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Аннотация
BEAGLE SCENTED MURDER introduces two of the most upright and fearless heels ever to run a detective agency, Otis Beagle and Joe Peel. These two new Gruber characters are not above �making� a little business, especially when times are slow, but they are not in the market for murder.
Murder lands in their laps, however, and for a time they are forced to do a little honest work. In the course of avoiding San Quentin they uncover same interesting material about one of their clients and learn a lot about a racket in dime novels. They wind up with a bang, but, much to the grief of the local police, on their feet.
Frank Gruber has written a fast, tough, and funny mystery story in the Fletcher and Cragg tradition. We expect to hear more of Messrs. Beagle and Peel.


Frank Gruber
Beagle Scented Murder
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Otis Beagle rocked back and forth in his swivel chair, oblivious of the frightful squeak the chair made with every rock. His fat fingers made a pup tent across his well-fed stomach and he was frowning in intense concentration.
On the other side of the double desk Joe Peel looked up furtively from his last week�s �Racing Form.� He didn�t like that concentration on the part of Beagle.
The rocking � and the squeaking � stopped. Joe Peel groaned. This was it.
Otis Beagle blew on the huge stone in his ring. The ring was just like Beagle � big, flashy � and phoney.
�Joe!� said Otis Beagle. �Do you remember the Jolliffe case?�
�No,� replied Peel, promptly.
Beagle scowled. �It was only four-five months ago.�
�My memory doesn�t function on an empty stomach,� Peel snapped. �It�s lunch time and I haven�t even had breakfast.�
�You got to watch out for that, Joe,� said Beagle. �You keep going without breakfast and after a while you get so��
�The reason I haven�t had breakfast,� Peel said, �is because you haven�t paid me my salary for two weeks.�
Otis Beagle scowled. �I owe you two weeks wages?�
�Eighty bucks, pal! And Saturday it�ll be a hundred and twenty. If I don�t get it, I�ll��
�You�ll what?�
�I�ll get a secondhand furniture man in here and you�ll run your detective agency next week sitting on the floor.�
Beagle looked coldly at Joe Peel. �Some day your sense of humor will get the best of you, Joe.�
�You think I�m joking? Guess again. You owe two months� office rent; you owe me my wages, but have you missed a meal yourself? Have you missed dropping in every day at that plush club of yours?�
�If it�s any satisfaction to you,� Beagle said, �the club posted me yesterday. And I have exactly four dollars to my name��
�Four dollars!� cried Peel. �Give!�
�It�s all the money I have in the world.�
�Give,� Peel persisted. �Give, before I forget that you outweigh me seventy pounds.�
Beagle glowered at Peel a moment then drew a flat wallet from his breast pocket and skinned out two dollar bills as neatly as a card shark.
�Why didn�t you say you were hungry?�
�Couldn�t you hear my stomach growl?�
Beagle grunted and picked up a bunch of three by four file cards. �Joe, we�re up against it. Clients haven�t been coming to the office � so, we�ll have to go after them.�
Peel winced. �How?�
Beagle separated one of the filing cards from the others. He tapped it on the desk. �You remember this Wilbur Jolliffe? He was mixed up in a badger game��
�And we shook him down for a grand.�
Beagle cleared his throat noisily. �We settled with the blackmailers.�
�We slipped them a hundred and scared hell out of them. The other nine hundred we kept � and then we soaked Wilbur for a five hundred dollar fee.�
�A cheap settlement. The blackmailers would have taken Wilbur for four times that much.� Beagle looked thoughtfully at the card. �Jolliffe�s a gay dog.�
�Sixty, if he�s fifty. And he likes them about twenty � or younger if he can get them.� Peel wrinkled his nose in disgust. �A fanny pincher.�
�Right. It says on this card that Jolliffe lives on Rodeo Drive. He owns the house � and he has a wife��
�And how! A snowplow in front and a caboose in the rear.�
Beagle nodded. �All this happened five months ago. By now Jolliffe is over his scare. In fact, I�d venture to say he is, ah, pinching fannies again.�
�His kind doesn�t stop until the man pats them in the face with a spade� But I don�t get the angle, Otis.�
�Hurrumph! I was thinking � we did a good job for Jolliffe once. Why can�t we do another for him?�
�But we don�t even know if he�s in trouble.�
�A man like Jolliffe�s bound to be in trouble. Why should we wait until he�s in so deep that it�s almost impossible to get him out of it?�
�There might be something in what you say.�
Beagle placed the tips of his fingers together and scowled at them. �I think I�ll drop around and see him tomorrow.�
Peel shrugged. �It can�t do any harm.�
�In the meantime you might soften him up.�
�Eh?�
�Jolliffe may not realize that he�s in trouble. But he�s got a guilty conscience.�
�So have I � and you � and about fifty million other people in this country.�
Beagle scowled. �You�re being purposely dense. You know very well what I�m getting at. You�ve got to scare Jolliffe so he�ll be in a proper frame of mind when I talk to him tomorrow.�
Peel held up a hand, palm toward Beagle. �Now, wait a minute, Otis. We�ve stretched the rope pretty tight, but you�re putting too much pressure on it this time. It�ll break.�
�Well,� said Beagle, �you have two dollars and I have two dollars. What are we going to do when they�re gone?�
Joe Peel inhaled and exhaled heavily. �San Quentin, here we come!�
Beagle shuddered. �Don�t say that, Joe. Not even in fun.�
�All right, I won�t say it. But I�ll be thinking it. Give me the card.�
Beagle handed him the file card and Peel reached for the phone. He looked at the card, then dialed a number.
A smooth voice said in Peel�s ear, �Jolliffe and Company.�
�Let me talk to Wilbur,� Peel said.
�Who�s calling?�
�This is a personal call, sister.�
�I�m sorry, sir, but I have no brothers� and I�ll have to have your name, before I can put your call through.�
�Look,� said Peel, �just tell Wilbur that Nat is on the phone.�
�Nat who?�
�Just tell him Nat and he�ll talk to me so quick you won�t even be able to listen in.�
There was a pause at the other end of the line and then the girl said, �Just a moment, please.�
Thirty seconds went by, then a connection was made and a cracked voice said, �Yes?�
�Yes,� Peel replied.
�This is Wilbur Jolliffe,� said the owner of that name. �Who� who is this?�
�Nat.�
�N-nat, who?�
Peel laughed harshly. �How many Nats do you know? Nats to you.� He hung up and met Otis Beagle�s accusing glance.
�Crude. Very crude.�
�Then why didn�t you call him yourself?�
�Because he might remember my voice.�
�He might remember mine too.�
�Not as readily. You only talked to him once or twice. Besides, your voice isn�t a distinctive one.�
Peel scowled at Beagle and got up. He went to an ancient wooden filing cabinet and pulled out a drawer. Beagle watched him with interest. His eyes widened when Peel took out a false beard.
�Who do you think you�ll fool with that Dick Tracy outfit?�
�Nobody,� said Peel. �That�s the point.� He put the beard into his coat pocket and got his hat. �In case I get caught and you don�t � I smoke Camels,� he said and left the office.
He took the stairs to the first floor and left the building. Outside he looked toward Hollywood Boulevard, a half block away, then walked to it and turned eastward.
After a few minutes he consulted the card on Wilbur Jolliffe and after another block entered a twelve-story office building. He rode in the elevator up to the fourth floor.
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Walking down a corridor he found a ground glass door on which was the legend: Jolliffe & Company. He brought the false beard out of his pocket, slipped it on, then opened the door and entered a fancy reception room over which presided a redhead who was at least gorgeous, if not more.
She looked inquiringly at Peel.
�I�d like to see Mr. Jolliffe,� Peel�s tone conveyed the impression that he expected Mr. Jolliffe to drop everything to talk to him.
The redhead thought otherwise, however, �May I have your name?�
�Jolliffe,� said Peel. �Julius Jolliffe. I�m Wilbur�s uncle.�
�Quit your kidding,� said the girl. �And your beard is slipping.�
Peel adjusted it. �Thanks. All right, so Wilbur�s my uncle. I still want to see him.�
�I�ve a good notion to call a cop.�
Peel looked steadily at her. �Get much exercise around here, if you know what I mean?�
�Now, wa-ait a minute��
�Without the disguise, baby, I�m a tall, handsome fella and I like you, too, but this is business. Cross my heart.�
Peel crossed his heart.
The girl shook her head. �I don�t get it.� But she went to a ground glass door, opened it and went through. She closed the door carefully behind her.
Peel leaned over the receptionist�s desk and picked up a couple of letters. One was on the letterhead of the Ward Restaurant Supply Company of Toledo, Ohio. It was addressed to Jolliffe & Company, Hollywood, California. From it, Peel gathered that the Ward Restaurant Supply Company thought Jolliffe & Company�s price for two hundred duplicators a little too high. The other letter was written in longhand and was obviously a complaint about a duplicator. Peel didn�t get to finish the letter, however, for the door of Mr. Jolliffe�s private office opened a couple of inches and a frightened eye peered out.
�Hello,� Peel said.
The door went shut, was reopened by the redhead. She came out, closing the door behind her again.
�Mr. Jolliffe will see you in a moment.� Then as Peel dropped the letters to her desk, �Are you a cop, or do you just like to snoop?�
�You never can tell,� Peel retorted.
The door of Wilbur Jolliffe�s office opened and a man with the collar of a topcoat turned up over his ears came out. He nodded to the redhead, gave Joe Peel a sharp glance and left the office.
�You can go in now,� the girl said to Peel.
Peel winked at her and went into Jolliffe�s office. Jolliffe was seated behind a big desk. He was a sporty-looking old bird, weazened and pop-eyed, but wearing a tailored grey suit that wouldn�t have looked bad on a man thirty years younger.
He was toying nervously with a letter opener. �Y-you w-wanted to see me?�
�Not especially,� said Peel, �but I thought I ought to.�
There was a chair a few feet from Jolliffe�s desk. Peel seated himself in it, crossed his legs and looked inquiringly at Jolliffe.
Jolliffe looked at Peel. Peel looked at Jolliffe. The color faded from Jolliffe�s face. �W-w-well?�
�Go ahead,� said Peel. �I�m listening.�
�F-for what?�
�For what you�ve got to say.�
Jolliffe�s Adam�s apple raced up and down twice. �About what?�
Peel cleared his throat noisily. �Cut it out. You know very well why I�m here.�
Jolliffe�s eyes flickered to the door, came back to Peel. �Is it about� W-Wilma?�
Peel gave no indication that it was or wasn�t. Perspiration began to come out on Jolliffe�s face. �Look here,� he said, making a last attempt to control himself, �if you think you can��
�Yes?�
�Yes?�
A shudder ran through Wilbur Jolliffe�s thin frame. He dropped the letter opener on his desk and pushed back his chair. Joe Peel got up.
�Okay,� he said, �if that�s the way you feel about it.�
He turned, opened the door and stepped out into the anteroom. He closed Jolliffe�s door.
�Your name Wilma?� Peel asked the redhead.
The girl�s eyes widened. �No.� The tip of her tongue flicked out and moistened her lips. Peel shrugged and stepping past her opened the corridor door. He went through, turned and pushed the door open again.
Wilbur Jolliffe was just bursting out of his private office. His eyes threatened to pop from his head as he saw Peel�s face again. Peel laughed raucously and let the door swing shut.
He turned and headed for the stairs. As he descended to the third floor he whisked the false whiskers from his face and stuck them into his pocket.
He walked down the other three flights, left the building and walked to a drugstore on the comer of Hollywood and Vine. He got change for one of his two bills and headed for a telephone booth in the rear.
Entering, he dialed the number of the Beagle Detective Agency. The line was busy. He waited two minutes, then tried the number again. Beagle answered this time.
�Beagle Detect��
Peel cut him off. �Joe. You don�t have to wait until tomorrow��
�I know,� Beagle replied eagerly. �He just telephoned me��
�Oh, so that�s why the line was busy.�
�Where are you, Joe?�
�In the Owl on Hollywood and Vine.�
�Mmm, I�d better not meet you, just in case somebody followed you. But look � I�m going right over to Jolliffe�s� what was it that scared the hell out of him?�
�His guilty conscience� and the phony beard. But he�s afraid of a girl named Wilma.�
�Why?�
�I don�t know. That�s all there is. Wilma. But you might take a look at the redhead in his office. Look, but don�t touch. I saw her first.�
Otis Beagle began to bluster but Peel hung up on him. At the soda fountain he had a chocolate malted milk, which only whetted his appetite, so he followed with a sandwich and a piece of pie. As he ate he considered giving Wilbur Jolliffe another call, but finally concluded that it would be overdoing things a bit.
Leaving the drugstore he strolled leisurely to the office and curled up on top of the double desk. In two minutes he was sound asleep.
Otis Beagle found him like that when he came in an hour later. He strode angrily into the office and prodded the small of Joe Peel�s back with the end of his thick cane.
�Wake up, Joe!�
Peel opened one eye. �Poke me with that stick again and I�ll break your fat skull.�
�Suppose a client came in,� Beagle growled. �How would it look � a detective sleeping?�
Peel got down from the desk. �Spare me the platitudes.� He yawned and stretched himself. �Well, are we working?�
�We are. I gave Jolliffe the old razzle-dazzle and��
Peel thrust out a hand. �Give!�
�Give what?�
�You got a retainer, didn�t you?�
�Just a small one. Fifty dollars��
�Two hundred. You always lie in that proportion.�
Beagle�s fat face got red. �Now, look, Joe. I�ve had just about enough��
�So have I. You�ve got two hundred dollars and I want my share.�
�There�s office rent and overhead��
�Pay it out of your share.�
Beagle hesitated. �I�ll give you seventy-five��
�A hundred or you�ll handle Jolliffe yourself.�
Beagle brought out four fifties and handed two to Peel. �I�ll remember this, Joe.�
�You do that, Otis.� Peel put the bills away. �Now, what about Wilbur?�
�The girl lives at the Lehigh Apartments in Hollywood.�
�What�s her status at the present time?�
�That�s what worrying Wilbur. He thought everything between them was hunky.� Beagle grinned. �He�s going to call on her tonight and he wants you to follow him.�
Peel scowled. �There won�t be any need of that. Since everything probably is hunky between them.�
�Uh-uh; I thought the same thing, but it seems the girl has a brother��
�A big brother?� Peel�s enthusiasm, never great, diminished. �Something tells me I�m going to get a punch in the nose.�
�That�s the risk we take in this business.�
�We take?�
�You know what I mean.�
�I don�t, Otis. All I know is that you think up jobs where you get the money and I get a punch in the nose.�

The Lehigh Apartments were three blocks off Hollywood Boulevard, about halfway up a steep hill. The street was a quiet one, containing more homes than apartment houses.
At seven o�clock Joe Peel took up a post under a tree across the street from the entrance. He smoked four cigarettes before Wilbur Jolliffe climbed out of a taxi a half block down the street. Jolliffe paid the cabman, then came hurrying toward Peel. As he passed he gave him a sharp glance. Peel nodded reassuringly.
�Okay, Mr. Jolliffe!�
Jolliffe winced at the announcement of his name and headed for the entrance of the Lehigh Apartments. Joe Peel lit another cigarette and leaned against a small tree.
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A car with red headlights came grinding up the hill, stopped at the curb in front of Joe Peel. He groaned, flipped away his cigarette and started downhill. But he was too late. A uniformed cop sprang out of the police car.
�Here, you!�
Joe Peel stopped. �What�s the trouble?�
�Put up your hands!�
�Now, wait a minute, pal�� Joe began.
The cop whipped out his gun and thrust it at Joe Peel. �Up, I said!�
Joe�s hands shot up. Then the second policeman came out of the police car. �Joe Peel!� he exclaimed.
�Rafferty!�
The first policemen lowered his revolver. �Know him?�
Rafferty showed his teeth in a wicked grin. �I�ll say I do. Remember the Miles Sackheim case?�
�Can�t say I do.�
�It was a couple of years ago. Well, Joe here, was mixed up in it��
�Don�t let Otis Beagle hear you say that,� Joe Peel said.
Rafferty grunted. �That fat four-flusher. Some day I�ll catch him�� He brightened again. �Maybe this is it; what�re you doing here, Peel?�
�Minding my own business��
�Don�t gimme that. We got a call from the station��
�Who turned it in?�
�They didn�t say. But the report was you been loitering around here for the last hour��
�Half hour.�
�Don�t quibble. What�re you doing here?�
�I was just going home.�
Rafferty caught Peel�s arm in a savage grip. �Do you want to spend the night in the bullpen?�
�Try it and see what�ll happen to you.�
The second policeman put away his revolver and brought out a blackjack. �Okay, Mike?�
Mike Rafferty hesitated, then shook his head. �No� not this time. He works for Otis Beagle.�
�The shamus?�
Rafferty nodded. �Beagle knows a few people. He�s crooked as all hell, but we haven�t been able to pin it on him. Not for keeps.�
�And you never will,� Peel said. Under his breath he added, �Until I put the finger on Otis.� Aloud, �Pleasant evening, isn�t it?�
Rafferty swore. �It was. But you�re not going to hang around here; I can assure you of that.�
�What would I want to hang around here for?� Joe Peel sniffed. �Go knock off some suckers making left turns.� He turned and began walking off.
The two policemen said some things and got back into their car. They made a U turn and followed Peel in low gear, until he turned the comer at the bottom of the street.
To be on the safe side, Joe Peel walked to Cahuenga, three blocks away, then circled back, around blocks, to the Lehigh Apartments. He lost a half hour and had no way of knowing whether Wilbur Jolliffe was still in the building.
He hesitated outside the apartment house, then finally entered. The gloomy lobby had once been fitted out with a desk for regular hotel service, but the service had been abandoned and the lobby was now vacant and poorly lighted. The light was a little brighter, however, over the battery of mailboxes and Peel went over and read the names.
Some of them had Mr. or Mrs. before the names and those he passed over. Some had complete given names, but none was Wilma. He therefore concentrated on the others and finally narrowed it down to two names:
W. Winters, 306
W. Huston, 504

One or the other of the W�s ought to be Wilma. He climbed up the badly carpeted stairs to the third floor and walked down a narrow corridor until he came to #306.
He pressed the door buzzer.
�Who is it?� a gruff female voice demanded from inside the apartment.
Peel made no reply. There was a moment of silence, then the voice inside the apartment called again. Peel still made no reply. The door was whipped open in his face and an enormous woman of about forty glowered down at Peel.
�Well?� she demanded.
�Uh, guess I must have the wrong apartment,� Joe Peel said. �I�m lookin� for a Miss Smith. Gwendolyn Smith��
�She ain�t here,� snapped the amazon and slammed the door in Joe�s face.
He whistled softly and climbed the stairs to the fifth floor. He rang the doorbell of apartment 504.
�Who is it?� asked a voice that caused him to brighten. Joe duplicated his strategy from the third floor. He made no reply. A chain rattled inside and the door was opened a couple of inches.
�Yes?�
Peel cleared his throat. �Mr. Jolliffe asked me to call��
A face appeared in the narrow opening; enough of it to make Joe wonder how Wilbur Jolliffe did it. But the face was impassive � a touch on the hostile side. �Who�s Mr. Jolliffe?�
Not so good.
�Wilbur Jolliffe. You know � Wilbur��
�Sorry, but I don�t know anyone named Wilbur.� The door started to go shut, but Joe Peel put his foot in the way.
�Maybe he�s giving you a phoney name sister. It�s the old guy I�m talking about. Catch on��
The pressure of the door eased against Joe�s foot. He drew it back and the door was closed. But the chain inside was taken off and the door pulled opened again. Joe Peel entered the apartment. He took it in quickly � a room about twelve by fourteen with an in-a-door bed; a bathroom and dressing closet opening off the left and on the right a kitchen. But both the bathroom and the kitchen doors were closed.
The girl was about twenty-five, a fairly tall girl with chestnut hair, a pretty good face and a figure � well, the figure was it. She was wearing a dressing gown, which helped matters a lot.
�Nice place you�ve got here,� Joe Peel said.
The girl closed the door. �All right, I�m listening.�
Joe Peel seated himself in a armchair. �You�re Wilma Huston and you�ve got a� a friend named Wilbur Jolliffe. Shall we go on from there?�
�Let�s,� said the girl.
�Go ahead.�
�You go ahead.�
�Well, Wilbur�s got a wife. You knew that, didn�t you?�
�Most men have wives.�
�I haven�t,� said Joe Peel.
�Care to leave your phone number?�
�I might do just that � after we get Wilbur�s business straightened out.�
�You�re his guardian, I presume?�
�In a kind of a way.� Joe Peel�s eyes focused upon the left shoulder of the girl�s dressing gown. It had slipped. Joe�s temperature went up two degrees. �What I was going to say, Wilbur�s married. And he ain�t the divorcing kind. Catch on?�
�Can�t say that I do,� replied Wilma Houston. She discovered that her dressing gown had slipped and hitched it up. But it didn�t stay up.
�The point is,� Peel said, �breach of promise suits don�t stand up against married men.�
�Is that a fact?� There was mockery in Wilma�s voice.
Peel frowned. �Yeah, and furthermore, Wilbur�s wife knows he�s a chaser. She bawls the hell out of him every time some dame snitches on him. But what�s a bawling-out worth?�
�You tell me.�
�We usually pay fifty bucks. If the dame wants more, Wilbur takes the bawling-out.�
Wilma nodded thoughtfully and seated herself in an armchair across the room. �All cut and dried, eh?�
�Uh-huh.�
�Old stuff to you.�
�Yep.�
Wilma got to her feet. Her lips were pursed up and she nodded thoughtfully. �Mmmm. Will you excuse me a minute, while I slip on something?�
She headed for the bathroom door. Joe Peel�s eyes clouded, but he decided to play it through. �Go right ahead.�
She went into the bathroom, closing the door carefully behind her. Joe Peel got up instantly, strode to the door and put his ear against it. All he could hear was the rattle of clothes hangers.
He went back to his chair, saw a paper-backed book and picked it up. It was a lurid, old-fashioned dime novel, entitled Malaeska, The Indian Wife of a White Trapper.
Pretty strong reading for Wilma Houston. The bathroom door opened and Wilma came out. She was carrying a black dress on a hanger.
�Excuse me,� she said and headed for the kitchen. She went into the kitchen and closed the door. Joe Peel looked at the bathroom door. She had left it partly open. He swiveled, looked at the kitchen door.
He got up and went to the bathroom door. He pushed it open a few inches more, stuck in his head. The bathroom and dressing closet were empty. He frowned and went back to his chair.
After a moment he opened the paperback dime novel and began reading. He read two pages before Wilma came out of the kitchen. She had the dress on now. It didn�t conceal much, but at least the shoulders stayed up.
�Now, about Wilbur,� she said, �it�s all been very interesting, but I don�t know him.�
Joe Peel sighed wearily. �I thought we�d covered that.�
Wilma looked over her shoulder toward the kitchen. She nodded.
Joe Peel started to turn � and lightning struck him. Actually it was the fist of a very rugged, very angry man, but Joe didn�t know that. He didn�t know anything � for quite a while.
When he regained consciousness he was up on Mulholland Drive.
There was a throbbing lump behind his right ear. His legs were as weak as milk. The lights of Hollywood, in the valley below, were a shimmering mass. Joe Peel picked himself off the ground, staggered to the edge of the road-bed and stood there for three full minutes until strength flowed into his legs. A quick reach into his trousers pocket told that robbery had not been the motive for his slugging. His money was intact. He started walking along the pavement. A few cars passed him, but none stopped to give him a lift. The people who go for drives along Mulholland Drive at night don�t pick up hitchhikers.
After fifteen minutes or so he reached Laurel Canyon and cursed roundly. The man who had knocked him out and dumped him up on the mountain had certainly made it tough for him.
It took Peel almost forty-five minutes to reach Hollywood Boulevard and there, at Schwab�s Drugstore, he discovered that it was twelve-thirty. He had been knocked out around eight-thirty and had recovered consciousness about eleven-thirty. Three and a half hours.
Peel shook his head and stepped into a taxicab at the curb. Ten minutes later he climbed out before his hotel on Ivar. The little lobby was deserted, save for the clerk and Joe Peel would just as soon have missed him. But the watchdog spotted him.
�Oh, Mr. Peel,� he called, �Mr. Hathaway left orders for me to ask you about��
�The rent.�
The clerk scowled. �That�s right. He said that you were��
�Skip it, chum. I�m not in the mood, here�� Peel reached into his pocket and brought out a fifty. �Apply this on the account � and give me a receipt for it. The last time I trusted a night clerk he went south with the money and I had to pay it all over again.�
�I beg your pardon!� said the clerk, huffily. He wrote out a receipt. Peel stuffed it in his pocket and climbed the stairs to the second floor.
He unlocked a room that was all of ten by twelve feet in size and contained a bed, a chest of drawers, one chair and a maple table that was supposed to be a desk. It was home.
Peel stripped down to his shorts and climbed into bed. Two minutes later he was asleep.
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The good California sun was shining into Joe Peel�s room when he awakened. He guessed that it was after eight by his watch in the pawnshop on Western Avenue. He yawned, then winced. He had forgotten the lump behind his ear.
He climbed out of bed and went into the tiny bathroom. The lump was down somewhat but was now discolored. Joe Peel scowled. Somebody was going to pay for that.
He dressed and was about to leave the room when he discovered that his right coat pocket contained something bulky. He reached in and brought out the old dime novel he had picked up in Wilma Huston�s apartment. He had been reading it while Wilma dressed and when she re-entered the room he had automatically stuck it into his pocket.
He looked at the booklet a moment, then shrugged and tossed it on the desk. Turning, he left the room.
On the comer of Hollywood Boulevard he went into a Thrifty Drugstore and had a breakfast of orange juice, hot cakes and coffee. After that he lit a cigarette and strolled leisurely to the office of the Beagle Detective Agency. It was a quarter after nine and Otis himself never got in much before eleven.
He rode up to the second floor in the elevator, walked around a corridor and saw someone standing in front of the office door. Joe Peel blinked. A customer; and what a customer!
She was in her early twenties, fairly tall and wearing a gray suit that could have been a Hattie Carnegie model but wasn�t. She had hair the color of young corn silk, a complexion that matched and the best-looking nose Joe Peel had ever seen. He whistled under his breath as he walked up to the door and reached up to the transom for the key.
� �Morning,� he said casually. �Waiting for me?�
�Are you Mr. Beagle?�
�Joe Peel is the name,� Peel replied smoothly. �Beagle�s a figurehead. I run the shop.�
He unlocked the door and stepped aside politely for the girl to enter. That was the impression she made on him.
She went into the office and Peel pulled out his own swivel chair for her to sit down. He went around to Beagle�s chair.
