenos Aires and closed in on Tony he had to be killed. That sort of thing is easy to arrange down there.”

“It’s easy to arrange anywhere if you know how,” Verna said, “and Knox Reardon always knew how to arrange anything. He almost killed me, too, after he thought the Olds was destroyed. It was his idea to keep the car as evidence in case Amling ever tried to squirm loose.”

“All of which means that you owe me your life.”

Verna thanked Simon with characteristic sentiment. “So strike yourself a medal,” she said.


• • •


Nine hundred thousand dollars was found over a period of weeks in safe-deposit boxes Reardon had rented in various banks. Fifty thousand, obviously, was what he paid Anthony Castile before the final payment was made with a hired assassin’s knife. But long before the money was found Lieutenant Wabash led an operation in search of the one thing Barney Amling had taken with him when he left his office the last day that hadn’t been recovered in Buenos Aires: a watch-case containing pictures of his family. Simon told Wabash where to look for it. The police tore up the section of parking-lot at Vincent Pucci’s new development that had been put down on the Monday following Amling’s disappearance. Pucci was on hand, complete with bodyguard, to protest the invasion of his property, but Wabash had a court order that even Pucci’s political clout couldn’t countermand. While the working crew manned the jack-hammers, Simon filled in the story as he saw it.

“Barney must have selected the place to meet Reardon and divide the stolen money,” he explained. “He lunched with Pucci and made sure that the area was about to be paved. He went there with a loaded gun from which one bullet was missing. I think he had decided there was only one way to get rid of a blackmailer and meant to kill Reardon. He fired one shot but he wasn’t a killer at heart. He missed. Reardon didn’t.”

“You think Reardon buried Amling’s body where Amling intended to bury him,” Wabash said.

“Why not? He ordered that beach raid, didn’t he? He knew the action down there would leave him free to come and go as he pleased. He must have shot Barney. Why else did he pull his gun at the bar if he wasn’t already a murderer? If Barney’s body had been unearthed by the paving crew it would have been the man he sent to Buenos Aires who took the heat and he, as we now know, would never live to tell tales. When my investigation turned to Mary Sutton and I asked her on the telephone about a matter that would lead to Verna Castle, Reardon was the first to know. Her telephone was tapped, wasn’t it? Reardon knew I would come at four and got there in time to arrange a death that would be written off as an accident or suicide. He probably planted the heroin he had taken from your desk while I was with him searching the apartment.”

“But when did you begin to suspect Reardon?” Wabash asked.

“As soon as I knew the man we saw die in Buenos Aires wasn’t Barney Amling. Since Amling didn’t send a message to his wife it had to originate with someone who was close enough to both of them to know their pet names for one another. I thought of Larson but he couldn’t have known about my call to Mary Sutton and I was sure she had been thrown out of that window. The clincher was Barney’s gun—the one the Buenos Aires police found in Castile’s room. Reardon planted it there. He had to do that because the anti-hijacking measures being taken at major airports, especially on southbound flights, made it too risky for Castile to carry a gun. But a police officer can carry weapons without arousing suspicion anywhere. I knew it was Reardon when I came to his office. I deliberately fed him the information about the blood-stains on my coat just to stir him up a little.”

Wabash sighed. “Lawyer,” he said, “you’ve got a sense of humour like that guy de Sade.”

And so there was Lieutenant Wabash waiting to close the Amling case with newspaper photographers, TV cameramen and the ambulance to take Barney’s remains to the morgue standing by, and the only thing wrong with the arrangement was that no body was found. It was mid-afternoon before the digging was finally stopped. Simon looked back at the place where Vincent Pucci’s car had been parked to see how furious he was but the car was gone.

“What do we do now, lawyer,” Wabash chided, “cast nets in the Pacific Ocean?”

“Where’s Vincent Pucci?” Simon asked.

“He left as soon as the digging got under way. I guess the big shot couldn’t take the humiliation of learning he wasn’t as powerful as a court order.”