�Something I can do for you, Miss� Miss�?�
�Huston.� The girl hesitated briefly. �Wilma Huston.�
Joe Peel looked at her steadily. This was not the girl he had talked to in Wilma Houston�s apartment the night before. Definitely not.
�I�m glad to know you, Miss Huston,� he said. �Is there something I can do for you in the detecting lines? This is a detective agency, you know.�
�Of course, that�s why I�m here.� A tiny frown marred the smoothness of her forehead. �It�s� well, I don�t know if this kind of work comes within your field, but�� She exhaled suddenly. �The fact is, a man is bothering me and I want you to stop him.�
�Mmm,� said Peel, �a very interesting case. Can you tell me just how this man is annoying you�? I mean, does he whistle at you?�
�This is no joking matter, Mr. Peel,� the girl said. �The man is married and I don�t want to be named as the corespondent in a divorce case.�
�You�ve got something there, Miss Huston.�
�I want it made clear that I do not only not want his attention; but he is to leave me entirely alone. No letters, no flowers, no presents. And no telephone calls.�
�No nothing?�
�Right. Now, how much will this cost me?�
�The case doesn�t seem like a very difficult one, Miss Huston; shall we say, uh, fifty�� Peel took another look at Miss Huston. �Call it twenty-five.�
The girl opened her purse, took out a wallet and skimmed out a twenty and a five. �Will you give me a receipt, please?�
Joe Peel hesitated, then pulled out the center drawer of Otis Beagle�s desk and brought forth a pad of receipt blanks. He wrote: �Received of Miss Wilma Huston, Twenty-five dollars��
Miss Huston said, �Put down, �for professional services rendered�.�
Peel wrote what she directed. Then he signed his name to the receipt and handed it to Wilma Huston. She put it in her purse and got to her feet.
�Wait a minute,� Joe Peel exclaimed. �You haven�t told me yet the name of the man who�s bothering you?�
�That�s right, I forgot. Well, it�s Wilbur Jolliffe. He has an office in the Claymore Building, down on Hollywood Boulevard. Wilbur Jolliffe & Company.�
Joe Peel had expected that. He looked dourly at the alligator skin bag in which now reposed the receipt he had given Wilma Huston.
He said, �All right, Miss Huston, now if you will give me your address and phone number��
�That won�t be necessary, will it? That�s all I want you to do � make the man stop bothering me. I�ll know if he lets me alone, won�t I?� She smiled brightly. �And if he does bother me again, I�ll be right down here��
�Of course,� Peel said, unhappily. �But it�s a rule of the office that clients leave their addresses��
�Well, you�re really the agency, aren�t you?� Wilma gave Peel the business with her eyes. �You can make or break a rule, can�t you?�
�Yes,� said Joe Peel.
�Then�?� She left it unfinished and walked out.
Joe Peel stared at the closing door. There was a queer sensation in his stomach. He had felt that sensation at other times � just before something happened to him.
He got up from Otis� chair and went around to his own. The faint odor of Chanel #5 wafted into his nostrils. Wilma Huston. The first Wilma had been all right � until he�d met the second one. Fried rabbit is all right, too, until you taste fried chicken.
The door of the office opened and Lieutenant Becker entered. He had been on the force only four years and was already a lieutenant. That was the son of cop he was. With him was Sergeant Fedderson.
�Good morning, Mr. Peel,� the lieutenant said, cheerfully. �Has Otis been in yet?�
�Little early for him, Lieutenant.� he looked sourly at Sergeant Fedderson. �Hello, Mike.�
The lieutenant went around to Otis Beagle�s chair and seated himself. Fedderson walked to the files and leaned against them.
�You don�t mind if we wait for Mr. Beagle, do you?� Lieutenant Becker asked.
�Not at all. Although I can�t imagine why you�d want to see Otis.�
�Oh, there�s a little problem connected with a case I�m working on,� said the lieutenant. �Thought I�d stop in and ask Otis� opinion. Clever man, you know.�
�Otis?�
�Don�t you find him so?�
Sergeant Fedderson pulled out one of the file drawers and began toying with the contents. �Keep your fingers out of there, Mike!� Joe Peel snapped.
Fedderson pushed the drawer shut and gave Joe Peel a dirty look. The latter turned back to the lieutenant. �What did you say, Lieutenant?�
�I was just asking how business was?�
�Slow. We ain�t had a case in a week or more.�
�Oh no? I thought you were working on something for a man named Jolliffe.�
At that moment Joe Peel would have sworn that a mouse was running around in his stomach. He looked at the lieutenant and moistened his lips.
�I only work here,� he said.
�But you do the dirty work.�
Sergeant Fedderson was pulling out a file drawer again. Joe Peel saw him, but did not remonstrate this time. He was too busy thinking. About San Quentin and things like that.
He said, �Who, me?�
�Uh-huh. Been reading the want ads lately?�
�Should I be?�
�You never can tell. When you�re working for a man like Otis Beagle.�
Joe Peel drew a deep breath. �Otis is the smart one here, Lieutenant. Give it to me in one-syllable words.�
Becker looked down at his fingernails; his tongue was in his cheek. �We�ve got Otis.� He paused just a moment, then added, �At last.�
Joe Peel watched Sergeant Fedderson as he browsed through the file drawer.
Lieutenant Becker said, �Otis has been skating around the thin ice for years. You know that. Well, the ice has broken� and I�ve got him.�
�Where?� asked Peel.
At that moment the door opened and Otis Beagle came into the office. His suit was nicely pressed; he was freshly shaved and reeked of cologne. The glass on his fingers and in his necktie sparkled brighter than ever.
�Ah, good morning,� he said, jovially. �Lieutenant Becker, to what do I owe this honor?� He waggled a fat forefinger at Sergeant Fedderson, at the file. �Naughty-naughty!�
Joe Peel tried to catch Otis� eye, but his big employer refused to look at him. He was all attention for Lieutenant Becker.
�Hello, Otis,� Becker said lazily. �Been waitin� for you.�
�Have you now?�
�Thought you might like to take a little ride down to the station house.�
�I can�t this morning, Lieutenant. Awfully busy on an important case��
�Indeed? Peel said you haven�t had a case in more than a week.�
�That�s what I told him,� Peel blurted out, �but he says he heard we were working for a man named��
�Never mind, Joe!� Becker warned.
��For a man named Jolliffe,� Peel finished.
Beagle went to the coat rack and hung up his thick cane. He followed with his Homburg, then turned to Lieutenant Becker.
�I don�t have to tell you, Lieutenant,� he said, �that a licensed private detective cannot be forced to talk about his clients any more than a doctor can be made to tell about his patients.�
Sergeant Fedderson closed the file drawer. There was an eager look in his eye.
Becker got up from Beagle�s swivel chair. �Let�s talk about professional ethics down at the station, shall we, Otis?�
�I�m not going with you,� Beagle said, getting hard.
�Now, lieutenant?� exclaimed Sergeant Fedderson.
Becker shook his head. �I�m not joking, Beagle. You�re coming with me��
�If you have a warrant for my arrest.�
�I can get one.�
�On what charge?�
�On a charge preferred by Mrs. Wilbur Jolliffe.�
Beagle brushed past Becker and seated himself at the desk. He reached for the phone and began dialing a number.
�Mrs. Jolliffe, you say?� he said to Becker.
Becker nodded. Then Beagle�s call went through. �Hello� let me talk to Doug Devol��
Lieutenant Becker�s eyes began to glow. Sergeant Fedderson�s face twisted into a scowl. They knew who Doug Devol was.
�Pinky?� Beagle boomed into the telephone. �Otis. Hope I didn�t wake you up. Oh, I�ve been up an hour or more. I didn�t drink as much as you did last night� Hang-over, eh? Well, too bad� Look, Pinky, what I called you about� a couple of flatfeet are bothering me� poking their noses into my business. One of them, a Lieutenant Becker by name, even had the gall to talk about getting a warrant for my arrest� what�s that? Call you the moment he shows up with a warrant? Swell, Pink, old man� no, don�t do it, now� he�s been fairly civil. Okay, Pinky, I�ll see you at the club later�� he hung up and turned to Becker. �Now, what was that about Mrs. Jolliffe?�
Lieutenant Becker�s face had turned pink down to his collar line. �Wilbur Jolliffe committed suicide last night. I�ve just come from his house.� He brought a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. �He wrote this before he shot himself.�
He thrust the note at Beagle. Beagle took it and began to read. Across the desk, Joe Peel whistled tunelessly.
The note made a tremendous impression on Otis Beagle. A fine film of perspiration came out on his fat face. He finished reading and without a word skimmed the note across the desk to Joe Peel. Peel read:
To Whom It May Concern:
I am taking the easy way out, because I do not know which way to turn. To spare my dear wife, Mildred, I will not go into details. It is sufficient to say that my troubles are due entirely to the machinations of a scoundrelly private detective, one Otis Beagle, to whom I wish only the worst of everything.
Wilbur Jolliffe.

Peel refolded the letter and skidded it back across the desk. There was more than one mouse in his stomach now. In fact, it felt like a couple of teams of them were playing hockey.
Lieutenant Becker picked up the note. �This was in the typewriter on his desk,� he said. �Do you think you�ll talk now?�
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Beagle said, �You�re sure it�s suicide?�
�There was a bullet in his head, his head was on the typewriter and the gun was on the floor, under his hand. What would you call it?�
�Who found the body?�
�The maid � this morning. He�d been dead since about one o�clock.�
Beagle scowled. �Jolliffe was married. Wasn�t his wife home?�
�Yes, but she�s hard of hearing. She claims she didn�t hear the shot.� Becker hesitated. �They had separate bedrooms.� He made an impatient gesture. �Now, let�s have your explanation.�
�About what?�
�Stop beating about the bush, Beagle,� Lieutenant Becker exclaimed. �That letter was in Jolliffe�s typewriter. It was the last thing he did before shooting himself��
�The letter is typed,� Beagle retorted. �And it isn�t signed��
�Hurray for our side,� Joe Peel exclaimed.
�I expected that,� Becker said, bitterly. �But you were doing something to Jolliffe.�
�Who says so?�
�His secretary. I talked to her before I came here. She said you were with Jolliffe for an hour yesterday.�
Beagle thought that over and decided not to say anything. Becker went on angrily, �You�ve a reputation for shaking down people, Beagle��
�That�s libel, Lieutenant,� Beagle snapped. �I run a private detective agency and my reputation is as good as yours. Better.�
Becker�s face was getting pale from suppressed anger. �What was your business with Wilbur Jolliffe?�
�I don�t have to tell you.�
�You�ll tell, Beagle. You�ll tell even if Pinky Devol is your pal. I promise you that.�
Becker strode to the door, whipped it open, then turned and gestured to Sergeant Fedderson. �Come on, Mike!�
Fedderson followed his superior out. The moment the door closed Otis Beagle put his forefinger to his lips, then tiptoed to the door. He waited a moment, then pulled it open suddenly. The corridor outside was empty. He let the door swing shut.
When he turned to Peel he was trembling. �Joe!� he exclaimed hoarsely. �We�re in it� deep!�
�You are, Otis,� Joe Peel said, �I�m only your employee� remember?�
�Yes, yes. I�m responsible for your actions. I know that. I�m in a jam. Pinky can only help me so much. That damn letter of Jolliffe�s��
�You said it was a forgery.�
�Maybe it is.� Beagle�s face twisted. �What happened last night?�
�Not much.�
�Then why�d Jolliffe cash in his checks?�
�Search me.�
�Stop it, Joe. I�m in big trouble and I�ve got to clear myself. Let�s go over everything very carefully. You saw Jolliffe last night, didn�t you?�
Peel nodded. �I went over to the Lehigh Apartments at seven o�clock. I stood outside for about a half hour, then Jolliffe came up in a taxi��
�Why, a taxi? He�s got two cars.�
�Maybe he didn�t like to park his car around there. Someone might remember the license number��
�Yeah, I can see that. All right � go ahead.�
�He got out of the taxi a half block from the building, then walked right past me��
�Did he talk to you?�
�No � I talked to him.�
�What did you say?�
�Nothing important. Just hello, or okay or something like that. He didn�t reply, just went into the apartment house. And then�� Peel drew a deep breath. �Then the cops came.�
�No!�
�A patrol car. Some skittery old maid turned in a call that a suspicious character was loitering around. The cops grabbed me before I could disappear��
�Oh, no, Joe!�
�Oh yes, Otis! Not only that but one of them knew me. A flatfoot named Rafferty��
�He�ll tie you up to me��
�He knew I worked for you. On the strength of that he didn�t take me down to the station. But he shagged me away and I spent a half hour walking around comers losing him. When I got back to the apartment house��
�You went back?�
�Naturally� Better sit down, Otis. You ain�t gonna be able to take all this standing.�
�There�s worse?�
Peel nodded and Beagle dropped into his chair. �I went into the Lehigh Apartments��
Beagle groaned. �Why?�
�Well, how was I to know if Jolliffe was still there?�
�What difference did it make?�
�What kind of a dick do you think I am?�
�I sometimes wonder.�
�Do you want to hear this or not?� Beagle signalled him to go on. �Her name is Wilma Huston and she lives in Apartment 504. I went up and�� Beagle shrank a little more. �I rang the doorbell��
�And Jolliffe answered!�
�No, he didn�t. In fact, I don�t think he was even in the apartment.� Peel frowned suddenly. �Although he might have been. I�ll have to describe the apartment for you. There�s a main room with an in-a-door bed, a sofa and a couple of chairs. On the left side of it is a door leading to a dressing closet and bathroom. The kitchen is on the right. There�s a glass door with a curtain over it at the far end. I imagine the kitchen is a long narrow one running the entire width of the apartment. I didn�t get to look into it, but I judged that from the layout.�
�Why didn�t you look into the kitchen?�
�I�ll get to that. A girl answered the door, I assumed it was Wilma Huston��
�Naturally.�
�Naturally nothing. Hear me through. This dame is about twenty-five with plenty of S-E-X. She had on a dressing gown��
�Was the bed down?�
�You�ve certainly got a nasty mind, Otis.�
Beagle didn�t even blush. Peel went on. �Like I say, I assumed she was Wilma Huston and told her a few facts��
�You�re about as subtle as an elephant, Joe,� Beagle snapped.
Peel folded his hands together and leaned back in his chair. �If you�re going to keep interrupting��
Beagle gestured impatiently. �Go ahead, give it all to me.�
�I told her Jolliffe was married. Which she knew, of course. Made her believe that this was old stuff for Jolliffe and that we usually settled for fifty bucks. The idea was to let her know it wasn�t worth while running to old lady Jolliffe about it. She took it pretty good, I thought, until I finished. Then she said she didn�t know any Wilbur Jolliffe��
�He might have been giving her the John Smith stuff.�
�I know. That didn�t bother me. I forgot to say that in between our sparring, she suddenly said she wanted to put on a dress and popped into the bathroom. She went in and got a dress, then crossed to the kitchen to put it on.�
�Why?�
�That�s where I slipped. While she was in the kitchen I peeked into the bathroom. There wasn�t anybody inside. Then she came out of the kitchen, with her dress on. Get that, she had her dress on.�
�That�s why she went into the kitchen.�
�Yeah, but I haven�t told you yet what came out of the kitchen� after her.�
�Her brother!� Otis Beagle exclaimed, �I told you about him.�
�So you did. But that ain�t all. When I woke up��
�He hit you?�
�Either he hit me or lightning struck me� I was out for three and a half hours. And then I woke up on Mulholland Drive.�
�What then?�
�I went home and went to bed,� Joe Peel snapped.
Beagle shook his head. �I don�t like it, Joe. I don�t like it at all. You acted like an amateur.�
�You want to hear some more?�
�What more is there to tell? You got slugged and you went home��
�Yeah, but this morning.�
Beagle looked startled. �You didn�t go back there��
�No. I came right down to the office and you know who was waiting outside the door? Six guesses. Wilma Huston.�
�Well go on,� Beagle cried. �What�re you keeping me in suspense for?�
�I can hardly stand it myself,� Peel said, sarcastically. �I�ll give it to you short and quick. Miss Huston wanted to hire the Beagle Agency to shoo away a man who�s been molesting her. Yeah, you guessed it. Wilbur Jolliffe�� Peel held up his hand before Beagle could interrupt. �And what�s more I took the case and gave her a receipt for twenty-five bucks��
�Something being against the law never bothered you before. Now, grab hold of your chair and get the socker. The Wilma Huston who came into this office and hired us is� not the Wilma Huston of the Lehigh Apartments!�
For a moment Otis Beagle stared at Joe Peel. Then suddenly he kicked back his swivel chair and leaped to his feet. �A trap, Joe!�
�Maybe. I don�t think so.� Peel wrinkled up his forehead. �I was watching Becker pretty closely. You had him going and I don�t think he could have held it back, if he�d known anything about this girl. Although, I admit I didn�t like the receipt business��
�Why the devil did you give it to her?�
�She asked.� Joe Peel coughed. �And you didn�t see her. The first Wilma Huston wasn�t bad, but the second one�� Peel whistled.
�Damn you and your women.�
�There�s no use getting sore, Otis. Like you said, you�re in trouble. You�re going to have one sweet time getting out of it. So don�t waste your energy squawking at me. Face the situation and see what you can figure out.�
�I�m thinking now. These two girls � they could be living together. Lots of girls share apartments.�
�I�m thinking along those lines myself. There was only one name on the mailbox, though. That�s why I assumed the girl who answered the door was Wilma. She could be living with Wilma, though. Except for the dress��
�Eh?�
�She went into the kitchen to put it on. The big guy was in there all the time.� He paused. �He�s supposed to be Wilma�s brother.�
�He still could be.�
�All right, if you want to think things like that. So he�s Wilma�s brother. And the other girl�s, uh, boy friend. Now, what about Wilma herself� I mean the girl who came here this morning?�
Beagle exclaimed, �She could be the girl friend. It could have been Wilma you saw last night and this girl her friend, pretending to be Wilma.�
�That could be. But now we come to the prize question � why did this girl come here to you�?� He held up an index finger. �Remember, Jolliffe hired you to get this girl off his neck. He wouldn�t be apt to tell her he had hired a detective named Otis Beagle, would he?�
Beagle frowned. �Of course things weren�t just that clear-cut. Uh, you will recall that Jolliffe didn�t come to us.�
�I almost forgot that. You might as well tell me how you persuaded him.�
�It was your work � mostly. He was scared stiff. I dropped the name of Wilma and he almost fainted. It was his conscience. He thought he and Wilma were getting along swell, then your stuff � and my mention of Wilma�s name � well, what would you think?�
Peel nodded. �Just what was I supposed to do last night? You told me to go up to the Lehigh Apartments and wait outside, but that�s all you told me.�
�Wilbur didn�t know himself. The brother-stuff stuck in his craw. Maybe he thought there�d be rough stuff and he could yell for you. I don�t know. He just said he�d like to have a man handy.�
�He was upstairs less than half hour. Unless, he was in the kitchen with the big guy.�
�We may never know that.� Beagle sighed, then drew in a sharp breath. �You�ve got to go out to Jolliffe�s house, Joe.�
�Me?�
�Yes, you.�
�My mother didn�t raise any crazy kids.�
�Can�t be helped. I�m no good at that kind of stuff. You�ve got to get into the house � look things over and talk to Mrs. Jolliffe. You can�t convince me that Jolliffe would kill himself because of this Wilma business. He�s had that kind of trouble all his life and he never killed himself before. Maybe�� A wistful expression came to Beagle�s face. ��Maybe, it wasn�t suicide at all.�
�A typed letter?� Peel shrugged. �I don�t buy that either. But� going out there to Jolliffe�s house��
�Please��
Peel looked at his big employer; in all the years he had worked for Beagle he had never seen humility in him. Or such fear. The fear may have accounted for the humility.
He got up. �If I wind up in the clink, Otis, I�ll hate you for the rest of your life.�
�If you get in trouble, I�ll get you out. Remember� Pinky Devol� and I�ve got other friends, too.�
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Wilbur Jolliffe�s house was on Rodeo Drive, between Sunset and Santa Monica. It was a two-story, French Provincial, probably worth $50,000. A Ford coupe was standing at the curb in front of the house when Joe Peel strolled up from Sunset Boulevard. He walked on to Santa Monica, had a malted milk in a drugstore, then went back up Rodeo Drive. The Ford was gone.
Peel walked up to the front door and rang the bell. A colored maid came up to the screen door.
�I�d like to see Mrs. Jolliffe,� Peel said.
�She ain�t in no condition to see anybody,� the maid replied. �We�ve had big trouble here��
�I know � that�s why I�m here.� Joe hesitated then drew a piece of tin from his trousers pocket. He gave the colored girl a flash of it. Her eyes widened.
�Oh, a detective!�
�Will you tell Mrs. Jolliffe I must see her?�
The maid opened the door and led Peel into a large living room. Then she left the room. Peel heard her feet padding up the carpeted stairs to the upper floor.
He took a quick look about the living room, saw a closed paneled door at the rear and went to it. He turned the knob and pushed the door open a foot. He looked into the room and saw that it was paneled and lined with bookshelves. Jolliffe�s den.
Yes� there was an Underwood typewriter on a desk at the far end.
Peel turned and faced Mrs. Jolliffe just entering the living room.
�My maid tells me you�re a detective,� Mrs. Jolliffe began. �There�ve been a half dozen detectives here already��
�I�m a special investigator,� Peel said smoothly. He sized up Mrs. Jolliffe and did not blame Wilbur too much� for his quest of younger and more attractive female companionship.
Mrs. Jolliffe was fifty-five and looked every year of it. She was about five feet four inches tall and had, as Joe had put it vulgarly to Beagle the day before, a snowplow in front and a caboose in back. She weighed around one hundred eighty.
As if that wasn�t enough. Mrs. Jolliffe had a superiority complex. She looked at Peel as if he was something the cat had dragged into the house; pedigreed Persian cat, for Mrs. Jolliffe would certainly not have permitted an ordinary cat in her house.
�My husband committed suicide,� she said coldly. �That�s all there is to it. The morticians are taking care of everything and I don�t see what you��
�Orders, madam,� said Peel. �I�d like to examine your husband�s bedroom.�
�It�s upstairs.�
�Naturally, but I�d like your permission to go up.�
�I don�t see how I can prevent you.� Mrs. Jolliffe replied. There was a petulant, whining note in her voice.
Peel bowed stiffly and leaving the living room climbed the carpeted stairs to the second floor. A quick glance about in the upper hall told him that there were four bedrooms. The doors of two stood open. One was the master bedroom, a large femininely furnished room. Peel passed that up and went to the other room. It was about half the size of the first, furnished with Spartan simplicity. Peel walked through it, looked into a bathroom, then came back into the bedroom. There were no personal articles of any sort in the room. He went to a clothes closet, saw a dozen suits, a half dozen pairs of shoes. Only clothing.
Peel came out of the room and encountered Mrs. Jolliffe puffing up to the head of the stairs.
�You were in your room, Mrs. Jolliffe, when� when it��
�When he shot himself? Of course. I was sound asleep. As I told the other policemen, I didn�t hear the shot. My husband,� Mrs. Jolliffe�s tone became severe �was not a man of exemplary habits. Very little culture. He was involved with a hussy a few years ago and since that time we had very little to do with each other.�
Peel�s sympathy for the dead Wilbur went up. �I see,� he said aloud. �And would you, ah, say he was involved with another, uh, hussy, now? I mean, do you think that is the reason he��
�I suspect it,� snapped Mrs. Jolliffe. �I warned him the last time that if it happened again I would cut off his allowance��
�His allowance, Mrs. Jolliffe? I understand Mr. Jolliffe was a business man��
�Oh, that!� Mrs. Jolliffe made no attempt to contempt. �He toyed with a business now and then. It was an excuse to get out of the house.�
Peel nodded thoughtfully. �I see. Now, would you mind if I looked over his � his study, downstairs?�
�Go ahead. I must lie down a while.�
Peel went downstairs and into Wilbur Jolliffe�s library. He closed the door.
The room was a small one, not more than twelve by fourteen feet in size. There was a spot on the rug behind the desk that was still wet, but otherwise there was no indicating that a tragedy had taken place here recently.
Peel pulled out the top drawer of the desk, then gave a sudden start as his eyes lit on the book shelves beside the desk. He stepped around and strode to the shelves. The top two contained clothbound volumes, all quite old, but the bottom three shelves held paperbound books, all thin and all very old. Dime novels. Hundreds of them.
Joe Peel pulled one out. It had a lurid cover and was entitled, Deadwood Dick�s Big Deal.
�I�ll be damned!� he said, aloud.
Chimes bonged somewhere in the house. Startled, Peel folded the dime novel and thrust it into his hip pocket. Then he started for the door.
He could see the hall from the door and just as he looked out, he saw the colored maid passing to answer the door bell. Peel hesitated, looked back at the book shelves, then stepped into the living room.
A harsh voice in the hall said, �I want to see Mrs. Jolliffe.�
Joe Peel grimaced. He walked out of the living room, into the reception hall. Sergeant Fedderson gawked at him. �Joe Peel, by all that�s��
�Hello, Mike,� said Peel. �Sorry, I can�t stay and have a saucer of tea with you.�
Fedderson grabbed Peel�s arm. �What�re you doing here?�
�Let go of my arm.�
�I�ve got a good notion to drag you down to the station house.�
�Lieutenant Becker had a notion like that.�
Fedderson let go of Peel�s arm. �We�re going to have you two birds down there yet.�
�Save a room with a southern exposure,� Peel said, sarcastically and brushed past the sergeant.
He did not breathe easier, however, until he was a block from the Jolliffe house. Then he walked swiftly toward Santa Monica Boulevard where he caught a vacant taxi at a traffic light.
Fifteen minutes later he entered the building which contained the offices of Jolliffe & Company. He half expected the door to be locked, but found it open and inside, the redheaded receptionist opening mail.
�Your boss is dead,� Peel said, �or haven�t you heard?�
�I�ve heard,� retorted the redhead. �But no one�s fired me or told me to stop working.�
�Didn�t Lieutenant Becker tell you?�
�Lieutenant Becker didn�t hire me.�
�Still, you�ll be looking for a new job soon. I might be able to throw something your way.�
�What, outside of some passes?�
�I never make passes at redheads when I�m working.�
�You looked better yesterday with the whiskers.�
Peel grinned. �Oh, you remember me.�
�The manner, not the face� What was the idea?�
�I was just playing a joke on Wilbur.�
�A joke? He was scared stiff after you left.�
�Wilbur scared easily. I guess he had a guilty conscience.�
�You�ll have one, too � after the police get you.�
Peel frowned. �Why should the police want to get me?�
�You figure it out. You came in here wearing a phony beard. Result, Wilbur got so scared that he shot himself last night.�
�Hey,� said Peel. �Don�t go thinking like that. As a matter of fact, I�m a detective. And I was working for Wilbur, believe it or not.�
�Not,� said the girl.