“That’s interesting,” Simon mused. “In Pucci’s place I would have been curious enough to stick around for the finish.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

THERE ARE PLACES in Baja California that can be reached only by private plane and Vincent Pucci owned one of them. It was about 11 a.m. of the following morning when a slender Cessna slipped out of the sky and made a perfect landing on the airstrip at the edge of the settlement. Simon and his companion alighted and found an ancient station-wagon available for rent. Simon drove as far as the locked gates of the Pucci villa and parked in the driveway. He noticed a narrow path leading down the rocky cliff to a wide sand bar below, and when he had climbed down the path he could see a lone fisherman tending a line on the beach a hundred yards away. The man wore a wide straw hat and a Mexican-style shirt over his jeans but he wasn’t Mexican. When he removed the hat to wipe perspiration from his forehead the sun lighted gold fires in his hair. When he moved to adjust the long fishing pole planted deep in the sand he walked with a limp.

“Barney!” Simon called. “Barney Amling.”

This time the identity wasn’t mistaken. The man didn’t move. He waited beside the pole as Simon ran up the beach to meet him. When Simon arrived he said:

“You shouldn’t have come, Si. I’m a dead man now.”

Barney Amling pulled in the line and began to unwind a seaweed boa from the hook. “I intend to stay dead,” he added. “I heard about that excavation job up north yesterday. You had the right idea. Reardon did shoot me and left me for dead in a shallow grave, but his bullet struck an old watch-case I had in my vest pocket and missed my heart. Waking up with dirt in your face is a traumatic experience.” When the hook was clean Barney cast it back into the sea again. Simon’s presence didn’t seem to disturb him. He continued his story in a quiet voice. “It was raining, as I recall. I guess that was what washed away the earth so I didn’t suffocate. I managed to crawl out of the hole and drag myself over to the first level of Pucci’s new construction. That’s where I spent the night—more dead than alive. In the morning the sun came out and my head cleared a little. I’d lost a lot of blood but I was able to make it to the construction office where I knew I’d find a telephone. Knox had taken my wallet but I had a pocketful of change. I couldn’t even remember my own telephone number so I called the one printed on a card beside the telephone. It was Pucci’s private number.”

“And Pucci picked you up and brought you here,” Simon said. “No wonder he had me watched.”

Barney nodded. “Pucci came out in his own car as soon as I told him what had happened. I was scooped up and taken first to a doctor who doesn’t sweat about reporting gunshot wounds to the police. I was unconscious for at least twenty-four hours. When I came to I told Pucci the whole story. He’s smart. He knew the odds against nailing a police captain. He advised me to keep quiet and await further developments. Then he had me flown down here to recuperate.”

“Leaving me to do all the work,” Simon said.

Barney grinned wryly. “Something like that. I’ve had a radio all the time and read some of the newspapers that were flown down. When I read about the limping man who flew to South America using the name Barry Anderson I knew Reardon had planned to kill me from the first. I booked passage under that name and had the ticket on me when I was shot. I didn’t even know Verna Castle had a brother.”

“I know about the automobile accident twelve years ago,” Simon said. “Didn’t it ever occur to you how strange it was that you had the concussion if you were driving? I’ve seen the Olds, Barney. Verna Castle told me Reardon kept it as evidence against you. I think it was evidence against her that he wanted. The point of contact that shattered the windshield is on the passenger side—not the driver’s. I think you were too drunk to drive that night and too confused afterwards to remember that it was Verna at the wheel.”

To Simon’s surprise Barney didn’t respond with any show of emotion. “I must have figured that out years ago,” he said. “By that time I was in too deep. It’s a funny thing, Si. We start out in life with an image of ourselves but we keep giving away bits and pieces, hacking away with chisels of compromise, until everything turns out wrong. We step back and look at what’s left and find too many cracks in the marble. That’s why I want to stay dead. I can’t go back to PG or to any position of trust again. The crazy thing is that I don’t really care, I was too good at the money game. I learned where to give favour and when to turn a deaf ear. Human values had nothing to do with it. It was all making the right contacts, pleasing the right people. Favours to men like Pucci, favours to Verna. Favours to Knox Reardon. Everything legal and lucrative until the day on the golf course when Knox proposed stealing a million dollars from the vault. I thought it was fantasy at first. I didn’t start to worry until he told me how he had set up Kevin for arrest twice and what he would do to him next if I didn’t go along with the scheme.”

For the first time Barney’s voice trembled with anger. “Maybe I deserved being used but not my son. I thought of sending him away to school but there was still Little Jake and Reardon was desperate. He had lost heavily on the market. He was about to lose his house in Hawaii and was reaching an age when there wasn’t a chance of recouping his fortune without my help. I knew he would keep on hurting me through my family if I didn’t take the money, and then I realized that he couldn’t use me again if I did. I would be in a self-imposed exile. I thought it through and decided the theft was the only way I could protect my family. I took the money—a little less than a million as it turned out—just as Reardon planned. One thing was my own idea.”

“Meeting at Pucci’s to divide the spoils,” Simon said.

“Right. Since I was being forced to give up everything I valued in life, I determined to make sure Reardon couldn’t take any more from me. He was always jealous of me. He often talked about his hard times in Korea when I was safe in college winning trophies and making big money contracts. He wanted everything I had. That’s why I decided to kill him before I went to South America. He wanted everything, Si. Do you understand what I mean?”

“He wanted Carole,” Simon said.

“Exactly. With me gone and in disgrace what would be more natural than an old family friend moving in to take my place? Eric Larson’s been in love with Carole for years but he’s not aggressive. If he thought Carole preferred Reardon he would step out of the way. I could relinquish my reputation, my future and the money from the PG vault, but I couldn’t let Knox Reardon have my wife. That’s why I have to stay dead, Si. The money may have been found in boxes rented by Knox Reardon, but I’m still the man who took it from the vault. I’m still the man who loaded my gun and went out with intent to kill. I stood at the brink of murder.”

“Under duress,” Simon said. “If every man who was emotionally ready to kill could be jailed half the population would be behind bars. The law deals with facts. The facts, as you have just told them to me, prove that Reardon shot first and that makes your shot self-defence. Did Pucci’s doctor find the bullet?”

“He has it in a glass jar.”

“Then it can be matched to Reardon’s gun. Let me handle your defence, Barney. Give me the chance to prove Reardon a murderer instead of knowing it without proof.”

But Barney Amling was adamant. “I won’t go back with you, Si. Pucci owes me a few favours. He won’t let you take me back against my will.”

“I don’t want to take you back against your will. I want you to grow up, Barney. Forget about crossing the goal line with the winning run. That marble statue you’ve been working on doesn’t have to be bigger than life. Pacific Guaranty may not even want to prosecute now that the money’s been recovered. You may lose nothing but a life-style nobody needs.”

“Carole needs it,” Barney said.

“Are you sure? Why don’t you at least give her the chance to tell you whether she wants to be a widow or a wife? Barney, the crowds in the grandstands aren’t cheering any more. You’ve got only one kind of love left for the rest of your life. Let Carole tell you what she wants—now.”

It had taken Carole longer to climb down the cliff to the beach. When Barney raised his head and saw her she was stumbling towards him on high heels that just wouldn’t track in the sand. She paused long enough to remove her shoes and toss them away, and then she ran all the rest of the distance between them with both arms outstretched.

She needed both arms to grab him, hold him close and bring him back to life.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

SIMON LEFT CAROLE and Barney in Baja and flew back to The Mansion to start preparing his case for the defence. He found Wanda rehearsing a new song in the music room, Hannah reading a script for a commercial offered by an agency that had seen her interviewed on television when they returned from Buenos Aires, and Chester unpacking a crate of new books on child psychology. Unnoticed, Simon went into his den alone. Moments later the telephone rang.

The voice was Jack Keith’s.

“I’ve been away on vacation,” he reported. “I thought you might have some work lined up for me.”

“Not a thing,” Simon said.

“All quiet? You’re getting too domesticated, Si. You should have been on vacation with me. Man, did I have myself a time scoring with a bevy of Latin chicks. Two weeks in South America. You should hop down there sometime.”

“I’ll make a note of that,” Simon said.
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