�Now, look, baby,� said Peel, seating himself on the desk. �I�m not a bad guy and I�ve got a weakness for redheads��
�But I like big men.�
�I�m big enough,� Peel retorted.
�Not for me.�
Peel sighed. �Let�s start all over. My name is Joe Peel.� He looked inquiringly at the girl. �Give.�
�Not that it�ll do you any good, but my name is Mary Lou Tanner.�
�A very pretty name, too. You shouldn�t ought to be so afraid to tell people. Uh, you might as well give me the phone number.�
�Only one man has my phone number,� said Mary Lou Tanner. �He�s a captain in the Marines.�
�Swell, I�ve got a girl who�s a lieutenant in the Waves. So we can both forget the romance stuff and stick to business. Which reminds me, what kind of a business did Wilbur Jolliffe have? It has something to do with duplicators, I gathered from looking at the mail on his desk yesterday. But what�s a duplicator?�
Mary Lou pulled out a desk drawer and brought forth an instrument about four by seven inches in size. The bottom of it was shaped like a rocker and had a mimeographing stencil tightly bound over it.
�This,� she said. �It�s a small mimeographing machine. Mostly for postcards. Mr. Jolliffe sold it � by mail.�
�Oh, a mail-order business.�
�That�s right. He ran ads in a number of newspapers and magazines. Secretaries of lodges and clubs, small businessmen bought these mimeographers.�
�What does it sell for?�
�Nine ninety-five.�
Peel pursed his lips. �The advertising must cost quite a lot. I wouldn�t think there�d be such a great profit in it��
�There wasn�t. The machine costs S3.95 wholesale and it costs from five to six dollars to sell.�
Peel did some rapid mental arithmetic. �Add to that this office, and, uh, overhead and he didn�t��
�He didn�t. He lost money every month.�
Peel nodded. �I see what his wife meant.�
�You�ve talked to her?�
�Yes. Do you know her?�
�She came in here only once in the three months I�ve worked here. I never got such a dirty look from anyone in all my life.�
�By the way,� said Peel, �how did you get along with Wilbur?�
�Pretty good � for the last couple of months. The first month my fingernails were worn down to the quick and I lost four pounds, from dodging around desks. Then I reached an understanding with Mr. Jolliffe� and not what you think, either! My boy friend was home on furlough and I had him in here one day. You remember I told you I like big men. Well, Wilbur never bothered me after he saw the captain.�
Peel nodded thoughtfully, then said casually, �By the way, who is Wilma?�
The question put casually, made no unusual impression on Mary Lou. �She�s one of Wilbur�s girl friends; was one, I should say.�
�What does she look like?�
�Never saw her; she was just a voice on the telephone.�
�How were they getting along? I mean, had she started shaking him down?�
Mary Lou regarded Peel coldly. �I must say, you don�t have a very high opinion of women.�
�Not young girls who go out with old married men like Wilbur Jolliffe.�
Mary Lou would undoubtedly have made a retort to that, but just then the door opened and a heavy-set man of fifty entered.
�How do you do,� he said, �I�m George Byram.� Then, as the name did not seem to register on Mary Lou, he added, �Mr. Jolliffe�s brother-in-law.�
Peel looked at the newcomer with interest. There was little family resemblance between Byram and Mrs. Jolliffe.
�Oh, yes,� said Mary Lou.
�I�m taking over this place,� Byram went on. �My sister asked me to.� He looked at Joe Peel. �Anything I can do for you?�
�Not unless you�d be interested in buying a subscription to True Confessions?�
Byram snorted his answer and Peel pulled open the door. He gave Mary Lou a wink and went out.
So Mrs. Jolliffe had a brother, a robust younger brother.
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In the offices of the Beagle Detective Agency, Otis Beagle champed on a cold cigar and dialed a phone number. He had been making telephone calls all morning.
�I�d like to talk to Judge McGinnis,� he said when he got his number. �Tell him it�s Otis Beagle�� He waited a moment, then, �Judge McGinnis? Look, Judge, I�d like to ask your opinion about something. You know I operate a private investigation agency� well, I�d like to ask you just how responsible am I for the actions of my employees� an operator�� he frowned as he listened a moment. �It�s not that, Judge� nothing financial; it� it might be a matter of well, ah, a prison sentence� I see� but suppose the operator did something in direct violation of my instructions� No, I don�t think it could be construed as blackmail�� The perspiration began to come out on Beagle�s face. �To put it bluntly, the client committed suicide. He left a note blaming it on the agency� something to the effect that we, ah, the agency, had caused him to take such a step�� He was silent for a long moment.
While he listened the office door opened and a man came in. He was about forty-five, of medium height and inclined to plumpness. He was dressed in a blue serge suit and his vest actually had the piping you used to see on the vests of bankers and merchant chiefs. He also wore a Homburg hat and carried a thick cane.
Otis Beagle sized him up and cleared his throat. �Yes, Judge, I see� I see�� he said into the phone. �I understand all that. I�d like to think it over. Would it be all right if I called you back? Thanks. Goodbye.� He hung up, cleared his throat again and looked at the man who was standing in front of the desk.
�Yes, sir, anything I can do for you?�
The man pulled out Joe Peel�s swivel chair and seated himself carefully. �My name is Marcy Holt,� he announced. �And you are Mr. Beagle?�
�Yes.� Beagle�s mind was still on his recent telephone conversation so he did not follow up with his customary sales talk for himself.
Mr. Holt reached into his breast pocket and drew out a fat wallet. �Mr. Beagle,� he said, �I�d like to show you something interesting.�
He riffled through some bills in the wallet and skimmed out a crisp one, which he placed on the desk and skidded toward Beagle with a forefinger.
Beagle looked at the bill as it started toward him. His eyes widened then when the figure on the bill came into focus he let out a gasp.
�A thousand dollar bill!�
�A very handsome one, too,� said Mr. Holt smoothly. �Look it over � feel it.�
Beagle took the bill in his hands and examined it on both sides. �Counterfeit?�
�Genuine.�
Beagle looked puzzled. �I don�t understand.�
�You can become the possessor of that bill, Mr. Beagle,� said Holt.
Beagle examined the bill with increased interest. �How?�
Holt smiled and leaned back in Joe Peel�s chair. �By performing a service for me.�
�Name it,� exclaimed Beagle. �It so happens that I am quite busy at the moment, but in view of such a fee�� He held up the thousand dollar bill. ��perhaps I can put off some of my other work��
�I was hoping you could. As a matter of fact, this job would require you taking a trip � to New York��
�Out of this?�
�No, your expenses would be paid in addition.�
�Sounds interesting, Mr. Holt. Now, just what do I have to do to earn this money?�
�Nothing. You are to go to New York and remain there one month.�
Beagle stared at his visitor. �I don�t get it.�
�You don�t have to get it. That�s all there is to it. This thousand dollars is yours if you go to New York and stay there for a month. Your hotel and train fare will be paid in addition; the thousand dollars is yours, clear.�
Otis Beagle looked at the thousand dollar bill once more and sighed wearily. �Mr. Holt,� he said, �I wasn�t born yesterday. There�s more to this��
�Of course there is,� snapped Marcy Holt. �But I�m not going to tell you. The question is � do you accept?�
�You want to get me out of town,� Beagle said wearily.
�Precisely.�
�The answer is�� Beagle drew a deep breath. �No!�
Mr. Holt smiled. He laid his wallet down on the desk, reached to his breast pocket once more� and produced a.32 automatic.
�I was afraid you would say that, Mr. Beagle.�
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Otis Beagle stared at the automatic in Marcy Holt�s hand and a slow flush started from his throat and moved up into his face.
�Now, look here, Holt�� he began.
�Yes or no?�
�But why should you want me to leave town? You never saw me before now and��
Holt gestured Beagle to silence. �I�m not going to argue the matter, Beagle. You can take this thousand dollar bill and leave town, or�� He tapped the muzzle of the gun on the edge of the desk. ��or you can take the consequences.�
Joe Peel pushed open the door. Otis Beagle had never been so glad to see him.
�Joe!� he said.
Marcy Holt swiveled the gun so it pointed at Joe Peel. Then he caught himself and swung the gun back toward Beagle. That left Peel uncovered. Holt was an amateur about such things. He sprang to his feet and started to back away so he would have both Peel and Beagle covered.
Joe Peel moved toward him and Holt bleated, �Stand back! Stand back or I�ll shoot!�
Joe Peel stepped to the filing cabinet and hooked his elbow over the top of it. Leaning his weight against the files he looked thoughtfully at Marcy Holt.
�Make up your mind,� he said.
Holt came to a quick decision. Peel�s retreat had cleared the door. He sprang for it, whipped it open and darted out. Joe Peel headed for the door to follow, but Beagle called him back.
�Hold it, Joe � look!� He waved the thousand dollar bill that Marcy Holt had deserted in his precipitate flight.
Joe Peel took one look at the bill, then whirled and sprang toward the door. He shot the bolt.
�Is that what I think it is?� he asked as he turned back. He took the bill from Beagle�s hand and examined it closely. �I wouldn�t know, never having had a piece of lettuce like this, but it looks genuine.�
�It is.�
�How do you know?�
�Because that�s what Holt wanted to give me� if I left town.�
�Why should you leave town?�
�I don�t know. He didn�t say.�
Peel handed the bill back to Beagle and going to his chair seated himself. �He offered you a thousand bucks � just like that � to leave town? Then how come you aren�t down at the depot now?�
Beagle scowled. �What do you think I am?�
�I sometimes wonder.�
�Could I leave town, with what�s hanging over my head?�
�Do you suppose this has something to do with� Wilbur Jolliffe?�
�Figure it out for yourself, Joe. We haven�t had a case or a client in weeks. Until yesterday. Then today this happens. It�s got to tie in.�
�What was the gun for?�
�That was the alternative � if I didn�t take the thousand.�
Peel snickered. �You mean a guy pulled a gun to make you take a thousand dollars?� He shook his head. �There�s something screwy about this�
�It�s the truth. My reputation�s worth more than a thousand dollars��
�Is it?�
�Cut it out, Joe. We haven�t got time for comedy. This business is serious. What did you find out?�
Joe Peel took a dime novel from his pocket and tossed it on the desk. �Jolliffe read dime novels.�
Beagle made an impatient gesture. �How�d he and his wife get along?�
�They didn�t. She knew that he chased, but didn�t care. She�s an iceberg; just as big and just as cold. But I gather she held the purse strings because Wilbur didn�t even break even on his business and she said something about giving him an allowance.�
�What did you find out about Wilbur personally? Did he have any enemies � I mean outside of the dames he toyed around with?�
�Aren�t those enough?�
�Yes, but they�re all old stuff. Except this Wilma. Could she have done it?�
�I don�t know. I didn�t find any evidence at his house. But then I only had a few minutes before Sergeant Fedderson showed up.�
Beagle groaned. �What�s he want?�
�We made a deal; he didn�t tell me anything and I didn�t tell him anything� I also went down to Wilbur�s office and had a talk with the redhead. Mrs. Jolliffe�s brother interrupted that.�
�Where did he come from?�
Peel shrugged. �For all I know he�s been around all the time. He�s taking over Wilbur�s business.�
�His wife�s brother,� said Beagle thoughtfully. �Do you suppose�?�
�Wronged wife�s brother shoots husband? Maybe yes, maybe no. He�s a likely looking suspect, if it was murder.�
�It�s got to be murder, Joe. If it isn�t you�re in an awful spot��
�Me, Otis?�
Beagle winced at the slip. �I meant the agency.�
�You�re the agency, Otis. I�m only an employee�� Peel looked sharply at Beagle. �Are you up to something�?�
�What do you mean?�
�I mean� something like throwing me to the wolves?�
�How could I do that?� Even if I wanted to.�
�I don�t know, but I wouldn�t put anything past you, Otis.�
Beagle came over to Peel and standing in front of him smiled down. �Now, let�s don�t you and I get suspicious of each other, Joe.� He dropped his hand on Peel�s shoulder. �We�ve been friends too long.�
Peel shrugged off Beagle�s fat hand and got to his feet. �I don�t like that look in your eye � or that tone in your voice, Otis��
�Why, Joe,� said Beagle reproachfully, �you just saved my life, didn�t you? That man was all set to shoot me.�
�Maybe I should have come in a few minutes later.�
�Don�t say that!�
Joe Peel drew in a deep breath. �All right, I won�t say it. But I�m warning you, Otis, you try anything funny��
�I won�t. You have my word. Now, let�s get to work again. I think you ought to have a showdown with Wilma Huston��
�I don�t even know if I can get her before evening. She may be a working girl. But I�ll run over and see what I can find out around the Lehigh Apartments.�
�Go ahead.�
Joe Peel picked up the dime novel and stuck it in his pocket. He started for the door, then turned. �If I were you, I wouldn�t flash that thousand dollar bill around. And if you�re going to stay in the office lock the door from the inside.�
Beagle nodded.
Joe Peel wasn�t awfully happy with his mission as he walked down Hollywood Boulevard. True, the prospect of going a round or two with Wilma Huston � either of them � appealed to him, provided the big bruiser was not in the apartment. But he was just as likely to be there as not. A repetition of last night�s debacle would do Peel no good.
He reached Cherokee and was about to turn off, when a bookshop on the opposite comer caught his eye. He crossed to it and entered.
It was a secondhand bookshop and in addition to books had a large stock of old magazines in the rear. Peel sought out the proprietor.
�You buy old books here, don�t you?� he asked.
�I sure do. How many�ve you got?�
�Just this one.� Peel drew the dime novel from his pocket. �What�ll you give me for it?�
The book dealer shook his head. �I don�t do much in dime novels, although if you had a bunch of them I might take them off your hands.�
�Then you wouldn�t be interested in buying this one?�
�Oh, I�ll give you a quarter for it.�
That was at least twenty-three cents more than Peel had expected since the paper-bound book had only cost ten cents originally. Peel knew less about books than he did about atomic energy.
�You couldn�t make it a buck, could you?�
�No,� said the bookman, �I don�t know if it�s rare or not. Why don�t you try Eisenschiml in the next block? That�s his specialty.�
�Thanks, I will.�
Peel put the book back in his pocket and left the store. In the next block he came to a store, with a sign in the window: Oscar Eisenschiml, Rare Books, Autographs, Americana.
The store was empty of customers. Eisenschiml himself, a bald man in his early sixties, was reading a pamphlet at a rolltop desk in the rear of the store.
�I understand you�re interested in rare dime novels,� Peel said as he handed the book to the dealer.
Eisenschiml scowled. �What do you want to fold it like this for?� he tried to smooth out the crease. �Deadwood Dick�s Big deal. You call this rare?�
�Isn�t it?�
�Bah. Bragin in Brooklyn�ll sell you fifty copies for three dollars apiece.�
�It�s worth three dollars?�
�Not to me it ain�t; if it was a Beade or a Tousy now, I might give you three dollars, but not for this. What else you got at home?�
�Malaeska.�
Eisenschiml wrinkled up his face in disgust. �First he wants to sell me Deadwood Dick�s Big Deal, then he says he�s got a copy of Malaeska at home.�
�Well, I have.�
�Yah, sure.�
�Look,� said Peel, �this Malaeska is something? It�s only a little book about half this size.�
�Of course.� Eisenschiml�s eyes showed a spark of interest. �You really got such a book?�
�If I did have, how much would it be worth?�
�Two-three hundred dollars, if you had it. Depends on the condition. Bring it in and I�ll make you an offer.�
�I may do that,� said Peel. He retrieved Deadwood Dick�s Big Deal. Eisenschiml winced as Peel refolded it.

Ten minutes later, Peel entered the Lehigh Apartments and rode in the automatic elevator up to the fifth floor. He approached the door of #504 and placed his hand on the door buzzer, for the benefit of any tenant on the floor who might come along. He placed his ear to the door and listened carefully. For a moment or two he heard nothing, but then thought he heard muffled footsteps.
He drew a deep breath and pressed the door buzzer. Footsteps slithered over the rug inside. A voice demanded, �Yes?�
�It�s me,� said Peel.
�Who�s me?�
Peel made no reply. The door chain rattled and the face of the first Wilma Huston appeared in the opening. She reacted at the sight of Peel.
�You�ve got a nerve coming back here.�
�Haven�t I though?�
She slammed the door in his face. Peel waited a moment then pressed the buzzer again.
�Go away,� the girl inside cried. �Go away or I�ll call the police.�
�Go ahead,� said Peel. �I�ll come in with them.�
There was a moment�s silence inside the apartment, then the door chain was removed. Peel turned the doorknob and pushed against the door. The girl put her weight against it for a moment, then yielded.
Peel entered the apartment and closed the door. He gave the girl a sharp look and headed for the bathroom. He assured himself that it was empty, then went toward the kitchen.
As he had guessed, in describing it to Otis Beagle, the kitchen ran the entire length of the apartment and was about six feet in width. Unless they were hiding in the refrigerator there was no one in the kitchen.
He returned to the living room.
�Satisfied?� the girl asked.
Peel nodded. �Can you blame me, after last night?�
�You had it coming to you.�
Peel seated himself in the same chair he had occupied the night before.
�Let�s begin with your name,� he said.
�Why?�
�Because you�re not Wilma Huston.�
�I never said I was.�
�That�s right, you didn�t. But there�s only one name on the mailbox.�
�I�m visiting Wilma.� She hesitated. �I don�t see that it matters. My name is Helen Gray.�
�Pleasedtameetcha, Helen. Now, if you�ll tell me the name of the stumble-bum who was here last night��
�Stumblebum, eh? He laid you out with one punch.�
�He hit me when I wasn�t looking.�
�Keep your eyes on him the next time and see if it�ll be any different. He�s looking for you, by the way.�
�Who�s looking for me?�
�Who�re we talking about?�
�I don�t know.�
�My brother � Bill Gray.�
�Your brother?� Peel sent a quick glance toward the kitchen. Helen got it.
�So that�s what you were thinking!�
�Well, it did throw me off my guard.� Casually, Peel got to his feet. �You�ve heard about Wilbur Jolliffe�?�
�What about him?�
Peel made an impatient gesture. �We�re not going to get anywhere, Helen, if you keep on with that who, what, when and why routine. I�m talking about Wilbur Jolliffe, the old boy who was here last night. He was Wilma�s boy friend and he went home last night and shot himself through the head. Those are facts. Let�s go on from there.�
�Let�s not.�
Peel seated himself on the couch beside Helen and picked up one of her hands. �Look, baby,� he said, �you�re a nice kid��
�Am I?�
Helen smiled at him and with that hauled off and smacked Joe Peel with her free hand. She closed the hand just before it landed on his jaw.
The blow was so unexpected and there was so much power behind it that Joe�s head went back and bumped the wall over the couch. He let out a bellow pain and rage and lunged for the girl. But she eluded his grasp and springing to her feet crossed to the table, standing beside the armchair. She whipped open a small drawer in the end of it and her fingers were closing about the butt of a.32 automatic, when Peel, making a desperate dive caught her about the waist and pinned her arms to her sides.
She struggled furiously in his grip. �Let me go!� she cried.
Joe Peel fell back into the armchair, the girl in his lap. The fall jarred the gun from her hand and it fell to the carpet. He kicked it away with his foot.
He was tempted then to hold on to Helen, but she continued to struggle and he released her. She went for the gun, but he sprang up and kicked it away again, then retrieved it.
�I have more trouble in this place,� he said, finally.
�What you�ve had isn�t a fraction of what you�re going to get,� Helen Gray said, furiously. Her face was flushed and Peel, looking at her thought: this is a helluva way to make a living.
He said, �Baby, me and my boss are in a spot. Wilbur Jolliffe left a note for the cops, blaming us for his trouble. We stand a good chance of winding up in the clink, unless we clear ourselves.�
�If I can do anything to help put you in jail, you can count on my doing it,� Helen Gray declared.
Peel shook his head sadly. �And yet you�re the kind of a dame I could go for � if I didn�t have this trouble to worry about.� He slipped the cartridge clip out of the automatic and saw that it was full. He put the clip in his pocket and tossed the gun to the couch. �I suppose you�ve got a permit for that. If you haven�t you�re going to get in trouble with the cops.�
�The gun isn�t mine.�
�Wilma�s � which reminds me � I really came here to see her.�
�I wish she�d been here, last night as well as today. If you don�t mind my saying so, I�m awfully fed up with you.�
�I�ll make a deal with you, then. Tell me where Wilma works and I�ll get out.�
Helen hesitated only a moment. �All right, she works at the Halsey-Wilshire.�
�What department?�
�The glove counter.�
Peel picked up the telephone directory and turned to the H�s. Helen let him start to dial the number before she exclaimed, �All right, she works for a talent agency on the Strip � The Horatio Oliver Agency.�
Peel grinned. �This time I think you�re telling the truth.�
�You�d find out, anyway.�
�That I would. Thanks for the workout.�
He went to the door and gripped the doorknob. Then he turned. �You wouldn�t care to split a hamburger sandwich and a bottle of beer with me this evening?�
�I have a date � at the Mocambo,� Helen Gray replied coldly.
�I was afraid of that,� Peel said and went out.
He walked down the five flights of stairs and was so wrapped in thought that he didn�t see the man who was leaning against an apartment house on the opposite comer, reading a newspaper. Nor did he see the man fold the newspaper and follow him down toward Hollywood Boulevard.
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On Hollywood Boulevard Peel stopped for a moment, undetermined as to whether to go to his hotel on Ivar and have a short nap, or go and call on Wilma Huston at her place of employment. Duty finally won and he cut down Las Palmas to Sunset where he stepped aboard a bus. The man who had followed him from the Lehigh Apartments had to run to catch the same bus.
After the bus passed La Cienga, Peel watched the buildings as they whizzed by; almost every one bore the signs of Hollywood agents. The signs were big; their owners intended them to be seen.
The Horatio Oliver Agency sign sprawled across a two-story building in the last block of the Strip, just before Sunset Boulevard turned into Beverly Hills.
Peel swung off the bus at the next stop and walked back. He entered the Oliver Building and climbed the stairs to the second floor, entering a modernistically-furnished reception room. A switchboard was behind a glass partition.
Wilma Huston was at the switchboard.
A frightened look came to her face as she recognized Peel.
�Hello,� he said quietly.
�I told you I�d get in touch with you.�
�I know,� Peel replied, �but I thought you�d be glad to know that that little job�s taken care of already. Jolliffe won�t bother you any more��
She stared at him in amazement. �But he� he�s dead.�
�That�s why he won�t bother you any more.�
�I� I saw it in the paper after I called at your office.� A shudder ran through her body. �It�s horrible.�
�Ain�t it?�
The switchboard whirred and Wilma plugged a connection.
�Horatio Oliver Agency,� she said into a mouthpiece. �Just a moment, please.� She made another connection and spoke again. �Dorothy Lamour calling you, Mr. Oliver��
�No kidding!� said Joe Peel.
Wilma put down the telephone mouthpiece. The interruption had steadied her. �I�m sorry, Mr. Peel, I can�t talk to you here��
�It�s almost lunch time,� Peel suggested. �How about then?�
�I don�t go until one��
�Good,� said Peel, �I�ll meet you downstairs at one�� As Wilma frowned �There�s some things I�ve got to tell you� about Jolliffe��
She nodded. �All right�
It was twenty minutes to twelve by the clock in the reception room. Peel made a note of it and left the agency offices.
Standing in front of the building he saw the sign, across the street, of Ole�s Swedish Baths and was reminded of the aching muscles in his body, mememtoes of last night�s outing on Mulholland Drive. He crossed the street and descended a flight of stairs into the baths.
An attendant led him to a booth containing a cot and some coat hangers. He gave Peel a towel and a pair of crepe-paper slippers.
Peel stripped and, completely nude, carried the towel with him into the hot-air chamber, a narrow room containing three tiers of unpainted wooden benches. The temperature in the room, according to a thermometer on the wall, read 182.
Being midday Peel was the only occupant of the room, but after he had been seated in the chamber for a few moments another man came in. He was tanned, well-muscled man of about thirty and he brought with him a copy of Adventure Magazine. He climbed on the top tier and seated himself.
Peel, seated on the lowest bench, shook his head. The higher you got the hotter it was in the chamber and he could scarcely breath down where he was. The man above was apparently a Swedish bath �regular.�
Five minutes in the room and Peel could stand it no longer. He got up, opened the door and stepped into the shower room. He drew great lungfuls of the comparatively cooler air.
A short, amazingly well-built attendant in white duck trousers and singlet, came into the room.
�You�re hardly wet,� he commented.
�I think I�ve got enough,� said Peel.
�Take five minutes more,� the attendant urged.
Peel went back into the hot-air room. The man on the top was reading placidly. Peel gave him a sharp look, started to seat himself on the lowest tier, then looked up at the other man again.
�Don�t I know you?� Peel asked.
The man looked down at Peel. �I get around; maybe.� He went back to his reading.
Peel sat down and leaped up instantly. The bare plank was so hot that it had scorched him. He paced up and down on the tiled floor as the perspiration poured from his body.
Then he could stand it no longer and burst from the room. In the shower room the muscular attendant looked condescendingly at him.
�That ain�t hardly enough; whyn�t you go into the steam room for ten minutes?� He nodded toward a heavy wooden door which had a glass panel in the top of it, but was so clouded from steam inside the room that it might just as well not have been there.
Muttering under his breath, Peel headed for the steam room.
�Ten minutes in there, a nice shower and then I�ll give you a good rubdown,� the attendant said, cheerfully.
Peel pulled open the steam room door and stepped into steam so thick he couldn�t see two inches in front of his eyes. He reached out with his hand.
�Anybody in here?�
There was no reply and Peel concluded that he was the sole occupant. He inhaled steam, choked and cleared his throat and inhaled more lungfuls of steam. Ahead was dim light and he groped toward it.
His fingers touched hot wet tile and he stopped.
Behind him the steam room door opened, banged shut. Peel turned.
�Hello,� he said.
�Hello,� said another voice.
Then suddenly Peel remembered where he had seen the man in the hot-air chamber. He was the man who had come out of Wilbur Jolliffe�s office the day before, the furtive man with his coat collar turned up.
And just as he remembered that, a fist swished through the thick steam and almost drove Peel�s Adam�s apple through his spinal cord. Peel went back against the tile wall, bounced off it and into a fist that bent him double.
Gasping in anguish, Peel�s arm flailed out and encountered hot, wet flesh. He clawed for it, secured a slippery arm and endeavored to wrap his other arm about a torso.
A powerful arm circled his head, pulled Peel to the other man�s body.
�Teach you to mind your own business,� a voice gritted in Peel�s ear. It was followed by a fist in Peel�s face.
�Lemme go,� Peel choked.
�Get out of town,� exclaimed the other man. �Get out of town and stay out, if you know what�s good for you.�
Peel tried to wrestle with the other man, but could obtain no grip on the slippery body. He dropped to one knee and a hard fist smashed down on the back of his neck. Peel�s chin hit the floor.
And that was all that he knew until the masseur-attendant dragged him out of the steam room and under a cold shower. Peel revived with a gasp.
�Can�t take it, eh?� said the masseur.
�Where�s the fellow who hit me?� Peel demanded.
The Masseur held him steady under the shower. �What fellow? You passed out in the steam room.�
�I passed out because somebody smacked me,� Peel retorted.
The masseur looked closely at Peel. �You got a kinda bruise on your chin, but that musta been where you fell��
�What about this eye?� Peel snarled, touching his right optic.
The masseur exclaimed. �Say� that is somethin�!�
�I got that by falling, too,� Peel snapped. He stepped out from under the shower and strode into the dressing rooms. The Masseur followed.
�If you mean the other guy, he just left. He didn�t want no massage��
�He gave me one,� said Peel. He glowered at the attendant. �D�you know him? He looked like a regular��
�He�s been in once or twice, but I never got to know his name. He paid cash�� He threw a rough bath towel over Peel and began to rub him dry.
�He followed me here,� said Peel. �I remember now seein� him on the bus��
The masseur looked suspiciously at Peel. �What�d he wanna follow you for?�
�Because he didn�t like me.�
The masseur fanned Peel with the towel. �How about the rubdown, now? You need it, after what happened to you��
Peel was quite willing to agree. What he had just suffered after the night before was enough to make any man want a rubdown. He went into a booth and climbed up on the rubbing table. The masseur poured olive oil on his hands and began to knead the muscles of Peel�s arms.
�You�re in pretty bad shape,� he observed. �I don�t mean on accounta what just happened, but in general. You oughta come here for a few weeks and I�ll get you in condition.�
�I�m in good enough condition,� Peel said crossly.
�Yeah? That guy who banged you up wasn�t so big. I coulda tied him in knots myself. Look�� he flexed his biceps. They were very nice to look at, but Joe Peel wasn�t in the mood.
�He took me by surprise,� he said.
�Nobody could surprise me,� the masseur said. �Why, I was reading a story in Adventure Magazine where this sailor went into a dive in Panama and four natives jumped him. The sailor picked up the first guy and used him as a club to knock out the other three��
�That was in a story.�
�Yeah, but I could do the same thing. I had a little scrap myself down on Olvera Street a coupla months ago. A big Mex pulls a knife on me and I take it away from him and knock out four of his teeth and I hardly hit him at all.�
�Pretty strong, are you?�
The masseur began to work on Peel�s stomach. �Oh I do all right,� he said modestly. �I don�t smoke or drink and I take a swim in the ocean every mornin� of the year � even in winter. And this work keeps me in trim. By the way, what�s your line?�
�I�m a detective!�
The masseur stopped kneading. �A detective! Well, whaddya know? I wouldn�t a guessed it. I always thought I�d like to be a dick myself. I was readin� a piece in Clever Crimes Cases only last week where it says there�s a lot more murders committed in this country than people realize. Some of the suicides, this piece says, ain�t suicides at all � they�re clever murders, but the cops don�t know it. There was a case in the paper this morning � a suicide the cops say, but it looked to me like murder��
�What case was that?�
�Some guy right over here in Beverly Hills. I forget his name, Wilmer Jolley or something like that.�
�Jolliffe.�
�Yeah, that�s it � Wilmer Jolliffe. According to the paper the guy knocked himself off, blaming Otis Beagle for some trouble he was supposed to be in. I remember the case on account of Beagle. He�s a client of mine��
�Oh, is he?� asked Peel, suddenly interested. �What sort of a fellow is he?�
�A big shot. He ain�t been in lately, but he useta come in every week, sometimes two-three times and he never tipped less�n two bucks. Knows everybody. Solved some of the best cases in this town. He�s told me about a lot of them. Remember the Onthank Affair last year? He broke that.�
Peel remembered the case only too well. He had never worked harder on anything in his life. Beagle hadn�t lifted a finger toward helping him.
�I�m glad to hear that about Beagle,� he said to the masseur. �Then I guess he hasn�t got anything to worry about in this Jolliffe affair.�
�Not a thing. Somebody�s trying to do him dirt, but you watch, in a day or two, maybe four-five days, Beagle�s gonna prove that Jolliffe didn�t commit suicide at all. It was murder and he�ll have the guy that done it in the clink.�
�You may be right. What�s your theory about it?�
�A dame,� said the masseur promptly. �This Jolliffe was married to an old dame with dough. He was doing a little chasing on the side and he probably told the dame he�d divorce his wife and marry her. But he couldn�t divorce the old lady on account of she had the money. The dame finds this out and she knows she ain�t gonna get any big pile of dough. So what does she do? She goes up to Wilmer�s house at night and they have a big row and she plugs Wilmer, see��
�The she writes the suicide note?�
�Yeah, sure��
�And all this while she�s having a fight with Wilmer, shooting him and writing on the typewriter. Wilbur�s wife is quietly sleeping��
�Naw, naw, she�s in on it. Don�t you see � she knows Wilbur�s a two-timing no-good. If the other dame�ll knock him off, that�s fine, but the old lady�s society, see � she don�t want the stuff spread all over the papers. A suicide, y�understand, don�t get the notice that a murder does and in a day or two people forget it. But no murder.�
�I see,� said Peel, �but if this, uh, dame wrote the suicide note after knocking off Wilbur, how come she mentioned Otis Beagle in it? How come she even knew Beagle?�
�I ain�t figured out that angle yet.�
�Neither have I,� said Peel.
�Huh? You interested in the case yourself?�
�Kinda. On account of I happen to be Otis Beagle�s partner.�
�Huh?�
�Peel�s the name � Joe Peel. And the next time Beagle comes in here, tell him he�s a big stuffed shirt and it�s Peel who solves the cases and not Beagle. Tell him that from me, will you?�
�Quit your kiddin�!�
�I�m not kidding. That Onthank Case you mentioned � it was me solved it, not Beagle.�
�That ain�t the way I heard it. I know Beagle; he�s class with a capital K. He never tips, less�n two bucks.� The masseur dug his fingers into Peel�s stomach, causing him to emit a sudden groan. �Now, turn over.�
Peel turned over onto his stomach and the masseur gave his spinal cord a savage massaging. In this position Peel could not defend himself and the masseur spent ten minutes extolling the virtues of Otis Beagle. Finally he slapped Peel�s shoulder and exclaimed, �There you are!�
Peel went into the main room and saw the clock on the wall. He gasped. �Hey � it�s ten after one. I had a lunch date at one o�clock.�
�You didn�t tell me,� said the masseur.
Peel jumped into his clothes and whipped out some money. �How much?�
�Four bucks.�
Peel handed the masseur a five dollar bill and waited. The masseur scowled. �I�ll see if I got some change.� He went into the other room, finally came back with a half, a quarter and a quarter�s worth of small change. He dumped it into Peel�s hands. Peel handed him back a quarter.
�What�s that for?� exclaimed the massuer.
�A tip.�
The massuer looked Peel squarely in the eye. �Give Mr. Beagle my best regards.�
�I�ll do that.� Peel turned for the door. Behind him the masseur took the quarter and hurled it to the floor.
It was twenty minutes after one when Peel reached the Horatio Oliver building. As he had expected, Wilma Huston was not there. She wasn�t the type who would wait twenty minutes for a man� especially a man she did not want to see.
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Peel looked across the street at the drugstore; they served lunches there and it was convenient for a switchboard operator who worked across the street. Yet Peel did not believe that Wilma Huston was the sort of girl who ate her lunches in drugstores.
A half block up the street was a sign: Little Finland. Peel strolled to it and peered through the windows. He could see into all of the booths with the exception of two or three in the rear. Accordingly he entered the restaurant and walked to the rear. Wilma Huston was not among the diners. He left the place and walking another block, tried the Bull Dog and Pussy Cat, a very snazzy eating joint.
Peel went in and found Wilma in the first booth. Opposite her was a dark, sullen-faced young man of about thirty. Wilma gave a slight start when she saw Peel.
Peel smiled coldly. �Why, hello, Wilma!�
�Hello.� She shot a quick glance at her companion and a little frown appeared on her forehead. �Aleck, this is Mr. Peel. Mr. Peel, Mr. Chambers.�
�How�re you,� Peel said.
Aleck Chambers put his hands under the table. �Hello,� he said shortly.
�Mind if I join you?� Peel asked.
�Yes,� Chambers snapped. �I mind it very much.�
�Good,� said Peel, sliding into the booth on Wilma�s side. �You can throw me out.�
Chambers half arose, ready to try, but Wilma exclaimed, �Aleck � please! Mr. Peel is a� a detective��
�Him?� There was disdain in Chamber�s tone.
Peel gestured at Chambers. �The boy friend?�
�Mr. Chambers is a client of the office,� Wilma replied.
�Oh yeah?� Peel looked at Chambers with intereste. �What is he � a movie director?�
�I�m an actor,� Chambers growled.
�Stage?�
�Pictures,� said Wilma hurriedly. �Aleck played the second lead in Hidden Witness.�
Peel frowned thoughtfully. �I saw the picture, but you don�t look much like the fellow who played the prosecuting attorney��
�I was Cheyney, the detective,� Aleck Chambers snarled.
�The detective�s name was Peters,� Peel said. Then he snapped his fingers. �Oh, you mean Peter�s stooge, who only appeared in one or two scenes��
�I had fourteen lines,� Chambers said through this teeth.
�Please,� Wilma said. �Aleck, I was supposed to have lunch with Mr. Peel��
�Then why wasn�t he on time?�
�I�m sorry about that,� Peel said to Wilma. �I got tied up on an important matter.� He looked suggestively at Aleck Chambers. �I would like to talk to you, though.�
�Well, let him talk,� Chambers snapped. �What�s he got that�s such a secret? If it�s about this Jolliffe gink��
�It is,� said Peel.
�Wilma didn�t even know the man. He kept bothering her and she never even met him. If she�d told me about him sooner, I�d have taken care of him��
�Aleck!� exclaimed Wilma, in alarm.
�Well, I would have. I�d�ve beaten the goddam daylights out of him.�
�Maybe you did.�
�Huh?� Chambers blinked at Peel. �He was shot� uh, wasn�t he?�
�Was he?�
�Mr. Peel,� Wilma said. �Please� Mr. Chambers didn�t even know about Jolliffe until last night��
�You mean you�ve, ah, that is, you and Jolliffe were, ah, all this time and he didn�t��
Wilma flared. �Jolliffe and� I�? What�re you talking about?�
�Well?�
�Look here, you,� snarled Chambers. �Detective or not, you can�t��
�Aleck!� exclaimed Wilma. Then she turned wide eyes on Peel. �Your insinuation is ridiculous. I told you I had never met this man Jolliffe.�
Peel looked at Wilma, then at Chambers, then back at Wilma. �You never even met Jolliffe?�
�Of course not. That�s why I came to you this morning� he had been sending me flowers � and candy � and was calling me on the phone continuously and I�d never even met him.�
Peel just continued to stare at her. And Aleck�s rage kept mounting. �Don�t you believe her?�
�Yes,� said Peel. �But it�s a little hard.�
�Why?� Aleck�s meaning was plain enough; why should Wilma consider Wilbur Jolliffe when she had a man like Aleck Chambers.
�I only came to you to keep Aleck from going there,� Wilma said. �They�d have gotten into a fight and it would have got into the papers. At this stage of his career��
�Yah,� said Joe, thoughtfully. �I see what you mean.� He got to his feet. �Been nice meeting you, Mr. Chambers��
�I wish I could say the same,� Chambers retorted.
Peel winked at Wilma, made a clucking sound with his tongue and walked off, leaving young Aleck Chambers fit to choke.
On Sunset Boulevard, Peel walked to the comer and waited for a bus. None came for five minutes and he crossed the street to the drugstore.
Entering, he went to the telephone booths in the rear. He thumbed through a ragged telephone directory, then finding the number he sought, went into the booth and dialed it.
A voice said gruffly into his ear, �Eisenschiml!�
�Mr. Eisenschiml,� said Peel, �This is the man who talked to you a while ago about Malaeska, the dime novel��
�You haven�t got it,� Eisenschiml�s voiced snapped.
�Oh yes I have, but a funny thing�s happened in regard to it� a man�s offered me a hundred and fifty dollars for it and��
�Reisinger, eh?�
�Why, yes,� said Peel.
�Then it�s no use for me to make you an offer. Reisinger�d only go higher��
�That�s what I wanted to ask you, Mr. Eisenschiml. Just how much is this book worth�?�
�As much as you can get. If it�s Reisinger � ask him three hundred. He can afford it.�
Peel thanked the book dealer and hung up. Thoughtfully, he consulted the directory once more. There were four Reisingers listed; one had a Bel-Air address. Peel re-entered the phone booth and called the number of the Bel-Air Reisinger.
A drawling voice from Dixie answered. �Mr. Reisinger�s res�dence!�
�Like to talk to John,� Peel said.
�Who is this calling?�
�Joe Peel.�
�Hol� the wire a second.� There was silence for a moment or two then the Southland voice came on again. �Mr. Reisinger say he don� know no Joe Peel.�
Joe Peel groaned. �Tell Mr. Reisinger that�s his loss. I wanted to talk to him about dime novels��
�Dime novels? Just a momen� � I ask him again.�
Ten seconds later another voice came on the phone. �This is John Reisinger; what�s this about dime novels?�
�I wanted to talk to you about them��
��Then why not run out to my place�?�
Joe Peel blinked at the telephone. �I�ll be there in fifteen minutes.�
Actually it was twenty, for it took him ten minutes to get a taxicab. John Reisinger appeared to be very well fixed; his home on top of a knoll just a few blocks off Sunset Boulevard was worth more than a hundred thousand dollars. There were two acres of grounds, a tennis court and a swimming pool.
Mr. Reisinger turned out to be a smooth-looking man crowding fifty. A little on the heavy side. A colored butler led Peel into a huge library, that was literally plastered with dime novels, hundreds and hundreds of them tacked to the walls and additional thousands crammed into book shelves.
Reisinger gave a plump hand to Joe Peel. �Always glad to meet a fellow collector.�
�Thanks,� Peel replied. He looked at the walls. �You�ve got more dime novels than I have.�
�How many have you got?�
Joe Peel took the book from his pocket. �This one � and one other.�
Reisinger looked curiously at the book in Peel�s hand. �I thought you said you were a collector��
Peel shook his head. �I said I wanted to talk to you about dime novels.�
Reisinger frowned.
Peel said quietly, �My other dime novel is called� Malaeska��
Reisinger looked at him curiously. �Are you the man who telephoned about a month ago� offering to sell me Malaeska?�
�Why, no.�
�You�re here to sell?�
Peel shook his head. �I don�t want to sell anything. I called because I�m interested in dime novels.�
Reisinger brightened. He crossed to his desk and pulling open a drawer took out a black binder. �I�ve got as good a copy of Malaeska here as you�ll ever see. It�s the prize of my entire collection.�
He opened the binder and exposed a dime novel � between celluloid sheets � that was a twin of the one Peel had at his hotel. Peel scrutinized it closely.
�Mine is in as good condition.�
Reisinger frowned a little. �I find that hard to believe. I�ve never seen another copy of Malaeska in as good condition. This is virtually mint��
�So�s mine.�
�Then you�ve got a treasure.� Reisinger scowled. �I wish you�d brought your copy along.�
�I was afraid of damaging it.�
�I should think you would be.� Reisinger took back the binder containing Malaeska and put it away. He turned back to Peel, his attitude indicating that as far as he was concerned the interview was over.
Peel smiled, putting a little schmalz into it. �This is a real treat to me, Mr. Reisinger, I�m so interested in dime novels, yet know so little about them. I�d heard that you had the greatest collection in existence��
Reisinger�s enthusiasm returned. �I�ve got a complete set of Beadles, the Frank Starrs from Number One on, the Munros and even the rare �Ten Cent Novelettes� put out by Elliott, Thornes and Thompson of Boston. Besides a complete set of eight hundred and fifty Tip Top Weeklies. Name me a man whos� got more than that.�
�Charles Bragin of Brooklyn.�
�Bragin�s a dealer � THE dealer in dime novels. He helped me get my collection together.� The frown came back to Mr. Reisinger�s face. �About this Malaeska you have��
�Yeah� great story, isn�t it?�
�Are you kidding? Malaeska is the worst bilge that ever found its way into print.�
�Then why�s it worth so much money?�
�Because it�s the first dime novel ever published and there are only a few in existence��
�How many would you say?�
Reisinger shrugged. �Not more than half a dozen. And most of those only in fair condition. I would have sworn that mine was the only one in mint�� He came to a sudden decision. �How much do you want for your copy?�
�Why, I�d rather not sell��
�I�ll give you three hundred dollars for it� provided it�s in as good shape as the one I already have.�
�Well, perhaps it isn�t in quite as good condition��
Reisinger exhaled heavily. �Ah now we�re getting down to cases. Well, suppose we say two hundred��
�How much did the man who phoned you a while ago ask?�
�Five hundred. But that�s why I didn�t buy it. Mind you, I would have paid five hundred for it if I hadn�t already had a copy � a mint copy. But since I did have one��
Peel nodded. �The trick then is to find a collector who hasn�t already got a copy of Malaeska��
�That�s right. You�re sure your copy isn�t as good as mine?�
�Yes. As a matter of fact, the edges are kinda frayed. But, uh, if you didn�t have a copy of Malaeska already, how much would you offer me for mine?�
�Oh, six-seven hundred. Maybe even a thousand.� Reisinger chuckled. �Naturally, I�d pay more for a book I didn�t have then for one I already owned.�
�I can see that. Take you quite a while to catch up on your reading as it is.�
�Oh, I don�t read these books. Drive a man crazy. But once in awhile I look at one�� he walked to a shelf and searching for a moment brought out a large pamphlet. �Frank Reade � printed 1892. He had airships, armored tanks, submarines � years before they were actually invented. He tossed atomic bombs at the Indians.�
�Is that so? I never read him. I was a Frank Merriwell fan when I was a kid��
Nostalgia came into Reisinger�s eyes. �So was I. I followed Frank all through college, and then his brother, Dick and finally Frank, Jr�� He shook his head. �But try reading one of the stories today!�
�Ever read Old Cap Collier? Or Nick Carter?�
�Did I!� Reisinger chuckled. �And both Young and Old King Brady. Wonderful stories � but utterly ridiculous. You know I�ve often wondered what a real modern detective would say about those old-timers.�
�Be interesting to know. I read Nick Carter when I was a kid and that�s what I wanted to be� a detective��
Reisinger smiled fondly. �And what did you become?�
�A detective.�
�Eh?� The mellowness faded from John Reisinger�s face. �You�re a detective� naw?�
�That�s why I�m here.�
�Come again.�
�A man was killed yesterday. He collected dime novels.�
Reisinger was no longer the genial bibliophile. His eyes had narrowed to slits and his facial muscles drooped sullenly.
�Who was it?�
�Man named Wilbur Jolliffe.�
�Never heard of him. He couldn�t have been much of a collector.�
�He owned a copy of Malaeska.�
�The one you were talking about � that you claimed you owned?�
Peel nodded. �And it�s in just as good shape as yours.�
�I don�t get it!� Reisinger scowled and picked up the binder containing his own treasured dime novel. �I thought I knew every prominent collector in the country.�
�You�re sure you never heard of Wilbur Jolliffe?�
�Quite sure.�
�His picture was in the papers this morning.�
�I never read the newspapers.�
��Ever hear of a man named Oscar Eisenschiml?�
�Of course. He�s a rare book dealer, down on Hollywood Boulevard.�
�Ever hear of Marcy Holt?� Reisinger shook his head. �William Gray?� Peel tried.
�Who are they?�
�I don�t know. They�re mixed up in Jolliffe�s murder. But I don�t know how.�
Reisinger exhaled. �Sorry I can�t help you.�
�Oh, it�s all right. I was just taking a shot in the dark.�
�Well, you shot wrong. I don�t know any of the people you mentioned. With the exception of Eisenschiml. And I think you�ll find that he�ll vouch for me.�
Peel nodded thoughtfully. �What business are you in, Mr. Reisinger � aside from collecting dime novels?�
�I�m not in any business. I sold out ten years ago. Reisinger Products Company. Dairy products. That was back in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. I moved out here after I retired.�
He walked to the door with Peel. �If, ah, you should happen to want to sell that Malaeska��
�Can�t � not until this case is cleaned up.�
�That�s what I mean. I�d appreciate if you�d give me first chance at it��
Peel promised to do that little thing and took his departure.
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At ten minutes to twelve the phone rang in Otis Beagle�s office. He scooped it up.
�Hello!�
�Otis,� said a voice on the wire. �This is Pinky Devol. I want you to come over to the club at once.�
�Lunch, Pinky?�
�Maybe; but come over right away. Understand?�
�Yes.�
Beagle hung up and looked thoughtfully at the telephone. Had he just imagined that Devol�s voice had not been cordial as usual?
He shook his head and rising from his desk, got his Homburg hat and cane. He started for the door, then reached into his pocket and brought out the thousand dollar bill. He looked around the office, searching for a safe hiding place, but finally decided against leaving the bill in the office.
He folded the bill lengthwise, took off his hat and slipped it under the sweatband. Then he remembered that he would have to check the hat at the club, so took the bill out of the hat.
He finally took off his right shoe and sock and put the bill in the sock. Replacing it and the shoe he left the office, locking the door behind him and putting the key on the ledge by the transom.
Ten minutes later, he strolled up to the Sunset Athletic Club. �Fine day,� he said to the doorman.
�Yes, it is,� admitted the doorman. He cleared his throat. �Sorry to hear about your trouble.�
�My trouble? You must be mistaken; I have no trouble.�
�But I read in the paper��
�Don�t believe everything you read in the papers, my good man.� Beagle breezed into the club, nodded pleasantly to the clerk behind the desk and slapped a vice-president of the Bank of America on the back.
�Looking well, old man!� he said, jovially.
�Thanks, Otis.�
Beagle strode to the check room and handed the attendant his hat and fat cane. �Has Pinky Devol gone into the grill room?�
�I believe so, sir.�
Beagle entered the grill room and spied Douglas Devol seated in a booth in the far comer. With him was a man with iron gray hair.
�Hi, Pink, old boy!� Beagle shouted from across the room.
Devol was a stout man in his early thirties, with the reddest face a human could have; it accounted for his nickname. Just what Devol�s vocation was it would be hard to say. He held no public office, but he was intimate with many public officials. He was a member of the State Bar Association, but did not practice law.
�Hello, Otis,� he said as Beagle came up. �Like you to meet Al Sparbuck.�
�D.A.�s office, eh?� Beagle took Sparbuck�s hand in a mighty grip and pumped it. �Glad to know you, Al.�
�How are you, Mr. Beagle,� said Sparbuck with considerable reserve.
�I�m fine, Al. And Pink, you�re looking great. What�re you drinking?�
�Just a whiskey sour; what�ll you have, Otis?�
�A double Scotch, straight!� he signaled to a waiter. �Jules, set �em up all around.�
Then he seated himself in the booth, opposite Devol and placed his elbows on the table. �Anything I can do for you, Pink, old man? Just say the word��
Devol looked unhappy. �It�s about this Jolliffe suicide, Otis��
�Oh, that!� Beagle�s tone indicated that it wasn�t even worth thinking about, much less discussing.
�I�d like to hear your version, Mr. Beagle, if you don�t mind,� said Sparbuck.
Devol nodded. �Al thought we ought to talk about it.�
�Well, why not?� Beagle said, heartily. The waiter brought the drinks on a tray. Otis picked up his double Scotch. �Here�s to you, gentlemen.� he tossed the liquor down his throat in a single gulp and smacked his lips. �That hit the spot.� He looked at Sparbuck, then at Devol. �Is this serious?�
�Al thinks it is,� said Devol.
�Lieutenant Becker laid some rather disturbing facts before the office,� said Sparbuck.
�This is just between the three of us?� Beagle asked.
Sparbuck hesitated. �I�m afraid not��
�I told Al that I was sure you could explain things to his satisfaction,� Devol said.
�Of course I can.� Beagle drew a deep breath. �All right, I hate to do this, but I see that I must. In a way it�s my own fault, because I trusted the man.�
�Who?� asked Sparbuck. �Wilbur Jolliffe?�
�No, an employee of mine. A man named Joe Peel. I felt sorry for him and kept him on even though I knew I shouldn�t. He�s a sort of a helpless chap � at least he seemed so to me.� He sighed. �About six months ago, Wilbur Jolliffe came to me with a small matter. I was busy at the time and turned the case over to this man Peel. He handled the whole thing. How, I don�t know. I had no reason to doubt his report, I was too involved in my own case � one involving some very important people � to go over the report. So I accepted Peel�s story.�
�What was the case about?� asked Sparbuck.
�Blackmail. Jolliffe had become indiscreet, shall we say, with a young lady, who threatened to inform Mrs. Jolliffe unless she received a large sum of money. Well, sir, blackmail is something I do not like and I told � I mean, Peel went to the young lady and pointed out to her the error of her ways. Mind you, all this I learned later. Peel�s report was merely to the effect that he had eased the lady�s palpitating heart by a settlement of one thousand dollars. Actually, he had given her a hundred dollars and had pocketed the difference.� Beagle leaned back in his chair. �There you have it � the whole story, as I learned it only recently.�
Pinky Devol looked at the assistant district attorney. The latter�s forehead was creased in thought. Finally he shook his head.
�Jolliffe took his life only yesterday and the affair you related took place six months ago.�
�But don�t you see!� Beagle exclaimed. �The blackmailer came back � Jolliffe learned how he had been hoodwinked. He saw there was no end to the blackmail; there never is, you know. He took his life.�
�That sounds like it, eh, Al?� exclaimed Pinky Devol.
Sparbuck shrugged. �Well, yes, but if you don�t mind my saying so, Mr. Beagle, you acted very unwisely in the matter of this Peel person. You should never have given him authority to act for you.�
�Oh, come, Al, I can�t do everything, can I? Giannini doesn�t work as a teller at his banks, does he? And if one of his tellers should happen to turn out to be a crook, you wouldn�t hold Giannini responsible, would you?�
�Financially, yes.�
�But, not criminally.� Beagle smiled broadly. �Jolliffe wasn�t robbed last night, was he? Then, you have nothing against me � personally.�
�Of course not!� cried Pinky Devol. He signaled to a waiter. �Waiter, another one all around.�
Sparbuck was still frowning. �Of course you know we shall have to take this man Peel into custody.�
�Why? He didn�t hold the gun to Jolliffe�s head, did he?�
�There�s still the matter of the, ah, deal, he made six months ago.�
�That might be difficult to prove against him, now that Jolliffe�s dead. He�s the only one who could testify against him.�
�You could.�
�How? It�d be my word against his.�
Pinky Devol leaned forward. �The least you can do, though, is to fire the man.�
Beagle looked at Sparbuck. The latter nodded. �Lieutenant Becker said something about trying to get your license revoked, Mr. Beagle. But if this operator is no longer in your employ��
�I see,� said Beagle. �I�ll discharge him at once.� He brightened. �Now, how about some lunch?�
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Joe Peel was down on his hands and knees on the floor when Otis Beagle returned to the office. The edge of the threadbare rug was turned back.
�What the hell, Joe!� Beagle exclaimed. Peel got to his feet and brushed his knees.
�Where is it?�
�Where�s what?�
�The thousand dollar bill. You�ve hidden it somewhere.�
Beagle hung up his hat and cane. �Suppose I have, Joe.�
�I want half of it.�
�Why?�
Peel pointed to his eye. �Did I have that this morning, Otis? I said yesterday before all this started that you�d get the money and the credit and I�d get a punch in the eye. Well, I�ve got it and a few other bruises.�
Beagle seated himself in his swivel chair. He folded his hands across his ample stomach. �I should think a man in your position would learn to duck.�
�Last night,� Peel said ominously, �I was knocked out and dumped up on Mulholland Drive. Today a man came into the steam room at the Swedish baths and knocked the living daylights out of me. He left me unconscious. And you, you big, fat��
�Just a minute, Joe,� cut in Beagle. �I said you�d go too far some day��
�I�ll go a lot farther. The masseur at Ole�s Swedish Baths gave me an earful about you. You�ve been blowing off how you solve all the cases. You alone worked out the Onthank business��
�Go ahead,� said Beagle. �Get it all off your chest. And when you get finished��
Something in Beagle�s tone caused Peel to look at him sharply. �What�re you up to?�
�Are you through exercising your tongue?�
�Let�s have it!�
�All right,� Beagle drew a deep breath, �you�re fired��
�Say it again��
�You�re through with the Beagle Agency.�
�Cut out the clowning, Otis, I�m in no mood��
�I�m not clowning, Joe. This is final. You can forget the Jolliffe case. You can forget� me. I�m letting you go. Finally. Definitely.�
�Just like that?�
�Just like that. Mmmm, there�s a small sum due you, I believe��
�Forget it, chum,� said Peel, and turning, walked out of the office.
At the corner liquor store he bought a pint of bourbon and continued on to his hotel on Ivar.
Mr. Hathaway, the manager, was seated behind the desk. �Why, Mr. Peel,� he said, �you�re home early.�
�My rent�s paid, isn�t it?� Peel retorted. �Any law says I can�t come home early?�
He climbed the stairs to the second floor, entered his room and taking off his coat, opened the bottle of bourbon. He took a big swallow, then followed with another.
Then, still clutching the whiskey bottle he threw himself on the bed.
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Firing Joe Peel hadn�t been easy. They had flashed iron bars in front of Otis Beagle�s eyes and his deep instinct of self-preservation had caused him to sabotage Peel, but he felt very badly about it. He perked up a little, however, when he took the thousand dollar bill to the bank and deposited it to his credit. On the way back he bought a couple of fifty-cent cigars and lit one.
A man had to look out for himself first of all. Joe Peel was a good guy, but�
Lieutenant Becker and Sergeant Fedderson were waiting outside of Beagle�s office. Beagle bore down on them, a glint in his eye.
�Now, look here, Lieutenant, this is carrying things a bit too far. I just had lunch with Pinky Devol��
�I know,� said the lieutenant calmly. �He told me about it.�
�Well, didn�t he tell you to lay off of me?�
�That he did,� Sergeant Fedderson said, cheerfully. �He told us to lay off of you, that he did.�
Beagle took his key from his pocket and put it into the door lock. �Then why�re you here bothering me now?�
�Why,� Lieutenant Becker said, �Pinky told me to lay off, but then I told him something.�
�I can imagine you telling Pinky.� There was scorn in Beagle�s tone.
�I told him about a murder.�
�Jolliffe was a suicide��
�Sure � I�ll settle for a suicide on him. But somebody else has been murdered and no mistake about it.� Beagle�s stomach suddenly felt as if butterflies were fluttering about in it. �Wh-who�?�
�A girl. She lives � lived � at the Lehigh Apartments.�
Beagle choked on a mouthful of fifty-cent cigar smoke. Lieutenant Becker reached past him and pushed open the office door. Beagle went in and the two detectives followed.
�Where�re the Lehigh Apartments?� Beagle asked them.
�Don�t you know?�
�I don�t know every apartment in town.�
�You ought to know this one, because you sent Joe Peel there.�
Beagle laughed but there was a false note in it. �I sent Peel to the Lehigh Apartments?�
�Mike Rafferty picked him up there last night. He made a report on it; that�s how I know.�
Beagle shook his head. �If Peel was at the Lehigh Apartments last night he was there on his own time.�
�He didn�t go there to call on a Helen Gray?�
Beagle started to heave a sigh of relief, then caught himself. Gray � that was the name of the girl who shared the apartment with Wilma Huston! Wilma would come into it. And Wilma had a receipt signed by Joe Peel, as a representative of the Beagle Agency.
�As a matter of fact,� Beagle said, �I know very little of the personal life of Joe Peel. He used to work for me��
That got a rise from both of the detectives. Fedderson even took his fingers out of the files into which they had been dipped.
Becker said, �Used to work for you?�
�Didn�t Devol tell you? I fired Peel.�
�When?�
�Oh, just a little while ago. I found out some things about Peel � things he was doing on the side. Using this agency�s name for his, ah, personal schemes.�
Becker regarded Beagle steadily. �You and Peel were closer than pork and beans.�
�Oh, no, we weren�t. Our relationship was strictly that of employer and employee.�
�All right, then you won�t mind giving me Peel�s home address.�
�Why, I don�t believe I remember it off hand��
�Cut it out, Otis!� Becker reached for the card file on Beagle�s desk. Beagle headed him off. �Keep your hands off that!�
�I want Peel�s address and I want it now.�
�It isn�t in there��
�I�ll look for myself.�
�No you won�t. You won�t do anything of the kind. You haven�t got a search warrant��
�What makes you think I haven�t?� Becker took it out of his breast pocket and Beagle surrendered. If there was one thing in all the world he did not want, it was for Becker to go through that card file.
�I don�t remember Peel�s exact address, but he lives in a cheap hotel not very far from here. I know the place when I see it, but�� he drew a deep breath. �I�ll go there with you.�
Becker seemed a trifle disappointed. He took another look at the card file, then shrugged. �Come on.�
Beagle locked the office and the three went down Ivar, crossed Hollywood Boulevard and presently entered Joe Peel�s hotel. Beagle led the way to the desk.
�Joe Peel lives here, I believe,� he said, to the clerk. �I don�t suppose he�s in now, though��
�Why, yes, he is,� was the reply. �He don�t usually come in so early, but today��
�What�s the number of his room?� Becker cut in.
�I�ll announce you��
Becker flashed his shield and the clerk swallowed hard. �Uh, Room 204��
They climbed to the second floor and Sergeant Fedderson banged on the door of Room 204. There was no audible response for by that time Joe Peel was at the bottom of the whiskey bottle and was, frankly speaking, stinkeroo.
Fedderson pounded the door again, then tried the knob. It turned and the three detectives, two municipal and one private, entered the room.
Joe Peel was on the bed, lying on his back. He was wearing only shorts, socks and shoes. The bottle on the night table beside the bed, told the story.
Beagle stepped to the bed and placing a hand on Peel�s shoulder, shook him violently. �Joe!� he cried. �Wake up��
�G�way,� mumbled Peel.
Sergeant Fedderson went into the bathroom. When he returned carrying a sopping wet towel both Becker and Beagle were trying to rouse Peel.
�Excuse me,� said Fedderson, politely. He swished the towel past Beagle, catching his face with the tail of it and flopped it on Joe�s bare stomach. Peel gasped and half sat up. Fedderson swung the towel again, this time into Peel�s face.
�Goddamit!� roared Peel, swinging his feet to the floor.
Fedderson chuckled and draped the cold, wet towel over Peel�s shoulder. Peel snatched it off and flung it into Fedderson�s face.
�Joe!� exclaimed Beagle. �Listen to me� Helen Gray�s been killed��
�I�ll do the talking,� Lieutenant Becker snarled, shoving Beagle aside.
Peel blinked owlishly for a moment, then his eyes came into focus. He stared at Becker, then shook his head and got wobbily to his feet. He reeled into the bathroom and turned on the shower. He stuck his head and torso under it, growled like a sea lion and taking a dry towel from the rack, returned to the bedroom.
�Who killed her?� he asked.
�Guess,� said Sergeant Fedderson.
�I�m not in a guessing mood,� Peel retorted. He began to rub himself dry with the towel.
�Who was Helen Gray?� Lieutenant Becker demanded.
�My girl friend,� said Peel.
Becker made an impatient gesture. �Get your clothes on.�
�What for?�
�You�re coming down to the station, that�s what for.�
Peel gave Beagle a bitter look. �Fink!�
�No, Joe,� protested Beagle. �I�m your friend. I always have been.�
�Yah,� said Peel slipping out of his shorts that had become soggy during the sobering up process. He went to an ancient bureau, got out clean shorts and a fresh shirt. He dressed slowly. He hadn�t been out long enough for his system to absorb the booze.
While Peel dressed, Sergeant Fedderson seated himself on the edge of the bed and picking up Peel�s copy of Malaeska from the night table, began reading it.
He chuckled, �So this is the kind of reading you go in for, eh, Peel?�
�No,� said Peel. �I generally read Vogue, and Harper�s Bazaar, but the newstand was sold out this month before I got around.�
Peel knotted a necktie, then went to the closet and got out his other suit. He put it on and finally turned to Becker. �Will I get this outfit dirty in your jail?�
�Joe,� said Beagle, �You�re not going to stay in jail. Not longer than it will take me to telephone a couple of friends. I never let you down yet and I�m not going to now��
�Is it that bad?�
Beagle winced. �You shouldn�t have needled me this afternoon, Joe. I was suffering from indigestion. Forget it, will you?�
�Forget what?�
�What I said about your, uh, not working for me any more.�
�Aren�t you forgetting your promise to Pinky Devol?� Becker asked sarcastically.
�I made Devol no promise.�
�What�s the score, Otis?� Peel asked.
�Becker�s trying to make something out nothing��
�Fedderson,� Becker cut in, �keep this walrus here. And don�t let him use the phone for at least an hour.� He caught Peel�s arm and propelled him through the door into the lobby. Peel heard Beagle bellow all the way down to the lobby.
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�Look, Peel,� said Sparbuck, the assistant district attorney, �you were an employee of Beagle�s, that�s all. You�ll get off with a year or two, if you come clean.�
�Sure,� said Peel, �just tell me what you want to know.�
�Everything. The whole story from the beginning and don�t be afraid to go fast because the stenographer�ll get it all down in shorthand and then type it out.�
Peel looked at Sparbuck, then at Lieutenant Becker and the half dozen assorted policemen and officials in the room. �Okay, I�ll tell you everything.� Sparbuck and Becker exchanged triumphant glances.
�I didn�t do it,� said Peel.
�You didn�t do what?� Sparbuck prodded.
�Whatever you think I did.�
Sparbuck frowned. �I haven�t accused you of anything specifically. I just want you to tell the whole story��
�That�s it. There isn�t any more��
�I told you!� Lieutenant Becker howled at Sparbuck.
Sparbuck�s face turned from pink to a deep red. �I�ve had wise guys here before, Peel. Some of them are up in San Quentin now��
�There�s a few cops up there, too. And maybe a couple of D.A.�s,� Peel retorted.
�Le�me talk to him alone, Mr. Sparbuck,� Becker pleaded. �Just leave us alone here for ten minutes and I�ll get it out of him��
�I doubt it,� said Peel.
Becker started for Peel, but Sparbuck waved him back.
�A forced confession�s no good, Lieutenant. Besides, Otis Beagle�� Sparbuck caught the sudden grin on Peel�s face. �You think Beagle will get you out of this, don�t you? That�s why you won�t talk.�
�I haven�t got anything to talk about.�
�The devil you haven�t. I know more about this mess than you think I do.�
�I don�t doubt that, because I don�t know anything.�
Sparbuck made an effort to control himself. �All right, Peel, I�ll give it to you straight. Six months ago, Wilbur Jolliffe came to your agency��
�Did he?�
�You know very well that he did. He was being blackmailed by a woman. Beagle was busy on another case and turned Jolliffe over to you. You scared off the woman and told Jolliffe you had made a settlement with her. Actually, you put the money into your own pocket��
�What did I spend it on?�
Sparbuck gritted his teeth and went on. �The blackmailer came back and this time her demands were greater than Jolliffe could meet. He killed himself.�
�He should�ve gone to the police��
�That was his mistake; if he�d come to us he�d be alive today, but he trusted a crooked private detective��
�There�re witnesses here,� said Peel. �Otis won�t like it when he hears you called him crooked��
�Beagle had nothing to do with Jolliffe. You handled the whole thing.�
�Oh, is that Beagle�s story?�
�Isn�t it true?�
Peel shrugged.
�That�s why he fired you; he learned what you had done.�
�Okay,� said Peel. �Now, all you�ve got to do is prove it.�
Lieutenant Becker made a covert signal to Sparbuck. The assistant district attorney nodded. �I don�t think I�ll try to prove that. Because we have something more serious against you. Murder.�
He paused. Peel looked at the palms of his hands; he showed no especial concern.
�A woman named Helen Gray,� said Sparbuck. �She lived with a girl named Wilma Huston, at the Lehigh Apartments.� Sparbuck inhaled deeply then let Peel have what he thought would be the bone-crusher. �Wilma Huston was the girl who blackmailed Wilbur Jolliffe.�
Sparbuck�s announcement didn�t have quite the effect on Peel that Sparbuck expected. Peel just looked at him calmly.
�Is that so?�
Lieutenant Becker could remain out no longer. �You called on her last night,� he roared. �And don�t try to deny it. A policeman picked you up outside the Lehigh Apartments��
�Outside the apartment,� said Joe Peel. �I was also outside the Roosevelt Hotel, outside of Grauman�s Chinese Theatre, the Egyptian� and a good many other places. As a matter of fact I took a long walk last night��
Lieutenant Becker whirled and signalled to a policeman. The man opened the door and spoke to someone outside. A woman came into the room � a huge woman.
Lieutenant Becker said to her, �Miss Winters, I want you to point out the man who rang your doorbell last night��
Miss Winters pointed at Joe Peel. �That�s him. He rang my bell last night and when I asked him who he wanted he said he was lookin� for a Miss Smith. Gwendolyn Smith��
�Thank you, Miss Winters,� said Sparbuck. �That�ll be all.�
Miss Winters gave Joe Peel a contemptuous glance and left the room. Becker turned to Peel.
�So you were in the Lehigh Apartments last night.�
�Her word against mine,� said Peel. �Just because someone claims they saw me in the building at the time of the murder�� Peel paused, looked sharply at Becker. �Helen Gray was killed last night, wasn�t she�?�
Becker winced. �I don�t know exactly what time she was killed. It isn�t important��
�Isn�t it?�
The door opened and a policeman came in with a dapper little man who waved a folded paper. �Mr. Sparbuck,� he cried, merrily, �a habeas corpus!�
Sparbuck groaned. �Jack Brown!�
Mr. Brown beamed. �In the flesh, Mr. Sparbuck, in the flesh.� He came up to Peel. �Not another word, Mr. Peel. I�m your attorney and I don�t want you to say another word to them.�
�Fedderson,� Becker said, thickly. �I�ll murder him.�
Peel grinned crookedly. �You didn�t really think Fedderson could keep Otis from the telephone, did you?�
�Mr. Brown,� said Sparbuck, �I�m thinking of preferring a murder charge against Peel��
�Fine, Mr. Sparbuck,� said Jack Brown, �as long as you just think about it. Mr. Peel, shall we go?�
Peel winked at Lieutenant Becker. �A good try, Lieutenant, a pretty good try.�
�We�ll have you back, Peel,� growled Becker, �and maybe I�ll throw away the key then.�
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Sergeant Fedderson and Otis Beagle were having a little party in Joe Peel�s room when Peel pushed open the door. They had a bowl of ice cubes, pretty well melted and the remnants of a pint of bourbon.
Sergeant Fedderson�s eyes almost popped from his face when he saw Peel. �How come you�re back?� he gasped.
Peel inclined his head toward Beagle. �Let him tell you.�
Beagle was very pleased with himself. �My lawyer got him out on a writ, Sergeant��
Fedderson got to his feet. �But� but how could you call your lawyer�?�
Beagle chuckled. �Lieutenant Becker�s going to ask you that. So you may as well have the answer ready� I was in the bathroom for a minute before we called room service, wasn�t I?�
Sergeant Fedderson�s face got just a bit green. �You wrote a note��
�On tissue paper,� said Beagle. �And I gave it to the waiter when I gave him the money for the whiskey. Simple, wasn�t it�?�
�So simple that Fedderson�ll be walking a beat tomorrow,� said Peel. �You�re getting a little fat anyway, Sergeant. Around the ears��
Fedderson reeled to the door and went out. Otis Beagle crossed the room and shot the bolt.
�Now,� he said to Peel, �let�s get to work.�
�Who, me?� asked Peel.
�Now, stop it, Joe��
�You sabotaged me. You told Al Sparbuck that I was working on my own for Jolliffe; you said that I shook down the blackmailers and kept the money��
�I had to tell them that, Joe. I was on the spot � my license was at stake��
�But you fired me.�
�I had to, Joe. They insisted � Pinky and Sparbuck. But I never had any intention of making it stick. You ought to know that. Why, we� we�ve been pals, Joe.�
Peel looked thoughtfully at Otis. He didn�t believe a word the big man said. But they were in a tight spot, both of them. They had to fight it through together � or go to jail, together.
�All right, Otis,� he said. �I�m sticking because I have to stick. But I�m not forgetting. And when this is over��
�I�ll do the right thing, Joe. You can count on that.�
�You�ll do the right thing, Otis, because if you don�t, so help me, I�m going to take a baseball bat and beat your ears down to little stumps.�
Beagle frowned. �That�s good enough. Now, let�s run over this mess and see just where we are. What does Becker really know?�
�More than I want him to know. They�ve got Wilma Huston and Wilbur Jolliffe tied together and for all I know, they�ve got Wilma Huston.� Peel thought for a moment. �I think it depends a lot on how much Helen Gray talked to Wilma.�
�About your visit there last night?�
Peel nodded. �And this morning.�
�You saw her this morning?�
�Yes.� Peel frowned. �Becker knows about last night; he doesn�t � so far � about this morning.� Peel shook his head. �There�s a lot of screwy angles to this.�
�For instance?�
�For instance Wilma Huston never even met Wilbur Jolliffe��
�Eh?�
�That�s what she claims and I�m almost ready to believe her��
�But Wilbur himself gave me her name��
�Did he? Think again.�
�Come to think of it you gave me the name. I assumed��
�So did I. Maybe I assumed too much. I gave him the razzle-dazzle yesterday and he asked if it was about Wilma. I assumed from it�� Peel stopped and squinted. Then he exhaled. �No, I tried the name on Jolliffe�s secretary. She said Wilma was the current recipient of Wilbur�s favors.� Peel stopped and scowled. �This Mary Lou � Wilbur�s secretary; she talks a lot. It was she who told Becker. Although Becker didn�t mention me and the false whiskers. I think he would�ve if he�d known. But Becker got Wilma�s name from Mary Lou��
�What about Mrs. Jolliffe?� Beagle asked. �Maybe she knew about Wilma.�
Peel nodded thoughtfully. �She knew he was chasing somebody, but I hardly think she knew Wilma�s name.�
�Why not?�
�Because Wilbur was an old hand at that stuff. If a man does it for years he gets to know the angles. And the first one is, don�t ever let your wife know the name of your mistress � even if she knows there is a mistress�� Peel paused. �You know, Helen Gray was more the type than Wilma Huston. I keep thinking that. Too bad we can�t search Wilma�s apartment��
�Why can�t we?�
Joe Peel winced. �Now, look, Otis��
�If it�s that important��
�Damme,� said Peel savagely, �why can�t I learn to keep my mouth shut!�
Beagle put on his hat and got his cane. �The best time is now. Becker won�t expect us to work so fast��
Peel regarded Beagle bitterly for a moment, then sighed wearily and followed the big man out of the hotel room.
Otis Beagle bought an afternoon paper on the way to the Lehigh Apartments and from it he and Peel learned that the murder of Helen Gray had been discovered shortly before two o�clock. An elderly man named Koch had found the body. His apartment was directly across the hall. According to his story he had rung the bell of Apartment #504, with the intention of borrowing a cup of sugar. There was no answer and he had tried the doorknob. It turned under his hand and � well, there was Helen Gray, lying on the living room floor� a bullet in her forehead.
Koch had been in his apartment all day; he hadn�t heard the shot although he admitted that he had heard a door slam around one o�clock. It could have been the shot, although in a place like the Lehigh Apartments people were always slamming doors. And radios� they blared all day long and far into the night. There ought to be a law against it�
�Right across the hall,� said Beagle, refolding the paper. �I�ll talk to him while you�re in the girl�s apartment.�
�Naturally,� said Peel. �I do the dirty work.�
�Don�t be like that, Joe. You�ve been in the apartment before, you know what to look for. Besides, I�ll keep Koch�s door open and if a policeman should happen to come along��
�You�ll whistle!�
As it turned out, the whistle wasn�t necessary, for as they entered the Lehigh Apartments they came upon Wilma Huston, waiting for the automatic elevator to come down to the first floor. It was a drawn, weary Wilma Huston.
�You,� she said, when she saw Joe Peel.
Peel nodded. �Miss Huston, this is Otis Beagle��
�Ah,� exclaimed Beagle, �Miss Huston!� He took off his hat and bowed. �We were just calling on you.�
�I�ve just come from the police station,� Wilma said, �they had me there for almost two hours. I don�t think I�ve got any more to say��
�But you�re my client, Miss Huston,� said Beagle. �It is of utmost importance��
At that moment the elevator reached the floor and the door opened automatically. Beagle stepped aside, permitting Wilma to enter, then crowded in after her, Joe Peel followed and pushed the button for the fifth floor.
�I can�t understand your feelings, Miss Huston,� said Beagle, �your dearest friend cut down in brutal fashion��
�Helen Gray wasn�t my dearest friend,� said Wilma. �I hardly knew her.�
Beagle looked sharply at her. �But she was your room-mate � you shared your apartment with her.�
�A lot of people share apartments who aren�t dear friends.�
The elevator reached the fifth floor and Joe Peel held open the door. Wilma Huston and Otis Beagle stepped out and walked off. Joe Peel followed and caught up as Wilma was unlocking the door.
She turned the key in the lock, then hesitated. It was Beagle who pushed open the door. As they entered, Wilma�s eyes went instantly to a dark spot on the rug that was still wet. Beagle was completely oblivious.
�But you must have known Miss Gray,� he persisted.
�The rent here,� said Wilma, �is sixty dollars a month. A little stiff for me, so I put an ad in the paper. Helen Gray was one of about a hundred girls who answered. I liked her looks, so she moved in��
�When?� asked Peel.
�Five weeks ago.�
�In five weeks you could get pretty well acquainted,� said Otis Beagle.
�She was still sleeping in the morning when I went to work,� Wilma said. �When I got home she�d usually be out. She got in late at night� or sometimes I would� I saw Helen on Sundays and once or twice during the week for a few minutes.�
Wilma Huston threw herself on the couch and stared at the wet spot on the rug. Otis Beagle seated himself in an easy chair and planted his cane on the floor in front of him. He placed his fat hands on the head of it and leaned forward.
�Miss Huston,� he said pompously, �I�ll lay my cards on the table. You came to my office this morning and engaged us to perform a task for you��
�It was worth twenty-five dollars for me not to be bothered.�
Beagle looked at Joe Peel, who was peeking into the kitchen. �Just what do you mean � bothered?�
�Well, what would you say of a man who sent you flowers and five pound boxes of candy��
�No jewelry?� Peel asked from the kitchen door.
Wilma shot him an annoyed glance. �A man,� she went on, �whom you had never seen.�
�That�s what I don�t understand,� Beagle said, �How you could be, ah, Jolliffe�s friend and not see him��
Joe Peel went into the kitchen at that point, but he heard Wilma�s blundering protests. Then the byplay in the living room became merely an annoying hum as he dropped to his knees before a metal wastebasket under the sink and scooped out charred bits of paper.
There was a perplexed frown on his face as he studied the bits of paper. They were all very small, but here and there he found a piece large enough to see that it had contained print.
A few of the pieces of paper were stuck together and in separating them, Peel noted that they were damp on the inside, as if the whole mess had been immersed in water. He got to his feet and looked into the sink. Yes � there were bits of ash and a tiny piece of paper adhering to the metal screen which fed into the drainpipe. Someone had burned paper in the sink, and failing to burn the stuff small enough to go through the little holes, had scooped it out and dumped it into the wastebasket.
Nodding thoughtfully, Peel returned to the wastebasket. Sorting out the burned paper he came across one piece that was larger than � and foreign to � the others; the printed address from an envelope: Peel could distinguish a fragment of the address:
�ting Co.
3 Palms, Calif.

Peel put the piece in his pocket and surveyed the kitchen. It was cleaned up tidily, all the dishes washed and put away in the cupboards. He opened the little refrigerator. It contained two bottles of beer, a half quart of milk and two tomatoes.
He closed the refrigerator and walked back into the living room. Both Beagle and Wilma Huston were on their feet.
�Keep the twenty-five dollars!� Wilma was saying, hotly. �Keep it, but let me alone. I�m sorry I ever heard your name��
�Where did you hear it?� Peel asked.
Stiffly, Otis Beagle headed for the door. With his hand on the knob he turned. �Coming, Joe?�
Joe nodded and followed Beagle. But at the door he paused. �I�ll give you a ring, Wilma��
�Don�t bother!� she exclaimed.
Peel followed.
The elevator was still at the fifth floor and he and Beagle stepped into it. Then Beagle exploded.
�I never listened to so much bosh from a woman in all my life. She insists she never so much as laid eyes on Wilbur Jolliffe.�
�I don�t think she did. It was Helen Gray � not Wilma.�
�Eh?�
�Helen used Wilma�s name.�
Beagle stared at Peel for a moment. �But how could she do that? Jolliffe called on her at the apartment��
�Sure, but didn�t you notice? It�s Wilma�s name on the door, Wilma�s alone. Helen never put hers on. Jolliffe didn�t even know Helen had a roommate. When he called here he saw Wilma�s name on the door, that�s all. And Helen was Wilma. That�s what was driving him nuts. He telephoned Wilma � Helen, I mean � and once in a while he got the real Wilma on the phone. She hung up on him, told him a thing or two probably� so he was ripe for us yesterday, Otis��
The elevator reached the main floor but Otis made no move to open the door. �I�ll be goddamned!�
�Simple, isn�t it? When you get the answer. Wilbur went up for a showdown with Helen last night and guess what? He ran into Bill Gray, Helen�s brother. Only I don�t think he was a brother. Catch on?�
�Then it�s Gray we want � Bill Gray. He knocked off Wilbur Jolliffe and � his sister!�
�Maybe,� said Peel. He opened the elevator door and stepped into the lobby. Beagle followed.
�I�ll get the police to throw out a dragnet for him,� he said, eagerly. �I�ll give his name to Pinky. It�ll make up for� for� well, for other things.�
Beagle reached for the front door, but before his hand touched it the door was pulled away and Lieutenant Becker�s face appeared.
Becker yelped. �For the love of Pete � don�t you guys ever give up?�
�Not as long as crime is rampant in the city,� Peel retorted. �Whaddya want the citizens to do � depend on the police?� He laughed raucously to show what he thought of the police.
Lieutenant Becker half raised his fist, but let it fall to his side.
�Keep out of my hair,� he said, thickly.
�You tell him, Otis�?�
�I was going to save it for Pinky, but�� Otis Beagle frowned, then suddenly surrendered. �All right, Lieutenant, you shall have it� the name of the murderer. It is Gray � Bill Gray��
�How do you know?� Becker snapped.
�Intuition, old boy, intuition.�
Lieutenant Becker told Otis what he thought of his intuition then went into the building.
�A very uncouth man,� said Beagle. He looked at his wrist watch. �A quarter to seven, Joe; how about a bite of dinner?�
�You want to take me to dinner?�
�Why not?� Beagle clapped Peel on the shoulder. �We�re partners, aren�t we?�
Peel moved his shoulder out from under Beagle�s hand. When Beagle clapped a man on the shoulder it was eight to five that he was looking for a place to sink the knife.
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As they reached Hollywood Boulevard a taxicab was stopped by the traffic lights and Beagle and Peel climbed into it. A few minutes later they alighted in front of the Brown Derby, on Vine Street. The rope was up, but Otis Beagle caught the eye of the headwaiter and they were whisked through a crowd of at least twenty waiting people and shown to a table.
�How you do it is beyond me,� Peel said, shaking his head. �Every restaurant, every night club��
�A good tip now and then,� said Beagle, magnanimously.
�Never less than two dollars,� grunted Peel. �That�s what the man at Ole�s Swedish Baths told me��
Beagle chuckled. �How about a hair of the dog?�
Peel shuddered. �I�m not used to getting drunk twice in one day.�
�Oh, it won�t hurt to relax for this once.� Beagle took a little black notebook from his pocket. �As a matter of fact, I might call up a couple of girls. A bit of a celebration��
�What�ve we got to celebrate?�
Beagle smiled. �After all, we�ve just solved a case��
�What case?�
�Don�t be obtuse. The police�ll get Bill Gray.�
�Are you kidding?�
�Why should I kid? The police are very good at catching people � once they know the name of the person��
Peel signalled the waiter. �A pair of Martinis,� he ordered. Then he looked at Beagle. �I didn�t think you really believed that crap � about Bill Gray killing Helen Gray��
Beagle groaned. �Now, wait a minute, Joe��
�Brother, husband or boy friend � whatever he was � why should he kill Helen?�
�That�s obvious. She was carrying on with Jolliffe� a man old enough to be her father��
Peel shook his head. �What about Marcy Holt?�
�Holt?� Beagle suddenly winced. �I�d forgotten all about him. But�� He frowned. �We�re not sure that he ties in with Jolliffe and Gray��
�I�m sure,� said Peel. �And so is a fellow who followed me from the Lehigh Apartment to Ole�s bath House.�
�Well, maybe one of them killed Helen Gray��
�Yeah � but why?�
�Dammit, Joe,� said Beagle, �you�ve spoiled my dinner.�
The waiter came with the martinis. Peel picked up his. �To crime, Otis��
He put his glass to his mouth, started to drink, then lowered the glass. �Why, the dirty little liar��
Beagle caught Peel�s eyes looking off. His head swiveled and picked out Mary Lou Tanner.
�Jolliffe�s secretary!� he exclaimed. �Who�s the bird with her?�
�George Byram, the late Mr. Jolliffe�s brother-in-law� And she told me she was true to a Marine, six feet tall.� He got to his feet. �I think I�ll tell her a thing or three��
Otis Beagle started to protest but Joe Peel ignored him and started for the booth where Mary Lou Tanner sat across from George Byram.
As he approached he fixed his eyes on George Byram.
�George!� he cried. �George Byram � imagine meeting you here!�
He thrust his hand into that of Mrs. Jolliffe�s brother. Byram stared at him in astonishment. �I beg your pardon�� he began.
Peel plopped down opposite Byram, about six inches from Mary Lou, but still without looking at her. �I sure am glad to see you, George. How�s your wife � and the kids?�
Sudden anger blazed up in George Byram�s face. �I�m not married and I haven�t got any kids��
Peel stared in astonishment at Byram. �Why, George�� Then he shot a quick, covert glance at Mary Lou and put on a mock cringing act. �Holy cat! What a boner��
�Always the comic, aren�t you?� Mary Lou said sarcastically.
Peel refused to look at her. He got to his feet and held out a placating palm. �I�m sorry, Mister � I guess I did make a mistake� But you sure look like my old friend George Byram.�
�Look here, you,� Byram snarled. �I don�t know you and you don�t know me��
�Okay, George,� Peel cut in. �Okay� I apologize��
He turned and walked back to his own table. �All right, Otis,� he said, sitting down. �Look into your little black book and see what�s good in it.� He held up a warning finger. �But I warn you, I�ve been on blind dates before� I get first choice��
Beagle caught the eyes of the waiter and snapped his fingers. Then he opened his little book. �Agnes,� he mused, �a sweet girl�� He turned a page and brightened. �Alice! How could I ever forget her.� He shook his head. �No � she lives in Santa Monica � too far.�
The waiter brought a telephone with a long cord and plugged it in. Beagle nodded his thanks and continued to study his book. �Anna� mmm� a bit on the plump side�!�
�No!� said Joe Peel. �I know what plump means.�
�Like �em thin, eh? Well, here�s one on the thin side, but � ha-ha � with a bit of padding in the right places. Angela� Crestview one�� He drew the phone closer and began dialing. After a moment his eyes lit up.
�Angela, darling! Guess�!� He beamed. �Right the first time, my dear� I�ve been out of town � Chicago. Yes, an important case. Just got back a day or two ago, and I thought I�d give you a ring. What are you doing this evening?� That�s too bad. Can�t you break it?� I�ve been out of town; I really have� You must be mistaken, darling. I wasn�t at the Mocambo last week� Me, with a blonde? Are you kidding? You know I like brunettes� I mean, a certain brunette��
Peel put his left elbow upon the table and leaned his head against the palm of his hand. He listened to Beagle give Angela the old routine.
�Of course I solved the case, dear; don�t I always?� He screwed up his face. �Yes, I�m holding heavy. Well, that�s fine, Angela. And, ah, have you got a friend?� Yes, that�s right� Mmm,� he looked across the table. �About six feet tall. Well, I wouldn�t exactly call him handsome� he�s on the rugged side� Ethel, eh? Fine, fine, she sounds just right� Tell you what, we�ll pick you up in a half hour. �Bye, darling�� he hung up and looked at Joe Peel�s scowling face.
�On the rugged side, am I? Not handsome��
�I said you were six feet tall. That�s giving you a break��
�I warned you � I get first choice.�
�Oh sure, Joe. Don�t worry about that. She says Ethel�s a pip. Angela�s never wrong about a thing like that. You wait and see��
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Angela lived in a living-room-bedroom-kitchen apartment on Las Palmas just off Sunset. It was a one-story building, shaped like a U and called, in Hollywood, a court.
She was already dressed and putting a final polish on her nails when Otis Beagle and Joe Peel arrived. In response to their ring she opened the door and threw herself into Beagle�s arms.
�Darling!� she cried. �This is simply wonderful��
Beagle kissed her soundly, then held her off to introduce Joe Peel. �My friend, Joe Peel��
Angela regarded Peel with considerable disappointment. �Otis, how could you! You said he was six feet tall��
�What�s four inches, more or less��
�Three,� Peel corrected. He smiled sourly at Angela. �Besides, I carry a portable stepladder in my pocket, for dames who insist on necking guys six feet tall.�
Angela laughed merrily. �He�s cute.�
Joe Peel thought Angela was cute too, but he didn�t say so.
�I�ll see what you�ve got in the icebox,� he said. He went into the kitchen while Angela went into another clinch with Beagle. He found a pint bottle or rye, only half-empty, got a tray of ice cubes and some ginger ale and fixed three drinks.
He carried them into the living room and Beagle and Angela were still in the clinch.
�Break it up, kids!�
Beagle released Angela and then the door bell rang.
�Oh, that�s Ethel!� cried Angela. �She lives here in the court.�
�All by herself?� Peel asked.
Angela took time to give him a dirty look before opening the door.
�Ethel!� she squealed, �you�re just in time. The boys are here��
Ethel stood about five feet eleven in her high-heeled pumps. She was a blonde, a big girl but nicely streamlined. Otis Beagle�s eyes gleamed as he sized her up.
But Ethel wasn�t looking at him. Her eyes were on Joe Peel. Peel returned her look and a slow grin twisted his lips.
�Hello, Ethel,� he said.
�Hi,� Ethel replied.
Peel turned to Beagle. �Otis � meet Ethel.�
Beagle came forward. �It�s a pleasure, Ethel.�
�Is it?� asked Peel.
Beagle looked at him sharply. �What�s the matter with you, Joe?�
�I need a drink.� Peel looked at the glasses in his hands and set them down on a coffee table. �Need one more now. Angela � come, help me��
He took her arm. She resisted for a moment, then allowed herself to be led into the kitchen. But there she whirled on Peel.
�What�s the idea? Ethel�s your date.�
�She�s too tall for me. I like �em your size�� He suddenly grabbed Angela and kissed her. She shoved him away.
�Now, wa-ait a minute��
�Beagle likes Ethel � and I like you��
Angela glowered at the door leading to the living room. �The big babboon. I got a good notion to�� She suddenly turned back to Peel. �There�s something fishy about this. I saw the way you and Ethel looked at each other. Say� you know her��
Peel chuckled. �You didn�t tell her our names when you asked her on the double-date?�
�No-no, I don�t think I did.� Angela looked sharply at Peel. �So you do know her. And Otis��
�He doesn�t. But I� well, I�ve met her��
�Where?�
Peel shrugged. �It�s quite a while ago.�
�You�re up to something!�
�Just fun,� said Peel. �So let Beagle have Ethel for tonight, huh?�
Angela sized up Peel for a moment. �For the whole evening?�
Peel took her in his arms and kissed her � hard. After a while Angela kissed back. Then Peel released her. �For the whole evening��
�Well��
Peel led her back into the living room, where Beagle and Ethel were now having a little t�te-�-t�te. �All right kids,� Peel announced. �We�re going to the Mocambo�� He grinned. �Otis has a drag there � he�ll get us a ringside table.�
�Naturally,� said Beagle.
It was a tight fit in the rear seat of the taxi, but Peel solved the seating problem by taking Angela on his lap. Beagle didn�t seem to mind. He was pretty engrossed with Ethel.
Arriving at the Mocambo, Beagle did his stuff. A ringside table was the result.
�With a table like this,� said Peel as they were seated, �we ought to have champagne.�
�Oh, goody,� cried Angela.
�Better stick to whiskey, Joe,� Beagle advised. �Remember, you�ve done a bit of drinking today.�
�I know, but this is a celebration.�
Angela promptly asked, �What�re we celebrating?�
�A case that Otis thinks we�ve solved.�
�Cut it out, Joe,� Beagle snapped.
But it was too late. Angela rose to the bait. �Oh, tell me about it. I�ve always wanted to hear the inside of a real mystery��
�This wasn�t anything,� Beagle scowled. He turned to Ethel. �Like to dance, Baby?�
�After a while,� Baby said, looking steadily at Joe Peel. �I�d like to hear about the case you solved��
�Go ahead, tell her, Otis,� Peel urged, grinning wickedly.
�You know it�s a policy of the office not to talk about cases.�
�But this is just among ourselves��
�You tell us,� Angela pouted, �and if he doesn�t want to listen he doesn�t have to.�
�I won�t.� And Beagle turned his shoulder to Peel and Angela. He took Ethel�s hand, but she pulled it free.
�I want to hear it, too.�
�It�s about a guy named Jolliffe,� said Peel. �Wilbur Jolliffe. You probably read in the papers about him.�
�No,� said Angela, �but go ahead.�
Peel looked at Ethel. �You�ve heard about Jolliffe, haven�t you?�
�The name is familiar. Committed suicide, didn�t he?�
�Yeah. Jolliffe was one of the boys, you know. About sixty and liked them twenty or so. About six months ago he got mixed up with a dame��
�If you�re to tell the story, Joe, tell it right,� cut in Beagle. �Jolliffe got caught in a badger game. We scared off the crooks for him and that�s all there was to it.� He glared at Joe Peel.
�But you just said he committed suicide,� protested Angela.
�That was last night,� Peel said, �the badger game was six months ago.�
�What�s a badger game?�
Beagle groaned, but Peel took Angela�s hand and patted it. �A badger game is something a girl like you shouldn�t know anything about.�
�Why not?�
�Because it isn�t nice.�
�I know games that aren�t � well, too nice.�
�Don�t ever get caught playing this one. They send you to jail for it.�
�This Joll-Jolliffe went to jail?�
Peel winced. �It isn�t the victim who goes to jail. It�s the woman � and the other man.� Then, as Angela�s face still remained blank, Peel appealed to Ethel. �You tell her, Ethel.�
Ethel�s eyes were flashing sparks. �I don�t know anything about this what is it you call it?�� badger game?�
�No? I thought you might have heard of it.� Peel turned back to Angela. �I�ll make it simple, baby� a man and a woman are caught in a bedroom � well, let�s say, a compromising situation, by the woman�s husband. He threatens to tell the man�s wife��
�The man�s wife? But isn�t she the one who�s caught?��
Peel groaned. �The other man�s wife? He�s a married man, see��
�They�re both married, is that it?� Angela frowned prettily. �But why should he want to tell the other man�s wife, when he�s caught his wife��
�Forget it,� said Peel, in disgust.
�Let�s go somewhere else,� Ethel announced suddenly.
�But we just got here,� Beagle protested.
�There�s a new place up the street I�ve heard is very interesting. It�s cozy and�� she smiled tantalizingly, ��dim��
�Let�s go!� exclaimed Beagle. He paid the check while the girls went to powder their noses.
The new place turned out to be the Bull Dog and Pussy Cat, where Peel had almost had lunch that day. Beagle was a stranger here, but a five-dollar bill made him an old friend of the headwaiter and they were shown to a booth near the rear � a cozy booth, lighted only by two stubby candles on the table. Beagle promptly blew out one of the candles.
�Don�t you like this much better?� Ethel asked as she cuddled up to Otis Beagle.
�Why, Mister Peel!� exclaimed a feminine voice.
It was Mary Lou Tanner.
�Uh, hello,� said Peel.
Mary Lou smiled sweetly. �And is that Mrs. Peel? I�m so glad to meet you. Mr. Peel has talked of you so often. And the baby��
�Sit down,� said Peel, grimly. �Or do you have to run back to grandpa?�
Mary Lou laughed hollowly. �It�s been so nice meeting you, Mrs. Peel. I must run along now�� And she went back to her own table.
�I think I�ll go home,� Angela said, coldly.
�That was a rib,� Peel said.
�Will your wife think so?�
Peel appealed to Beagle. �Tell her if I�m married or not.�
�Of course not. We ran into her and the fellow she�s with at the Brown Derby. Joe pulled the same gag on the guy, so she was only getting even��
�You�re quite a character, Mr. Peel, aren�t you?� Ethel said sweetly.
�Joe, Baby. Call me Joe.�
Ethel picked up her purse. �I�ve got to powder my nose. Want to come along, Angela?�
�Hey!� cried Otis Beagle. �What gives here? You powdered your nose only ten minutes ago.�
�I have to do it again, darling.� Ethel got up. Angela, who was still sulking, hesitated, then followed her friend. The moment the girls were out of sight, Beagle pounced on Peel.
�For the love of Mike, Joe, are you always like this with girls? No wonder you never get anywhere with them.�
�What�ve I done?�
�You were sniping at Ethel.�
�You like Ethel?�
�Of course I like her. She�s my type. I like them, ah, statuesque��
�Then get ready for a shock, Otis. Ethel�s last name is Tower. Ethel Tower.�
�So what?�
�Don�t you remember the name?�
�Am I supposed to?�
�I thought you would tumble when I talked about the badger game� and Jolliffe��
For a moment Beagle stared at Peel, then his mouth fell open and he sucked in air. �No!��
�Yes, Otis, old boy. Miss Badger. I paid her off, remember?�
�You�re sure?�
�Of course. The minute she came into the apartment� you saw her look at me, didn�t you? She was afraid I was going to spill it��
�Well, why didn�t you?�
�Oh, I thought I�d play along for awhile��
�But Angela��
�I don�t think she knows anything about it. She didn�t mention our names to Ethel when she told her she had a date for her.�
Beagle remained silent for a moment, then he finally shook his head and said, bitterly, �You can�t trust anybody. A fine looking girl like that��
�That�s what Jolliffe thought.� Peel chuckled. He leaned out of the booth to look toward the wash rooms. �They�re taking a long time to powder their noses.�
A waiter came up. �Something, Mister?�
�The ladies who were with us��
�Oh, didn�t you know? They left� by the side door.�
�Goddammit!� bellowed Beagle.
�She was a nice kid,� said Joe Peel. �Ethel?�
�No, Angela.� Peel sighed. �Well, shall we go?�
Beagle�s face set in stubborn lines, then the futility of it struck him and he groaned. He called for the check and paid it.
As they waited for a taxi outside the Bull Dog and Pussy Cat, Peel said, �And so home to bed.�
�My eye,� snapped Beagle. �I was all set for a good time tonight and I�m going to have it � girls or no girls.� A cab pulled up to the curb and they climbed in.
�Where to, gents?� the driver asked.
�Ivar and Hollywood Boulevard for me,� Peel said.
�You going to be a killjoy?� Beagle demanded.
�After the day I�ve had � yes!�
�Well, I�m going out to have some fun.�
�You go right ahead, but I�m going home and sleep.�
They were still wrangling about it when the cab pulled up at Ivar and Hollywood Boulevard and Peel climbed out. Beagle yelled after him, but Peel paid no attention.
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Joe Peel slept an hour later than usual the next morning and stopping at the Mayflower on Hollywood Boulevard for breakfast, did not get to the office until after ten-thirty. He was surprised to find it locked. But the key was on the transom sill and he let himself into the office.
He got out a road map of California and studied it for ten minutes. Then he telephoned Beagle at his Wilshire Boulevard Apartment. There was no answer.
He tried the Sunset Athletic Club. They hadn�t seen Beagle since lunch the day before. By that time it was eleven five. Peel paced the office floor for ten minutes, then tried Beagle�s apartment once more. There was still no response. Calling information he got the telephone number of Beagle�s apartment manager. The manager identified herself as Mrs. Kehoe and said that she hadn�t seen Mr. Beagle all morning.
�Look, Mrs. Kehoe,� Peel said, then, �would you run up to Mr. Beagle�s apartment and if he doesn�t answer your ring, take a look inside? I�ll hold the wire.�
It was a full five minutes before Mrs. Kehoe returned to the phone. There was a note of alarm in her voice as she said, �His bed hasn�t been slept in and his milk and morning paper are still outside the door.�
�What about his car?� Peel exclaimed. �Is it in the garage?�
�Hold on a moment; I�ll phone down on the house phone.�
A couple of minutes later, Mrs. Kehoe informed Peel that Beagle�s car was in the garage, he hadn�t used it in three days.
Peel hung up and stared at the phone. On a hunch he called Ole�s Swedish Baths and then a club in Beverly Hills. They hadn�t seen Beagle at either place.
Peel locked the office and walked down to the street floor. Outside the building he walked to a taxi stand at the corner and climbed into a waiting taxi.
�Las Palmas,� he said to the driver. �Between Selma and Hollywood Boulevard.�
Five minutes later he climbed out of the cab. �Wait,� he told the cabby. �I�ll only be five or ten minutes.�
He walked into the court and rang the bell of Angela�s apartment. There was silence inside and he rang the bell again � insistently. That produced results � the padding of feet and a sleepy voice.
�What is it?�
�It�s me, baby,� Joe Peel called. �Joe Peel.�
�You!� came the disgusted reply. �Go home to your wife and children.�
�Open up; this is serious.�
�Last night was last night,� retorted Angela through the door.
�Baby,� said Joe Peel, �I�ll count to five and if you haven�t opened up by them, I�m coming right through the door� One, two��
Angela opened the door and peeked out. �Damned if I don�t think you would.�
Peel pushed open the door and went into the apartment. Angela was wearing a padded kimono and probably little else under it.
�Have you seen Otis Beagle?� Peel demanded.
�I never want to see that big babboon again as long as I live,� snapped Angela. �And that goes for you, too.�
�Where�d you go last night after you ran out on us?�
�Home, where do you suppose?�
�With Ethel?�
�Of course. Say � what is this?�
�I don�t know,� Peel replied grimly. �But Otis has disappeared.�
�What do you mean � disappeared?�
�Just that. I haven�t seen him since last night and he hasn�t been at his apartment.�
Angela sniffed. �What�s so unusual about that? He was howling last night��
�Otis has never failed to show up in the morning. Now, look, baby, fun�s fun, but this is serious� what did Ethel tell you in the ladies� room last night?�
�Why, nothing, except that she was bored. And, frankly, so was I � after what that redhead spilled��
�How long have you known Ethel?�
�Oh, two-three months��
�Been out with her before?�
�No, but she�s been here when I�ve had friends. And I�ve stopped in at a couple of her parties.�
�Where�s her apartment?�
�Across the court � Number 6.�
Peel nodded and went to the door. Then he turned. �Remember that badger game I was telling you about last night?�
�What about it?�
�Nothing. I just want you to remember it�� Peel went out and crossed the court. Tacked to the door of Number 6 was a card on which was printed: E. Tower.
Peel pushed the doorbell. He pressed it again, after a moment. Then he tried the doorknob. It turned. Peel pushed the door open and looked into the apartment.
�Miss Tower!� he called.
There was no reply. Peel went into the apartment and headed for the clothes closet in the bedroom. It was empty, save for some wooden clothes hangers.
Ethel Tower had moved � suddenly.
Peel left the apartment and walked back to his taxicab. He got in and the cab started off.
�Where to now?�
�Drive me to your garage.�
�Huh? What�s the beef?�
�No beef. I just want to locate one of your drivers � a lad who picked me up last night, outside of the Bull Dog and Pussy Cat.�
�That�ll be either Harry Manton or Gus Hobson. Or maybe, Dave Fleck� what�d the guy do � roll you?�
�No. I lost something. Nothing very valuable, but I need it. I thought maybe the driver might have found it.�
�If you�d lost it in my cab, I�d�a found it. I always look in back when a customer steps out. Most of the guys do that. Be surprised what you find sometimes��
�Yeah, but what do you do with the stuff you find?�
�Turn it in to the office � whaddya s�pose?�
The cabby blew his horn and made a sharp turn around a comer, then went into second gear and drove into a garage.
�That�s two-ten,� he said, looking at the meter.
Peel climbed out and paid him.
�There�s Gus Hobson just coming to work,� the cabby said, nodding to a stocky cab driver.
The man looked familiar, although Peel hadn�t paid any particular attention to the cabby of the night before. He accosted the man.
�Didn�t you pick me up last night outside the Bull Dog and Pussy Cat?�
Gus Hobson shook his head. �Not me, mister.�
�There was another man with me � a big, heavy set flash fellow about forty.�
�Don�t remember nobody like that.�
Peel took a five dollar bill from his pocket and showed it to Hobson. �Do you remember now?�
Hobson kept his eyes on the bill. �Where�d I take you?�
�Ivar and Hollywood Boulevard. But the other man stayed with you.�
�Where�d I take him?�
�That�s why I�m going to give you this five dollars. To tell me where you took him.�
Hobson stared hard at the five dollars, then finally shook his head. �Nope, wasn�t me.�
�Look,� said Peel patiently, �there isn�t any beef. All I want is the address where you took my friend��
�If he�s your friend, why don�t you ask him?�
�Because I can�t find him. It�s important that I do.�
�Maybe he don�t want you to know where he is.�
A man in shirt sleeves and wearing a green celluloid visor over his eyes, came out of the garage office. �What�s the trouble there?� he called.
�Are you the manager?� Peel asked.
�Yes. Any complaints?�
�This man picked me up last night,� Peel began�
�Who says I did?� Hobson exclaimed truculently.
The garage manager fixed Hobson with a cold stare. �Keep your trap shut, Hobson. Now, Mister, are you sure it was one of our cabs?�
�Yes, I�m sure. And I�m sure it was this man who picked up my boss and me last night at the Bull Dog and Pussy Cat��
�That�s your stand, Hobson,� said the manager, coldly.
�All right, what if it is? I�m not the only hackman who picks up people at the Bull Dog and Pussy Cat. I tell you I don�t remember this guy��
�Wait a minute,� interrupted the manager, �we�ll settle this once and for all��
He turned and went back into his office. Hobson gave Peel some dirty looks, but Peel didn�t mind. Then the manager came out of the office, carrying some sheets of paper.
�What time was it?� he asked Peel.
�Around eleven-thirty��
The man studied one of the sheets. Then he looked at Hobson. �It�s here � two fares, 11:40. You took them to Hollywood and Ivar��
�That was me!�
��and then to Laurel Canyon and Mulholland,� the taxicab manager went on. He looked sharply at Hobson. �Mulholland, eh?�
�If that�s what it says on there,� growled Hobson.
�That�s screwy,� Peel said. �Why would Otis want to go to Laurel Canyon and Mulholland Drive at midnight? There isn�t anything up there��
�The guy was drunk,� Hobson snarled. �It�s none of my business where a drunk wants to go in the middle of the night.�
�Gus,� said the manager, �come here a minute�� He walked to one side and Hobson followed him. The two engaged in a whispered conversation for a moment, then they came back to Peel.
�This friend of yours,� the manager began.
�My boss,� said Peel.
�You were doing the town last night?�
�But we were sober.�
�Look,� said Hobson, �I�m only a hack driver. I got to make a buck where I can, see��
�Oh,� said Peel, �it�s like that.�
�Yeah, this boss of yours looks like a sport and he says to me he wants some action, see�� Hobson pantomimed the shaking and rolling out of dice. ��So I took him to Charlie�s; that�s all I know.�
Peel nodded thoughtfully. �And Charlie is up on Laurel and Mulholland?�
�Near there.�
�Okay,� said Peel, �let�s go.�
�Huh?�
�Charlie�s Place. Drive me up there.�
�What for? It�s only open at night.�
�There�ll be somebody there.�
�Uh-uh. The place is deserted in the daytime. They don�t open till around eight. You go up there now and all you�ll find is a bunch of padlocks and boards on the windows. It looks like a haunted house during the day.�
Peel rubbed his chin with the back of his hand. The taxicab manager, watching him, said, �We run taxicabs, Mister, that�s all. We take passengers where they want to go; what happens to them, ain�t our fault.�
�I know, I know.� Peel scowled, then sighed. �Okay, fellows.� He started to leave the garage, then turned back to the manager. �Mind if I use your phone?�
�There�s a booth right there in the comer. You can use it � if you�ve got a nickel!�
Peel went to the booth and thumbing through a grimy directory found the number of Sunset Athletic Club. Then he went into the booth and dialed it.
�Mr. Devol,� he said, when the club operator answered.
�Who shall I say is calling?�
Peel hesitated a second. �Otis Beagle��
�Just a moment please and I�ll see if Mr. Devol is here.�
There was a short wait, then a voice snapped in Peel�s ear: �Hello, Otis��
�This isn�t Otis, Mr. Devol,� said Peel. �It�s Joe Peel��
�Who?�
�Joe Peel. I work for Otis Beagle��
�Are you the fellow that Otis fired yesterday?� Pinky Devol snapped.
�Yes, but it was a mistake. Otis��
�Baloney! And let me tell you, you got a crust telephonin� me��
�Hold it, Mr. Devol!� Peel cried. �It�s about Otis I�m calling��
�Yeah, well, I can�t be bothered��
�He�s disappeared!� yelled Peel.
He didn�t know whether he was too late or not. The connection was broken. Savagely, Peel looked for another nickel and finding one, dialed the Sunset Athletic Club once more.
�Mr. Devol,� he said to the operator. �Tell him it�s the man who just called and that it�s a matter of life and death. Otis Beagle�s life��
�I�ll see if Mr. Devol is here,� the operator said, unruffled.
Pinky Devol came on the line again. �What�s this about Otis� life��
�You didn�t let me finish. Otis has disappeared. He didn�t sleep in his apartment last night��
�So he�s in a kip with a blonde! What the hell!��
�No,� said Peel doggedly, �I�ve been tracing him. A cab driver took him to Charlie�s Place on Mulholland Drive.�
�Yeah?�
�That�s the last anyone saw of him.�
Devol�s sneer rasped in Peel�s ear. �What�re you trying to hand me, Peel?�
�Nothing, Devol. I�m worried about Otis, that�s all.�
�What can I do about it?�
�I thought you might know Charlie.�
�Charlie who?�
�The Charlie who runs Charlie�s Place.�
�Say, who do you think I am?�
�Pinky Devol, who�s supposed to be Otis Beagle�s friend.�
�I am Otis Beagle�s friend,� Devol snapped. �But that doesn�t mean that I know every gambler in this town, does it?�
�How�d you know Charlie was a gambler?�
Pinky Devol suddenly had to cough, but when he spoke again there was less heat in his tone. �What do you want to know?�
�I want to know what happened at Charlie�s Place last night� I mean, to Otis��
There was a pause, then Devol said, �Call me back in five minutes.�
Peel hung up and walked to a drugstore on the corner. He had a coke, then went into a phone booth and called the Sunset Athletic Club. He went through the same routine with the operator, then Devol came back.
�All right,� Devol said, �Otis dropped about twelve hundred��
�Twelve hundred!� exclaimed Peel.
�Yeah, the way I get it, he had a run and was ahead three-four grand. But he tried to win the cloth off the table and wouldn�t quit, so he dropped it all and some of his own. It happens all the time.�
�What happened then?�
�Nothing. He gave his check and went home.�
�How? He went up in a taxi.�
�I suppose he called a taxi.�
�Can you find for sure � if he called a taxi?�
Devol swore. �If it was anybody but Otis��
�I�ll call you back in five minutes, Mr. Devol.�
Peel hung up and went back into the drugstore. He spent ten minutes looking at the magazines, then reentered the phone booth and once more called the Sunset Athletic Club.
�No,� Devol said, �he didn�t call a taxi. One of the customers was leaving about the same time and Otis asked him for a lift down to Hollywood Boulevard.�
�Who was the customer?�
Devol chuckled. �I beat you to that one. It was an actor named Aleck Chambers. He was there with a cutie whose name I didn�t get. Charlie didn�t know her. I don�t know this Chambers myself, but you shouldn�t have any trouble running him down. You try the Screen Actor�s Guild��
�I know Chambers,� Peel said.
�Well, ask him where he dropped Otis, will you. And let me know as soon as you find out something.�
�I will Pinky.�
Peel stepped out of the booth and going to the fountain ordered a ham sandwich. While it was being prepared he thought things over. Then the sandwich came and he took a bite of it. Munching, he returned to the telephone booth and looked up the number of the Horatio Oliver Agency.
He called it. A strange voice said, �Horatio Oliver Agency��
�I want to talk to Wilma Huston.�
�Sorry,� was the reply, �she isn�t here today.�
�Well, what�s her home number?�
�Sorry; I can�t give you that information.�
�Oh, hell!� Peel said in disgust. He slammed down the receiver and went back to the directory. If Wilma had a phone it was an unlisted number and Peel left the drugstore, still chewing on his sandwich.
He walked back to the taxicab garage and flagged a taxi that was just leaving the garage. The driver was Gus Hobson.
�Now, what?� Gus sneered at him. �Now, you can take me to the Lehigh Apartments.�
�Yeah? What about the fin?�
�You had your chance at that. You get the meter and a ten-cent tip.�
�Sure you can spare it?�
�Easy come, easy go,� said Peel, climbing in to the cab.
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Gus gave him a nice ride, slamming on the brakes at stop signs so suddenly that Peel practically slid off the seat a couple of times. But he got him to the Lehigh Apartments in record time.
Gus accepted his fare and the dime tip, without a word of comment, but as Peel started to enter the apartment building he heard a sound that was very similar to the one made by tearing cloth.
He rode up to the fifth floor and pressed the door buzzer of Apartment 504.
Wilma opened the door and started to close it, but Peel got his foot in the opening.
�No-no,� he said, chidingly.
The door was jerked open from inside the apartment and Aleck Chambers stood there; Aleck, wearing dark glasses that didn�t at all conceal two beautiful black eyes.
�For the love of�� began the future pin-up boy.
�Mr. Peel,� exclaimed Wilma, �this is carrying things a bit too far��
�You gave Otis Beagle a lift last night,� Peel said.
�I�ll say we did!� cried Chambers, whipping off his dark glasses. �How do you think I got this?�
Peel surveyed the injured eyes. �Beagle did that?�
�Aleck,� Wilma warned.
�Spill it,� Peel said ominously, �what happened?�
�We were halfway down Laurel Canyon when a car squeezed me up against the side of the mountain. Two gangsters jumped out, with guns in their hands��
�What gangsters?� Peel snarled.
�How do I know? They were friends of this fat bird. Or enemies. They started arguing and then they shoved him into their car. He yelled and I tried to help him. And that�s how I got��
�Hold it! You say Beagle knew these men? Were they up at Charlie�s?�
�I didn�t see them, but their car was right behind us as we turned into Laurel from Mulholland. They kept trying to get ahead of me, but for awhile the road was too twisty. But the minute they got a chance they came up and��
�They knew Beagle?� Peel persisted.
�One of them said something about having asked him to leave town��
�Marcy Holt!�
�Who�s he?�
Peel glowered at Chambers. �You reported it to the police��
�Why should I?�
�They stuck you up, didn�t they?�
�He wanted to tell the police,� Wilma interposed. �I told him not to. His reputation��
Peel�s lip curled thin. �Did you see their licence number?�
�It was too dark. But the car was a Buick��
�That will be a great help.� Peel went to the door. Then he turned and looked at Wilma Huston. �This boy friend of yours,� he said, gesturing to Aleck, �why don�t you trade him in for a boy scout?�
Chambers bleated, but Peel walked out in disgust.
He walked all the way to the office, thinking things over. Ethel Tower and Angela had gone into the washroom to powder their noses, once at the Mocambo and again at the Bull Dog and Pussy Cat. They had telephones in ladies� washrooms�
As Peel unlocked the office door of the Beagle Detective Agency, the phone inside began to ring. Peel scooped it up.
�Yeah?�
�Peel, this is Devol. Charlie just called me. He took that check Beagle gave him over to the bank. It bounced!�
�Naturally,� said Peel. �Beagle wouldn�t give a good check to a crooked gambling joint, would he?�
�But he can�t do that,� Devol protested. �Besides � he used my name when he � when he gave the check.�
�Tell Charlie to sue him.�
�Look,� said Devol, his tone becoming ominous, �you tell Otis that Charlie isn�t the sort you can welch on. He�s got to make that check good��
�Even if he�s dead?�
�What do you mean?�
�I mean that some fellows stopped Aleck Chambers� car last night and took Otis with them.�
�What for?�
�Guess!�
Devol was silent for a moment. Then, �I�m sorry to hear that. Did it have anything to do with� with that case you and he were working on?�
�No,� said Peel, promptly.
�If you hear anything let me know. I�m worried��
Peel snorted. �You�re worried!�
�Otis was one of my best friends.�
�Was,� said Peel and hung up.
He stared at the phone. Otis had often skidded close to the edge and this could be the time when his luck had deserted him.
A cheap case.
The phone rang. It was Lieutenant Becker. �Peel, Devol just called me. What�s this about Otis?�
�He went for a ride��
�I�ll be there in ten minutes,� Becker snapped, hanging up.
As he put back the receiver, Peel�s hand brushed the card file. He opened it and skimmed over the cards, until he came to the �J�s.�
He pulled out the card on Wilbur Jolliffe. It read:
Jolliffe, Wilbur N.
Rodeo Drive, B.H.
Office: � Bldg.
Home Phone: Cr. 7-1931, but don�t call exc. in emerg.
B. G. Ethel & Herman Tower.

Underneath, scrawled in pencil in Otis� handwriting was the notation: About ready.
Peel reached for the telephone and dialed Crestview 7-1931. The maid answered, �Mrs. Jolliffe�s residence.�
�I�m a book collector,� Peel said, �and I�d like to talk to Mrs. Jolliffe about buying some of her late husband�s books.�
�Jes� a momen�,� was the reply, �an� I see if Mrs. Jolliffe home.�
Apparently she was, for her voice came on a moment later. �Who is this calling?�
�You don�t know me, Mrs. Jolliffe,� Peel said, �but I�m a rare book collector and I understand Mr. Jolliffe owned a valuable collection of dime novels��
�You mean those trashy paper-covered books? I didn�t know they were, I mean, how much would you be prepared to pay for them?�
�Well, I don�t really want the entire collection, Mrs. Jolliffe. Just some of the titles. For example, Malaeska� I could offer you a nice price for that one.�
�How much?�
�Fifty dollars.�
�You can have the whole lot for a hun � for two hundred dollars, Mr� what did you say your name was�?�
The office door opened and Lieutenant Becker came in. Crowding on his heels was Sergeant Fedderson.
�Well, goodbye, Mr. Tamarack,� Peel said into the phone and replaced the receiver.
Lieutenant Becker came right to the point. �Now, what�s this about Beagle?�
�Just what Pinky told you.�
�He said Otis was snatched��
Sergeant Fedderson sniffed. �The boys�ll lose money on the deal.�
�I don�t think it was a snatch,� Peel said. �More like a ride��
�Who had it in for him? I mean enough to kill him?�
Peel hesitated.
�Come on,� Becker said, harshly. �The time for that crap is past.�
�It�s the Jolliffe case��
Becker groaned. �Cut it out; there wasn�t anything mysterious about that.�
�How do you know there wasn�t?�
�Because there wasn�t. You and Otis were shaking down the guy and he took the easy way out.�
�If you�re convinced of that, there�s no use talking to you, Becker.�
�Well, let�s have your version. A reasonably truthful one, if that�s possible.�
�It�s quite possible, Becker. Six months ago Wilbur Jolliffe got caught in a badger game. A couple of characters named Ethel and Herman Tower��
�Never heard of them, but they�ve probably got other names. What�d they look like?�
�Ethel�s about five-eleven��
�That tall?�
�She�s a lot of dame. The husband was a little fellow, about five-eight and weighing maybe a hundred and a half. I only saw him once. I made the deal with Ethel��
�How much?�
�A grand.�
�Jolliffe was a sucker. If he�d come to the police it wouldn�t have cost him a cent.�
�But his wife would probably have heard about it.�
�So what?� Becker made an impatient gesture. �What�s the rest of it?�
�A couple of days ago Jolliffe came to Otis. He was mixed up with a new girl��
�Helen Gray?�
�He said Wilma Huston��
�The girl who lives with Helen Gray?�
�Yes, but it really wasn�t Wilma. That I�ve found out. It was Helen Gray, using her roommate�s name��
�Why should she do that?�
�I can�t ask her� remember?�
�This Gray girl wasn�t five eleven.�
�Oh, she isn�t Ethel Tower, if that�s what you mean. I saw Ethel last night.� Becker�s eyes lit up. �She flew the coop this morning. But Ethel put the finger on us.�
�I thought you said it was the new doll��
�Look,� said Peel patiently. �Let me tell it my way.�
�Who�s stopping you?�
�Yesterday morning,� Peel went on, �a man named Marcy Holt came into this office. He offered Beagle a thousand dollars if he�d go to New York for a month. When Beagle refused��
�Beagle refused a thousand dollars?�
�He wouldn�t be run out of town. So this Holt pulled a gun. I took it away from him. Then last night Beagle called one of his girls. He asked her if she had a friend for me� The friend turned out to be Ethel Tower.�
Becker began to show interest. �So�?�
�So we went to the Mocambo and then to a joint called the Bull Dog and Pussy Cat. There was some ribbing and the girls got sore and ran out on us � but not before Ethel made a call from the washroom. Otis and I got a cab and by that time Ethel�s crowd was on our trail. Only we didn�t know it. I went home and Otis had his cab take him up to Charlie�s place on Mulholland Drive. He ran into Wilma Huston and her boy friend up there and asked them to drive him down to Hollywood Boulevard when they left. They did � and Marcy Holt�s car forced Aleck�s � that Wilma�s boy friend � off the road. They took Otis.�
�Go ahead,� Becker said.
�That�s all.�
�And you expect me to believe that?�
�It�s the truth.�
Becker looked at Fedderson. �You tell him, Mike.�
Sergeant Fedderson put the tip of his tongue between his lips and blew.
�I could take your story point by point,� said Lieutenant Becker, �and make a monkey out of you. But I won�t. I�ll just touch on this Ethel Tower� if she was the dame who worked the badger game on Jolliffe, how come she was willing to go out with you two last night?�
�That�s the easiest one, Becker. When Otis called Angela he didn�t tell her my name. And when Angela asked Ethel to go on the double-date, she didn�t tell Ethel our names. Of course when Ethel came in, she knew me right away. Not Otis, though, because I handled that deal. I saw Otis fall for her right away, so I switched dates with him. For fun.�
�You have a strange sense of humor. Did you break it to Otis, later?�
�When the girls were in the powder room � the second time.�
�Then Otis just happened to go up to Charlie�s � this joint Mulholland � and Wilma Huston just happened to be there.�
�Wilma�s boy friend is an actor; it�s the sort of place he�d go to.�
�But he couldn�t have been in cahoots with Marcy Holt, could he?� Becker asked sarcastically. �That never struck you.�
�It did� except that you ought to see Aleck Chamber�s eyes. Two of the most beautiful shiners you ever saw. He got them from Marcy Holt�s strong-arm lad. I forgot to tell you about him. He caught me at Ole�s Swedish Baths yesterday.�
Becker scowled. �I still don�t like it, Peel. But I�ll put it on the radio� about Otis, I mean. You say, this Aleck Chambers is an actor? I shouldn�t have any trouble finding him then.�
�As a matter of fact,� said Peel, �you�ll probably find him over at Wilma Huston�s apartment. I saw him there less than an hour ago��
Becker started for the door. �I�ll see you later.� He went quickly through the door, followed by Sergeant Fedderson.
Peel shook his head. Mr. Aleck Chambers was due for a bad couple of hours. Well, it might help him in his next crook role. A man who�s been given a real third degree can play it better in front of a camera then one who�s never even been in a police station.
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Peel fished a tiny scrap of paper from his pocket and studied it. It was the piece he had found in Wilma Huston�s trash can � the fragment that had failed to burn.
�ting Co.
3 Palms, Calif.

He shook his head and got out the California road map. There were several towns in the state that had the word �Palms� in its name, but only one had both a 3 and a Palms. 13 Palms, a little town on the southwestern edge of the Mojave Desert. It was only about fifty miles from Los Angeles.
Peel put the scrap of paper back into his pocket and went to the steel filing cabinet. Rummaging about in the rear of a file he found the office revolver, a rusty, nickel-plated.32-caliber affair. Further search failed to produce any cartridges. Beagle had a phobia about guns. He never carried one himself and as a rule objected to Peel taking the office gun.
Peel stuck the weapon in his pocket, looked around the office, then left.
On Hollywood Boulevard he stepped into a taxi and twenty minutes later arrived at Otis Beagle�s apartment house on Wilshire Boulevard.
He descended into the garage in the basement of the building and whistled for the garage attendant.
After a while, a colored man came out of a little room.
�Hello, Mistah Peel,� he said, �what�s this I hear �bout Mr. Beagle?�
�Oh, he�s all right. Sent me here to get his car.�
�Y�mean he ain�t dead?�
Peel laughed. �Think anybody can kill Otis Beagle when he don�t want to be killed?�
�No, guess not. But I was sure worried about him� He owe me four dollars for washing the car.�
�He mentioned that. Here�� Peel pulled a five-dollar bill from his pocket, then remembered Otis Beagle�s reputation of never tipping less then two dollars and added another dollar. �Keep the change.�
�Yas suh! And thankee� Here�s his car right here, all polished up full of gas, rarin� to go.�
The car was a Cadillac convertible; Beagle wouldn�t drive anything less. Of course it was �37 model, but better an old model Cadillac than a brand new smaller car. For Beagle.
It was four-thirty when Joe Peel drove out of the garage and turned west on Wilshire. After a few blocks he reached Sepulveda and turned right. He let out the old car now and in a few minutes was climbing up the mountain pass. Ten minutes later he rolled down into San Fernando Valley, cut across Ventura and headed for the mountain range at the east end of the valley.
It was five forty-five when Peel saw a sign beside the road: 13 Palms, Population 850.
There had probably been thirteen palms here originally, but now there were a good many more. In fact the main street was lined with them.
The town consisted of about four business blocks with residential streets crossing them. The side streets were usually not more than a block in length. Then the desert took over.
In the second block was a two-story brick building, over which was a neon sign that read: 13 Palms Hotel.
Peel parked the Cadillac in front of the hotel and went into the tiny lobby.
�Room and bath,� he said to the clerk.
�Got a reservation?�
�Are you kidding?�
The clerk grinned. �I�m just practising in case we ever get full up like in the city� Baggage?�
�I�ll pay in advance.�
�Yes sir, that�ll be three dollars.� He got a key out of a slot. �Room 210.�
�I�ll go up later.� Peel put the key in his pocket and walked out of the lobby. Across the street was a one-story frame building. Lettering on the window read:
13 Palms Oasis
Peel crossed the street and entered the building. The long narrow room contained a linotype machine, a couple of presses and in front, a rolltop desk that was heaped high with exchanges. A man of about thirty, with ink on his face, was running a small job press. He stopped it when he saw Peel.
�Yes sir, anything I can do for you?�
�Like to talk to the editor.�
�That�s Mr. Dunning.�
�Where�ll I find him?�
The man took off his printer�s apron, wiped his face with a towel and came forward. �Now, I�m Mr. Dunning, the editor of the 13 Palms Oasis. I hope you want to subscribe.�
�I see you do job printing,� said Peel nodding to the job press.
�Best job work in 13 Palms.�
�You mean there are other printing shops in this little town?�
�Mister � please! 13 Palms is the oasis of Mojave Valley.� He picked up a copy of a four-page newspaper. �See, it says so in big type, right under the title of our leading paper.�
Peel took the newspaper from Dunning. �Oasis Printing Company,� he read.
��Publishers of the 13 Palms Oasis. William C. Dunning, President and Editor� Stranger in town, aren�t you?� he took a pencil from his pocket. �I�m also the star reporter of the Oasis. Would you mind giving me your name?�
�Joe Peel.�
�And would you care to state what business brings you to our city?�
�I represent a newspaper chain and I�m looking over towns that have only one newspaper, with a view to establishing competition.�
�Then you�ve come to the right town, Mr. Peel. 13 Palms could stand two weeklies. I don�t make a living and if you started another paper there, two of us couldn�t make a living� I was just about to knock off and have a drink; care to join me?�
�Don�t mind if I do.�
Dunning got his coat and he and Peel crossed the street to the Oasis Cafe, which had a lunch counter in front and a couple of pool tables in the rear. Also two slot machines. Peel pointed at the machines.
�We get a little business here from people on the way to Nevada,� said Dunning. �They like to practice.� He held up two fingers to the man behind the lunch counter. �Two of the usual, Elmer.�
Elmer brought out a bottle of bourbon and two glasses. He filled the glasses and looked at Peel. �Chaser?�
�Yes � another bourbon.�
Dunning�s eyes lit up. �A friend. I�ll have a chaser, too, Elmer��
They drank the second whiskey and then Dunning stepped to a rack and took down a cue. �A little game of rotation?�
Peel hesitated. �I haven�t had a stick in my hand for quite a while.�
�I�ll tell you the truth,� said Dunning. �I play every day. In fact I�m the local pool shark. I�ll play you for a buck and spot you the ten ball.�
�Why don�t I just give you the dollar?�
�Because I prefer to win it.�
Peel took out a dollar bill and laid it on the railing. He got a cue. �Go ahead, break.�
Dunning broke the balls and the four-ball went into a pocket. He had good position for the one and dropped it neatly into a side pocket. He was practically sewed up for the two-ball, but made a rail-shot and sank the deuce and put himself into position for both the three and five. Then he missed a bank-shot for the six.
Peel got the six and dropped the seven on a nice combination, but couldn�t see the eight. He played safe.
�Dirty pool, eh?� exclaimed Dunning.
�I�m playing for a buck.�
Dunning studied the table for a moment. �I think I got a chance. Three cushion in the comer pocket.�
�Another dollar say you don�t.�
�That�s a bet.�
Peel took out another dollar bill and Dunning put the eight-ball into the comer pocket in as neat a shot as Peel had seen in some time.
�Must have good competition in this town.�
Dunning chuckled. �Not bad.� He took off the nine and eleven. �Give up?�
�No � I can win if I get three of those four.�
Dunning missed the twelve, an impossible shot. Peel dropped it and the thirteen, then made the fourteen, but scratched. Dunning put the fourteen on the post. He sunk it neatly and wound up in perfect position for the fifteen. He tapped it in and picked up Peel�s two dollars.
�Sucker,� he said.
�Spot me the fifteen-ball this time,� said Peel, �and I�ll play you for five dollars.�
�Uh-uh,� said Dunning. �You�re not that bad. I�ll give you the ten points again and lay you six to five.�
Peel thought for a moment. �Make it thirteen to ten. Or, if you really want to gamble, make it twenty to fifteen and you don�t have to spot me anything.�
Dunning looked sharply at Peel. �A pool hustler, eh?�
�I used to do it for a living. Twenty dollars even money,� he smiled tantalizingly.
�You shoot a fair stick,� Dunning said thoughtfully. �That scratch on the fourteen could have been an accident. Or maybe you did it on purpose. Still, I don�t think you can beat me��
�Make it thirty dollars and I�ll spot you the ten-ball?�
�Oh, now wait a minute, Peel��
�The fifteen-ball��
The smile faded from Dunning�s features. �It�s your break.�
They racked up the balls and Peel broke. The eleven-and twelve-balls went into pockets.
�Lucky,� said Dunning.
�Yeah,� Peel admitted. He picked out the fifteen-ball � the one he was spotting Dunning � and dropped it into a pocket. Then he studied the table for a moment.
He made the one-ball on a combination shot and slopped in the four. Then he settled down and ran off the entire table. He made a couple of shots the likes of which had never been seen in 13 Palms. When the last ball plopped into the pocket, Dunning hung up his cue.
�I�m cured.�
�Would you like to see a couple of shots I made at the St. Louis Pocket Billiard Tournament?� Peel asked.
Dunning shook his head. �I haven�t got thirty dollars with me.�
�I�ll take a check.�
�The bank doesn�t like me to write out checks, on account I haven�t got any money in the bank.�
�That bad here in 13 Palms?�
�I�m always broke on Wednesdays. But on Thursday the paper comes out and on Friday I collect for the ads. Then I�m in good shape until Monday. Will you have another drink then run out to my place? I�ve got a hundred bucks salted away for emergencies.�
�Forget it.�
�Against the rules. When I get a sucker, I make him pay. Besides, I�m going to make some money from you.�
�How?�
�You didn�t come into my shop just to hustle me for a game of pool.�
�That�s right, I didn�t.�
�And I don�t think you want any printing done.�
�As a matter of fact,� said Peel, �I came to 13 Palms to look for a murderer.�
�Eh?�
�A murderer who might be a printer.�
�Have another drink,� said Dunning, �then we�ll get something to eat.�
�I�ll have the drink, but I�m still looking for a murderer.�
�You�re not� a detective?�
�Why not?�
�The way you shoot pool?� Dunning looked thoughtfully at Peel. �I�m the only printer in 13 Palms.�
�That�s what I thought.�
�Unless you count Marcy Holt.�
Now it was Peel�s turn. �Marcy Holt lives here?�
�Out of town a ways � right next door to my place, for that matter. Marcy�s got a press and a couple of fonts of type, although he doesn�t do much regular printing. Gets out a fancy, hand-set booklet now and then. He�s very good at it.�
�How well do you know Holt?�
�Oh, quite well. We�re not exactly competitors, you know. His business is really a hobby. He�s out here on the desert for his health�� he paused. �So Holt�s your man?�
�I think so.�
�Johnny Wade, who works for Holt is more the type. Hard as quartz.�
�How�s the law around here?�
�Not so good. We got a constable, but he hasn�t got any authority out of the town. There�s a deputy over at Lancaster, although if you ask me, I don�t think we�ll need him.�
�We?�
�I got the best.45 you ever saw over at the office. And Holt doesn�t really count. We can handle Johnny Wade between us.�
�Let�s go.�
They left the pool room and walked back to Dunning�s newspaper office, where Dunning got out his.45. �Army surplus.� He winked at Peel. �Your car or mine?�
�Mine,� said Peel.
They crossed the street and got into Beagle�s convertible. �Which way?�
�Left at the next street. It�s about four miles � right at the edge of the mountain.�
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The sun was disappearing behind the mountains on the west side of the valley, but there was still plenty of light as Peel sent the convertible rolling along a narrow desert road that was almost as smooth as pavement.
After a while, Dunning pointed to a rambling red adobe ranchhouse on the left. �Mine. We�ll stop on the way back and I�ll give you the money� There�s Holt�s place��
It was a very neat desert layout, a Mexican-type ranchhouse with a red tile roof, stables, a corral and a green patch of pasture, green because of irrigation.
A car was standing in the ward as Peel drove up. Marcy Holt himself was seated on the veranda of the ranchhouse, enjoying a cigar. He got up as Peel stopped the convertible some fifty feet away.
�Watch it,� Dunning said to Peel. �I don�t see Wade.�
Peel slipped his empty revolver from his hip pocket to his side coat pocket. He got out of the car and dropped his hand into his pocket. Dunning got out of the car on the other side.
�Hello, Marcy!� he called to the man on the veranda.
Marcy Holt looked at Joe Peel. �You�re smarter than I figured.�
�Oh, I wouldn�t say that,� said Dunning.
Peel turned to look at Dunning� and saw the.45 pointed at his stomach.
�Take the hand out of the pocket,� Dunning ordered. �But be awfully careful.�
�Sucker!� said Peel bitterly. He brought his hand cautiously out of his coat pocket.
A hundred feet away, Johnny Wade appeared in the open doorway of the stables. A gun was in his hand. He came forward.
�That�s all?� Peel asked.
Dunning looked at him narrowly. �Who else do you expect?�
�How about a fellow named Bill Gray?�
�You mean Johnny Wade. He isn�t Bill Gray any more.�
Johnny Wade came up and slapped Peel�s coat pockets. He located the revolver and extracted it. He broke it and looked sharply at Peel. �Empty!�
�Yeah. People get hurt with loaded guns.�
�You couldn�t take a hint yesterday, could you?�
Peel touched the still sore bruises on his face. �I�d like to give you a massage the next time you come into Ole�s Swedish Baths.�
�Maybe there won�t be any next time for you.�
Which reminded Peel of something. �Uh, how�s Otis Beagle?�
Johnny Wade looked at Marcy Holt. The latter nodded. �Might as well stable them together. But if anybody else comes we�re going to be a little crowded.�
Wade struck Peel on the shoulder with his fist. �Come on.� He pointed to the barn.
�Watch out for him, Johnny,� Dunning cautioned. �He�s a sharp one.�
Johnny Wade grunted contemptuously. �I can handle him.�
Peel struck out for the barn, Wade following closely behind him.
The barn was a long narrow one, consisting entirely of enclosed horse stalls and an aisle. Bags of feed, harness, bridles and other horse equipment hung from the walls and stalls. The place, Peel noted, was equipped with electricity.
Before he stepped into the barn, Peel sent a glance over his shoulder and saw Dunning and Marcy Holt going into the ranchhouse.
�All right,� said Johnny Wade, �the third stall.�
The door was fastened on the inside with an iron pin which fitted into a steel hasp. As Peel reach for the iron pin he was startled by a sudden hoarse yell inside the stall.
�Help!� cried the voice.
�Jeez!� gasped Peel. �Otis��
�Joe!�� cried the voice inside the stall. �It isn�t� you�?�
Peel took out the steel pin and swung open the door. He faced Otis Beagle. The big detective agency proprietor groaned when he saw Peel.
�And I was counting on you!�
�Get in,� Johnny Wade said, behind Peel.
Peel surveyed the stall with considerable distaste. The straw on the floor was clean, but still � it was a stable. It smelled very strongly of horse.
He stepped into the stall and Wade slammed the door shut on him. It was almost dark inside with the door closed, but Beagle pawed the air and finding a dangling string pulled on it. An overhead electric light bulb went on.
Peel surveyed Beagle. �You look like hell.�
�You stay in here ten-twelve hours and see how you look. Not even a chair.�
�And not even your cane,� Peel jeered.
Beagle scowled. �They took it away� Where�d they get you?�
�They didn�t exactly get me, Otis. I walked into this myself. I came all the way out here under my own power.�
�How�d you find out about it?�
�I picked up a piece of paper in Wilma Huston�s kitchen. Somebody�d tried to bum it. I made out enough to see that it was part of the printed return address from a printing company in 13 Palms. That brought me down to 13 Palms. From thereon the blundering was all my own.�
�And I was hoping you�d get me out of this.� Beagle looked toward the door and dropped his voice. �They�re counterfeiters. There�s a printing press in the next stall. They were running it this morning.� He shook his head. �I should have known� that thousand dollar bill.�
�That reminds me,� said Peel. �That check you gave Charlie� it bounced��
�The damn crooks; if I get out of this I�ll have Pinky Devol shut them up.�
�I don�t think he�ll do it. It was Pinky who called to tell me about the check.�
Beagle stared at Peel. �You�re kidding!�
�I think Pinky�s behind the joint.�
Beagle groaned. �You can�t trust anyone any more.�
�Ain�t it the truth?�
�They all right?� asked Dunning�s voice outside the stall.
�For now,� replied the voice of Johnny Wade, �but if you think I�m gonna sit out here in the barn all night, you got another guess coming.�
�Oh we can take �em into the house,� said Dunning. �There�s no chance of anyone coming around after dark.�
�That�s damn decent of you,� exclaimed Joe Peel.
Dunning chuckled. �Still chipper, eh?� He pulled open the stall door and looked in. �Too bad we haven�t got a pool table out here. I�d play you a game.�
�I never play with welshers.�
The smile faded from Dunning�s face. �I had to get you out here, didn�t I?� He reached into his pocket and brought out a roll of bills. �Here�s your money � if it�ll do you any good.� he peeled off a twenty and a ten and handed the bills to Peel.
�Give them back to him, Joe,� said Beagle. �They�re counterfeit��
�Are you crazy?� Dunning snapped at Beagle.
�I�ve got ears,� Beagle retorted. �I heard your printing press. And I got a sample of your work from Holt, yesterday� a thousand dollar bill.�
�I�ll be damned!� said Dunning. He looked at Joe Peel. �So that�s what you think we do��
Peel shook his head. �That�s Otis� idea. I know what you do.�
�What?�
�Oh, you�re a counterfeiter all right; but not money. Dime novels.�
Dunning seemed pleased. �Like to see how it�s done?�
�Why not?�
Dunning stepped back from the doorway and permitted Peel and Beagle to come out. Then the three went to the next stall. Johnny Wade remained aloof � but vigilant.
Dunning switched on a light. This stall, unlike the adjoining one, had a concrete floor. And a very neat layout of machinery including a printing press.
On a bench was a stack of several hundred little booklets. Peel walked over to them and picked up a handful. He riffled them out and whistled, �Malaeska.�
�The first dime novel,� chuckled Dunning, �printed by Beadle & Adams in the year 1860� with slight improvements by Dunning & Holt, 1946.�
�How do you age them?� Peel asked.
�That�s the secret,� Dunning replied, �that and the paper. Holt�s awfully good with the paper. That was his business back east.� He pointed to a tub filled with a pulpy mass. �He makes the paper himself � by hand. There�s a little cave back here, with a bit of a spring in it � keeps the air nice and moist. Ages paper 86 years in thirty days.�
Beagle came over to Peel and took one of the books from his hand. He glanced at it and snorted. �This looks just like that cheap pulp magazine you had in your room at the hotel��
�Ah,� said Dunning, �so you had it.� He exhaled. �Too bad.�
�You mean Helen Gray?� Peel asked, softly.
Dunning nodded. �I had a bit of an accident on our second printing. A capital �M� broke and a few sheets got bound and distributed before I discovered the accident. Wilbur Jolliffe happened to get one of them. Mr. Jolliffe was a very suspicious soul. He took his copy of Malaeska to the Huntingdon Library and checked it with a copy they have there��
Beagle snorted. �A helluva note, killing a man over a cheap dime novel.�
�Not I,� Dunning said, �I�m only the printer.�
�This little book,� Peel said gently. �The genuine article � is worth three hundred dollars.� He looked curiously at Dunning. �How many have you shoved out?�
�More than a hundred,� Dunning replied. �We did it quite judiciously and sometimes get as high as four hundred for a copy.�
Otis Beagle did some rapid mental arithmetic. Then he exclaimed, �You mean there are that many suckers in this country?�
�A copy of Murders in the Rue Morgue which is a little book no bigger than this one, sold last year for forty thousand dollars.�
Beagle�s eyes narrowed. �Then, as long as you were printing, why didn�t you print up this Murders in the Rue Morgue?�
�Because the book is too well known to experts. Nobody would suspect a dime novel��
�Nobody except Wilbur Jolliffe,� Peel corrected.
There was a step in the door and Marcy Holt entered. Beagle frowned at him. �That thousand dollar bill you gave me, Holt��
�I want that back. You had no right to keep it��
�What I want to know,� said Beagle, firmly, �is it genuine or is it�� he gestured to the books, ��counterfeit?�
Holt�s eyes widened. �Do you think I�d counterfeit money?�
For some strange reason, Peel laughed.
Dunning looked questioningly at Holt. The latter nodded, almost imperceptibly.
�It�s getting dark outside,� Dunning said. �Shall we go to the house?�
Holt hesitated. �Don�t you think they�d better stay out here��
Johnny Wade came to the doorway. �I just got through telling Dunning I�m not staying out here all night.�
�It�ll only be a couple of hours, Johnny��
�That�s what you said this morning.�
Holt sighed. �Very well, bring them along.�
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They left the little printing plant and went through the barn to the ranchhouse.
It was a very nice place. The living room was a huge room furnished in western style, with Navajo rugs draped on the walls as well as the floor. Marcy Holt switched on the electric lights and pulled the Venetian blinds. Then he motioned to a sofa at the side of the room.
�Now, if you gentlemen will make yourselves comfortable��
�Until the boss gets here?� Peel asked.
Holt and Dunning exchanged quick glances. �What boss?� Dunning asked.
Peel laughed without humor. �There�s got to be a Brain behind this. You two didn�t figure this all out by yourselves.�
�And why not?� Dunning asked sarcastically.
�A hick printer,� said Peel. Then looking at Johnny Wade, �a stumblebum and,� looking at Marcy Holt, �a broken-down paper manufacturer who�s in the last stages of T.B.�
�My cane!� suddenly exclaimed Otis Beagle.
The stick was standing in a corner on the other side of the room. He started toward it, but Johnny Wade slipped forward and jammed the muzzle of his gun into Beagle�s side.
Beagle said, �Oof!� and retreated to the couch, where he sat down.
�A hick printer,� Dunning said, slowly. �Maybe that�s why I went into this. A fellow gets tired of crumbs.�
Marcy Holt took out his handkerchief, coughed into it, then looked at the hankerchief before putting it away again. Peel seated himself on the couch beside Beagle.
Johnny Wade went to a closet and brought out a bridge table. He set it up, just within the doorway and drew up a chair. He brought out a pack of cards from his pocket and started to deal himself a hand of solitaire.
Joe Peel watched him a moment. �How about a game of gin?�
Dunning grunted. �You play gin, too?�
�About as well as I shoot pool. Like to try a rubber or two, for a nickel a point.�
Johnny Wade got to his feet again. �That reminds me.� He came toward Peel. �Shell out.�
�What for?� Peel asked in astonishment.
�You haven�t got any more use for money and I have.�
�That�s a matter of opinion,� Peel retorted coldly.
�Dish up!� Wade snarled.
�So that�s why you gave me the thirty bucks,� Peel said to Dunning, �You knew the gorilla would get it back for you.�
�Let him keep it, Johnny!� Dunning snapped.
�I ain�t takin� orders from you��
Marcy Holt interposed. �Johnny!�
Johnny Wade looked at Marcy Holt, then walked back to his solitaire game.
�Of course if you gentlemen would like to play a few hands of poker,� Beagle said, suddenly.
Dunning chuckled. �I�m willing.�
�Thought you lost all your money last night?� Peel said to Beagle.
Beagle grunted. �You didn�t think I�d risk real money in a joint like that, did you? I gave them my check�� He pulled out a roll of bills. �How about you, Holt?�
Holt shrugged, �If it�ll amuse you.� He signaled to Wade. The latter brought the bridge table into the middle of the room, but seated himself so that he was closest to the door. The others got chairs and sat down around the little table.
�Dollar limit?� Dunning asked, looking at Peel.
Peel brought out his roll, in the neighborhood of a hundred and twenty dollars. �What�s the matter with table stakes?�
Dunning showed his teeth. �All right, sport. Cut for deal�� he spread out the cards, face down and all five drew a card. Marcy Holt drew an ace and the deal.
He shuffled the cards quickly and expertly and put them down in front of Beagle for the cut. He dealt first to Peel, on his left, then to Johnny Wade, then Dunning, Beagle and finally to himself.
�Dealer�s choice,� he said, �but this one�s straight poker, jacks or better to open.�
Peel looked at his cards, discovered that he had a pair of queens, a ten, a king and a seven spot. �Pass,� he said.
Johnny Wade studied his cards, hesitated, then passed.
�Pass,� said Dunning.
Beagle passed.
�Open for a dollar,� Holt announced.
�I�ll stay for the fun,� Peel said and threw in a dollar. Johnny Wade hesitated again and finally called.
�I�ll stay,� said Dunning.
�So will I,� Beagle announced, �and I�ll raise it two.�
�Layin� back, eh?� Wade sneered.
�I�m raising on prospects,� Beagle said smugly.
�Fine,� Holt said, �I�ll just see what you think of your prospects and raise you ten.�
�Hey!� exclaimed Peel.
�Costs you twelve dollars,� Wade told him, �and maybe I�ll raise too.�
Peel looked sharply at Wade, then put up his twelve dollars. Wade studied his cards again and thought better of raising. He merely called.
Dunning put up the money, but did not seem happy about it. �I�ll just call,� said Beagle.
�Cards?�
Peel tossed his seven spot to the center of the table. �One!�
�Oh, wise guy,� said Johnny Wade. He squeezed his cards. �Two.�
�Holding an ace for a kicker,� Peel said, �or maybe you�ve already got three of a kind?�
�Cost you money to find out.�
�Three,� Dunning said, sourly.
Then came Beagle. �I think I�ll play these.�
�Dealer takes two,� Holt announced, �and since I�m the openers, I�ll bet twenty dollars.�
�I think you�re all bluffing,� Peel said, �I�ll call the twenty and�� he counted his money, ��raise it one hundred and six dollars� all I�ve got.�
�Goddamit!� snarled Johnny Wade. �What kind of poker do you call that?� he glared at Peel, then shifted the glare to Beagle. �You two in cahoots?�
�Aren�t you three?� Peel demanded.
Johnny Wade shoved back his chair and started to his feet.
�Johnny!� said Holt.
Johnny sank back into his chair. �All right,� he said, thickly, �you better have them, because I�m calling��
Dunning threw his cards into the discards. �Beats me.�
Beagle looked across at Peel. �Well, Joe, it looks like it�s between you and me.�
�Oh, no, I�m here, too,� Holt reminded.
�In that case, I�ll call Joe�s hundred and six dollars and�� he counted out the balance of his money, �raise you � and Johnny � another hundred and two. My pile.�
�So you did hold out on me yesterday, Otis!� Peel accused.
�Just a hundred.�
�I�ll call,� Marcy Holt said.
Johnny Wade smote the bridge table with the palm of his hand. �Damned if I will.� He turned up his cards savagely. �Three lousy little sixes!�
�Too bad you didn�t call,� Beagle said, pleasantly. �Because I�ve only got a pair of aces.�
Johnny swore violently. Marcy Holt shook his head.
�Mr. Beagle, you�ve got more than I thought you had.� He turned up his cards. �I�ve only got my openers� jacks��
Beagle began to reach for the money. Peel thrust out a hand. �Wait a minute, Otis, you get Holt�s hundred and two, that�s all� I�ve got two pairs � kings and queens.� He grinned. �I went in with a pair of queens and held a king and a ten for a kicker. I drew another king.�
�Your poker,� Dunning said, �is almost as good as your pool.�
Beagle was counting out his two hundred and four dollars. �Been playing pool with Joe, Mr. Dunning? He cut his eyeteeth on a pool cue.�
�That�s what I discovered.�
Peel finished shuffling the cards and placed them on the table for Holt to cut. �A little low-ball, gentleman?�
�No!� roared Johnny Wade. He banged the bridge table with his fist and the cards flew up into the air and scattered over the table. Some of them went to the floor.
Otis Beagle stooped to pick up the cards from the floor.
�Keep your hands on the table!� Johnny Wade cried, whipping out his gun.
An automobile horn honked outside, then again. Dunning�s gun appeared in his hand. Johnny Wade rushed to the door, popped out. Marcy Holt also got up, but did not produce a gun.
Dunning moved to the door, looked out and turning, nodded to Marcy Holt.
�The boss,� said Joe Peel.
Feet crunched on the gravel outside, then scraped on stone and Johnny Wade re-entered the room. Behind him came�
�George Byram,� Peel said, calmly.
Byram came into the room. �So, you�re here, too.�
Last, but not least, came � Mary Lou Tanner, Wilbur Jolliffe�s secretary.
�And I thought you threw me over for a Marine, six feet tall,� Peel said, shaking his head.
�I don�t like wise guys,� Mary Lou retorted.
George Byram surveyed first Peel, then Otis Beagle.
�What am I going to do with you fellows?�
Peel looked at Otis Beagle and blinked. The big fellow had his cane. During the commotion attending the arrival of the newcomers he had somehow crossed the room and secured possession of it.
He pointed the cane at Byram.
�That�s your problem, not mine.�
George Byram sighed. �Why couldn�t you have taken the thousand dollars and left town? In a month we could have cleaned up this business and then nobody would have been hurt.�
�Except Wilbur Jolliffe,� Peel reminded, �he was already hurt when you sent around the thousand.�
Byram fixed Peel with a cold glance. �Wilbur committed suicide.�
Peel laughed. �You don�t really think the police swallowed that, do you?�
�What difference does it make?� Beagle cut in. �There�s still that girl � Helen Gray.�
�Oh,� Peel said, �it looks like Byram�s going to let our friend Johnny take the rap for that, all by his-self��
�You got another think coming,� Johnny Wade snarled, �because I didn�t do it. That was you � or fat stuff here. In fact, I gonna personally take apart whichever one of you��
�Now wait a minute,� exclaimed Peel. �We seem to have a difference of opinion� Let�s get together.� He pointed at Byram. �You say Johnny killed Helen Gray��
�I do not!� Byram declared emphatically. �Helen Gray was shot and I don�t think Johnny would have to shoot a woman.� He glowered at Peel. �Johnny�s got the right of it� you disposed of Helen Gray. You were at her apartment yesterday morning. Johnny picked you up outside and an hour later she was found��
Johnny Wade came toward Peel, a ferocious gleam in his eyes. Then Otis Beagle stepped forward, thrusting his cane between Peel and Johnny Wade.
�Hold it, Johnny!� he cried.
Johnny struck at the cane with the gun in his hand. �Put down that stick!�� His eyes were still on Peel and he was poised to spring forward and smash Peel with the gun in his hand. His hand went up�
There was a click and eight inches of sharpened steel leaped out of the end of Otis Beagle�s cane. Johnny cried out and tried to turn his gun on Beagle. But it was too late. The blade slithered into Johnny Wade�s chest and choked off his scream.
Joe Peel caught Johnny Wade�s revolver before it hit the floor. He started to swing up with it, but saw Dunning bearing down on him. Peel let himself fall flat on his face and rolled over onto his side. Dunning�s gun roared and the bullet clipped a lock of hair from Peel�s head.
Peel fired from his elbow. An expression of shock and horror broke Dunning�s face and he fell back.
�Look out, Joe!� cried Beagle.
Peel whirled, saw the muzzle of George Byram�s gun pointing at him. He threw himself back, yelled and fired. Flame seared his left arm even as he pulled the trigger. But Byram disappeared before him.
Peel began to climb to his feet, was aware that Otis Beagle had Marcy Holt pinned to the wall, with the point of the blade in his cane, less than a half inch from Holt�s throat.
�That�s that,� said Joe Peel, thickly.
And then he saw Mary Lou Tanner struggling with her purse. Even as he lunged for her, a little automatic appeared. Peel saw he wouldn�t reach her in time, stopped and threw Johnny Wade�s gun with the last strength he had in him.
The gun made a sickening plop as it struck Mary Lou, halfway between her mouth and forehead. She screamed and clawed at her face with her hands. The little gun fell from her hand to the floor. Peel kicked it away weakly, staggered to the couch.
He surveyed the scene.
�That�s the trouble with guns,� Beagle said, coldly. �You fool around with them and someone always gets hurt��
And Peel was looking at Johnny Wade, who had been perforated by the blade of Beagle�s cane.
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His left arm wrapped in about six inches of bandages and held up in a splint, Joe Peel pushed open the door of the Beagle Detective Agency.
He held the door open with his right shoulder, gestured with his head at the ground glass of the door.
�Get that sign changed,� he said to Beagle, who was in the office at his desk.
�What�s the matter with it?�
�It says, �Beagle Detective Agency�. Change it to read: �Peel & Beagle�.�
�So it�s gone to your head!�
Peel let the door swing shut. �Your bull satisfied that rube sheriff, but you�re going to have to have all the answers for Lieutenant Becker.�
�He�s already been here.�
Peel seated himself in his swivel chair, leaned back and grinned at Beagle across the desk. �And was he satisfied with what you told him?�
�Well, not exactly. He kept harping about a couple of things��
�Such as?�
�Well, how we figured it was Mary Lou who killed Helen Gray.�
�You told him, didn�t you?�
Beagle coughed gently. �As a matter of fact, I�m a little hazy on that point myself��
Peel chuckled. �You�d better give the thing some thought, then. Becker�s a man who likes his cases airtight.�
Beagle scowled. �Cut it out, Joe.�
�Is it going to be Peel & Beagle�?�
Beagle hesitated. �Make it Beagle & Peel��
Peel rocked back and forth a couple of times in the swivel chair. Then he shrugged. �Okay, I guess you�ve got to have your front.� He drew a deep breath.
�It was probably Wilbur Jolliffe�s collecting of dime novels that got George Byram started. He learned that Malaeska was the choicest of all dime novels and somewhere � probably from one of the big libraries � he got a copy of it. Stole it. He set up his little forgery business and things went fine. But he couldn�t resist selling his brother-in-law a copy of Malaeska. Naturally he couldn�t do it himself, so he had one of his sales people, Helen Gray, make Wilbur�s acquaintance. Which wasn�t very hard, Wilbur being the kind of guy he was. Wilbur fell for the dame and the book, but while he didn�t suspect the girl he suspected the book. Anyway, he found out that it was a forgery and squawked. Helen stalled him along for a while, but then Wilbur called in a private detective� Otis Beagle� Byram knew that it wouldn�t take a detective long to discover that Wilbur�s own brother-in-law was head of the forged dime novel racket, so he � well � he got Wilbur to commit suicide� That�s how I know it was Byram in the first place. Wilbur wouldn�t have taken anyone but a relative into his library late at night��
�I get that all right, Joe,� Beagle cut in, �but you told me yourself that all you said to Helen was to warn her to lay off of Wilbur Jolliffe� So what made them suspect we were hep to the dime novel racket?�
Peel screwed up his face. �What I didn�t tell you, was that while I was telling off Helen, I picked up a copy of Malaeska. I put it in my pocket, but they didn�t notice it was missing until after Johnny Wade, or Bill Gray, as they called him then, had, uh, disposed of me. Then they figured my talk to Helen was just a stall � the real stuff being the dime novel business.�
�You mean to tell me,� cried Otis Beagle, �that if you hadn�t stuck that book in your pocket, Wilbur would be alive today?�
Peel shook his head. �It would have happened, but maybe not quite so soon. Remember Mary Lou Tanner��
Beagle�s eyes lit up. �Yeah, I can�t figure her in this. If she was Jolliffe�s secretary, how come she got mixed up with Byram�?�
�She was Jolliffe�s secretary but she was Byram�s girl friend, first. She told me she�d been with Jolliffe three months� Actually, she�d been there only two weeks. She was planted by Byram��
�But you claim she was the one who knocked off Helen Gray. Why would she do that, if they were all in it together?�
�Helen got scared, when I kept coming around. She wanted to blow. Mary Lou�� Peel sighed. �The female of the species, you know��
��Is more deadly than the male�� Beagle finished the quotation.
The phone on his desk rang and he reached for it.
�Yes?� Peel saw him scowl, then assumed a forced smile as if Pinky could see him. �Pinky, old boy, how are you�? Yes, yes, just fine� Got it all wrapped up and tied with a nice pink ribbon� What?�� The scowl came back to his face. �He�s got that goddam table wired, I tell you� Of course I can�t prove it, Pinky, but it stands to reason� all right, if that�s the way you feel about it�� He swallowed hard. �I�ve got the money. I�ll send him a check today� a good one� good-bye��
He hung up and glared at the phone. �That�s a friend for you.�
�So Pinky is behind Charlie?�
�He says no, but why would he be so damned insistent on me paying Charlie?� It�ll take every nickel I�ve got.� His eyes fell on the card case in front of him. �We need a case � a good paying one.� He opened the card file.
But Joe Peel let out a yell and kicked back his swivel chair. As it crashed to the floor he shot around the desk and snatched the card file from Beagle.
�No, you don�t! You�re not going to make any more cases. That�s how we got into this mess.�
�All right,� said Beagle, �then you tell me how we�re going to get a client.� He nodded toward the door. �You�re a partner in this agency, you know��
Peel stared at Beagle for a long moment, then he suddenly handed back the card file.
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